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The Truth in the Pages

        

      

    

    
      To Your Majesty Aldric Rexall the Fourth, King of Avendor, Steward of the Westreach, Foremost of the Reach Rulers —

      

      I write to you with a most urgent report. Elendol has fallen into civil war. Two factions — one aligned with the Eastern Empire, the other loyal to you and the other monarchs of the Westreach — fight for dominance over Gladelyl. Who will win control, I cannot yet say.

      I, your most loyal servant, and your royal troupe, the Dancing Feathers, will soon brave the winter storms to return to Halenhol. It may be many months after this message is relayed to you that I report in person, but rest assured I will give a more detailed account upon my arrival.

      For the time being, know this: Tal Harrenfel has revealed himself for the man I always knew him to be, and now flees into the East.

      Yes, it is as I feared; the "Defender of the Westreach" has betrayed his countrymen, revealing his treacherous, murderous, and deceitful nature. He has killed Queen Geminia Elendola the Third, and from her body summoned the demon he was reputed to have slain: the fire devil Heyl, who wrought further devastation among the elves. We are fortunate that others did not long tolerate his creation and banished it back to the depths from whence it came, or perhaps none would have survived the Raze of Elendol.

      The companions he has gathered around himself pursue him on his foolhardy flight — though to capture or join him, I do not know.

      Peer Ashelia Venaliel and her brother, Prime Warder Helnor, were said to be Royalists, faithful to Queen Geminia to the last. But if that is so, they have severely misjudged Harrenfel's character. The rumors that Peer Venaliel and Harrenfel were lovers were all but confirmed when she was witnessed being intimate with him before Gladelyl's civil war began. Further evidence was supplied as her bond, Yinin Venaliel, challenged Harrenfel to a duel. 

      Does Peer Venaliel hunt him now as a lover spurned? Or to join him in his misdeeds? Does her brother go to assist her, or keep her from further mistakes, such as endangering the son she so recklessly brings into those hostile lands? Or perhaps he remains aligned with his late Queen, and vengeance is first on his mind.

      The boy whom Harrenfel took as his apprentice, Garin Dunford, I suspect goes to join him, as do his unscrupulous bard, Falcon Sunstring, and Sunstring's improper daughter, Wren. From all their treatment of me during our travels, they are as sneaky and tricksome as their leader, and not to be trusted. 

      Kaleras the Impervious is said to journey with them. Arriving late for the Winter Ball, he came just in time to banish Heyl back to the fiery depths from whence it was summoned. I can only assume it is to finish what he started that he now pursues Harrenfel.

      Only of one do I remain convinced of his motives: Aelyn Belnuure, Peer of his House, once the Emissary to Avendor for Gladelyl. All know of Belnuure's near fanatical devotion to his Queen. There can be no doubt that he seeks to bring Harrenfel to justice.

      But not all was lost in the Sanguine City. By the swift initiative of your most loyal subject, I secured an artifact that may be of great interest to Your Highness. It is a book, or rather a collection of papers, but transcribed from its previous form. I believe these pages to be important, for they might explain the deranged and aggrandized beliefs that Harrenfel holds of himself. Written in the Easterners' devilish language — at which I am proficient, lore keeper that I am — this Fable of Song and Blood tells of beings of great power who alter the World by their mere presence. It even asserts the belief that these mythical men might challenge Yuldor for ascendency as gods.

      Drivel on its face, I know — but if we might understand Harrenfel, perhaps we can stop him. And, as the feral hound he is, we might put him to a final rest.

      But I leave such judgment to your wisdom, Your Majesty.

      Until our next meeting, I remain your most loyal and humble servant…

      
        
        - Brother Causticus of the Order of Ataraxis; Conveyed message received from Master Fantir of the Ruby Tower

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Forest of Snow and Shadow

          

        

      

    

    
      Far from the comforts of civilization, isolated upon a pine-dusted mountainside, a man trod over newly fallen snow, pulling a flagging mount up the steep incline.

      He did not know what he would see when he arrived at the top, only that he must persist in the effort. Yet even in this, he found his will faltering. His clothes were insufficient for the weather. His elven boots, ill-suited for hard use in snow and ice, were swiftly coming apart at the seams. His tunic and trousers were thin and already sported several long tears. His fur cloak could not keep out the grasping talons of the frigid winds. His stor, pushed to its limits, then unnaturally sustained beyond them, only remained obedient out of exhausted resignation.

      A strand of hair pulled free of the man's ponytail in an errant gust. He tucked it absently behind his ear, too tired to tie it back again.

      It was not only the climb that wearied him. Within, his sorcery clamored to be released. He had kept it dammed as best he could, but in the week since it had blossomed such as it had in his days of youth, he had not always succeeded. His failures littered the trail behind him.

      A grove of trees, blackened by fire creeping from his skin.

      A river dried, the ground split by the pounding of his feet.

      Streams of sorcery, blighted as if by disease from his mere passage.

      He could barely sleep, for in dreaming, his sorcery seeped back into his being. And once there, it could not be contained, but only released.

      He raised his head and saw an opening in the trees before him. Collecting together his tattered will, he pushed on until he stood between them, then gazed out over the wide World.

      The landscape was a patchwork of gray and white. Clouds stifled the sky, flat and featureless. Mountains, heaped with snow, rose into the low-hanging gloom, their peaks lost in mist. The range stretched in all directions until it faded into fog and swirling flurries.

      A valley cut through the mountains. There, a road lay next to a river that still sluggishly flowed. The man had walked upon that road in his sojourn, but caution drove him back into the trees and the tiresome work of forging his own path.

      He had no other choice.

      Amid that scene, the man spied something dark moving along the road, only a mile or two ahead. Squinting to see, he sought after his sorcery. A trickle pulled free of the dam to expand and extend his vision. Swallowing against the disorienting rush, the man saw it was not a herd of caribou he'd detected, but a caravan of sleighs, heading up the road from Gladelyl and deeper into the East.

      Blinking rapidly, he repressed the magic and considered his options. His supplies were low, almost nonexistent. His garb and shelter were in terrible shape. His body deteriorated further by the day. Worst of all, he had little idea of where he was heading.

      He needed a map.

      A caravan venturing into the Westreach would be sure to have at least a rudimentary chart. But maps were a precious commodity, likely the most valued item aboard those sleighs. Unless they were merchants of maps, they would not surrender theirs easily.

      His shoulders sagged. Who am I? It always came around, this question that haunted him.

      How far would he go to do what he must?

      How many people would he hurt for a chance to save them?

      With no simple answer in sight, he turned and allowed a tendril of the sorcery to suffuse his muscles. Then he led his wearied mount down toward the caravan.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Both near and far away, traveling through the same winter-cloaked forest, a youth paused to take in the destruction that materialized around him.

      During summers, the youth's hometown of Hunt's Hollow had often experienced thunderstorms. After they'd passed, the youth and his childhood friends had ventured out to see if they could find lightning-struck trees, split and blackened from the thunderclouds' lashing tongues.

      As he gazed at the pines surrounding the small clearing, they looked much the same as those storm-blasted trees.

      His companions murmured among themselves, debating the directions of the tracks and the age of the small campfire, while the youth strayed to one of the blighted trees and placed a hand to it. As he penetrated the ashy exterior to touch the rough surface beneath, he heard something, sounds that were not present except in his mind.

      Beneath his fingertips, the dead tree was alive with sorcery.

      The youth withdrew his hand and stared at it. Part of him feared what he had done. The greater half reveled in it.

      He was finished with fear, with doubt. The others could follow his old mentor's tracks. But as he had touched the ruined tree, he had felt the sorcerous Song of the World tug him onward.

      Into the East.

      A small, satisfied murmur bubbled up in his mind, then faded. The youth closed his fist and turned back to lead the others away.
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        * * *

      

      It was long after dark when Helnor called for a halt.

      Garin slid from his stor and rubbed his muzzle before tying him up with the others. The cold seared the inside of his nostrils and burned his lips to scabs, but as he joined his companions by the fire, he still smiled. The pines surrounding their camp cast long shadows against the shrouded forest. Yet as long as he was surrounded by folks such as these, he had no fear.

      "What's the dopey grin for?" Wren asked with a raised eyebrow. 

      Garin might have stuck his tongue out at her had he not feared it would freeze. "Oh, nothing."

      "You're smiling at nothing?"

      "No, just at you." He winked at her.

      She groaned. "Fine, don't tell me."

      "Really, it wasn't anything much." Garin stared into the fire, the movement of the flames mesmerizing to his tired mind. "I was just thinking of my family. How we would huddle around the hearth on cold nights like this, and drink hot tea or cider, and tell each other tall tales. Some we made up — you could always tell when Naten lost the thread in his yarn. I was actually getting pretty good at inventing my own last winter. But some of the stories we told were the traditional Avendoran legends. Markus Bredley. Gendil of Candor. Tal Harrenfel."

      At the last name, Garin's eyes slid over to meet Wren's. Her mouth twisted, but not in a mocking way. She moved as if to reach out to him, but hesitated and settled her hand back into her lap.

      "Odd to find ourselves in one of those stories, isn't it?" she muttered.

      Garin snorted a laugh. "That's not the strangest part. For most of the time I've trailed after Tal, I've been uncertain of myself. Worried I couldn't compare. Even when I hated his guts, I still envied and looked up to him."

      He tilted his head back to gaze at the stars. "But ever since leaving Elendol, I feel that, for the first time, maybe I'm not so out of place after all."

      Her punch to his shoulder hurt more for being unexpected. Garin yelped, drawing stares from their companions across the fire.

      He ignored them and glared at Wren. "What was that for?"

      Her eyes gleamed with her golden elven tendrils. "Get too large of a head and you'll tip over, Dunford. If either of us are sung into the legends, it'll be me. Don't go thinking otherwise."

      Garin grinned, but it quickly slipped away at another thought.

      If any of us survive to tell the tale.
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        * * *

      

      They packed up camp early the next morning and headed further into the mountains.

      They had been hunting Tal for a week. The snow had appeared as soon as they crossed the sorcerous barrier that marked Elendol's borders. Since leaving the Westreach, the landscape had only grown more desolate. A cruel wind blew over them, burning the bared skin of his face and stealing all hope of warmth. Cedar trees lined their way, seeming dark sentinels guarding the Eastern border and watching the intruders with ancient hostility. Even their fragrant scent held the bite of frost behind it. In the silence, broken only by the crunching of their stors' hooves, hovered an ominous waiting.

      The East, from how the older members of the party told it, was a forbidding place. It began with this gauntlet of inhospitable mountains, then eventually filtered into forests and plains where its residents lived, as well as where the capital of the Empire, Kavaugh, lay. But as the Westreach was divided by nationality and Bloodline, so was the Empire. Each of the Eastern races, Kaleras had informed them, kept primarily to their own fiefs. They were held together only through fealty to the Sun Emperor and adoration for Yuldor.

      From all Garin had seen of the Ravagers' raids, it was more than enough to match the Reach Realms' paltry strength.

      In that week, his party had driven themselves to exhaustion. Yet the mountainous terrain conspired against them, for they gained no ground on their elusive quarry. Whatever strength Tal had found in Queen Geminia's throne room seemed to be lasting. Though at first Ashelia had pressed them on until darkness fell, each day, his tracks grew fainter. He was widening the distance between them. Aelyn and Kaleras had bolstered their mounts with spells, but even that did not seem to be enough.

      Garin wondered if Tal knew he was being pursued. Why else would he push his stor to death's threshold? Though why the man would avoid his closest allies, he could only speculate, and the conclusions he drew made him too uneasy to long consider.

      On the fifth day, with the components for sustaining charms all but exhausted, Ashelia reluctantly called for a slower march. To catch him now, they could only hope that at some point, Tal would have to stop and rest.

      At Helnor's behest, they often dismounted and walked for hours at a time, giving their mounts a chance to rest. The marches were even more miserable than the rides, but the Prime Warder's will persisted.

      "Stors are made for spring, not winter," he explained more than once. It began to sound as if he was trying to convince himself as much as them. Even Helnor, Garin guessed, was nearing the end of his rope.

      Wishing for some small measure of comfort, Garin removed his glove. Wincing at the stinging cold, he raised his hand into the air.

      "Bisk."

      The Nightsong murmured in his head, but these days, he barely noticed it. Ice crystallized into snowflakes that whirled away from his hand. Soon after, through the baffling principles that governed magic, heat began to spread through him.

      He sighed. The warmth was a relief, to be sure. But it was the use of sorcery that had become his true joy. During the long, dull days of travel, he'd often used the time to practice the cantrips he knew, to the annoyance of his companions. Wren complained of the draft his ice spells blew back to her, while Aelyn griped that he should not practice without close supervision.

      But in just the week they'd been trekking, he had progressed leaps and bounds over what little proficiency he'd possessed in Elendol. Gone were his doubts and fears, and from them emerged the reckless curiosity that had been lying dormant. Before, he had not dared to practice between lessons; now, he worked magic every moment he could manage it. Cantrips were becoming intuitive to summon. And whether it was because he was growing used to it, or if it had quieted, the Nightsong no longer bothered him as it once had.

      There was more to his desire to learn than mere curiosity. He and his companions journeyed through a land reputed far and wide for being dangerous and rife with monsters, Ravagers, and Silence knew what else. He had a sword belted at his side and a shield hanging from his stor's panniers, but sorcery was the deadliest tool he owned.

      He meant to make every use of it.

      And there was more than himself to protect. Though Wren could hold her own, as could most of their party, Garin would never forgive himself if something happened to her or his companions, not if he might have prevented it.

      There was also the matter of the Singer. Though Ilvuan had often risen to protect him, he could not do so now. Garin guessed it had taken much of his strength to manifest as an incorporeal dragon and do battle with the fire demon. It promised to be awhile longer before he recovered.

      But more than that, Ilvuan still had an untold task for Garin. And he'd be damned if he was forced to do his bidding. Perhaps the Singer wasn't a devil. But once, he'd forced Garin to stab Kaleras and try to harm his friends. He would never forget that, nor how it might affect his future.

      "What shall we sing next?" Falcon spoke into the snow-deadened silence, startling Garin from his reverie.

      "No more singing," Aelyn snapped back. "I've had enough of your 'Legend of Tal' as it is."

      "How else am I to mentor Rolan in bardship?"

      The mage barked a laugh. "The last thing my nephew needs is tutelage in the most frivolous of arts."

      Rolan twisted in the saddle to peer around his mother. "But I want to learn, Uncle Aelyn! Why else would Momua let me bring my lute?"

      "Why, indeed?" Aelyn muttered, loud enough to be audible to all the company, bunched together as they were.

      Garin glanced at Helnor to see the Prime Warder sporting a weary frown. More than once, he'd warned them to keep down the noise. But it was difficult to restrain the Court Bard for long, much less Ashelia's energetic son.

      "Precisely!" Falcon exclaimed. "Young as he is, Rolan has divined the truth that all men and women implicitly know: music transcends borders, be they blood or country. And a charming little troubadour may come in handy in a pinch, wouldn't you say? Who knows — at some point, Rolan might be the protector of us all!"

      The boy grinned at the bard, delighted at the prospect.

      Before anyone else could speak, Helnor raised a hand. Their party immediately fell silent. Garin's heart thumped against his ribs, wondering what the Prime had seen. Ahead, a break in the trees allowed them a view of the snow-covered landscape below.

      The elf dismounted, and they all followed suit, leading their stors to the overlook. Helnor kneeled for a moment, then rose.

      "He came here," he announced. His gaze traveled to the trees downhill from them. "Then he went down to the road."

      "The road?" Garin walked his stor to the edge, having to tug harder the closer they neared. His mount, Horn, did not seem fond of heights. Standing next to Helnor, he saw what the Prime had: a pass a mile ahead that led between the mountains along a river. It looked just wide enough for a wagon to pass through, were the path not covered in snow.

      "What was once a road, at least. It was part of your High Road at one point, when there was still trade between the Westreach and Easterners." Helnor gave him a half-hearted smile. "But like much of the World, it has fallen into disrepair over the past millennium. Not much more than crumbling stones now, I suspect."

      Garin had not even thought of relations between the East and the Westreach before Yuldor. But though he burned to know more, he turned his focus back to the task at hand.

      At times throughout their hunt, they had come across signs of Tal's passage. A copse of blasted trees, and not by an errant strike of lightning. A gulley, once frozen, but rent apart and drained. Garin had stretched himself forward at these places, and though he had expected nothing to come of his investigations, he had felt… something. It had been like Ilvuan's tug on his mind when he pursued Tal in the alleys of the Mire. Garin felt himself compelled to continue east, as if Tal were calling to him.

      Though he knew that his old mentor summoning him was not likely. After all, if he had wanted Garin and the others to come, he would have told them rather than fled without a parting word.

      Garin felt nothing of the sensation now. Yet, since they had resolved to help a man who evidently wanted no aid, and in a task none of them could hope to succeed in, there was only one thing he could say.

      "I guess we should follow his lead," he spoke with heavy resignation.

      Helnor nodded and, mounting his stor again, gestured for the others to follow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            That Which Stalks the Hunter

          

        

      

    

    
      Tal slowed his and his stor's approach as the end of the caravan appeared ahead.

      He tried on his old smile, but it didn't seem to fit any longer. His skin, numbed and chapped by the cold, failed to stretch that way. He had more often worn a grimace as he labored across the winter-veiled woods and through the foothills of the mountains that dominated the East.

      He gave up the effort and hurried after the sleighs, walking through the deep furrows the runners left behind in the snow.

      Though his mind had spun in indecision all the while he had pursued the caravan, he still had not arrived at what he would do. He knew the safest course. Steal the map. Silence any who stand in your way. With the sorcery brimming inside of him, he knew he could manage it. He had spied a dozen armed guards and suspected more were hidden within the sleighs, yet no amount of them could be his match now.

      But as he imagined red blood staining the white snow, his gut clenched, and a weariness claimed his limbs. Memories of Elendol ablaze, with its people lying butchered in the lower streets, and the scarlet film upon his sword — they intruded every time he plotted to take the map by force.

      He was no longer Gerald Barrows to revel in the making of corpses.

      But he wasn't sure he was Tal Harrenfel, either. The Man of a Thousand Names was a folk hero, an individual with an indomitable will, who would stop at nothing to achieve his aims. Tal Harrenfel would know what to do.

      He possessed none of that certainty now. All he carried were doubts.

      He'd left behind his companions to protect them. Even with civil war claiming the city, he knew they were safer in Elendol than traveling with him. And with the sorcery running rampant through his veins, that had never been more true.

      If he had ventured out here alone to protect, how could he now bring harm again? He didn't know the answer. He only knew the first step toward uncovering it.

      So he trailed the caravan, sometimes walking, sometimes riding Folly, his stor, but always following the road by the tracks they left. Whenever the end of the caravan came into view, he would fall back. He had to be careful; a casual glance behind would reveal him, and the caravan's guards wouldn't last long in the East if they were laggardly in their duties. Yuldor's Kin assured of that.

      The road passed back and forth, back and forth, winding up switchbacks as the land grew ever higher and the sky ever nearer. The river down to his left grew steadily more frozen, only parts of it sluggishly churning downhill. Tal ate his little remaining food as he trudged along, knowing he could not put off the decision another day. He had to recover that chart, or risk being lost in the frozen wilderness for the entire winter.

      Silence only knew what horrors might find him then.

      Part of him wished a town would appear soon, one where the merchant train might stop and he could attempt to hunt and resupply in the surrounding forest. But it was a vain hope. Though it was early in the season, the snow had already piled up several feet deep in drifts around the road. No town could hope to survive this high in the mountains in his estimation.

      It had been morning when he'd spied the sleighs from the ridge. As he trailed them now, the sallow sky dulled to a steely gray as the short day passed quickly. Night began to fall again. Despair dragged at his weary legs as much as exhaustion. The nights went slowly. He was not able to sleep, yet with the moons cloud-covered, he could not safely travel, either.

      An itch against his senses brought Tal out of his complaints and fully back to awareness.

      He lifted his head and looked about as his hand fell to Velori's hilt. He was tempted to open himself to his sorcery and use it to expand his senses, but he pushed the urge back down. He had indulged it far too much as it was. His eyes scanned the gray slopes to either side, trying to pick out shapes from among the dark trees and rocks that peppered the snow. His ears strained to hear any disturbances over the plodding of his stor and the faint gurgle of the river below.

      Nothing. Despite the feeling to the contrary, it appeared he remained alone in the dreary dusk.

      "Perhaps you're going mad," he muttered with a cheerless smile.

      Just as he began to settle back into his morose musings, a scuff against rock sounded up the slope to his right. A small cascade of snow drifted down the hill.

      Tal jerked around, tugging back his hood. Against the hoary landscape stood a dark figure he had not noticed before. It was unfamiliar in its shape. At first glance, it resembled a full-grown bull caribou, with antlers rising high from its head, and a white ruff of fur thick down its chest. 

      But as Tal's eyes flicked over the beast, it shifted. Its head and chest morphed into a human woman's, though with the same white fur covering her belly, breasts, and arms. Her hair was black and coarse where it fell from her head, and a caribou's antlers still sat atop it, appearing impossibly heavy for her thin neck to support. Her eyes were dark in her pale face, studying him with a predator's calm regard. Her hands were curled, and long, dark nails grew at the ends of them.

      Folly pulled at his reins, uneasy before this foreign creature. Tal let the stor slip free as he backed away and drew his sword. He had a feeling he would need both hands to ward off this danger.

      He'd never heard of such a beast before, not even when he'd studied the monsters of the East as a warlock's apprentice. It was reminiscent of a centaur, the half-human horses said to rule the groves near the Eastern shores. Yet this didn't match the descriptions he'd seen of those, nor were centaurs supposed to be creatures of snowy mountains. As his eyes moved, its appearance shifted back and forth, a haziness always hovering around its upper body.

      The winter beast slowly picked its way down the slope, small showers of snow accompanying its hoof falls. Tal held Velori at the ready and continued to back away, sneaking glances behind him to make sure he didn't accidentally fall down the hill and into the icy river below. His boots, made for traveling over dirt and grass, lacked the traction for steady footing, and he slipped slightly with each step before finding a hold.

      But the beast was only one of his concerns. He couldn't afford to alert the caravan to his presence. Give himself away now, and he risked losing his chance at a map — or worse, having to fight for it.

      Bracing himself, Tal released his sorcery.

      It flooded through him at once, racing down his veins and inundating his blood. Tal gasped with the shock of it — the raw power, the beautiful absence of pain! It felt like seeing the faces of the Whispering Gods, who were said to be blinding in their divinity. For a long moment, he reveled in awe and terror.

      But as the beast reached the other side of the road, he clawed back to himself, fighting against the pulsating magic, and attempted to wrangle it to his will.

      As had happened atop House Elendola, his vision split in two. A plane existed beneath the material one his body occupied, a plane rife with veins of sorcery, interweaving throughout — and, he suspected, sustaining — the World. Here, he could perceive all the connections that were invisible to the eye, ear, and nose.

      The beast walked like a spider over its web, many threads connecting it to the surrounding land. This was its territory; here, it reigned supreme. It approached him with all the confidence of a hunter, its sorcery curling in a menacing veil around it.

      But where the creature's sorcery moved in rivulets, his raged in torrents. It battered him with mind-crushing might. As the Nightkin beast advanced, he tapped the smallest part of his magic and wielded it with the World's fundamental language.

      "Fisk kord ferd."

      The bubble of silence raised from the river to shimmer about him. With his hidden eye open, he could see its effect extending out nearly as far as the stalking beast. Now, the sounds of the oncoming conflict would not travel to the caravan ahead.

      Yet even as the sorcery bowed to his will, something rose with it. His insides twisted themselves into knots. His skin felt as if it stretched too tight. His heart beat against his rib cage like a soldier battering the shield of his foe.

      Tal pushed down his discomfort and confusion and raised his sword toward the advancing hunter. Soon, it would step within the spell, and then he would strike. Incantations, long forgotten in the intervening years, sprang back to mind. Despite the strange effects of his sorcery — or perhaps because of them — a smile curled his lips.

      He would not fail, not out here in the wilderness. He would not be his own undoing.

      He felt the beast step inside the spell as much as saw it. Tal wasted no time, but thrust his free hand forward and cried, "Kald bruin!"

      The lines of energy converged at his command. Underneath the hoofed feet of the caribou-woman, the snow began to steam, then melt. But as the plume of flames blossomed from the ground, the winter beast leaped lightly to the side.

      It confirmed what he had already suspected: it could sense sorcery just as he could.

      His casting came at a cost. The nausea worsened. His head rang like a tolling bell. His balance reeled. Frantic theories flew through his mind: that he was overwrought; that the creature was interfering, though he sensed no intrusions. But it did not matter; the conclusion was obvious. He could not win against this Nightkin without his sorcery.

      He would have to gamble, and hope the price was not too high to pay.

      Tal followed up his first attempt with a charge and another called spell. Velori flashed with sparks, and fresh pain wracked his body. Yet with sorcery bolstering his movements, his strike was quick and true. Lightning arced from the steel, and both sword and sorcery cut into the winter beast's chest.

      As the Nightkin faltered under the assault, the caribou morphed back to the woman. Untold agony wrote itself across her expression.

      He should have driven home the attack. He should have finished his assailant with a second spell and a final slash.

      But when he saw her pain, Tal hesitated.

      The woman's face twisted back into fury, and she lowered the broad crown atop her head. Belatedly, Tal pivoted and caught the creature on the horns with Velori and another rapid hex. Sorcery curled through him, intoxicating and biting, as his blade sawed half of her antlers away.

      The pain spiked, and for a moment, he was lost to it. Next he knew, the winter beast had caught him with the other half of its antlers and was bearing him off the road.

      A moment's suspension — then they crashed down the hill, rolling and spinning toward the river.

      But even as the ground pummeled his body, the greater pain seared from within. The World knotted together, senses crossing. Blood pounded in his ears. The streams of sorcery pooling inside him bulged as too much poured through him, more than he could hope to survive.

      Icy cold sucked at him. Gray swelled over his eyes. The river. We're in the river. Though he burned hotter than a conflagration, he knew his body couldn't endure the cold water for long.

      He was caught between fire and ice, pain and confusion. So he fled the only way he could.

      Tal let go and slipped into murk.
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      There was no noticeable path through the woods, and the way that Tal had taken fit a stor and its rider poorly. Garin often found himself bending flat against Horn's neck to keep from being scraped by low-hanging branches. The stor's antlers still caught many of them, showering him with cedar needles and filling his nose with their scent.

      Before long, the trees stopped, and a heavy drift marked where the ancient road began. Garin glanced around as they emerged from the forest. Snow had started to fall, though lightly for the moment. It was enough to reduce visibility, however, and make him nervous about standing out in the open.

      Any Ravagers searching for them could not miss this decrepit pass.

      But for the moment, he saw no one, so Garin followed Helnor, Ashelia, and Aelyn deeper into the mountains. To their left, down a steep embankment, a slushy river slithered. The pools in it had mostly frozen over, and the rest promised to follow suit before long.

      His eyes settled on a swath of broken river ice. Garin frowned, wondering what could have caused it. An errant stone? A rapid change in the weather?

      "Halt!"

      Again, the company pulled to a stop. Wren, walking her stor next to Garin, exchanged a look with him. Calling for another break so soon could not be a good sign.

      Ahead, Helnor had dismounted again and handed his stor's reins to his sister. He bent over, closely studying the snow beneath him. Garin dismounted as well, though his elven boots were ill-suited for remaining dry. Wren followed suit. They carefully approached, watching their feet to make sure they didn't step on any tracks.

      "He lost time here." Helnor's words were barely above a mutter as he stared at the ground. He shuffled further up the road, still bent and studying the disturbed snow. "Then he was sidetracked for a moment. By what, though…"

      Garin watched silently as Wren joined Helnor's investigation. She'd looked no more than a few moments before she pointed to the hill down to the river.

      "There. He slid down there."

      "Or fell. The pattern's uneven as if he rolled." The Prime Warder became more deadened of emotion with each subsequent observation.

      Wren turned and frowned at Ashelia. From Garin's angle, he couldn't see the healer's expression, but he could guess at it.

      "Fell?" Rolan piped up. "Why would he do that?"

      "He wouldn't," Wren said grimly. "Unless he was forced to."

      The elf boy turned to her with his eyebrows raised and another question on his lips.

      "He was attacked, Rolan," Ashelia murmured.

      "Attacked? By who?"

      "By whatever made these prints." Aelyn was standing closer to the hill on their right and staring at the ground. "Deer prints, by the look of it."

      "Tal can handle a rowdy buck," Falcon protested. "Silence, he vanquished Heyl, didn't he?"

      Helnor stood, his face set into deep lines as he stared down the hill. "It wasn't a deer. It was an ijiraq."

      "Was it?" Aelyn sneered. "And how would you know that?"

      The Prime pointed at the river below. "Because it's lying right there."

      With a start, Garin followed Helnor's direction. Something did lay fifty feet below them. It was half-buried in snow, but he could see enough to tell the creature was far from natural. It had the body of a caribou, but where its head should have been, there was the twisted torso of something resembling a human with antlers. Blood had darkened the ground around it. By all appearances, it was dead.

      Ashelia had stepped up next to Helnor. Garin was standing just close enough to hear her ask quietly, "And Tal?"

      The large elf shook his head. "I don't see tracks coming up again. But we'll have to search downriver to be sure."

      Garin still stared at the corpse of the beast Helnor had called an ijiraq. Was there more to it than its appearance? Did it possess a secret, deadly sorcery?

      But even if it did, how could it have killed Tal Harrenfel?

      It didn't. It can't have. He'd seen what Tal was capable of. There was no chance that the creature down there could have slain the Man of a Thousand Names. The man who was supposed to challenge a god.

      The man he'd come all this way to reconcile with.

      "Then we'd better start looking," Garin said heavily, and began walking back down the road.
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        * * *

      

      They searched for the better part of an hour before Wren's shout brought them scurrying over.

      "Down here! I found something!"

      All the weariness and hopelessness that had begun to assail Garin fell away. As he was upstream of her, he had to wade his way back up the slick embankment to where Rolan held his stor for him before he could move around to where Wren had been looking for tracks.

      Reaching the top, he hauled himself to his feet and took back the reins, ruffling the boy's hair. "Thanks, lad."

      Rolan dodged away from him and stuck out his tongue. Garin smiled, but it quickly slipped away.

      Tal might not be dead. Or he might be. Just because Wren had found tracks didn't mean there were any guarantees. Not for the first time, he wished Aelyn and Kaleras' seeking spells had worked. They had not attempted them during the initial chase, as Tal's path was readily apparent. But now, with his fate uncertain, their spells had failed. Aelyn explained through gritted teeth that it did not mean Tal was dead; in fact, it had seemed the opposite, like he blocked their attempts to find him with sorcery. Garin clung to that small hope, though it evoked the question of why Tal would so desperately want to avoid his friends that he would foil all their attempts to find him.

      He made his way to where the others had gathered. While Ashelia, Helnor, and Aelyn slid down to Wren, Kaleras remained at the top of the embankment and held their mounts. Elderly and still suffering from the poison Garin had inadvertently administered to him, crawling down precarious inclines was not an endeavor he would easily take on.

      Though he makes for an unlikely stable boy, he thought with another small smile.

      As the warlock already had his hands full, and he didn't want to risk attracting the attention of his frown, Garin handed back his stor's reins to Rolan and slid down the bank. For a thrilling moment, it looked as if he wouldn't be able to stop — then his feet found a rock. He jarred to a halt feet away from the edge of the frozen river.

      "Nice of you to join us," Wren observed wryly as he stood and brushed himself off.

      He only raised an eyebrow and stalked over, careful of where he stepped. "What did we find?"

      Helnor pointed down at the snow between them. "Someone or something came out of the river here. See how the ice cracked and has only thinly reformed? And here — the way this snow is shaped, it looks as if someone was dragged across it."

      Garin traced the trail up the slope and back to the road. "To where?" he muttered.

      "I have a suspicion. Come — I'll show you."

      They labored back up the hill to the main road. At the edge of it, their party fanned out as Helnor gestured at the churned snow.

      "See here? This is from a caravan that passed through not two days ago — about the same time as Tal, I'd wager."

      "You think whoever is in that caravan rescued him," Wren guessed.

      Helnor nodded. "Easterners are not known for their kindness, but perhaps it's also their custom to aid a traveler in need." He straightened and shrugged. "But it's only a guess. Perhaps Tal pulled himself from the river and went back west. With the snow as muddled as it is, it's impossible to track further."

      Garin scanned the area around them. All was cast in shades of white and gray, dark pine trees and the sluggish river the only interruptions in the landscape. He wished he could experience the nudge he had felt before, hear that brief welling of the Nightsong's chilling music. He was sure it was a sign of his former mentor.

      But only the howl of the wind filled his ears now.

      "He would not have turned back." Ashelia stared up the mountain pass. "If we have no better path, we'll follow the sleighs east and pray to the Mother we are not wrong."

      With that, the Peer turned and walked back toward their tied mounts. Garin lingered for a moment longer, staring into the whirling snow and the dark fog in the distance.

      He startled at a touch on his hand. Turning, he saw it was Wren, her eyes the brightest and most colorful thing to be seen for miles around.

      "We'll find him," she said with a certainty he envied. "If that bastard stops running from us."

      Garin only nodded and followed her back to the stors.
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      Tal opened his eyes, but the darkness stubbornly clung to them.

      Panic seized him at once. He sat up — or tried to. Pain ripped through a dozen places on his body and set his head spinning. Lights flashed in his sightless eyes. The World tilted beneath him, like a ship tossed on a moody sea. His blood ran hot through his veins. His skin felt clammy and feverish.

      He paused. Steady, man, he admonished himself. You're not a wool-headed recruit any longer. He listened to his rapid breathing until he finally compelled it to slow. He regained control of his body.

      Only then did he attempt to sort out his mind.

      He remembered the caribou-shifter bearing down on him. Remembered summoning lightning and striking at the beast.

      Remembered his sorcery crippling him.

      Why it had done so was a question for another time. More important were the memories that came after. The shifter had crashed into him. They'd tumbled into the river. Its horns had stabbed into his flesh, holding him fast like a bridge-builder's winch. As the deathly cold water swallowed them, he must have knocked his head, for he could recall nothing afterward.

      How am I alive?

      The ground was hard and uncomfortable. Tal felt around him and touched a thin blanket, then cold stone beyond its frayed edges. A faint scent of mildew lingered in his nose.

      A cave.

      Someone must have found him. Someone had saved him. And they couldn't be much better supplied than him, if his bedding was any indication.

      But, as the old saying goes, paupers take any coin.

      Tal raised his head slowly and opened his eyes wide. Now that he understood the reason for the darkness, he could see past it to detect a faint but distinct glow against the cave's walls. The light faintly flickered, telling of moving flames. 

      A campfire. And next it no doubt sat his rescuer.

      Easing upright, he extracted himself from the blanket and felt about for his gear. To his relief, Velori lay in its scabbard nearby. He slowly pulled the belt around his waist and secured it. A knife hung from it as well, also preserved from the river.

      Tal crawled across the cave floor like a child too young to walk until he sensed the ceiling had fallen away, then tottered to his feet with a groan. His insides burned with the hunger of a wildfire. He kept a gloved hand tracing along the wall as he inched toward the cave's entrance.

      He almost lost his balance as a silhouette appeared before the opening. It was night, and the only light from outside was cast by the fire, so the figure's face was lost in shadow.

      "You are awake," the stranger said. "At long last."

      The voice was a man's, unfamiliar to Tal, and accented strangely. There were notes of an Eastern lilt, but also hints of the Westreach, and the influence of other origins he could not divine.

      Tal smiled, though his present state made him feel anything but pleasant. "I had quite the ordeal."

      "Ordeal." The man cocked his head to one side in the same manner as Tal had seen his hens do many times back on his farm. "That is one way to describe a life."

      Though his head still felt like a barrel of fish stuffed too full, the stranger's words struck him oddly. He had the distinct feeling they were having two different conversations.

      Tal cleared his throat. "I believe I owe you a healthy dollop of gratitude. You pulled me from the river, didn't you?"

      "Yes. Perhaps in more ways than one."

      "Well, for the literal way you saved me — thank you."

      The stranger laughed. "'Gratitude is as rare as desert water. We must drink at what oases we find.'"

      Tal frowned, the words stirring a vague memory. "That's from the Creed. Spoken by Serenity to her siblings."

      "You are either a devout man or a scholarly one."

      "I've never been accused of either before. But few in the Westreach can avoid the Creed's influence."

      "Ah," the man murmured. "To remember a time when it was not so."

      Tal's legs were starting to shake. "If we might continue our conversation around the fire," he said with another strained smile.

      The silhouette swept out of the way. "Of course. There are logs for sitting, and food for eating."

      Glad that the man had finally refrained from speaking in a riddle, Tal staggered out of the cave and past his rescuer to the fire. He tried to keep an eye on the man, but his weak limbs conspired against him, nearly spilling him onto the ground when he did not watch his feet.

      If he was going to kill me, he mused as he lowered himself onto one of the two stumps positioned next to the flames, he could have done it while I slept. With that strangely comforting thought, he lowered his guard — for the moment, at least.

      As the man sat opposite him, Tal raised his head and observed his rescuer. He was a comely man and had a youthful appearance, though the strangeness of his mannerisms and the way he spoke told of an older age than he looked. His ears, pointed as they poked free of his blonde, braided hair, and his eyes, a forest green laced with a swirling inky black, told the truth: he was an elf, and a Gladelysh elf at that, unless Tal's wits were more thoroughly addled than he knew.

      The elf did not appear to be prospering in his time in the East. His cloak was as much patches as original fabric. His gloves were threadbare, and a finger showed through on one hand. His boots, however, looked to be newly bought and barely broken in.

      "Well?" the man prompted him. He had a cutting smile, one as potent as Tal's own. "What do you make of your savior?"

      Tal returned the gesture as best he could. "Any man who pulls me from a river looks like a Silence-blessed nymph to me."

      The elf laughed, a boisterous sound that defied the darkness and evoked a wince from Tal. "I must imagine so, having never been pulled from a river myself!"

      "Does my rescuer have a name?"

      "Everyone has a name." The elf leaned forward, the corners of his mouth seeming to stay lifted of their own accord. "Some have many. You may call me Pim."

      It was a strange name for a Gladelysh elf, and nothing like the other names he had heard among their people. As he considered Pim's words, he thought it must be a pseudonym.

      But Tal only nodded. "Well met, Pim, and thank you once more. My name is Bran."

      He had not realized he would give that name until it rolled off his tongue. Strange, he thought, when a man's own given name feels false.

      "Bran." Pim rolled the name around his tongue like it was one of the honeyed candies off the streets of Halenhol. "Indeed, it is."

      Tal smiled while he decided which of his many questions to ask first. But he realized there was one natural place to begin.

      "How did you come to pull me from the river, anyway?"

      The elf leaned back on his stump and neatly folded his limbs so he sat cross-legged, an odd way for a grown man to sit before a stranger. "I was traveling through and saw a drowning man. So I pulled him out."

      Tal inclined his head in acknowledgement. "Are we near the river then?"

      "Fairly. Our cave is just up the rise from the Reach Road, though on the opposite side of the river."

      Tal scanned the clinging darkness around the bonfire and wondered if more of the creatures that had assaulted him were nearby. If any did attack, he doubted he could survive a second bout. For reasons he had yet to ascertain, his sorcery had harmed him as much as it had helped. He could only hope this Pim could hold his own against Nightkin. He was an elf at least, and so would possess his kind's inherent sorcery. And he had been the one to rescue Tal rather than the other way around.

      Pim seemed to read his concerns. "We are safe here — as much as there is safety in this craggy land. Ijiraqs are typically quite rare. You were extraordinarily unlucky to have chanced upon one."

      "Ijiraq." He said the unfamiliar word slowly. "I've never heard of or seen one before. Are they always hostile?"

      "Against solitary travelers? Often. They are carnivores, though they do not look it. And they are fantastically efficient hunters." The ink in Pim's eyes expanded, obscuring the green irises for a moment. "It takes a potent warrior to take one down."

      Tal grimaced. He could hardly consider himself a "potent warrior" after the performance he'd put up against the winter beast. But he only shrugged.

      "It's foolhardy to venture into the East and not know how to protect yourself."

      "Indeed. Some might say it is foolish to even come when prepared. So what has brought you here, Bran?"

      This question, at least, Tal had prepared for since crossing the border. "It seems a damnable idea now. But I'm a prospector."

      "A prospector!" Pim's perpetual smile widened, seemingly delighted by the idea. "And what do you prospect for?"

      "Gold was the notion. I've heard tellings of men making their fortune in these mountains. It's said some rivers shine yellow with all the gold they carry. Now, I don't put much stock in rumor — but in every tall tale, there's a seed of truth."

      "And in every legend, a lattice of lies holds it together."

      He tried not to startle at that. Almost, it seemed there was a knowing gleam to the elf's eyes. But if it had been there, it was gone the next moment.

      "Just so," Tal agreed easily. "I went to Elendol to wait out the winter, intending to make an early start in spring. But certain events threw my plans to the winds."

      "Events?"

      Tal eyed Pim from across the fire. From his blonde hair to the olive cast of his skin to the hint of Gladelysh accent remaining in his voice, he appeared to be from the elven homeland. He hoped he would not take the news too hard.

      "Elendol is at war with itself," he said softly. "The Houses fight one another for the empty throne."

      Pim's smile had finally melted. "Then Queen Geminia Elendola the Third is dead."

      Tal nodded and lowered his gaze to the campfire. In it, he saw the scene again, as he had countless times in the days since fleeing the elven queendom. Geminia, beaten and bloody, eyes wide, lips murmuring words he heard only in his mind. The Thorn throwing her through the broken railing to a death far below. Flames rising to claim the city as Heyl awakened once more.

      Tal had overcome his enemies in the end, if at great cost. But in his nightmares, it turned out differently. Heyl clutched him in its searing hands, pulling his limbs apart as he burned alive. The Thorn laughed as he commanded Tal to contort himself into positions that broke his bones. Once, he even had Tal kill Geminia, taking her apart limb by limb.

      He touched gingerly at the newly missing finger on his right hand as it prickled, its absence asserting itself once again. The pain had deadened for the moment, though both of his missing fingers had burned during the initial frantic flight. He wondered if he would ever grow used to their being gone.

      The memory a reminder, he felt inside his jerkin's pocket and touched a circle of warm crystal. He repressed a sigh of relief. Even after his tumble into the river, the Binding Ring had not been lost. Much as he resented its enchantment, he needed every tool he had at his disposal.

      His strange rescuer broke the silence. "All ages pass, and even good men and women must depart."

      Tal looked up at him. Though his appearance was youthful, the way Pim sometimes spoke made him seem ancient. Perhaps he is, he reflected. Geminia had also appeared young, and she'd seen over two centuries of the World. Such was ever the way of elves.

      Pim's gaze suddenly sharpened as he stared at Tal. "Bran, forgive me for being so blunt. But this news changes all. There is little time for games." A small smile found his lips again. "Or perhaps only a little time."

      His muscles tensed of their own volition. "What do you mean?"

      "There are things I must tell you, things I see that you cannot. Trials you must face."

      He wondered what this wanderer could know of what he faced. But he remained silent, waiting.

      Pim's irises grew dark again for a moment, then gradually cleared. "Wounds hide within you. These are scars that do not wane with time, but wax. Once, we had a name for it — karkados. Canker, it would be in your tongue."

      "Canker?" The word was unfamiliar to him, yet he had a creeping suspicion he knew what it referred to.

      Pim nodded slowly. "A disease that grows and grows without end. It is born of the very regeneration that keeps our bodies alive, but has been corrupted. Sometimes, it occurs on its own. Other occasions, there is a… catalyst."

      Tal knew then, as impossible as it seemed, that this was the truth. He had felt the scars inside him, pulling, tearing. With every spell he had cast during his fight with the ijiraq, they had broken open a little more. And from them spilled a miasma that had defeated him more thoroughly than the beast ever could.

      He had felt invulnerable atop Geminia's kintree, all-powerful. He had played at being a god.

      But divine power did not come without a price.

      The strange elf's eyes gleamed green in defiance of the orange firelight. "The thing with karkados, however, is that it is a malady born of sorcery. An odd affliction for a human, though possible… if they are a warlock."

      They matched stares for a long moment. Tal kept his expression carefully blank, trying to hide the despair seeping into his bones.

      "An intriguing theory," Tal said at last. "But seeing as how I'm not a warlock, I must not have this canker of yours."

      It was not strictly a lie. Warlocks reportedly attained their powers from spirits they named their deities. Jalduaen was the best known in the Westreach for his prominent place as the patron of the Circle. Tal's sorcery was not born of any god, but had emerged of its own will, as far as he was aware.

      Pim smiled widely. "Not a warlock, then. But a sorcerer? Most certainly. I saw the ijiraq's body, Bran. I saw the burns along its hide. There have been no lightning storms in this valley, not in the past day. Those injuries were not born of clouds, but spells."

      Tal forced out a laugh. "A sorcerer! Now I know you to be mad."

      But his heart was beating faster still. He sees too much. He had to make a choice, and make it quick.

      Trust him. Or kill him.

      Before he could set his mind, the elf spoke again, his smile fading. "I do not mean to threaten you, Bran the Prospector. I only offer my aid. I can help you in this. I can cure your canker."

      Delaying the inevitable decision, Tal stalled for time. "How lucky I am to be rescued by a physician! And how am I to repay you? With a stake in the gold I shall inevitably find?"

      Pim shook his head, the movement abrupt. "I require only one thing, a thing that costs you nothing: stories."

      Stories. It was far from the usual currency in such exchanges. And though Tal was penniless in Imperial coin, it was still not the answer he wished to hear.

      The stories he had to tell came at far too high a price.

      But his stomach for blood was quickly eroding. He was lost in a foreign land. Ikvaldar might be the highest mountain in the East, but with the winter storms raging, he would never find it by sight alone. He needed a map — or, barring that, a guide.

      And then there was this "canker" that he must contend with. He was not so rich in resources he could throw away an offer of aid, even from so dubious a source.

      Tal shrugged. "Fine. If you wish to help me so badly, I can entertain you for a fireside tale or two. Though magic is not likely to make an appearance."

      Pim gave him a haughty sneer that put Tal's to shame. "You are an amusing man, Bran. I have not seen many puppet shows in my time in the Empire. I'm rather looking forward to this one."

      Mulling over the man's meaning, Tal only flashed a strained smile. "Happy to spread smiles where I can. Now, you mentioned something of a meal…"

      His strange companion laughed and rose, and Tal breathed a sigh of relief as their conversation steered into safer waters.
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      They caught up to the caravan the next day. 

      Rolan caught sight of it first. "Ho!" the lad called excitedly, turning in his seat before his mother. "I see it!"

      Ashelia shushed him, and her urgency dampened even the boy's enthusiasm. Garin stiffened his jaw and recited cantrips and simple spells with silent lips. He hoped they wouldn't be necessary; he'd seen more than enough violence to avoid it when he could. 

      But as they traveled through the Eastern crags, anyone and anything might pose a danger.

      They rode close enough that the sleighs could be seen plainly through the blustering snow. The line curled out of sight around the bend ahead, but Garin guessed half a dozen coaches made up the party, with an equal number of riders. Not so many that, with the competent sorcerers in their company, they could not contend with anything they might throw against them. Bluff horses pulled the sleighs, their coats as thick as an aurochs'. The pounding of their broad hooves was a low rumble that steadily grew louder with their approach.

      A flurry stung his eyes, temporarily blinding him. By the time Garin had blinked his vision clear, the riders ahead had turned and begun to approach.

      "Careful," Helnor warned, a hand resting on the pommel of his sword. "Keep wary now."

      Though it felt an awkward gesture, Garin followed his lead in placing his hand on his weapon. A glance at Wren showed she did the same, while Ashelia made no overtures of threat. Aelyn and Kaleras merely waited, their potency better left hidden, while Falcon shifted uncomfortably in his seat, clearly uncertain as to what a bard should do. Rolan's eyes were wide, seemingly from both intrigue and fear.

      The six riders fanned out around them. Their weapons were not drawn or leveled, but two cradled crossbows in their arms, and all had flinty-eyed expressions. They were of various Eastern races, though the majority were human.

      "Who are you and why do you trail us?" the man in the center, one of the humans, called out in accented Reachtongue.

      Though the guard looked toward Helnor, Ashelia spoke for their company, shouting to be heard over the wind's howl. 

      "Our apologies for surprising you in a blizzard, Guard. We flee from Gladelyl, from which I suspect you have also come."

      "We may have," the guard hedged.

      "Then you realize we have no quarrel with each other," Ashelia pressed on. "We must speak with your master. We have urgent business with him."

      The guard's eyes flickered toward Rolan sitting before Ashelia. "What business could you have on a stormy winter road?"

      At the lead guard's tone, the crossbowmen raised their weapons slightly, their warning made plain. Garin didn't see how anything Ashelia said might change their minds. They were right to be suspicious; after all, as a ragged company with no goods of their own, his party must have the look of a bandits.

      Helnor stepped his stor forward, bringing the guards' attention back to him. "Have some respect — you speak to a Peer of Gladelyl! She's not some outlaw wishing to waylay your master."

      The guard seemed unruffled by the revelation of Ashelia's aristocratic status. "A Peer of Gladelyl," he repeated coolly. "What would a Peer be doing in the East?"

      "We have lost a friend of ours," Ashelia responded. She, too, kept her temper tightly in check. "We have reason to believe he has come this way."

      "A lost friend?" The guard spat off the side of his horse. "If he is lost in this, you will not find him except frozen in a drift."

      At this, Ashelia's expression spasmed. Garin thought that she, like himself, had imagined the possibility often enough that the image sprang immediately to mind.

      "Nevertheless," she said tightly. "We must search."

      After a further moment's scrutiny, the lead guard motioned one of his fellows closer and conferenced with them in whispers. Then the second guard peeled away and rode toward the front of the caravan.

      "We will see what our master thinks," the lead guard said, his gaze no softer for the concession, his hand still resting on his sword.

      They remained there, unsheltered from the cutting wind, while they waited for the guard to return. Garin clutched his furs about himself and tried not to visibly shiver. He wished he could cast a spell that might generate at least a small stream of heat, but it wasn't worth the risk of a crossbow bolt through his middle. Not to mention losing the one opportunity they might have to find Tal.

      To his surprise, he felt a stirring in the back of his mind at the thought. Immediately, he recognized what it meant. A thrill went through him.

      Ilvuan. Is that you?

      No reply came, only a sensation like his stor's hot breath against his shoulder. Garin knew him all the same.

      Speak when you can, he told the Singer, then let Ilvuan slide back into the oblivion he had briefly surfaced from.

      His distraction gone, the wind-scored silence seemed to stretch on and on, growing more taut as if time had become the string on a winding crossbow. Garin found his eyes flitting to his companions, trying to judge how nervous he should feel by their attitudes. Helnor was frowning at the lead guard, his hand resting on his sheathed blade. Ashelia had her arms clasped tight about her, eyes as cold and flat as the weather. Rolan huddled against his mother as he stared at the armed men and women like a hare before wolves. Wren's teeth were openly bared in what looked to be a snarl, but might as easily have been a grimace against the incessant cold. Aelyn, too, seemed furious, his molten eyes the brightest thing around. Falcon twitched, his hand constantly traveling over his stump as if it were an instrument he might make sing, if only he knew how. Only Kaleras seemed at ease, though his posture was too rigid.

      Garin shifted his gaze to the snow. Looking there, at least, would not risk a chance of violence.

      Finally, after what seemed a leisurely span, the guard returned, his heavy beast pounding through the snow, and gave his report to his superior. After a moment, the lead guard nodded and turned back to Ashelia and Helnor.

      "My master will speak with you. Only you," he added, motioning at the Peer. "The others will remain here."

      Garin could not see Helnor's face, hidden beneath his hood as it was, but he could imagine how the Prime felt about that arrangement. Nevertheless, Helnor rode near to Ashelia and took his nephew from her mount, then remained behind as the lead guard led her away.

      Wren had sidled her mount close to Garin. "She'll be fine," she muttered. "She's a sorceress and a Warder. There's not a more dangerous person among this caravan."

      Garin nodded in acknowledgement, though his eyes never left the semi-circle of guards that remained with them. The two crossbows in particular he had trouble letting out of his sight. He didn't voice the thought that circled through his head.

      Even a sorceress can be killed in a single knife-stroke.

      Again, the absurdity of the situation struck him. With the hostile land already doing its best to kill them all, it seemed that those traveling through it should not fight among themselves. And they had a goal, a goal which their mutual fear was stopping them from reaching.

      He refused to let fear control him. He'd allowed it to do so far too often in the past.

      Garin gently pressed his heels into Horn's sides, propelling him forward. He ignored Wren's whispered protests as he headed toward one of the humans who did not hold a crossbow. As he bridged the space between the two factions, he felt eyes from both sides watching him. He tried not to let his unease show, but kept his gaze steadily on the guard. She looked the friendliest of the group from the little he could see of their faces. He hoped his guess wasn't wrong. The guard only watched him in silence as he stopped half a dozen paces away from her.

      "Do you speak Reachtongue?" he asked in what he hoped was a genial tone.

      The guard nodded and remained silent.

      "You heard before: we're looking for a friend. Have you taken in any men in the past few days?"

      The Easterner shook her head. He wished she would speak. As it was, he wasn't entirely sure she could understand him.

      "We think he fell in the river," Garin pressed. "You're sure you haven't rescued a stranger?"

      Again, the guard shook her head, then finally replied in broken speech, "If he fall in river, he die. Water too cold to live."

      He clenched his jaw. She was likely right, but it was not a truth he wished to hear.

      "Thank you," he said dully. Moving slowly as to not raise any alarm, Garin returned to his companions.

      "That was damned foolish," Wren whispered to him. "But damned brave as well."

      He flashed her a half-hearted grin. "Even a sheep can play the wolf."

      Her smile faded. "I don't think you're a sheep," she said softly.

      Then why haven't you forgiven me?

      The question nearly escaped his lips. They spent all their time by each other — yet ever since that night in Elendol when he had blanched at the battle and bloodshed, she had made no advances toward him. Sometimes, in the dead of night, when the winds grew harsh and the air brittle with cold, they nestled into each other for warmth. But they had shared no kiss nor anything more romantic than a touch on the shoulder. He hadn't found the courage to ask if they were even still a pair.

      Regardless, her words warmed him. Better she not think him a coward than the reverse. And if she did, he would have plenty of opportunity to prove himself otherwise.

      Still, as he eyed the surrounding guards, he hoped another opportunity for courage took its time in arriving.

      Ashelia returned some minutes later. He knew from her expression she'd received no better news than he had. As she rejoined their company, she gathered them in a close enough to hear.

      "The merchant hasn't seen or heard of Tal. And he has no maps available for purchase. But he has allowed us to follow their caravan to the nearest town — a settlement of Reach dwarves, apparently. There, we might learn more."

      Garin nodded with the others, though his expectations were growing thinner with each step they traveled. Impossible as it was to imagine Tal succumbing to anything, he was beginning to fear the guard had been right.

      As the caravan started up again and labored through the snow, Garin muttered, "Bisk." As a little warmth trickled into his body, he tried to cling to hope.
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      Tal heaved in another stinging breath as he labored up the road after Pim.

      The strain didn't come from a heavy burden. Most of his gear had been lost with his stor, who seemed to have fled after Tal's tumble into the river. All he had were his cloak and clothes, his weapons, the Binding Ring, and a few small things he had secured on his person.

      Yet though his companion bore a weighty pack and had no beast to lighten the load, Pim was indefatigable. He had not paused to rest for all the morning they had been walking, but continued up and down slopes with the same, long stride. The razor-edged wind could have been a warm summer breeze for all he seemed to mind it.

      Tal plodded forward one step, then another. Truth be told, he had marched with as much speed as Pim before his contest with the ijiraq. But ever since then, any effort, physical or mental, cost him double. Aches proliferated throughout his muscles and joints. His head pounded like a smithy that never closed. He felt as if he'd aged two score years in a day.

      Nowhere hurt worse than his hands. Where his fingers had been cut away, an incessant throbbing had taken hold. Now the stumps strained with pressure, like there were abscesses in need of draining. He barely dared to hold anything for fear of the pain.

      But no matter how great his agony grew, Tal dammed the flow of sorcery. While it promised healing such as he had experienced atop Geminia's kintree, he feared the scars inside him might lacerate and make his condition even worse. He could not risk aggravating the canker, if Pim was correct in naming his affliction.

      Yet, despite his constant efforts, magic still occasionally leaked through. He felt its touch whenever his focus slipped. A thrill of lightning. A searing of flame. A distortion or sharpening of his senses.

      As soon as he felt the lapse, he strengthened his resolve. But he knew the contest could not last forever. Behind his barriers, the sorcery was welling up like floodwaters behind a dike. He feared what would happen when he could no longer fight it.

      His precarious health and sanity were not his foremost concerns, however. Even as he wheezed up the slope after him, Tal kept a wary gaze on Pim's back. The elf didn't seem threatening in any outward way. He carried no weapons beyond the sorcery latent in his blood and an unadorned walking stick. A smile perched on his lips like a mother bird on its nest in spring. He often joked with Tal, teasing him like an old friend and ignoring the strange circumstances under which they had met the day before.

      But all the same, Tal could not trust him. For he suspected Pim knew more of his past than the elf was letting on.

      The notion wasn't born of any one moment, but a collection of them. It was the way Pim glanced at him when Tal pretended not to be looking. It was the supercilious smiles and the knowing gleam to his sable-laced eyes.

      Yet, for all his suspicions, he could do nothing about it at the moment. He needed Pim. He would just have to take all the elf's inauspicious oddities along with him.

      Tal looked up from his feet to find Pim waiting for him at the top of the rise. The elf stood erect, the wind not seeming to touch him even as it gusted over the ridge.

      "This is your first winter in the East, I trust?" he called pleasantly over the wind's yowling.

      Tal gave him a half-hearted grin, the skin of his lips cracking as they stretched. "Is it... that obvious?" he spoke through panting breaths.

      "Only by the misery etched in your every feature." With a smile that wasn't entirely devoid of mockery, Pim looked out across the craggy landscape. The day was gray and flurried with snow, but they could see the tops of some of the shorter mountains. In warmer conditions, Tal might have been struck by the austere beauty of the scene. As it was, all the sight promised was more chapped lips and cracked knuckles and cold that burrowed into his bones. He wished he could let his sorcery warm his blood once again and only barely resisted the temptation.

      "This is far from my first time," Pim said, as languid as a fabulist before a crowded campfire. "At first, it was a sore disappointment. I missed the warmth and the towering trees of Elendol. I yearned for the emerald greens and bursts of bright colors. I longed to simply be surrounded by things alive! But as the seasons passed, and the snows abounded then disappeared, I came to appreciate them for what they are. Contrast, my good Bran! Contrast is how we distinguish anything in life: good from bad, right from wrong, fair from foul. If the snows never fall, would the spring feel so warm?"

      Pim deflated with a sigh. "But, you must be thinking, 'I'd rather not be cold right now.' Indeed, we always prefer the comfortable. But life requires sacrifice; after all, do we not consume animals and plants to survive? There is no living without killing."

      Having little tolerance for philosophy at the moment, Tal studiously ignored the diatribe. At least it gave me a chance to catch my breath.

      "How long have you been here?" he asked. Pim had evaded his earlier questions regarding his background, and Tal feared he would do so again if he pushed too hard.

      "Many years," Pim answered vaguely, not looking at Tal any longer, but scanning their surroundings. "Long enough to grow weary of the snow once more."

      Tal found his patience quickly thinning for his companion's cryptic answers. "This town we are headed for — Vathda. You think I can find help there?"

      Pim had set their destination that morning. Vathda was apparently a settlement of dwarves — dwarves from the Westreach, no less. The revelation made Tal distinctly uncomfortable, but resupplying was necessary. Pim had limited resources, and Tal next to none. He would not make it to Ikvaldar without food, shelter, and water, and sooner or later, he would need to leave his strange companion to head off on his own.

      "Help? Who can say? 'Look to the past if you wish to know your future.'"

      "Is that another quotation?"

      "Indeed it is — from quite an intelligent author."

      Tal guessed whom he meant by the darkening of Pim's eyes. "It's you, isn't it?"

      His guide guffawed into the mountain air, provoking Tal to wince.

      "Come, my serious companion! We have a day and a half to travel still, and you look as if you could use a bed. One can only hope a cot awaits you."

      With a final enigmatic smile, Pim started down the slope.

      Tal stared after him for a moment. In all his years, with all the names cast his way, he had never been accused of being serious.

      "Everyone changes, I suppose," he muttered under his breath as he followed.
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      They continued all through that day and into the next in a similar fashion.

      Pim, Tal was beginning to find, had his fair share of idiosyncrasies, but was not a worse traveling companion for them. He was vivacious yet focused, entertaining but also efficient. If not for his tendency to skirt any questions relating to his past, Tal might have almost begun to enjoy their journey together.

      But there were times when the odd elf unsettled him. Many of these instances came when he was telling a tale from the book he claimed to have written. Each occasion began the same way.

      "Have I mentioned that I have authored a collection of sorts?"

      Tal raised his head from their endless march to find a mischievous glimmer in Pim's eyes.

      "Once or twice," he managed to wheeze, as they were once more laboring up an incline, of which the East seemed to have an endless supply.

      "It is a point of pride for me, I must admit — a collection of fables from these Eastern lands. Would you care for me to tell you a story from it?"

      Tal shrugged. Even if it turned out to be drivel, he didn't see how it could make the pain of the march much worse.

      Evidently taking the gesture for permission, the elf made a sibilant humming in the back of his throat, then began to speak in a minstrel's lilting rhythm.

      "Once, there was a man, an elven sorcerer from a far-off land. We shall call him the Dreamer, for he had a vision — nay, a flash of divine insight — toward which he devoted his life. What is this dream, you wonder? It is this: to reform the World so all men and women, from every Bloodline and race, and in every nation and land, are equal, and peaceful, and prosperous. He wished for progress, true progress, for the betterment of all, everlasting."

      Even through the fog that covered his deadened mind, misgivings seeded their way through. Progress. Reform the World. He had an inkling he knew where Pim's story was taking them, and what it might say for the man's beliefs and inclinations — and, most importantly, for his intentions toward Tal.

      Pim continued to prattle away. "The Dreamer first tried to bring his revelation to his queen, who was reputed to be a fair and just ruler. But he came from dubious origins, and in his society, one's pedigree mattered more than one's character or ideas. So offended was the queen that she not only threw out the Dreamer from her court, but banished him from her domain entirely. He became an exile, never again to return home, and his dream seemed all but impossible to attain."

      Now it was a certainty in Tal's mind of whom this fable spoke; the events mirrored too closely Geminia's account of Yuldor's origins, though with a distinctive twist in perception. The Prince of Devils was not portrayed as an ambitious schemer in it, but a wronged visionary.

      It is only a story, he reminded himself. People tell many tales they do not believe.

      And at the very least, he found his pains somewhat lessened by the distraction.

      "But the Dreamer held to his resolution," Pim said, a performative smile stretching his lips wide. "Though he yearned to free his own people from their suffering and unjust rules, he yielded to his queen's command, knowing only sorrow could arise otherwise. Thus he traveled eastward, to lands foreign and frightening, walking the very mountains through which we now trek. We travel over the trails of legends!"

      "Imagine that," Tal muttered, wondering again at Pim's choice of words.

      His guide laughed. "But as I was saying — the Dreamer did not go alone into the East. His four most loyal and humble servants, the only disciples not to abandon him before the queen's wrath, went with him. Yet even among them, they began to have doubts, as the rugged, foreboding land stretched on for miles and miles around them, unceasing and uncaring. 'What justice can be found here?' one among them questioned, who was always first to doubt and last to believe. 'What Paradise can one man forge from snow and stone?'

      "The Dreamer, hearing his disciple's skeptical words, only smiled and turned away. 'If it can grow here,' he said, 'can it not grow anywhere?'

      "The doubtful disciple was perplexed by this and kept his misgivings quiet for a time.

      "They found the East was not entirely forsaken. Here and there, gathered in clusters of kin and clan, were peoples of all races, with a variety of colors, shapes, and sizes. Yet none of those whom the Dreamer met was a savage, as he had been warned they would be, but kinder and more generous than most of his neighbors back home. When he was hungry, he and his disciples were fed. When they needed shelter, they were offered a roof. When the Dreamer was injured by a misstep, he was given a place to rest and heal. Thus he came to know the mountain people, and love them, and he said to his disciples, 'Where there was hate, love now lives. Did I not say stones would blossom?'

      "The doubting disciple saw that his comrades agreed with the master. And so he still remained silent, and nodded with them, and followed on.

      "The Dreamer led his disciples farther still into the tundra. He had seen a place in his reveries where he might begin enacting his revelation, a location unlike any other across the World. And when the Dreamer finally pointed to the sky and declared, 'That is where my Paradise will begin!' the doubter believed him mad.

      "'There?' cried he. 'But it is above the clouds!'

      "'Behind the clouds is the highest mountain in all the lands,' the Dreamer told the disciple. 'Only when one can see far can they dream widely.' And he called the mountain 'Ikvaldar,' for it means 'High Paradise' in the oldest tongues of this land."

      Ikvaldar. Tal just managed to repress a laugh. How often had he thought of that elusive mountaintop? Yet Pim made no mention of the Worldheart. That, at least, remains unknown to the common anecdotalist.

      His guide let out a low chuckle of his own. "Ikvaldar. To the doubting disciple, it seemed a bitterly ironic name, for as they ascended to the apex of the peak, he found it the least hospitable and most agonizing place on the World's surface. Worse even than now, Bran, if you can imagine it!"

      Tal only waved a hand, too breathless for a retort.

      "Yet the Dreamer's inspiration was not unfounded, but divine in origin, for he would prove himself correct in his naming. Ikvaldar was a frozen wasteland above the clouds, a place of eternal ice and wind. Yet with his disciples by his side, the Dreamer began to wage war on this formidable foe. He brought to bear all the magics he had gathered, then sought deeper for the seed of divinity planted within him.

      "It was an effort of years, decades, perhaps even centuries — but, as the faith of even the unquestioning disciples began to break, finally the endless winter yielded. From the ice grew a tough, gnarled tree, black in bark and with spines instead of needles or leaves. Pitiful, perhaps, to be the fruit of eons — yet it was life, life where it had never existed before. It was the proof that, inevitably, Paradise might spread to all the World.

      "From this success, the Dreamer redoubled his exertions, as did his disciples. Not long after — relatively speaking, of course — all the peak of Ikvaldar was rife with greenery, and of even the most delicate kinds. It was a garden unmatched by any that a king or queen could requisition. No one would go hungry there, for the forest provided food, and the animals offered themselves for meat. No one could be ill, for from the flowers flowed elixirs for every malady. All was well in that jungle, and it could truly be called Paradise.

      "But when those below looked up at Ikvaldar—" Pim raised an arm to point into the impenetrable clouds. "—they did not yet believe in the Dreamer's vision. They saw a miraculous thing, perhaps, and wondered at it, but they did not understand what it meant. To them, it was only a forest where none had grown before. It did nothing to change who they were at their core. Even the peaceful Easterners waged war, and conflicts always simmered between the differing nations. They were not ready for Paradise even if it came to them. War would not end until their hearts and minds had changed and begun to accept the Dream of Paradise.

      "The Dreamer, understanding this, sent forth his disciples to spread the good news he had to share. But he knew the hearts of men well, and thus knew a word alone would not change the course of the World. So he also had his disciples form an empire of all the disparate peoples of this World, beginning here in the East. Only under one government, he reasoned, could all violence hope to cease, for kingdoms will always come into conflict with one another.

      "As the empire spread, the Dream of Paradise did as well, and many began to believe. And it is said that when the Empire of the Rising Sun encompasses the entirety of the World, and all peoples in every land have readied their hearts to accept the vision, only then will he — the Dreamer, the Peacebringer, the Lord and the Savior — make a new day dawn for all, and allow Paradise to spread and reign evermore."

      At the last word, Pim halted. Tal stopped with him. They were midway up yet another incline, and tucked within the valley, the views were nothing much to look at. Tal soon lowered his head again, his chest heaving to catch his breath.

      "Well?" Pim asked, his melodious voice so soft the wind almost swallowed it. "What did you think of my story?"

      Your indoctrination? But Tal did not say it aloud.

      "Intriguing," was all he managed before he had to suck in more air.

      "Intriguing to a Reachman, perhaps. Yet it is a story every civilized child in the East knows. It is the foundation of their belief in Yuldor as their Lord and Savior."

      Something in Pim's tone made Tal look up and meet his guide's swirling eyes.

      "Do you believe in Yuldor, Bran?" the elf asked softly.

      The base of his neck prickled with anticipation. Here was a balancing moment if he'd ever seen one. Fall off the knife the right way, Tal thought, and you may avoid gutting yourself.

      Somewhat recovered, Tal brought himself upright as he ordered his thoughts. "I believe he once existed," he said slowly. "And I believe he's impacted the World in immeasurable ways. As for the rest — well, consider me the doubting disciple."

      To his relief, Pim threw back his head in a guffaw.

      "The doubting disciple, indeed! Very well, Bran the Prospector. We shall see if spending time in the East improves your faith. For in seeing, I have been told, there may come believing."

      Tal shrugged. I'll see the truth of Yuldor soon enough. Then, he trusted, the matter of his beliefs would be decidedly settled.
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      On the second day of their journey with the caravan, the afternoon sun finally broke through the clouds.

      Garin glanced up with a weary smile. The mountain storms had harassed them throughout the past two days as they trekked behind the sleighs. The going was slow, and twice Helnor had suggested they move ahead to find their own way. But Ashelia, who was of the opposite opinion, prevailed once more.

      "We can all use a rest, Belosi," she told him. "And moving swiftly in the wrong direction will not find Tal any faster."

      "As you command, my Peer," Helnor muttered in return. His retort received a snort from Wren, who overheard it along with Garin. Ashelia had given them a flat look, and included Garin in it — rather unfairly, to his mind.

      But not all their days were so light-hearted. Without a trail to follow, they had no evidence that Tal remained alive, nor that their pursuit would yield any welcome discovery. Yet, though Garin was sure the others felt the same way, no one spoke of their worries. He himself refused to believe Tal was anything but alive and well.

      He slew Heyl and the Thorn, he thought. Not even the beasts of the East could kill him after that.

      Almost, he quieted the doubts. Only at night, when he was falling asleep and his mind was unguarded, did they creep back into his dreams.

      During the day, he kept himself occupied. Their slower travel gave Garin the opportunity to drop back to where Aelyn and Kaleras took up the rear of their party. They were not his first choice of company; in fact, the mage and the warlock might have been his last preference. But they were the two most qualified to instruct Garin in the sorcery he suspected he would need to survive their journey.

      Wren cast him a skeptical look as he fell back. He returned it with a mysterious smile before matching pace with Aelyn. He had chosen the side intentionally. Though he knew Kaleras was dedicated to their cause, Garin was still far from comfortable around the elder. He had, after all, stabbed and poisoned the man. And though he had been possessed at the time, part of him still felt he was to blame. He couldn't be sure Kaleras' thoughts did not lean in the same direction.

      Aelyn gave him a sidelong glance. "What do you want?"

      Garin raised an eyebrow. "Who's to say I want anything?"

      "You would not willingly subject yourself to my company, boy. Don't think I don't know that."

      "Am I not now?"

      "Only for some advantage. Now, out with it before I lose my patience."

      "You'd have to have patience in the first place to lose it."

      Kaleras spoke up, startling Garin. "It seems you've learned his manners."

      Garin blinked, taking a moment to reason out what he meant. "You mean Tal's, Magister?"

      Kaleras peered around his fur-lined hood to give him a tight smile. On another man, it might have appeared friendly. But Garin had trouble believing it of this warlock.

      "I am no longer a member of the Circle," Kaleras responded. "Just call me Kaleras."

      Garin gave a quick nod and looked forward as if to keep track of the trail. "As it happens," he said, doing his best to ignore Kaleras, "I do have a request."

      Aelyn exhaled noisily. "Of course you do."

      "I want you to teach me more sorcery."

      That shut the mage up for a long moment. Garin risked a glance over to see the bronze in his eyes had turned molten.

      "And so you turn back to me." Aelyn's words dripped with satisfaction.

      "I don't have anywhere else to turn, do I? Ashelia and Helnor don't know the — the Darktongue." He hesitated to say it aloud, even though his peculiar affinity for sorcery was no secret among their party. "And I need to learn more if I'm to survive this… well, whatever you might call what we're doing."

      "Puerile pursuit?" Aelyn suggested. No doubt his feathers were ruffled by constantly tailing after Tal.

      "Hollow hunt, I might put it," Kaleras murmured, only just audible to Garin's ears.

      Garin only shrugged. "So will you instruct me? But no holding back," he added as Aelyn opened his mouth. "Not like last time."

      The mage clenched his jaw for a moment before speaking. His sharp features and spare frame made him look swallowed within his winter cloak.

      "I am the instructor, not you," he replied tightly. "I will decide the pace of your learning as I see fit."

      Garin opened his mouth for a retort, but Kaleras beat him to it.

      "I would teach you, Garin, if you ask it of me."

      Garin's mouth hung open, but he didn't know what to say. He wasn't sure the warlock had ever addressed him by name. All he could do was stare until Aelyn huffed and broke the trance.

      "You and the boy have no rapport, warlock. Garin will be taught by—"

      "Kaleras." The word escaped Garin before he had even thought it. As Aelyn's eyes bulged from his skull, he fumbled to follow it up. "Magister — that is, Kaleras — will you instruct me in sorcery?"

      The warlock nodded slowly, his oak-brown eyes never wavering. "I will. We'll begin this evening."

      Garin could only nod wordlessly. Then, not wishing to remain a moment longer beside an irate Aelyn, he spurred his stor back up next to Wren.

      She twisted around in her saddle at his approach. "What was that all about? Aelyn looks like he's going to set a devil on you. Or rather, another one," she added with a smirk.

      He raised a sardonic eyebrow in return. "Kaleras is teaching me sorcery."

      All her smugness disappeared. "What? Truly?"

      "Truly."

      He had rarely seen Wren speechless. She looked back at the warlock and mage, then again at Garin. Slowly, the smile returned to her.

      "Ah," she said as she settled back into her seat. "I see."

      "You see what?"

      "It's obvious, really." Wren rolled her eyes. "He's taking you on because you were Tal's apprentice once, or whatever you two called it."

      "You think so?"

      But even as he questioned it, Garin wondered if she was right. Kaleras had been softer toward him even before that moment. Gone was the hard-eyed suspicion he'd displayed in the Coral Castle, replaced now by the kindly consideration of a great uncle — though, it had to be admitted, a distantly related great uncle. Perhaps, if there was anyone who could understand and forgive an accidental stabbing due to an inadvertent possession, it would be a warlock.

      But why would my friendship with Tal make a difference to Kaleras?

      It was a question that he suspected would needle him for a while to come.

      Wren sighed. "Well, I'd better go placate Aelyn by asking to be his little mentee."

      Garin brightened at the prospect. "That's brilliant! He'll have to do what you want or risk losing to Kaleras — you know that's how he'll see this."

      "Of course he will." She raised her eyebrows as she fell back. "Just as I planned."

      Garin watched her long enough to see Wren position herself by Kaleras' side, then turned back, grinning to himself. She was wily, his Wren.

      He only wished he knew if he could still honestly call her "his."

      As promised, Kaleras called him to his side of the fire for the lesson that evening. Ahead of them, the caravan had made camp on the road, and their fires were pools of light in the vast dark landscape. Though clouds still covered the sky, the drifts of snow caught the little light that snuck through and faintly glowed like a ghostly sea.

      Garin stood before the warlock, uncertain. On the other side of the campfire, he saw Aelyn hurriedly beckoning to Wren. He hid a smile, and his nerves quickly banished it.

      Kaleras had been sitting, but as Garin came before him, he stood, though it cost him evident effort. "Thank you for allowing me the opportunity to teach you, Garin," he said formally, honoring him with a slight nod.

      Garin stared for a moment before his wits returned to him. Bowing, he replied, "Thank you for teaching me, Mag — erm, Kaleras."

      The elderly man nodded, then gestured to the packed snow underfoot. "Sit. Before we do anything else, there are matters we must discuss."

      Seating himself cross-legged and wincing at the cold seeping through his pants, Garin averted his eyes as Kaleras lowered himself back to the ground. He didn't know how old the man was, but he seemed to have grown older since their time in Halenhol. He wondered, with no small measure of guilt, if the fault lay with him and the poison he had injected into his veins.

      You've caused me a lot of strife and guilt, he thought idly to Ilvuan, expecting no response and receiving none.

      When Kaleras was settled, he sat up, straight-backed, and caught Garin's gaze. "First, we must address the source of your power."

      Garin swallowed. "Right."

      "I have read Tal's fable, Garin. I understand it is not a devil that spawns your abilities — not precisely."

      It took him a moment to catch his meaning. "Fable? You mean that book he always carried around?"

      Kaleras nodded. "A Fable of Song and Blood. I read only the copied pages he left in my drawer, but I doubt he would make anything less than a faithful reproduction. They were strange ideas, but… not without their consistencies."

      Garin, not knowing how to respond, waited expectantly.

      "Your experience of sorcery," the warlock continued. "Please describe it to me, beginning with its inception."

      Taking in a deep breath, Garin began the lengthy explanation. He told of the cursed amulet he had inadvertently picked up in the Ruins of Erlodan. He spoke of the whispers in his head, growing steadily stronger, and the discordant sounds of the Nightsong that haunted him. He told of the Darktongue spells that sprang onto his tongue of their own accord, and of how they had saved him from the ghouls and the bandit in the woods. And, after great hesitation, he even spoke of Ilvuan, of the devil naming himself to him and the growing trust between them.

      Then came a moment where his reluctance stumbled him to a stop. The memory of Ilvuan bursting from him, and their dance together — he didn't know how to explain that.

      Much less that he'd seen the Singer in the form of a dragon.

      But Kaleras seemed to take his silence for a conclusion, for he nodded. "Hellexa Yoreseer's fable must be true, at least in part. You are a Fount of Song."

      Fount of Song. Tal had told him as much, though it felt like ages ago. But even when he'd explained it, Garin had never really understood.

      "What does it mean?"

      "You should know better than I — but I will explain the tome's theory, at least. Hellexa Yoreseer, the author of the book, claimed there is a thing called the Worldheart, locked deep in the East's mountains in a place called Paradise. What this Worldheart is, she has only guesses. Drawing from ancient accounts, she says it resembles a large, black boulder veined with molten red lines like lava, and that it is carved into the shape of grand beasts. Yoreseer believed it not merely stone, but sorcery incarnate, magic made material. Just like in the tale of the Whispering Gods and the Night, the Worldheart is supposed to contain infinite power — the might of all creation and destruction.

      "Yoreseer also believed the Worldheart has a sentience of a sort — that the World itself is alive and seeking to influence the events upon its surface, similar to the elven ideas of Mother World. And by this will, the Worldheart creates beings with its 'blood' and 'song' — Founts such as yourself. Through the Founts, chaos has been sown across the East. Yoreseer feared this must mean the Worldheart seeks a new master."

      "A new master?"

      Kaleras' gaze was shadowed, his eyes only occasionally reflecting the lick of the flames to their side. "The Worldheart, Yoreseer claimed, is presently possessed by the Enemy himself."

      A shiver like an icy finger traced over his neck.

      "But if that's all true," Garin pressed, "if Yuldor has infinite power, then he should have won the Eternal Animus long ago."

      Kaleras inclined his head. "A valid supposition. But we have strayed from the original point. I need to understand your sorcery, Garin, if I'm to teach you. Your experience differs from mine as a warlock, but not vastly in its application. The Four Roots should still be relevant."

      "They are." Garin nodded across the fire toward Aelyn and Wren, who were practicing what appeared to be cantrips with bursts of fire and ice. "Aelyn taught them to me."

      "Good. Then you understand the theory?"

      At Garin's nod, Kaleras motioned for them to stand again, which took the old warlock a moment to accomplish. "Then let's see what you can do."

      The rest of the evening was spent with Garin demonstrating the cantrips he knew. As he cast them, the Nightsong sounded in his ears, discordant once more. He winced and wished it could be otherwise. But, as Tal had once commented, When hoping for rain, wishing's no better than pissing.

      Despite the discomfort his spellcasting cost him, Garin went to his bedroll that night satisfied. The lesson with Kaleras was only the first step toward progress, but it was a step in the right direction.

      For now, he mused as he hunched into a shivering ball against Wren's back and drifted to sleep, that would have to be enough.
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      "There it is," Pim announced as he reached the top of the rise ahead of Tal. "Vathda, Haven of the Hyalkasi Range."

      Tal didn't have the breath for a response. It was their third day of traveling together, and the odd elf had not slowed his pace in that entire time. Tal, on the other hand, seemed to grow wearier with each mile. Sustaining the dam on his sorcery cost increasing effort. His pains ebbed and flowed, but seemed to rise with each cycle, like a river swelling after torrential rains.

      But he wasn't one to complain or slow. Tal was, after all, a legend.

      If only being a hero wasn't such damned drudgery.

      He plodded his way up the rise to stand next to Pim, then looked down. Darkness was quickly falling, as it was wont to do early among the mountains, but the town was still visible below. At once, he could tell it was a dwarven settlement. The houses slid past the eye, almost invisible, as they were cut from the rocky outcroppings and cliffs. Only a few structures were built in a human manner, with honest timber and thatched roofs. One looked large enough to be a great hall. With time, he assumed that would change, as they carved out a more permanent structure within the mountains.

      The sight of dwarven work almost brought a smile to his lips. It had been a decade and a half since he had walked among the wonders those of the Stalwart Bloodline constructed, much less interacted with the doughty folk. But a smile did not quite come. After all, he hadn't had the sweetest of partings from Dhuulheim, the land of the clans, and dwarves' memories were long.

      He could only hope that here in the East, his past would not catch up to him once more.

      "A homely enough village," Pim commented into Tal's silence, "but a welcoming people all the same. And honest folk are rare to come by, are they not?"

      Tal grunted in response, provoking a laugh from the elf.

      "Quite eloquent of you, Master Bran! Your point is well taken. But we should not delay — dark will be upon us soon, and we have a mile to descend."

      He withheld his gripes as his eyes caught upon something in the distance. Pointing, Tal said between breaths, "What's that?"

      Pim squinted. "Why, it appears to be the glow of campfires. How odd."

      Tal's gut tightened with more than his exertion now. "Who would be camping now?" he muttered, though he suspected he already knew the answer.

      The elf shrugged, unconcerned. "The dwarves often send out patrols into the surrounding area to monitor the movements of the many beasts that threaten them. Or perhaps it is a late season hunting party. I am certain it is nothing to worry about, my good prospector."

      Tal wasn't sure he agreed. But he made no objection as the sprightly elf shouldered his pack and led the way down the ridge.

      They had only a little left to travel, but to his tortured legs, it seemed an impossible distance to cross. All he could do was grit his teeth and hope his strength would last. They fell into silence as they carefully hopped across a boulder field. Their off-trail path was, according to Pim, faster than taking the road on the other side of the river, but it required constant vigilance — especially when Tal felt a well-timed breeze could knock him over.

      After a long section of scrambling, the boulder field ended, and the edge of the town appeared before them. Pim halted at several standing stones that stood like giant sentinels, then turned back to Tal.

      "Best of luck, Bran. When you have the supplies you need, meet me at the edge of town. Then we can continue on to the place where your canker may be healed."

      The unexpected statement cut through Tal's misery. He stared at his companion.

      "I thought we were both taking shelter here."

      The elf laughed, too loud for Tal's liking. "Oh, no! I do not sleep under stone ceilings. But these are dwarves from the Westreach — surely, such countrymen will only be too happy to see you?"

      Tal donned a smile as his mind peeled apart Pim's words. Did he imply what he suspected? But if he knew of Tal's past with the Stalwart folk, then it meant he did know who he was — just as impossible of a notion.

      "Who are you, really, Pim?" he asked softly.

      The elf cocked his head, a few strands of his pale blonde hair spilling free of his hood. "A curious question you keep asking me. Let me answer with a query of my own: What answer do you hope to receive?"

      "The truth, preferably."

      Pim laughed again. "Then you are a fool, Bran the Prospector."

      Tal heard footsteps approaching. A glance up showed the glow of a torch. His gut grew tighter still.

      "A sentiment I've echoed often enough," he muttered as he turned toward the oncoming greeting party.

      The dwarves were silhouetted by torchlight as they stalked between the sentinel stones. By Tal's count, there were six of them, steel glinting in their hands. Three stood back, two with crossbows cradled in their arms, one bearing the torch. The other three advanced with axes and hammers lowered and bared. As with every dwarf he had encountered, they were four feet tall, nearly as broad as they were wide, and looked too stocky to be nimble. But past experience with the cavern-dwelling people had taught Tal never to underestimate their speed and prowess. When it came to battle, Tal would rather have a dwarf berserker by his side than an elven Dancer, and just the opposite if he had to face them.

      "Who do you be, lingering at the edge of our settlement?" the dwarf leading the others barked. His silver beard gleamed at the edges in the scant torchlight at his back, and his horned helm lent him a warrior's air.

      "Laughing and sneaking, he is," the dwarf to the leader's left huffed, a brown-bearded fellow whose movements sent the beads in his facial hair clattering.

      Tal held up his hands and put on his most sincere smile. "My apologies for our late arrival, good folk," he said. "We are merely travelers hoping to shelter within your fine thorp of Vathda."

      The dwarf to the leader's right spat on the stone. The lack of beard on her chin, ubiquitous among their males, showed her to be female. "'We,' is it? He's tunnel-mad, Kherdorn."

      Suspecting the source of the misunderstanding, Tal glanced to the side. Where Pim had been, only darkness filled the space now. He sighed.

      "I'm not yet crazy — well, perhaps only a little. But I've been traveling by myself for a time," he lied smoothly. Then, hit with inspiration, he switched from speaking in the Reachtongue to the common Stonetongue, altering his voice to be lower and gruffer. "But I've forgotten my manners. Greetings, friends. I pray your mines are fruitful and your walls strong."

      The elder dwarf let out a sudden guffaw. "So, you speak the Stonetongue!" he responded in the same language. "You are full of surprises, Master Stranger. We have few mines here, and our walls are bolstered daily — but the old blessing still holds. Now, who are you, and why have you come to Vathda?"

      Tal bowed, his arm positioned before him as if to cradle a long beard and prevent it from sweeping against the ground. "I am Bran of the clan Cairn. I come from Elendol as a refugee, fleeing the conflict that has broken out between the Peers. Having heard of Vathda and Reach dwarves here in the savage East, I sought out your settlement, hoping to shelter from the snows for a time."

      The elder dwarf — Kherdorn, Tal assumed — let out a snort. "Enough with the bowing and 'clanning' — you're half and again taller than a dwarf, and we both see it. We may have a hovel you can squeeze into, though times are tight in the winter. But it will cost you honest silver."

      Tal kept the smile perched on his lips as he mulled over how to respond. How he would pay for the shelter and food he hoped to secure, he had not the slightest clue. But it was far from the first time Tal had wandered into a town destitute and weary.

      "Silver and gold I am presently lacking," he said, lowering his head. To be poor in precious metals was especially shameful among dwarves, and he acted accordingly. "But I'm a man of many talents and useful knowledge. Perhaps I can provide some assistance with some problem your people face?"

      The female dwarf spat again. He wondered if her disgust could only be displayed as such, or if she had a particular problem with phlegm.

      The elder dwarf glanced her way, then back at Tal. "Takes guts to brave the snows of the Devil's Talons, especially with as few possessions as you have. Sarut! Bring that torch closer. If we're going to invite a peculiar human in, I'd best have a proper look at him."

      Tal's hands clenched into fists, the nubs of his missing fingers throbbing with fresh agony. This was the final test. He wondered if, had he undammed his sorcery, he might have woven an illusion to disguise his features. But dwarven lineage gifted them with a resistance to glamour. To pass, it would have to have been as flawless an illusion as he'd ever cast, and in his current state, he doubted perfection was within his grasp.

      The torchbearer moved closer, and Tal winced at the increased brightness. But he tried to maintain an amiable smile as the dwarves examined him.

      "Ah, now I can see you." Kherdorn said the words in a low rumble, and as Tal wondered if there was more left unsaid, the dwarf continued in a louder voice. "Alright, then. Hand over your steels and come with us. We have to get the Clan Chief's approval before any ales are passed around."

      After a moment's hesitation, Tal complied with the request. If he were to resist, blades would be the least of his weapons, even Velori. When he had been relieved of his arms, Kherdorn waved for Tal to follow him. He watched the dwarves as he passed between them, trying not to look wary even as every instinct fought against turning his back on them. But they had him unarmed, surrounded, and outnumbered, to make no mention of the two crossbows trained on his heart. Even unencumbered by the canker, he would have been hard-pressed to overcome such odds at close quarters.

      "Call me Kherdorn," the elder dwarf said over his shoulder, speaking in the Reachtongue now. "Even for one who speaks the Stonetongue, my true name would be too much for a human to pronounce."

      "Well met, Kherdorn," Tal said, ignoring the slight. Dwarves, like elves, often thought less of humans next to their kind. He could hardly blame them. In many ways, his own Ardent Bloodline was like rats compared to them, only able to dominate the Westreach from their comparatively brief breeding and growth cycles. In every other manner, dwarves possessed superior natural capacities.

      As long as they don't have the World's own blood running through their veins, he mused. For all the good it's doing me now.

      Even as he thought it, a fresh shiver of fragility ran through his body, making his step falter. He tried to disguise the moment's weakness with a yawn, only having to stretch a little to feign tiredness.

      Kherdorn led him through the settlement toward the edifice at its center. Vathda felt even stranger up close. He was used to seeing dwarven structures housed in the vast caverns of Dhuulheim, in which they made their homes in the Westreach. To see stone hovels emerging out into the open, their curved doorways piled with snow, was a queer sight.

      Finally, their party arrived at the great hall, where Kherdorn pounded thrice on the heavy wooden door. A call came from within, and the silver-bearded dwarf wrenched it open and gestured impatiently for Tal to enter after him.

      The great hall stretched half as wide as King Aldric's throne room, and it was filled with tables and benches that showed it functioned as a dining hall as much as in any other capacity. Yet with the ceiling vaulted two dozen feet above, and boasting beams twice as thick around as Tal, it made for an impressive sight nonetheless.

      As Tal stepped through the doorway, he sighed with relief. Heat from the two roaring hearths on either end of the hall flooded over him, promising relief from freezing fingers and frigid feet that hadn't thawed since leaving Elendol. He longed to throw himself before one of the fires, but Kherdorn walked between the sparsely populated tables toward the chair at the dais opposite to the door.

      The chieftain of a clan was beheld as almost a king among dwarves, and he sat in a throne befitting one. Carved of black slate, it was studded with gemstones, emeralds and rubies winking in the firelight. The dwarf sitting atop it did not stir as he watched them approach. His beard was the deep brown-red of rust and was groomed and oiled so it shone as it tumbled into his lap in an intricate weaving of braids. His eyes were nearly black, glittering only faintly as he watched Tal come closer. A shining iron crown sat atop his head, bereft of ornamentation beyond its intricate carvings. The lack of finery was either a symbol of strength or privation, Tal recalled from his past experiences. Neither boded well for his present position.

      Situated twenty feet from the throne was a wide rug. Here, Kherdorn stopped and fell to one knee. Tal followed suit, trying and failing to hide a wince as his body protested the movement. He bowed his head and waited.

      "Clan Chief, good Lord Dathal," Kherdorn spoke, "a traveler has come to our borders this evening requesting shelter. He is a pauper, but claims to have skills we might make use of."

      Tal raised his head then. Dwarves maintained strict hierarchies within the clans, but they also despised timidity and admired boldness. He hoped this chieftain would hold the same beliefs.

      Lord Dathal still did not move or speak. As far as Tal knew, his eyes had not left him the entire time he had entered the great hall. Seconds passed. A dribble of sweat trickled down Tal's back. Still, he held the chieftain's gaze and waited.

      "I know you." The Clan Chief murmured the words in the Reachtongue like he was recalling a dream. "I know your face."

      Tal's gut tightened, but he smiled. "I suppose I have one of those faces you see others in. Folks have always told me so."

      "No." Dathal spoke more forcefully as he shifted his position, leaning forward in the stone chair. "I know your face. And I know your name."

      "My name is Bran Cairn, m'lord."

      "Lies!"

      The Clan Chief roared the word as he stood. Tal flinched. He wondered if, even now, an axe's blade was being sharpened for his neck.

      But he did not rise, and he did not look away. If he was to be condemned, he would face it as a dwarf would, with eyes set on the killing blade.

      The Clan Chief slowly descended the stairs of his dais to stand before Tal. With a gloved hand, he took Tal's chin and wrenched his head upward as he leaned over him. He could smell the waft of ale on the dwarf's breath.

      "I know your name, Khuldanaam'defarnaam," the Clan Chief said softly. "And I know your face. You are the one who banished my clan from Dhuulheim to these frozen wilds. You, Gerald Barrows, are the craven sorcerer who killed my uncle."

      As the full import of Dathal's words soaked in, Tal was too surprised to dodge the chieftain's hand crashing against his cheek.
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      Tal crumpled beneath the Clan Chief's blow.

      The rug beneath him did little to cushion his fall to the floorboards. A coppery taste filtered between his teeth. His jaw ached from the blow.

      Slowly, his eyes slid up to Lord Dathal, who stood motionless over him. The room seemed to hold its breath; all but the fires were still and silent. Tal did not dare move further lest he provoke more of a drubbing. His head pounded like a bladesmith's hammer during war. He doubted that he could dam his sorcery after another blow like that, and that would doom them all.

      So he remained silent and still, and he waited.

      After several long moments, the Clan Chief turned away. "Get up," he commanded, his deep voice dripping with disgust.

      Tal slowly raised himself to his knees; then, after a moment's deliberation, he climbed to his feet. Dignity seemed as petty as a cockerel's strutting in this situation, but if he was going to be condemned to death, he meant to meet it standing.

      "You're right," Tal said, the words coming out garbled from his uncooperative jaw. "I was once called Gerald Barrows. But only one clan called me 'Death's Hand.'"

      Dathal had seated himself on his throne once more and leaned on one of the arms. "Yes. My clan — the Hardrogs."

      For a moment, all Tal could do was close his eyes and smile. Of all the dwarves that might have settled here, he had the bad luck of it being Clan Hardrog.

      He opened his eyes to Dathal's flinty stare. "I don't suppose any amount of explanation will change things?"

      The Clan Chief did not reply for a long moment. When he did, his words turned aside Tal's question.

      "Fifteen years ago, a human vagrant entered the Hardrog halls in search of dark work. My uncle permitted you to come among us; he even gave you employment. You! A hound with blood on his teeth, and he hired you!"

      "A hound was what he needed," Tal murmured.

      "He got what he paid for, my uncle," Dathal continued as if Tal hadn't spoken. "In the end, you bit the hand as well as the meat, as the old saying goes. With his blood on your knife, you fled the halls and left my clan in pieces."

      "Lord Yardin was your uncle," Tal interrupted. "But he had sired heirs. How have you ended up as the Clan Chief?"

      Dathal bared his teeth, no part of it a smile. "He had heirs before you intervened, Death's Hand. The war you began ended with many dead, my cousins among them. I was next in line. But by that time, another faction had gathered strength I could not hope to match. Rather than lose more of my people, I became a chieftain in exile, and we crossed the Fringes to establish a new home in these gods-forsaken mountains."

      The chieftain's fists clenched against the stone arms of his chair. For a moment, Tal thought he might charge down the stairs and begin pummeling him again. He wondered if he would resist.

      Silence knows a beating is the least I deserve for all I've done.

      But after a moment, Dathal relaxed his muscles. His voice was tired now. "After many trials, we came here and saw it was good stone to build into. And so we have built, and fortified, and carved out a refuge. But never have we forgotten the home we left behind."

      The Clan Chief's eyes slid down to Tal. He felt blood trickle from the corner of his mouth, but he didn't wipe it away under that stare. He felt like a mouse beneath a hawk's gaze; any movement might bring him sweeping down.

      "After all we have suffered by your hand," Dathal said slowly, "what can we do with you, Gerald Barrows?"

      Tal shrugged. His usual bitter amusement fought to climb free of him, but a laugh now might spell the end of his life. "Would it help if I told you I killed Yardin only because I was under threat?"

      Lord Dathal was not as restrained in his laughter as Tal was. He threw his head back, and the sound of it filled the great hall. It must have been a common display, for the dwarves knew better than to join in.

      When he'd calmed, his dark eyes slid back down to Tal. "The gods see you, Death's Hand. They see you as you are. Your deeds are your own. A warrior who kills a comrade in the middle of a melee is held to murder, and condemned as such. No exceptions will be made for a human."

      Already, he felt the noose tightening around his neck. But no — for this transgression, they would kill him according to the old dwarf customs. They would stake him to a wide, flat stone. Then they'd crush his bones with a boulder, one by one, until finally, they cracked open his skull.

      His mind whirled through his options, discarding each fleeting possibility. Pim would not save him; he had abandoned him even before the danger was evident. Though, if the elf knew more than he'd let on, he may well have been aware of the deadly situation they went into, and set Tal up for some unknown reason.

      There would be no aid from among the dwarves. Loyalty to clan was bred into them from the day their babes drew their first breath. No amount of sympathy for a human, should Tal be able to muster any, would move them to spare his life.

      No rescue from without or within — his salvation lay with one, vague hope, the least reliable of liberators: himself.

      "Lord Dathal," Tal said, firming his voice and resolve, "I don't deny what I've done, but lay full claim to the misdeeds. However, there is more to this tale than you know. If I am to be judged for my actions, I would ask that you take into account my testimony as well."

      The chieftain didn't move for a moment; then he lifted his hand in a beckoning gesture. Tal took it as an unexpected invitation to continue, and he opened his mouth to begin spinning his tale.

      The next moment, he reeled forward and fell painfully to his knees, the back of his head throbbing with a sudden blow.

      "I don't need the lies from a murderer to know his verdict," Dathal said above him. "Be silent, before I have your tongue cut from your mouth."

      Tal clenched his fingers against the ground, the missing nubs throbbing. Within himself, he waged a war he was losing. Sorcery leaked through his dam, trickling into his blood and warming him. Fresh blood had filled his mouth from biting his tongue, and its flavor changed to the bitter taste of sulphur.

      He stared at his hands and clenched them into fists. Where his fingers had touched the stone, black scorches remained behind. The sorcery ebbed stronger within him with each passing moment.

      As if from a distance, he heard the chieftain's barked orders. "Take him out of my sight. I'll deal with him on the morrow."

      Tal kept every muscle clenched tight as dwarves roughly lifted him by the arms and dragged him from the great hall.

      Somehow, he restrained the sorcery that would have killed them all.
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      Ambition flows in the blood of Yuldor Soldarin.

      Though I only knew him as a man grown, his tragic past was legend among those of us who followed him. How it affected him, I cannot rightly say — Yuldor was never one to broach any topics of emotions and inadequacies. But from my personal experience with the man, I can infer much.

      His parents were traitors. When Yuldor was still a babe, his grandmother garnered the support of a minority of other Highkin families, and House Soldarin invaded House Elendola in an attempt to overthrow the monarch of that time, Queen Geminia the First. It was doomed to fail from the start. Geminia was prodigious in her sorcery, and with the aid of her Ilthasi and the Masters of the Towers, they had no hope of overcoming her.

      Geminia the First was not known for her mercy, and to the last, all of the traitors were executed. Only when it came to Yuldor did her bloodlust cease. To expunge a House from existence is a great sin in the Mother's eyes, and even the Queen could not find guilt in an infant. She spared his life and gave him to a Lowkin family, and House Soldarin continued on — if only in name.

      Perhaps it was this early mercy that caused her to stay her hand later, when Yuldor began to express power that eclipsed even her own and showed a zeal to match it. Or perhaps even she feared to provoke him, and so sentenced him to a banishment he willingly accepted.

      As for Yuldor, I do not think vengeance ever died in his heart, but only grew to include all of the Mother's creations. To him, the entirety of the World had been party to his family's demise, and all deserved to suffer for it.

      It was only after he'd ascended that I truly began to understand this. Only after he sent the monsters down from Ikvaldar.

      - The Untold Lore of Yuldor Soldarin and His Servants, by Inanis
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      They reached Vathda in the early afternoon of the third day.

      Wren spotted the town first. "There it is," she said, bringing Garin's attention to the far side of the river, where gargantuan boulders rose from the landscape. Capped with snow, they resembled frosted pastries such as he had indulged in while staying at the Coral Castle.

      "Those are just rocks," Garin said drily. "I know dwarves live in stone, but I've met Yelda, and she's not made of rocks."

      "Ha, ha. Use your eyes, numbskull — look toward the cliffs."

      Garin squinted beyond the monoliths and saw it almost immediately: the slope of a roof. They could only glimpse part of the building, but it appeared to be as large as any domicile in Hunt's Hollow.

      "We made it." He imagined eating a meal without fearing it would be half-frozen by the time he finished. And that was only the beginning of his fantasies: a hot hearth, a warm bath, a soft bed…

      A thought brought the dreaming to an abrupt halt. "Dwarves don't sleep on rocks, do they?"

      Wren snorted. "Yelda never turned her nose up at a down mattress. But I guess we'll find out."

      A bridge, just wide enough for the merchants' sleighs, spanned the sluggish river. It was the first sign of dwarven craftsmanship, and Garin had to admit it looked far sturdier than any bridge on which he'd set foot before. On the other end of the crossing, two of the stocky folk stood guard. He could hardly believe their size. Yelda had been short, but only a hand's width wider. These two stretched two times the span of Garin's shoulders, and though his frame was admittedly rangy, the difference was astounding.

      The merchant stepped free of his sleigh. It was one of the few times Garin had glimpsed the caravan leader during their journey. He was a human Easterner, portly and richly dressed, as befitted his profession and prosperity. With two guards flanking him, the merchant approached the bridge's sentinels. Their conversation was brief, the frigid weather necessitating brevity, and soon the trader was scurrying back inside his cabin. A moment later, the train was gliding across the stone and onto the other side to ascend to the village.

      One of the guards had turned back to approach their party, and he recognized her as the woman he'd spoken to during their first encounter with the caravan. Garin gathered close with the others to hear the guard's words.

      "Are we permitted to cross?" Ashelia asked. One arm held Rolan tight against her chest, which the boy seemed to resent, but did not protest.

      The guard nodded. "Speak with dwarves first. If all well, you cross."

      With a farewell wave, the guard turned and rode after her companions.

      Ashelia turned back to the others, her storm-gray eyes sweeping over them. "Mind your tongue around dwarves," she warned them. "They are quick to take offense, and we cannot afford to give any."

      "They can't be any pricklier than Highkin elves," Wren quipped, smirking as the color in Ashelia's eyes whirled a little faster.

      "And that," Helnor said, "is exactly the sort of thing we don't need." But he flashed a grin at Wren from behind Ashelia's back.

      Rolan, catching the exchange, giggled, to his mother's frown.

      "Enough!" Aelyn snapped, turning his stor toward the bridge. "Can you not control yourselves when our lives depend on it?"

      Garin caught Wren's eye and raised an eyebrow. "Still happy with your choice of mentor?"

      "Not much choice, was there?" she muttered with a glance at Kaleras, who had followed promptly behind Aelyn. "You snagged the only other option."

      "What about Ashelia?"

      "She's got her hands full between corralling us and looking after Rolan. Besides, she may be an adept hand at healing, but I'm looking for a different sort of sorcery."

      He shrugged as they followed at the end of their party's line. "I'd learn from her if I could. Healing is as likely to be needed out here as anything Aelyn or Kaleras can teach. Just because it's not useful in a fight doesn't mean it's not worth learning."

      Wren only frowned in reply.

      Ashelia and Helnor spoke for a moment with the dwarves, who seemed friendly enough toward them, especially considering they were strangers approaching in the dead of winter. Garin guessed that either the merchant's word had gone a long way, or these dwarves were of a sunnier disposition than Ashelia had made them out to be. Whichever it was, he smiled and nodded to them as they passed, and the sentries grunted greetings in return.

      Word was passed back to him and Wren of their destination: Vathda's great hall. There, the chieftain of the dwarven clan awaited them to hear their supplications. Garin found his gut prickling with anticipation. Either they would learn something of Tal, or their last hope of a lead would be dashed.

      And then what will we do?

      He pushed the question away. If it came to that, there'd be time later to consider it. For now, all they could do was hope otherwise.

      Emerging from the boulders, the great hall rose with an unveiled view. Garin's initial look had still made it seem smaller than it was as they approached. It was no Coral Castle or kintree, but it was the grandest building they'd seen in the East thus far. Garin wondered just how many dwarves lived in Vathda, and hoped again that they took kindly to travelers.

      At the door, at least, a merry dwarf awaited them. By the shortness of his beard and youthfulness of his features, Garin guessed him to be barely out of adolescence, at least by dwarven reckoning.

      "Trader Chalerem said you'd be coming," the doorman chattered as they tied up their stors in the stables and filed past him. "But aren't you the damnedest group to wander the Hyalkasi in winter?"

      Garin only smiled back uncertainly, too distracted by his surroundings to think of a reply. Inside the hall smelled of ale and pine. Long tables were arranged in rows, with benches for sitting before them.

      And at the tables sat dozens upon dozens of dwarves.

      Glimpsing a handful of the Stalwart Bloodline was one thing; seeing an entire clan together was altogether another. Garin barely kept his mouth from slipping open at the sight. Every one of the men had a beard, and most seemed to take fastidious care of it. Their long facial hair, often reaching down past their bellies, was braided and groomed and intricately decorated with beads and bone and delicate chains. Master Krador had sported a beard, but his had looked nowhere near as ornate as those before Garin now.

      The women were nearly as stout as the men, and twice as boisterous. As he watched, one lass — evident by her leaner build, which was to say still thicker than Garin, and whiskerless face — surged onto the tabletop and drained a horn, a bit of the liquid inside dribbling down her chin. When she finished, she raised her arms, to a general cheer at the table.

      But at the entrance of Garin's party, the dwarves ceased their disparate activities to turn and stare at them. The clamor faded to silence. Garin stood stock-still under the force of their collective gaze, desperately hoping they hadn't made a grave mistake.

      "Strangers!"

      The call came from the opposite end of the hall, which Garin had not yet closely observed. There, a platform rose above the rest of the assembly, hosting two tables much like the rest, but with chairs only lining the far side. In between the tables was arranged a black stone chair that very much resembled a throne, and a dwarf standing before it.

      Garin immediately picked out the dwarf as the Clan Chief. If his position in front of the throne hadn't clued him in, his bearing and clothes might have. His cloak, dyed charcoal black, was fine and lined with white fur. His boots were polished so they shone even from where Garin stood.

      And, most telling of all, an iron crown sat atop his head.

      "Strangers, be welcome," the chieftain spoke from across the hall, raising his thick arms. As he moved, the cloak fell back with a dramatic sweep. "You have come to Vathda, haven to the Hardrog dwarves."

      Hardrog. Garin tried to recall where he'd heard of the clan before. Was it the one Tal had a quarrel with? Or perhaps something from the stories of Markus Bredley?

      "Thank you, Lord Dathal," Ashelia responded. Garin guessed she had learned his name from the merchant. "Your hospitality is most welcome after our travels."

      "Indeed. Our settlement's generosity is renowned far and wide."

      Garin almost frowned before he caught himself; after all, it wouldn't be polite to be caught frowning at their host's words. Yet something in the clan leader's tone seemed to hold a note of irony. His earlier nervousness resurfaced, and he found himself scanning the chamber for any signs of a threat.

      Ashelia was looking around too, a slight crease to her brow. Garin noticed she kept Rolan close by her side with a firm hand on his shoulder, ignoring the dwarves nearby ogling at the boy. It did little to put his nerves at ease.

      "As Trader Chalerem might have informed you, I am Peer Ashelia of House Venaliel."

      "Elven nobility," Lord Dathal commented. "I'm honored you grace us with your presence."

      There was no mistaking it now; the dwarf was mocking them. And indeed, a few chuckles sounded throughout the hall, though they were muffled. Anger smoldered inside Garin, but he kept his expression flat. No good could come of showing offense, as Ashelia had earlier warned.

      "I have news that may be of interest to you," Ashelia continued, not seeming flustered by the chieftain's attitude. "And a request to make. When might we be granted a private audience?"

      "A private audience?" The dwarf glanced around the room. "Haven't you visited dwarves before? This is as private as we get — even in our bed chambers!"

      The laughter came louder now. A glance at his companions showed that few of them were taking their treatment well. Aelyn and Wren openly wore scowls. Helnor frowned, as did Falcon. Rolan looked uncertain as to whether he should laugh as well as he looked to the others. Only Ashelia and Kaleras remained unruffled.

      The warlock had barely stirred throughout the exchange, a statue in his stillness. But now, he stepped forward to stand next to Ashelia, sweeping his hood back and scattering droplets of melted frost on the floor behind him.

      "Lord Dathal," he said in a tone that brooked no amusement, "I am Kaleras, formerly a Magister of Jalduaen's Circle. I knew your uncle, Lord Yardin, before his death."

      "Kaleras." The smug humor swept from the dwarf's face. "Kaleras the Impervious. I remember you."

      "Good," the warlock responded. "Then you may also remember the services rendered to your clan during my stay."

      The chieftain nodded, the gesture almost respectful. "Dwarves have long memories, warlock. But none could forget your vanquishing of Khaovex'das, 'The Darkness From the Water,' that plagued our copper mines. A hundred lives it had claimed before you came and put an end to the terror."

      Garin stared at the warlock. He knew his sorcery to be potent, had witnessed it in Elendol, and heard tell of several of his acts. But to have slain a beast who killed so many, and gain the respect of these dwarves — he supposed there was far more to the man than he'd initially guessed.

      And he's your teacher now, he marveled.

      Kaleras, for his part, seemed nonplussed by the recounting. "Your uncle claimed to owe me a debt. I invoke it now, as I must call upon your goodwill. Winter is harsh in these Hyalkasi mountains, and we have an urgent errand. Provide me and my companions with assistance now, and only mutual gratitude need remain between us."

      Lord Dathal stood in silence for a moment, returning Kaleras' stare with his own black one. Garin could almost feel the resentment radiating from the clan leader. The dwarves glanced among themselves, while their party all looked to Kaleras, hardly daring to hope this last effort might win what Ashelia's peerage had not.

      The dwarf, Lord Dathal, raised his hand and gave a careless wave. "Very well, warlock. Honor remains among dwarves in spite of the fickleness of humans and elves. I will grant your audience later this afternoon. My seneschal will show you to rooms where you might rest until I summon you again."

      Kaleras kept his gaze for several moments longer before nodding sharply. Then, without a word, he turned and strode past the rest of their company and out of the door. He spared Garin a brief glance. Garin only hesitated a moment before turning after the warlock. He didn't pause to bow or give the dwarf chieftain any sign of respect as they exited. More and more, he was beginning to understand Tal's derision for inherited authority. Of the leaders he'd met, only Queen Geminia had been deserving of the deference given her.

      Only after he'd exited into the blustering winds outside did he wonder if the indulgence might hold future consequences. But even if it did, he found it hard to regret. In the wilderness of the East, one had to find pleasure where one could.

      A dwarf emerged after them, looking as if he had hurriedly donned his cloak. Garin guessed it was the steward.

      "This way," he said in a slightly breathless voice, then began leading them away from the great hall.

      Fetching his stor, Garin followed with the others after the dwarf.
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      The messenger didn't come for them until dusk.

      At the knock, Garin bolted to his feet, and Wren followed suit with a droll smile. The others scattered around the room rose just behind them.

      He refused to be embarrassed. Nerves and frustration at being made to wait left no room for childish feelings. They had eaten a simple meal, washed in the bathhouses — where the genders were separated, to his relief — and thawed their toes next to the fire hours ago. Since then, there'd been little to do but idle in the room the steward had given them. Despite all the walking he had been forced to do over the past week, Garin found himself pacing, only relenting to sit at Wren's insistence.

      There could have been numerous reasons for the delay. Being the chieftain of a clan of Reach dwarves in the East could not be an easy task. Perhaps Lord Dathal had other, more pressing engagements. Perhaps an emergency had cropped up.

      But Garin knew the truth. Lord Dathal hadn't enjoyed having his arm twisted behind his back and his show stolen from him. He'd resented Kaleras reminding him of his uncle's debts. The warlock seemed to think that, despite his pettiness, the chieftain would hold to his promises of aid. Garin wasn't so sure. He might not explicitly break an oath, but he had no doubt that Dathal would take any opportunity he could to weasel out of their arrangement.

      The dwarf who stood at the door was bundled from head to toe, the wind roaring in past her. It seemed their reprieve was over, and the winter storms had returned. Part of Garin hoped that Tal was forced to brave it somewhere out in the wilderness for all the trouble he was putting them through. But as much as he had to blame the man for, as much as he might call him a fool, he couldn't truly wish the East's foul temper upon anyone.

      Except, perhaps, upon their duplicitous host.

      "Follow me, please!" the messenger shouted over the gale. "And if you please, leave behind your weapons!" Her dispatch relayed, she promptly absconded back outside.

      There was a brief scramble to bundle up in their layers, then Garin and the others filed out after the dwarf. Aelyn, who came last, had to use the whole of his slight weight to wrench the door closed. His scowl, already pronounced from the weather, grew deeper at his House-brother's grin.

      The walk was short to the great hall, yet as they entered inside the sweltering chamber, Garin breathed a sigh of relief. Despite the questionable integrity of the dwarf chieftain, he was glad to be out of the storm for the night.

      But more important matters were at hand. Trying to think past the numbness of his nose, Garin focused on the room. Dathal sat on his throne, his head resting against a hand like a bored child. On either side stood several elderly dwarves, their beards gray and white. He guessed they were advisors, here to participate in the deliberations. He wondered just what the chieftain thought the request was that it required so many in attendance. More worrisome still were the guards stationed in the corners around the room. Garin counted eight in total. Not so many that their party couldn't handle, he assumed — after all, two of them were the greatest magic-workers he knew of, and he had witnessed the deadliness of Helnor, Ashelia, and Wren firsthand. But the possibility of blood was enough to set his heart racing.

      "Come closer, my honored guests." Dathal sat up in his throne only to slouch against the other arm of the chair. "Let me hear this request that is so dear to the Warlock of Canturith."

      Ashelia coaxed Rolan to stand with his uncle, then approached the throne with Kaleras by her side. Garin stood in the back with Aelyn, Falcon, and Wren. It occurred to him that Aelyn had just as much of a right as Ashelia to stand before the others, as he was also a Peer. But if the mage gave the arrangement any thought, he didn't show it. Though prickly if challenged in his areas of expertise, Garin was learning there were whole domains of life that the mage simply ignored.

      "Thank you for granting us this audience, my lord." Ashelia acted as if the chieftain hadn't insulted them at every turn since they had walked through his door. "Your hospitality has been welcome after our travels."

      "How could I deny it when it was so graciously requested?" Dathal's eyes slid over to Kaleras. "But enough bandying of words. What do you want, warlock?"

      Kaleras waited a moment before replying, his reticence reproachful like a parent's silence before a child's tantrum. "We are searching for a man who might have passed through here. He may go by another name, but the one he last called himself was Tal Harrenfel."

      The advisors, who had been quietly chattering among themselves, fell silent at this proclamation. The name hung in the air for a long moment.

      Then Dathal let out a braying laugh.

      "Tal Harrenfel! Tal Harrenfel?" The chieftain shook with laughter. Overcome by mirth, he seemed unable to drown it with anything but a long swig of ale from his horn.

      "The Man of a Thousand Names," Dathal continued, his tone taunting. "Ringthief. Red Reaver. Devil Killer. The human whispered of around firesides and on long nights all across the Westreach. You're telling me that is the Tal Harrenfel you seek to find?"

      "The very one," Kaleras replied, his every word slow and measured.

      "Then I cannot help you, nor can anyone in the East, be they Hardrog or Imperial! You can't find a man that never existed, old fool."

      Garin bristled at the insult. Kaleras was a legend in his own right, and a mentor to him now. Yet he didn't speak up in his defense. If Dathal dared to openly mock Kaleras and Ashelia, he would never listen to a word from a mere human youth.

      But he realized he'd seen something cross the chieftain's face in that moment before he'd laughed. His eyes had grown sharp and considering, and the laugh had sounded too loud, too forced, and come a moment too late to be genuine.

      He knows something.

      Garin wondered if he'd encountered Tal. He could easily imagine the fickle chieftain hiding such information, debts to Kaleras be damned. Yet for the moment, there was nothing he could do but continue to watch and wait, and hope more solid evidence would manifest.

      Ashelia and Kaleras exchanged a glance before the Peer answered.

      "Your honesty is appreciated," she said, a hint of irony lacing her words. "With your permission, we will remain in Vathda a few days to hunt our legend."

      Dathal waved a hand. "If another folly is the price to repay my uncle's. Very well — seek your wraith, and may luck walk with you."

      The chieftain's dismissal was clear. Ashelia and Kaleras gave insincere nods of respect, and Garin bobbed his head perfunctorily with the others before filing toward the door. Unpleasant as the weather was outside, he found it preferable to remaining indoors with the egotistical dwarf.

      Besides, they had a man to pursue. And Garin had a feeling he finally knew where to begin.
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      He didn't know which he resented more: the darkness or the cold.

      The room the dwarves had thrown Tal into was halfway to being a cell, though he suspected it had served as a shed at one point, and a domicile at a time before that. The stench of manure and mushrooms were redolent in the stuffy air. In the brief instances of light he'd been afforded, and by feeling around blindly, he'd taken in his surroundings. Little filled the room: a smelly pile of rags serving as a bed; a cold, ashy hearth; a bucket for the necessary deposits. The only ventilation was through the flue, which was hidden within the stone, and did nothing to lighten the room. Beyond the stench of his own waste, he faintly smelled earthy soil and the musk common to caves.

      But that was all he could sense. So he sat in his cell like a mole in the ground, blind and shivering. He waited.

      The hours melded into one another. He didn't know if he had been stuck there one day, or three, or an entire week. A stoic guard had checked in on him twice, bringing a cup of water each time, but issuing no food or news. Even of his impending execution, he was kept in the dark.

      Three times, Tal had yielded to the temptation of his sorcery, and each occasion he'd regretted it. Even a trickle beyond his dam was enough to make his skin itch as if with rash and his head feel as if too much were stuffed inside it. Yet he had persisted in trying again and again, first summoning light, then seeking comfort in lisk, the ice spell channeling heat into his body. Besides the brief remittances from the gloom and his shivering, his conclusions from the experiments were grim.

      His sorcery would fail if he depended on it to escape.

      The canker, if it was what Pim claimed, had grown worse, not better, with his repression of the World's blood. Calling forth lightning, as he had against the ijiraq, would likely break him now.

      You're the supposed heir to the Worldheart and challenger to Yuldor, he thought with a bitter smile, and you can barely summon a spark.

      Most of the time, he simply sat with his regrets — and more poignantly, his questions. Had Pim meant to set him up by bringing him to Vathda? Tal suspected the mysterious elf had known more than he'd let on. But what had inspired such treachery, he could scarcely imagine. He doubted he would have a chance to ask.

      He wondered, too, about karkados. As he mulled over the nature of it, his mind searched back to memories of his time with his old warlock tutor. Magister Elis had once warned him against attempting spells of too many words before he'd properly trained and worked up to them. The result, the old warlock had said, was a "miasma," a poisoning through an overabundance of sorcery. In severe cases, apprentices had been known to die from it.

      Fool that Tal had always been, he'd usually ignored his mentor's advice, and had somehow never suffered any consequences for it. Before his first encounter with the Thorn, when he'd acquired the Heartstone shard in his side, sorcery had come as naturally as breathing to him.

      Now, finally, he knew the dangers that others had always faced, and accepted them poorly.

      When he finally tired of miserable remembrances, he passed the time by croaking old songs to himself:

      
        
        
        Farewell to thee, my Dandelion

        The road to Heaven's Knoll is long

        And I have too few coins to pay

        I'll return to you, some far-off day

      

        

      

      He broke off the refrain with a cough, the strain too much for his tired throat. In the silence, he remembered the many times he had sung that ditty to Ashelia, to her rare, wild laughter. He would pursue her, seeking the depths of her embarrassment, and she would nearly shriek like a girl as she sought to escape. He smiled into the shrouded room, though it hung limply like a sail on a windless day.

      "I have more good memories than I've a right to," he muttered.

      But if he'd learned one thing in all his years, it was that a man could never have enough good so that he wouldn't want for more.

      Tal startled as the door opened, then flinched away. Even as his whole body craved to stand in sunlight, the sudden brightness of the torch was agony to eyes long adjusted to blackness. Still, loathe to be entirely unprepared for the guard, he squinted through the pain to stare at his guest.

      "Another cup of water, I trust?" Tal rasped to his captor.

      "All I can offer." He heard more than saw the dwarf enter the cell, then close the door behind.

      Tal was surprised to find he recognized his visitor: Kherdorn, the silver-bearded sentry who had first met him at the edge of town. As Tal's eyes adjusted, he found the dwarf looked much the same as then, though he had removed the horned helmet, and deeper creases lined his face as he stared down at Tal hunched on the ground.

      Wordlessly, the dwarf placed the torch in a sconce on the wall behind him, then handed Tal the cup of water. Tal cradled it with trembling hands. It took a great effort not to drain the entire vessel in one gulp, but sip at it instead. He knew that, in his condition, drinking too fast might provoke the liquid to come back up, a mistake he could ill afford if he hoped to survive.

      For several long moments, Kherdorn only watched him drink and leaned against the wall, his thick arms crossed over his chest. Tal observed him in turn. He wondered how old Kherdorn was. Dwarves were not quite as long-lived as elves, but their lifespans far exceeded humans or goblins. As Tal understood it, many only started to gray after seeing a century. That Kherdorn was so silver of beard and hair alluded to at least a hundred and fifty years to his age, if not greater.

      The elderly dwarf broke the silence."I remember you, you know. From your time among the clans."

      Tal glanced at him and shrugged. "I didn't exactly blend in."

      "There were other mercenaries in the mines and the Deep. But I remember you. You always had that look in your eyes, like…" Kherdorn frowned. "Like a starved mongrel."

      Tal laughed, the sound grating like a rusted saw put to wood. "Like a wolf, I always imagined myself. But your assessment is no doubt the more accurate."

      "Khuldanaam'defarnaam." Kherdorn spoke the title almost wistfully. "'He Who Does Not Fear Death, For He Is Death's Hand.'"

      "Not wholly true, but poetry rarely is."

      "I didn't know you for what you were until after you'd fled. After you'd left Lord Yardin in a red pool. But then the other murders came to light. Norir, the copper mine warden. Henmor Craulton, one of the Hardrog elders opposing the unification of the clans under a king." The dwarf paused to spit disparagingly.

      "If you wouldn't mind spitting in the bucket — there's little enough clean floor in here as it is."

      "None of it is, if my nose is to tell." Despite the quip, Kherdorn's gaze remained hard on Tal. With the torch on the wall beside him, his craggy face fell into threatening shadows.

      Tal sighed, lowering his eyes. "I'm no mason, but even I can sense the false wall behind your words. Say what you mean to."

      He expected a vow of vengeance, that Tal had killed someone close to Kherdorn. The dwarf had nearly reached the end of his list of targets from back in those days, at least. Yet, with every tall tale, a few sins were bound to be subscribed to Tal that were not his own.

      Kherdorn took a step closer, and Tal braced himself for a blow.

      "I want to know why," the dwarf said in a low voice. "You have too quick a smile and too sharp a tongue, 'tis true. But then as well as now, you don't strike me as the sort who loves dealing death. It was in the tavern I most often found you down in our ancestral halls, drinking yourself into a stupor, as if your past might be drowned or washed away."

      "You have a vivid imagination, Kherdorn, but poor vision. Daggers rather than tortured souls hide behind smiles, in my experience." To illustrate his point, Tal flashed him a weak grin.

      The dwarf appeared unfazed. "Tell me, Death's Hand. Why did you kill those men? Why act the assassin?"

      The word hit him like the lash of a whip. Assassin. He hated the title no more than Death's Hand, and certainly less than Magebutcher. But it was free of story and artifice, and he could not feign being misunderstood with that unadorned designation.

      He could not pretend to be anything other than a killer.

      No smile touched his lips as he looked up at Kherdorn. "I've only told one man of this before. And I would trust that friend with my life."

      The dwarf didn't respond, but only crossed his arms again, waiting.

      Tal sighed. "Very well. I suppose after all my lies, it's past time to tell the truth."

      Meeting the dwarf's obscured eyes, he formed the words to his confession, one he had scarcely dared admit to himself before.

      "Those deaths, those murders — I did them at the behest of my employer. I—"

      He faltered and barely rallied his resolve. When he continued, his voice had fallen to a whisper.

      "I killed them in service of the Extinguished."
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      Garin began his pursuit before breaking his night's fast.

      As soon as light filtered hazily over the rim of mountains, he left the room he shared with Falcon and knocked on Wren's door. He wasn't surprised when Ashelia answered, eyes shadowed and hair wild and untamed. Any embarrassment at seeing her disheveled had dispersed over the days traveling together, though it still came as a small shock. The Peer had always been supremely composed back in Elendol.

      "What is it, Garin?" She sounded a hint annoyed, though she was too tolerant to willingly show it.

      "Sorry, Ashelia. Wren's supposed to meet me now. I don't suppose she's up?"

      She stepped aside so he could see inside the dim room. "I suspect she will be the last to rise, as usual."

      Garin could just make out Wren's form huddled within the cot closest to the door. Muffled protests erupted from the blankets at the cold draft. From the second narrow bed emerged a smaller form.

      "Morning, Garin!" Rolan said cheerily. "Where are we going?"

      "You're going nowhere," Garin answered with a wry grin. "Wren and I are taking a walk around town."

      "No, I'm not," Wren called drowsily.

      Exchanging a glance with Ashelia, Garin entered the room and began methodically peeling off the blankets from Wren.

      Snarling curses too foul for Rolan's young ears, she managed to pull her coverings back on. "Fine! I'm getting up!"

      "You'd better," he warned. "Or I'll set your quilt on fire."

      Once, the black look she gave him would have set him to quivering. Now, he only grinned.

      It wasn't long before Wren stomped outside wreathed in her furs, though she remained in as sour a mood as before.

      "Do you have to be such a prat?" she muttered.

      He pulled his cloak tighter about his face. "This isn't just a stroll, Wren. The chieftain's hiding Tal somewhere."

      He did not need to say aloud it was more a hope than a surety.

      "I know that!" Despite her vehement irritation, she kept her voice low and her eyes scanning the town around them. "But it wouldn't kill him if we waited until after the morning meal to search..."

      Garin hoped she was right.

      Their circuit of the town didn't take long. Vathda had an impressive great hall, but there were few other buildings along the main thoroughfare. Most of the homes were carved into the surrounding cliffs — a hallmark of dwarven abodes, Wren assured him. But even with the interweaving canyons they had to walk down to visit every borough, he guessed it wasn't more than an hour before they were back before the great hall. Nothing they saw had looked like a prison, though he supposed one could have been secured behind any of the nondescript doors.

      "Maybe we missed a crevice," Wren mused as she stared at the cliffs behind them. "Vathda might go further back than we thought."

      "Maybe."

      Garin's suspicions traveled in a different direction. He wondered about a dungeon beneath the great hall, or perhaps off of the chieftain's chambers. Dathal seemed too mistrusting to leave prisoners out in the open.

      "Or maybe he doesn't have Tal, after all," she continued. "From how we last saw him, I doubt anyone could capture him if he didn't want them to."

      "I haven't seen any signs of a recent fight, though. You'd think he'd have left a few blasted houses behind."

      "Right. Which makes me think — are we sure Dathal knows anything at all? All we have to go off of is suspicion."

      Garin turned away. "I don't trust him, Wren. And I think he knows something. Just go with me on this one."

      Behind him, he heard her sigh. "Fine. But if your gut is wrong, we're going with my instincts next time."

      They went to the great hall for their morning repast. The feast that had taken place during their arrival must have been a celebration of some sort, for no dwarves thronged the tables this time. Garin hesitated at the entrance until the beleaguered steward bustled them over to a table to sit.

      Soon, he was sipping from a brothy soup thickened with cream and full of chewy mushrooms and tough, rooty vegetables that made his jaw ache to gnaw through. A fresh loaf of flatbread was also passed around, and though its smell and texture were different than Garin was used to, it was useful for mopping up the last of the soup. To finish off, each person was allotted a single, wrinkled apple, smaller than the palm of his hand. Though it smelled overripe from its winter storage, Garin bit into it and smiled at the taste of sweetness he and his companions had been so long deprived of. The fare was nothing compared to what he might have eaten in Elendol or the Coral Castle, yet he was grateful for the relief from road rations all the same.

      The clan leader was once again sitting in his chair, and he watched Garin and Wren eat for a long while before averting his gaze. Garin, for his part, tried to subtly survey the room. Of what he could see, the hall appeared unlikely to host a dungeon — there was simply no space for one. Yet, with few clues as to where else Tal might be, he tried to hold onto the hope.

      As they left the great hall, the food sitting heavy in his belly, Garin found his mood weighed down as well. Maybe he had imagined Dathal's fleeting expressions. The chieftain might be spiteful and capricious, but it didn't mean he held Tal captive, or even knew anything of him. In fact, it seemed very much in character to lead on his guests through unfounded conspiracy.

      Returning to his room, he found Falcon sitting up in bed and scribbling in a journal. Garin dropped down on his bunk and watched him for a few moments in silence before speaking.

      "What are you writing?"

      "Hm?" Falcon looked up with a vague smile, his focus slowly pulling away from the page. "Oh, just a few thoughts on our journey thus far."

      Garin glanced at his inked letters. "Looks to me like you're composing."

      The bard's grin turned sheepish. "Clumsily, but yes. I'm making my first stumbling attempts at continuing my life's work."

      The Legend of Tal. Garin held the name of Falcon's song in his head for a long moment before a thought brought him out of his reverie.

      "You mentioned something once — how Tal had a run-in with the Hardrog dwarves."

      Falcon set aside the journal and quill with obvious regret, then turned to face Garin. His remaining hand touched absently at his stump, which he kept covered by tying the end of his shirt. "Yes — he did."

      "Will you tell me the tale? Without embellishment," Garin added quickly.

      The bard flashed a wry grin. "I'll do my best."

      Falcon paused and looked aside, his eyes growing distant. The gold threads whirled faster for a moment, then settled as his gaze returned to Garin. His leaning posture now felt intentional, a pose, the performer in position at the beginning of a play.

      "Following the Red Summer — when Tal was known as Gerald Barrows and gained renown for driving the Yraldi marauders from the Sendeshi shores, thus becoming the Red Reaver — he remained a ruined man. Hunted by the Warlocks' Circle, haunted by his memories and his personal demons, he drifted inevitably toward that place where many broken warriors go: Dhuulheim, the land of the dwarves, and the perilous mines that keep the clans thriving."

      Garin had become statue still. He remembered Tal's confession back in Elendol. Garin had been abed, laid low by a wound from his supposed Dancing Master. As he laid there, Tal had told him how his father died.

      I'm glad you were broken then, he thought to the absent man. If you hadn't been, I could never trust you now.

      If Falcon knew the truth, he gave no sign of it, but only continued with his tale. "The clans' mines have always been a honeytrap for those seeking a violent end, and mercenaries have trickled there throughout the years. Between the endless, dull watch of the Fringes, the severe hand of the Reach soldiery, and the rumors of dwarven riches, many cannot resist the pull toward the mountain depths. It doesn't hurt that dwarves have ever been profligate in their vices. Every manner of oblivion can be found in Dhuulheim, should one seek them out.

      "As to what these mercenaries strive against, few details can be said of those creatures. Beasts, blacker and more terrible than anything the Enemy has sent down from the Eastern mountains, were woken from their birthplace at the heart of the World by the dwarves' delving. Embroiled in sorcery from conception, those of the Deep are potent beyond measure, and a constant threat to the rich mines that proliferate throughout the mountains' veins. With a wealth pried from the stone, the dwarves have ever lured greedy and desperate men to fight in their eternal war against the darkness.

      "So that autumn, Tal — Barrows, that is — joined their ranks, and descended into the Deep. Only, where other sellswords perished, he managed to stay alive. Wounded and half-dead, Barrows dragged himself back up from the battle with a creature that has no name, but has been called many things. Barrows himself only said this of it: 'If dragons had an older, meaner aunt, that'd be about right.' He claimed there was no killing the Deepspawn. Yet the fact that he returned at all made him of vital interest to many.

      "One of those was the advisor to Lord Yardin of the Hardrog clan, an elf who called himself Inanis. With hair as black as coal and eyes as bright as diamonds, this Inanis was ever whispering into the chieftain's ear, and his seeds often found root in the dwarf's mind. When he whispered of 'the Survivor,' Lord Yardin immediately summoned Barrows to his service. He paid the expenses for his recovery, then placed him as his personal errand boy for his most grisly tasks.

      "Only, unbeknownst to the chieftain, Barrows served two masters. In the dead of the dark, Inanis approached the Survivor and made him a proposition he could not refuse. Not all among the clans were unaware of Barrows' true identity. In exchange for not divulging his secret, and with rich compensation on top of it, the elf conscripted him into his service.

      "What this employment would entail, Barrows only discovered one night several weeks later. Inanis appeared in his chambers unannounced and told him of his first task: to assassinate an influential warden of a copper mine. The advisor stressed that the task must be done without discovery, or the act would be in vain. When Barrows protested, Inanis relented and told him the reasoning: that the warden was a mean-spirited man who beat his workers and left them to die if monsters invaded the mines. Barrows held this rationale tightly in mind and went about his task. Sure enough, the next day, the warden was found dead in his bed. Though not an elderly man, all assumed he had passed away in his sleep.

      "Barrows hoped that would be the last of the favors. But it wasn't long before Inanis returned with another name and another list of excuses. Not seeing another choice, wanting to believe what he was told, he killed while others slept, then drank away the guilt during the waking hours for a month at a time.

      "But his ignorance couldn't last. Slowly, word of his victims began reaching his ears, and the lies Inanis had told him unraveled. The mine warden had not been a cruel man, but a kind one. A smith, who was supposed to be underhanded and cheated her customers, turned out to be a saint who fed orphan children. Slowly, willfully slowly, Barrows picked up a pattern among his victims: to a one, they were good-hearted, lawful folks.

      "Barrows knew he could no longer remain blind to what he did. Though buried deep under blood and violence, his conscience awoke and compelled him to take a stand. But no sooner had he resolved to put an end to Inanis' demands did the advisor appear with one last request: to end Lord Yardin's life.

      "At first, he refused. He had just made up his mind to stand up to Inanis, after all; he could hardly lose resolve at the first encounter! But Barrows believed the orders to kill had come from the chieftain all along. And when the advisor told him to kill Yardin, he believed the elf had finally awoken to his conscience as well.

      "So Barrows complied. It was his most difficult job yet, for the chieftain went nowhere unguarded. Blood was shed beyond just his target, but in the end, no dwarf could stand against the Survivor. The chieftain died in the chair he had ruled from.

      "While Barrows still stood in the throne room, Lord Yardin's blood staining his blade, Inanis entered. Behind the advisor came more Hardrog warriors than even the Survivor could take on. Inanis accused Barrows of treachery, and though the dwarves wanted to crush his bones then and there, the elf persuaded them to leave the execution for a more public display.

      "A cold cell with no food and water was the best Barrows could have hoped for, and it was what he received. Huddled in a corner, he contemplated his fate. What he thought, I cannot say. Perhaps he believed it his just reward for being Inanis' assassin — for, too late, he saw he had been the elf's puppet all along. Perhaps he burned with more hate and fury than had possessed him even during the hottest battle of the Red Summer.

      "Only a day had passed before someone visited: Inanis himself. He came unaccompanied, and entered the cell with Barrows as if he hadn't any concern for his safety. Barrows watched and waited for his opportunity to exact revenge while the elf spoke.

      "But what Inanis did then transfixed him. 'You are not the only one in disguise,' he told Barrows — and, like a veil falling from a bride, he dispelled his illusion. Behind the beautiful face hid one of crystal and stone, a face both of the Bloodlines and horribly deviated from them. He had never seen it before, but Barrows knew precisely what Inanis was as soon as he revealed himself: one of the Extinguished. He had been serving the very adversary who had doomed him to a shadow-life in Dhuulheim.

      "Inanis spoke of guilt, of doing what he was commanded, and that he had set into motion something he no longer had the heart for — but Barrows shut out the words. The Soulstealer had lied to him for too long for his words to find any purchase. Inanis finally relented, ending his excuses with one last surprise: releasing Barrows from his cage.

      "At first, Barrows believed this another of the sorcerer's traps. But when Inanis left, Barrows' equipment bestowed upon him and the cell door hanging open, he was forced to make the attempt. He ghosted down the halls of the dungeon, always expecting to encounter an ambush. Inanis' plan, he guessed, was to stage one last drama through his escape attempt. But his shock and confusion only grew when he left the stronghold alive, then fled for the exit to the mines.

      "Even then, he might never have left Dhuulheim, for one clan's fugitive is another's, by shared clan law. But the plot Inanis had spoken of was already underway. The clans were at war with each other, old scars broken open with the Hardrog chieftain's death. Yardin's killer went unnoticed as he fled the mines, never to return."

      His tale finished, the bard seemed to collapse in on himself, his head and back bowed. Garin considered him silently for a moment, then rose and tended to the fire. His head was full of the pictures drawn by Falcon's words. He tried to reconcile yet another piece of Tal's past with the man he knew.

      "Did… did Tal ever seem sorry for what he did?"

      "Sorry?" Falcon's head jerked up. "How can you ask that? He has not lived a day that he wasn't remorseful! Haven't you seen the man? He reeks of guilt!"

      "It's just…" Garin turned his head aside. "Silence, Falcon. I knew he had done some bad things. But an assassin?"

      The bard patted Garin's bed, and he sat down at the invitation, then stared into the golden swirl of his eyes.

      "I know it's difficult to understand," Falcon said gently. "And no one is saying he made any of the right decisions. But his mind was not well, Garin. And everyday since he left those mines, he has done his best to atone for his mistakes."

      "That was the turning point?" Part of Garin could not help but wonder how it couldn't be his father's death.

      Falcon shrugged. "It was. From that day forward, he dedicated his existence to fighting against Yuldor and his Extinguished. He had seen what seeds the Prince of Devils sowed; he had been one of them himself. And he's the only living man who has seen the face of three of the four Extinguished. If anyone was ideally positioned to take on the fight, it was him."

      Garin nodded, even as the story still hovered like a gray cloud over his mind. But one thing was becoming clear again.

      "The reason I wanted to know the story was to understand how Lord Dathal would feel toward Tal. I guess I know now."

      "Indeed. If Tal came through here, he would not have received a warm welcome."

      Garin stood. "Then we have to look for his prison."

      Or his grave.

      He didn't see how Tal could have succumbed to these dwarves after what he'd witnessed in Elendol. But he'd been attacked and thrown into the river, then seemingly dragged out.

      Anything was possible.

      Falcon smiled and stood as well, clasping Garin's shoulder. "So we will. And if he's here, we'll find him."

      And when we do, Garin thought as he followed the bard out of the door, I'll pry every last mystery out of him.
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      When Kherdorn came again, faint daylight peeked in through the door.

      Tal thought it might have been the next day, though time seemed a limp, sodden thread during the hours entombed in his stone cell. Hunger and thirst made it spool ever slower. He had given up his attempts at sorcery an hour before, though his stomach still roiled with the canker's aftereffects.

      The silver-bearded dwarf carried a torch again, but he only lit it once he'd stepped inside and closed the door. Tal let out a sigh of relief at the waning light.

      How swiftly we crave the comfort of darkness, he mused.

      Once the torch was lit and slid into the sconce by the entrance, and Tal's usual cup of water was drunk and empty in his hand, Kherdorn stood and scrutinized Tal with shadowed eyes. Though he longed to look away from the knowledge contained there, he forced himself to meet his gaze.

      The elderly dwarf broke the silence. "You're a Deep-damned fool, you know that?"

      Tal snorted a laugh. "So I've been told — and told myself, for that matter."

      "I don't know whether to believe the story you spun me yesterday or dash your head against the wall."

      "I'm surprised Dathal hasn't indulged in such a pastime himself."

      "But if it's true," Kherdorn continued slowly, "if you were manipulated by one of the Thaadosh, the Deceiver's fell sorcerers, and Lord Yardin was as well… then gods be damned if I blame you."

      Tal stiffened. "How could you not?"

      "You didn't know which way was up — and humans are easily disoriented underground." Kherdorn grinned at his own joke, his teeth catching the light. The smile was fleeting. "You thought our Clan Chief was ordering the deaths of his own good people. I'd have wanted to kill the man myself if I'd believed that."

      He should have grasped at that first sign of sympathy shown him among the Hardrog dwarves. He should have simply accepted it. But Tal found himself shaking his head.

      "I appreciate the sentiment, Kherdorn, truly. But I don't deserve understanding, only blame."

      The dwarf's brow furrowed, further shadowing his face. "What's this?"

      "It doesn't matter if I did it out of ignorance, or misunderstanding, or any other excuse. The fact remains that I murdered those men and women. I killed your old Clan Chief. I'm responsible for the split in your clan, your exile here. And I…"

      He tried to say, And I deserve the punishment, but the words couldn't quite come out. Even as he tried to shoulder his rightful blame, his stubborn self-preservation choked down the admission.

      Kherdorn was shaking his head. "You sure have a high opinion of yourself, Bran — or Barrows, or whatever your damned real name is. Here's the thing, though: you can't take credit when it's due elsewhere. You didn't make the fractures between and within our clans; you're just a human! You were the pick that cracked open the flaws, a tool in the hands of that faerdisht warlock. Don't you see? You're mortal. It wasn't all your fault. It damned well couldn't be."

      Tal could scarcely look away. He didn't know that he believed the words; how could he? But even still, that someone could say them, declare he wasn't the monster he'd believed himself for decades — it promised the forgiveness part of him had always craved.

      A smile slowly thawed his shock. "You're a good man, Kherdorn. Far better than I deserve to know."

      The dwarf snorted and turned toward the door. "At least you have one thing right in your small skull."

      Before Kherdorn could reach the door, it banged open. Tal cringed, holding up his hands instinctively, even as he tried to identify this new intruder.

      "Kherdorn! They told me you'd come to visit the murderer again."

      Dread clutched at Tal's chest as he recognized the deep voice. He did not bother adjusting his appearance, but continued to cringe away from the light.

      "Good day, Lord Dathal," he said with honeyed cordiality.

      The Clan Chief ignored him. "Leave us, Kherdorn. And don't let me catch you here again."

      "I was bringing his water, m'lord." The anger in the elderly dwarf's voice was barely restrained.

      "Then another will bring it, or he'll go without!" Dathal advanced on Kherdorn. "Now get out, before I have you thrown in chains next to him!"

      Through narrowed eyes, Tal observed Kherdorn giving a stiff bow, then shuffling past the three figures near the doorway. Dathal was the foremost of them; he could only guess the other two were guards.

      "So, Death's Hand. You seem a sought-after man."

      That immediately pricked his interest. Who could be seeking him in the winter-choked East was quite limited.

      Only two likelihoods occurred to him. The first was that his momentary companion, Pim, had overcome his cowardice and sought after him.

      The second was that the Ravagers had tracked him from Elendol.

      Deeper chills folded around his bones. He tried not to show his shivers as he gave a tremulous smile and lowered his hands.

      "I have ever been sought-after," he said with false bravado. "One of those personalities, you know."

      Dathal barked a laugh, but Tal had a feeling it wasn't at his jape.

      "I'm sorry to keep you waiting," the Clan Chief said, not sounding apologetic in the least. "Something has intervened before your sentencing and punishment. But I'm sure it will be gone soon. Or…"

      Tal could just make out the smile that curled Dathal's lips. He braced himself. Anything that might make this dwarf smile was bound not to bode well for him.

      "Perhaps the cover of darkness would be sufficient," the Clan Chief continued softly. "Yes, that will do. Your waiting need not be drawn out any longer, don't you agree?"

      "I rather think I don't."

      "No? Good. It's far better when they still want to live." Dathal grinned, then advanced across the cell to reach down and grab Tal by the chin. Tal debated trying to bite him and entertained a brief fantasy of wrapping his chains around the dwarf's neck. But the desperate act would gain nothing, least of all Dathal's death.

      Give no warning of your intentions until you mean to act, his old mentor Elis had once said. Then give no quarter.

      So Tal wound his patience tightly around him and suffered the dwarf's indignity as he shook his head.

      "Soon, murderer," the Clan Chief breathed in his face. "Soon, you'll pay for my uncle's death and everything else you've taken from me."

      With a sudden wrench, Dathal flung him to the ground. Only a quick bracing of his neck saved Tal from a twisted spine, though he could not preserve himself from the bruising stone floor.

      "Enjoy your final hours," the Clan Chief called over his shoulder before his guards took the torch and slammed the door closed behind them.

      Tal stared into the blackness, thicker than even before, toward where the exit lay hidden.

      "If you're going to do something, Tal," he muttered to himself, "now would be a damned good time to do it."

      He tried to push down his roiling despair and set to weaving one last futile plot.
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      It wasn't until the sun had fallen behind Vathda's cliffs the next day that Garin finally found a lead.

      He'd spent the previous day combing the town and subtly interrogating its residents, but his efforts had borne little fruit. Though he had learned something of the town's history and dwarven culture and plenty more of individuals' backgrounds, there was not a whisper of his missing mentor. Yet in every conversation, when he neared the topic of other visitors to Vathda, he sensed an omission. There was something the dwarves avoided discussing. He meant to find out what.

      But it wasn't conversation or exploration that yielded results, but careful observation of the great hall.

      It had been an idea born of desperation. When he and Wren hadn't uncovered any obvious prisons during their several strolls around Vathda, and dialogues kept running into walls, he'd come to the conclusion there was only one person who was sure to have the information he sought: Lord Dathal himself. Understanding now the resentments that the Hardrog dwarves must hold against Tal, he feared what they might have done to him.

      But he should be able to protect himself, he tried to rationalize with his fears. They could not harm him.

      The Clan Chief seemed to rarely leave the great hall, so much so that Garin wondered if he lived there. Though it seemed a long shot that the shrewd dwarf would lead them to Tal — if, indeed, Tal was in Vathda at all — Garin had found a boulder that provided a good view of the hall while being sheltered from the wind. Clearing it of snow, he huddled down for his long watch.

      A few of his companions joined him for brief periods. Wren was there most frequently, but she quickly grew restless and ventured off on another fruitless search. Rolan was also a common guest, the boy carrying on a one-sided conversation rife with curiosities and complaints.

      "Why do the dwarves put bones in their beards? Do you think they're ever itchy? And the cold! Do they feel it like we do? I don't think I was made for the cold. Elves are supposed to live in forests, warm forests. I miss home."

      Garin nudged the boy with his shoulder. "I do, too, you know."

      "When will we go back, do you think? To Elendol I mean, not your home." Rolan looked up at him with his stormy, swirling eyes. "Though I would like to visit Hunt's Hollow someday."

      "You should. And soon," he answered with more confidence than he felt. "How could Tal evade you for long?"

      The boy flashed him a smile, then slipped down from the rock. "That's true. But Master Falcon promised to show me some tricks for the lute, so I'll have to search later. Bye!"

      With that, Rolan went running back toward their temporary homes.

      Garin watched him go. He hoped he hadn't lied to the boy, for both their sakes. But the truth was, he wasn't sure any of them would be returning home. The East was rife with danger; they'd been blessedly lucky to have encountered so little thus far. And Tal meant to challenge Yuldor. Even with the awe-inspiring sorcery he'd displayed, Garin wasn't sure there was any coming back from that.

      Perhaps with help, you will survive.

      Garin startled so badly at the voice in his head he responded aloud. "Ilvuan!"

      Yes, little Listener. I am here.

      The Singer's presence coiled in his mind. Now that Garin had glimpsed his form in Elendol, he could imagine him: a dragon, curled around itself in a tight circle, like a cat lying down for a nap.

      I have questions for you, he thought to Ilvuan. Too many.

      Tendrils of amusement threaded through his mind. I can see the shape of your thoughts. I know the cloud that hangs about them.

      Where did you go? Are you back fully now?

      It is as I said before; contending with Yuldor's Fury depleted my reserves of power. Even now, this communication is as much as I can manage. It will be a while still before I can provide you any assistance, Listener. Be sure not to rely upon it.

      I can hold my own. Garin wasn't entirely sure that was true, though he hoped it was. He had survived Elendol, after all, and most of it by his own doing.

      Ilvuan's mockery pulsed in his ears. But against Yuldor, you will need more than you or any of your allies can provide. You will need me and my kind.

      Dragons?

      So some have called us throughout the ages. Ava'duala, we called ourselves. But "Singer," as you have known me before… this is a fitting name.

      Is it the Nightsong you sing?

      Yes... and no.

      Garin sensed a small spike of impatience project from the Singer and winced. He doubted Ilvuan would make for a tolerant mentor. Yet he couldn't hide his true feelings with his knowing his mind.

      That was very helpful.

      Perhaps another time, Ilvuan responded, an obvious dismissal. But perhaps a watcher should be watching.

      At the Singer's prompting, Garin came back to his senses and noticed what he meant. The doors to the great hall had opened, and none other than Lord Dathal himself had emerged with two guards trailing him.

      "This is it," he muttered, as much to himself as to Ilvuan.

      The dragon made no response as he slipped away like mist before the afternoon sun.

      Garin tried to look as if he were on an idle amble as he trailed after the three dwarves. To his relief, there were few other onlookers that might be suspicious of him. Their path was rapidly taking them beyond Vathda's boundaries. Just as Garin began to wonder if he and Wren had been too conservative in their patrols, the Clan Chief turned into a wide, open cave that yawned along the edge of town.

      Garin paused as he reached the entrance. The dwarves had disappeared inside the gloom; if he entered, he risked accidentally running into them. But he was also perplexed by what he assumed this cave led to: a subterranean farm. One of Vathda's citizens had told him the day before that, as dwarves usually lived most of their existence underground, they'd had to discover ways of feeding themselves that didn't involve fields and sunlight. One of their solutions was to cultivate moss and mushrooms. Garin didn't envy their diet; he'd already tasted enough of their earthy food for a lifetime. But the matronly dwarf had informed him that to their taste, when cooked properly, the cave staples were something they never tired of.

      But why would the chieftain visit a farm?

      The answer soon became obvious. The leader of a village would need to check on their food supplies, particularly during the winter months. Dathal wasn't leading him to Tal — he was just making his usual rounds.

      Still, Garin lingered, clinging to this last hope. A pair of dwarves, clad in soiled clothes from their day's labors, gave him strange looks as they passed on their way out. He smiled at them, but even to himself, the gesture felt unconvincing. Afterward, he slipped between a collection of large boulders at the corner of the cave mouth, which hid him while allowing him to peer out through the cracks both into the cave and into the canyon outside.

      Minutes passed. Garin debated leaving. If this truly was a farm as it appeared, he was wasting his time, and Tal might not have much to spare. But just as he set his intentions to depart, distant shouts sounded from within the cave.

      Tensing, he strained to listen, but could make out no words. From his brief studies of sorcery, he was aware that some spells could strengthen the acuity of one's senses. But such secrets were beyond his capabilities; they would do him no good now.

      Another sound turned his attention back outside. Peering between the boulders, he stared at figures emerging into the narrow canyon.

      He froze at what he saw.

      At first, their faces were shadowed by the sun's angle and the fading light. But as they came closer, he could make out their features and hear their words. The tongue they spoke twisted in his ears, almost familiar, but just defying comprehension.

      He knew them to be Easterners even before they came into view.

      And they were not only Easterners. Weapons, bared and bright, were clasped in their hands. Armor was visible beneath their furs and cloaks. Their faces were marred with scars, and helmets sat atop their heads. Their expressions were hard as they proceeded past the cave farm and made for the town.

      Garin shrank back from his viewpoint and listened in mute fear as a dozen of the newcomers passed. Every Bloodline he knew from the East was represented: minotaur, Nightelf, sylvan, human, orkan, even gnomes. They bore no common insignia or coat-of-arms. But he knew who they were all the same.

      Ravagers had come to Vathda.

      He thought desperately of what he should do. He could not give the town warning without exposing himself and swiftly being slain. Yet to allow the Ravagers to ambush them was just as incomprehensible. What if his companions were hurt? There would be more than just twelve, he was sure of it, judging from the number of them who had raided Elendol.

      The Ravagers were passing him by all the while he tried to decide. Then the sound of voices and footsteps echoed from within the cave.

      Garin flinched as the Easterners whirled toward the entrance. Those who had bows raised them, ready to draw at a moment's notice. He barely dared to breathe. He was mostly hidden by the boulders. But they had only to squint at the opening he peered through to detect him.

      Their attention was occupied, however, by the four figures who emerged from the darkness. The two at the fore argued, oblivious to their danger.

      A warning stuck in Garin's throat. He recognized Lord Dathal a moment before an arrow took him in the shoulder and sent him spinning to the ground.

      Guilt and horror stabbed through Garin.

      He steadied himself against the stone. He had never liked or trusted Dathal, but neither did he wish him dead.

      But it seemed the Clan Chief was not finished yet.

      "Kill them!" Lord Dathal bellowed, rising with an axe in hand. "Kill them all! Vathda, rise!"

      With that, the Ravagers fell on the hopelessly outnumbered dwarves.
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      Garin watched mutely as the dwarves were swallowed by the Ravagers' assault.

      A horrid song, worse even than the Nightsong, filled his ears. Shrieks and screaming steel. Bodies twisting and cavorting and falling. Grunts and curses and wet squelches.

      He awoke from his shock to Ilvuan's claws digging into his mind.

      Flee! The Singer's voice was weak but urgent. Or you will die here!

      I can't! He hadn't realized the resolution he'd silently made until that moment. If I try to flee, they'll kill me. Worse, they'll head into Vathda and kill the others.

      You have no metal claw to wield, Jenduit, and your command of sorcery is little more than a hatchling's. You will not prevail.

      Garin put up his refusal as a barrier to Ilvuan's words and plotted furiously. He dismissed each of his cantrips; none were powerful enough to make a difference, and certainly not before an arrow found his throat.

      Then an idea occurred to him. It turned his stomach even to consider. Yet it was the only option he saw.

      The spell I used in Low Elendol. Can you help me with it again?

      Ilvuan's disdain radiated from him, yet he answered grudgingly. No. Our bond is still too tenuous for that. You must rely upon yourself.

      How?

      Impatience lashed against him, but Garin bore it stoically.

      Summon the Song! Ilvuan grated, as if that might make the situation any more clear. Harness it! But should you fail, you will be swept down into the Doash, never to return.

      There was no time to question what he meant. The dwarves were somehow still standing under the assault, but were quickly losing ground. If he was going to take advantage of his anonymity, he had to do it now.

      Sucking in a breath, Garin held out his hands and, holding the memories of the spell's effect with cut-glass clarity, spoke the words, soft but clear:

      "Keld vorv alak."

      The Nightsong immediately swelled in his head, the disparate din of it drowning out the melee. A crack of breaking timber. A moan of undisguised passion. A dog's whimper. One after another, the sounds built up into a teetering, tumultuous stack that threatened to topple Garin over. He stood amid a tempest, a storm he could not hope to direct.

      And yet, that was precisely what he was supposed to do.

      Garin threw all his will against the Song. It was like grappling with water. It slipped between his fingers, moved around him to harry him from another angle. The Song was not a thing that could be touched or bound. It couldn't be corralled like a herd of sheep. It was wild, untamed. A force unto itself.

      Only as he realized this did he understand how the Nightsong could be harnessed. If he could not wrestle it into the form he wished, the only option left was to mold himself to it.

      Like sucking in a breath, Garin drew the Song into himself.

      The sounds had filled his head before; now, he felt them reverberating from deeper within, in a part of himself beyond his body. The Nightsong vibrated through his limbs, through his chest, and down into his mind and self.

      The Song was in him. The Song was him. And, for the first time, he actually heard it as a song.

      The melody was tremulous at first; the harmony, even more so. The rhythm started and faltered and started up again. But like a heart after sleep, with each passing moment, it seemed to waken a little more. Garin imagined it as a play: each of the actors finding their role, the scene finally coming together. The Song resolved into something like a lament for the departed, achingly familiar and hauntingly sad. Evershifting and ever-changing, he felt as if he could never tire of listening to it.

      But it was not altogether peaceful. Something like energy hummed through Garin, increasing as the Song took shape. He lifted his hands, expecting them to shake apart from the vibrations cascading through his body. To his eyes, they appeared normal, but heat was gathering in them to an uncomfortable degree. He winced, holding them away from himself. He couldn't endure them growing any hotter. They seared as if he'd thrust them into a stove and held them there. Surely, they must fall apart into ashes.

      Then, just as a scream welled up in his throat, fire leaped forth from his hands.

      With a blast of heat and a thunderous roar, tongues of flame curled from his hands, leaping through the gap in the boulders before him and out toward the shapes beyond. Garin squinted against the flash of bright light. It felt strange to use his eyes after all his being had been concentrated on sound, and his vision faded in and out.

      Yet in a way beyond sight, he could sense his spell's progression. He felt the first arc of fire find its target, curling into it through every orifice, burning it from the inside out. For a moment, he reveled in its utter, merciless devouring — then he abruptly came back to himself.

      The dwarves. If any were still alive, he had to prevent any harm from finding them.

      Yet his second fire-worm had leaped onto its victim, and he could not tell if it was a dwarf or a Ravager. Anxiety swirled in him, tilting the Song dangerously off-balance. He felt the sorcery falter and the flames thin.

      With a ruthlessness he hadn't known he possessed, Garin shoved down his mercy and fueled the spell onward.

      The fires, having consumed their first two victims, sought more. With his eyes wide, Garin tried to urge them away from the squat, dark shapes he guessed were the remaining two dwarves. Left! he thought at them, imagining himself as Falcon frantically gesturing at a trouper off their mark. And as if he was indeed in control, the snakes of flames complied, surging to the taller forms to Garin's left.

      These Ravagers, too — if they were indeed Ravagers — fell to the ravenous spell, while their companions fled. But he could not let them get away. Directing with his arms along with his will, Garin urged the fire-tongues after them. It took an effort to pry them away from half-charred corpses, but they unwillingly went, arcing through the air to splash and envelop two more targets. A couple others fled past their dying companions, too fast for Garin to muster the focus to pursue.

      Blinking rapidly, he tried to take in the scene before him as the fire-tongues finished the final victim. Bodies smoldered on the ground around him, the six casualties of his spell sprawled where the flames had caught them. More had fallen besides. Stumbling forward, Garin made out the features of three dwarves before the cave's entrance. Around them lay four more dead Easterners. By his earlier count, at least two of the invaders had escaped and made for Vathda. Why they pressed forward and did not flee, he could think of only one reason.

      More Ravagers would join them in the assault, approaching from different avenues.

      Wren. Rolan. His companions would be caught unawares. He had to warn them — and protect them, if he could.

      But instead of running off, Garin's gaze latched onto the fallen dwarves again as he came closer. Though the man was facedown, he recognized the crown tilting off the mane of red braids.

      Lord Dathal was dead.

      Unsure how he felt about the discovery, Garin turned back toward the village. He had no time to think. The Song still billowed through him, beautiful and painful all at once. The fire-tongues had burned themselves out, but more energy welled up inside him, insisting on being released.

      Running on trembling legs, Garin made for Vathda.
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        * * *

      

      Tal heard the faint echo of a yell through the thick, wooden door.

      Abruptly alert, he strained to detect further sounds. Kherdorn had begun to argue with Dathal before they'd traveled out of earshot, though their heated conversation had just been distant enough to escape comprehension. He could only hope it had been in his favor.

      Then he heard the yell. Dathal, he already knew, was more than capable of killing his own subjects should the mood take him. But he could hardly believe he'd attack Kherdorn. Elders were held in high respect in dwarven culture. Surely even the Clan Chief wouldn't besmirch his honor over a small disagreement.

      But after the yell came yet more worrying sounds. Roars of pain and fury. The discord of metal. The crackle of fire.

      Then the abrupt cessation of all sound.

      The silence was the worst sign of all, for it meant a conflict swiftly ended. Tal found he'd risen to his feet, though his starved body and heavy chains barely allowed for it. He shuffled toward the door, as if the iron might disappear from his wrists and ankles, and the door might spring open, and the tainted sorcery might not savage him like a feral beast if he opened its cage. He strained to hear anything of what occurred outside.

      Just then, a sound like someone dragged a sack of potatoes across the ground came from outside the door.

      Tal went completely still, the whole of him straining to listen. Labored breathing; someone had come to his cell. They were just outside. They seemed to be in pain. From the sound before, they had dragged themselves to his door. He couldn't imagine why they would.

      Then the lock began to rattle, the tumblers shifting with the turning of the key. A click, and the door spilled inward, alleviating the gloom with the faint light from without.

      Tal stared mutely at the figure who collapsed within. It was a dwarf by their stature and beard. And that beard — even in the dim illumination, its silver caught and held the light.

      "Kherdorn?" Tal whispered.

      The dwarf spat up something onto his floor, dark and viscous. Blood. Tal's alertness deepened to fear.

      He kneeled and reached toward the dwarf, but his chains held him short. "Kherdorn, is that you? Are you—?"

      He cut off, realizing the dwarf had spoken. Straining to listen, he caught the mumbled words as the dwarf repeated them: "My hand."

      "I can't reach your hand." Tal wondered if he sought some last comfort in life. A lump formed in his throat. Kherdorn was the only one in Vathda who'd shown him any kindness, even when he'd had plenty of reason not to.

      He was about to say more — to babble, he realized, in lieu of listening to the oncoming death — but Kherdorn spoke again.

      "Key," he said, or Tal thought he said. "Key."

      Realization of what he meant set in then, and despite what it had cost the dwarf to bring it, Tal felt a surge of hope.

      "Can you stretch farther? It's just out of reach."

      With a wheezing effort, Kherdorn dragged himself inches closer. Just near enough. Straining at the limits of his chains, he touched the dwarf's hand with the tips of his fingers and, through careful maneuvering, took his key. Drawing back, Tal turned it over to see which way it would fit, trying to ignore the blood that filmed his glove.

      "What happened?" Tal asked as he began fitting the key to his manacles. But if the dwarf answered, it was too faint a reply to be heard over the clanking of the chains. Not daring to slow, Tal continued until all his limbs were freed. A small groan escaped him as he rolled his wrists and ankles, but he pushed aside his relief as he crouched close to the dwarf's face.

      "Would you like me to turn you over?"

      "No time." Kherdorn's words were little more than a wheeze. "Go... to Vathda... protect them."

      The idea that Tal might be able to protect anyone at that moment was laughable. But he didn't feel much like grinning. "Protect them from what?"

      Kherdorn's hand grabbed hard onto Tal's arm. For a dying man, his grip held a surprising strength.

      "Protect them... Death's Hand."

      The fingers spasmed, releasing him. A pained gargle escaped Kherdorn's throat. Tal longed to move as far away as he could from such a horrid sound. Yet he had fled discomfiture all his life. Kherdorn had given him far more kindness than he deserved. He could do nothing else but stay.

      So stay he would.

      Tal held the dwarf's hand until his last breath rattled free of his body.

      "May you walk your ancestors' halls and drink of ale everlasting." Tal murmured the dwarven saying to the departed. Then, with a final press on the slackened hand, he rose.

      Kherdorn had spent his last moments in life freeing Tal. Good-hearted as the dwarf had been, he knew better than to believe it a mere final act of kindness.

      Protect them, Death's Hand.

      Something had killed him. Tal had a feeling this was not Dathal's work. Something had spawned enough fear in the dwarf that he had sought the dubious aid of his people's prisoner. Such an act defied his Clan Chief. It made the dwarf a traitor.

      Protect them.

      Tal stepped free of his cell and smiled bitterly into the murk. His wasted body protested every movement, screaming for sustenance. In however many days he had spent in the cell, he hadn't eaten so much as a crumb. And now, Kherdorn had left him with the dying wish that he defend his people from an unknown threat.

      "Silence, I can't protect them," he muttered. "Best I can do is die for them."

      Only then did he realize that if it came to that, he would. Redemption, after all, was not a chance often given. He had craved such an opportunity all his life.

      He wouldn't spurn it now.

      Tal closed his eyes and sent his focus inward. With the utmost care, he eased down the barrier on his sorcery just a fraction. Even as small an allowance as he gave, however, he felt it rush into his veins. Soon, he was shivering with heat instead of cold, warm for the first time in days.

      But the relief came with pain as the canker exacted its price. Splitting agony cut through his mind, like knives scraped along the inside of his skull. Tal found himself bent over, heaving up the little water in his belly, before he could fight the nausea back down.

      "You bet on the wrong rogue, Kherdorn," Tal gasped, then teetered toward the cave's exit.
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      Dusk was brightened with flames by the time Garin returned to Vathda.

      As he drew near, he stared at the destruction in mute horror. Between the standing stones, fire could be seen enveloping the great hall and quickly spreading to the few other buildings erected along the town's commons. Throughout the burning town, silhouettes danced like the shadows of puppets at a marionetteer's performance. The bizarre impression was undermined by the cries of violence accompanying it.

      His guess that more Ravagers had attacked from different routes appeared to be correct. Vathda was being razed, and he had no idea what provoked it. Yet even realizing the danger, with the Song still surging inside him, harmonious and glorious in its strains, Garin had to fight hard to hold onto his urgency.

      He avoided the main melee in the center of town and headed for his companions' rooms. He could only hope Wren and the others had the sense to stay put. It didn't seem likely.

      To his relief, no Ravagers appeared in his way. As he reached Wren's chamber, he knocked and shouted, "Open up! It's me, Garin!"

      Far swifter than expected, the door opened wide. Wren and Ashelia stood in the doorway, wrapped in their furs, their swords bared and in hand. His stomach sank at the sight, though he had expected no less.

      Wren looked him up and down. "Where's your gear?"

      "In my room. I just—" He shook his head, biting off the words. With the Song filling his mind, he could barely think straight. "Ravagers are attacking Vathda."

      "We know," Wren said bitingly. "So let's go!"

      "We have to secure our mounts first and understand the situation," Ashelia said, level-headed as usual. "We may have to flee if the attack is severe. Helnor and Aelyn have gone ahead; we'll meet them there."

      "What about Falcon and Rolan?" Garin asked. "And where's Kaleras?"

      "The old man left, so he's on his own," Wren said ruthlessly. "And my old man is in here with the kid."

      Peering around them, he made out Falcon looking toward them from beside the beds, his expression forlorn. No doubt he regretted his daughter once again throwing herself into danger while he remained sheltered. Rolan, for his part, seemed to take comfort in the bard's presence, for he curled into his side.

      "Hurry, Garin," Ashelia urged, she and Wren pushing past him and closing the door behind. "We can't delay."

      His heart in his throat, the Song in his head, Garin ran to his room to fetch his sword and shield.
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        * * *

      

      Tal raised his head to the glow of flames.

      He carried a rent shield in one hand and a dwarven battle-axe in the other. They'd belonged to Dathal, whose body he'd discovered at the end of the cave. Around him had been the fallen bodies of Easterners, from every different Bloodline. Though most had been burned beyond recognition — for a reason he could not divine — he saw enough to tell the newcomers were clad for war.

      Ravagers. At once, Tal understood the threat he faced.

      It had not taken him long to work out the reason why they'd come. Ravagers had waylaid the Dancing Feathers on the road to Gladelyl. They had haunted the streets of Low Elendol and even the kintrees of the Sanguine City. Everywhere Tal went, the hunters of Yuldor had followed.

      I'm the one they want.

      A smile pulled tight across his tortured lips. He'd seen the campfires of the Easterners before entering Vathda, far in the distance. He hadn't fully understood what they signaled then.

      He knew far too well now.

      "My fault," he muttered as he trudged along the packed snow. The sack of Vathda was another sin he could line up next to the others. If he'd never come here, the Hardrog dwarves would have been spared another tragedy at his hands.

      Even Dathal deserved better than to die at the end of a headhunter's sword.

      Death's Hand... A truer name than I knew.

      The edge of the town came into view, and the source of the flames became apparent. The great hall had been targeted first, telling from the fire's progression, while the other edifices had only recently ignited. Yet, from the sounds and the flashes of shadows across the snow, that was where the fighting remained thickest.

      Tal sucked in a ragged breath and adjusted his course. He had no more armor than the tattered clothes he wore, no other resources beyond the pilfered axe and shield and his unreliable sorcery. He was exhausted, starving, and worn entirely through.

      But he'd given his word to a dying man. This was his responsibility. He would either put an end to it, or he would die in the attempt.

      A snarling grin claimed him as Tal emerged from the standing stones and dove into the fray.

      A body immediately pitched by him, unidentifiable as it rolled away. Tal caught a glimpse of the seething mass of other shapes in conflict before a second figure lurched toward him. A minotaur — the shape of its horned head was unmistakable on its tall, powerful body.

      The Ravager roared as it chopped down with a double-headed axe. Tal couldn't completely dodge it and took the blow on the corner of his shield. The impact jarred through to his shoulder. The wood splintered further, scraping painfully across the top of his head before flying behind him.

      He spun away from any immediate follow-up. But the minotaur had made no attempt, instead grinding his hooves into the cold earth. Either he guessed Tal to be an enemy or he didn't care whom he fought. Bloodlust filled the dark, bullish eyes as he advanced.

      Tal knew he was outmatched in every way. After his days of deprivation, his opponent was stronger, quicker, and haler. No paper legend would protect him from the cutting edge of an axe.

      But if he'd learned one thing from his old army commander, it was how to even the odds in an unfair contest.

      Tal let a trickle of his sorcery work free with a mumbled word and a flash of light. He squeezed his eyes shut and guessed by the enraged howl of his opponent that the minotaur had not followed suit. Opening them as he pivoted to the side, Tal saw his chance and took it, lunging forward to hook his axe around his enemy's ankle and heaving.

      The minotaur stood firm beneath his feeble efforts.

      "Yuldor's prick," Tal breathed as he released the axe and threw himself back. Just in time — the Ravager's retaliation swung past him, even the air seeming sharp. Weaponless and reeling, Tal tottered to the frozen dirt before finding his balance.

      The minotaur recovered quicker. Bellowing, it charged toward him, axe positioned over one shoulder like a logger.

      Tal raised his shield without much hope. But his other hand outstretched toward the hooves pounding on the ground. Two words rattled off in quick succession.

      "Lisk — wuld!"

      Even as crystals of ice cascaded from his hand to spread over the ground, a gust packing the power of a charging bull followed. Both found their way to the minotaur's legs, and what Tal had failed to do with his physical strength, he accomplished with his sorcery.

      The minotaur collapsed, his eyes widening. As he thudded to the ground, his uplifted axe slipped from his hands and dug into his back, provoking a fresh roar of pain.

      Tal fell upon him, driving down the ragged rim of his shield onto the Ravager's head once, twice, thrice. Only as he went limp did Tal throw down the ruined wood and stumble back. He gasped for breath and tried not to look at the ruined body he left behind.

      As he recovered, Tal focused again on his surroundings. The battle raged on, as fierce and hot as ever. He suddenly realized he had no hope of turning the tide. He'd barely managed to overcome one invader and was still paying the price for it. The sorcery from the cantrips had reawakened the canker inside him, and it took all he had not to bend over with the pain.

      In that moment, the blaze hot on his skin and the sorcery curdling his blood, Tal could think of only one thing he might do.

      The Ravagers had come to Vathda because of him. Perhaps they would leave on the same account.

      Tal stumbled away from the fight toward the rear of the great hall and headed for the stables.
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        * * *

      

      The battle found them around the first standing stone.

      Garin barely had time to raise his shield before a body bolted out of the darkness to crash into him. He careened off his assailant and nearly lost his footing. It took an effort not to flail his arms, for with his sword in hand, he might have carved new scars into Wren or Ashelia.

      "Silence!" he gasped as he tried to take stock of his attacker. Wren and Ashelia already had the man at sword point. Blubbering, he raised his hands, empty of weapons, and flinched against the light that blazed into Wren's hand. Garin breathed a sigh of relief. It was a dwarf who cowered before them, bare-headed and bloody. After a moment, he recognized him as the friendly doorman from the evening they had arrived.

      "Please!" the dwarf whimpered, barely daring to look up at their blades. "Please, don't — I just couldn't stay, had to breathe a moment, you see, you see?" He could barely suck in air around the excuses spilling from his mouth.

      Wren let out a disgusted huff as she withdrew her rapier, while Ashelia seemed made of stone.

      "Flee," the Peer told the dwarf, and the doorman obeyed her at once. Soon, he was swallowed by the darkness.

      They continued on, Garin leading them again with his shield raised. He moved more cautiously now. The battle neared, the burning buildings illuminating the melee. Smoke choked the air. Garin's lungs seared with every breath.

      Above even the pitch of violence, the Song soared through his thoughts, growing more harmonious and enthralling with each passing moment.

      Do not listen overlong, Ilvuan cautioned him, but the Singer's voice was distant, a discordant hiss amid the other sounds. Still, Garin heeded the words. Though how he would obey them was an entirely different matter.

      They turned the corner, and the conflict spread out along the commons before them. Silhouettes staggered to and fro as if they were drunk on the deck of a riverboat. Bodies of dwarves and Ravagers alike lay strewn and bloody along the thoroughfare, more bodies than Garin had seen even in Elendol. And still, as exhaustion pulled at the limbs of attackers and defenders alike, the battle raged on.

      "Come on!" Wren pulled at his arm, tugging him toward the outer edges of the town commons and away from the fighting, to Garin's relief. He cast one last glance back before following.

      They ran past what he remembered to be the baths, which had devolved into little more than a pile of smoldering rubble. There were fewer shapes here, only small knots of fighting that Wren easily led them around.

      Reaching the far end of the commons' exterior, the great hall rose above them. Garin squinted painfully at it, searching for the stables. But if any part of them remained intact, he couldn't distinguish them. All was lost to the flames. He just hoped their stors had stolen free beforehand. Horn and his fellows didn't deserve such a horrible end.

      Wren, coming to the same conclusion, turned back to Ashelia. "Now what?"

      But no sooner had she spoken than Garin detected movement in the darkness. Having just stared into the flames, his night vision had been ruined. Muttering "Fashk," he held up his shield hand and illuminated the darkness.

      Reflective eyes shined back at them, set in the familiar shape of a stor's horned head. More lingered behind the first.

      "They stayed!" Relief flooded him at the sight of the mounts.

      "They're loyal beasts," Ashelia confirmed. But her eyes only flitted to them for a moment before turning back to the town proper.

      With a start, Garin realized why. Four figures were charging them, and these didn't have the shape of dwarves.

      "Finally!" Wren wore a manic grin as she fell into a balanced stance he recognized as the Form of Water. Her free hand opened, ready for sorcery.

      Garin followed her lead, though he adopted the Form of Stone, making his body firm and his stance strong, braced for anything they might throw against him. He strained to remember all that he had learned of swordplay in Elendol. Yet with the angelic Song filling his skull, it felt as if this were all a dream.

      The first blow against his shield put a swift end to that fantasy.
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        * * *

      

      Tal stumbled around the backside of the burning great hall only to find the stables hopelessly ablaze.

      "So much for that grand scheme," he muttered as he cast his gaze around. He didn't have much hope of finding a mount, but this had been his last hope of both survival and helping Vathda. Now, he could only try to achieve the latter.

      At the edge of another burning building, two groups fought against each other. Sorcery flared from several of them, fire lashing against their opponents. Tal winced. Nightelves numbered among the Ravagers. Though the sizes of the figures seemed wrong, dwarves couldn't use magic. A few more of Vathda's citizens were falling, no doubt.

      Save them, at least, a mocking voice whispered in his mind.

      But just as Tal made a move toward them, his eyes caught on something in the darkness. Tensing for an attack, he let out a shaky laugh when he saw what it was. Not Ravagers emerging for an ambush; impossibly, it was his stor.

      How Folly had followed him to Vathda, he couldn't comprehend, for he'd lost the stor when the ijiraq threw him into the river. Yet the Gladelysh had always boasted of the creatures' fidelity. Here was the proof.

      "Folly — here, old boy." Though urgency pulled at him, Tal moved slowly toward the stor, holding out his free hand. "It's me, remember?"

      The stor stayed stock still, his eyes wary. Tal wondered if he'd always been so large. Somehow, he remembered Folly being an inch shorter.

      People are dying, the mocking voice came again, and you're worried if you noted a stor's height correctly?

      "Here, come here, that's a good boy." Tal managed to rest a hand on the stor's muzzle and gave him a brief stroke. The stor remained unaffectionate, but he could hardly expect it to be relaxed with blood and smoke in the air.

      The beast had lost his tack in the intervening days. It seemed he would have to ride bareback.

      "Do I hold onto the horns then?" he muttered as he dragged himself onto the stor's back. The creature bugled in protest, skirting to the side so that Tal almost fell off. But he just managed to loop his leg over and right himself.

      "Right, then," he said between breaths. "Hope you're rested for a ride. Yah!"

      With a press of his heels, Tal gripped what tufts of hair he could on the stor's back and clung desperately as the beast surged beneath him. He tugged on the hair as if they were reins, but if the stor understood, it didn't comply, but bolted instead for the darkness.

      "No, Silence take you! Back to Vathda!"

      It took far longer than the settlement could afford to turn the stor in the right direction. Even then, he could compel it to advance only so close to the burning town commons. The beast had far more sense than Tal himself did.

      But he had a promise to keep and a people to protect. And this was the only path left to take.

      Drawing in a breath, Tal recalled to mind the words he'd prepared earlier for this moment. Then he spoke them, loud and clear.

      "Jes fold roldan."

      He felt the sorcery pull from his blood and the air from his lungs in a painful rush. Needles stabbed not only into his skull, but everywhere his veins spread. He could barely suck in another breath to make use of the spell he'd cast.

      "Ravagers!" Despite how thin his voice felt leaving his body, it boomed into the night. "Venators! Is it not me you seek?"

      His ensorcelled voice thundered louder even than the battle. As he watched, many of the combatants fell away from each other to stare toward him, while some tried to take advantage of the distraction.

      He could only continue. "It is I, Tal Harrenfel! I am the one your master fears! Waste your time with the dwarves — I care not. But linger, and you will fail in your purpose."

      He didn't know if the melodrama would inflame or deter them. All he could hope was his guess was accurate: that he was, indeed, the instigator of this raid. And that the promise of their quarry might lead them away.

      "So much for being the finest headhunters in the East!" With a final laugh, Tal cut away the spell and tried to turn his stor around. The beast only fought him for a moment before realizing they could, at last, flee into the darkness. As the stor surged beneath him, nearly unseating him, Tal spared one last look for Vathda.

      He grinned at what he saw. The Ravagers, dark shapes against the flames, were running after him. They were on foot while he rode. His plan stood a chance of success — and he might even remain alive.

      But with only the moons to guide him across a treacherous landscape and a long ride ahead, Tal knew there was plenty of time for his luck to run out.

      "Fly, Folly," he croaked, and the stor kicked into a gallop.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "Ravagers! Venators! Is it not me you seek?"

      The shock that ran through Garin at the voice nearly got him killed. Momentarily distracted, he only just managed to raise his shield to accept the missile slung by the gnome he faced. Stone cracked against the wood with unnatural force. The small Easterner must have imbued the rock with some of its strange sorcery, for it split the shield down its middle, numbed Garin's arm to the bone, and staggered him.

      He gasped with pain even as his mind whirled over the impossibility that had greeted his ears. But he couldn't afford another moment's lapse. He couldn't stop to process what he'd just heard — who he had just heard.

      But the speech continued, unveiling the revelation for him.

      "It is I, Tal Harrenfel! I am the one your master fears! Waste your time with the dwarves — I care not. But linger, and you will fail in your purpose."

      The voice, the bluster, the words — Garin knew what the man said must be true. Tal was projecting his words for all of Vathda to hear. Tal was here.

      "So much for being the finest headhunters in the East!"

      He had no more time to process what it all meant. The gnome was spinning another stone, and this time, he saw the crackle of energy around the sling. With his shield ruined, whatever sorcery it had in store for him could prove fatal.

      With a strangled cry, Garin lunged with his sword. The gnome, his face twisted into a scowl, released the stone.

      Lightning flashed.

      The searing energy crackled over Garin's skin. He screamed. His muscles spasmed and crumpled. Yet at the same time, the Song, ever humming inside Garin, rose in volume. It pushed on his flesh, seeming on the verge of breaking free of his body.

      The pain eased as abruptly as it came. Garin found himself on his knees and raised his head. The gnome, only just setting another stone to his sling, startled at his sudden recovery, then urgently began to wind up again.

      Garin didn't give him the chance.

      Leaping to his feet with newfound vitality, he jabbed his sword across the short distance between them. Though the Easterner tried to jerk away, the steel found the flesh above his collarbone. Pushing aside his horror and guilt, Garin stabbed the sword down for a final blow through his neck.

      The gnome lay at his feet, eyes open wide with the vestiges of pain, his blood leaking over the slushy ground. Small as his stature was, he resembled a human child. The thought made Garin horribly queasy.

      Swallowing hard, he jerked his head up and looked around. Wren and Ashelia had joined forces to cut down the human Ravager still standing. As Wren's eyes met his, he saw his bewilderment reflected back. But it was Ashelia who spoke.

      "He was here." She stared into the darkness pooling at the edges of Vathda. Her voice was small and dead of emotion. "He was here, so near..."

      "If we fetch our stors, perhaps we can catch up." But even as Wren voiced the opinion, she didn't sound convinced.

      "No." Already, Ashelia seemed to be recovering her composure and scanned the area around them. "We'll never track him in time. We have to protect our companions here. I have to stay for my son."

      To Garin's ears, it sounded like a plea for understanding. He wished he knew what to say. But his thoughts kept coming back to the same conclusion.

      "He's luring the Ravagers away, isn't he? He's trying to protect Vathda."

      "He's a fool," Wren declared. "Come on, then — let's make sure the others survive."

      Garin turned with Ashelia to follow Wren, but not without one last look back. A fool may attempt what a wise man never could — Tal's words, echoing from a different time and a different situation.

      "A brave fool," Garin muttered to himself as he jogged back into the town.
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      It was long into the dark night before Folly collapsed.

      Darkness fell in deeper folds as they left behind the fire-lit Vathda. Though the sky was cloudy, a hint of the moons' light snuck through, and the snow caught and held it. Yet that faint illumination was hardly reliable for a twilight ride. The stor held a canter for as long as it could, but its instincts for self-preservation inevitably undermined Tal's urgings to the contrary. Slowed to a walk, he resorted to looking over his shoulder, wondering how long he had before his pursuers caught up.

      That he had pursuit was in little doubt. Before Vathda had disappeared behind the first rise, Tal had glanced back to ensure his lure had continued to work. By his estimation, it had succeeded far too well. Dozens of figures had run up the hill after him. Though the Ravagers seemed exhausted when fighting in the town streets, a glimpse of their quarry had filled them with a second wind. Their weariness seemed to slough off with every mile they followed.

      He kept sight of them by the torches they held, and what he saw didn't reassure him. The gap had initially widened, but now it slowly contracted. Folly was tiring, the blind flight exhausting its resolve as well as body. The stor also had to break through the high snow on its own. Tal didn't dare summon light to see by, for not only would it give something for the Ravagers to follow, but his blighted sorcery would wreak further havoc upon him. As it was, he was still enduring the canker's cost from his earlier uses. His stomach turned with the pain prickling in his veins.

      So he thought the long chase would continue. But the hunt suddenly shifted when Folly's fine footing gave way in the snow.

      Tal grunted and flailed as the beast slipped from beneath him. They crashed into the snow, sliding down a short ways before coming to a halt. Though he had managed to prevent Folly from crushing his leg, something else jabbed painfully into his side. It felt as if a giant hand squeezed over his chest. He couldn't open his lungs. Just as panic set in, the hand loosened, and he drew in a shallow, ragged breath.

      He wanted nothing more than to lie there in the snow and let his end find him. Only pride compelled him to stand again.

      After all, he thought, what a poor ending to your legend that would be.

      "Folly," he called softly to his stor. He could vaguely see it floundering in the darkness farther down the incline, trying to right itself. He wondered if the fall had lamed it. What hope would he have of escaping without a mount?

      Even less than before.

      He could hear the Ravagers' shouts when the wind died, their voices like phantom whispers as they traveled up the ascent. They could be no more than half a mile away and closing in with each passing moment.

      Tal hadn't realized he'd made his decision until he'd already started scanning the ground around him, looking for the most defensible position.

      "So it will end here," he muttered with a twist of his lips. "The legendary Tal Harrenfel, slain among the Eastern snows."

      He spotted a rocky outcropping jutting from the mountainside, dark against the blanket of white. As Tal made for it, he thought of the people he would never again see, the wrongs he would never right.

      I'm sorry, Ashelia. Sorry I came back; sorry I left.

      Garin, I will always be in your debt— for your father, and my hand in his passing.

      Falcon — I'm afraid I won't give you the ending you imagined for your life's labor.

      Aelyn, Kaleras… I'm only sorry we didn't share more of our mutual antipathy.

      A smile curved lips long numb. Tears sprang to his eyes, and not solely from the wind. Climbing the outcropping, he wondered which would take him first: the Ravagers and their weapons, or the canker's curse. He hoped neither would kill him quickly.

      He meant to make the bastards pay a dear price.

      Tal reached the top of the rock and slowly stood upright. The wind was harsher away from the slope. It whipped the hair free from his ponytail and into his face as he stared back the way he'd come. The torches looked near, far too near. He began plotting which spells he would kill them with.

      Fire to burn and melt. Ice to turn the ground against them. Wind to throw them from the cliffs. Earth to break stone over their heads.

      Breathing in, he accepted the inevitable, and let his dam crumble away.

      The undiluted magic always burned when it entered him. But now, as the deluge poured through him, it felt like liquid fire in his veins. Tal couldn't hold in a pained scream, could barely keep his balance, as the sorcery curled and curdled within him. He noticed he was crouched atop the outcropping now, barely clinging on with clumsy, four-fingered hands, the nubs on them burning more than ever before.

      But his eyes had opened to the World's truest manifestation. The arteries of sorcery lay exposed, webbing throughout the animate and inanimate alike. He felt the rivulets that branched off toward the magic-gifted Ravagers and compared it to his own, wide river. He smiled.

      I will drown them, he promised. Every last one of them.

      His body would perish — and soon, if his agony was any indication. But he would have strength enough for his task. None would stand in his way.

      Yet even with all his focus directed toward the oncoming hunters, he could not fail to miss the wide stream of sorcery funneling into the person farther up the cliff.

      Tal turned toward the unexpected, night-cloaked individual. Summoning a spell to mind, his vision distorted and lengthened, blurring what was near and bringing that which was far into clear focus. Another few mumbled words, and the darkness lifted to reveal the face. He spoke the man's name in perplexity.

      "Pim?"

      With his enhanced vision, he saw the elf smile, as if he'd heard Tal's incredulous mutter. His ephemeral companion was moving down the cliffside, navigating what should have been impossible terrain with what seemed relative ease. Tal watched the artery of sorcery pump into him, a spring constantly welling up, and wondered why the elf never ceased channeling it.

      Then he narrowed his eyes further. Glamour shimmered about Pim's skin: he wore the magic, was adorned with it like a noblewoman with her wealth. It only took moments more of close inspection before he realized what that must mean.

      The revelation hit with all the force of an avalanche.

      "Silence take me," Tal breathed, wondering how he had missed seeing it all this time.

      All the while, Pim wore a smile, though it changed with each moment. On him, a smile was as varied an expression as the whole range of another man's emotions. Tal tracked them as the elf approached him: amusement, resignation, worry. As Pim neared, Tal dismissed his enchantments and blinked away the spells. The elf nimbly ascended the outcropping to halt before Tal. Much as he wished to stand and face his deceptive companion on his feet, even sorcery was not enough to overcome the killing pain in his body.

      "Bran," the elf greeted him, as if they had happened upon each other while passing in a market.

      "You're one of them. Extinguished." He meant it as an accusation, but as he spoke through clenched teeth, the words lapsed and fell flat.

      Pim barked a joyless laugh. "Yes. I am."

      "Why?"

      "A rather broad question. Why did I become a disciple of Yuldor's? Why am I here? Or perhaps why have I not moved against you?"

      Tal shook his head, though he wanted the answers to all those questions. But he asked more clearly what he meant, the crucial inquiry that would sway all the others. "Why did you save me from the river?"

      The smile slipped away from the elf's face. Pim looked back toward Vathda. Tal followed his gaze. The Ravagers were close now, the glow of their torches appearing over the top of the rise two hundred feet away. His end was at hand.

      But before it came, he needed to know the truth. He needed to know just how foolhardy he had been in his blundering charge into the East.

      Pim looked back down at him. Now that Tal knew the truth, he realized he should have seen it before. The elf's appearance only seemed vaguely touched by their surroundings: a slight blush of the cheeks, perhaps, and a reddening of the nose. But he bore no scalding from the biting winds, nor was his hair tangled into knots. For a traveler, he was impossibly unmarred.

      "I saved you from the river," the false man said, "in service of a far-fetched scheme. And again, when I saw Ravagers pursued, I protected you the only way I could: by making your enemies fight to keep you. A desperate gamble on a desperate man — most appropriate, would you not say?"

      Tal curled his hands into the snow, bunching them into fists despite the jaw-grinding agony of it. The snow melted into steam as a bit of sorcery leaked free from him.

      "Tell me another riddle," he said, "and it'll be your last."

      Pim sighed. "There is no time for a proper explanation. So I will offer a proposal instead. If you refrain from rending me apart, I will preserve you from your pursuers. A fair trade, is it not?"

      "And why should I trust your word?"

      The disguised elf laughed in a short burst. "If you wish to survive, you do not have much choice."

      Tal wondered what Pim could do to save him that he himself could not. But he was right about one thing: Tal didn't have a plan in which he survived. Even now, he expected it would be too late.

      He thought he'd been ready to die, to make one final stand and be done with it. But once more, though his toes edged over the abyss, and his legs were bunched, ready to leap, he found himself backing away.

      His smile spoiled he stared up at this unexpected, uncertain ally. "Do it."

      Pim nodded, then grimaced. "Do prepare yourself. I am afraid I will not look my finest in a moment."

      As the Ravagers ascended the hill and came streaming toward them, Pim raised his hands. At once, the sorcery fell away from his body like bark stripped from a tree, leaving the form underneath bare to the naked eye. Tal stared at him with a caustic mix of emotions, then turned his gaze aside, unable to bear looking directly at the decision he'd made. Instead, he followed the weaving of magic at the sorcerer's hands.

      He quickly understood the avenue he'd overlooked for his salvation and silently cursed his myopia. So convinced was he that his inundation of sorcery would kill him, he had not even thought to use it but for martial intent. But Pim showed him another way of escaping the hunters, one that would have been obvious to one such as him.

      Deception.

      The illusion set into place even as he watched. The tracks that led up to the rocky outcropping were smoothed, as was Pim's descent down the cliff. Instead, imprints appeared in the snow leading to a nearby ledge, off of which came a deadly drop. Pim made the drift look as if a body had slid past the fallen stor, off the edge of the cliff, to tumble down into the valley below. It was as good of an illusion as Tal could have hoped for, and one that might even pass the inspection of potent trackers like the Ravagers.

      The headhunters arrived moments after Pim finished, the veil of sorcery falling over both of them. Tal flinched as the torchlight hit their rock, though a glance at Pim showed him what the sorcerer had done. They were invisible, or as close as could be managed. The Ravagers even looked up toward them, but they gave no indication of seeing them.

      Instead, they crowded around the trail in the snow, snarling at each other as they considered the tracks. They killed Folly as they walked by the stor; probably a mercy, but one done so savagely Tal could hardly consider it such. He mouthed a silent apology to the loyal beast.

      The tense minutes passed. As the sorcery boiled inside him, Tal pulled himself into a tighter ball, as if by constraining his body he might contain it. His hands throbbed, the phantom fingers feeling as if talons were digging into the nubs. It was all he could do not to give voice to his agony.

      Finally, after peering over the cliff and searching the area for his body, one of the Ravagers, a minotaur massive even for their kind, gave vent to his fury by chopping at the stor's body with an axe. When he had pounded the poor animal to a pulpy pile and covered himself in blood, he straightened and snarled at the others. Here was the leader, Tal assumed, the chief of the horde. Sure enough, at the minotaur's orders, the others leaped to obey, turning around to find a way down the cliff to recover Tal's body, or so he surmised from the common Darktongue he knew.

      Only when they had long departed did Tal unfurl himself and let out a whimper. For once, he was glad Falcon wasn't there. He could only imagine what the bard would make of the unbecoming behavior and how it might be spun into his stories.

      Raising his head, he looked at Pim again. With his sorcery and focus maintaining the illusion of the scene below, the Soulstealer left his own features unguarded. His skin shimmered like quartz caught in torchlight, and appeared as hard and faceted as crystal. His intricate, blonde braids had disappeared, leaving behind little more than a scabby skull. His clothes, at least, had been real, but they seemed to hang drably on his skeletal frame. And his eyes, always laced with black, were now as dark as mine shafts.

      Each of Yuldor's most loyal servants looked different. But Tal knew an Extinguished when he saw one.

      "Well, Soulstealer," Tal grunted, "you have a lot of explaining to do."

      Pim smiled, or tried to. The expression was ghastly in his true form.

      "Perhaps explanations had best wait until we are certain we have thrown off any pursuit. And that your own demise has been averted."

      A great deal of Tal wanted to strike down the Extinguished where he stood. He thought he could manage it. Even hampered as he was, he felt his power swollen beyond what the fell warlock could hope to achieve.

      Only three things held him back from it. First, Pim could have killed him when he'd lain prone after the ijiraq. That he hadn't proved he had other designs for him, plans that Tal could encounter later.

      Just as vital, Tal needed Pim if he was to survive. He'd fled Vathda with no supplies — no food, no water, no map. He hadn't even recovered Velori or the Binding Ring, though he was certain both had survived the town's destruction; it would take more than a simple fire to damage sorcerous artifacts such as them.

      And last, too much mystery surrounded the Extinguished that Tal had yet to unravel. Something was brewing in the East, something of which Tal had only the faintest inkling. And Pim might be the only one who could instruct Tal in this greater game.

      Amid the silence, Pim released the illusion over the landscape and wove one back over himself. Tal watched as skin knitted itself over his face to reveal a sad smile and veiled eyes. The blonde hair hung limp, failing to stir in the wind as much as it should have.

      "Release the magic, Skaldurak," the fell warlock murmured. "Keep hold of it, and it will surely kill you. With me, you at least stand a chance of survival."

      "I could kill you first."

      "But you won't. You might be Death's Hand to the dwarves, but I know you will stay your hand when you can."

      That unexpected empathy was almost too much for him. Tal bared his teeth, the sorcery rippling through him, preparing to pour out in wreaths of hungry fire. But with a restrained yell of fury, he struck his hands down onto the stone.

      He gave back the sorcery to the World.

      The rock vibrated. For a moment, he thought he had sent it into the cliff itself and doomed both him and Pim to a deadly fall. But after a moment, the magic settled, melding with the World and returning to the countless streams suffusing the land. As it departed, Tal put up the dam once more.

      Without sorcery, he could barely hold to consciousness. Tal's vision dimmed. His eyes closed. Yet he could not rest, not now.

      Not with one of the Extinguished looking down upon him.

      Somehow, Tal pried open his eyes to meet Pim's dark-swirling gaze.

      "Let's go," he croaked, then staggered to his feet.

      Dimly, he noticed his companion smile. "A moment first to set the scene, Skaldurak. Then we can be on our way."
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      Long have I been amused by the title "Extinguished."

      Its implication is clear: that, through our service to Yuldor, we have become less than mortal and lost that ephemeral spirit, even as our lives protract into centuries. For some of us, this loss is undoubtedly true. Soltor, for one, has been reborn so many times hardly anything remains of the man with whom I once laughed, languished, and loved.

      But I suspect the horror with which we are beheld also has something to do with our appearance. Undisguised, I admit, we are nothing pleasant to look upon. Resurrection and immortality have taken their toll. Where once I possessed a face that turned the heads of women and men alike, now they recoil in horror.

      Fortunately, among my kind, a face can always be replaced.

      Yet there is more than a kernel of truth in the accusation "Extinguished." Something of mortals did vanish in us long ago. Mercy is an ideal suitable for brief lives, one which preserves them.

      But what value does life have to those who cannot die?

      I will admit, even upon writing those words, a part of me still cringes. So, perhaps, my corporeal sensibilities are not so fully absent as the World would have you believe.

      Only time shall tell.

      
        
        - The Untold Lore of Yuldor Soldarin and His Servants, by Inanis
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      Garin gathered with the rest of his companions in the aftermath of the battle.

      He looked at each of them, confirming they were well by the light projecting from Aelyn's fingertips. The mage looked as irritable as ever, and Garin guessed he knew why. After the Ravagers had left, pursuing Tal's voice into the shrouded hills, the company and the Hardrog dwarves had turned to dousing the town's fires. But no sooner had they done so than the fires went out of their own accord — or so it seemed.

      Then Garin saw Kaleras swaying amid the standing stones, arms falling to his sides.

      He'd hurried over to the warlock and steadied him. Somehow, Kaleras seemed his responsibility now. As Garin assisted him to bed, all the while ignoring his weak protests, he wondered what other sorcery his teacher had conjured that night. Extinguishing a few fires couldn't have much taxed a warlock who could take on a devil like Heyl.

      He suspected they had much more they did not know of to thank the aged man for.

      Kaleras taken care of, Garin had returned to Vathda's commons, where his companions were knotted together. Around them, dwarves milled about on the business of cleaning up the town. Though some continued to search through the ashes for bodies, valuables, and survivors, most were gathering before the razed great hall. There, a graybeard had climbed atop a box and shouted to the others. Garin speculated that they sought to determine who would rule Vathda now that Lord Dathal had gone to the mud, though he could not understand the dwarven language to confirm it.

      All of his party were present except for Kaleras. Falcon looked miserable, no doubt infected by guilt at hiding away with a child, or perhaps at the misery and devastation surrounding them. Rolan, for his part, was bright-eyed as he stared at the ashen ruins, as if he'd never seen anything so thrilling in his life. It was an expression he imagined Wren might have had when she was his age. The thought made him smile, if briefly. Their discussion, and the Song still faintly echoing in his head, soon curtailed any amusement.

      "So," Aelyn began, his scathing tone somewhat diminished by the raspiness of his voice, "do we act as rashly as our quarry and go boldly into the night?"

      "No."

      Garin turned, surprised that it was Ashelia who spoke so quickly, when he himself felt conflicted about their delay thus far.

      "No," she repeated, her voice as strained as her House-brother's. "If that was Tal, as we suspect, then he intended to draw away the Ravagers. He was saving Vathda. If we go out there now, and the Ravagers return, we will have made his sacrifice negligent."

      "Or the bastards could ambush us," Helnor added in a croak.

      Ashelia nodded. "It would be foolish to go right now. So we will not."

      Garin met Wren's eyes. He wondered if she shared his thought: that Ashelia sounded as if she were trying to convince herself of the point most of all.

      "I'm certain that was Tal," Falcon said, a bemused smile twisting his lips. "It's exactly the sort of Silence-cursed heroism he might indulge in. If I didn't know better, I'd think he was trying to add to his legend. A spectral voice in the night, coming in time to save the town of a people he'd once wronged… What will he think of next?"

      "He didn't exactly come in time," Wren pointed out. "Vathda still burned."

      Ashelia held up a hand, forestalling further debate. "Regardless, we cannot pursue now; the morning will have to be soon enough. Tonight, we must rest and keep watch. Falcon, Wren, Garin — get some rest. Rolan, go with Wren." She touched her son's head at this, and the boy pressed against her side, heedless of the soot and blood smeared over her clothes.

      "Will you come, too, Momua?" the boy asked his mother, craning his neck back to look at her.

      She shook her head as Wren demanded, "Yes — what are you, Helnor, and Aelyn planning to do?"

      "We'll keep watch," Helnor supplied. He was as gore-splattered as the rest of them, his exhaustion plain in his face, yet his voice remained bright. "Elves are hardier than humans. We can go a night without sleep."

      "And I must place wards that might give keener warning than a Warder's eyes," Aelyn said, his lips curling as he regarded his House-brother.

      Helnor only smiled and shook his head.

      "Surely, Ashelia, I can keep watch as well. I may lack a hand, but I have two eyes." Despite the weak attempt at humor, Falcon spoke with uncharacteristic reticence; surveying for enemies was no doubt far out of his comfort. Yet Garin admired him all the more for offering. He himself couldn't imagine staying awake for such a post, nor being of much use with the Song still winding through him.

      Ashelia regarded the bard for a long moment, then nodded. "Of course you can. Remain behind; we'll decide where your post will be after consulting with the dwarves."

      "Then I should watch as well," Wren spoke up.

      "No," Ashelia responded at once. "At least some of us must be rested for tomorrow."

      Wren looked as if she'd protest, but her father reached out and touched her arm.

      "Daughter," Falcon beseeched her softly. "Please."

      Her eyes shone a bit brighter, but she gave a disgusted snort, turned on her heel, and stalked away. Ashelia watched her go, then turned her gaze to Garin, not seeming the least fazed by Wren's behavior.

      "Garin, would you take Rolan back to his room? We'll wake you when it is time to leave in the morning."

      Still feeling guilty, but not wanting to make a scene like Wren, Garin nodded and motioned to the boy. "Come on, lad. Let's get out of their way."

      "Alright," Rolan consented, releasing his mother's hand with obvious reluctance to walk with Garin to their rooms. Garin spared one last look back at his companions and tried not to feel like one of the children being dismissed by the adults.

      I'm a man, he told himself half-heartedly. No matter how they treat me.

      Somehow, the Song coursing through his mind and spirit reassured him of that more than anything else.

      They had to trudge through the wreckage to make their way to their rooms, their boots churning the melted snow and ashes to mud. Garin couldn't have become grimier, however, and his attention was far keener on the darkness pooling between the standing stones that the dwarves failed to illuminate with their torches. Not liking what the darkness might hide, Garin raised a hand and murmured, "Fashk." A yellow orb floated above his fingertips and lifted the night as well as his fear, though it provoked the Song to chorus a little louder.

      "Will they come back?" Rolan asked as their doors came into sight. "The Ravagers?"

      "I don't know." Maybe he should have lied to the boy, but Garin thought he deserved the truth. It was the least he had earned for trekking through the East.

      They reached the room Rolan shared with Wren and Ashelia, but he hesitated outside it. Then, without warning, the boy wrapped his arms around Garin's middle and hugged him tight. Garin returned it tentatively, trying to hide his wince as Rolan's embrace found his bruises.

      Without another word, the elf boy pulled away and flashed him a small smile, then slipped inside the room. Garin heard a surly greeting from Wren before the door closed.

      But his smile soon faded. Though the enemies and fires had gone, the Song remained. The sensation of it curling through him was not unpleasant exactly; to the contrary, it now had a harmonious and enticing lull. But thrumming from it was a power that made Garin feel uncertain. He feared to sleep while the Song still played.

      At that moment, Ilvuan, largely absent during the battle, reemerged.

      You did well, Listener, he said, an approving hum underlying the Song. Very well. Perhaps you are not deaf to the World after all.

      I'd rather be deaf now, Garin thought in return. How can I make the Song go away?

      The Singer did not seem pleased by that response. The Song never ceases. If you do not wish to hear it, you must stop listening.

      How? Garin didn't bother hiding his frustration. Devil or no, Ilvuan was in his mind and felt the shape of his every thought, at least when he cared to pay attention to them.

      The same way you close me out, Ilvuan hummed with surprising patience. Seal yourself to it. Push it away.

      Garin tried to rein in his own temper and closed his eyes. As he focused on it, the Song seemed to close all around him, filling the World with its celestial ambience. It was a syren's call, he knew well — but it didn't mean he wanted to stop listening.

      Yet if you wish to keep your nestmates safe, you must, Ilvuan said at his hesitation.

      He tried doing as the Singer suggested, pushing at the Song like he had resisted Ilvuan on several previous occasions. But it was like pushing at the wind; there was some resistance to his efforts, but nothing behind it as he pressed harder. The Song continued, swelling and ebbing like a river with the rains.

      He doubted he would receive any more assistance from the Singer. Besides, part of him wanted to accomplish this himself. Garin began trying other methods. He concentrated on listening to sounds outside of him and ignoring the Song. But after several minutes of this, he had succeeded in nothing more than wasting time. A similar exercise with the other senses proved similarly fruitless.

      Garin clenched his teeth, trying not to let his vexation get the best of him. He was running out of ideas and had made no progress. But he had one last thought, if little notion as to how to implement it. Instead of opening himself to his other senses, he tried insulating himself from them, diving fully into the space in his mind that both the Song and Ilvuan occupied. He felt the Singer's observation more strongly now, though it seemed disinterested, like a napping dog lazily watching its owner with one eye closed. Ignoring him, Garin tried to gather himself into one place rather than filling his mind as he was used to. The Song seemed to pale, some of the beauty fading as his attention pulled away. Heartened, Garin pressed further, firming the edges of himself into walls. He imagined himself a strongbox, the lid sealing shut, the key turning. He moved away from the Song and pried the last of his presence from it.

      Finally, silence. Silence be praised.

      Garin remained in that place for a long moment. Then, with a startle, he realized he had no sense of time there. Unsealing himself, he emerged slowly back into his mind, straining to detect any hint of the Song. But for a mercy, it had ceased.

      Ilvuan remained behind. As Garin's presence touched his, he radiated approval. You are not a hopeless human after all.

      Garin made clear his amusement at that, but voiced no further thoughts. For, as he came awake to his senses again, he realized someone was speaking to him.

      "Garin!"

      He opened his eyes and swayed. He was still standing, but as he once again saw, his balance suddenly failed.

      Hands caught and steadied him. "Yuldor take you, Garin, keep straight! You'll dash your skull on the stone!"

      His vision resolved to show Wren was the one holding him upright. Her expression was caught between annoyance and concern, the gold in her eyes spinning fast. Ash was smeared down the side of her nose. Her springy, black hair was matted with sweat and, he assumed, blood.

      Yet he wished he could hold her close and not fear she would pull away.

      His hands curled around to grip her arms, though his legs had steadied as his senses oriented. "You're alright?" he asked, his voice coming out strained and faint. "You're not hurt?"

      Her brow crinkled. "Yeah, I'm fine. I'm more concerned about you. You would have fallen if I hadn't caught you."

      "I'm fine."

      They stood there for a long moment, eyes meeting, then flitting away again. Neither let go.

      "Garin…"

      He turned his eyes toward her again and nearly did bash his head against the stone as she pulled him into a rough kiss.

      It only lasted a moment before Wren stepped away again, her gaze averted. Her voice was low as she spoke toward the churned ground.

      "You were brave out there tonight — braver than I thought you could be." She shook her head. "That didn't come out right. What I mean is, maybe I was wrong back in Elendol. And I'm sorry. I just—"

      "Wren," he cut in, his voice soft but firm. "You don't have to—"

      "No, I do." Her eyes rose to meet his. "We could have died tonight, Garin. We could die everyday we're out here in this wilderness. And I don't want to have regrets. Do you?"

      His throat felt as if a hand gripped it hard. "No," he croaked.

      She nodded sharply, then looked away again. "Good. Then we won't."

      Wren looked as if she'd walk away. Instead, she reached out and squeezed Garin's hand tight enough to hurt. Then, eyes downcast, she strode quickly toward her room.

      Garin watched her go before turning into his own door, heart fluttering in his chest.
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      Helnor woke him at dawn.

      Garin emerged from his room, puffy-eyed and exhausted. He tried to pull himself upright. After the events of the night before and his experiences with the Song, he was as drained as he'd ever been. But the Prime Warder hadn't slept a wink, nor had Falcon, who stood swaying at Helnor's shoulder, his eyes half-lidded. He couldn't complain of weariness before them. The bard gave him a small smile, and Garin only just mustered the will to return it.

      The sight of the village had not improved with the light, nor had the stench. Smoke and ash choked Garin's tortured lungs as the morning winds stirred the detritus into the air. The charred buildings had collapsed in on themselves, and even the great hall appeared little more than a pile of refuse. As he watched, dwarves moved through the black mound, appearing to search for something.

      "Were people trapped in the great hall," he asked Helnor, "when it was torched?"

      The Prime grimaced. "Unfortunately. No survivors found. Plenty of bones, though. That reminds me — Ashelia has something for you. She wanted to give it to you before we set out."

      Wondering what it could be, Garin nodded and turned to see Wren and Rolan emerging from their room. Though shadows encircled her eyes, Wren's golden tendrils were bright and alive. Her gaze flitted to meet his for a moment. He wondered if she was thinking of their kiss, as he was. He'd held the memory of it close as he drifted off to sleep, and it was the first thing he thought of when he awoke. Amid all the horrors he'd witnessed and committed, it had been his sole shining light. Hope blossomed in him that what they had shared in the past might be shared again.

      He gave her a small smile, and as she returned it, the cold of the day did not seem so biting.

      His attention was brought around as Helnor, frowning down at his nephew, said, "And what do you think you're doing?"

      Rolan crossed his arms and glared defiantly up at his uncle. "Going with everyone else."

      Wren, with a last lingering glance at Garin, turned and put a hand on the boy's shoulder. "He's been holed up in that room all night, Helnor. Surely he can come with us. It won't be any more dangerous than the rest of this journey."

      The Prime's scowl was quickly replaced by a rueful smile. "You have your mother's spirit. I'd forgotten how stubborn she was when we were young. As long as you get her permission, I won't stop you, Little Tree Frog."

      Rolan brightened. "Thank you, Uncle Helnor!"

      "Don't thank me yet." The large elf turned, waving the others after him.

      Garin fell into step next to Wren, and she spared him another fleeting smile. But he recognized that look and didn't push for conversation. When Wren had set her mind to something, tender feelings were the last thing that should be discussed.

      As they walked into the devastated town proper, Ashelia emerged into view from behind the sooty shambles. Upon seeing them, she approached, looking nearly as dirty as the surrounding ruins. In her hands, she carried a sword, the steel and hilt also covered in soot. It wasn't her rapier; that hung at her hip, and the blade was the wrong shape besides. He wondered what she had it for and how long she'd been searching the debris for survivors. The thought made him imagine all those people burning.

      Just like the Ravagers you burned?

      With an effort, he pushed away the painful memory as Ashelia reached them. After a smile at her son, she turned to Garin.

      "Garin. I'd like a word." Her voice was roughened from the smoke she'd inhaled.

      "Sure." Stepping aside from the others, Garin glanced at Wren over his shoulder to find her staring back at him. He turned away, wondering what Ashelia meant to say to him — or give to him, as Helnor had implied.

      When they were out of earshot, Ashelia faced him. "We should be on our way as soon as we can, so I'll keep this short." She held up the sword she carried, offering it hilt first to him while holding it by the cross-guard.

      Garin gingerly took it. He guessed the sword had been caught in the flames, for not only was it filmed in grime, but its grip was naked of leather, though the wooden hilt beneath somehow remained intact. Yet as he took the cold metal in hand and examined the blade, something seemed familiar about the sword. He wiped his thumb over the flat of the metal, and his breath caught as azure runes shone from beneath the soot.

      "Is this—?"

      "Velori," she confirmed before he could finish. "Queen Geminia's gift to Tal."

      Garin turned the sword over, as if something on the other side might deny the truth before him. "So he was here. He was in Vathda. And that really was him speaking last night."

      "So I suspect. Along with his sword, I found the Binding Ring he carried."

      He looked up to meet Ashelia's eyes. After the sleepless night, they were bloodshot and swollen, but the silver swirled in them like a thundercloud stirring into a storm.

      He didn't want to ask what he knew he must.

      "Why wouldn't he have Velori, Ashelia?"

      She shook her head. "The man who might have told us is dead. Lord Dathal was found at the mouth of a cave that leads to one of the town's subterranean farms. Three other dwarves died with him, though they seem to have killed a dozen Ravagers before they fell. Someone had burned half the bodies, perhaps to hide their identities."

      With a start, Garin realized he'd never spoken of what had happened there. He averted his eyes, not wanting to see her reaction. "I know. I was the one who burned them."

      From the corner of his vision, he saw Ashelia become still. After a moment, she murmured, "Was it your devil?"

      If only. He shrugged. "Not exactly."

      A moment more passed before Ashelia reached out and gripped his shoulder — a significant act for elves, he knew, who did not often openly touch others.

      "Never mind that," she said, speaking as if she understood what truly weighed on his mind. "We will worry about it later. For now, we must follow the tracks and find what we may."

      Tal, he interpreted in his mind. Hopefully still alive. He held the sword back out toward Ashelia, careful to offer the hilt as she had.

      She hesitated, then shook her head. "You should keep it, Garin. I think he would want you to have it."

      He stared, disbelieving, for a long moment before retracting his arm. Velori was Tal's sword. It wasn't only that it was an enchanted blade, or that the weight and balance of it were unfamiliar. Somehow, it made him feel like he had as a child when he'd worn his father's old clothes, fetched from a chest where his mother kept them tucked away. Like he was pretending to be someone he was not.

      Nevertheless, he nodded and kept it as he followed her back to their company.

      Though the others glanced at the sword Garin now held, only Wren seemed to make note of it. She raised an inquisitive eyebrow. He shook his head. Ashelia was right; they'd wasted enough time as it was. Wren's expression tightened, but she seemed to accept it.

      While he'd been gone, the stors had joined their group. Helnor explained that the loyal beasts had been rounded up the night before as the riders found their mounts. There were six of them there, enough to carry them, though two would have to ride double in addition to Rolan and Ashelia. As he looked for his own beast, he realized Horn was not among them.

      At his query, the Prime gave him a sympathetic slap on the back. "Horn's the only one missing. You'll have to ride with Wren instead, if she's amenable to it."

      Garin turned away from Helnor's knowing grin. That was one problem in traveling in such a close-knit company: secrets were hard to keep, and troubles doubly so. He could only hope that, after their moment the night before, his and Wren's were finally at an end.

      He tried to reclaim some of his belief as he approached Wren, who already sat atop her stor, Lighthoof. A smile curled the corner of her lips.

      "Don't look so sheepish," she admonished. "I kissed you back, didn't I? Just don't stab me or Lightfoot with that sword — wrap it in this."

      Grinning with relief, Garin did as she bade, winding the stor's riding blanket around the ever-sharp blade and tucking it through the straps of the saddle. It was a poor method of securing it, but until they might find another scabbard for Velori, it was the best he could do.

      When all were ready, Helnor led their company north of the town, following a wide swath of tracks that even Garin's untrained eyes could pick out from the snow. These were made by the Ravagers, the Prime explained, which obscured the first set of tracks presumably made by Tal. Still, they reasoned that if they followed the Ravagers, they would likely be led to him.

      No one voiced the worry of what they might find at the end of that path. That they had not prepared to leave Vathda spoke their suspicions loudly enough.

      They followed the trail at a swift pace. The sun had emerged from behind the mountains, its light and warmth welcome. Garin found himself finally coming alert under the brightening day, the brisk winds, and their urgent task. As they rode, he often leaned over to check that Velori was still secured to Lighthoof's saddle. So far, his jury-rigged system seemed to be holding.

      The trail went on for mile after mile. Kaleras, who had dragged himself out of bed to join them, had lost his erect posture and looked about ready to fall out of the saddle. Yet with dogged toughness, the warlock held on. The others were in little better shape, either having fought the night before, stayed up all night, or both. Even Rolan, who had at first nearly bounced atop Ashelia's stor with unrestrained excitement, now sagged and looked drearily over the unchanging scenery.

      Still, they pressed on. No one intended to relent without discovering Tal's fate.

      Helnor frowned often as he studied the snow, but there seemed little opportunity for missing the tracks. The ledge they followed continued in one direction, with an impassable slope to the left and a treacherous fall to the right. Garin wondered if the flight through the dark might have ended in a sudden fall, then put the possibility from his mind.

      Tal can't die that way, he told himself. He just can't.

      But hadn't Tal himself claimed he was nothing more than a man? Even with all the sorcery he possessed, an unlucky plunge might kill him just the same.

      Garin's attention jerked back to the present when Helnor and Ashelia, who rode at the fore, called the company to a halt. His heart beat quicker as he led Kaleras' stor up to the front, moving cautiously so as not to disturb any tracks. But the Prime didn't seem concerned with it, for his gaze was settled on a spot near the cliff's edge.

      As he came abreast of him, Garin saw the blood streaking across the snow, all the way to the brink.

      He heard the others speaking, but he couldn't attend to their words. It was like the experience of hearing the Song: the World falling away, his mind narrowing in on a single, inescapable notion. He stared, and the scene played out in his mind.

      Garin found he was shaking his head, his eyes flitting around the area. Snow was trampled across a small plateau underneath a black, rocky outcropping. Unless the ledge continued on the other side of the boulder, the trail ended here.

      His gaze returned to the bloodstains.

      "Are they from him?" Wren asked curtly. "Is it Tal's blood?"

      "I don't know," Helnor answered without looking around.

      The Prime dismounted, prowling around the edge of the clearing to move to the rocky outcropping. Ashelia continued to stare at the spot, unmoving, oblivious to Rolan's repeated questions. "What's happened, Momua? What's happening?"

      Aelyn and Kaleras had dismounted as well, both grave as they slowly walked over the patch of snow. Aelyn's lips moved, muttering words to himself, while the warlock remained completely silent.

      Garin finally slid off of Lighthoof's back. He didn't know what use he could be to the search. Yet in that moment, it seemed better to do something useless than nothing at all.

      "It's him." Wren's hard words did not seem directed at anyone in particular. "He fell."

      "Wren!" Falcon sounded aghast at her callous tone, but also halfway to laughing, to Garin's perplexity. "Don't jump to conclusions. Our Tal is more than capable of staging his death — after all, he's done it more than once before!"

      Wren only scowled and crossed her arms. She hadn't dismounted, clearly seeing no point to it.

      Privately, Garin agreed more with Wren's assessment with each passing moment. From the expressions of the others, no good news was forthcoming as they drifted together again.

      "Prints lead up the outcropping, then come down," Helnor said, his broad shoulders bowed. "But they don't lead anywhere else."

      "Sorcery was cast here," Aelyn said. "I cannot say what spells precisely, only that they were powerful workings."

      He cast a sidelong glance at Kaleras, as if worried the warlock might contradict him. But Kaleras only stared at the snow, brow furrowed, seeming to sort out a puzzle.

      "A stor is below." It was Ashelia who spoke now. She stared straight ahead, not looking at any of them.

      "Tal's body isn't," Wren added.

      Helnor frowned, looking again around them as if he might have missed something. "Ravagers might have taken him and killed the stor. They might have captured him alive."

      "Comrades!" Falcon was staring at each of them like they'd gone mad, though it was his smile that looked cracked to Garin. "You can't believe he's dead, surely? This is Tal Harrenfel we're speaking of! The Man of a Thousand Names! The Devil Killer of Elendol! Need I remind you of all he's survived? A fall from a cliff is certainly not the way he'll end, if indeed anything might finish him!"

      But far from convincing the company, Falcon's words seemed to further impress the truth on them. Garin sucked in a breath, then spoke what he suspected nobody else wanted to say.

      "If the stor fell, Tal probably did too. There would be no reason for the Ravagers to push it off." He looked at Helnor, who confirmed the supposition with a nod.

      "Then he's dead, or will be soon," Wren concluded. She turned her stor away. "Fine. Now we know."

      "He's not dead, daughter!" Falcon openly laughed now, a manic edge to it. "He's not dead!"

      But Garin saw that no one else believed it. They knew the most likely conclusion before them. The Ravagers didn't take prisoners, after all. They took heads.

      There was only one thing any of them could reasonably believe.

      Tal was dead.
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      Tal's muscles burned like they were lashed again with Heyl's flames.

      The mountain he labored up seemed endless. He was bent double, and simply continuing to draw in air seemed a monumental task. He barely saw where he went, barely raised his head to the guide before him.

      The man behind the legend revealed, he thought with a weary smile.

      Pim moved ahead of him, implacable and unforgiving in their pace. Tal had nearly begged him to move slower, but the elf had refused, claiming Tal had to keep moving or risk stopping altogether. It was a merciless command, one only a man devoid of all pity could have given.

      But then again, he is Extinguished.

      He'd had little time to process that fact. They'd barely taken a moment to breathe, much less think, since leaving the outcropping where Tal had intended to make his last stand against the Ravagers. Pim had only delayed their departure for as long as it took to obscure their path. First, he sorcerously shoved the poor departed stor over the cliff to make it seem as if Tal had fallen to his death. Then he had swept their footsteps clean with a scouring wind. Pim had maintained the effort as they climbed the mountain slope, the elf hiding any evidence of their passage even after he summoned footholds from the cliff side to make their ascent possible.

      Only he's not an elf, is he?

      He thought of it again, of the true identity of the man to whom, even now, he entrusted his life.

      Extinguished.

      Yuldor's servant sorcerers were four in number according to every tale Tal had heard. During his lifetime, he'd met three. Soltor, who tricked him into becoming the Magebutcher and later stole Falcon's face. The Thorn, his adversary in Elendol on both occasions. And Inanis, who coerced him into acting as Death's Hand in the darkness of Dhuulheim.

      And now there was Pim.

      If he was the fourth, or Inanis in a different guise, he could not tell. There were certainly resemblances to Inanis — if not in appearance, then in manner: the teasing irony, the effortless manipulation, the almost mystical prescience.

      But he can't be the same.

      The Extinguished in the mines had made Tal, adrift and friendless, dance to his strings in service of his master. He'd been arrogant and seemed almost bored in his role. He would not have risked any discomfort to save Tal.

      Yet here Pim was, trekking through the mountain snows, leading him to where Tal might be healed. He'd saved Tal's life twice. He had no reason to doubt his intentions.

      Except, of course, that he's Extinguished.

      As soon as they stopped, there would be a reckoning. But first, they had to achieve their aim.

      Pim had told Tal little enough of their immediate destination, only that it would be a safe place for Tal to recover enough to make the rest of the trek to where he might be truly healed. More than once, it occurred to him that this might all be a cruel jape on Pim's part, a diverting pastime for Yuldor to observe from afar. But even if it was, he had no choice but to follow. He lacked food, water, and shelter beyond what Pim carried. Velori had been left back in Vathda, and the Binding Ring as well — just when it might have been of some use. His sorcery alone, as much poison as panacea, would not preserve him for long in isolation.

      Much as he hated to admit it, he needed Pim.

      If I need a Soulstealer to survive, Tal mulled, I've lived too long.

      "Almost there," Pim called back suddenly. "Hold on a little longer, Skaldurak."

      Tal had no breath to answer. Vaguely, he noticed the slope leveling beneath his feet. He raised his head, but through his haze of exhaustion, he could make out no more than the impression of a basin with a frozen glacial lake surrounded by squat mountains.

      Just as he began to lower his eyes to his feet again and continue his shuffle forward, movement in the corner of his eye startled him. Tal jerked his head back up and squinted at the shadow lifting into the air, silhouetted by the bright clouds. It was too large to be a natural bird, far too large. A roc? The great hawks were far from harmless, but preferable to many of the creatures haunting the Eastern mountains.

      Then his vision resolved enough for him to make out not two legs on the beast, but four. He froze in place, fear and foreboding forcing the instincts of prey upon him.

      A gryphon stalked them.

      From his tutelage under the warlock Elis, Tal knew far more of the beast than was comfortable. A monster blended from an eagle and a lion, it inherited the potent hunting abilities of both predators. Its wings spread wide like the sails of a ship, and its body was as long as a small fishing vessel's hull. Its physique, lean and powerful, held a wiry strength beyond its slightness and was dusted in a coat that vacillated between feathers and fur. Its front legs had the deadly talons of a raptor, while its hind legs were thick and powerful, such as a leopard might possess to eviscerate adversaries. Its head had the shape and beak of a bird, but the thick chest and, in the males, the feathered mane was such as any lion would have been envious to possess.

      It had all the faculties of a hunter, and the clever mind to employ them. And, unfortunately for Tal, gryphons were supremely territorial around their nesting grounds — upon which, he guessed, they now intruded.

      "We have to hide!" he wheezed to Pim. "Gryphon!"

      He stumbled over to his guide and seized his sleeve, fear overcoming his revulsion of touching Pim. Yet Tal was shocked into silence as the fell warlock turned and grinned at him, not seeming the least bit alarmed.

      "I thought you understood the Nightkin, Bran. Or do you prefer Barrows, or Harrenfel, perhaps?"

      The sorcerer was crazed — but then, Tal couldn't have expected any less from one of Yuldor's old apprentices. Abandoning his attempts at reason, Tal scanned the surrounding area for any likely hiding place. But they walked over a frozen tundra. There were no trees to cower beneath, and no shelter larger than the occasional boulder, which would pose no great barrier to a gryphon.

      They would have to make a stand. As long as I can stand.

      He was busy looking for a defensible spot when Pim's hand slapped on his chest with a squelch. He nearly fell over in his surprise. The stench caused him to look down, where he saw the warlock was smearing some foul-smelling paste over his cloak and coat. It reeked of fish and deer's innards and dried-out excrement. For a moment, he gagged too much to object.

      "Spread this everywhere you can," Pim said matter-of-factly. "And quickly, if you value your guts on the inside of your body."

      "What?" Tal finally managed to exclaim. His hands had risen to hover over the blob of brownish paste slowly dripping down his clothes.

      The Extinguished gestured impatiently. "Quickly! It is your only chance of survival."

      Tal's hands moved of their own accord, doing as Pim instructed, while his eyes followed the gryphon's flight above, circling closer to the ground with each pass. He spread the revolting pap everywhere he could reach — his arms, his legs, even up his neck. When he hesitated at his head, Pim snorted a laugh and, with a flick of the flask he'd taken the paste from, upended more over his hood.

      "You will smell worse if you are dead," his guide pointed out.

      Knowing he had no choice but to trust this man who should be his enemy, Tal took his debasement further still.

      Their putrid ablution complete, Tal watched the gryphon and asked, "Now what?"

      "Now we wait for the magnificent beast to come to us."

      "What?" Tal took a step away from the sorcerer, as if that might preserve him from his fate. "That's your plan?"

      "Bran, Barrows, Harrenfel — you really ought to tell me your preference of name, for the ease of conversation—"

      "Just Tal."

      Pim smiled indulgently. "Ah — so you do yearn to fulfill your legend. Well, Tal, what you have spread over yourself is a concoction that mimics the stench of gryphon offspring — including their pheromones, which are not easily extracted and preserved, I can assure you."

      Slow as fear and exhaustion made his mind, the strategy finally dawned on him. "Gryphons largely identify other creatures by smell."

      "Precisely! So even when our shapes show us to be prey, the evidence of their nares will override any predatory instincts and foster nurturing feelings in their place."

      Tal found himself speechless as the gryphon swooped within fifty feet, close enough that he could feel the wind from its wings. Though he was glad to know the rationale behind the Soulstealer's plan, it did little to ease the terror suffusing his body. If Pim was wrong, he could always be resurrected by his master.

      Tal had no such luxury.

      "Try not to move!" Pim shouted as the gryphon suddenly banked toward the ground and, with an outstretching of its wings, alighted on the snow before them.

      Tal moved his head to the side, careful not to meet the gryphon's eyes. To hold its gaze would be to issue a challenge, and he doubted any amount of fledgling scat could avert a fight then. From the corner of his vision, he made note of the beast. It appeared to be female from the lack of a mane and her smaller size. Her shoulders came to Tal's chest, and her head, proudly erect, rose higher still. Her eyes were golden and had the severe shape of an eagle's. She cocked her head as she examined them. The gryphon had appeared intimidating in the air; now, standing before them, she was more terrifying still.

      The Nightkin beast edged forward to continue her cautious investigation. Pim, despite all his bravado, now stood completely still. Tal followed his lead, trying not to show fear and making no movement other than breathing. The World seemed to sway around him. He wondered if he would faint, and if that might help or hurt their case.

      The creature began to circle them, maintaining a scant distance of a dozen feet. Tal longed to follow her progress behind them. All too easily could he imagine her talons tearing through his flesh, her sharp beak ripping his head from his shoulders. His bladder bucked insistently inside him. He wondered if, for the first time, he might experience the fear that made some men wet themselves.

      The gryphon appeared around the other side, edging closer still. He could see the muscles rippling beneath her rich beige plumage, see every well-groomed feather atop her shining white head. She circled around to stand before them.

      Then she stopped.

      This is it. Now she'll recognize us for what we are. Now she'll lunge.

      She moved toward them. Tal readied to bring the dam inside him crumbling down. The temptation was almost too much to resist, and he barely held it at bay.

      The gryphon stepped up before Tal. Bowing its great head, it nudged his chest so he stumbled a step back. He looked up and, in his astonishment, accidentally met the gryphon's eyes. No detectable emotion lay in those predatory eyes, no sign of what she might do. Yet she didn't attack. Instead, she slowly edged her beak forward.

      With a mother's gentleness, the gryphon began to preen Tal's hair.
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      "Now what?" Tal asked of Pim later, after they had escaped the attentions of the mother gryphon.

      They had moved to the shore of the frozen lake and begun to make camp there. After she had properly groomed them to her satisfaction, the great beast had launched herself into the air and, with crooning calls, returned to her young on the opposite side of the lake. Only as she flew away was Tal able to breathe again.

      In other circumstances, their surroundings might have been idyllic. Even frozen over, the pale green hue of the lake's waters shone through as the sun touched upon the glossy surface. Peaks surrounded the shallow basin, snow-capped sentinels to their mountain oasis. But with the gryphon nest nestled along a cliff's nook on the opposite bank, its three occupants just visible through a break in the stone, Tal's rest was far from easy. Looming largest in his mind was where the father drake might be off to, and how unhappy he would be to return to intruders in his territory.

      The Extinguished paused in his preparations and grinned. "Now we rest."

      "Surrounded by gryphons?"

      "Guarded by gryphons. They are fiercely loyal to their nest, you know. Even if your pursuit happens to follow us up here, we will not need to raise a finger to defend ourselves."

      Tal frowned, struck by the irony that, oddly enough, it wouldn't be the first time gryphons had defended him from Ravagers. When he had hunted down Hellexa Yoreseer's tome years before, he had only escaped the headhunters by stirring up a gryphon nest along the way.

      "Then we're safe from the gryphons? They won't recognize us?"

      "We are safe." Pim drew the shelter taut with one of the tying ropes, then let out a satisfied sigh. "There, that ought to do! Though perhaps continuing to receive baths from our new mother might be prudent."

      Tal, remembering the petrifying experience an hour before, repressed a shudder. "I'd rather sleep in the filth. But if we're safe, then I have questions for you. Many questions."

      "Of course you do. But perhaps you would like to ask them sitting at a fire?"

      Before Tal could question the wisdom of lighting a fire in the nesting grounds, fearing the smoke might be rather alarming to the Nightkin beasts, Pim had muttered a word and spread his hand over a piece of broken timber he had claimed from a fallen tree. At once, flames leaped over the wood to cover it, crackling and spreading heat and smoke into the air. No amount of reservations could keep Tal from edging closer and stretching his hands toward the fire. He could have cried at the reprieve from the cold; his remaining fingers felt as absent as his missing ones from numbness.

      Pim watched him, the black in his eyes spinning. He seemed as little affected by the warmth as the cold. Tal wondered if beings with as little remaining mortality as he felt such sensations anymore, much less were bothered by them. But it wasn't the most pressing of his queries.

      "So," his strange companion prompted him. "You wished to ask a question."

      Tal slowly nodded. He expected to begin with the immediate mysteries surrounding Pim: why an Extinguished would save him not once, but twice; what his intentions for Tal were; why he'd led him to Vathda only to be captured. But his first question took him by surprise.

      "We've met before, haven't we?"

      A strain of sorrow seemed to enter Pim's expression. With his entire appearance an illusion, Tal knew better than to trust it. He hardened his will as he waited for a response.

      "I wondered when you would guess." The fell warlock looked out over the frozen lake. "Yes, Tal. We are quite well acquainted."

      "You were Inanis once. The elf who was advisor to Lord Yardin."

      "Much as I regret to say it, I once claimed that role and name."

      "You betrayed him." Tal found his temper rising, and could think of little reason to stop it. "You made me betray him." Kill him, he amended in his head, but it hardly needed to be said.

      Pim accepted his anger impassively, showing nothing more than that small, sad smile. His coal-laced eyes swirled slowly.

      "As I recall, I then freed you," he said quietly. "I preserved you from your fate."

      "Not out of any kindness in your rotten heart. 'So you may serve our Lord again' — isn't that what you told me?"

      "So I remember."

      Tal narrowed his eyes at the man sitting across from him. By all appearances, he seemed an ordinary elf. He did not strut and flash his feathers as Soltor had in the Ruins of Erlodan. He did not gloat and revel in his atrocities like the Thorn. But he was Extinguished. He was one of Yuldor's four apprentices, those who had given up all they knew, all they loved, to embrace a black power and terrorize a continent. And as Inanis, he'd commanded Tal to assassinate dwarves — good-hearted dwarves, he'd learned afterward, all to incite civil war among the clans, as the Thorn had done in Elendol.

      And yet he'd saved Tal without any stated conditions — not once, but twice in the past week. He claimed to know where Tal's maladies might be healed.

      Can even an Extinguished have a change of heart?

      It was too preposterous a question to consider. Yet here he was, contemplating exactly that.

      "Why did you save me? And how?"

      Pim nodded, evidently expecting the questions. "I had been seeking you, Tal. Ever since I felt Thartol return to the Heart, I knew you were precisely the man I needed. So I came to the border, hoping to have guessed your intentions accurately."

      "My intentions?"

      The sorcerer cocked his head in that curious manner of his. "First Soltor, then Thartol. You were moving east, ever east, and slaying Yuldor's disciples as you did. It seemed a pattern — one that could only end at Ikvaldar."

      Tal smiled his wolf's smile, even as his mind pondered the revelations. "You'd best hope it's not a pattern. Or else you're next."

      The Extinguished laughed at that. "I can only hope I have done enough to save myself!"

      Tal ignored the mocking note in Pim's words. "You say you need me. Why, and what for?"

      "Should I be manacled? Is this an interrogation?" Pim was shifting now, like a boy made to sit too long — like how Rolan might behave, he presumed. For a moment, he remembered the boy and his frog; then, inevitably, he thought of his mother. A heavy sorrow fell on him that was difficult to shrug.

      His companion was watching him. When Tal gave no reaction, his grin faded. "It is no great mystery why, Tal. You have the blessing of the Heart. You are Skaldurak. You are a tool any side in this war would be fortunate to employ."

      Pim hadn't truly answered his question, but Tal's mind was already seizing upon another. "Skaldurak — you Soulstealers keep calling me that."

      "What could be more appropriate? 'Stone in the Wheel' — quite a flattering label, really."

      Tal raised an eyebrow. "I could think of better titles."

      "Then clearly, you require some context." Pim leaned forward, and Tal sensed a story coming. How many lies will I be fed now?

      "Yuldor Soldarin was, as we both know, once a mortal — an elf from Elendol, as my previous tale implied. In him, talent and ambition were perfectly matched, and though originating from an expunged family, he quickly ascended to power and respect."

      "I know all this," Tal interrupted. "How is it relevant?" Though he knew it might be valuable to hear more of Yuldor's origins, the pain that still curled around his bones inspired little patience.

      Pim only smiled. "I invoke his past for context. Ever since he was thrown into muck, his House all but dismantled, Yuldor has been obsessed with accumulating power. But it has never been tyranny that he sought, nor the comforts that power may provide, but progress."

      "Progress." Tal barked a laugh. "He thinks war is progress?"

      "Of course not! War and the strife it brings are unfortunate outgrowths of advancement. But to his mind, the presence of negative externalities does not mean his endeavors should cease. He believes that, one day, he will establish a greater good — one that will justify every sin he has committed, every sacrifice he has been forced to make."

      A bitter smile forced its way onto Tal's lips. "Paradise," he guessed.

      Pim eyed him, the black tendrils in his eyes spinning faster. "Precisely. Paradise — and the progress and peace integral to its conception — are what Yuldor wishes to gift upon the World, not the privation and pestilence that presently plague it. His is, at its core, a noble goal."

      Tal stared flatly at his companion. "And one you evidently still believe in."

      The Extinguished shrugged. "In a certain manner. But two may share a vision and approach it with differing methods."

      "And yet they might both still be scoundrels." Tal gave him a cutting smile. "Now what's this to do with me?"

      Pim sighed. "You are an obstinate man. Your name becomes clearer to me each day we spend together. 'Stone in the Wheel' — at its core, it is simple as metaphors go. The wheel, as one of mortals' first tools, represents progress to Yuldor — and you are the stone that impedes that progress."

      Tal had to admit, he was almost disappointed. "That's it? I'm a bump in the road?"

      The Extinguished smiled with all the trappings of sympathy. "You must admit, even with all you have accomplished, Tal Harrenfel, you remain but a man with a mortal's shortcomings. You have slain my comrades, true; some on multiple occasions! But in beings that cannot truly be killed, what is the loss of a few years? Progress might be slowed, even by one mortal — but you will never outlast a god."

      "A god." Tal did not bother to repress his sneer. "Is that what you believe your master to be, then? Even having seen him as a man?"

      "Not despite — because. Knowing Yuldor as he was before only demonstrates how little of the profane remains in him. He is a god, Skaldurak — or as close to a god as this World has ever known."

      He couldn't help but laugh — at the absurdity of it or the terror, he didn't know.

      "And the Whispering Gods and the Night — I suppose they pale before your Peacebringer?"

      Pim shrugged. "They were gods as well, once. But that is another story entirely." The Extinguished rose nimbly, not seeming to possess the normal aches a man would after sitting cross-legged for a time. "We must finish preparing camp before dark. And I am sure you require sustenance after today's trials."

      Truth be told, Tal did feel shaky with hunger. But he didn't move from where he sat.

      "You haven't answered my question still. What do you want with me, Pim? Why did you seek me out and save me? You know me to be nothing more than a man. Why, then, do you go to the effort of keeping me alive?"

      The disguised elf paused. Then a slow smile spread across his lips.

      "A man can always become more, Tal Harrenfel. Even a mortal may touch divinity."

      Tal stared up at him. In that moment, he understood that Pim knew what he was. Perhaps he didn't have the words for it; perhaps he just wasn't sharing them. But somehow, Hellexa Yoreseer's theories and predictions were not as secret as he'd hoped. The Thorn had sought to use Tal to unseat Yuldor as well before Tal overcame him. He wondered if he'd blundered his way into being the pawn for a different Extinguished.

      "You should get some rest," Pim said. His tone might have been kindly coming from another. "We have a long journey ahead of us tomorrow."

      "And where would that be to? You've told me precious little of how you intend to kill this 'canker' of mine."

      "Even immortality does not grant omniscience, Tal. We must go where we can find healing for afflictions such as yours. To someone who has treated karkadosi such as the one you experience now. We must go to the Nightelves."

      Tal stared, wondering if he'd heard him correctly. "The Nightelves?"

      Pim smiled again, then turned and walked away. "I will fetch more wood if you set a pot to boil!" he called over his shoulder.

      Tal was left with nothing to do but stare at his back, then reluctantly go about the task as he was bidden.
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      Tal is dead.

      The thought echoed through Garin's head as he sat silently with the others. No one spoke, yet it seemed as if they murmured the same chorus to each other for how it resonated throughout the room.

      They had not returned swiftly after the conclusion had been drawn. Desperate hope and a Warder's meticulousness led them to tramp about the scene a dozen times over. Helnor had even made the arduous climb down to the fallen stor to see if it might lend any clues. They had all followed the Ravagers' path down to the road. Nothing had yielded any more fruit than their original investigation.

      There was only one thing they could reasonably believe. Yet Garin could still not accept it.

      Out of desperation, he had reached out to Ilvuan. The Singer had found Tal once before in Elendol; Garin thought he might do so again. But though they had communicated earlier in Vathda, his old devil was absent now. Garin wondered fearfully why that might be, but could come to no solid conclusions.

      When every possibility had been exhausted, they had finally returned to Vathda and their rooms there. Each had responded to the inevitable conclusion in their own way. Wren and her father had been the most outspoken in their reactions, though they demonstrated opposite opinions.

      Falcon repeatedly denied what all knew to be true, often laughing in disbelief at what he claimed to be a jape on them. "You know how Tal can be," the bard appealed to them. "He's faked his death what, twice before? Why not a third occasion?"

      So he prattled on until his daughter inevitably snapped at him. "Quiet, Father! Quit playing the fool for once in your life and face the facts. Tal is dead; everyone knows Tal is dead. Why can't you just accept that and sit down?"

      His own despair seemed to bring with it a strange clarity. Garin saw her anger for what it was: the only way she could confront the truth. Yet he knew of no way to comfort her. So he bowed his head and dreamed of sinking into himself, never to rise.

      Ashelia shared his feelings. Despite Rolan's anxious inquiries as to if she were ill, she barely spoke two words together. More than for anyone else, Garin wished he had solace to give her. She had once been Tal's lover, and might have been again, from the final interactions he'd witnessed between them. Tal meant more to her than anyone else, even Falcon.

      Even me.

      Helnor, in a misguided attempt at reassurance, or perhaps to cope in his own way, had begun spinning out theories for how their presumptions could have been mistaken.

      "Even a fall like that might not have killed him. Maybe we saw no tracks from the stor because he used sorcery to disguise his trail — smoothing the snow behind him with a gust, say. That's possible, isn't it, Aelyn?"

      His House-brother only sneered, his reply even uglier than Wren's. "Possible, yes. But it is far more likely he finally paid back the Mother for all the luck he's spent over the years."

      "What's that supposed to mean?" Falcon's one hand clenched in a fist, his joviality melting before Aelyn's smugness.

      The mage's eyes burned with emotion, swirling like a fire stirred in a gale. "It means he died as he lived — a fool."

      "You piss-eyed, goat-sucking—"

      "Enough."

      Ashelia did not speak loudly, nor even lift her head, but the argument ceased at once. Both her House-brother and the bard looked around much like boys caught in some wrongdoing.

      "This news is hard for all of us to bear." Ashelia's words suddenly choked off, and she turned her head as if to hide her tears. A moment later, she seemed to find herself, for she straightened and raised her gaze to find Garin's. The tears in her whorling eyes seemed like rain falling from a thundercloud. "Some more than others," she whispered.

      Garin looked aside, clenching his teeth.

      "But," Ashelia pressed on, "we must decide what comes next. We cannot impose on the Hardrog clan when they have suffered such recent losses. Particularly not when the raid may have been Tal's fault."

      He looked up, surprised from his daze. Almost, she sounded accusing of the man, though laying the Ravagers' wrongdoings on Tal, particularly after his death, seemed too cruel to imagine, most of all from Ashelia. As if ashamed by her words, the Peer's gaze lowered to her son, who sat in her lap.

      Silence reigned for a few moments before Falcon broke it. "Well, it's obvious, isn't it? We have to follow the Ravagers!"

      Garin looked around at the bard with everyone else and didn't bother to hide his incredulity.

      Falcon crossed his arms. "If Tal's alive, then they'll either be pursuing him or holding him captive. Either way, we'll have a trail to follow."

      "And if he's dead?" Aelyn asked, sarcasm dripping from every word.

      "If he is" — the bard's tone made it clear what he thought of that possibility — "then we'll make doubly sure of it, and perhaps kill some of the Enemy's hounds."

      "Only you won't be doing the killing," the mage retorted.

      "Or we might turn back."

      Garin turned with a start toward Helnor, who had spoken. Of their companions, he hadn't expected the Prime Warder to be the one to turn tail. Evidently, he wasn't proud of the suggestion; his broad shoulders were bowed, his posture slumped.

      "Elendol is at war with itself," Helnor said at the looks from the others. "The East is shrouded in winter. And my nephew travels with us. There are a hundred reasons to return to the Westreach, and only one to continue."

      "Only one?" Falcon objected. "Only the reason we ventured into this gods-forsaken land in the first place, you mean?"

      Garin wished he could be doing anything but discussing this. Seeking an escape from his own misery, he looked around to those remaining silent. Ashelia, though she had initiated the deliberations, seemed to have relapsed into sorrow. Rolan had fallen silent and watched the adults with round eyes. Wren leaned against the wall, her muscles bunched tight, clearly frustrated that there was no obvious way forward. Aelyn observed the proceedings with a smirk that Garin wanted to wipe off his face with a slap. And Kaleras—

      Even as he turned to him, the old warlock stood and drew the attention of the room to him.

      His response to Tal's death had been hidden behind his usual stony expression. Garin didn't expect much mourning from him. All he'd heard and seen of their relationship had been an old antagonism bred from Tal's sins against the Circle, though they'd always seemed to know each other better than enemies. But finally, Kaleras looked to have found what he wanted to say.

      "There is a third way." He paused, letting his words sink in. "It seems Tal is dead. Seeking him would be foolhardy and fruitless, and revenge will bring us no closer to the victory we must achieve. But neither can we turn back. The Eternal Animus is centered here, in the East. Inevitably, we must bring war to the Enemy himself."

      Silence greeted the warlock's statements as he looked around at each of them with shadowed eyes. Garin assumed everyone else clung to Kaleras' every word, just as he did. The question on their minds almost rang inside his skull.

      What third way?

      "This is what Tal meant to do," Kaleras continued. "In Halenhol, he entrusted to me a book, a curiosity written by an Easterner sorceress. In its pages lays a theory as to the origins of Yuldor's power, and how his reign might be disrupted. Tal trusted this theory; he wagered his life on it. For he believed he was a Fount of Blood, a child of the Worldheart from which all sorcery pours into this plane of existence. He believed, too, that this affinity meant he might seize the Worldheart from Yuldor's possession, and thus make an end of the Enemy."

      Garin had known the truth. Yet hearing it said again made the possibility sound all the stranger and unbelievable.

      "I know this tome to be real," Aelyn said, somewhat less smug than before. "I saw it during our travels together from his swamp-infested town."

      "And he told me of the book on our way to Elendol," Falcon spoke up. "A Fable of Song and Blood, he called it."

      "A fable, indeed," Aelyn muttered.

      "I do not believe it to be a fable." Kaleras brought the room's attention back to him. "It speaks truth to irregularities I have noticed for years. Not least in Tal himself."

      "Irregularities?" Helnor queried.

      "You should know best of all, elf. How could Tal come to possess sorcery such as he wielded without a patron god or lineage of the Eldritch Blood?"

      The Prime shrugged. "I always assumed he was lying, or perhaps ignorant of the truth. That he had an elven ancestor, or was part of a secret cult, or something of the like. Wouldn't be the oddest lenual behavior I've seen."

      Kaleras shook his head. "About this, at least, he didn't lie. He has no elven heritage nor divine patronage. His sorcery is his own, come to him in greater strength than most elves could dream of."

      Aelyn's eyes brightened at this claim. But after Elendol, even he couldn't dispute it.

      "And his ancestry?" Helnor pressed. "How would you know about that?"

      Kaleras' jaw worked for a moment. "He is entirely human," he said finally. "I know this for a fact. Thus his magic derives from the Worldheart's Blood, as the book claimed."

      "What difference does any of this make?" Aelyn grated. "The man is dead. His lineage and capabilities are irrelevant."

      "They are not. For he is not the sole variety of Fount."

      "Founts of Song," Falcon murmured, his eyes rising to meet Garin's.

      The room's attention turned on Garin then. He tried not to squirm under the sudden scrutiny. Wren in particular studied him with narrowed eyes. Everyone seemed to expect something from him — but what that could be, he couldn't imagine.

      "I only know what Tal told me," he finally managed to say. "That Ilvuan — that is, my devil and the Nightsong are responsible for my sorcery. And that knowledge of this might draw the interest of the Thorn."

      "Precisely. You are a danger to the Enemy." Kaleras' gaze was unblinking as he stared at Garin. "You, as a Fount, might do what Tal intended: challenge Yuldor for the Worldheart."

      Challenge Yuldor.

      Garin had stood before he realized it. His vision blurred for a moment, and he felt so faint it seemed he must tumble over.

      "I'm not Tal," he heard himself say. "I can barely cast a spell. I'm nobody. I can't... I can't defy a god."

      Others responded, but Garin wasn't listening. Dodging around Helnor, who stood closest to the room's entrance, he pushed out into the frigid afternoon.

      Garin blinked into the bright sunlight, the door swinging shut behind him in a gust. Several of the passing dwarves, each of them soot-stained and walking with bowed shoulders, spared him queer glances. It was little wonder why. Despite it being the dead of winter, he'd neglected to wear his cloak. But for once, he was glad for the chill. It seemed to bring him back to himself, and down from the wild notions racing through his head.

      Me. Challenge Yuldor. Are they mad?

      He felt more than a little mad himself just then, in both senses of the word. He'd be a lamb to the slaughter if he did as Kaleras intended. Perhaps Ilvuan had dismembered Heyl's arm before the fiend could crush him and the others. But that was Ilvuan's power. The most Garin had managed was to set Easterners aflame, dooming them to horrid deaths.

      Ilvuan. Speak to me. He didn't know what he intended to convey to the Singer, nor what his response might be. Only the unfounded idea that his companion might know more of the mystery drew him to shout into the ether again. Ilvuan!

      But though he waited for several seconds, his silent shout echoing in his thoughts, Ilvuan made no response. Either his Singer was ignoring him, or his anxieties were too little for a dragon to be bothered by.

      He heard the door open behind him and turned. Who he expected to emerge, he didn't know — but he certainly didn't anticipate it being Falcon. The bard flashed him a tentative smile as he approached and stood close before him. For a moment, they did nothing but face each other in awkward silence.

      "You know," Falcon said, his gaze rising to hold Garin's, "I've learned a thing or two of stories in my days. And the funny thing about them is there's never one way to look at them."

      Garin shrugged, waiting for the bard's roundabout point.

      "What I mean to say is, you don't have to do what that old thaumaturge tells you. You don't have to throw away your life after an uncertain legend. Like… like Tal did."

      That roused Garin to the moment. It was the first time Falcon had acknowledged Tal's death out loud. If even the indomitably optimistic minstrel was relenting to reality, there wasn't much room left for hope.

      "I know."

      The words should have been comforting; Falcon had affirmed his own feelings, after all. Instead, he found a different emotion welling up, one that was not altogether pleasant, yet brought with it a certain relief. It was the release of finality, of a decision settled, of a course plotted and set. It was the cessation of an uncertainty surrounding him.

      Garin gave Falcon a rueful smile. "I'm no Tal; I don't need to tell you that. His sort of deeds don't come easily to me. I'm not tallied up as the finest swordsman in the Westreach; Silence knows I've barely survived every fight I've been in. I don't possess sorcery to kill Extinguished and their demons — at least, not on my own.

      "But I can hear the Song — the music that speaks to the core of the World. I can cast spells with the barest notion of what they might do, incantations that should cripple or kill me. A devil with the form of a dragon has claimed me as his own and protects me. I'm a Fount, whatever that means. Maybe, with time, with training, and a lot of help… maybe it will be enough."

      A smile had slowly spread across the bard's face at Garin's speech. He doubted Falcon bought his conclusion; Garin wasn't sure he believed it himself. But his smile wasn't mocking, but proud like a father might cast upon his son.

      "So this is what Wren sees in you, is it?" Falcon had turned back to teasing. Before Garin could respond, though, his smile softened again. "You are brave, Garin, far more than you know. Courage only exists in the face of fear. And you won't stand alone — you'll have us with you. As much good as a one-handed bard might do."

      Warmth pressed on Garin's eyes. Not wishing to show how his words had touched him, he put on a mocking smile of his own. "You might be of some use. How would you like to write a new legend?"

      As he grinned at Falcon's astonishment, mirth that was not his own seeped into his thoughts. At once, his gaiety vanished.

      Ilvuan! Where you have you been?

      Amusement turned to annoyance with a twist of the Singer's presence. Seeking what you failed to find.

      It took Garin a moment to decipher his words. You can't mean Tal.

      Do you seek another?

      Don't string me along. Did you find him?

      Ilvuan curled his presence within his mind. Almost, Garin wanted to retreat from him, as he had when containing the Song. Something about him spoke of a predator's prowl.

      He heard Falcon speaking his name, felt his body being shaken. But he kept his focus on the Singer inside him.

      Please, Ilvuan. I need to know. Is Tal alive? He stopped himself just short of begging.

      For a moment, only cold silence met his query. Then light contempt warmed his presence.

      Yes. He is less than a day's flight north of here, sheltered near a klendesem den. He is not well, but he lives.

      Garin couldn't find words to his response. Yet he knew Ilvuan would feel the rush of emotions at the news.

      Tal is alive.

      He could scarcely believe it, but for the fact that he knew of no reason the Singer would lie.

      Thank you, he managed to reply, then emerged from the pool of his mind and saw once more through his eyes.

      He reeled as he came back, pain spreading across his face. Cursing, Garin tried to make sense of what was happening as he stumbled to regain his balance and orient to the World. His face stung like he'd run into a door — or, he realized as he saw Falcon with his good hand lifted, like he'd been slapped.

      "Silence, that hurt," Garin said through gritted teeth.

      The bard winced. "Sorry. You went batty — I didn't know what else to do."

      "I was speaking to Ilvuan. It's Tal — he's alive."

      "Alive?" Falcon looked confused. "Garin, we just established this. I hate to admit it as much as you, but… we can't expect him to still be with us."

      "No, Falcon — he's alive. I know he's alive." Sucking in a breath to steady his racing heart, Garin found his head still pitching with the news. Could it be true? Could he really have survived? Now that he knew, he wondered how he could have ever doubted it.

      "How?" The bard's voice rose in pitch. "You've been with us, right here! How could you know anything of the like?"

      "My devil — he told me. Tal's alive and north of here. Injured, maybe, and in some sort of nest — but he lives."

      "He lives." A grin blossomed over Falcon's face. "He lives! Tal, you thrice-damned fool — you scraped it out again, did you?"

      Moving swiftly, Falcon hooked his arm around Garin's. "What are you waiting for, my good lad? We have to tell the others! Tal is alive!"
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      Tal woke to his body in rebellion.

      He sat up, gasping. Every muscle screamed as if fire blazed through him. His head felt as if it would burst. He could barely see, his vision fuzzed over with bright spots.

      His dam had nearly broken open.

      Desperately, he scrabbled at the fragments, trying to seal it once more. Sorcery leaked in, faster and faster. Even as he reveled in the power, fresh waves of pain roiled through him. In its attempts to heal him, it would kill him.

      He wanted nothing more than to let it.

      I can't. It's too much. He had been in too great of pain for too long. He could not endure it a second longer. Wouldn't the World be better off if I just end this now, away from where I might cause more harm? Anyone but Pim — yet he doubted anyone would weep for the loss of a Soulstealer.

      Then he felt someone dragging him free of his thin blankets.

      "You are full of surprises." Pim's voice was faint through the pounding of blood in Tal's ears. "And not usually the pleasant ones."

      Tal grunted, his tongue too swollen and clumsy for any other reply.

      A welcome coolness suffused his back. Snow. Pim had dragged him from the shelter and lain him down on the snow-covered shore. Tal tried to sit up again, to see what the Extinguished intended, but the effort was beyond him. It was all he could do not to unleash the maelstrom raging inside him. His back grew wet as the heat inside him found its way out and melted the snow.

      By fragments of sound and sight, he sensed Pim moving about him. What he was doing, however, he could not tell. Casting a spell? The Extinguished seemed to be grinding a knife into stone. Carving runes? Tal knew he should flee. Pim had saved him from the Ravagers, but perhaps it was only for this purpose. He'll bind me. He'll make me serve Yuldor, or fight against him. I must escape, I must—

      "Peace, Tal, peace! You will kill us both, and I do not wish to risk it being for good!"

      Only at Pim's cry did Tal realize the sorcery had risen to the surface. He fought to smother it, but could only keep it at bay. The dam was nearly shattered now. There was nowhere to go. He grunted, trying to warn Pim, though he didn't know why he bothered. Better he goes with me. Yet somehow, he wasn't sure he believed the thought.

      Pim set down the stone he had been working on and hurried over to him. "Here — grasp these." He placed something in Tal's hand, and Tal gazed blearily at it. Gryphon feathers? They were large, each quill as long as his forearm. He wondered how the sorcerer had obtained them. Then he questioned what possible use they could be for whatever he intended.

      He startled back to the moment. I can't let him take me. I can't. I have to—

      The idea closed off as Pim began to chant.

      The words twisted in Tal's mind, familiar yet just beyond his grasp. Darktongue. They shrieked with power, yet were cold next to the blazing hearth of his sorcery. He saw with his second vision the weave of sorcery closing about him, a noose that would soon hang him. Escape, I must escape—

      "Release it, Tal," Pim's voice halted his chanting, and the weaves of the spell faltered. "Let the sorcery flow out of you."

      I can't, I won't—

      "It is the only way. Please. For both our sakes."

      He felt the streams tugging at him, touching against the great, molten sea inside him. Where they touched, a tendril of heat escaped like steam from an opened oven door. The feeling was cold and unpleasant, yet with each touch, the pain lessened as well.

      It's the only way. He knew Pim spoke truthfully. He either must hold to his sorcery and kill them both, or release it and trust he could survive at the Soulstealer's mercy.

      He let go.

      The cold streams, which he guessed came from the rune-etched stones, siphoned away his sorcery, bit by bit. Even as the drain continued in steady progress, it was a long time before the sweat began to chill on his skin and the melted snow against his back make him shiver. Yet, at long last, it did. Tal, groggy with the harrowing experience, mustered his efforts against the flow of power within him and built up his dam. This time, it sealed back into place, and his blood cooled.

      He sighed out the little air in his lungs. For a moment, darkness claimed him.

      He stood within a tunnel. No, not stood — floated, like a feather on a pool's surface. He gazed down the long, dark edges toward a distant light. Yet it was not only light. It was warmth, gentle and soft. It was comfort, and a promise of eternal relief. He reached a hand toward it, and began drifting down—

      The veil was ripped away, and the reassuring light went with it.

      Tal's eyes flew open as he gasped for breath, yet he saw nothing but gray. He was cold, so cold. He wrapped his arms around himself, but it did little good. After all that, and I'll freeze to death, he thought with scathing irony.

      Then feet stepped into view. A blanket draped over him, alleviating at least the biting kiss of the wind.

      "It is finished," Pim said from above. "You will survive a little while longer — so long as that does not occur again."

      Tal blinked, his eyes suddenly burning with dryness. He pulled the blanket tight about his body. With the pain gone from his limbs, he felt he could sit up and succeeded at his attempt. He gazed blearily around, taking in the scene once more. The white tors, the emerald frozen pond, the gryphon nest on the opposing shore.

      And him.

      The Extinguished kneeled next to Tal. His illusion of the handsome blonde elf had dissipated, but was slowly reweaving over Pim's repulsive features. Tal guessed whatever spell he had cast had taken too much concentration to maintain the illusion. In beholding the crystal-marked face in the light, fear and revulsion rose in him.

      Moments later, the disguise had returned, and Tal hissed out a breath. This was the Pim he could trust.

      An illusion? part of him mocked. That is what you trust?

      He spoke aloud partly in defiance of that voice. "Thank you. For… this." Tal gestured vaguely around them.

      Pim raised an eyebrow. Tal wondered how that expression might look on his actual face.

      "Not killing me will be thanks enough." The Extinguished climbed to his feet. "But I imagine you will need to rebuild your strength. Perhaps a bite to eat?"

      Now that it was mentioned, Tal did feel ravenous. His stomach clawed at him for sustenance, but his bladder pressed with another need.

      "That would be welcome," he admitted. "If you'll excuse me for a moment, though…"

      Pim watched Tal labor to stand upright. Beneath the Soulstealer's gaze, his pride would not allow him to falter. No more than I already have. He stumbled on clumsy legs, but managed to find his way to the periphery of their camp.

      As he relieved himself, Tal's thoughts wandered back to the recent incident. Skirting about the pain that had ravaged him, he remembered again the glimpse of the bright glow at the end of the channel. The feelings that had overcome him then were but a whisper now. Even still, he yearned for them.

      Comfort — when was the last time I felt comfortable? He thought of Ashelia, and wished, not for the first time, it was her with whom he traveled.

      But, as his old commander had often told him, When hoping for rain, wishing's no better than pissing. And as he concluded his business, the urine steaming in the frigid air, and secured himself from the unflinching touch of the mountain cold, he could not help but appreciate his timing in that remembrance.

      Returning to camp, he found Pim had been true to his word, for their sparse fare was open and waiting. Without wading through the pleasantries his mother had once instilled in him, Tal sat before the food and at once began to devour it. Pim stood over him and watched, a smile playing on his lips, his charcoal-kissed eyes swirling like a dead fire that a freezing man hopelessly tried to stir back to flame. But not even that fell gaze could interfere with the primal pleasure of the poor fare.

      When Tal had gorged himself, the Extinguished approached with a familiar reeking bag. "Better than the gryphons' claws," Pim said at Tal's expression as he reached in and emerged with a slather of the green-brown mixture.

      Tal's nose wrinkled, and he shrugged. "Might prefer to take my chances."

      But prudence won out over disgust. Minutes later, he was covered in the smelly stuff, as was Pim. Tal scooted back to a tree and leaned up against it with a sigh. His back ached, and his neck hurt even worse. He tilted back his head and rested his eyes. But his mind kept spinning behind them.

      He cracked an eye open to peer at Pim. "You said we must go to the Nightelves. For my cure."

      The Extinguished had sat as well, cross-legged rather than leaning, and with his back unnaturally erect. Tal wondered if his body was more stone than flesh now and could not bend in certain ways any longer. Pim glanced at him, but turned his head to face the lake.

      "Ah, there they soar again," the fell sorcerer said, blatantly ignoring Tal's words. "Savage beasts they may be, but they make for a beautiful sight."

      Relenting, Tal opened both eyes and followed Pim's gaze to the sky. Between the reaching fingers of the leafless trees, three shadows flew across the gray clouds. One was larger than the other two and flew surer. The mother and her fledglings, Tal realized.

      "They're only just learning to fly," he guessed.

      The Extinguished nodded. "Such would be my assumption. A year-and-a-half old twins, perhaps. It will not be long before they can fend for themselves, only a few months now."

      Tal did not answer, but only watched the gryphons wheel through the sky. The two younglings seemed to be chasing each other as they practiced the aerobatics that made them deadly predators later in life. Yet as he looked at them, he was reminded of the children of Hunt's Hollow at their chasing games, carried out in the town's muddy thoroughfares and sometimes in his own farmyard. The memories brought out a smile.

      Yet he did not forget his question. Before he could ask it again, Pim spoke.

      "Have you ever wondered how creatures such as this came into the World?"

      Tal shrugged. He had, and often, when studying the Nightkin under the tutelage of Magister Elis. He frequently left off his reading to pester the aged master with questions that the tomes could not answer. What does a chimera smell like? Did dragons ever exist — and if they did, do they still? And, of course, he had asked where the Nightkin came from in the first place. But most often, he was met with the same answer he supplied now.

      "The Night made the first devils; Yuldor brought to life more," Tal replied. "Any other creatures were the doing of the Whispering Gods."

      The Extinguished turned a mocking smile on him. "Is that what you believe?"

      "I've never found a better explanation," Tal said truthfully. He left unsaid that he had never swallowed the standard answer, either.

      Pim turned his gaze back over the lake. "Long ago, I heard a more compelling story. The legend of Father World." His eyes slid back to Tal. "Shall I tell it?"

      Tal gestured around them. "I don't see a troubadour here to entertain. So why not?"

      If he was honest, the fell sorcerer had already piqued his curiosity. Once an elf himself, it was odd that Pim would refer to the World as "Father" rather than the "Mother" Gladelysh elves in the current epoch called it. He wondered if it had been different centuries ago.

      Or maybe he's lying to you.

      But Tal had always had a keen ear for lies, having told countless ones himself. He trusted he could separate the wheat from the chaff.

      Pim nodded. "If you insist… Before the monsters came, Father World first populated the surface with his children. These were the natural beasts we know today — birds and fish, wolves and snakes, and, of course, the Origins, those beings who preceded the present Bloodlines and the Severing that split them. In the Origins, Father World invested more of himself than in the other creatures, for in each person sprouted a seed of divinity."

      "Divinity?"

      Pim shrugged. "Sorcery, we might think of it now."

      Tal mulled over that as he watched the light sparkle over the lake's blue-green ice. Divine. That sorcery would come from the gods made a certain sense. But that those who wielded it could be god-like themselves… it was a heretical idea in the eyes of the Creed, and one that might align the priesthood against Jalduaen's Circle and other sorcerers across the World, were it commonly held.

      Pim continued, heedless of Tal's inner musings. "For a time, the Origins ruled the World more or less benevolently, and all animals served them. The wonders they created with their sorcery were marvelous to behold, and though they lived thousands of years ago, some of them linger on even today. But with their supremacy came arrogance. As year after year of service to Father World continued, his restrictions and responsibilities for the care of the World became too humbling of work. So the Origins rebelled, rising against the patriarch who created them and seeking to overthrow his supreme reign.

      "Father World became angry — and with all of the World's resources at his behest and a divine heart inside him, there was little he could not do. But the Father still loved his children, even those Origins who spat on everything he had given them. Instead of scouring the surface and starting anew, he sought to put his children back in their place through punishment. And so he created beings stronger and deadlier than the Origins, infused with their own strains of divinity. But though Father World saw even these killers as his children, the Origins had a different name for them — kael'dros, or monsters, as we would think of them.

      "Devils and demons would have been more than enough to contend with. Yet against the mightiest of these monsters, even the Origins' power could not prevail. They were the ava'duala — dragons, as we name them now. Dragons were not mere beasts, not like these gryphons soaring above us. They possessed intelligence and more divinity than any mortal could comprehend.

      "With dragons acting as the Father's generals, the monsters waged war against the Origins. Under this assault, even the wonders and creations of the cleverest of Father World's children could not prevail. And for a time, the ambition of the Origins was curbed."

      "And yet, something changed," Tal interjected. "Something upset the balance, for dragons no longer reign."

      Pim smiled at him, a mocking edge to it. He had the feeling it was for a private joke the Extinguished did not share with him.

      "Indeed, dragons are… diminished these days. And this was the fault of Father World. For though he punished the Origins, he still beheld his children with pained love, and thought they must perceive him in the same way. But he had underestimated their capacity for despising their creator. While his feelings remained the same, theirs turned to hate. And with the birth of that hatred came a crumbling of all restrictions on the lengths they would go to win their war.

      "The war endured for countless generations, the tide turning back and forth, but Father World never allowed either side to gain too much traction. At last, however, three of the Origins discovered a rent in the World, a place where the Father's divinity poured through onto the surface. In their desperation, they threw themselves onto the power. It should have destroyed them — yet somehow, it did not. Perhaps the seeds of the Father within them blossomed before his might. Perhaps it was his lingering love that preserved them.

      "Whatever allowed it, the Three — as they came to be known — were destroyed in body, but became far more than they had been before, almost deities themselves. With their newfound power, they raised new monsters to challenge the Father's, but these without limits or care for the destruction they caused. These devils smote the old and drove them back, and the Origins pushed their advantage, confining Father World's punishers to a craggy area uninhabitable by themselves. In their impending victory, they began to worship the Three as their new gods, supplanting the Father, even as they only leeched off the Old One's power.

      "This finally broke Father World's heart. He had endured when his children turned from him. He had tolerated their cursing and spitting at his name. But he could not turn away from their establishing themselves as gods over him! So he sent the ava'duala against the Three with the command to kill them at any cost. The dragons, always strong in their filial duty, did as the Father bade. But with divinity at the fingertips of the Three, even the dragons' mighty powers were eclipsed. The dragons assaulted in droves, cutting through the ranks of monsters and closing in on the rift where the Three reigned. But despite all their attempts, the most they could gain through their deaths was, corpse by corpse, to close the power that poured through, and thus reduce the potency of the Three.

      "But still, it was not enough. When only a few of the ava'duala remained, they sought a new strategy: one to challenge the Three directly. By this time, even some of the Origins had begun to understand the dangers the Three posed to all of Father World's children, and they started to unite against them. Foremost among these was a general of uncommon skill and sorcery, known then as the One. When the dragons approached her, she was reluctant to agree to their request. She knew to consent would likely lead to her death and the undoing of all she had worked to make. Yet she knew, too, that the Three must be challenged and overthrown. And so, at last, she agreed with the ava'duala, and in allying with them, she brought her armies to the rift and waged one final assault.

      "The battles there were unlike any the World had seen before or since. Origins died by the tens of thousands on both sides. Father World's punishers and the Three's devils clashed and rent the World's surface apart. The Father cried for the deaths of all his children, and the rains from his tears nearly drowned the rest of life. The last of the noble dragons fought and died. But through their sacrifice, they gained the One passage to the Three. There, she threw herself into the rift of divinity, as the Three had done before, and attempted to wrest its power from their grip. For nine days and nine nights, the One contended with the Three. Even with all their strength pitted against her, the Three could not defeat her, for the One was skilled and strong beyond any other mortal. As their efforts mounted, a mountain grew below them, and they ascended toward the heavens.

      "Finally, the One took the only path left to her: she sealed the divinity off from all. Even as she succeeded in this desperate act, the Three struck her down. But though they had slain their foe, the Father's divinity had been cut away from them. They were left there atop the mountain, formless and powerless creatures, surrounded by the remaining devils they had unleashed upon the World. Not recognizing their masters, or perhaps sensing their sudden weakness, the monsters fell upon their creators, and so ended their reign."

      Pim sighed heavily. But just as Tal thought he was done speaking, the Extinguished rounded out his tale. "And so, following the deaths of the Three, all the monsters spread from the sealed rift and populated the World — all except the dragons, who might have been our protectors, had the Origins not slain them."

      Tal waited a few moments before speaking. "Is that it?"

      His companion glanced sidelong at him. "Was it not enough?"

      "If you intended it as a fable to scare children, perhaps. But it answers few of my questions."

      Pim smiled wide. "We wondered where gryphons came from, did we not? Well, there is the answer I sought to explain."

      Tal shook his head and watched as the fledgling gryphons landed at their nest on the cliff opposite them. The mother, meanwhile, flew off, perhaps to hunt down food for her young, perhaps to retrieve their father from wherever he was. Almost, he could picture them as the dragons Pim spoke of.

      Not that he believed any single word of the myth was true. Echoes of other stories threaded through, most heavily the struggle of the Whispering Gods against the Night, though the Creed's deities appeared the villains in Pim's account. Probably, the Extinguished had simply made it all up; he certainly seemed inclined toward mischievousness.

      But there was something to learn in the tale, a sliver of the answer to the question that had been hounding him. If only I could discover what it was.

      "And you intended no other meaning by it?" he pressed.

      Pim's dark eyes met his, and in a rare instance, he appeared serious. "Perhaps only this. The present Bloodlines are mere shadows of the Origins in terms of their potential and power. But in them — in us — still reign all their flaws. And if one of us had attained power such as they — well, they might finally bring about the World's ruin, might they not?"

      Tal took his meaning at once. Yuldor. The spark, the hope that he might not be entirely foolish in traveling with a Soulstealer, reignited in his chest.

      He means to help me challenge Yuldor.

      And, despite everything else about his strange companion, Tal began to trust Pim ever so slightly more.

      As if he read his mind, Pim smiled and looked back toward the nest. "We'll leave tomorrow as soon as you are able. We can wait no longer, or my handy concoction will be depleted. For now, rest and regain your strength."

      Tal nodded, and was glad to be left to his thoughts as Pim rose and walked away.
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      No sooner had the news of Tal's fate settled than the companions began to plot their course.

      Ashelia, who had before been little more animated than a doll, came alive again. She spurred Garin and the others into action with all the pity of a greedy merchant toward his beasts of burden. First, she approached the dwarf who managed Vathda in the wake of their chieftain's death, a silver-bearded elder by the name of Hazul, to request supplies and, most importantly, a map. Elder Hazul was, to their good fortune, grateful for the assistance they'd provided Vathda during the raid and gave as much aid as the beleaguered clan was able — which amounted to a map alone. The East was caught in the throes of winter, and with the damages done to their town, Vathda could ill afford to surrender any food or clothes. Ashelia seemed far from deterred by the news; if anything, she pressed forward all the more eagerly.

      Garin shared her uplift in spirit, if not quite the burst of energy. Tal is alive. The thought still made his head spin and brought a smile to his lips. He's alive.

      Never had he been more glad to have a devil take up space in his head.

      Once it was clear no more assistance would be forthcoming, Ashelia gathered them all again in the room she shared with Wren and Rolan. With sorcerous light provided by Aelyn, who had grown strangely subdued after Garin's revelation, they pored over the chart. Garin balked at the paltry distance they'd traveled thus far; the Empire of the Rising Sun was a far vaster dominion than he'd ever guessed. Adding to his surprise was how much of it appeared not to be mountains. Along the northern coast, flatter forests seemed to dominate the land. The eastern shores appeared to be bluffs and deserts, while further inland the landscape shifted to hills and plains. Everything immediately surrounding them, however, showed mountains spreading for miles on end.

      A ways to go still, he thought morosely.

      While Aelyn muttered complaints about the cartographer's tendency for florid illustrations, Helnor and Ashelia debated the best course forward. Garin remained silent next to Falcon and Wren, trying to decide which of their possible paths made the most sense. Rolan softly strummed his lute on the bed, playing a song Falcon had taught him. Garin wondered if the bard had also imparted the knowledge that the tune was derived from the raunchiest tavern song Garin had ever heard, played for him during his time among the Dancing Feathers. Kaleras stood by the fire, his back to the others, though Garin guessed he still listened.

      "He will head for the Named — here, if Kaleras is correct." Ashelia pointed to a point just east of the center, where a mountain was shown to be looming above the rest.

      "Ikvaldar," Helnor read. "It seems the largest peak, at least from this mapmaker's interpretation. But how do we know he'll go there?"

      "He means to end the war." Kaleras spoke without turning around. "And the Enemy awaits atop Ikvaldar."

      A moment of silence fell, filled only with the soft, stumbling strains of Rolan's song.

      "Since we know his destination," Ashelia continued, "we can guess his path. There appears to be no pass to Ikvaldar on this side of the range. Access is easiest from the east, though there might possibly be a pass from the north."

      "You're assuming he knows where he's going," Aelyn said drily. "That he has a map or some other source of guidance. But until Vathda, he has followed the road. I suspect he has little idea where he's heading."

      The Peer gave her House-brother a look that made Garin cringe to witness.

      "We cannot make a plan from that, Aelyn. We have to assume he knows where he goes. Otherwise, he becomes entirely unpredictable."

      Aelyn grimaced and turned his head aside, giving no more response than a quiet harrumph.

      After a moment, Ashelia continued. "Assuming Ikvaldar is his destination, we have two choices. We can either try to find him in the mountains. Or we can move ahead of him and hope to catch him."

      Helnor shook his head. "Tracking him into the mountains would be fruitless. If he left a trail, it will take us far too long to find it."

      "Tracking is what we did before," Aelyn spoke up again. "It didn't provide us a bounty of results, did it?"

      While the Prime scowled at his House-brother, who was clearly putting his tracking abilities into question, Ashelia traced a finger along the map. "If we intend to cut him off, then taking the road is the better course."

      "Do you think the Ravagers patrol it?" Falcon queried with an uneasy smile.

      The Peer shrugged. "Possibly. But they may also be tracking Tal through the Hyalkasi range. Or they have him as their prisoner. Or they think he is dead, as we did. The fact remains that if we do not take the road, we will lose all advantage of speed. He has a day's head start on us; two, by the time we leave. We need to gain every mile we can."

      "But even if we move ahead of him, what then?" Wren demanded. "We could pass within a mile of each other and never know. And anything we do to attract attention to ourselves might draw the Ravagers."

      "Or other fell creatures," Falcon murmured, glancing back at Rolan to be sure he didn't hear.

      Ashelia was again pointing at the map. "We'll intercept him here."

      Helnor leaned closer and squinted at the text. "Galen'fom?"

      "Golen'forn," Kaleras spoke without turning around. "It means 'valley of fog,' or perhaps 'mist'."

      "It doesn't sound like the ideal place to watch for a lost companion," Aelyn noted drily.

      "No vale is forever filled with fog." Ashelia had not lifted her gaze, staring as if she might change the place to suit her plans by force of will.

      "We should move ahead of him to this Valley of Fog." Garin was almost as surprised as the others to find himself speaking. But with his companions' eyes drawn to him, he forged on. "Even if it's true to its name, I can find Tal. Or rather, my devil can."

      He wondered if he was relying too much on Ilvuan in this, especially as the Singer did not always appear when he wished. But circumstances left him with little choice. The Valley of Fog was the first narrow pass on the journey to Ikvaldar. The longer they went without finding Tal, the more he feared they never would.

      After a long moment, Ashelia nodded. "Very well. It is decided. We will head for the Valley of Fog."

      And hope we're not too late. Garin suspected the thought was in more heads than just his own.
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      They left Vathda the next morning.

      Garin was surprised at how glad he felt to be on the road again. He breathed in deeply and reveled in the frigid air crawling down his throat. Even as it stung, it seemed as if he breathed in the vigor of the road, of a wandering life that he'd never thought to have, and now couldn't imagine living without.

      As Horn was still missing — and, indeed, appeared to be the stor that had fallen off the cliff — Garin rode double with Wren once more. She took in the reins of Lighthoof while he tucked onto the beast's back behind her, this time with a folded quilt for padding. Yet his focus was less on his encroaching discomfort and more on his arms about her waist. Other than the ride two days before, it was as close as they had come in weeks. But though they'd had a reconciliation of sorts, Wren had been strangely distant since making their plans concerning Tal. Garin had tried to ask her if anything was wrong, but she'd brushed him off each time with a prickly reply. The chilliness of her reception put a damper on the ride and soured the sweetness of holding her for the days ahead.

      The mounts loaded and the riders settled, the company left the town to a sparse farewell party. Elder Hazul had shown up with a small retinue, all of whom seemed to be genuine well-wishers. Most of the remaining Hardrogs were too busy mending their homes and town to attend. At least Vathda's mostly stone, Garin mused as he waved a hand before the dwarves were lost from sight behind the boulders. The main halls would be laborious to rebuild, and the winter might stretch longer without their communal feast hall and baths. But they would survive.

      More than we can say for ourselves. Despite the grimness of the thought, Garin smiled, as Tal might have done. He wondered if he was becoming more like his old mentor than he'd realized, just as Kaleras had once implied.

      The day was unusually clear for what they'd experienced in the Hyalkasi mountains thus far. But though he tilted his face up toward the warmth, Garin soon realized the sun was more a curse than a blessing. The light reflected off the snow around them, dazzling his vision. Their company had barely crossed the bridge and reached the road before the start of a headache crept into his skull.

      But that was only the first irritation. As the day wound on, the snow became slushy and made the stors step uncertainly. When Lighthoof betrayed his name and almost pitched over, Helnor finally called for them to dismount and walk their beasts for a time. Hours of wet marching followed, moisture seeping its way into every fabric — their boots, their pants, their cloaks, even undergarments — as they fought their way up the road. Blisters on feet and rashes between legs became guaranteed prophecies.

      Garin was glad when darkness fell and shadows replaced the blinding reflections. Ashelia instructed their party to make camp by the road, the nearby forest crowding too close together to house all their tents. But even as Garin agonized over whether he and Wren would share a shelter, having said barely more than two words to each other all day, someone approached him.

      "Come with me," Kaleras said, then turned away without waiting for a reply.

      Baffled, Garin stared after the warlock. He guessed his intention to teach Garin of spellwork, as he'd promised he would. But why he had to pursue it now, when the pain of squinting all day had progressed from his throbbing head down to the muscles between his shoulders, was beyond him.

      Heroes don't choose their trials, I suppose, he thought with a weary, mocking smile.

      He left his place by Wren's shelter and met Kaleras by the fire. Though the elderly man had trudged through the snow all day, he still stood, only his bowed posture showing any sign of weakness. With the firelight catching on half his face, Garin saw his expression was as hard and determined as ever before.

      Garin noticed the others glancing their way as he stood before Kaleras. Aelyn, in particular, he made note of, for the mage looked as if his eyes might catch fire from how brightly they blazed. He tried to ignore him, though part of him couldn't help but wonder if Aelyn might not be more a suitable tutor now. Now that he knew what hopes the warlock pinned on Garin, he wasn't altogether sure Kaleras had Garin's health at heart.

      He brought his attention back to the aged man as he began to speak.

      "You demonstrated what you know last time," Kaleras said. "Now that I understand your grasp on the fundamentals, we must instruct you in the spells that might keep you alive."

      Despite his reservations, a flutter of excitement filled Garin's belly. "Alright. Where do we start?"

      "There are four primary disciplines in which you must be proficient. Lacking in any one of these may result in your death."

      "A cheery reasoning," Garin noted.

      Kaleras didn't seem to share his amusement, but continued with his expression unaltered. "Survival. Subterfuge. Perception. Combat. We will touch on each of these and expand your knowledge in subsequent lessons."

      Garin couldn't help a guilty glance at Aelyn. The mage had been the first one to set Garin down this path. In some small way, he still felt as if he'd betrayed their relationship. But Aelyn no longer stared his way, but instead leveled his blazing eyes at Wren, who stood before him with hands propped on her hips.

      "Those sound like things I should learn, too — don't you think, Aelyn?" She stressed his name, emphasizing the lack of the formal address he'd demanded back in Elendol.

      While the others looked on with a mixture of amusement and exasperation, Aelyn's expression twisted with distaste.

      "Very well," he relented. "But we will not stray beyond your capacity."

      "As you say." Wren rolled her eyes, then gave Garin a droll smile. He answered it fleetingly before looking back at Kaleras.

      "If you're ready," the warlock said with the first hint of emotion, a mocking edge to his tone.

      "Ah, right. I'm ready."

      "We'll begin with an important survival spell, alm kald — or vuud keld in the Darktongue."

      As usual, Garin couldn't help a shiver at hearing the Night's language spoken. Even if it's my tongue, now. "'Water fire'?"

      "Correct."

      Kaleras seemed to be waiting for something, so he took a stab at its meaning, ignoring Wren and Aelyn exchanging quips across the fire. "I suppose it's used to thaw water in cold conditions."

      The warlock nodded. "Good. A simple water cantrip, such as you might use to fill your flask, is the basis of the spell. Begin there, focusing your mind completely on these effects."

      Garin, surprised he'd elicited any word of praise from the prickly warlock, at once closed his eyes and did as instructed. Water summoning didn't require much energy transfer, nor was it as visceral as calling forth fire or ice. But he'd become proficient in the cantrip along with the others and had soon called it to mind.

      He opened his eyes. "Alright. What's next?"

      "Apply the effects of keld to the baseline cantrip. Instead of conjuring flame, you must heat the water you are summoning."

      Garin nodded and closed his eyes again, picturing the sequence as Kaleras described it. Before long, he opened his eyes and waited for the next instruction.

      The warlock made a small gesture. "Take your flask and make an attempt."

      Garin hesitantly pulled up the flask at his hip and opened it. After a moment's consideration, he poured out its contents, barely kept from freezing by his body heat, onto the snow at their feet.

      Better succeed if you want to drink, he thought wryly.

      He cleared his thoughts and held the illustration of the spell in his mind. One hand holding the flask, the other outstretched to the snow, Garin breathed out slowly and attended to the Fourth Root by imagining the effect he wished to produce.

      "Vuud keld," he murmured.

      The Song surged into his head, a triumphant chorus merged from a dozen sounds that should not have found harmony, but somehow did. A till over dirt matched time and tone with the swish of a fisherman's net hitting the water. A mother's cry to her child wove through an aged man's weeping. Garin marveled that what had once sounded like chaos had always had an underlying order to it, had he only been able to hear it. The ordering of the World — the thought drifted through his head. He wasn't entirely sure it was his.

      "That's enough."

      Blinking, Garin came back to himself to find water spilling over the lip of his flask and soaking his glove through. Muttering curses, he broke off the spell with a haste Aelyn would have criticized. The stream of steaming water, which had been rising at his command from the snow and gathering from the air, shattered into droplets. A brief moment of wonder cut through the chaotic aria still playing for his ears alone.

      Kaleras was studying him. Garin, not sure what else to do, took a drink of the water from his flask. He nearly spit it back out, not expecting it to be hot on his tongue. With deliberate nonchalance, he lowered it from his lips and stoppered it again.

      Finally, the warlock spoke. "Only give to a spell what is required. Other than that, you cast it well. We will move on."

      Perplexed by two moments of praise and an efficient lesson, Garin listened through the continued strains of the Song as Kaleras described the next incantation.

      "We'll pass over perception spells for the moment. While important, the last two areas are more essential. Reld waul — vorl weal — is next."

      Garin opened his mouth to ask what the words meant when a whisper sounded in his mind. Almost, he could understand it, but the meaning kept flitting out of his grasp. Yet as he attenuated to the warlock again, he found he already had the answer he'd been seeking.

      "Mist shadow."

      A moment of consternation flitted across the warlock's shadowed features. "Correct."

      There was a pause in which Garin thought Kaleras might ask how he knew the translation. Instead, he continued without comment.

      "It is often categorized as a minor illusion spell, for it hides its caster within a cloud of mist and further confounds through the apparitions of silhouettes."

      "Useful. Should I do it the same way as before? Imagine the first part, then layer on the second?"

      To his private delight, Kaleras seemed once again hesitant. It took all of Garin's self-control not to smile. A strange elation filled him. Inundated with the Song, the World seemed to be at his beck and call, waiting to twist and form to his commands.

      "Yes." The warlock made a small gesture. "Proceed."

      Garin, expecting Kaleras to first cast each part of the spell individually, faltered for a moment. But the Song's call was not to be denied. Nodding, he closed his eyes and pictured what Kaleras had described. The scene painted itself with little effort required. No sooner had he pictured it than he found himself uttering the words.

      "Vorl weal."

      He opened his eyes as the air changed around him. The clear night began to distort, like a low-hanging cloud swept over them. With each passing second, it thickened, until Garin could see no more of Kaleras than his outline. Even the fire's light was greatly diminished, spreading no further than its own leaping flames.

      Then Garin brought forth the second part of the spell, and the mist filled with shadows.

      His skin crawled as he gazed upon them. A dozen figures not previously there had sprouted into being, all seeming to stare directly at Garin. One seemed to loom within arm's reach. Garin stretched a hand out toward it. The Song blared in his head as his fingers brushed where the figure's chest should have been, but touched nothing but damp air.

      It took Garin a moment to distinguish his companions' voices from the rest of the cacophony. Aelyn and Wren were cursing. Falcon barked a laugh and said, "Give us a warning next time, would you?" Rolan sounded caught between wonder and fear of the looming specters.

      "Enough," Kaleras spoke through the fog. "Dismiss it."

      Garin nodded before he realized the warlock wouldn't see it. "Alright."

      Just as easily as they had come, the mist and shadows dissipated, and the campsite came back into view. Garin wasn't sure how much of an energy transfer such a spell should have entailed, but he felt no weaker for the casting. Held aloft amid the Song, he found it hard not to let triumph lift his spirits to soaring.

      Perhaps I am this Fount of Song, he thought. Perhaps I'm meant to inherit the Worldheart.

      But as soon as he thought it, the exhilaration burned itself out. Some thoughts were too ridiculous even to entertain privately.

      With a sliver of shame, Garin met his teacher's eyes, almost afraid the warlock might read the grandiose fantasies in his head. But he didn't expect what he saw. Kaleras was smiling — more than a thin-lipped gesture, too, but with a glimmer of teeth showing.

      "You have talent, lad," he said. "More talent than I've ever seen in an untrained pupil."

      Garin opened his mouth, then closed it. What could he say to that? He had never imagined himself particularly talented. His sister and mother might have told him he was bright as a child, but he'd never made much of such words. The nun in the Coral Castle had praised him for learning to read and write quickly, and the Master-at-Arms for picking up on swordplay, and Tal for any number of things. But he'd been too concerned with the Extinguished haunting the halls and the Song and Singer in his head — to make no mention of Wren — to give any of it a spare thought. And even Aelyn had managed a grudging word of praise when Garin had but to glance at a glyph before memorizing it, and each of the cantrips coming easily to him — more easily than to Wren, even.

      For the first time in a long time — or perhaps in his life — Garin looked at himself as others had. And he wondered if he might not be more than he ever realized, if he would only allow it.

      Kaleras' smile disappeared as quickly as it had come. "But that must suffice for the night. We will travel early tomorrow and require rest."

      As abruptly as he had begun it, the elderly warlock ended their session. He spared no more words for the others, but stiffly bowed into his shelter and disappeared from sight.

      Garin glanced over to find Wren staring at him, eyes bright with the fire and her golden tendrils. As their gazes met, she looked aside. She and Aelyn resumed their lesson with reckless abandon, flames spilling forth from Wren's hands, evoking a fountain of the mage's curses.

      He turned away, intending to look as if he sought to relieve himself, though he had no need of it. All he wanted was a moment to think over what had occurred — and, more importantly, silence the Song ringing through his head. Stepping behind a nearby boulder, Garin leaned back against it and breathed for a moment, his eyelids drifting closed. The disparate sounds didn't aggravate as they first had, but soothed his racing thoughts.

      Still, he could not sleep with the Song still playing. Diving inside his mind as he had in Vathda, he hemmed in the Song, then smothered it. The stifling took no more than a few moments, and soon he was rising back to awareness of his body. Garin opened his eyes and smiled into the darkness.

      Even with an unknown wilderness surrounding them, with enemies roaming the mountains and the snows slowing and leeching their strength, Garin was starting to feel at home in his own skin.

      You are progressing well, little Listener.

      Garin startled at Ilvuan's sudden presence, emerging from the back of his mind like a viper from an unseen den. He tried not to act as surprised as he felt.

      I expected you earlier.

      Derision and amusement filtered like smoke through Garin's thoughts. You begin to understand the Song. You do not need my assistance. And if you are to accomplish my purpose, you must be able to stand on your own.

      A dozen questions, long unanswered, rose to the forefront of Garin's mind. He chose the one he thought most likely to gain a response.

      In a book Tal once had, you're called a Singer. Does that mean you're behind the Song that I hear?

      A deep silence greeted his question. Garin knew he should wait, but he had less control over his thoughts than his mouth, and more questions leaked through.

      Are you a dragon? Are all Singers dragons? If dragons exist, why are you never seen? And what would you need me for? Dragons are supposed to be—

      Enough!

      With that one resonant word, Garin remembered who and what he was dealing with. Ilvuan had attempted to take possession of his body on several occasions, and had often succeeded. He had seen him rend apart a fire devil's arm. He was a dragon, Silence help him, a dragon that had taken a great interest in him. Though Ilvuan had seemingly become friendlier, he could never forget that he had begun as a devil. What could Garin ever mean to him?

      To his surprise, though, Ilvuan's thoughts came softer, almost remorseful, in the wake of the silence. It is not fitting that mortals know of such things. But even you have a right to question.

      Stunned, Garin mulled over that. Just as he wondered if it was an invitation to ask his queries again, however, the Singer melted from his mind, disappearing back into the darkness from which he'd emerged.

      Garin leaned a moment longer against his boulder, wondering if he could have possibly interpreted the interaction correctly. Then a great weariness washed over him. With the prospect of dawn's arrival pressing on him, he levered himself up and made his way back toward the camp.

      The great mysteries of the World could wait for a good night's sleep.
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      Tal and Pim left the gryphons' nest later the next day.

      That morning passed in a fugue of frustrated agony, though it was nothing compared to the one that had come before. Still, Tal was far from comfortable. His joints ached; his muscles seized; the nubs of his missing fingers burned. His dam, padded before he relented to unconsciousness, had apparently eroded to allow sorcery to seep back in. He felt so queasy he could barely sit up, much less stand.

      The one bright note in the gloomy situation was that the magic had somewhat warmed him through. And what a pale silver lining that is. He rubbed at his finger nubs. In spite of his better judgment, he imagined there was more of the missing fingers beneath his gloves than before, as if some measure of them had regrown. Phantom limbs, nothing more. Snorting in disdain, he left off his kneading and let his hands return to numbness.

      Pim, who had already left the shelter they both squeezed into each night, eventually peeked back in. "We may wish to leave before our hosts grow suspicious. My delightful concoction, I'm afraid, is nearly spent."

      "Coming," Tal managed through gritted teeth. He'd never felt more vulnerable as he dragged himself upright and fought down a gag. Not only were they being guarded by a gryphon and her young, but he had an Extinguished for a healer.

      I always knew the East was strange, he mused, but this is a step too far.

      As he hauled his carcass of a body out into the bright winter morn, the cold eased his fevered skin and cut through some of the fog filling his mind. Pim fetched him some food, stale hardtack and tough meat, left cold so as not to attract the gryphons' attention. He ate and felt his body and spirits revitalize. He suspected the slow leakage of sorcery overnight had been the culprit for his deteriorated condition.

      And to think I used to yearn for my blood to burn.

      "When do we leave?" Tal asked around a mouthful of the poor fare.

      His companion cast him a droll smile. "As soon as you're able."

      "I'll be ready after a bite."

      "If you say so, Man of a Thousand Names."

      Tal accepted the gibe in silence. He had a feeling he'd be swallowing his words and smiles a lot over the next several days, and he didn't much relish the prospect.

      Though the night's pains clung to his bones, Tal levered himself upright and was ready to leave as Pim packed up the last of camp. Another time, he might have mocked him for acting as his servant. But times had changed. He no longer held the cards he once had, and a Soulstealer was too potent an enemy — and ally — to risk with a misplaced word.

      Soon enough, Pim was shouldering his pack and leading the way along the ridge. Tal spared one last glance back at the gryphons to see the mother circling overhead once more. He hoped it hadn't changed its mind about them when he saw a second shadow flit across the rare blue sky to briefly intertwine with her. He wondered if it was an enemy before he saw the rippling mane that indicated it was a second gryphon. The father of the nest had returned.

      "Best hurry now," Pim said pleasantly. "Full-grown drakes aren't renowned for being as welcoming as mothers."

      Despite the warning, neither gryphon pursued as they labored across the ridgeline. Tal mused they were too taken with their reunion. Gryphons, he recalled from his long-ago lessons, mated for life. Though they temporarily parted when their young grew old enough to care for themselves, it making little sense to share hunting grounds in this desolate landscape, they would return to their nest to mate when it came time. It was a reminder that beasts were beasts, even among the Nightkin, and only acted in accordance with their natures.

      He stared at his guide before him and wondered how long it would be before he relapsed into his natural inclinations.

      Few clouds dotted the sky, and with the sun out in full, the snow was near blinding. Tal squinted to see his way forward as he took one sinking footstep after another, the snow rising halfway up his calves and nearly over his boots. His feet had already numbed for the day and likely wouldn't thaw until camp that night, if even then. He yearned for warmth. His focus drifted repeatedly to the dam on the sorcery that, if lifted, might warm him. Only memories of the morning's pain kept him from indulgence.

      The afternoon's miserable march ended hours later when Pim turned their trail down a slope. It seemed to continue all the way to the valley below, where Tal could just pick out the road they'd left behind. He wondered if the Ravagers scouted it even now. On such a clear day, he could see far beyond the valley. Mostly, layers upon layers of mountains dominated the landscape. But to the northwest, beyond a line of lower peaks, spread a forest that seemed to abruptly end against a shining coast. The sea. Their destination, the forest of the Nightelves, was still miles away; but as it was in sight, it suddenly seemed within reach. He found his mood lifting and some measure of purpose restored. If Pim told true, he would find an end to his nightmare there. The Nightelves would heal him of his canker.

      Tal frowned. When he thought explicitly over the notion, the logic of his hope began to unravel.

      "How is it that the Nightelves can help me?" he asked Pim. "How would they know of cankers?"

      Even as they spoke, they made their careful way down the slope, often sliding as the sun melted the snow. At several points, the Extinguished used his sorcery to move the stones beneath the snow, forming a barrier to prevent them from slipping all the way off the mountainside.

      "Men and women with your condition are not uncommon in the East," Pim spoke over his shoulder. "There are many who manifest magic, though they be of the Dun Races, or possess it to an unnatural degree — Aqada the Conqueror, for example, and the beloved herbalist Sage Hester. And there are those, too, who come upon sorcery through what they call a 'song' — a medley of disparate noises that somehow favors them with occult abilities."

      A shiver ran through Tal. Garin. The description matched the youth too closely to be coincidence. Though he had not the vocabulary, Pim was referring to Hellexa Yoreseer's Founts, both of Song and Blood.

      And if he knew that much of Founts, and was bringing Tal to the Nightelves, there could be only one conclusion.

      "You believe me to be like these afflicted people?" Tal barely hid the tremor from his voice.

      The Extinguished twisted around to flash him a grin. "Of course! You have within you the power to slay sorcerers and demons alike. Even if elven blood ran through your veins, of which I see no trace, or one of the shrouded spirits used you as a conduit, you should never have such capacity."

      Tal smiled back, though his was devoid of humor. "But surely you've heard of Kaleras the Impervious? It's said he slew a darkness that killed a hundred dwarves down in the Deep. And he's contended with your fellow Soulstealers and the Eastern dominion his entire life and never been conquered."

      Pim gave a shrug, exaggerated by the movement of his heavy pack, and turned his head back to their path. "True — there are those of unusual talent. Though I recall that warlock had a magic ring to help him, no?"

      "You'd have to ask him."

      The exchange reminded him of the moment when he'd given back the Ring of Thalkuun to Kaleras. He winced, glad Pim wasn't watching. He doubted he could have completely hidden the memory of that singular wound.

      "Nevertheless, Skaldurak, there is no doubt when it comes to you. You are one of these fabled few, and the Nightelves are the greatest experts when it comes to treating them."

      Fabled few — Tal wondered if those could be serendipitous words, or if Pim were aware of the 'fable' Hellexa Yoreseer had written.

      Best to ignore it until I can't, he decided. Silence knows it's my usual practice.

      "So they've seen cankers such as mine before," Tal spoke aloud.

      "That, I cannot say. I assume they must have. I have only witnessed a few fools daring and desperate enough to draw so much sorcery they accursed themselves so, and none in relation to your condition. But the principles, I assume, are the same."

      "You know precious little to be hauling me across the continent."

      The Extinguished leered back at him briefly. "Nightelf pellars are your best chance of survival. Were I you, I would grasp at the few straws splayed out before me."

      Unable to argue with that, Tal lapsed into a brooding silence.

      The rest of the day proceeded with the same painstaking descent. Eventually, the slope leveled out so Tal didn't have to contort his neck to keep track of where he stepped. But it took the rest of the afternoon and well into the evening to make it down from their temporary refuge and into the valley again.

      "What did you intend for camp?" Tal asked of his guide as trees once again rose around them. "I don't suppose we'll find another gryphon nest down here."

      "Nor would we want to! After all, my mixture is all but depleted. No, we will have to risk more traditional methods of warding off intruders and hope your pursuers are not nearby."

      "Traditional methods. You mean spell wards?"

      "I do indeed. Fickle things, and apt to have too many gaps in their defenses to be entirely reliable. But they must do in a pinch."

      Tal privately agreed with the Soulstealer's assessment. He'd rarely bothered with spell wards in his travels. A blend of traditionally cast spells and inscribed runes, the spellworker had to expel energy at the time of the casting, then maintain that energy throughout the duration of the ward. Any lapse in focus would dispel it and its effects. The cost, in Tal's estimation, was rarely worth it, and where necessary, he preferred to lay glyph traps in trees and stones to the use of wards.

      But Pim continued with his plan, finding a clearing wide enough in the forest to set up his shelter, then proceeding to ward the surrounding grove with a variety of incantations. The concentration needed to maintain such wards made Tal's head ache with just the thought of it. Even with his sorcery unbridled, Tal wasn't sure such a task would be as effortless for him as Pim made it appear.

      They forwent their fire that night, wary of watchful eyes in the valley, and immediately went into the shelter after a sparse dinner. In the tent, Tal lay there, glumly amused by the fact that these nights were the closest he'd lain to another in a long time. Strange as it felt, his thoughts wandered to Ashelia, and his chest ached. They had come so close to picking up where they had left off before he'd fled. He hoped she would one day understand. He hoped he'd be able to explain his reasoning to her himself.

      Though the way things were headed, it didn't seem likely he'd survive that long.

      "You know," Tal said to Pim in the darkness, "I feel as if I should thank you for all you've done. But I'm still not sure what price I'll have to pay for your aid."

      The Extinguished only responded with a low chuckle. Tal wondered if he still wore his illusion even in the darkness, or if he had lapsed to become his strange, crystalline self.

      Far from reassured, he fell into an uneasy sleep.
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        * * *

      

      They set out early the next morning and trekked through the trees. According to Pim, they maintained a course parallel to the road, but sufficiently far from it that they would not be casually glimpsed. The walking was trickier, with snowdrifts occasionally piling up under the trees and branches, and bramble often rising to impede their path. Yet Tal preferred these barriers to anything the Ravagers might employ.

      The day passed uneventfully. Though Tal tried to provoke his guide into answering more about his intentions, his questions led to no further conclusions. With days still ahead of them, he let it lie for the night as they crawled back into their cramped shelter, resolving to wear down his obstinacy.

      Though he couldn't help but wonder what a centuries-long life could do to strengthen one's will.

      The next day passed in much the same way, just as did the day after that. They rarely came upon beasts, and none of malevolent intent or unnatural origins. Caribou were the most common sight, and Tal longed for his bow when he saw them. He felt starved for any food that was fresh, meat most of all. His stomach pressed flat and empty against his ribs.

      As for the monsters' absence, he wondered if that was Pim's doing. The only method he knew of turning away creatures was through a traveling ward. Yet he felt no tingling of sorcery from the Extinguished, nor did he see him cast any when they set off on their daily slogs. He could only presume that he carried some sort of artifact that warded for him. If that were the case, he resolved to steal it as soon as his need for the Extinguished was gone. He had no more desire to run into gryphons or ijiraqs — or anything else the East had to offer, for that matter — if he didn't have to.

      On the sixth day, they woke to fog reaching its clammy fingers over their camp. At the sight of it, Pim gave Tal a wide grin, the charcoal tendrils in his eyes swirling like oil in dark waters.

      "We are close!" the Extinguished said, a boy's excitement creeping into his voice. "The Vale of Mists is within a day's walk."

      "The Vale of Mists?"

      Pim tilted his head in his peculiar way. "A rather self-explanatory name, I would think. It is the beginning of Fornkael, the ancient forest home to the Nightelves. This leg of our journey is nearly at an end."

      Tal didn't bother asking what his guide intended as their next stretch of the journey. He was just glad to be nearing their destination. Despite whatever may wait for me on the other side.

      They packed up camp, then Pim set off with his punishing pace, Tal doing his best to keep up. As they walked, the fog grew thick around them, then thicker still. Two hours into the tramp, he could barely see Pim's silhouette in front of him. The trees loomed above and around like they walked the streets of a ghostly city.

      Fear had been a constant companion of Tal's since he'd left his humble chicken farm in Hunt's Hollow, and a familiar one from his former life. He'd learned to live with it, if not leash it to his will. Fears flitted through his mind, the foremost being that he would lose track of Pim in the mists and wander through this valley forever.

      He refused to let fear master him. After all, it could only hamper the cultivation of a legend.

      So though the fog clung cold to his damp cloak and skin, though his legs and lungs burned with the effort of keeping up with Pim and holding the sorcery down, Tal kept the fell sorcerer in sight.

      But even his resolve melted when the first syren called from the fog.
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      The days passed.

      The journey took on a familiar routine. The landscape inched by, but their company seemed to make little progress, for it seemed unchanged but for the weather. Mountains rose to either side of the long, wide valley they travelled through. Snow mounded beneath their feet and their stor's hooves, sometimes slushy from the sun, other times turned to precarious ice from a cold snap.

      "The East isn't much of an empire," Falcon commented at one point in their trek. "Its cities are nothing but stone and snow!"

      Everyone grinned at that. But with the knowledge that the capital city, Kavaugh, and more of the Empire lay ahead, the amusement did not last long.

      During both travel and sleep, Garin spent his hours next to Wren. Though such time together should have brought them closer, an unexplainable gulf had formed between them. Despite himself, his frustration was building, all the more from the reason behind the rift remaining murky and unknowable.

      His one form of solace occurred in the evenings when he delved into sorcery with Kaleras. After the warlock completed his routine wards of obscuring the firelight from far-off eyes as well as silencing any noise from their camp, Kaleras would find Garin and instruct him in all manners of arcane lore. With the famed warlock as his mentor, he expanded his knowledge within the four disciplines and deepened it beyond anything Aelyn had allowed him to delve into.

      He learned the primary perception spells: nen kord, or "see far," and sen kord, "hear far." At first, he practiced the incantations with the physical aids Kaleras provided, burning the hawk's feather for seeing and the elephant's bone for hearing. Such items, the warlock claimed, were not necessary, but could be helpful to the amateur especially, or in times of great exhaustion for the experienced. Yet it was not long before Garin progressed beyond the crutches and spied upon the others through the Song alone. Despite bending his expanded senses toward Wren, he was disappointed in picking up anything that might solve the mystery that plagued their fraught relationship.

      In addition to perception spells, Garin learned of Darktongue words useful in combat. Jolsh heks produced a shield of wind to repel any attack. With his shoulder still aching from being battered by Easterners during the sack of Vathda, Garin was glad to have an alternate defense. And as Rolan opted to test it by throwing a rock at Garin's casting, it rebuffed the stone without a sign of effort, promising to be potent protection indeed.

      Keld thasht was a more aggressive curse, thrusting forward a plume of fire from the caster's hands. Kaleras, usually sanguine about the dangers of spellcraft, lectured him extensively on the risks involved.

      "Many apprentices have leeched themselves of all heat while casting it," the warlock said. "I will try to prevent this from happening to you, but steady control is your best defense."

      Once more, Garin impressed his new mentor. Though his pillar of fire roared up to a dozen feet away, startling all the stors from their rest, he felt only slightly chilled as he ceased the casting. The Song exalted at his efforts, the cacophonous chorus now a soldier's homecoming chantey. Only Ilvuan's occasional disdain deflated his pride, and then only slightly.

      Kaleras taught him another offensive spell: dord uvthak, or "stone break." As the words implied, it shattered a limited area of rock, the use of which the warlock detailed at length.

      "You might crack the ground beneath an opponent's feet. Or you might more directly attack them with stone shards."

      "You can lead the stone as well as break it?"

      His mentor gave him a mocking smile that reminded Garin of how Tal had smiled at King Aldric. "Not quite. But if you are careful in your angles and strength of propulsion, you may adapt the spell in any number of ways."

      Garin had spent a full evening learning this incantation alone and trying to manipulate it to different effects. The sheer potency of the Song, which insulated him from the hunger-cravings the casting ordinarily brought about, did not also bless him with finesse. More often than not, he failed to do what he desired. But judging by Kaleras' reactions, he guessed he was still progressing by great strides.

      Learning such a wealth of new spells took the first three sessions. But the fourth evening, Kaleras shifted directions on him. He informed Garin they would be practicing the spells he already knew so they could actually be useful in a conflict. Garin immediately saw the wisdom in it. Though each individual spell came easily now, he had seen enough skirmishes to know that it called for a different understanding to use them to any effect.

      So began the new routine of his evenings. Kaleras set challenges before Garin to perform spells in specific sequences, and Garin would do his best to meet them. They took a similar format as the drills that Master Krador had put them through, alternating offense and defense. Though Kaleras didn't name them, Garin began putting titles to the sequences in his head. "Phoenix" entailed a three-spell chain of a fire plume, a wind shield, and then a second fire plume. "Quake" was simply a set of three stone breaks, but with different intents: the first to confound a charging enemy's footing, the second to attack with stone shards, and the third to defend against retaliation. "Wraith" took a subtler form, starting with casting vorl weal to hide the caster among mist and shadows, then confounding an enemy's balance with a simple ice cantrip, and finally striking with a well-timed stone break or fire plume. The trick, he learned, was to track the shadows and keep moving; that way, he would always know where his enemy lay, but he himself would be hidden from any attack but an unlucky blow.

      "Never rely upon rote repetition," Kaleras warned. "Every trained sorcerer practices similar sequences and may recognize yours. The key to overcoming any opponent is to adapt in the moment, to anticipate what they will do, then counteract it with the ideal spell."

      The principle, Garin understood; implementing it was a different matter. But I've survived this long, he thought when doubts began to creep in. I can learn to do this.

      He wasn't alone in his sorcerous instruction. Every evening, Wren and Aelyn worked opposite of him and Kaleras. All the while, they were watched enviously by Rolan, who insisted he was of an age to begin learning himself. Falcon's attempts to appease him with lessons in the lute only served to halfway distract him.

      Wren's progress was less straightforward than Garin's, or so he divined from brief glances in her direction. Frustration constantly claimed her expression. More than once, he caught her glaring at him, and he was always the first to look away. Aelyn was more often her target, but Garin suspected he was only the beginning of her troubles. The mage had loosened up his restrictions considerably since Elendol, perhaps swayed by the danger that now surrounded them, or through competition with Kaleras. But even as he taught Wren similar spells as Garin learned, she failed to master them as quickly. Her efforts didn't always yield results, and each attempt cost her more than it did Garin. By the end of each evening, Wren resembled how she'd been in the Coral Castle after they'd imbibed too much Jakadi wine, weaving through the camp back to their tent to crawl inside. Making matters worse was how poorly matched mentor and mentee were. Either was liable to fly into a rage at the slightest provocation, and often one inflamed the other. More lessons ended in shouting than not, and Garin was all the more thankful for the silencing charms Kaleras put in place each night.

      If he was honest with himself, part of him was smugly gratified to see Wren falter. Not only was it a small recompense for how coldly she was treating him, but he had rarely outdone Wren in anything. A trouper from birth, she was keen of wit and tongue, and reading and writing were never any barrier, even in multiple languages. She was better with a blade and bolder in battle. When she cared to, she could employ her training as an actor to manipulate people into acting as suited her, an ability Garin constantly had to guard against. But she made for a poor sorcerer, at least compared to him. In this, Garin had the upper hand.

      And all because you were foolish enough to meddle with a cursed medallion.

      That brought a smile to his lips. Even blunders had their boons.
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        * * *

      

      After training on the fourth evening, Garin gave his thanks and farewell to Kaleras, as he always did. But before he could make ready to sleep, the warlock halted him.

      "Come. Sit with me for a time."

      Garin hesitated. His head ached. He was drained both from sorcery and the day's travels. But the man had taken Garin as his mentee. If he had to sit and listen to him every once in a while, it was the least he owed him.

      So he complied, sitting on the trunk Kaleras had shaped as his seat that night. Their backs were to the dying fire. He stared into the darkness and tried to stifle his discomfort. The air had turned frigid with the departure of the sun, and now that he was not casting sorcery and moving about, it was swiftly seeping in through his clothes and furs. The others had already huddled into their bedrolls, though he wondered if they would be able to hear them still. Helnor, who kept the watch that night, sat on the other side of the fire, his back turned to them and the fire to keep his night vision unhindered.

      When several shivering moments of silence had passed, Garin spoke up.

      "You wanted to talk?"

      Kaleras still did not answer. Garin found his gaze wandering down to the man's hands. Though he wore gloves to insulate against the cold, it seemed he could almost see the Ring of Thalkuun on his finger beneath the fabric. Always, it protected him, both against sneaking foes and any errant magic on Garin's part during their training sessions.

      At last, the warlock spoke.

      "There are lessons you must learn that have little to do with sorcery, Garin. How to resist the lull of the Night. How to persist in the face of Yuldor's Kin." Kaleras glanced at him sidelong, eyes shadowed. "How to face Yuldor himself."

      An involuntary shudder ran through Garin. A Fount he might be, but he still struggled to believe he might have any chance of success at overcoming a god.

      But that's what Tal is for, isn't it?

      Though even as he had last seen Tal in Elendol, he doubted the man could be a match for the Prince of Devils himself.

      Kaleras looked back into the surrounding gloom that had settled over the mountains. "I have dedicated my life to turning back the evils that come down from the East. I learned their harsh lessons early in life. I grew up in the walls of Canturith. My mother was the scribe to the Conveyer stationed there, and my father commanded the kitchens."

      "The Conveyer?"

      "A warlock who passes messages through certain goblin-forged artifacts." The former Magister waved a hand as if the question were of no import. "By virtue of my mother's position, I often came into contact with the Conveyer, and thus learned of Jalduaen, the Circle, and sorcery. Curiosity returned me to the warlock again and again, though she was not a willing teacher. But indifference has never dissuaded me."

      The shadow of a smile graced the warlock's lips.

      It was then that Garin realized what their conversation was truly about. He wondered how many people Kaleras had opened up to before. He wagered they could be counted on one hand. How lonely it must be to be Kaleras the Impervious, the Warlock of Canturith. He still feared him; how could he not, having witnessed all he was capable of? But his respect eclipsed his fear, and his trust ran deeper than either.

      And there was the matter of his curiosity. It had awoken at the prospect of illuminating the many mysteries around the man. Once it had its teeth in something, it would not easily let go.

      So Garin returned Kaleras' smile and remained silent. He listened.

      As swiftly as it had come, the warlock's mirth faded. "But it was not until my sixteenth summer that I truly pursued sorcery. Canturith suffered an attack, greater than any we had weathered before. Nightkin swarmed the walls and spilled into the courtyards, slaughtering any they found within. I hid with my mother and the Conveyer while the warlock passed news of the assault to others across the Westreach. A chimera clawed at the door, then broke in. The Conveyer struck it down, but not before it slew my mother before my eyes."

      Garin's gut tightened. He was careful not to look at Kaleras. He thought to tell him he had lost his father when he was young as well, but held back. He knew suffering could not be lifted by words. He had encountered the same challenge in his mother and siblings in the face of their father's absence. Only companionship could lift the lingering sorrow from that wound. Even more, he did not want to turn the conversation to himself, afraid it might never return to Kaleras' shadow-cloaked past.

      If the warlock noticed Garin's conflicting emotions, he gave no sign of it, but continued.

      "After terrible losses, our enemies were driven back. Both my father and mother were dead, along with many of my friends and the other occupants of the castle. The Conveyer received word that the Avendoran army was to abandon the post, leaving only a skeleton force behind. I knew the truth then: Canturith had fallen.

      "Orphaned, friendless, I wandered the ruins of my home, a phantom in the wake of the battle. I performed small chores such as I could. I buried my parents. But only as the Conveyer set off from the fortress to return to the Circle did I discover a new purpose. I begged her to take me with her and take me on as a warlock's apprentice. She refused. She had never wished to teach me before, and desired even less to foster me now that I was a penniless orphan. So she left me in Canturith and rode away on a horse.

      "But I had nowhere left to go, no other dreams to pursue. I stole a pony from the army stables, an offense punishable by death, then fled from the castle. I pursued the warlock, and though I had few supplies and no coin, I managed to follow her back to Avolice, the citadel in Felinan where the Circle has established its base.

      "The Conveyer was impressed by my tenacity, but it was one of her peers who was moved to take me on. Elis was his name, a warlock as wise as he was powerful, and too kind for his own good."

      Elis. Garin frowned into the darkness, knowing he had heard that name before. It came to him a moment later, and despite his resolution to remain silent, he spoke.

      "Isn't Elis the Magister who taught Tal?"

      Kaleras turned and stared at him in a way that put him back into the corridors of the Coral Castle, when he had believed the man to be the Extinguished in disguise. Yet his voice lacked the iron in his eyes.

      "Yes," he murmured. "He was."

      Garin pondered the oddity that the same man had instructed both Kaleras and Tal. But he did not think on it long, for the warlock carried on speaking.

      "I trained under Elis for many years, accepting Jalduaen's blessing and touching sorcery myself. At last, I became a Magister in my own right. But though I had mastered everything he knew of sorcery, I had not inherited his wisdom. Still young and rash, I ignored the council of Elis and the Circle and went East, facing every manner of trial I could find. I went to the Deep, and there defeated a spawn of devils such as none had before faced. I traveled the Fringes, vanquishing Nightkin wherever they crossed into the Westreach. I honed my sorcery to deadly precision. Word of my deeds spread, and my renown grew with it — and so, too, did my sense of self-importance. I began to indulge in women and wine, and teetered toward a life of vices."

      Despite the warlock's own criticism, Garin marveled silently at his achievements. He had known Kaleras to be infamous, almost as much as Tal. But he had not dreamed he had accomplished so much. And there was no boastfulness as he spoke of his past. Kaleras carried himself with pride, but it was not inflated. Every scrap of it had been earned.

      "But though few could match me," Kaleras continued, "there always remained a hollowness to my victories. I would look to the East and know that one remained who would not fall to my spells. The true Enemy, the architect of my parents' deaths, lay ever beyond my reach. The one who had stolen my home and the homes of many of those who dared to live in the Fringes. But I did not know how to challenge Yuldor. So I contented myself with a smaller victory: recapturing Canturith.

      "In the years I had spent training and traveling, a Nightkin beast like no other had slaughtered the soldiers stationed there and overtaken the old castle. It was a troll of such size it had to make its bed in the courtyard, for it could fit in no other place in the castle. It spoke the tongue of men and called itself Brigkakor. Like other trolls, Brigkakor was resistant to sorcery, and it wielded an oak trunk as a club. None could drive it from the fortress.

      "I went to Canturith and fought my foe. Though fire and lightning could not touch Brigkakor, I used sorcery to throw stone against him and confused him with illusions of soldiers. When he aimed for me with his club, I turned it aside with wind to knock the weapon against his own skull.

      "Yet my efforts were not enough. The troll's hide was too thick, his bone like granite. Brigkakor weathered all my attacks and finally found me among my illusions. I fled under the courtyard eaves, even as I knew it would not hold long before his battering. I thought I was going to die.

      "Then it came to me: to save the castle, I had to destroy it. So I summoned every morsel of sorcery left to me, and I brought Canturith down onto Brigkakor's head. A hundred tons of stone buried him in the courtyard as the walls tumbled in. At last, my home of old was freed of its invader."

      "And you survived?" Garin shook his head in admiration. Though, he couldn't help wondering if Kaleras didn't have a more mischievous strain in him than he'd thought. Surely, not all of that tale could be true.

      Kaleras gave him a rare, lopsided smile, somehow foreign and familiar at once. "More by luck than artifice. The balcony above me broke in a slab that protected me from the rest of the wreckage. Even still, I was coughing for weeks, and likely still have the dust in my lungs to this day."

      Garin grinned in return. "So that's how you came to be called the Warlock of Canturith."

      He regretted the words as soon as he spoke them, for his mentor swiftly sobered.

      "Only in part. Following my victory, I sent word of it to King Berian — Aldric's father, who ruled Avendor then. Soldiers were sent to reinforce and rebuild. The Circle was also notified. My fellow Magisters urged me to return to Avolice. I refused. I believed then, as I do now, that the Eternal Animus burned hottest on the Fringes, and I would do the most good there. So I remained, fighting against the Night and all the evils that came down from the East.

      "The years stretched long. Often, I had only the company of a few soldiers, and neither of us wanted anything to do with the other. Sorcery separates even as it connects us with the World. It is something only those like you and I may understand, Garin."

      Garin nodded, flushing with pride to share camaraderie with Kaleras.

      "How did you leave the Circle then?" he asked.

      The warlock eyed him askance. "Our separation began with the slaughter of the Circle's council, at the hand of a man familiar to us both."

      His gut tightened. "Magebutcher," Garin whispered.

      Kaleras nodded. "I was on my way to Avolice at the time and arrived just after the deed had been done. There, I overcame Tal in much the same way as I had Brigkakor years before, circumventing the protection of the Ring of Thalkuun by burying him in stone. It only partially worked, yet it was enough for me to take the ring for my own."

      The warlock tightened his fist. Garin stared at his gloved hand, wondering at the artifact contained beneath it, and all the power it could grant.

      "Following the tragedy, much work was necessary to put things aright, and I wasted many years upon it. But when it was done, I returned to the castle that had been my home, and there I stayed. The concerns of the Circle seemed to become less and less important. My fellow Magisters acted with glacial slowness. Cautiousness had turned into cowardice, and I had accepted it without intention."

      Kaleras looked unsmiling at Garin. He had to brace himself not to flinch under that stare.

      "Somehow, Garin, you have avoided that mistake. You have shown more courage than all the soldiers at Canturith in what we have faced."

      Garin could not hold back a laugh. "Me, courageous? I nearly fled before Heyl in Elendol. Wren, Aelyn, and Helnor are the brave ones — they ran into the thick of the fight."

      "But you did not run. You knew the consequences and accepted them. That is not the act of a cowardly man. Fearful men take the easiest path. You have taken the hardest."

      Garin still shook his head. "No harder than the rest of you are on."

      Kaleras' eyes seemed to glitter with the scant moonlight filtering through the clouds. "You know that is not true, Garin. They do not share your fate."

      My fate.

      He looked aside, not wanting Kaleras to see the terror those words struck through him. The warlock might think him brave, but he knew better. He wasn't taking the hard path; he was taking the only path. And it took all his willpower to keep placing one foot after another upon it.

      Desperate to escape the unworthy thoughts, he blurted out the first question that came to mind. "So that's why you left the Circle? To strike more directly at Yuldor?"

      Kaleras hesitated, then shook his head. "No. That was the tinder. But the spark was…" He swallowed and seemed to struggle to say the words. "I discovered I had a son."

      Garin forgot his discomfort at once. Kaleras has a son? He tried to imagine what the son of the infamous warlock must be like. Yet, if the man had accomplished much, surely Garin would have heard tales of him.

      Confounded with questions, he remained silent until Kaleras spoke with wry humor.

      "It came as a surprise to me as well. I had never intended to beget, but my indulgences earlier in life had left behind a child. I sought him out, but it was many years before I found him."

      Something about the story itched at Garin's mind, as if it was somehow familiar. But he knew if he had heard of Kaleras' son before, he would have remembered it.

      Kaleras shook his head and slowly stood. "But that is a different story, and the night is too late to tell it now."

      Garin tried to stifle his disappointment. Kaleras was not one to relent to begging. If he wanted to know the truth about Kaleras' son, he had to remain quiet about it until the warlock was ready to speak.

      Kaleras took a step away, then paused and turned halfway back, seeming about to say something else. But he only gave a small shake of his head before turning away once more.

      Garin wondered what last bit of counsel he had stifled. Or perhaps, even to Kaleras, the illusion he had woven of teaching Garin lessons had worn thin.

      He glanced at Helnor, still hunched as he kept watch, then shrugged into the darkness. It was a problem that could wait for the morning.

      Pulling his cloak tight about his shivering body, he fled for the warmth of his bedroll.
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      The fellowship glimpsed mist on the morning of the fifth day.

      Helnor had begun wondering aloud how literal the name "Valley of Fog" was meant to be when his answer slowly appeared around them. The fog thickened until their party became silhouettes, then little more than gray smudges. Even castings of wind and light could not keep the heavy pall at bay, for as soon as the spells ceased, the clinging mist would seep back in. At last, Ashelia called a halt and had everyone dismount. Using a coil of rope, they bound their stors together and held to their mounts, ensuring no one would be inadvertently lost along the way.

      At any moment, Garin expected the fog to end. After all, how long could it continue? Fog in Hunt's Hollow had sometimes lingered for an hour or two, but it had always thinned before long. This felt like walking through cloud after cloud in an endless trek across the sky.

      After what felt like hours, but may have only been minutes, Ashelia called a halt once more and gathered everyone together. Turning their stors into a circle, they stood on the inside of it and conferred blindly with one another. Only Wren was visible next to Garin, and she still avoided his gaze.

      "We cannot keep wandering the valley aimlessly," Ashelia said, her voice muffled by the fog. "But neither can we leave it. On the map, this is the converging point for Tal's path. If we stray from it, we may never intercept him."

      "But how can we hope to find him in this?" Falcon sounded miserable, his voice gathering a slight whine, which provoked a scowl from Wren. Despite the tension hovering between them, Garin couldn't help but smile. He made sure to hide it, however, as soon as she glanced his way.

      Ashelia fell silent for a moment before speaking again. "We will make camp here on the road and send out a regular patrol to circle our perimeter. Aelyn does not think the valley is wide, and Helnor has located no navigable path other than the main road. If we keep a constant vigil, we should find Tal."

      If he passes this way. They were all thinking it, Garin knew. But whether it was to spare Ashelia's feelings or to keep their own despair at bay, no one voiced the doubt.

      As they moved to follow Ashelia's plan, he remembered how he might ascertain Tal's location in a different way. Gathering his courage, he sent out a questing thought.

      Ilvuan.

      Garin waited while the others moved around him. He searched within his mind for any sign of the Singer's presence — the draft from wings, the slither of scales, the pressing of claws. But he sensed nothing. Just as with Tal's presumed death, Ilvuan was nowhere to be found.

      Part of him wondered if that was a bad sign, even as he guessed the most likely cause. His deluge of questions had seemed to offend the Singer, particularly those relating to the Song and being a dragon. Though Ilvuan had flitted in and out of his mind occasionally throughout the past days, he had rarely given words to his thoughts, and Garin had been hesitant to reach out. Much as it pained him to admit, he needed the Singer. Ilvuan was his connection to the Song, and consequently to sorcery. He didn't know how he could bear to lose it now that he'd so fully claimed it.

      And, against his own good sense, he was growing fond of his devilish companion.

      They established camp, sent out patrols, and waited. Aelyn, Ashelia, and Helnor took turns on the circuits, firmly denying Wren and Garin's requests to join. Kaleras did not volunteer, and no one asked him, while Falcon and Rolan remained at camp with Garin and Wren. The bard's daughter became increasingly sulky as the evening wound into nighttime, and still no sign of Tal had been detected. As they went to bed, she pulled far away from Garin to huddle against the side of the tent, leaving him to shiver and stew in his resentment.

      The next morning saw no better results. As the patrols continued, Helnor finally convinced Ashelia to allow Garin and Wren to patrol together, a compromise to which Wren grudgingly relented. So it was that they found themselves wandering the fog and attempting to unveil their surroundings through blasts of winds and bursts of werelight. There was little to see: snowy cliffs that sloped upward on either end; gnarled trees that clung at impossible angles; stony ground below.

      One circuit took roughly a quarter of an hour, they had gathered from the others, and they were to complete four. The first loop passed in silence, both of them too stubborn to break the walls erected between them. But as they entered the second lap, Garin could stand it no longer.

      "What's the matter with you?"

      It wasn't the most tactful beginning, he knew, but his pent-up frustration had claimed his tongue.

      Wren glared at him, the mist failing to hide her fury. "What's wrong with me? Devil's blood, you've got to be japing…"

      "Is that supposed to be an answer?"

      "I'll tell you what's wrong." She stopped walking to face him. "You hiding things, that's what."

      That caught Garin wrong-footed.

      "Hiding things? What in Yuldor's black name could I be hiding?"

      "How could I know? I'm not in your head."

      He struggled to keep hold of his temper. "Wren, I have no idea what you're talking about."

      Her face twisted into a sneer. "Not very bright for being savior of the bloody World."

      A moment passed — then the truth crashed down on him. Garin laughed, overcome with relief. Only as Wren's expression grew uglier still did he realize how that reaction would strike her.

      "Wait, wait!" He was having trouble fighting down further chuckles, though he knew every smile was another nail in his coffin. "Wren, I'm not laughing at you. I'm just relieved to know what you're talking about."

      "I'm so glad you're amused," she retorted acerbically.

      "Is that what you've been angry about? That Kaleras thinks I'm some sort of, I don't know, threat to Yuldor?" Even uttering the absurdity threatened to collapse him into a giggling fit.

      Wren looked far from amused. "The crazy old kook can believe whatever he wants! I want to know why you didn't tell me."

      "I didn't know! At least, not in the way Kaleras believes it." Seeing he was doing himself no favors, Garin desperately fumbled on. "Look, Tal told me at the Winter Ball that I was in danger. That the Thorn had seized his book and might be after me, for being a Fount and all — whatever that means. I didn't realize that's what he meant."

      He could tell Wren was fighting to hold onto her anger. But the scowl was coming undone, to his immense relief.

      "Fine," she relented. "But it doesn't change the fact that you should have told me about being in danger."

      Garin held up his hands. "We're all in danger. It doesn't feel any worse for me."

      But for the first time, a thought came to him. What if the Ravagers had come to Vathda not just for Tal? What if they were seeking me? He tried to smother the notion. He was nobody next to Tal. The Prince of Devils wouldn't send his henchmen after him while the Devil Killer was on the loose.

      But the idea refused to entirely die.

      Something was working Wren up into a fury again. "Well, you didn't help matters by rubbing your sorcery lessons in my face."

      Pulled between thoughts, Garin found himself baffled into speechlessness for a moment. "Rubbing it in your face?" he managed to ask. "Wren, I was practicing, just the same as you."

      "I have Aelyn as a mentor, while you have Kaleras the Impervious," she shot back. "And all because of that stupid devil in your head!"

      Garin rubbed his forehead. Slowly, he was realizing he had missed something in those incensed looks she'd given him over the evenings. Even if her affront had begun with his unintentional deception, envy had exacerbated it. Envy of his tutor, but even more of his Nightborn inclination for sorcery. He had to tread carefully if he was going to mend this.

      He raised his gaze to meet her eyes. "Look. You're far more talented than I'll ever be in most things. You're better with a sword; you're quicker and smarter and cleverer. I can barely read in the Reachtongue, while reading is nothing to you in Reachtongue and even Gladelyshi. You're brave, and I'm a coward."

      The gold swirled furiously in her irises, mesmerizing as the flash of jewelry around a noblewoman's neck. Yet around her eyes, her expression was softening.

      "You're not a coward," she murmured. "Not entirely."

      He gave her a thin smile. "So it turns out I'm a better sorcerer, at least for right now. Can't I have one edge over you?"

      Garin hadn't had much hope for the appeal. So he was surprised when she barked a laugh and the scowl disappeared from her face.

      "Silence, Solemnity, and Serenity — I'm a Night-blind fool, aren't I?"

      "Are you?" Garin didn't dare hope this wasn't another veiled attack.

      "Little as I wish to admit it, I think so. You're right — you're entirely right. I've been blind with jealousy for days! But why should I be, when I'm so much more talented?"

      Garin grinned at that — for a teasing smile tugged again at her lips. It slackened quickly, however.

      "I've been a prick, I can admit that," she went on. "And I won't be any longer. But… there is still one thing."

      His hopes faltered. "What now?"

      Wren jabbed a finger painfully into his chest, emphasizing her words with it. "You matter. I don't. No, don't argue — I'm not trying to gain your pity. I'm just facing how things really are. You're a Fount, just as you said. You have that devil in your head and grasp sorcery as easily as walking or breathing. You might make a difference against Yuldor. But me? I can scrap, and caper, and read — but none of that matters out here in the East." She flashed him a grin, bitter with revelation. "And though I've never liked the leading role on the stage, I'm not fond of giving up attention."

      Garin hesitated, then reached his arms out to her. Wren folded against his chest willingly, leaning her head and body into him with a vulnerability she rarely showed. It was only a moment before she pulled away again, and he saw from her expression the relief of reunion failed to touch the disappointment still simmering within her. He wracked his thoughts for a comforting word.

      "Wren, if there's one thing Tal taught me, it's that we each forge our own way. He didn't get a legend written about him because he's a Fount. Until Elendol, he barely showed a glimpse of the sorcery he possesses. No — Tal's name is sung around hearths and fires because he never takes any path but the one he believes to be right. No matter what anyone else might claim about him. No matter the cost."

      Wren had gathered a small smile. "I'm amazed you've learned anything from that charlatan."

      Garin grinned back. "Me, too. But he always was full of contradictions."

      She surprised him then by seizing his coat and pulling him close. Staring up into his face, she held his gaze before rising and meeting his lips.

      For a long moment, Garin lost himself in the kiss and embrace. When Wren pulled away, his head spun, and his chest felt tight. She smiled, and he returned it. Though the others were no more than two dozen feet away, lost to the fog, it felt as if they two were alone in the World. And Garin had never wanted it to be so more than in that moment.

      "Wren, I..." He trailed off, uncertain of how to speak of the emotions swirling through his head.

      "Go on." Her words were a whisper.

      As he began again, forming words that might change everything between them, words that struck fear in him to his core, he suddenly faltered.

      He wasn't alone in his head.

      Garin reeled, flinching, his hands instinctively rising as if to shelter from danger. The sensation in his mind was like that of the shadow of a huge, flying predator falling over him. Like the stalking of a gryphon.

      Or the arrival of a dragon.

      He's near. Ilvuan's words reverberated in his mind without regard for how they affected Garin. His presence was stronger than it had been since Elendol, almost painfully so. You must find him.

      "Who?" Garin knew he spoke his thoughts aloud, but it seemed the only way he could form anything coherent with the Singer filling his head. "Is it Tal?"

      Ilvuan's disdain radiated through him like a blisteringly hot summer's day. Find him, was all he said, then he swept away as soon as he'd come.

      Garin leaned over, breathing through clenched teeth. He felt Wren's hand on his shoulders, her inquiries sharp and urgent.

      "I'm fine," he managed to say as he straightened and met her eyes. "It's Tal."

      "He's here?"

      "It's hard to believe, but yes."

      "Which way?"

      His sudden smile slipped away. "I don't know. Ilvuan didn't say."

      "Then we'll just have to find him ourselves. Come on!"

      Grabbing his hand, Wren pulled him off into the fog.
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      "Tal! Tal Harrenfel!"

      He stiffened and stopped where he was. Every sense stood on a blade's edge. Slowly, he scanned the thick fog around him. Only Pim's silhouette emerged from the gray surroundings. And yet…

      That voice.

      He knew that voice, even faint as it was. It was entirely out of place here in the East. It made no sense to hear it. Yet he couldn't deny who it belonged to.

      How in all the World's wonders is Wren calling my name?

      Tal looked back to his companion to find Pim had drawn near. No sign of the disguised elf's usual joviality showed as he leaned in. Tal fought down a sudden urge to stab the Extinguished in his stone heart and put an end to his games, debts be damned. But now more than ever, he needed answers.

      "You heard them?" Pim asked in hushed tones.

      "Them?"

      "The calls in the fog." His guide scanned the area behind them for a moment, as if someone might be sneaking up on them. "The syrens luring their next victim into the vast unknown."

      Tal frowned, his ears still perked for Wren's voice. Even in the Westreach, most folks had heard of syrens. Rumored to be tempters possessing heavenly songs, they were blamed for duping sailors into shipwrecks, and beguiling travelers through lonely wilderness to veer hopelessly off course. Then, when their victims were most vulnerable, they showed their true forms. What they looked like, no one could say — for none remained alive afterward to tell.

      It was this last detail that had made Tal doubt the syrens' existence. In his experience, every beast had a body. True, shades might be summoned for a short time, but they were more spell than creature. Even Garin's Singer, he suspected, was not quite the incorporeal devil it seemed. Magister Elis had also expressed hesitancy in guiding Tal's study of the syrens, and he had prefaced them with a word of caution. Just because we do not understand a thing does not mean it is not so, the old warlock had said in his usual roundabout way. Until you have evidence by which to take a stance, you must entertain every possibility and hold them with equal weight.

      "Have it your way, you wise old shrew," Tal muttered to his long-dead mentor, and tried to keep his assumptions open.

      "What did you say?" Pim's expression was veiled by the mist, but his perplexity came through in his voice.

      Tal didn't bother explaining, but said instead, "I heard the voice of my dearest friend's daughter out there in the fog. But of course she can't be here." He shrugged. "Your account of syrens is the best one. But I've always assumed them to be mere myth."

      Pim let out a small laugh as he continued to look around them. "Ah, my wayward pilgrim, but they do indeed exist. And they pose one of the most potent threats in the Empire."

      Even with Elis' advice in mind, Tal had trouble believing that. "Can they threaten us if we don't go to them?"

      "No — they work by peculiar and particular patterns. Always, their victims come to them; they are anglers, not hunters. So long as we resist their call, we should be safe."

      Tal was finding that to be harder than anticipated — for even as they conversed, he strained to hear Wren's voice again. He wondered who else he might hear. Ashelia? Falcon? Garin? Or perhaps they'll play on a scorned son's misery and use Kaleras. He didn't like the idea of a creature who could pry memories from his mind, much less imitate his friends' voices. Despite what Pim said, he felt the threat looming all around them in the flat, formless World.

      "Let's move, then," Tal said at length. "The sooner we get out of this fog, the better."

      Pim nodded. "Just remember: no matter who you hear and what they say, do not go to them. Even powers like those you and I hold will not touch creatures such as these."

      As the Extinguished turned and motioned for him to follow, Tal hoped he'd have the resolve to listen.
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        * * *

      

      "Tal Harrenfel!"

      Wren shouted first, but Garin had quickly followed suit. Without Ilvuan's help, they were wandering blind through the valley and would be lucky to stumble upon Tal if they were silent. Their best bet was to call to him.

      "Tal!" Garin cried again. "You sun-dazzled dolt," he added in a mutter. The man had dragged him and the others halfway across an untamed wilderness on this wild chase. He deserved that much censure.

      At one point, he thought he heard a response, but it came back from the way they'd come; their companions, he assumed, coming after their shouts. Doubts assailed him with every step. He wondered if they should be straying so far.

      But Tal was near. How could he turn back?

      "Tal!" Wren was becoming indistinct as she moved farther away.

      "Wren!" Garin hissed, hurrying after her and slipping as his foot caught a spot of ice. He cursed under his breath and checked to make sure Velori hadn't slipped free of his belt before continuing. "Silence, but stay close, will you?"

      "If we split up, we'll have a better chance of finding him." But though her face had a stubborn set, he saw the worry lines creasing her brow.

      "And a better chance of getting lost. If he's here, we'll find him. The valley isn't that wide, at least not from what we've seen."

      Wren drew in a breath to shout again, but she hesitated. "You don't suppose… your devil would have lied?"

      "No. Ilvuan wouldn't. We have an understanding now."

      But privately, uncertainty plagued his assertion. What do you really know of his motivations? He hasn't told you his intended purpose. How do you know it isn't to lure you out into the wilds and finish what he long ago started?

      Desperately, he clung to what he thought he'd learned. He's an ally. He rebels against Yuldor. He does have a purpose for me. But even in his mind, it sounded like the insistence of a petulant child.

      "Besides," he said aloud, wishing to escape his thoughts, "if it's someone other than Tal, we've already alerted them to our presence. We're in waist-deep."

      "You would know about that, swamp boy." With a teasing smile, Wren turned her bright eyes back to the mists. "Tal, you damned oaf, come here!"

      "Wren!" Garin reached out and, grabbing her hand, yanked her toward him. She hissed like a cat whose tail he'd pulled, but as her eyes grasped on what he'd seen, she fell silent.

      As one, they drew their blades.

      Garin stared, eyes scanning their surroundings, blood pounding in his ears. Before, the fog had been flat and featureless as an overcast sky.

      Now, it had filled with shadows.

      He counted a dozen at a sweep. Too many to fight. Nevertheless, he held up his sword and called words of sorcery to mind. With Wren nearby, he couldn't risk the leaping fire. But he had several other spells at his disposal now.

      And if it came to it, he would die protecting her.
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      Tal and Pim moved forward, their progress masked by the mists. He wondered how long they would be forced to wander this valley. It might have traveled the World's length for all they could see. Despite his resolution, his ears remained perked for further voices, and his eyes scanned all around them. But he only heard the scraping of stone and snow beneath their feet, and he saw nothing.

      Time had halted, yet still they walked. The dam on his sorcery trembled to hold, his focus on it wavering. He longed to open himself to it and fling aside the mists, to see what these prowling watchers looked like. The silence was worse than hearing Wren's voice had been. He did not know how much longer he could endure it.

      Silence, but you're a tormenting god, he thought in an ironic prayer.

      Then his veins prickled. Tal jerked back to awareness. His blood had always warned of sorcery before. Every sense was on high alert as he scanned the area around him.

      Shadows loomed out of the mist.

      Tal's hand darted to his side before he remembered he no longer carried Velori. Instead, he grasped for his looted knife and held it before him. The shadows multiplied as more of the watchers emerged from the mists: six, eight, twelve, and still more appeared.

      "Pim?" Tal hissed, turning to keep all the enemies in sight. But there were too many of them.

      "Tal! We're here! Where are you?"

      A shiver ran up his spine. Garin. He cursed the syrens for using the youth's voice. With their reconciliation so fresh, he ached to go to him and apologize for everything anew. It almost didn't matter that he knew the lad could not truly be there; the ache and pull remained just as strong.

      A firm hand gripped Tal by the arm and yanked him away from the shadows.

      "Do not go to them!" Pim hissed. "Or would you like to end as a spirit's succor?"

      Tal let himself be dragged forward, but could not summon the motivation to direct himself. "Garin," he muttered. "They used Garin's voice."

      "They will use every voice they can to lure you to them. They will use your dead mother's if they have to. Close your ears and heart to them, man. Or it will spell your death."

      Tal looked behind at the foggy shapes and felt that same compulsion to go to them. He did not feel it as a tug of glamour; he knew that touch, for Queen Geminia had exercised it against him often. This desire came from within him, a desperate need to confirm what he should already know: that Wren and Garin weren't really out there searching for him.

      You left them in Elendol, he told himself. They're not foolish enough to come into the East, you old clod.

      But some part of him couldn't quite douse the small part of him that hoped against hope that it was indeed his companions.

      Pim, perhaps sensing Tal's hesitation, kept his hold and continued to drag him forward. "It should not take much longer," he hissed through clenched teeth. "A half hour at most."

      "Tal, you damned oaf, come here!"

      Tal closed his eyes to the call — Wren's once more. "Damn you, wraiths," he muttered. "Damn you back to the hells you came from."

      "Hold to your sanity," his guide said wryly. "You are no use to me mad."

      "So reassuring that you have such altruistic motives." But Tal pried open his eyes and stared at the shadows. They're not real, Garin and Wren. They're just echoes from the past. Phantom voices to torment and haunt. This time, he started to believe it, even if the greater part of him didn't want to.

      He had left his companions back in Elendol to preserve their lives. But now more than ever, the feeble part of him he'd never been able to squash wished he had not.

      He heard shouts, then a shiver went through his blood. Sorcery again. He wondered what the syrens were up to now. But the less he thought of them, the better.

      "We are past the worst of it." Pim released Tal's arm, sensing his fading resistance. "Hopefully."

      "How glad I am that I followed you here, Soulstealer." Tal flashed him a wry smile, then hurried after his companion.
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        * * *

      

      The enemies stared at them through the mist.

      Garin's breath rattled in his throat. His heart fluttered in his chest. Every muscle pulled taut as he waited for the shadows to converge and strike.

      But they didn't move.

      "What are they waiting for?" Wren hissed.

      "How should I know?"

      But she was right; their assailants were acting strangely. They had them surrounded and outnumbered, yet they made no move to close in. And they had been oddly silent the entire time. The fog dampened sound, but he expected something from them — taunts, coordinating shouts, even just the rattle of armor and weapons. But there was nothing. They made no movements, no noises, only stood there and watched.

      A suspicion began to form in his mind.

      "I'm not waiting for them," Wren snarled suddenly. Thrusting out a hand, she shouted, "Kald bruin!"

      Flames roared forth from her hand toward the nearest shadow, cutting through the mist. The besieged shadow didn't try to move, but remained in place as the fire enveloped it. Garin tried to see how the flames affected it, but the fire was too bright. He was forced to look away and instead kept a watch on the other motionless enemies.

      With a gasp, Wren closed her outstretched hand into a fist, panting and shivering. Garin could only imagine how much heat that plume had drained from her without the Song to assist. But though he reached out a hand to steady her, he was distracted by the result of her spell.

      The shadow she'd attacked stood as it had before, untouched and unconcerned. Seeing it, he knew the truth.

      They'd been duped.

      "Yuldor's bloody prick." Garin released Wren and stalked forward, ignoring her cries of warning as he swept Velori through a shadow. The blade's runes sparked lightning blue as it cut through with no resistance. The shadow swirled and disappeared into the mist, the spell severed by the enchanted sword.

      Garin turned his back on the rest, letting Velori fall to his side. Anger replaced fear as comprehension set in.

      "It's a spell," he told her. "One we just learned — mist shadow."

      Wren, who was slowly replacing the heat she'd lost with a steady flurry from one hand, stared at him through the veil of frost falling around her. "Damn." The gold in her eyes brightened as she gazed at each of the shadows around them. "Damn. But why?"

      "I don't know."

      Maybe Tal still doesn't want to be found, he thought. But he couldn't believe that, if Tal knew they had come this far after him, he'd still spurn them. They were too deep into the East now. There was no turning back for any of them.

      Wren had a furious look on her face as she stared at the sorcerous shadows. "Well, what in the devils do we do now?"

      "The only thing we can," Garin answered heavily. "We return to camp."

      A moment passed. Then, the realization sunk in for Garin just as Wren spoke it aloud.

      "Which way is camp?"
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      It seemed a full season had passed before Tal stepped free of the clinging mist.

      He sighed in relief as the World reasserted itself. Colors other than gray reappeared. His shoulders, knotted from held tension, slackened. The syrens who had stalked them were finally left behind.

      Strangely, he felt a hint disappointed as well. As if he'd expected his companions, whose voices he'd heard, to have emerged from the fog after all. But if he'd learned one thing in his years of misdeeds, it was that regrets were always best indulged later. Taking his own advice, Tal pushed them down once more.

      Their surroundings became more impressive the further from the mist they moved. Trees towered endlessly before them. While they could not match the girth of Elendol's kintrees, the forest of giants put him in mind of something he might encounter in the elven queendom. But though there were resemblances, the trees here were pine, evidenced by a carpet of brown needles and the scent rich in every inhalation. And the ground was nowhere near as marshy as in Elendol, despite a sticky humidity clinging to the air.

      Not Gladelyl, he thought with regret. Even if there are still elves roaming these woods.

      "How much farther must we travel?" Tal asked his companion.

      Pim, who had been staring behind them rather than ahead, swiveled around. What he'd been staring at, Silence only knew; Tal could see nothing but the shadows of mountains through the mist. Though he speculated that it wasn't what they could see, but what they couldn't that occupied his attention.

      The Soulstealer's familiar smile, half mocking and half boyish glee, found his lips. "Do not tell me you tire of walking."

      "I've had more diverting occupations."

      "Never fear, Skaldurak. Your time under the wheel will come soon enough." Pim's sable threads swirled like soot through a grotto pool.

      Tal raised a sardonic eyebrow. "Perhaps I would fear less if you told me more."

      Pim laughed, then started forward again. "Why speak of such things when I could show you? Or rather, when they show themselves?"

      Tal walked after him, ignoring the protests of his tortured muscles and joints, long aggravated by the sorcery he barely kept at bay. "Show themselves? You mean the Nightelves?"

      "Who else? Or do you think they would allow strangers to wander into their territory unchallenged?"

      Tal shrugged. "It seems they just did."

      Pim grinned over at him. "Do not be overly impatient, Tal Harrenfel. Nightelves do not like strangers."

      "Will they kill on sight?"

      "If the threat is great."

      "And what do they think of you?"

      Pim's smile gained a sharper edge. "What most Imperials do."

      Tal let the conversation lapse. He suspected the Extinguished would be lauded and praised by the worshippers of Yuldor. Just imagining the sight made his stomach turn. He questioned anew his wisdom in following Pim this far.

      As if I had a choice.

      The colossal woods seemed empty but for them. Tal barely heard any songs of birds or the flutter of wings. He wondered if even bugs occupied these woods. It seemed a bewitched place, preserved from time as if caught in amber, just as Elendol was insulated from the inconveniences of seasonal shifts. His thoughts turned down deeper pathways before he recognized a prickle of heat in his blood.

      Sorcery. He sealed his dam up tighter and, alert once more, scanned the forest with a sharper eye.

      He saw the archer a moment before the arrow came whistling between the trunks.

      With a half-uttered curse in his throat, Tal ducked. He didn't see just how close the arrow passed, his eyes remaining on the archer, but he heard the slight hum of air and the thwack as it lodged into the tree behind him.

      Without thought, the dam broke open, and molten sorcery poured into his blood.

      The World multiplied as the streams of power appeared to his eyes. He saw their attackers by the sorcery filtering into them: eight of them, by his count, unless there were more who could not tap into magic. As words of the Worldtongue twisted through his mind, Tal reached forward with his sorcery and severed the streams feeding their assailants. He heard a cry as one of them was forced to painfully relinquish a casting.

      He was beginning to advance, looking to catch a better glimpse of them, when Pim grabbed his arm. He'd felt him moving toward him, but had only thought the Extinguished was following to close in on their assailants. By reflex, Tal rebuffed the contact, a pulse of sorcery and wind that buffeted his companion on multiple fronts. He heard Pim grunt, but barely spared a moment's thought for him before charging forward.

      Then razors began to slice him apart from within.

      He was vaguely aware that he fell, but the pain of collapsing against cold ground and tough roots was nothing to the internal assault. A scream clawed out of his throat as his blood boiled and burned. His hands throbbed, both seeming far too large for his gloves. He reached out blindly, trying to be rid of the killing power, and his hand brushed against a trunk. Not knowing what else to do, he thrust the excess magic into the tree.

      As the sorcery leaked away from him, his other senses reasserted themselves, and the torment faded to a stinging memory. Opening his eyes, Tal saw with blurry vision his outstretched hand and the bark it brushed against. Something seemed wrong with his hands, but it was the tree that occupied his immediate attention.

      Just as he registered how it looked blackened as if struck by many bolts of lightning, a thunderous crack boomed from it.

      Gasping, Tal rolled away and fled. He glanced over his shoulder to see the giant hurtling toward him, shoving aside other trees as if it had no other intention but to squash him like an insect. Fighting through the pain, gasping with the effort, Tal ran perpendicular to the trunk, hoping against hope to get out of its way in time.

      He threw himself forward as the tree boomed behind him, and the ground shook and rattled. Splinters pattered against his cloak. Debris choked his lungs.

      Long after the sounds had faded, he remained in a huddle, coughing and shivering with the aftereffects of fear and the canker. It took him several long moments before he uncurled himself and observed the damage he'd done. The great monolith lay on its side, blackened and dead, not half a dozen feet away. Ashy dust hovered about it in a cloud. A second could have made the difference between being smashed into pulp and survival.

      Thrice-damned fool. Yet despite himself, Tal found he was grinning.

      Pim approached from around the felled tree, his eyebrows raised. "I must admit, that was rather unexpected. What did you mean to accomplish by that display?"

      Tal levered himself upright, but couldn't yet find the energy to stand. "Self-control has never been my greatest strength."

      The Extinguished made a noncommittal sound, then turned and motioned to someone Tal couldn't see. A moment later, the Nightelves came into view, creeping forward as if afraid Tal might attempt another such caper.

      They didn't appear as other Nightelves Tal had met. In Low Elendol, they had dressed much the same as their Gladelysh cousins; as Ravagers, they donned a similar motley of armor as the rest of their companions. But these Nightelves dressed much as the hill people of Nortveld, in cured skins and furs as rudimentary in design as they were in material. Bones, colored stones, and pearls made up their ornamentation, and they sported plenty of it — necklaces hung three thick from many necks, and bracelets rattled up their arms. They had a slinking crouch to their gait and approached with weapons raised. Those, at least, saw the modern use of metal, though as spears and arrowheads rather than swords or shields, using the bare minimum of materials possible.

      As they surrounded him, Tal managed to rise to his feet, though he stumbled and had to steady himself on another tree. He tried to keep his smile wide and friendly, but as the thrill of the instance faded, the pain of his inadvertent action flooded back in.

      One of the greeting party stepped before the others, a woman with a crown of black braids. She lifted her spear and planted its end in the dirt as she stared at him with swirling, violet eyes.

      Without speaking to Tal, the Nightelf's eyes slid over to Pim. "Chosen. We were not expecting you."

      "And certainly not like this, I expect," Pim said, his green irises flickering with the movement in his black tendrils.

      "I am Captain Fexe."

      "I remember who you are, Fexe." He tapped his head. "I have a long memory."

      She ignored his explanation and jerked her head toward Tal. "Who is this sorcerer?"

      Tal watched the exchange with fascination. He'd expected Pim to be treated as a god made flesh; after all, he was supposed to be one of four of Yuldor's closest followers. Yet no trace of awe was present in Fexe's stance. Indeed, but for a modicum of manners, she treated him with impatient insolence, as if they were equals at best, and not an ally she much respected.

      Pim smiled wide. "But do you not recognize him? His name is sung across the Westreach, and in parts of the Empire as well."

      Fexe's frown only deepened. "Tal Harrenfel."

      Tal gave his sincerest smile, though it was interrupted midway by a wince as his canker broiled. "Pleasure to meet you, Captain Fexe."

      The Nightelf gave a quiet harrumph, then jerked her head toward the deeper woods. "Come. I must return to my route, and you must reach your destination."

      "I could not have said it better myself," Pim said pleasantly. "Come, Tal. Let us go find your cure."

      Tal levered himself upright and walked with wooden legs after his guide. Too many questions and mysteries abounded around him. How does she know our destination? What are their intentions?

      But, as with the rest of his ill-fated journey into the East, he found himself once more stumbling after Pim, blind to all that waited ahead.
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      As they stepped free of the mists and found a forest looming above them, Garin could finally admit it.

      "We're lost."

      "An astute observation." She arched a sardonic eyebrow at him, but he could see the anxiety swirling in her eyes.

      Garin flashed her a smile, hoping it would seem more confident than he felt. The pretense was pointless. They were hopelessly turned around, and both of them knew it.

      After they'd run into the fog after Tal and were confounded by the sorcerous shadows, they had given up their search and tried to find their way back to the camp. Knowing the valley to only be so wide, they tried moving in ever-expanding circles from their location, figuring they must eventually come upon a clue that would lead them to the others. But as the circle expanded, it became less certain if they stayed to the pattern. Though they found both sloping sides of the mountain pass, no indication of their company came into sight.

      As panic began to set in, they'd started to shout. The sorcerer who had cast the misty shadows still lurked out there, but they did not see any choice remaining to them. Yet though they'd howled themselves hoarse, no calls had come in return.

      They came up with a different plan: commit to a direction and keep walking that way. Eventually, they reasoned, they must come out of the mist or stumble upon their camp. Either way, they would be able to gain their bearings and orient themselves to the correct path.

      So they'd walked, silent, each wrapped up in their uncertainties and imaginings. Garin thought he should feel more scared than he did. After all, they had no supplies between them, only a few pocket snacks as well as their personal flasks. They had no shelter or map. They were two youths, barely into adulthood, wandering the most dangerous lands in the World on their own.

      Yet he felt calm.

      He tried to guess what it was. One hand constantly rested on Velori; was it the reassurance of Tal's sword? Or perhaps it was that Ilvuan had reemerged briefly, reminding him they were not entirely alone, even if the Singer had been less than helpful. Though Garin had implored him to seek out their companions, Ilvuan had said he could not.

      The mortal Tal has the Heart's blood in his veins, he reminded Garin. It is this that allows me to seek him wherever he strays. It is not the same for your companions.

      But you can go wherever you please, can't you? Garin argued. Can't you fly, or whatever spirit dragons do?

      The Singer had dealt him a rebuke that felt like the swipe of a claw. But though Garin winced at the slight pain, he did not cringe away.

      Ilvuan's admiration, slight as it was, was intoxicating in his mind. You are not the hatchling you were when I found you, Listener. You have grown. Take heart in that.

      Then he'd slipped free of Garin's mind.

      Despite the lack of assistance, he did feel reassured, though if it was by Ilvuan's words or some inherent dragon glamour, he could not tell.

      It did nothing to change their situation. The snow had thinned to patches beneath their feet, and a forest as large as the Gladelysh jungle loomed around them. It was as if the woods mirrored the enormity of their problems.

      Wren asked the inevitable question. "What now?"

      Garin looked around again as if the forest might provide an answer. What indeed? Neither of them had expected or planned for this. Being separated from the party had never been discussed in the company, for they had taken every measure against it. But here he and Wren had gone running off without a second thought. Like the stupid youths we are, he thought bitterly.

      Yet Wren seemed to be waiting for an answer, and it was rare that she looked to him for anything. He scrambled to supply one.

      "We obviously didn't return the way we'd come, and the valley seemed to only go one way on the map — toward the Fornkael forest. So we should have traveled farther east."

      Wren nodded, her eyes brightening somewhat. "Which means, if the others continue forward, they'll find us."

      "Exactly." Despite his earlier malaise, Garin found himself standing straighter. "All we have to do is wait."

      A strange smile curled onto Wren's lips. "What should we do while we wait, I wonder?"

      Just as his heart began to pound, the impish young woman laughed and, with a sudden movement, settled herself against the base of one of the enormous trees. "A nap sounds lovely, doesn't it?"

      "Not as lovely as other activities," he grumbled, but he wore a grin. Though a short-lived thrill had traveled through him at her insinuation, intimacy was impractical when a sorcerer had been out in that valley, confounding and turning them around. They had to remain vigilant.

      He settled down next to her. "You rest. I'll take the first watch."

      Wren scooted close to his side and rested her head on his shoulder. "If you insist."

      As he kept a lookout, Garin enjoyed her warmth pressed against him. Her body grew heavy and her breathing slow as she settled into slumber. He stared back toward the mist and imagined how their reconciliation might manifest when they had a moment to themselves. The thoughts stirred a warmth in his belly, and he often smiled to himself at his guilty reveries.

      At one point, he rested his head back against the tree to ease his neck. He felt no lapse in his vigilance, nor did he remember closing his eyes. Yet around him, the scene changed.

      He was soaring.

      Garin gazed down in wonder. The World had become small, grand proportions made insignificant. Mountains were reduced to hillocks rising from the landscape. Lakes became puddles. Trees melded into a patchwork blanket of green and brown.

      An updraft brushed against his belly, and he was carried up, impossibly high. The embankment of cloud rushed toward him, and Garin winced, braced for impact. But none came. It was as if he entered a thick mist, the cloud no more tangible than wet air. After a long, chilled moment, he emerged through the other side.

      He flew over a sea of clouds.

      Below, the clouds had blocked the sunlight and cast a gray pall over the lands; above, the day was cheery and blue. The sun blazed over the rolling, white sea, too bright almost for Garin to look at. Yet the sight made him want to smile all the same.

      This is my dominion. A familiar voice rumbled in his head, stronger than he'd ever heard it before. Or it was.

      Ilvuan. Am I—

      In my memories, he confirmed. This is how an ava'dual dreams.

      Garin stared around him. Wind whipped in his face, and though he knew it must be cold — for air grew colder the higher one ascended — it was merely a pleasant coolness against his face. It was as Ilvuan remembered the feeling, he guessed. And though he supposed he might have felt leery about wearing a dragon's skin, he found himself reveling in the experience and yearning for more.

      I can see why you think so little of mortals, he teased, when you have the wind under your wings.

      Yes. If I only still had it.

      The Singer did not seem prone to wistfulness, but Garin now felt it permeating through his words. Slowly, their meaning settled in.

      Can you… no longer fly?

      More than that, little Listener. I do not possess a body with which to fly.

      That was enough to dull even the enjoyment of the flight. So you truly are a spirit.

      You would call me such.

      And a devil?

      Bitter amusement bubbled up from Ilvuan's presence. We have appeared the enemy of mortals at times throughout the World's lifespan. But with all we have done to protect the lesser kinds, no longer can you consider us so.

      Are all dragons… gone, then? He had almost said dead, but decided to avoid thinking the word. This was a wound that still needled the Singer.

      Some are truly departed. Others, such as I, linger on in various forms. Few remain truly awake. And even I…

      Ilvuan's thoughts drifted off incoherently. Garin wondered what torment lay within that chasm, though he was starting to see the shape of it.

      Why, Ilvuan? What happened?

      Suddenly, without his expressing the intent, Garin was diving down through the clouds. As he broke free, mist clinging to him for a moment, the World below appeared again. But something about it seemed wrong. Through the whirl of motion and the wind in his eyes, he tried to make sense of what he saw.

      The lands burned. Smoke choked the air. Armies warred on a battlefield below. Beasts swarmed the sky. Dragons. Flashes of light and distortions in the air spoke of sorcery.

      The Song began rising in Garin's ears.

      A long time ago, even by our reckoning, Ilvuan rumbled, there came one known as the Night. Upon her, we placed all our hopes. Tyranny gripped the land, a tyranny born of arrogance and mortal envy. Three descended to the place where sorcery broke free of the World, and three claimed its power for their own, though they had no rights to it.

      Who were they? He had so many questions that he had trouble sorting through them all amid the cacophony of sounds and sights. They had not pulled up from their dive, and with each moment, the ground and the battle grew nearer, the individual shapes emerging from the writhing mass.

      They have had many names through the ages. But you only know them as Silence, Solemnity, and Serenity. They are your gods.

      His mind rebelled against what Ilvuan was saying. I don't understand. I don't—

      But he did not have time to form the complete thought. The ashen, blood-stained ground rose to meet him, beckoning to him with an irresistible summons. He could not pull up. They were going to hit—

      He jerked awake.

      For a moment, Garin blinked, his vision blurry. Even as it resolved, he had trouble believing he was awake. Before the dream, the forest around them had been empty but for the tall, silent specters of the trees.

      Now, watchers encircled them.

      He instinctively reached for Velori's hilt. But as he did, bows carried by those surrounding them rose and drew, the arrows aimed at his heart.

      "Release it," the woman in front spoke, her words heavily accented.

      Garin slowly let the sword drop back to his waist, then held up his hands. The Song still echoed faintly in his ears; he could not tell if it was a remembrance of the dream or actually present with him now. He doubted even quick spellwork could save them, however. Even if he was so reckless as to employ the fire-worms against them, those arrows would find his chest before their enemies fell to the flames.

      In that moment of suspense, as he wondered numbly if he was about to die, the details of their keepers finally occurred to him. They were Nightelves, clear by their eyes ranging from crimson to violet and the bluish cast of their skin. But they were dressed not as he had seen other Nightelves, but more like Crazy Ean from back in Hunt's Hollow, with animal skins and furs barely treated. Additional accoutrements of beads and bones further impressed a feral ferocity upon Garin.

      He felt Wren shifting near him before she spoke boldly, "You have our attention. Now what do you want?"

      None of the Nightelves smiled, their leader least of all. Her eyes, as deep a purple as violets in full bloom, swirled with a slow intensity.

      "Bind them," she said, seeming to speak in the Reachtongue for their benefit. "Then bring them with us."

      Garin found he'd made his decision on what to do. "Don't resist them," Garin muttered from the corner of his mouth. "If they're binding us, we're to be kept alive."

      "For how long?" Wren hissed back. But as the Nightelves approached, she did not resist.

      After their hands were tied behind their back, pulling Garin's shoulders painfully out of alignment, the Nightelf leader directed for their few belongings to be collected, then led them deeper into the forest.

      "A strange patrol," Garin thought he heard her mutter as he and Wren stumbled along behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Wise Woman

          

        

      

    

    
      The woods ended abruptly with a felled tree, marking the boundary of the Nightelf village.

      "Naruah," Pim informed Tal, sweeping an arm before him in a grand gesture. "Capital of Aspar, fief of the Empire of the Rising Sun."

      "Doesn't look like much," Tal muttered, mindful of the Nightelf escorts leading the way. Fexe and most of her patrol had broken off from them as the village neared, claiming the need to return to their route. To his eye, part of the patrol captain seemed reluctant to let Tal out of her sight — or perhaps her hesitation was for Pim. Despite being familiar with each other, they did not seem to meet eye to eye on much.

      "Perhaps not," his companion conceded. "But the Nightelves compose their society differently than other Bloodlines. They live in communes composed of matriarchal families."

      "A single family lives here?"

      Pim waved a hand. "Of a sort. Villages intermarry, of course; long ago, they worked out that hereditary flaws are common in interbred whelps. But males adopt the name of the family they marry into, and divisions among family are strongly discouraged."

      It was not a dissimilar system to what the Gladelysh elves had established, Tal realized, but was merely further dispersed. He wondered at that. Long had he known that Easterners were, by and large, the same as people across the Westreach — some good, some bad, most a convoluted mixture of the two. But to see parallel structures across sister Bloodlines — that was a step further than his mind had taken things.

      Beware your blindness, for what is unseen may be your undoing. He wondered if that was a quotation from someone or if he'd invented it. He resolved to ask Falcon about it next time he saw him. If I see him again.

      As they walked around the long length of trunk, which rose three times Tal's height, the village proper came into view. The gate to Naruah was formed of two felled trunks fused together by unnatural means. Like Elendol, the Nightelf capital was shaped by its residents' sorcery, though in a very different way. The archway, draped with vines and ivy, was only the first example, as he saw when those standing guard ushered them and their escorts through. Everywhere he looked, dispersed among upright trees, were homes formed of hollowed trunks. Some were rudimentary, while others had been more intentionally fashioned and featured whimsical and intricate architecture. Spires, short by most cities' standards, emerged along the length of one abode, with windows that were covered with a slightly opaque, amber film materializing at regular intervals. A glass formed of tree sap, he marveled. He wondered what magic they utilized to make it.

      Their escort led them past hovels and manors adorned with mushrooms and moss, always moving toward the center of Naruah. The local populace stopped and stared as they passed. Tal wondered how many had seen a Reachman before. Humans did live in the East, but they had a different hue and facial features to the Westreach lines. No doubt he was a strange sight this deep into the Empire. He smiled at them, but none returned the gesture.

      Perhaps it's how I look, he mused. After days without much bathing, and still wearing his stained clothes from Vathda, he no doubt made for a ghastly sight.

      Or maybe they fear us as much as Reachfolk fear them. Somehow, the thought curdled his smile. He averted his eyes, keeping them on his surroundings, though he remained watchful for any knives that might dart across the space left in his party's wake.

      "Ah, here we are!" Pim brought Tal's attention back ahead of them. "Harmony Sacellum, home to the high pellar of Aspar."

      He'd expected a grand edifice to occupy the center of Naruah; instead, he found a squat stump little more decorated than the meanest hovel. The top of it bulged out in a grotesque bubble. The skin of the ceiling seemed thin enough to allow light through, though he wondered how it held up to the elements. Gnarled, old roots crouched menacingly around the walls as they advanced between them to the perfectly circular door set into the temple's side. There, the patrolmen stepped to either side and signaled for them to enter.

      Pim turned back to Tal and waggled his eyebrows. "Well? Are you ready for your cure?"

      "As long as that's what awaits me."

      The Extinguished smiled in a way that wasn't altogether reassuring. Facing forward, he pulled at a large iron ring, one of the few instances of metal Tal had seen in the village. The door opened outward with a groan like the dead tree awoke from a long slumber. With a beckoning wave, Pim entered, and Tal followed him in, the door closing behind him.

      The interior was partially illuminated by the porous ceiling, the light gathering an orange hue as it filtered through the thin bark. Its chamber was also brightened by lamps set all around the circle of walls. They were sorcerous lamps, he quickly realized; the light they cast off was green and lacked the flicker of flames. Though their shape was different, they seemed a variation of the werelight lamps used in Elendol. The mix of orange and green light lent the room a strange, unnatural ambience.

      An atmosphere conducive for the sacrosanct, Tal mused.

      The floor mirrored the rings seen on the top of a stump, which Tal had once heard marked the years a tree had existed. Hundreds of circles marked the temple floor, signaling that this tree had been ancient indeed before it had fallen. The rings cascaded toward the center of the chamber, where a vat with black iron walls stood, resembling something between a bath and a firepit.

      By this metal furnishing stood a woman.

      "Mater Izoalta," Pim called out merrily in the Reachtongue, striding into the temple with complete disregard for the oppressive ambience. He had shed his pack at the entrance and walked with unencumbered ease. "Wise Mother. How good to see you still standing after these many long years."

      The priestess did not turn at the greeting, but remained leaning over the wall of the metal fixture. Tal wondered if she was ill, and what that would mean for him. He didn't know what to make of what he could see. Every surface of her was decorated, skin or otherwise. Beads hung in long fringes, colored red and blue and purple. Teeth and other pieces of bone hung from bracelets and necklaces. Her skin, aubergine in the gloom, was bright with the white lines of tattoos. In places, something bright and reflective glimmered from the lines. Piercings, he realized after a moment's study. Her skin was riddled with rings of silver.

      They halted ten paces away from her. Tal waited in silence, relenting to Pim's lead for the moment. If he was honest with himself, something about the Nightelf priestess intimidated him.

      Perhaps because I mean to put my life in her hands, he thought, and her appearance is more than half-mad.

      As if she heard the thought, the high pellar snapped her neck around and glared at Tal, eyes glowing with a fell light. He could not look away from them. His blood tingled, signaling sorcery was in the air, but it did not feel like Geminia's glamour. His mind remained clear, or as clear as it ever was these days. Nevertheless, he felt enthralled by the priestess' gaze. Her iris' tendrils were so dark a violet as to almost be black like Pim's, but were edged with a lightning glow. He saw in those eyes the shadows of serpents writhing in a glowing pool, seeking to escape.

      Abruptly, he blinked and averted his gaze. If she meant to charm him, he would not be complicit in the attempt.

      "So. You do have some will, after all."

      Tal raised his head again, but stared just past her face into the tangle of thick braids that stacked atop her head. She had spoken the common Darktongue, but in simple enough words that he could follow. In her mouth, the speech lacked the harsh edges that most gave it, but gathered instead a mesmerizing cadence.

      He struggled to form his response. "I have sense, if not will, my lady."

      Her bark of laughter, cut off as if she were impatient with her own sounds, signaled his pronunciation had been off, if not downright unintelligible.

      "His grasp of your language is poor," Pim said apologetically, once more in Tal's native speech. "If you will excuse his speaking in his own…"

      The priestess waved her hand in short chopping gestures. "Enough!" she said in the Reachtongue. "I cannot stand your—" Then she said something in her own tongue Tal could not grasp, but guessed was a profanity not included in Hellexa Yoreseer's text.

      Pim was grinning, but Tal knew enough of smiles to see a cutting edge to it.

      "Never forget who I am, Izoalta," he said, also adopting Tal's native tongue. "As old as you are by mortal reckoning, you will never be more than a child to me."

      The illusion remained in place — yet Tal saw through the handsome elf then. In that moment, Pim embodied the quartz-crusted flesh of the Extinguished.

      If the high pellar was perturbed, she hid it behind another of her short, wild laughs. "Spare me, Chosen. I am a child, but I have learned enough to know you need me. What few years I hoard in these bones remain my own."

      Pim shrugged, and the dangerous air seemed to fade. "For now," he said, his tone kindly as if speaking to a simpleton. "But enough pleasantries. I am sure you have sensed my errand in this man."

      Izoalta's gaze settled back on Tal, and he was careful not to meet it. With his blood warm in his veins, he felt flushed like he had so often been with Ashelia when they were young.

      An uncomfortable feeling to share with this old crone.

      "I have," she murmured. "He is one of them."

      One of them. He did not have to reach far to understand what she meant.

      And if I am to trust her with my life, he thought, I'd best begin now.

      "You mean a drovald," he said, using the word he'd read in his old book, then adding his tongue's translation, "a Fount."

      "Ah! So he is not just a pretty face in a filthy guise." Izoalta leered at him, though perhaps for her, it passed for an inviting grin.

      Tal returned it with a smile of his own. "I've been called many things, Wise Mother, but pretty has rarely been one of them."

      She barked another laugh. "And a pretty tongue! Who is this one, Chosen?"

      "You know his name, Izoalta, though not his face. He is called Tal Harrenfel in the Westreach."

      "Tal Harrenfel." The lines of laughter smoothed from her face. "The Widowmaker. The Scourge. The Puppet."

      Tal shrugged, affecting nonchalance, even as his pulse quickened at the recognition. For the danger of it? he mused. Or for the glory?

      "So I have been known," he said aloud, his tone even.

      "But he is less than his deeds claim," Pim added, "for the moment, at least. An affliction hampers his natural gifts — karkados, a sorcerous canker."

      "If it is so," the high pellar said, "then I will say it is so. Leave us, Chosen. Your kind interferes with my work."

      "I would not wish to impose." In Pim's polite words laid potent promises. "As it happens, we have pursuers I must attend to, for I fear they are drawing close."

      Tal's heart beat quicker still. Ravagers. There could be little doubt that he meant anyone else. Once more, the divisions in the East defied his comprehension. That Yuldor's hounds would attack dwarves from the Westreach did not take much imagination. But he'd always assumed a fief of the Empire would collude with the so-called Venators.

      As soon as I can, he promised himself, I'll free myself of their tangled webs. Even though Pim had so far proven a faithful guide, he could not be rid of him soon enough. The suspicion that he was always a moment away from being stabbed in the back had plagued their fledgling trust.

      Pim met Tal's gaze and seemed to see all the questions swirling behind his eyes. "You will understand more," his companion said softly. "Soon."

      Tal nodded, though he wasn't sure he believed him.

      The Extinguished turned and swept from the room, issuing commands as he opened the door. A Nightelf in green robes — an acolyte, he guessed — bustled in to haul his pack onto her back, then quickly left and resealed the room.

      As the echoes of the shutting door died away, a heavy silence filled the chamber. Tal looked back to the high pellar and accidentally met her eyes. For a moment, he could not loose himself from their pull — then abruptly, he tugged free, his chin snapping around painfully as if he had been physically held there.

      Izoalta barked another laugh. "Do I uval you, Puppet?"

      He grimaced. "My apologies — I'm not sure I understand you."

      Her eyes screwed up for a moment, thinking of the proper translation.

      "Turn away," she said finally. "Do I turn you away?"

      Tal took her meaning. "'Repulse,' do you mean? If so, I have never been one to be dissuaded by appearances."

      She gave him another smile, and he noticed this time that most of her teeth had been replaced by silver canines. "Pretty tongue, I said — but even pretty things can grow ugly if seen too much."

      Sensing they were moving in the wrong direction, Tal turned the conversation. "Pim called you a high pellar. You are a priestess to Yuldor?"

      Izoalta looked at him as if he were a fascinating and unusual creature. "Who else? He is the god we know, the only god to walk the surface of Mother World. Only you from the Westreach are foolish enough to worship gods who do not speak!"

      Tal shrugged, conceding the point. "I fail to see why your allegiance would incline you to help me. You know what I am. By that knowledge, I'd guess you've read the works of Hellexa Yoreseer."

      He had divined a clever tongue would drive the crass priestess further from helping, and reasoned the truth might reel her in. If her expression was any indication, his gambit had worked. Izoalta's eyes widened along with her smile.

      "Hellexa Yoreseer!" she repeated, almost hissing the name. "How long since I've heard her mentioned!"

      "Did you know her?" He thought it a stretch; after all, Blue Moon Obelisk, the tower where the sorceress had resided until her death, was far to the west of their present location, if Pim's obscure hints and Tal's vague sense of the East's orientation were correct.

      Izoalta's smile widened further still. "Pretty face, but a dull mind — so often they go together."

      He hid his annoyance in another smile. "I don't take your meaning."

      The high pellar had barely moved from her perch by the iron basin during their conversation. Now, she swiveled her body around and walked with teetering footsteps to stand within a few feet of him, one hand still steadying herself on the metal wall. He detected beneath her draped cloth and grisly ornamentation a skeletal frame. I could break her, he thought, and in that moment, the balance of power between them seemed to shift.

      "Yes, I knew Hellexa Yoreseer," Izoalta rasped. He could smell her sour breath at the near distance. "I knew her well. You see, Puppet, for many years, I lived with her."

      A supposition, too far-fetched to seem remotely true, bubbled up in his mind.

      "Your family name," he said slowly. "It wouldn't happen to be Yoreseer, would it?"

      Izoalta threw back her head and laughed, her frail neck seeming in danger of snapping. Tal watched her in growing disbelief and dismay.

      When she'd finished, she looked back at him, and for a moment fully held his gaze. "Yes. I am Izoalta Yoreseer. And Hellexa was my sister — the sister I betrayed, to her death."

      As he was drawn into the flashing pit of her eyes, Tal began to realize just how deep of a mire he'd landed himself in.
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      Garin had pondered how the Nightelves would hold Wren and him captive. But as they were hoisted high into the air, only thin, wooden slats keeping them from a deadly fall, he wondered no longer.

      "Do not attempt anything," the Nightelf guard had warned them. His gaze had primarily rested on Wren, no doubt recognizing from her slight elven features that she possessed sorcery, and assuming that Garin, as a young human, was not likely to boast the same affinity. He hoped that might play to their advantage, though he could not see how.

      No sooner had the cage ceased swaying violently than Wren leaned toward him, upsetting its precarious balance. "Any ideas?"

      He glanced balefully at her. "Don't tell me you're thinking of escape."

      "What else? Or do you like pretending to be a coconut waiting to fall?"

      He risked a look down, and his stomach lurched at the height. Even more than he had during the march to their cages, he wished he could fly as Ilvuan once had.

      "Unless you have a spell that can help us walk on air, I don't think we're getting out of this."

      "We don't need to walk on air," Wren retorted. "Just a way to lower ourselves. I've heard of charms before where you influence another person's mind so they do your bidding. Like Tal once fell prey to by that Extinguished. Kaleras didn't happen to teach you one, did he?"

      Garin gave her a flat look. "You and I learned the same things."

      "What about your devil? He's able to possess you. What if you set him upon that guard?"

      "Don't let Ilvuan catch you speaking that way." Garin felt internally for a moment to see if Wren's gibe would rouse the Singer, but he sensed nothing. "I don't know what he might be able to do, though."

      "Why don't you ask him? I haven't invented any other clever ideas."

      "Fine," he muttered. Considering how little the Singer liked being asked favors and how prickly his temper was, he little looked forward to the conversation. Nevertheless, like Wren, he could think of no other option for escape that didn't end with them smashed to bits fifty feet below. And he had another pressing question that the dragon — or former dragon, or whatever he was — might be able to answer.

      "Ilvuan," he murmured aloud, his mind willing the Singer's presence to him.

      To his surprise, Ilvuan slithered into his head at once, though he coiled his presence into a form that locked his thoughts away from Garin. You have another problem for me to solve, the Singer noted with some annoyance.

      If it's not too much trouble. Please, Garin thought belatedly.

      A snort. Manners are not what I seek. Only an end to my task.

      Yes, your mysterious task. I'll get right on that — as soon as I'm not hanging from a tree.

      "Did he answer?" Wren demanded.

      Garin held up a finger, a warning look in his eyes.

      You are as troublesome as the rest of your kind, little Listener, Ilvuan responded. But as you seek to save the Heartblood as well as yourself, I must lend you assistance.

      Garin guessed "Heartblood" must refer to Tal. Can you possess that guard? Or teach me a charm to sway him into freeing us?

      No. I may enter you because you are a vessel ready to be filled. And there is no incantation of influence that a human may cast without implements to guide him.

      But I hear the Song! Isn't that enough?

      Annoyance lashed through Garin's mind. I say it is not.

      A chilly silence met him then. He reached for another query that might accomplish the same aim, but could think of nothing. So he asked his second question.

      Tal — is he near?

      Approval radiated out from Ilvuan now, past the hard scales of his walls. He is.

      A tug pulled in Garin's mind — a tug in Tal's direction, he remembered from the last time he'd felt such a sensation, down in the uncertain streets of the Mire. He squinted up at the sky, trying to judge by the sun which way lay north.

      He lifted and pointed, keeping a watchful eye below to ensure the guard wasn't looking. "Which direction would you guess that is?"

      Wren, though obviously frustrated at being left out of his and Ilvuan's deliberations, obliged his request by peering up at the sparse light through the canopy as well, head traveling back and forth across their small view of the sky. After several moments, she declared, "Northeast. I think. Now will you answer me?"

      Garin shook his head and held up a hand, ignoring Wren as she settled back against the opposite side of the round cage with arms crossed. I'll find him, as you wish me to, though your assistance would have been more helpful earlier. Still, I can't do that until I escape this tree.

      Then you had best learn to climb, Ilvuan replied, merciless and remorseless. Or to fly.

      With that, the Singer slipped free of his mind, a great yawning chasm where his presence had vacated.

      Wren, observing Garin's small shake of his head, demanded, "Can I speak now?"

      "You don't have to be so insistent all the time. You know how Ilvuan can be."

      "Do I? He's not the demon crawling around my head though, is he?" She waved a hand before her, as if to dismiss her words. "Doesn't matter. What's the plan?"

      "Nothing. There is no plan."

      She stared at him silently for a long moment. "Then what," she asked in a low voice, "were you chatting about for so long?"

      "It wasn't for 'so long,' it was—" With an effort, Garin silenced himself. Their situation was more to blame for their bickering than either of them. His head was starting to ache from the lack of food. He pushed it aside and sought a cool head.

      "If we're going to escape this, we have to work together and stop fighting," he said as calmly as he could. "Alright?"

      Wren bared her teeth at him, and for a brief instant, he imagined her pouncing on him and ripping his throat out. The next moment, her shoulders relaxed, and her expression sagged.

      "Alright." Her frustration wasn't entirely hid, but she seemed mollified. "But at least tell me you have good news."

      "A little good," he hedged. "Mostly not. The direction I pointed? That's where Tal is. He's near."

      "He's near?" Wren perked up at that. "How near?"

      Garin shrugged. "Ilvuan isn't great on directions. But I'd guess no more than a few miles away."

      Wren's eyes widened, the golden tendrils spinning faster. "The Nightelves have him."

      He realized she was right. Tal is captive. Again. It made no sense. He'd seen the man wield power as befit his legend. How could he now have been captured not once, but twice?

      A memory came back to him, something Tal had said back when they'd first set out toward Halenhol together. Violence should always be a last resort. Tal didn't like to kill, not unless he had to. It was something Garin admired about him. It was that quality that had made him inevitably believe him when Tal said he hadn't meant to cause the death of Garin's father.

      But to be captured twice? Even a reticence toward savagery stretched the believability of that possibility.

      Wren's excitement faded as soon as it appeared. "But it hardly matters if he's two miles or two hundred away — we still can't reach him in this devils-cursed cage." She gripped one of their wooden bars and gave it a rough shake.

      Garin reached out in panic, his heart in his throat. He couldn't speak for a long moment.

      "Are you mad?" he said hoarsely when he found his voice. "What if it came loose? Don't mess with the cage!"

      She was back to baring her teeth, her eyes blazing. Before she could respond, however, voices echoed up from below.

      "Shh!" she hissed at him, though he hadn't been speaking. Garin ignored her and, fighting his nausea and fear, stared down at the ground below to where their guard stood watch. At first, he thought the guard was speaking to himself to pass the time; then he saw the figure swathed in a much-patched cloak standing before him. He watched the unfolding scene and wondered who their visitor could be. They didn't wear the same clothes as the guard. Could they be one of their companions? Or maybe even Tal? Or just an Easterner come to gawk at the prisoners?

      Then the newcomer glanced up, and Garin saw they had shining, golden hair. He glanced sidelong at Wren and saw his bewilderment mirrored in her face. Of all the Easterners he'd seen, none had blonde hair. That was a characteristic more often found in Reachfolk.

      But there are no Reachfolk here. Are there?

      A moment later, another impossibility occurred. The guard turned away from the stranger to face the tree, and soon after that, with a creaking that was more than a bit concerning, their cage began to lower.

      Garin found himself speechless as the ground came slowly, blessedly nearer. Wren had the opposite reaction.

      "They're letting us down! But why? To talk to this blonde fellow? Is he an elf, a Gladelysh elf? Look at him, Garin — he's got tapered ears under that hood, and eyes like mine. Almost like mine — their tendrils are black as Yuldor's soul. What in the hells is he doing here?"

      Garin could not respond until they hovered just above their guest's head. Only then did he lean over to Wren to whisper, "Don't tell him anything we don't have to. Promise?"

      She stared at him like he was dim-witted, but nodded as the cage settled on the ground with a rough bump.

      Garin and Wren stumbled to their feet, their stance made awkward by the sloped cage floor and the cramped ceiling. The elf met their gazes, one at a time. A smile touched his lips, but like Tal's smile, there were layers to it beyond mere pleasantness.

      "It is not every day you meet Reachfolk in the East," the elf observed. "I must apologize for your unseemly treatment, but you should understand, my acquaintances were quite surprised to stumble upon you."

      Acquaintances. Garin wondered what this man's relationship was with the Nightelves. What Gladelysh elf befriended any Easterner, much less could be found here among them?

      "Who are you?" Wren demanded.

      The elf's eyes swirled as they settled on her, inky black stirring through emerald green. "You are a bold one. But then, you must be to come here. I am called Pim. Will you give me your name?"

      Their agreement still standing, neither Garin or Wren answered.

      The elf Pim only shrugged. "As you will. I do not need you to supply your names to know your errand here."

      Garin's heart pounded in his chest. "How do you figure that?" he asked evenly.

      As Pim's gaze swung to him, Garin found he preferred when the elf looked elsewhere. He was handsome even for one of the Eldritch Blood, but between his eyes and his smile, there was something altogether unsettling about him.

      "Of late, I have met another Reachman in the Empire. And I know something of his recent exploits, as well as of those companions who assisted him."

      If his heart had been beating fast before, now it sprinted. Garin couldn't help but glance at Wren, and she returned the look. He knows was all he could think. Yet he could not fit the pieces together.

      "Did you… flee Elendol?" Garin asked cautiously.

      Their strange visitor laughed. "Oh, no — at least, not recently. Tragic, what happened there, truly. But as you can see, Gladelyl was once my home."

      Once again, a confused silence fell between them. Pim made no sense that Garin could detect. How would any but a recently escaped elf know that Tal was here in the East, much less any of his companions? News, if any news spread of their group at all, could not have traveled that fast.

      Unless…

      Wren seemed to reach a similar conclusion at the same time as he did. "Are you a Ravager?"

      Pim laughed, the sound not altogether friendly. "A Venator? Heaven's Knoll, but I have not fallen that far! Besides, I hear they are not fond of Westerners among their numbers; those who still join do not last long."

      "What do you want with us, Pim?" Garin tried to keep his voice steady and his breathing even. He could not let himself become upset, not now. Everything rode on this moment.

      "Want? Nothing of you." The elf spread his arms with another wide smile. "I merely wish to set you free."

      Neither Garin nor Wren had words for that.

      "But I thought you would be pleased!" Pim exclaimed, his arms dropping and his feet taking him a step closer to the cage. "After all, does anyone really enjoy hanging up that high?"

      "Why? Why free us?" Part of Garin was afraid that questioning Pim would cause him to take back his offer. But Garin had seen betrayal often during their journey. He knew better than to trust on a whim.

      "Can you free us?" Wren questioned, eyebrows raised at the guard a few feet away.

      "Of authority, you need not have concern. As to my reasons… Those, I am afraid, I cannot divulge. But perhaps you are more worried about caveats — of which, I admit, there is one."

      Garin braced himself. Nothing comes free, as Crazy Ean used to often bemoan. "Which is?"

      Pim looked long at Garin, then Wren. He felt as if he could be swallowed in the dark, swirling pools of his eyes. Garin blinked, then looked aside, fearing a charm being placed on them. Wren, nearly snarling at the man, apparently suspected the same. Now more than ever, they needed their wits about them.

      The strange elf let out a low, mocking chuckle. "It is simple: cease to follow Tal Harrenfel."

      Garin thought he had been prepared to hear anything. He wasn't prepared for that.

      "Turn back to the Westreach, Children of Dusk," Pim continued. "Turn back before you no longer can. Spare your lives, and leave your friend to his fate."

      "Leave him to you, you mean?" Wren sneered. But Garin heard the quaver in her voice.

      Pim smiled. "Yes, as it would happen. But never fear — I will preserve him. I will even aid him in his intended purpose. So you see, there is no need for you and your companions to remain here."

      Garin looked at Wren, and as she stared back, he wished they could share thoughts as he and Ilvuan did. All he could see in those lively eyes was the same shock, fear, and outrage he felt.

      He looked back to Pim, his mind thawing enough to speak again. "If you think we'd leave Tal to you, you're far mistaken. We'll never give him up. Whether he knows it or not, he needs our help. And we're going to give it to him."

      He left unmentioned all his other reasons for needing to see Tal once more. All the things they'd left unresolved. There will be time, he told himself. Just as soon as we escape.

      Pim opened his mouth to speak, but Wren interjected. "Fine. We'll leave him to you."

      Garin turned to her, protests bubbling up on his tongue, but stopped at her warning look. He hovered in indecision, torn between trust and duty. But slowly, as he observed her careless attitude, he recognized it for what it was. An act.

      The elf smiled again. "Better. Better still would be if you intend to keep your promise. And because I am a generous man, I will phrase this in a different way." Pim took another step closer, his voice lowering, mere feet away from the cage wall. "Should I discover you still in pursuit, I will not hesitate to remove you from the picture. You, and any of your companions with you. It would grieve me to commit such a betrayal against Tal. But I shall do what I must. Too much depends on it." This last, he muttered to himself, as if trying to convince himself of it still.

      Without warning, Wren lunged forward, and Garin had to grab for the wooden slats to keep on his feet as the cage rolled. He thought she'd meant to snatch the elf, who had stumbled backward, but she merely pressed her face between the poles and laughed.

      "Don't hold yourself too high, elf," she mocked. "You'll only fall all the farther."

      Pim, holding himself upright again, gave her a smile, but the kindly manner in it had been lost. "Heed my warning, young ones. For the sake of us all."

      The elf nodded to the Nightelf guard, still standing nearby, then spun on his heel and began striding away.

      Garin watched their strange visitor move out of sight as the guard slowly approached them. He drew out a key and waved them away, indicating they should press against the back of the cage. With a touch, Garin urged Wren to oblige with the directions, which she readily did. A smile still played on her lips from her last ploy against the elf; he sensed she would not repeat the display against this guard.

      The key turned in the lock. As soon as it clicked open, the guard backed away, then indicated they should look behind them. Garin turned and saw their sparse equipment piled at the base of the tree — even Velori, to his immense relief.

      With that last message conveyed, the guard backed farther away, then turned and strode from view behind the towering trees.

      Wren moved forward at once and pressed on the cage door. As it swung open and she stepped free, she still seemed taut and prepared for violence. Her eyes scanned the surrounding forest.

      Garin stepped out after her. "I don't see why they'd attack us now. Much easier to kill a caged prisoner than two armed and freed."

      "It makes no sense." Wren glanced around at him. "Why free us? If the elf fears us following Tal, wouldn't it be safer to just be rid of us?"

      "I'm glad he doesn't think the same way you do," Garin observed drily. "Come on — we should gear up in case someone did happen to stay nearby."

      She needed no further convincing. Moments later, they'd strapped on their weapons and drained their water flasks, their stay in the tree having parched them. Garin's belly still growled ferociously, but at least his throat didn't feel lined with tree bark.

      "Now what?" Wren crossed her arms and frowned into the thin mist that had gathered around them.

      Garin cocked an eyebrow at her until she looked over.

      "What?" she demanded. "Is it supposed to be obvious?

      "I think so." He shrugged. "We follow Tal."

      "That elf said he'd kill us. And he obviously has Nightelves to do it for him."

      "Look who's the coward now." He meant the words to tease. But with Wren having said them not so long ago to him, and in earnest, they soured even as he spoke them.

      Wren seemed far from amused. "I'm not a coward, Garin. I'm being practical. We still need to find the others. And we need supplies. Pressing forward isn't likely to help with that."

      "I know that. But Tal is close, Wren, very close. And if that Pim is any sign, he needs our help."

      She snorted. "After what we saw in Elendol, I doubt it."

      "And what about what happened in Vathda? There's something wrong. I don't think Tal is himself."

      He hadn't realized his fear until he'd spoken it aloud, but once voiced, he could hardly deny it. Something had been amiss about Tal's path in the time they'd followed him. He felt it represented some unforeseen danger to his old mentor.

      Wren exhaled noisily. "Maybe you're right. What are we supposed to do? We're barely surviving ourselves. Look, Garin — I know you're worried. But Tal has managed to get by for this long. Don't you think he can hold on a little longer?"

      Instead of replying, Garin retreated into himself and called out in his mind. Ilvuan!

      Once more, the Singer quickly harkened, though the feeling radiating off of him was far from gracious. What now, little Listener?

      Tal — we think he's in danger, but can't be sure. Can you confirm if that's true?

      A considering hum filled Garin's head. Peril, I cannot sense. But suffering — yes, the Heartblood suffers greatly. His life flutters like a heart between teeth.

      Pushing aside the Singer's strange metaphor — one suited to a dragon alone, he imagined — he relayed the message. "Ilvuan can sense Tal in pain. They're hurting him, Wren. We can't abandon him."

      She looked him squarely in the eyes. Even now, as she gnawed her lip, she didn't flinch away from staring directly at the problem before them.

      "Fine," she said at last. "We'll do it. But if I get killed, I'm coming back to haunt you."

      Garin grinned. "Deal."

      Pride warmed his chest. He'd known she would come through. Wren had never flinched away from a thing that had to be done. He wondered what he might be able to accomplish with half her courage.

      Yet you are the one leading this charge, Ilvuan observed lazily in his mind. Caution often serves better than courage, little Listener.

      He ignored the Singer, not wanting to consider whether he was right. Adjusting his belt, he nodded in the direction Ilvuan had earlier tugged.

      "Then let's go save him."
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      "You're her sister," Tal repeated slowly. "The sister who betrayed her."

      He wondered if it was too late to flee. He was surrounded by Nightelves loyal to this woman, true. But surely any odds — his canker included — were preferable compared to the sure idiocy of trusting a backstabbing witch.

      "Yes."

      Only the fact that the high pellar seemed suddenly as stiff and fragile as glass kept Tal where he was.

      He sighed. "Tell me the tale, then."

      Izoalta Yoreseer nodded sharply. "I shall. But if I am to cure you, we should begin our preparations while we speak."

      "I'm not sure that's a good idea."

      The high pellar smiled bitterly. "You have a choice, Puppet. And you must make it now. You will either trust me and trust that I can save you, or you will not. You must make this choice now; the story of my treachery will not change it. For what value do words have from a lying tongue?"

      She's right, he mused. And it's not just that she delivers aphorisms with all of Falcon's eloquence. He wondered if he truly had a choice in the end. If it was between death or a chance for life, he had only ever made one decision. He was a man, a mortal man, and despite his forsaken quest, he needed to stretch out his days as long as he could.

      "Tell me what I must do."

      The high pellar smiled, but the expression was fleeting. "Lie down in the basin."

      Tal edged forward and peered skeptically inside. "It's caked with ash and oil."

      "So you will take a bath after. Get in."

      He shrugged, first removing his cloak before obeying. The metal lip was hard beneath his gloved hands as he levered himself in. The soot rose almost to the tops of his boots. He found not only sediment was inside: yellow orbs also dotted the basin. Amber, he thought, and speculated on what they could be used for.

      "Lie down," Izoalta repeated impatiently.

      Tal did as she bade. As ash puffed up around him, he squeezed shut his eyes and tried not to breathe it in, with only partial success. A coughing fit later, he had settled into a more or less bearable position.

      "Now will you consent to telling me why in all the devil's horrors you had your sister killed?" he asked, his voice hoarse.

      "I thought you were called Pearltongue in your country." Izoalta moved around him, making sounds as she arranged things out of sight. "I have found you so far lack any pearl."

      He didn't respond, hoping silence might provoke her where words did not. His patience was soon rewarded.

      "Hellexa was always interested in that which she should not have been," Izoalta began, her voice low and rhythmic. "She wanted to unravel the mysteries of the World, to dissect them and capture their essence in words. Her sorcerous experiments and inquiries began in childhood, and our mother was forever chastising her for one catastrophe or another."

      Tal cracked open his eyes and saw the high pellar smiled, though there was a bitter edge to it. A smile I'm well familiar with.

      "But innocent investigation changed into deadly curiosity, and finally heresy. Hellexa tried to bring me and our third sister, Ysilda, around to her point of view. But after years of failing to do so, she finally packed up and left home, saying she meant to find a place she could truly explore all she wished.

      "I imagine she wandered for many years. When I next heard from her — or rather, Ysilda heard from her, for the letter was not addressed to me — she had established herself as an apprentice at the Blue Moon Obelisk. It was not long before she ascended the ranks to become the pyramidion, the head of the tower."

      Tal felt the hum of sorcery in distinct points beneath him. The amber orbs. Something Izoalta was doing had activated them. He once more wondered as to their purpose. Were they the means by which he'd be healed? Or were they for a more nefarious purpose?

      "I, meanwhile, had taken a different path," Izoalta continued. "Where Hellexa pursued all things contrary to our society, I followed the well-trod grooves in the road. And even as she established herself as the head sorceress at her coven, I became the pellar for the town of Merdu, then high pellar for all of Aspar. I took my duties very seriously then, very seriously indeed."

      For a moment, the humming of the amber faltered. Tal kept his questions close to his chest and waited for her to continue.

      "But one day soon after I had ascended, Ysilda came to me with a plea. She had been to visit Hellexa, and what she had discovered terrified her. She said our sister was interfering with Paradise and questioning our Lord's very divinity. She begged me to intercede, to speak to our sister and turn her aside from this ill-fated course."

      Izoalta's hands pressed on his forehead, then chest. Her skin was cool and wrinkled from her long years. He wondered if he was turning feverish; his skin certainly felt flushed compared to hers.

      "I did not have much hope by then. But she was my sister. So I went with Ysilda to Blue Moon Obelisk, and there I tried to save my sister's soul. But I was too deeply entrenched in my faith to see her point of view. Our conversation turned into an argument, then into a screaming match. I finally left, seeing that my sister was lost to her perversion, and returned to my duties back home.

      "For many years, I did not hear from her. It was a betrayal of my station, but I said nothing of my sister's heretical studies. If anyone else had discovered it, I would have been punished and lost the position I had worked for my entire life. But in spite of all her flaws, Hellexa was my sister. And among my people, there is no bond stronger than the blood between siblings."

      "And yet…" Tal murmured, peeking at the high pellar through a half-lidded eye.

      Izoalta flashed him a twisted smile. "And yet I betrayed that bond — for one of the Chosen came to visit. I like to think I would not have spoken of Hellexa's studies had it not occurred. But before one of the Lord's own disciples, the will to protect my sister folded. I confessed all I knew — which, fortune would have it, amounted to little. I knew of Hellexa's heresy, but not the details of her studies. I only understood it challenged the Lord's divinity. I did not know of Founts and what they might portend.

      "But what I said was enough. I was punished for my brief concealment, but not severely, for even the Chosen recognize the difficulty of such bonds. The true consequences I heard of later and pained me far worse. In the end, the tower was made rubble, and Hellexa and all her followers were slaughtered to the last. I lost both my sisters that day — for when Ysilda discovered what I had done, she refused to speak to me."

      "But you know something of your sister's work now," Tal pointed out. His eyelids fluttered open to glimpse the high pellar standing above him, her hands hovering over his body. He quickly closed his eyes again, as if by looking he might spoil whatever she was doing, be it a spell or mere concentration. Beneath him, the amber orbs radiated with mild heat. Glyph-carved, he guessed them to be, for they seemed to be creating a magical field around him that the high pellar was manipulating.

      "It took decades to come around to it, but eventually, guilt wore down my faith. I was gripped by morbid curiosity as to what conclusions could drive my sister into such madness. I went to Ysilda, who had taken it upon herself to be the old ruin's caretaker, and after months of proving my repentance, she finally relented and told me what she knew. And it was then that, for the first time in my life, I became aware of what the World truly was."

      Tal couldn't help but open his eyes now. "Then you are not really a priestess to the Night Puppeteer? You're like Pim, undermining Yuldor's house from within?"

      "Relax and lie back down," Izoalta commanded, then answered, "Something of the sort. Pim, as you call him, and I share an understanding and a common cause. But the Chosen rarely have just one motive. The games they play are long indeed. I would be cautious with him, were I you. If he has kept you alive this long, I do not doubt he has a purpose for you."

      Tal had thought as much on several occasions, but the words rang truer when spoken aloud. He remained silent and still, trying not to violate her orders.

      "Yuldor's vision has failed," the high pellar murmured at length. "Instead of his Paradise spreading beyond his mountain, more monsters descend with each day. He has promised an age of bounty, yet none has arrived. I will always treasure him for what he has given the people of the Empire — for as much as he has taken, he has indeed benefitted us. But his age is past. The time has come for a new god."

      A new god. He thought over all he'd heard from the Extinguished throughout his travels, all he'd learned from Hellexa Yoreseer's book. Is that what I intend to become?

      He knew the answer as soon as he wondered. He was a man, a mortal man. Though the World's own blood ran through his veins, that fact did not change. That his own sorcery poisoned him was evidence of that.

      But even if their end goal was not the same, he took heart in the fact that their initial aims were aligned: to depose Yuldor.

      If only I can survive long enough.

      "You may move now — my examination is complete."

      "Examination?" Tal opened his eyes again and stared up at the aged Nightelf. New lines seemed to have appeared in her face since he'd first entered, and she leaned again against the basin.

      Yet for all that, the nod she gave him was firm. "To treat a malady, I must first understand it. But I think I have the measure of this one now. Remove your gloves."

      He slid upright, difficult though it was with the awkward angle of the basin's walls. "What's this?"

      "Your gloves, Puppet — remove them."

      A slow suspicion welled up in him. Silently, he removed one glove, then the other. Then he stared at his hands.

      His middle fingers were not quite as they had been before, appearing slightly shorter than the fingers to either side. But they were there.

      His hands were whole.

      He could scarcely believe it. He had thought he had sensed the fingers growing beneath his gloves, true. But he'd dismissed the notion as delusion.

      Now, the truth was splayed before his face.

      "Your fingers," Izoalta said. "I could sense the flow of sorcery to them. They were injured somehow?"

      "Severed."

      Her eyebrows shot up. "Entirely? That is a feat indeed. But it is fortunate for you that they were."

      "Fortunate?" He met her eyes with a mocking smile. "Cut off your own finger, then let me know if you still think it fortunate."

      "If I had, I would say the same," she replied, unperturbed. "Your injuries provided a focal point for your karkados. The canker developed from an overabundance of power. Perhaps you drew on more sorcery than you ever have before; perhaps you accessed it after a long fallow period. It does not matter. What does matter is that you or something else scarred your spirit."

      Izoalta thrust a finger at his hands. "The result is a loss of control over your sorcery. Karkados attacked your body, did it not? Your spells failed where they never had before? Yet even cankers have patterns. If there is an end toward which they might direct the flow of power, they will do so. For you, it was the mending of your body. Without the loss of your fingers, the canker would have wreaked further havoc elsewhere in your body."

      Tal looked down at his hands once more. He had thought the pain in the missing fingers must be connected to his resurgence of sorcery. But he had never imagined it to be in this way.

      And now I'm whole once more. Almost.

      He lowered his hands and clutched them together in an attempt to control their trembling. All the while, he touched the newly grown digits with quiet wonder.

      He spoke again. "This canker. What must be done to cleanse it?"

      Izoalta's dark eyes whirled and flashed. "It will not be easy nor pleasant. And I can only guide the process. The desire to heal — that must come from you, Puppet."

      "From me? Then it's simple enough — I have no greater desire than that."

      "You misunderstand me. Karkadosi such as this — they are an attack of the body upon itself. I have seen it in others like yourself, other Founts, in the years since I accepted my sister's discoveries. And those few I have been able to save, it was only by the afflicted's own will."

      "And here I thought you would wave your hands over me and be done with it."

      The aged Nightelf snorted a laugh and straightened. "Here is what you must do. When the ritual begins, open yourself to the sorcery. Let all your guard down — no barrier can stand in the way. You must accept it into yourself, as part of yourself, and cease to fight against it. Only when your impurities are embraced can you purge yourself of them."

      He found himself resisting her guidance, even though he suspected it was best to accept it. But the stakes were too high to meekly follow without objection.

      "But I was dealt scars by a devil. Surely they'll kill me if embraced."

      "Then they will kill you now, or kill you later," Izoalta said mercilessly. "You regrew fingers, Puppet. You can heal these scars if you will it."

      Tal felt far from certain of that. But do I have another choice?

      He shook his head. "I thought I knew what this canker was. But the more you speak, the less I understand. What is it? What caused it? Is it from Heyl's scars? Or did I wield too much magic at once?"

      Izoalta smiled, her spattering of silver teeth put on full display. "Must it be just one?"

      "It would be preferable."

      "Yet wishes bears no fruit. It is all of these, Puppet. What it is, I have already said: an assault of your sorcery on your body. Which began it is difficult to say. Perhaps, without the devil's wounds, the sorcery would not have spoiled, and the karkados never begun. Or perhaps an overabundance of sorcery caused the scars, not the devil." Izoalta waved a hand. "It cannot be known, nor is it relevant now — for the solution is the same."

      Tal's hands had clenched into fists without his realizing it. With an effort, he loosened them again, his newly grown fingers aching from the strain. He could not continue the way he had. The canker haunted him every waking moment, and for much of his slumbers. He had no other leads for a cure. In the end, he would have to relent to Izoalta's demands.

      Yet he had never accepted fate easily before.

      "I have heard of magical mushrooms that make people imagine things to be real that are not. I'm afraid you have been overindulging, Wise Mother."

      "Believe that if you must. But if it helps, I will explain further. This ritual — it has been passed down by generations of high pellars, beginning with the Origins themselves. It will bring you close to the very core of the World, what my people know as 'the Womb.' This is what the ancients believed to be the source of all sorcery."

      The Womb. The World's core. Strains of ideas twisted in Tal's mind. Did this Womb differ from the Worldheart, or were they two names for the same thing? Yet they could not be the same. Izoalta's sister had written that the Worldheart lay atop Ikvaldar, not deep below their feet. Did that mean there existed an even more potent wellspring of magic than what Yuldor possessed? Or was it mere legend?

      He had more practical concerns at the moment.

      "Why should I wish to stray near the source of sorcery? It seems a place better left undisturbed."

      Izoalta's dark eyes swirled. "A wise observation for a foolish man. It is perilous to stray close to the Womb, Puppet, as you say. But only undiluted magic might cure you of your disease. Draw near, and you will purge yourself of all the scars you have accumulated. You will reunite with the sorcery that storms within you."

      His heart beat faster with her each declaration. "It's an appealing prospect, I must admit."

      Izoalta held up a crooked finger. "However! Beware its call. You must resist it with every scrap of willpower you have. Focus only on mending your scars, then return as swiftly as you can."

      Tal nodded. There seemed little left to say. Only then did he realize he had accepted the ritual as inevitable.

      "Very well," he relented heavily. "I'll embrace death with open arms. Is there anything else to this madness?"

      "Only this. The ritual is painful. Do not take it out on my temple."

      Tal flashed her a wry grin, though it was shaky with anticipation. "I'll try."

      At a gesture from the high pellar, he settled back down in the basin. The walls seemed closer somehow, the ash suffocating. He felt the amber orbs gently pulsating beneath him. They suddenly struck him as circling fish, waiting to nip at him as soon as he relaxed.

      Accept it. Accept it all. All the discomfort, the pain, the guilt, the fear. His sorcery, both potent and restrained, had meant many things to him throughout his storied life. It was a heavy load to shoulder; too heavy, perhaps.

      But it was not the first time he'd had to reconcile with his past. Even though it had never been in such a direct, visceral way.

      He sucked in a breath, then let it out. "Alright," he muttered, closing his eyes. "I'm ready."

      "Then we'll begin. Open yourself to your power, Tal Harrenfel. Let it fill you as you have never allowed it before."

      Tal clenched his teeth. Part of him wanted nothing more than to throw the gates open and drown in the flood behind them. Another part wished they could forever remain closed. He wanted to live. He'd never wanted to live more. Ashelia had forgiven him. Garin had forgiven him. Perhaps even Kaleras might reconcile with him, given time.

      Time. I need time. If he could get through this, and the task beyond it, he might once more claim a sliver of the happiness that had evaded him all these long years. He might have more time.

      With a final, relenting sigh, he slackened his muscles, then opened the dam.

      For a moment, pure bliss filled him. The sorcery intoxicated him more thoroughly than any soporific or drink could have achieved. He reveled in it. He felt the glowing, pulsing cords that wound around him and through him, interconnecting all of life, all of the World. The Heart's arteries. Sorcery was not just a part of life; it was life, life itself.

      But then it morphed, and he stared into the face of death.

      It burned. It tore through his veins, seared his skin, ravaged his organs. Heyl's scars ripped open and spilled forth something more vile than infection or pus. Poison intermingled with the raw sorcery, tainting it. He felt his body rotting beneath its influence.

      Dying.

      But this was him, all of him. He was the strength and the scars, the potion and the poison. He was tainted with the sins of his past, but thrumming with the promise of a better future.

      Living.

      He felt the scream erupting from his throat, but the greater call came from within. Somewhere, deep inside him, or perhaps deep within the World itself, came a gentle hum. The source. He felt the flow of the sorcery cascading from it, rising from those depths to spread into all things. He did not know if it was the Worldheart he sensed or something else. It did not matter.

      He reached for it, and as his grasping senses made contact, he was consumed.
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      You've gone mad.

      It seemed the only reasonable explanation for their plans as Garin stared at the Nightelf village. They could see little of the actual town from their vantage point, huddled behind a tree three dozen paces from the entrance. What they saw was warning enough. The forest's giants had been felled and ringed the village, their trunks offering twenty-foot-tall curved walls that would be difficult to ascend. The entrance, an archway that looked magically formed from the roots of two trees, was guarded by a pair of Nightelves, who stared into the forest, bows held loosely in their hands.

      Utterly bloody mad.

      Garin ducked behind his tree and glanced at Wren. The furious swirl and bright gold of her tendrils told of her barely restrained exhilaration. A small smile played on her lips, even as her pixie features hardened into flat planes. He might have groaned had he not wished to make as little noise as possible. Just like her to look forward to peril, he thought.

      Ilvuan pressed sharply into his mind, bringing him back to task.

      Enter the town, the Singer instructed. Its center is where he lies.

      Garin had to stifle his scoffing. The way the dragon put it made it seem much easier to accomplish than it would be. But squabbling with him now would not help.

      Tal's in the center? he asked, wanting to be clear on their destination.

      Ilvuan's annoyance burned him. There is no time for delay, Jenduit. Go to him. At once!

      Before Garin could think any further questions, the Singer was gone once more.

      "Through the entrance, then," Wren whispered.

      His head rang with Ilvuan's final shout. "No other choice," he mumbled.

      "Do we fight the guards? Or dupe them?"

      He shrugged, then sent a thought inwardly. Any ideas?

      But Ilvuan had departed. Garin held in a sigh. It was just like the dragon to leave at the crucial moment.

      "Might have to do a little of both," Wren answered her own question. She didn't seem displeased by the prospect. "We can use mist shadow to get close, then take them out quietly."

      His stomach turned as he imagined the scene. Silhouettes ringing them, the uncertainty of which were real and which were false. Shouting and screaming all around, spells and arrows flying, swords and knives flashing…

      He had grown braver over the course of their journey, but he doubted he would ever fully embrace violence.

      "Or we could use wind shields to cover ourselves as we enter," he murmured. "They won't know it's an attack if no one is injured."

      Wren pursed her lips. "They might pursue."

      "Anyone in that village might follow — killing a couple of guards won't change that. In fact, it will make it likelier."

      She held out a moment longer, then sighed out a sharp exhale. "Fine — we'll try it your way. But if we get thrown back in a tree cage, I'm finding a way to shove you out."

      He clasped her hand and tried on a smile. His thoughts traveled down darker paths. If they were caught, he doubted their fate would be a cage.

      Not if Pim had anything to do with it.

      For a moment, he found himself distracted from the task at hand as he ruminated fruitlessly over what the Gladelysh elf had to do with anything. He's trying to keep Tal from us, and us from him. Why? He doubted Tal had any knowledge of them. He couldn't imagine his old mentor allowing such intervention to continue.

      Could he?

      An elbow dug painfully into his side. Jarred back to awareness, Garin glared at Wren, but she only nodded toward the waiting village.

      "So where is he?" she whispered. "In the village, I mean."

      "The center. That's all Ilvuan said." Garin thought for a moment. "I'm guessing it's the domed building we glimpsed, the squat one straight down the road. It seems central from what I can tell."

      Pursing her lips, Wren poked her head around the trunk. From their angle, they could look straight into the town, though at risk of being seen by the guards. Garin's gut tightened until she withdrew back out of sight and looked at him with wide eyes. At last, the gravity of the situation seemed to have dawned on her.

      "Right," she muttered. "No point in waiting."

      He sucked in a shaky breath, then nodded. They might both be mad and stand little chance of success in their plan. But at least they were doing the right thing.

      Tal would do the same for us.

      At the thought, Garin looked down at Velori, grasped in his hand. That fact kept him going where softer sentiments would have broken. A smile twisted his lips.

      Two fools going after another fool. What a company we make.

      "Garin," Wren hissed. "If we're doing this…"

      "We are." He spoke with far more certainty than he felt. She needed to know now, more than ever, that he wasn't having second thoughts. "Ready your spell."

      She stared at him a moment longer before giving a short nod, then seemed to withdraw in herself. Garin tried settling his thoughts as well and evoked the needed words to mind.

      But no sooner had he done so than Ilvuan burst back into his mind.

      He fades. You must find him, Jenduit, and soon.

      Garin placed a warning hand on Wren's arm as he thought back his reply. Tal's dying?

      His words burned with uncharacteristic anxiety. He is returning to the Doash, but not as he should. He will be consumed. You must bring him back, or all is lost.

      He had a feeling that "all being lost" had little to do with a sudden concern for Tal's safety. But Ilvuan's motivations were irrelevant. Tal's life was on the line.

      "Garin, what's happening?" Wren hissed. She seized his hand and squeezed it hard. "Is it Ilvuan?"

      He ignored her but for a brief nod. How do I bring him back?

      Find his body. Make contact with his flesh. You will be the conduit; I will handle the rest.

      Fine. But we may be killed on the way. There's a village of the Nightelves.

      I will protect you. This came at a rumble. Uninvited, the image of a mountain erupting into fire came to Garin's mind. He wondered if the thought was his own or Ilvuan's.

      "Tal is hurt or dying," Garin hurriedly explained to Wren. "But Ilvuan says he'll protect us."

      "He'd better." Despite the fierceness of her tone, Garin heard the panic behind it.

      He squeezed her hand one last time, then released it. "Mist shadow, now. I'll cast mine first, then you do yours as we near the guards. Ready?"

      Even as she nodded, Garin called the words to mind, then murmured them.

      "Vorl weal."

      At once, he felt the sorcery knot and twist within him, drawing on the power needed for its effects. As mist streamed from his hands and filled the air around them, the Song burst into his mind, the sounds fragmented and discordant for a moment, then resolving into the lilting melody he'd grown accustomed to. Each sound — a hoe pounding into dirt, a chicken squawking in surprise, a child's delighted giggle — strung into place, and though it seemed a cacophony when Garin examined each part individually, it became beautiful as a whole.

      The World's Song. The Song of the World. With each fresh experience of it, he understood what that meant more and more.

      Wren's shake brought him back to the moment. "Let's go!" she hissed. "Silence, but I can't tell which way it is now!"

      As if in response to her query, Ilvuan tugged in Garin's mind.

      "This way."

      He pulled Wren with him as they moved from behind the tree. He felt as if he had stepped into a dream, the Song uplifting him with every footfall. He no longer carried the pains of their travel, nor the hunger and thirst that had assaulted him. He flew above it all, soaring like a dragon on a breeze…

      Ilvuan clawed into his mind, and he crashed back to the ground.

      Restrain your mind, the Singer commanded. You flail like a hatchling!

      Garin could not summon a reply. With his return to awareness came all the feelings that had before hounded him — the thrill, the fear, the anxiety. As shadows loomed out of the mist around them and shouts in Darktongue called before them, fear grew into terror.

      "Reld waul!" Wren gasped next to him. With her hand still on his arm, he felt the cool mist flow from her to thicken the air around them. They could barely see anything even directly in front of them, yet they stumbled forward blindly.

      As they pressed on, the shouting surrounded them — then one of the shadows lunged forward, something dully reflective in his hand.

      "Jolsh heks!" He spoke the words without thinking, Kaleras' drills proving their worth. As the spell whipped forward and buffeted back the Nightelf, the air was stolen from Garin's lungs. He struggled to draw in a full breath, but his chest felt as if a gargantuan hand squeezed it tightly from the spell's aftereffect. Wren did not let him slow, tugging him forward even as he suffocated. Only when they were a dozen feet further did he release the spell and suck in a shuddering breath. The mist, briefly dispersed by his incantation, quickly resolved around them.

      "Keep — going — straight," Garin wheezed, each word an effort as he failed again and again to catch his breath.

      "Cast mist shadow again!" Wren shot back. "The fog is thinning!"

      He needed no further encouragement. Nightelves shouted all around them, some sounding alarmed by Wren and Garin's intrusion, others angered and vengeful. Bows and spears were being readied, if they weren't charging already.

      "Vorl weal!" he managed to gasp.

      Fresh fog erupted from him, billowing out in great waves to cover the streets. Shadows danced around them, most false, but the occasional one real. Wren snarled as a Nightelf ran into her and shoved them back hard, bringing her rapier up to spar. But their inadvertent assailant apparently had no will to fight, for he or she let out a shrill cry and stumbled swiftly on their way.

      "Yuldor's prick," Wren growled, lowering her weapon and seizing hold of Garin again. "Come on — can't be much further."

      Garin nodded and lurched along behind her. His toes seemed to catch every root in the road. He felt light-headed from the lack of air, having never been able to catch his breath. The Song sounded like a syren's call, trying to lure him into its comforting depths. Only Wren's grip kept him tethered to the World.

      Haste. Ilvuan reemerged in his mind, claws holding to Garin and providing another anchor to reality. Time is short.

      "Not much farther," Wren repeated, the words sounding like a prayer.

      They had reached the edge of Garin's latest cloud of mist. He raised his head and found she was right. The building in the village's center, which they had suspected of housing Tal, rose before them. It looked to be the stump remaining behind after one of the giants was felled, but morphed to have an otherworldly appearance. For a moment, the bulbous roof, which looked like a mountainous boil on the verge of bursting, captivated his wandering attention.

      Wren's merciless tug jerked him back down once more as she headed for the door. "Focus," she hissed, releasing him to grip the iron ring set in the door.

      "I'm here," Garin said, realizing belatedly how strange the reply must sound. Some awareness returning to him, he scanned the mist-shrouded town behind them. The Nightelves still appeared to be lost in the fog. He thought he detected the distant strains of a battle, but it made no sense to him. Could the Easterners be fighting among themselves, believing their neighbors to be enemies in the fog? It seemed too much to dare hope for.

      Wren slipped inside the door, and he followed.

      He made it no farther than the threshold. It was the stench of smoke that struck him first, an aroma that was becoming altogether too familiar. His eyes were drawn to the flames in the center of the room. Yet even as he squinted into the fire, he could not make sense of what he saw.

      It was Wren's strangled cry that finally settled the pieces into place.

      "Step away from him!"

      Wren charged toward the conflagration. For a moment, he couldn't see to whom she spoke — then his eyes picked out the figure by the fire. She appeared strange even for a Nightelf, and her eyes flashed even brighter than the flames.

      "Do not approach!" the woman shouted back, her words in the Reachtongue, but thick with an Eastern accent. "You will come to harm, and perhaps him as well!"

      Wren raised her steel, passing a message clear in any tongue. "Not one step closer," she hissed at her.

      The Nightelf raised her hands and took a step backward. Garin saw now she was elderly, her posture bent with age. Her eyes writhed with an unsettling darkness.

      "Touch him, and you will burn," she said, her voice calmer. "If you wish to remain alive, and for him to survive, you will leave him be."

      Lies. Garin tried to ignore the old Nightelf's words as he neared the fire. Through the flames he could just make out the shadow of a figure. His gut wrenched as what he had suspected proved to be true.

      "Tal?" he whispered.

      Do not fear. Ilvuan's voice was soft, almost gentle. I have said I will protect you, Listener. And I will.

      "Tal! Night's blood, Tal!" Wren was nearly frenzied, tears bright in her eyes, though if they were from fear or rage, he could not tell.

      Do not fear, Ilvuan murmured again.

      "You have been warned!" the Nightelf spoke once more, then settled back into silence as Wren's rapier pressed close to her neck.

      Garin remembered the flames of Vathda, and Elendol before. He remembered Heyl's hand closing over them, an inferno's blistering heat pouring over them.

      But I stayed, he reminded himself as he stepped forward, heat blistering his skin. I braved the devil.

      Seizing hold of his courage, he thrust his hands into the flames.
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      Tal swam through sorcerous streams.

      The World had become nothing but heat and force and light. The only sound he heard was a deep, sonorous throb, like the slow pounding of a gargantuan heart, pulsing all around and inside him. The sorcery through which he slid felt like molten lava, searing and devouring, promising an impending oblivion. The thin, gossamer attachments to his body frayed the further he strayed from where he had abandoned it far above.

      There had always been a part of Tal that yearned for this. Part of him had long ago wearied of the role he had been forced to adopt. This was the release he craved — a deliverance, a finality of purpose. He saw now there had been something greater waiting for him, waiting for all of them, just beyond their sight and reach.

      Soon, he would become one with it.

      He was not alone. Through the rivers of fire, other beings moved. As they passed each other, most ignored Tal, for they contained such power and serenity that he was but a pale ghost next to them. Occasionally, though, one would take an interest. Some were merely curious, floating about him like kelp on a ship's prow. Others pursued Tal, forcing him to flee.

      Oblivion he might seek, but he would not find peace in the belly of such strange beasts.

      Deeper and deeper he traveled — and then he came to it. Stopping where his stream emptied into what seemed a great chamber, he gazed upon the bright orb that dominated it.

      The World's core.

      This was not the Worldheart he sought, but something deeper and purer. It was the source of all sorcery, of all life. It was the truest existence, and he alone beheld it.

      He looked upon the Womb of the World.

      The odyssey does not end here.

      He didn't know if the voice was his own or another's. He scarcely cared. Tal reached forward, fragmenting. He reached into eternity.

      Something snagged him painfully from behind.

      Thalkunaras, do not! You cannot go there and survive! The puissant voice seemed familiar, yet too little of him remained to recognize it.

      Let me go. His thought was weak and pale. All his will strained to reach that pulsating, welcoming light. It called to him. All will be well, it promised. Soon, all will be well.

      You must return, his attacker continued, its grip only strengthening — painfully, as if it held on with sharp claws. You are our tool, the stone by which we will break the cycle. You cannot leave now.

      I want to see. I want… All he wanted was this, that which he almost had. He surged his will and made another attempt for it, but the intruder was too strong.

      What of your nest? What of Jenduit, of the boy Garin? And of Kenduala, Ashelia? What of your other brood?

      The names awoke things that had lain dormant within him. Garin. Ashelia. Memories roused, their significance almost knowable.

      Then they flitted away, leaving him emptier than before.

      Let me rest. He stopped struggling against the intruder, too weak to resist. Let me rest, damn you. Let me...

      I cannot. The Doash calls to us all, Thalkunaras — all those who can hear its Song. But it is not for us. Not until our time has come to an end.

      Tal thought he detected a hint of regret, perhaps even sympathy, in this otherwise merciless assailant. It was enough that he tried once more to beg free.

      Please…

      It was for naught.

      We rise now, the assailant spoke. Hold to yourself — you must be whole when we return.

      The intruder rose, moving away from the enchanting light and rising through the rivers swiftly, like a bird flying through the sky. Tal, limp and defeated, curled in on himself as he ascended. It felt pitiful, the little sliver that he was. It felt insufficient.

      Abruptly, midway through the thought, he was released.

      The intruder roared, but the reverberation of it faded quickly, as if he was moving far away. In moments, Tal could no longer feel his presence. He uncurled himself, hope blossoming in his chest.

      Free. Free to return.

      At last, he could join the light. He could merge with the Womb.

      But just as he was about to descend once more, something stopped him. An inkling of memory returned as the bonds of his body reasserted themselves with the nearing distance. Names needled at him.

      Garin. Ashelia. He remembered them now. He remembered their significance. Falcon. Aelyn. Wren. With each recalled person, the links grew stronger, drawing him up. Helnor. Rolan. Kaleras.

      The calls, from above and from below, were matched in strength. He felt himself tearing between them. The Womb below, pulsing, inviting, destroying. The World above — what waited there? Hopelessness. Pain. Despair.

      Yet so did everyone and everything he cared for.

      Even as the scales shifted, it took all his force of will to rise, and then he moved only slowly. But, measure by measure, he did rise. And with each length he ascended, his pace increased, until he began to fly through the streams nearly as quickly as he had with the intruder.

      He felt he was nearing the end.

      His body called to him.

      He reached for it and awoke to flames.
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        * * *

      

      Garin burned.

      He tried to hold the scream back at first. But as the agony traveled up his arms, his resolve failed. He stared at his hands, both firmly pressed to Tal's arm, and knew they must be charred to the bone.

      But though fire cavorted over him and ate through his clothes, it no more touched him than it did the man lying in its midst.

      Yet the pain of it — that remained.

      He felt his grip on consciousness slipping away and fought against the rising tide of darkness. A trace of Ilvuan remained behind, tethered to him like a climber's rope at the top of a cliff. The rest of the Singer dove into Tal. Garin did not understand why or what was happening. All he knew was that for Ilvuan to succeed, he needed Garin to maintain contact.

      And so he listened to the Song.

      It surged around him, inundating his mind, like an overeager hound seeking to give some small measure of comfort. And though it did not deaden the torture of burning alive, Garin still sought what solace he could in it. He listened harder to it than he ever had before, to both the parts and the whole, to the melody and harmony and rhythm — and just as he had learned to distinguish the patterns of music while among the Dancing Feathers, now he began to see the architecture behind the Worldsong. It seemed like a castle tower leaning so far over that it must collapse at any moment — yet, impossibly, it remained intact. Each fragmentary sound, each haphazard cadence, contributed to a relentless march full of terrible beauty and haunting deformity.

      Life, he thought. It sings of life itself.

      But though he clung to the revelation, its poignancy was dulled by the flames. They had crawled up his arms and ate at his shoulders, then leaped to his hair. He was afraid to the very core of his being. Yet somehow, he held on, even as it seemed the Night itself closed around him.

      I will die here listening to life. The thought tasted of bitter irony.

      Fire burned heartily across his skull now and traveled to his face. Garin closed his eyes, and as if sight had been his last fetter to consciousness, he felt himself swiftly fading.

      His knees buckled.

      His grip slipped.

      I'm sorry, Tal.

      It was his last thought as he fell bonelessly to the floor, the flames chasing him into the murk.
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        * * *

      

      The sensation of burning flooded over his skin.

      My skin. Tal's eyes flew open, but he could see nothing but flickering orange and red. His eyes immediately shut again, rebelling against the agony crawling over them. The heat was as intense as if he were surrounded by flames…

      Flames.

      He felt the fire now through every sense. It danced over his skin, seeking to devour and consume. Yet somehow, it was repulsed at every attempt.

      Sorcery, thin as air, layered over him like a second skin, protecting and preserving.

      Tal slowly sat up, marveling at the sensation of moving his body, and rose from the flames. As he left the fire, he was able to open his eyes again. Someone collapsed away from the basin. He stared down at him, but could scarcely recognize the youth for a long moment. He should not be here. But then, Tal himself should not be where he was. He had tried to lose himself, to commit the ultimate suicide. Yet he'd survived.

      And Garin, it seemed, had come to the East.

      He came after me.

      The thought too unreal to understand, Tal swept his gaze across the rest of the chamber, reorienting to his surroundings. The Nightelf temple. Three stood in it with him and Garin. The high pellar cowered against a wall. Two more figures were near each other, one kneeling, the other standing.

      It was Pim who stood, recognizable even through the layers of magic he wrapped around himself. Who kneeled before him, moaning and writhing weakly in pain, Tal could not tell for a moment. Then her form twisted around to reveal her face, and a chill touched him through the heat of the flames.

      Tal stepped free of the basin to move before Pim. With a thought and a twist of words in his mind, he extended his sorcery toward the Extinguished and severed the magic from him. Pim gasped, staggering to the side, and stared at Tal. All expressions were lost on that crystal-pitted face, yet Tal still sensed his shock.

      "They're mine, Soulstealer," Tal said, advancing on the fell sorcerer.
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        * * *

      

      "They're mine, Soulstealer."

      Something — sounds? words? — needled Garin's mind. He moaned, then shifted. A mistake; pain cascaded up and down his body, punishing him for even that slight movement.

      Jenduit. Awaken. I am here.

      The sharp prodding of sounds turned into something else, an embrace like a cat curling around him, only it encompassed the whole of himself. The comfort had a certain warmth to it, like sleeping near a burning stove.

      Burning.

      Fear shot through him, jerking him upright, or nearly so. Garin gasped and grunted as he labored to sit up. His hands, arms, and shoulders smoldered with remembered pain. Tentatively, he pried open his eyes to look at them, knowing he must see blackened flesh hanging from ashen bone.

      Instead, his hands were whole.

      Garin could do nothing more than stare dumbly at them for a long moment, turning them over and again. They were hairless, pinkened, and slightly waxen. But they were whole. He experimented with opening and closing them. It hurt like all of Yuldor's black hells, but he managed it.

      They will heal. Ilvuan, whose thoughts he now recognized, seemed almost wistful, if the dragon was capable of such emotion. But you must attend to your female now.

      My female?

      Garin raised his gaze from his hands to stare across the room. His eyes were first drawn to the two men standing. One of them had his back turned to him and was entirely nude. Tal. He had barely noticed it before he'd done as Ilvuan bade, but he had been clothed by nothing but flames when he lay in the fire pit. But what was more astonishing than his appearance was that he stood at all.

      We saved him?

      Nearly, the Singer answered, cryptic as usual. But you are not safe yet.

      His eyes traveled beyond Tal to the man before him — or what seemed a man at first. It had a man's shape and clothes, but its face was all wrong, formed of stone and quartz. It was the eyes, black as the Night itself yet still familiar, that told Garin who it must be.

      Pim. He's one of the Extinguished?

      Yes.

      All the mystery surrounding the elf tried to resolve in his confused mind, but it was too much to take in. He looked around as if something he saw might clarify what he was living through.

      Then he saw Wren.

      She was sprawled on the ground, lying on her side and so still he feared she was dead.

      Then she shifted, and he could breathe once more.

      He crawled toward her. When he reached her, he hesitantly placed a hand on her shoulder. She jerked around, staring at him with wide eyes. A cringing fear filled them that he'd never seen in her before. Even as she seemed to recognize him, she only went limp again, breathing shallowly and squeezing her eyes shut.

      Garin had thought all the feeling had been burned out of him. But seeing Wren like this, anger proved him wrong. Raising his head, he looked toward Tal and the Extinguished.

      He knew who had done this.

      "Kill him." The growl came from the back of his throat. "Kill the devils-burned bastard, Tal."
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        * * *

      

      "Kill the devils-burned bastard, Tal."

      Some part of Tal was surprised to hear Garin's voice. The greater part agreed with his sentiment.

      Pim did not flinch before Garin's fury, just as he had not cringed before Tal's. The Extinguished, unveiled as his sorcery was negated, still had all the self-possession of a man in control of his fate.

      But nothing could be further from the truth.

      Tal now knew what being a Fount truly meant. He brimmed with sorcery, threatened to overflow with it at any moment. He felt as if he could draw from the streams all around him and suck them dry and still be able to draw more. The pain of Heyl's scars — or his self-inflicted wounds, if Izoalta had spoken truly — had completely disappeared. Nothing held him back any longer.

      But still, he hesitated.

      Pim stared him in the eyes with his own black ones. Never had he looked so malevolent than in that moment, with his illusory beauty shattered and his true nature unveiled. Yet something of the man remained; in his posture, perhaps, or the slight bow in his shoulders. Enough of a man that Tal did not yet destroy him.

      "You are right to be angry, Tal." Pim lowered his gaze like a demure subject before his monarch. "I plotted to keep your companions from you. I feared they would hold you from your purpose. Bonds have ever weakened men's resolve. Had you traveled with them, would you have trusted your life to me? Would you have risked everything in Izoalta's ritual and cured your canker? And now that you have found them, will you have the strength to do what you must — to face a god himself?"

      Tal gave weight to each word of his reply. "Bonds do not weaken me. They are the only reason I survived. Our ties keep us whole, keep us human. But I would not expect a servant of Yuldor to understand that."

      "Once, I did." The Extinguished sounded wistful. "Soltor was the reason I followed Yuldor, you know. Once, we laughed and sang and dreamed of all we would become. Once, long ago. Now, he is even less a man than I am. Nothing remains of the one I loved."

      Tal opened his mouth, but surprise at this revelation put him at a loss for words. Before he could speak, Garin shouted from behind him.

      "What are you waiting for?!"

      "A moment, lad."

      Tal didn't take his eyes off of Pim. The Thorn had once stabbed him through with Heartstone. He would not give Pim that same opportunity.

      "What are you waiting for?" Pim's voice had fallen. "You have the capacity to destroy me, perhaps completely. When Thartol rejoined us, his memories were fraught with that final anxiety, that you would catch his essence and kill it. You are even less hobbled now than you were then. You could destroy Yuldor's Chosen, one by one, until there is only our Lord and Savior left to face."

      Tal smiled. He had not expected to, but his smiles had always found a way to emerge.

      "I could." He marveled at that truth for a moment before pressing on. "And I am sure you deserve it a hundred times over. But I won't."

      The conclusion had come of its own volition, but once voiced, Tal found it resonated within him.

      Pim seemed surprised, as much as nearly immobile stone could be. "Why? What have I done to deserve mercy?"

      "You saved me — thrice, no less. But even that would not be enough to escape justice. No, Pim — it is because I think you have retained some scrap of sentiment throughout the centuries. And even though you've had a thousand chances to act on it, I think you deserve one more."

      "Sentiment?" Pim laughed, the sound harshened by his lack of illusion. "It is a charming notion, to be sure. But it is not morality that drives me, Skaldurak, but necessity. This World will rend itself apart without intervention. And you, I believe, are the one who must intercede."

      "Call it what you will. That you choose life over death is enough for me."

      "Tal," Garin entreated him. "He hurt Wren. He's one of them — a Soulstealer, like the one who took Falcon. Like the one who turned you into the Magebutcher. Like the one who set you down the path that led to my father's death."

      Even a World's worth of sorcery could not protect Tal from the youth's words. They cut like knives, each point driving them in further, each inflaming his desire for vengeance. He longed to turn to the lad, to explain — but even now, he could only trust Pim so far. Rare was the man who valued his cause over his life, and immortals doubtlessly treasured theirs all the more.

      "I'm sorry, Garin," he said over his shoulder. "I'll explain as best I can, later." He looked back to Pim. "Go. Before I change my mind."

      But the Extinguished did not move. "I have guided you this far, Tal. Allow me to stay with you the rest of the way."

      "No. Our paths part here."

      "But there is more you must know." Pim was nearly pleading. "More I must tell you."

      "Then you should have made better use of our time."

      The Extinguished turned his head aside, crystals scraping together in creaking protest with the movement. For a long moment, they stood in silence. Sorcery crackled inside Tal, begging for release. He clenched his fists and held it in.

      Then Pim looked back up. "At least do this. Go to Kavaugh, the seat of the capitol east of here. There, you must meet with the Emperor of Dawn, His Magnificence Zyrl Netherstar. He will tell you of the plans we have made, and the risks we have taken. He will aid you in winning the war."

      Tal considered it only briefly. "I very much doubt I'll do that."

      "It is essential. You must…" Pim sighed, a breathy noise like a gust blowing through a cave. "But you do not trust me; I understand. Then I can only hope you will achieve our shared aim your way."

      The Extinguished turned and gripped the door. Tal noticed his hand was just as encrusted with stone and crystal as his face.

      "Farewell, Tal Harrenfel," Pim murmured, then shut the door between them.
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      Garin stared up at Tal as his old mentor turned around.

      He barely noticed the man's nakedness now. Instead, he stared into Tal's eyes, those plain brown eyes that had so often danced with levity. He wished he could feel the joy of their reunion, or the accomplishment of saving him after traveling all this long way and enduring all they had.

      Instead, he felt only fury.

      Tal spoke before he could. "I know you have things to say to me. But I think I'll listen better if I'm clothed."

      Garin, wordless with outrage, could only look away. He could barely think why he'd wanted to save the man at all. He stared down at Wren. The Extinguished had tortured her; that much was clear without her having to vocalize it. He could not see any visible wounds, but he knew her, and she barely rested even when exhausted or sick. Whatever he had done had struck her to her core.

      "I have clothes here."

      Another voice spoke from the opposite side of the room, startling him into looking around. The elderly Nightelf, whom Garin had forgotten amid everything else, had risen and stared at Tal.

      The man nodded and gave her a wry grin. "I'm glad one of us is prepared."

      The aged woman, with a wary look at Garin — or perhaps Wren, who had held the Nightelf at rapier-point — came around the basin, a bundle in her hands. She handed it to Tal, then skirted away. Garin averted his eyes.

      "Probably best," Tal commented, a smile in his voice.

      Garin stewed as Tal dressed. Though the old Nightelf woman lingered nearby, he dismissed the Song, its aria aggravating in his present mood. His tormented flesh protested with every movement, yet he brushed a hand over Wren's hair in an attempt to comfort her. She startled at his touch, then finally seemed to come to.

      "Is he… is he gone?"

      Her fear stirred his anger again, but he tried to keep his voice calm. "Yes, he's gone. He won't hurt you anymore."

      Wren only stared blankly at him for a long moment. Then her eyes darted over to where Tal dressed before they darted away again. "Is that—?"

      "I'll explain later," Garin cut her off.

      She laughed, her body shuddering. "I suppose I get what Ashelia sees in him."

      Despite his foul mood, Garin let out an exasperated groan.

      "Sorry about that, Wren." Tal approached them, fully clothed, though in the strange attire of the Nightelves. He kneeled next to her, though not without a wary look at Garin first. "Glad to see you're awake."

      She sat up further. "Is anyone going to explain what in Yuldor's bloody name is going on here? Who is that Pim? How could he paw around my mind? And who in the hells is that Nightelf?"

      At Wren's indication, both Tal and Garin looked at the old woman. She had edged toward the basin, where the flames had died down to ashes. Despite Tal's easiness around the Nightelf, suspicion made Garin keep a careful watch on her now.

      "Ah, her." Tal seemed suddenly awkward. "That's Izoalta. She's, ah… the high pellar of the Nightelves."

      "High pellar." Wren's eyes narrowed, her old manner swiftly returning. "High pellar to Yuldor?"

      Tal winced. "Unfortunately."

      "Tal," Garin said in a low voice, "I'm starting to worry you're not all back. You let our enemy walk free. You're seeking help from a Nightelf. And what happened in Vathda..." His frustration, pent up over the weeks of travel, began to surge all at once. "I don't understand. I don't understand any of it."

      His old mentor donned a wry grin. "I could say the same to you. You and Wren, here in the heart of the Empire… It's not a sight I ever expected to see."

      His gaiety was infuriating. "We came for you, and you — you—" Garin couldn't find sufficient words, and before that damned smile, he lost control. "Can just one thing not be a joke to you!"

      "Garin!" Wren sounded halfway pleased at his outburst.

      Though it embarrassed him, it had the effect he'd hoped for. Tal's smile sagged like parchment left out in rain.

      "You're right," he said quietly. "I left you in Elendol. And you still came after me. You deserve a proper explanation."

      Before his capitulation, Garin found his anger faltering and shame taking up its place.

      "We do," he agreed sulkily.

      "But it will have to wait." Tal looked around at the Nightelf — Izoalta, he'd called her — then to the door. "I imagine our host wouldn't let her devotees tear us to pieces, but I've intruded long enough on her hospitality."

      Garin doubted any amount of Nightelves might threaten Tal now. But, embroiled in his own conflicting emotions, he could find no more response than a nod.

      Wren was eyeing the priestess with a hard expression. "We should take her captive. Just to be safe."

      "No," Tal said at once. "Izoalta is not to be threatened or harmed."

      Wren frowned, then rose with Garin's belated assistance. "Fine. But what's your deal with her?"

      "Later, I said." Tal had stood with Garin and Wren, and he looked around to the high pellar. Then, to Garin's discomfort, Tal bowed to the elderly priestess.

      "Thank you, Izoalta Yoreseer. You have saved my life and guided my future. I hope you can forgive yourself for your past failings. As one well-acquainted with regrets, I can attest that there is little more to do with them than to cast them aside."

      The Nightelf woman seemed as taken aback as Garin was. After a moment, she nodded.

      "Forgiveness comes in drips, Tal Harrenfel, not waves. But your words are still welcome." She cocked her head to one side like a bird. "Now prove my sister true. Remember: you are strong enough for what you must do."

      Tal seemed struck by her words. But it was what his old mentor had said before that needled Garin.

      Yoreseer. The name tickled his memory. But though it seemed familiar, he couldn't place where he'd heard it.

      Wren apparently could.

      "Yoreseer? Like Hellexa Yoreseer, the author of that old tome you carried?"

      At her words, the Nightelf woman looked sharply toward Wren and pressed her lips tightly together.

      Garin looked to Tal. "This is her sister?"

      "She is." Tal gave the Nightelf a shrug, as if sharing a private joke with the priestess. "But we'll get to your questions later. For now, we must leave."

      Tal turned to the door. Garin, after sharing a look with Wren that spoke far more than either of them could utter, moved back to the basin to retrieve Velori, which he'd dropped in his initial haste. The priestess backed away from his approach, though she did not seem afraid, but curious instead, her head atilt. Keeping a watch on her, Garin bent and retrieved the sword, then rose. As he backed away, the Nightelf spoke, her eyes still leveled on him.

      "You are not the only drovald in your company, Puppet. That one can hear the Doash'uunae, can he not?"

      Garin watched her cautiously, halfway suspicious he was the subject of a spell, though they were not words in the sorcerous Darktongue that he knew of.

      Tal laughed. "You have sharp eyes for an old woman. He does hear it, and its guardian as well."

      His heart thumped as he inferred what had been said. Even Ilvuan, who had lapsed into the back of his mind, stirred at Garin's conclusions, then gave a considering rumble before settling back down like a dog to its nap.

      "But enough." Tal stood by the door, and he motioned his head toward it. "Time to go."

      Garin approached slowly, always keeping the priestess in the corner of his eye. As he neared Tal, he reluctantly held up the sword at arm's length.

      "This is yours," he said quietly.

      Tal stared at Velori. His hands twitched, as if to rise and take it. But they remained at his sides.

      "Keep it, for now at least," he murmured. "I have all the weapons I will need."

      Garin waited a moment longer, then lowered his arm. He'd been reluctant to go out into the village weaponless, and Tal was right; his sorcery was far more deadly than any blade's edge. Still, it felt uncomfortable to be holding Velori when its true master stood before him.

      He only nodded, unsure of what else to say.

      "If you two are done," Wren interjected, "I'd like to get out of here."

      "Right you are." Tal flashed her a small smile, then looked back to the priestess. "Take care, Izoalta. Perhaps, one day, we shall meet again."

      The Nightelf made a sound suspiciously like a snort. "Not likely."

      Tal smiled again, then turned and opened the door, holding it for Wren and Garin to follow behind.

      Feeling as if he walked on unsteady ground, Garin hefted Velori and stepped outside.
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        * * *

      

      As Tal shut the temple door behind him, it seemed he left one chapter of his life behind and began a new one.

      The sorcery flowed effortlessly through him. It came from all around — from the air, from the ground, from all things living and not. It did not push insistently like it had when he had dammed it; though powerful, it was almost gentle, an inundation that lifted him rather than sucked him down. As it steadily plied him, he murmured the words that shaped it, and the essence of existence leaped to his commands.

      Their passage from Naruah would no doubt have been easier with Izoalta in tow. But even as they stepped onto the streets and Nightelves, armed and hard-eyed, streamed in around them, he did not regret his decision that she stay behind. She had given him too many gifts to put her at further risk.

      You are strong enough for what you must do.

      In all the uncertainty of the knowledge he'd gained, he valued this reassurance the most.

      Now, as Garin and Wren shouted in alarm and flinched back, he called upon the sorcery, like horns summoning an army to the battlefield. Wind interceded between arrows and spears. Earth and roots rebelled against the feet trodding on them, throwing Nightelves tumbling to the ground. Tal stepped forward, and the maelstrom moved with him, forming a shield impenetrable by anything their assailants could muster. With his mind open to sorcery, he felt Garin and Wren following behind by the tendril that wove in and through them. He kept them from harm.

      Their efforts rebuffed, the Nightelves backed away from his passage, their courage failing before the brute force against them. Tal wondered how they conceived of him, if they thought of their god as he uprooted their street and made ruins of their homes. He wondered what Falcon would have made of it had he been able to see it.

      Even amid the storm, sorcery lashing through him with lethal power, his lips twisted into a smile.

      Then the great trunks that marked the end of town were before them, and Tal and the two youths stepped through. But their battle was not at its end. His smile soured as he considered the flashes of spells in the forest. Who were they fighting? Had Garin and Wren been followed?

      Had they not come alone?

      As the realization came to him, Tal strode forward and parted the storm to see with his own eyes. Nightelves were pitted against others — others that looked like Reachfolk. Anger born of fear surged in him. Gathering his sorcery tight around him, he ran toward them.

      "Stop!" he bellowed, his voice bolstered so that it boomed like a thunderclap. "Flee, elves of the Night!"

      He doubted many understood the Reachtongue, but the threat Tal posed reached across every language. The Easterners fled before him, disengaging their opponents and melding back into the surrounding woods.

      The Reachfolk flinched as well, but they did not run. Tal found the sorcery faltering within him. He could not hold onto it.

      They were here, all here. They came for me.

      The sorcery slipped away, the winds dying and the ground settling. He had never been wise, and part of him knew it foolish to let down his guard so soon. But he couldn't help it. He ran toward those faces he recognized, and they came near to him, though slower. Cautiously, he recognized. And of course they would. They had seen him emerge from a storm of his own creation.

      Still, they approached.

      Tal slowed as he came within feet of them, his chest heaving, though the sorcery burning through his veins made little of the exertion. He looked from face to face, scarcely believing them to be there.

      Helnor, spattered with blood, but grinning through it.

      Falcon, shaking his head with a bemused smile, a story weaving behind his eyes.

      Aelyn, a scowl etched into his face, deeper even than his usual.

      Kaleras, the most unexpected among them, giving him only a cursory glance as he watched the woods, wary when the others' wariness had faltered.

      Rolan, another surprise, the boy's eyes wide with fear, but wearing an uncertain smile all the same.

      And she who rested a hand on the boy's shoulder.

      "Ashelia," he whispered.

      She stepped away from her son and toward him. Her eyes whirled in that familiar way, gray spinning to silver and back, like silvern sunlight on an overcast day. He could not take another step forward, so afraid was he that she would back away.

      "Forgive me." He spoke a little louder, finding his voice again. "Please, forgive me. I was trying to keep you safe."

      She came another step closer, mere feet away.

      "I did not come here to argue," she murmured.

      Ashelia closed the last of the distance between them and lifted her hands to his face.

      She kissed him.

      Tal watched her face for a long moment after their lips met. This can't be happening. They cannot be here. She cannot be here.

      But she was. He closed his eyes, wrapped his arms around her, and she folded into him. He willed it to be real. It was real.

      Slowly, he believed it.

      Ashelia pulled away first. Her eyes shone with more than her Bloodline's trait. A tear tracked down her nose to curve past her lips, still slightly parted. She smiled at him.

      He smiled in return.

      "Thalkunaras bauchdid!"

      Tal's muscles stiffened. His body went rigid as if iron rods had been jammed through his limbs. His blood roared in protest at the intrusion. The sorcery still simmering beneath his skin could have cut off the spell in a heartbeat, but for the moment, he kept it tightly leashed.

      He recognized who had ensorcelled him, and so he waited patiently as Aelyn stalked toward him, ignoring his House-sister's furious protests.

      "You," Aelyn snarled, coming close to Tal's face and pointing a knobby finger in it. "You have the blackened depravity to approach us after what you did!"

      "Aelyn! Stop this!" Ashelia's face was contorted with rage. "What are you saying?"

      Aelyn ignored her. His eyes whirled, angry orange light dancing within them. He leaned in so close his breath, none too pleasant from the road, filled Tal's nostrils.

      "Why," the mage asked, the word breaking on his lips, "why did you kill my Queen?"
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      As this is my lore, which I trust will remain untold while I survive, allow me to air some small grievances against my "comrades."

      Soltor is, perhaps, the most irritating of all — if only because of his all-consuming obsession to serve. He is made all the more pathetic by his ill-disguised desire to repossess some sort of identity. Why else would he take so many mortal faces when such ruses inevitably come to light?

      I know his desire. He longs to live as he once did, but can only rationalize it to his mad mind by claiming it is for Yuldor's cause.

      Thartol is little better. As he has perished less often, his mind remains intact, and he retains some small ambitions of his own. If only he could keep them to himself! He is a fool if he does not realize Yuldor knows his every plot. One day, he may lose his immortality if he is not more prudent.

      Only Hashele can I tolerate, and then only slightly. I suspect it is because she has not fractured as the other two have. She watched as Soltor became reborn again and again and paled with each resurrection. Thus she has taken great pains to avoid it herself. She thinks and acts in a manner still, dare I say, mortal enough for me.

      Though we still have our disagreements.

      And I will not venture near the topic of the intolerability of Yuldor himself, to say nothing of his fragmented facets. Such a subject would fill more than one ream of paper, and I have little interest in dwelling upon it.

      
        
        - The Untold Lore of Yuldor Soldarin and His Servants, by Inanis
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      Garin could only watch as Aelyn bound Tal.

      His head reeled. What did Tal have to do with the Queen's death? The Thorn had been responsible, hadn't he? And if he wasn't, what made Aelyn think Tal was behind it?

      Yet, even as he swam through the swirl of confusion, Garin wished he could seize Tal himself and shake answers from the man. He had killed Heyl — and the Thorn, he assumed — then left Elendol without a word. He'd held a second Extinguished at his mercy in the heart of the village, yet let him walk free. A Nightelf priestess had somehow helped him, though the rest of her village seemed to understand nothing of it.

      What did he truly know of Tal's loyalties?

      Doubts plaguing him, he stood by as Aelyn joggled Tal by his borrowed clothes.

      "You killed her," the mage repeated, his voice cracking. "Killed her, or as good as did. You were there, burn you! How did she die? How?"

      From what Garin had seen of Aelyn's immobilizing spell, Tal should not have been able to speak. Yet something shifted in the air, and Tal's body loosened like his blood had turned from ice back to liquid.

      "I tried to save her, Aelyn," Tal murmured. "But I wore the Binding Ring."

      "Bound to her!"

      "And the Thorn made her give command of me over to him. I was helpless."

      "But you survived." Aelyn shook him again. "You survived! And she—" His voice broke now, but he fought to gain it back. "She was beyond price, beyond any other child of the Mother. How could you not sacrifice your life for hers?"

      Tal reached up his hands to fold them over the mage's. But as he made contact, something broke in Aelyn's expression.

      "Wuld rayni nasht!"

      The air distorted around Tal's head. His eyes bulged from his head. His mouth opened and closed like a fish gasping for water. Yet though he had broken the binding spell before, Tal made no move to free himself now.

      Garin stared, confused, shocked, helpless. He had been angry with Tal as well, furious even. But not enough to do this.

      Not enough to suffocate him.

      "Aelyn, Aelyn! Stop this! You're killing him!"

      Ashelia threw herself at her House-brother, wrapping her arms around him and dragging him back from Tal. But Aelyn was in a frenzy. His bronze tendrils blazed and spun, and a mad cackle erupted from his throat. There was no mirth in the sound, only the drowning depths of despair.

      Helnor stepped forward with Ashelia. His big hands gripped either side of Aelyn's face, forcing the mage to look into his eyes.

      "Belosi," he said, firm but gentle. "Release Tal from the spell. You know it is not his fault our beloved Queen died. It was the Thorn, that damned Extinguished. You cannot blame Tal for not being able to save her."

      Aelyn was shaking in his siblings' arms. The strength seemed to be going out of his legs. Yet still, he did not release the spell.

      Tal, meanwhile, had fallen to his knees. His hands rose halfway to his neck, but stopped short of it. His head was bowed.

      He was dying.

      Garin edged toward him. All his anger toward the man had dissipated, leaving only a desperate need to do something, anything. But there was nothing he could do. He could not unwind the spell or counter it. He did not know what words to say that might convince Aelyn to relent.

      He could only stand there and watch one of his mentors kill another.

      Falcon kneeled by his friend's side and placed a hand on Tal's shoulder, then stared up at the mage. Gone was the trouper's act now; the grief etched in his lined face was all his own.

      "Please, Aelyn, let him go. You know he's too much of a fool to save himself!"

      Wren stood at her father's shoulder, fists clenched tight. She appeared to be breathing almost as little as Tal did. Behind her, Rolan danced from foot to foot, eyes wide and mouth parted in horror.

      "Belosi," Helnor urged again.

      "Aelyn!" Ashelia all but screamed in his face as she shook him.

      Aelyn crumpled to the ground, his siblings falling with him.

      "Wuld rayni nasht uunae."

      The words rang in Garin's ears, pregnant with power. For a moment, he did not know who had spoken them or what they were meant to do.

      Then the bubble around his old mentor's head began to shred and fade away.

      Tal heaved in a ragged, pained breath, then collapsed on his side, panting for air. As Ashelia and Falcon swooped in to attend to him, Garin finally turned to stare at the man who had spoken the counter-spell. Kaleras' shadowed eyes flickered over to meet his, then darted away toward the woods. Garin could only stare at him in wonder.

      Of all the people in their party, Kaleras was the last he expected to save Tal.

      Something about the situation struck Garin as incomplete, something he could not put his thumb on. Yet his thoughts felt like blocks of ice, too heavy and bulky to shift. He glanced at Wren and found she looked just as perplexed as him.

      Helnor still supported his House-brother, while Ashelia and Falcon were levering Tal back upright. Having recovered his breath, the man looked none the worse for his brief asphyxiation. His gaze was steady as he looked at the friend who had nearly killed him.

      "I tried, Aelyn," he rasped. "I swear I did all I could. But…" He held up his hands. "You can't tell now, but I cut off the ring to win free."

      The mage raised his head. The whorling of his eyes had become muted, and his gaze seemed dull and faraway as he stared at Tal's hands.

      "You have ten fingers," he noted with a hint of his usual caustic manner.

      A small smile stretched half of Tal's mouth — rather unwisely, to Garin's mind.

      "Well, they grew back. No, don't look at me like that — I had nine after the first Extinguished, remember?"

      At the reminder, Garin stared at Tal's hands himself. He looked around and saw the others appeared as flummoxed as he felt.

      "Grew back?" Ashelia ran her hands over his, feeling each digit and staring at them in wonder. "I have never achieved regeneration in all my years healing. How did you do it?"

      Tal shrugged, wearing the shadow of a smile. "Sorcery cannot be denied."

      "And there's that to account for," Aelyn interrupted. "Where did you attain such power? I have not seen you summon anything near to what you just did. If you have always possessed sorcery to such a degree, why did you not save her?"

      His voice was hoarse with emotion, fury giving him new life. Garin watched him carefully, glad he did not yet seem to be on the verge of another attack.

      Tal let out a heavy sigh. "To free it, I had to cut a piece of Heartstone out of myself."

      Garin was starting to think Tal had gone mad when he realized what he meant. "Your side."

      Tal nodded at him, the corners of his eyes creasing. "Exactly."

      "The old wound?" Falcon spoke up excitedly. "You healed it?"

      "Impossible." Ashelia moved from his hands to his sides now, her brow furrowed. "I tried to mend it. But the scar…"

      Tal only answered her with a smile before turning back to the mage who had nearly killed him.

      "I was not enough, Aelyn. And neither were you. But that does not mean either of us were to blame for Geminia's death."

      It was Aelyn's turn to be shocked into silence. His eyes buggered. His jaw worked, seeming to try to find words and failing. Before he could voice any of his thoughts, however, Kaleras spoke again, even as he maintained his vigil over the surrounding woods.

      "This must wait. We cannot remain here any longer."

      His words jolted Garin back to awareness. Like the others, he'd become absorbed in the conflict and Tal's revelations and, for a moment, forgotten the danger the Nightelves posed to them. And there was also the Extinguished who might linger nearby.

      But Kaleras had not neglected their safety.

      It takes more than a man returned to life to impress the Impervious. Though he had not thought it possible, his regard for the warlock grew greater still.

      Tal nodded, one hand still resting on Ashelia's back, the other on Falcon's shoulder. All of them remained crouched on the ground.

      "I don't sense any near, but you're right — we must flee," he answered. "Izoalta may not call them off if she wishes to avoid suspicion."

      "Izoalta?" Ashelia queried.

      "The town's high pellar," Wren answered briskly, as if she were already over the shock of Aelyn's attack.

      "Later," Kaleras said, sharper than before, then began walking deeper into the woods.

      The others followed. Tal rose on his own, but his lover and his friend stayed close by his side. With a last glance back, they carried on after the warlock. Wren was quick on their heels and gave Garin a sharp nod, as if to say, Coming?

      He did not yet follow, but only gripped Velori's handle hard.

      Aelyn had risen as well, but he lingered behind. Helnor left his brother with a backward glance, then pursued the others, placing a hand on Rolan's shoulder. As they walked away, Garin heard him say, "Never mind what your uncle said, Little Tree Frog. Tal did all he could for our Queen…"

      They were the only two left now. Garin stepped up to Aelyn. The mage's eyes were downcast, and his tendrils swirled with buried emotion. He wished he could extend a comforting hand, but he didn't dare risk it. Instead, he offered what words he could.

      "We'll sort him out," he murmured. "I swear to you, Aelyn, between you and me, we'll pry every last secret from his head."

      Aelyn met his eyes. A small, one-sided sneer curled his lips. "Maybe you're less like him than I thought."

      Garin wasn't sure what to make of that. In the end, he only shrugged and moved after the others, trusting the mage would come behind.
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      Tal grinned into the wind as the forest flew by.

      His recent travails left his head like a gust stealing fallen leaves. He had almost died twice in short order, and once by a man he considered his friend. His companions had fought and killed Nightelves who might be their allies. They were all fleeing for their lives in a foreign land.

      Yet Tal was soaring. How could he not be? For his arms were wrapped around Ashelia.

      Ashelia, the woman he had pined for over two decades. Ashelia, the elf of his dreams, a love he had begun to accept could never be more than a spring-born romance immortalized in Falcon's tales.

      But she was here. Flesh and blood and bone — and stink of the road, if he was honest. But he would take it all, so long as she was pressed against him.

      This time, he promised her silently, I won't let go.

      Still, he could not help but think of Pim's last words to him. Bonds have ever weakened men's resolve. How could they make him weak when they filled him with such life?

      But how can I lose my life now that she has found me?

      He pushed the weighty thoughts from his mind. Now was not the time to taint the frail joy, but to revel in it. Ashelia had come after him. Ashelia had forgiven him. Whatever else might come, they deserved their time in the sun, however briefly it might last.

      His jubilation was not limited to his reunion with her. Everywhere he turned were the faces of those he cared for, and who cared enough for him to brave the Eastern wilds.

      Falcon, maimed by Tal's own blade, yet still so loyal a friend he would risk the rest of his limbs trying to save him.

      Kaleras, his estranged father, who had once despised him enough to leave him to die at the hands of Soltor, had imperiled the years remaining to him to preserve Tal's life.

      Even Aelyn, who had almost killed him —though he remained infuriated, surely he had not come only for some imagined vengeance against Tal. So he hoped.

      Helnor and Wren and Rolan... And Garin. The lad had come after him, a mentor who had betrayed him in so many ways. Yet still, he came. As Tal watched him, riding with Wren as Tal rode with Ashelia, Garin looked up and met his gaze, then glanced away.

      Tal's grin slackened. He cares. But Silence knows I have ground to recover.

      They rode through the misty forest for mile upon mile. The land rose and fell. The giants grew thicker, then sparser, though still with far more girth than any other tree but kintrees. It had been long since he felt the glimmer of sorcery from anyone but his companions. They had lost any possible pursuit, for the moment at least.

      When a deeper gray seeped through the canopy, Ashelia called for a halt. He stole a private smile at her command of the group. Even among this company of stubborn goats, he was not surprised that she was the one to take the reins. She doled out commands regarding the security of the camp to the various members, but not before administering a brief, scathing reprimand to Garin and Wren for wandering off from the group back in the Vale of Mists. Tal watched in silent admiration as the two youths hung their heads and meekly went about their assigned chores.

      Then Ashelia turned on him with a smile a cat might give a mouse. "Everyone has to pitch in. You can fetch us water."

      Tal flashed her a wider grin. "As you wish, m'lady."

      She gave him a withering look, but even in jest, she could not hide the joy dancing in her stormy eyes.

      With a last smile, Tal gathered their party's waterskins, then settled them against the base of a tree. Standing before them, he closed his eyes and exhaled completely. Awareness of the others watching him slowly faded as he attenuated to the power burbling just outside his body, eager to be invited in.

      He inhaled, and sorcery poured into him.

      It flooded his veins, thicker than blood, burning pleasantly everywhere it touched. Even in his youth, before he had been poisoned by the Thorn's stone, he had never felt such command of the magic. Now, he could almost believe himself worthy of the stories told about him.

      Almost.

      "Alm," Tal murmured. Moving his hands slowly, gently, he drew on the sorcery and coaxed the moisture from the air. Mist beaded into droplets, growing in size until they merged into a lattice of tiny streams. As enough water accumulated, Tal directed the water into the flasks, moving his arms with the flow of the magic. A stream funneled into each until water spilled over.

      Not even a whisper of pain assaulted him.

      As all the flasks were filled, Tal tied off the spell and conducted the last of the water into his mouth. Swallowing, he met Ashelia's wide eyes from across the camp. He shrugged with a smile, as if to say, What did you expect?

      She was not the only one watching him. Aelyn and Kaleras looked over from where they had been inscribing glyph traps into trees: the elf with furiously spinning eyes, the old warlock with habitual stoniness. Garin, Wren, and Rolan, midway through setting up the shelters, all stared in amazement, though Garin pulled free of it as soon as he noticed Tal looking. Helnor only shook his head in bemusement.

      Falcon, contributing little to the camp preparations that Tal could see, ambled over to clap him on the shoulder. "Now there is the sorcery I've been waiting to see! Where have you kept it all these years, my friend? That is the inspiration a bard needs for the final verses of his crowning ballad!"

      "I hope not the final one." Tal grinned in return.

      With his flaunting finished, the rest of the work went quickly. Soon, a fire was burning, sheltered from casual view by a spell from Tal, and a simple meal was had by all. He sat and ate with his reunited companions, as happy as he'd been in years.

      Silence reigned for a time before Aelyn interrupted it.

      "Well?" the mage prompted, his bright eyes on Tal.

      Tal lowered the strip of dried venison from his mouth and stared into the fire. His gaiety sobered as he remembered all he must confess.

      "Yes," he said softly. "I suppose it's time. Before you try to kill me again."

      He glanced at Aelyn, but the elf only returned the look with a remorseless glare.

      Left with no other choice, Tal began to talk. He left nothing out of his account. He spoke of Elendol, and the events in the throne room of House Elendola. Of his helplessness as he watched Geminia suffer the same fate as her husband had years before. Of the beloved Queen acting as the blood sacrifice for Heyl's resurrection. This struck the elves particularly hard, and Aelyn hid his face and bent over in silent sobs.

      Then Tal told them of how he had severed his finger and slain the sorcerers detaining them, but been thwarted by the dancing master Ulen before he could strike down the Thorn. But in a dream, some being had showed him the way free of his shackles. He had awoken and dug out the shard of Heartstone, long since lodged in his side, even though he knew the act might kill him. Yet as soon as he had pried it free, sorcery such as he'd never known had flooded him, enough even to overcome the Thorn and, with some aid, the fire devil rampaging below.

      "Then you left," Ashelia broke in. She sat next to him, pressed close to his side, but she pulled away slightly at her declaration.

      "Why did you leave?" Rolan queried from her other side. "We came a long way to find you!"

      Tal smiled at the boy. "Well, lad, I thought I had to. In that moment, filled with more magic than I had known a man could hold, I thought I alone was sufficient to challenge Yuldor."

      "Yuldor?" The boy's eyes had gone round. "The Named himself?"

      "The very same." Tal looked up and found Garin's gaze. The youth's expression made him wince, for in it was mockery he was used to seeing only from Aelyn.

      "But I was wrong," he admitted quietly, holding Garin's gaze. "I wasn't enough."

      His old apprentice looked aside, the muscles in his jaw working.

      Tal pressed forward with his tale. He told them of his flight into the East, how he used sorcery to bolster his stor far beyond its ordinary capacity. But day by day, the sorcery ebbed, and the pain that accompanied it asserted itself.

      "Scars, I assumed the wounds to be, for Heyl had lashed at me in its dying throes. Every time I employed sorcery, the wounds seemed to break open afresh, spilling corruption into my being. I was becoming sick with it, running myself to exhaustion, yet I could do nothing but press on. More than ever, I was convinced I had made the right decision to leave you all behind."

      Falcon shook his head with exaggerated disapproval. "You always said you were a fool, Tal Harrenfel. But I never fully believed it till now."

      Tal grinned across the fire. "You should have."

      "What then?" Helnor asked. "We followed your trail for a week, but lost it when you seemed to fall into a river. Was that a false trail?"

      Tal's smile slipped. "No. Ragged as a chimera's mane and barely holding to my sanity, I was trying to catch up to a caravan ahead when an ijiraq assaulted me."

      "So we saw," Helnor murmured.

      "Are they as perilous as the tales say?" Kaleras spoke up for the first time. His tone held no warmth in it, only the professional curiosity of a scholar, or perhaps a hunter.

      Tal shrugged. "Not so deadly that I couldn't have overcome it, but for my ailment. I tried to use my sorcery, but the wasting had gone too far. The spell backfired, and though it killed the beast, I was thrown into the river."

      Tal paused. He had come to the point where he struggled to explain even to himself his subsequent actions. At the time, they had seemed reasonable, each the only way forward. But now…

      He rose to his feet. "The rest can wait till morning. For now, I think we all need to rest. Some of us have had especially long days." He eyed Garin and Wren with a wry smile. Only Wren returned it. Garin, on the other hand, stared at him with hard, suspicious eyes.

      "You're right. You should rest." Ashelia stood and placed a hand on his chest.

      He smiled at the gentle touch. "I'm not tired. My scars have all healed. I can take the first watch."

      "Then I'll watch with you."

      "Only if you actually watch," Helnor broke in with a raised eyebrow.

      Rolan looked up to his mother. "What's Uncle Helnor mean, Momua?"

      Ashelia flashed her grinning brother a look. "Nothing, dear one. Your uncle is only teasing."

      "Teasing about…?" But something seemed to have occurred to the boy, for his brow furrowed.

      "Until morning, then, Harrenfel." Aelyn had stood as well. "And the rest of your explanation had best not be dripping with perfume as it was tonight. Straight and dry is the only way I'll take it."

      "I'd have you dine on nothing less." Tal fought back a smile. He was all too happy to go back to trading gibes instead of spells with the erratic mage.

      The others moved to their shelters. Tal noted that Garin and Wren slept in the same tent. He smiled at that. He had hoped their fragile relationship might survive. They were well-suited to his eye, but between the toils of the journey and the vagaries of youth, there was a good chance something could break it.

      At least Garin has her for comfort.

      The thought brought him back to his own situation. He sat down, his back to the fire, and almost shyly looked askance at Ashelia.

      She stared off into the night, her gaze far away. He wondered what she thought of, and if the memories were happy or somber. He longed to reach out and brush back the springy hair that had fallen on her cheek, then dared to do so, attempting to tuck it behind an ear, though the tress defied his efforts.

      She looked at him, a smile quirking her lips."You are lucky I am so gracious."

      "Am I?" He let his hand linger on her hair, then trail down her back. It was less intimate a gesture with her many layers against the cold, but it called back to mind the many times he had done so when no clothing had interfered with his touch.

      "You are." Ashelia reached out and took his hand in hers, gripping it tightly as she looked off into the darkness. "Otherwise, I would want to kill you too."

      "You're making me wonder if I'm safe alone with you."

      She leaned her head against his shoulder for a moment, then pulled away to look at his clothes. "You never explained those."

      He glanced down at himself and grimaced. Now that she mentioned them, the sewn skins he had accepted from Izoalta had a peculiar reek to them. It was far from how he would have liked to appear before her.

      "Tomorrow. I promise."

      They lapsed into a comfortable silence for a time. The forest was quiet, far quieter than it seemed such woods should be, free of snow as they were. Only far off in the distance did he hear the hoot of an owl and the whisper of wind.

      He sighed. "I only left to keep you safe."

      "I know. It is the only reason I forgave you."

      "That's fair. And I'm grateful you came after me, and that we get to be here, together, now. But part of me wishes you hadn't come. It's dangerous out here in the East, Ashel, as I'm sure you've discovered — though I've yet to hear your tale. What's more, I'm dangerous to be around. My sorcery is contained, for now, but… that might always change."

      He hoped it wouldn't, desperately hoped so. But as much as he felt the master of himself at the moment, there was a distinct possibility that the canker would return. Hellexa Yoreseer had given little certain information about Founts, but she had written enough in her tome to make clear they were dangerous to be around.

      Ashelia gave a small laugh. "The East is the East, Tal. We knew what we were venturing into. As for you — you have never been safe."

      She huddled against his side again, and this time did not pull away as Tal wrapped his arm around her.

      For the first time in a long while, he was content.
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      Garin found his mood little improved when he rolled out of his blankets the next morning.

      For a moment, he blinked blearily at the dimness, staring into nothing. His hands and arms, all the way up to his shoulders, still stung with memories of the flames. He had not complained of it, though it had made touching anything uncomfortable. Though he knew it was stupid, he could not bring himself to speak to Ashelia about it. The Peer had hovered near Tal all night, and he didn't want to go near his old mentor if he could help it.

      His gaze fell to Wren, still unconscious by his side. Her mouth was slightly parted, and drool stained the bundle of spare garments that served as her pillow. Her renewed warmth toward him was his one comfort, especially when they had spent a brief time the night before reacquainting themselves with each others' lips. But before they could become more familiar, Wren had pushed him back toward his side of the shelter. "Later," she had said, a bit breathless, to his satisfaction. "When we both don't smell like mongrels."

      Even her coarse words failed to ruin the moment.

      His smile slipped away as the original thought he had woken with returned to him.

      Am I sixteen today?

      He had long ago lost track of the days since Elendol. But if it was not his yearsday that morning, it had either already happened or would soon.

      Sixteen. Still young, but no longer quite on the cusp of manhood. Yet he had so far to grow before he became anywhere near a man like his brothers were. Even his facial hair remained sparse, no more than a thin covering over his upper lip and under his chin.

      A man takes responsibility for his actions.

      Had one of his family said that to him once? It seemed too familiar to be otherwise. He did not have to stretch his imagination to understand what it meant for him now. But though a man might shrug off the feelings of resentment assailing him, Garin couldn't manage it.

      Tal had all but ignored him since reuniting with their fellowship. He mooned over Ashelia, laughed with Falcon, humored Rolan's questions. He even teased Aelyn, who had damn near killed him! He interacted with everyone — everyone except for him. Every time he looked at Garin, it was like he saw something in his eyes that made him skirt away. Like a devil gazed back at him.

      A bitter smile twisted his lips.

      As if the thought had summoned him, Ilvuan filtered lazily into his mind. There can be no rifts between you and the Heartblood, Jenduit. It is not in your nature.

      He tried to temper his annoyance at the Singer's intrusion, but only partially succeeded. What's that supposed to mean?

      Ilvuan was silent for a long time. At length, he answered. Your doash'an, your true name, touches at the core of who you are. Jenduit means "Mender."

      Mender? Garin bit back a laugh, not wanting to disturb Wren. He could not think of a less suitable name.

      What your name means for your life, only you may decide. The feeling radiating from the Singer made it seem as if Ilvuan wished that could be otherwise. But you cannot deny your nature.

      Oh, can I not? Garin barely reined in his temper. This isn't a good time to discuss this. I haven't eaten yet.

      Amusement laced with annoyance filtered through his mind.

      I did not come to counsel you, Jenduit. Only to bring a reminder. Remember your oath. Remember your task. Finding the Heartblood is only the first flight. Now you must help him succeed in his purpose.

      Doesn't look like Tal needs any help.

      We saved him. The Singer's words were sharp with reprimand. Without our aid, he would have descended into depths from which there is no return, not even for my kind. Hold to that. Your purpose may be to support his task, but it is essential all the same.

      Garin tried clinging to his resentment, but found it difficult in the face of Ilvuan's assertions. Fine.

      With that, the dragon disappeared like mist burning away before sunlight.

      He mulled over the words after he had gone. Jenduit. Mender. For a name meant to describe his nature, it did a poor job of it. He had not mended anything where he traveled; if anything, he had ever left things more broken. The cursed amulet in the Ruins of Erlodan; stabbing Kaleras in the Coral Castle courtyard; nearly killing Wren and Aelyn in the confrontation with the first Extinguished.

      And in Elendol, what had the Queen said to him? You have a black path to walk. Queen Geminia had possessed true premonitions. If anyone could know his fate, it was her.

      Mender. Garin shook his head as he rose from his bedroll and exited the shelter.
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      Garin didn't have to wait long for the rest of his party to rise. With the battle from the prior day still fresh in their minds, all were eager to be on their way and leave behind the forest of Fornkael. He tried to restrain his poor temper before the others, not wishing to seem a sulky boy. Particularly not on the day that was possibly his yearsday, when he should be even more fully a man.

      Tal, in contrast to Garin, seemed in high spirits. He grinned and clapped shoulders everywhere he turned. If he was concerned about an ambush, he hid it well behind his tomfoolery. Garin caught himself watching him resentfully before he forced his gaze away. Tal still seemed to be avoiding him.

      But he wasn't alone in his censure. Kaleras, too, received no comradely slap on the back or even a cheery greeting. And as the aged warlock watched from his perch by the fire, he seemed in as poor a mood as Garin.

      What fine company to keep, he mused as he took his own seat.

      When everyone had risen and begun easing their empty bellies on the same poor fare as the night before, Falcon finally initiated the conversation they had all been waiting for.

      "So, Tal. You were saying last night…"

      Garin looked up from the fire to watch his former mentor. Tal kept a smile perched on his lips, but something moved behind his eyes. He wondered what secrets he kept. Of the first of them, at least, he had some idea. His temper began to simmer again, but he kept a tight lid on it.

      Finally, Tal shrugged and made a careless gesture. "We'll have plenty of time for me to spin a yarn — and for you to explain your own journey. But what we must focus on now is how to move forward."

      "Move forward." Helnor repeated the words with a frown.

      Tal nodded, somber now. "I did not come to the East simply to see the sights, pleasant though they have been. I have a purpose here that I have yet to complete."

      "Here he goes again," Aelyn muttered, loud enough for all to hear.

      "Now, Aelyn, let's not have any more of that." Falcon stood, gaining the posture of one about to make a speech — or at least the trouper's impression of an orator, to Garin's eye. "We all knew Tal's intentions for heading into the East when we began this expedition. We have known of the tome written by that old Nightelf sorceress and the things it implied. Tal has a destiny, if you will, one that he must fulfill for the good of all — both here in the Empire, if a collection of tors and trees can be given such a name, as well as in the Westreach."

      "Oh, I'm sure you want that to be true," Aelyn sneered. "But let's be honest, bard — for all your grand dressings of this purpose, what you truly want is a fine stanza to finish your song."

      "Aelyn," Wren said, warning in her tone.

      "Everyone, please."

      Though Ashelia spoke softly, Garin looked around with the others, and the conversation quieted. No longer did she seem the doting lover she had been the day before, but had returned to her role as the company's leader.

      "We cannot quarrel among ourselves, now most of all. Tal is right — we must decide our course, then set to it. As eager as we all are to understand what has occurred, full explanations must wait until our next camp."

      As she said it, the others in the company accepted it. Garin felt himself swayed in that direction. But the injustice of the moment, that Tal would so easily hide his secrets, became too much for him.

      "One explanation can't wait," Garin said, trying hard to prevent his voice from cracking with restrained emotions. "I need to know — we all need to know — why in the red hells Tal spared a Soulstealer. An Extinguished who just tortured Wren!"

      As the company looked first at Garin, then Wren, and finally Tal, he felt a flush of satisfaction. Mender. He would prove just how poorly suited the name was.
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        * * *

      

      Tal looked around at his friends, allies who had risked life and limb to save him from his folly, and knew he dreaded what was to come.

      He sighed and leaned forward onto his elbows, staring into the morning campfire. When he had gathered his thoughts, he looked up and met Garin's gaze. Barely repressed emotions hid behind the lad's eyes, emotions he had hoped never to see again.

      The pangs of the past never really fade, he thought wistfully.

      "You're right, Garin." He spoke softly at first, then raised his voice. "I did spare an Extinguished when I might have killed him. You all have seen that my sorcery has grown since Elendol. I began to tell you how it affected me at the beginning of my travels. But I have not yet told you how I was healed."

      Tal sucked in a deep breath, then exhaled it. The others sat in silence, an anticipatory audience on the edges of their makeshift seats. Falcon's dream, an errant thought flitted through his head.

      "After I was thrown into the river, I woke in a cave on blankets that were not my own. Rising, I discovered a fire outside and a man sitting at it. To my surprise, a Gladelysh elf was my rescuer. I had not expected to see any Reachfolk in the East, much less an elf. He introduced himself as Pim."

      "Pim." Garin twisted the name into a curse. "Wren and I met him, too. You know what he told us? Stay away from you, or he'd kill us. Doesn't sound like such a helpful fellow, does it?"

      Tal glanced at Wren and winced at her wrinkled brow and spinning eyes. The young woman looked as if she barely restrained her own outrage, her fists were clenched in her lap. He wondered what torments Pim had subjected her to. His own anger flared at the thought, but he set it aside. It could not serve any purpose just then.

      "We ignored him and came for you anyway," Garin continued, biting off every word. "Pim caught us. He would have made good on his promise. So why did you not kill him, Tal? And don't give us some long, rambling tale. Just tell the Silence-damned truth!"

      Tal looked to the others. Aelyn seemed amused now, enjoying the tarnishing of Tal's image. Kaleras bore the revelation with only a twitch of his eyelid. It was enough; Tal was well aware of how much the warlock hated Yuldor's servants. Falcon looked eager, as did Rolan, bard and apprentice both caught up in the drama of the tale. Helnor scanned the woods around them, as if wishing he could be roaming them rather than attending this ill-fated discussion.

      And Ashelia — he did not yet dare look at the woman next to him, fearing what he would see in her eyes.

      Instead, he shrugged. "This can only be explained through a long tale. Our journey together, Pim and I, the experiences we shared, the things he said and did — every one of those was a reason I did not harm him back in Naruah. But if you must have a short answer, it is this: he saved me once, then twice, then three times. This last salvation returned to me my sorcery, untainted. Sorcery I will sorely need if I'm to make good on my intentions. If he were still a true follower of Yuldor, why would he assist the very enemy who might depose his master and god? No — I can only believe his words. Whatever Pim's other intentions, our goals are aligned where the Prince of Devils is concerned."

      Garin's brow was still furrowed, and his expression was mirrored on the faces of many of the others. Tal finally risked a glimpse at Ashelia and found she looked at him not as he feared, but with an odd thoughtfulness. He wondered what she made of his actions.

      Must think me as much a fool as everyone else does.

      "You can never trust an Extinguished, Tal. You should know that better than anyone."

      Tal turned to Kaleras, who had spoken. The aged warlock met his gaze with a flinty stare of his own.

      "Sometimes," Tal said quietly, "your bitterest enemies become your closest allies. You, Kaleras, should know that better than anyone."

      The man held the stare a moment longer before looking away, his jaw working.

      "Enough with the aphorisms, Harrenfel," Aelyn cut in. "As fond as we know you to be of them, they do little for your cause. I speak for us all when I say no matter how you've been duped, we will never trust an Extinguished."

      Tal looked around at the others. Garin and Wren certainly looked inclined toward Aelyn's opinion. Kaleras' position was clear. Falcon appeared to be sympathetic, while Helnor seemed to have opted out of the discussion.

      And Ashelia…

      "You let him go free."

      He turned to fully meet her gaze. But instead of the condemnation he expected to see, he beheld something else entirely.

      "Yes," he replied softly.

      "Just to spare his life?"

      "Not just."

      He hesitated. As difficult to swallow as the rest had been, he knew this might be the hardest bit yet. But Ashelia seemed ready for it.

      "Why did you do it then?" Rolan piped up, unable to contain his curiosity any longer.

      Tal looked at the boy with a wan smile. "Pim has hinted at things I must know if I am to challenge Yuldor for the Worldheart. And he implied that an alliance awaits us, should we seize upon it. An alliance with the Emperor of the East."

      Everyone stirred in response. Before they could speak, Tal held up his hands and spoke over their murmurs.

      "He wants me to meet him in Kavaugh, the Empire's capital. There, he'll make his proposal, which I can only assume is to rebel against their god."

      "It is a ploy," Kaleras spoke through the other's mutters. "He seeks to lure you into Yuldor's clutches without a fight."

      "I'm not inclined to agree with the warlock, but you force me to," Aelyn said with a sidelong glance at Kaleras. "This is mad even for you, Harrenfel."

      Helnor gave a sigh audible even through the arguing.

      Ashelia stood, drawing all eyes to her. "You are forgetting something," she said, "something you cannot. We trust Tal. We trust his judgment."

      "That might be too far a stretch," Aelyn muttered, though he fell silent at a look from his House-sister.

      "If we trust him, then we must trust what he says now. He has judged this Pim to be an ally. Would not one of Yuldor's closest servants be a valuable one? We do not know what we will face atop Ikvaldar; we need any assistance we can find. Even if it comes from one who was once an enemy."

      Ashelia turned to Tal then, and he met her eyes. He wished he could convey all the gratitude he felt just then. Yet he had a feeling that, somehow, she knew. She gave him a small smile, and he returned it.

      "Then it sounds as if our destination is clear," Falcon said brightly. "We go to Kavaugh."

      Aelyn and Kaleras did not look convinced, but Wren appeared mollified, even intrigued. Tal cautiously glanced at Garin and found his gaze smoldering still. But none objected outright to the bard's statement.

      Rolan stood and exclaimed, "To glory then!" He beamed at Falcon's approving laugh, and even those scowling had to smile.

      Tal grinned with them. "I wouldn't go that far, lad. But we'll venture eastward all the same."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Legend’s Legacy

          

        

      

    

    
      Garin silently endured Wren's chatter throughout the day's ride.

      "…Never would have believed it, would you? The things he did! He called up a storm and wasn't the least bit breathless! I summon a wind shield and am left wheezing like I ran a Halenhol footrace." Wren paused to frown at that; she was never fond of any ineptitude in herself. "Damned World's blood, or whatever it is that makes him have sorcery like that. How do you get it? Was he born with it? Or can we all come across it, like you with that cursed pendant?"

      "I wouldn't recommend trying it," Garin replied, his first words in nearly the entire ride.

      He could practically hear her eyes rolling. "Don't be such a drag, Garin. If there was something that could give you power like Tal's, wouldn't you take it?"

      Garin thought of the Song. Perhaps I already have it, if only I knew how to wield it.

      "It almost killed him," he pointed out.

      "But it didn't, did it? And now look at him."

      It was his turn to roll his eyes. He knew better than to reply.

      Thus did the day's travels proceed. Their path was straightforward, if always inclined upward. Though not all had been convinced by Tal's belief in the Extinguished being an ally — Garin among them — they all agreed that heading east was the only path forward. According to the map, they would soon be out of the forest of giants and heading into Valankesh Pass, which roughly translated as "the Gap in Paradise." That corridor would take them, at last, through the bulk of the Empire's middle range, the Valanduali. From there, Kavaugh lay two score miles to the east, and the path to Ikvaldar, where Yuldor supposedly waited, turned south. It was at that point that they would have to make their final decision.

      Garin snuck glances at Tal throughout the journey. His earlier anger had faded to a dull, pulsing throb, but had yet to entirely abate. Perhaps if Tal had approached him, he might have felt differently. But Garin only rarely caught him looking his way, and never with a smile.

      I saved your life, he thought to the man. I carry your sword. I was supposed to be your protégé, whatever that means. And now you won't even talk to me.

      He fed his resentment with every slight he could remember, while Wren continued to sing the man's praises in his ears.

      They reached the edge of Fornkael as the sun sank behind the mountains. It had become necessary to stop before darkness, as setting up camp had become a lengthy process, due to the need to lay more significant protections against the Nightelves and any Ravagers who stumbled upon them. Garin did his assigned chore of making the campfire. After collecting the fuel with Rolan, he ignited it with sorcery. The Song, only slightly roused by the simple cantrip, hummed in the back of his head, and Garin listened to it as he stared into the flames.

      He sensed someone approach and stand over him. Expecting it to be Tal, he didn't turn and acknowledge him, but pretended to be unaware he was there at all. Let him wait, he thought savagely.

      "A sorcerer should always be aware of his surroundings."

      Garin looked swiftly around. It was not Tal who stood over him, but Kaleras. The aged warlock seemed weary from the day's travel, yet he carried himself with pride. Such unbending resolve — it was something Garin could only dream of possessing.

      "I knew you were there," he countered. "But the wise sorcerer chooses when and how to reveal his knowledge."

      Kaleras' lips pressed into a thin line. Despite his mood, Garin managed to return a smile.

      "We will practice sequences once again," the warlock said after a moment's silence. "You must be able to call upon the spells and patterns without thought, reacting appropriately to each situation. Instinct is developed through practice."

      With each word, Garin found his dread growing. And though he had never denied Kaleras anything before, he shook his head.

      "I'm sorry, Kaleras. I can't. Not tonight."

      He bit off the other words threatening to spill out. He could not even meet the warlock's penetrating gaze. Among all those in their company, Garin thought he understood Kaleras best, and that the man knew his struggles in a way none of the rest could — none but Tal, at least.

      But he could not bring himself to confess what occupied his mind that night. And so silence spread between them, foul as East Marsh air.

      "Very well," the warlock said at length. "If you prefer your former tutor, you are welcome to him. You and I will discontinue our lessons."

      Garin startled and looked around, but Kaleras was already striding away, a slight limp in his gait. He could only stare at the warlock's back as he retrieved something from his saddlebags.

      What in Silence's name just happened?

      Before he could pull apart the bizarre interaction, however, someone else blindsided him.

      "He's not an easy man to speak with, is he?"

      His gut clenched at Tal's voice, but Garin tried not to show it. Slowly, he turned back to the fire and studied it, pretending as if he hadn't heard.

      It didn't work. Tal sat down on the ground next to him with an audible sigh.

      "I should know," his old mentor continued. "I should know, best of all."

      Garin still ignored him, listening and waiting.

      Tal sucked in a breath and exhaled his words. "But anyway, I thought we might have a talk, you and I."

      That didn't warrant a response. Garin gave it none.

      "I would have approached sooner. But I thought it better if it was a private conversation."

      Garin glanced up. Despite the company's usual practice of gathering around the campfire at night, he noticed the space was now conspicuously empty. Yet he didn't doubt the others would be listening in from their tents or from among the nearby encroaching trees.

      Tal cleared his throat. "I think I owe you an apology."

      Garin finally looked over. Tal was turned toward him, half his face revealed by the dancing flames. A few strands had worked free of his ponytail and were limned by the firelight. The white and gray tresses along his scalp glowed dully in the night.

      "You do, do you?" Garin looked away again. He was acting the child, he well knew, and just when he should be more of a man. But how could he do anything else?

      "Thing is, lad, I'm not sure what exactly you want me to apologize for."

      Lad. Lad was what he called Rolan, who was just a boy. The Song, droning in the back of his mind, spiked in volume with his surge of emotions.

      He whipped his head back around. "Don't call me lad."

      Tal looked startled. His infuriating smile appeared as if to hide it. "Alright, if you want. Sorry."

      "Sorry, are you? I thought you didn't know what to apologize for."

      Tal cocked his head. "I don't. Care to enlighten me?"

      "Well, maybe that's part of the damned problem."

      "What problem?"

      "You. Everything with you."

      Stop it. Act like a man. Garin fought down the overwhelming anger and tried to put rational words to it. Tal was silent, patient as ever, which only made the task more difficult.

      "We risked everything for you," Garin continued, emotions barely restrained. "We came after you into the East — the East, of all the devil-smited places! And what do you do? Try to avoid us at every turn."

      "Avoid you? Garin, I never knew you followed."

      "What about in Vathda? Where were you hiding when we were looking for you? I know you were there — I heard your voice."

      "Vathda?" Tal frowned, no sign of a smile now. "I was a prisoner in Vathda. You were there, looking for me?"

      His old mentor's surprise seemed so genuine Garin only just managed to cling to his fury.

      "Maybe you were then — but you were free in the Valley of Fog. You were there, close by — Ilvuan told me. We called out to you, Wren and I. We got lost looking for you. But you just kept moving away."

      Tal's eyes wandered to the flames. "I heard you. But I thought you to be spirits trying to lure me away. I'm sorry, Garin. Had I known—"

      "I don't care if you're sorry!" The words ripped free of him. "You always do what you want. You're — you're like a great big child, not thinking one whit for anyone else!"

      An ironic comparison, a part of him mocked. Garin shut the voice out, his fury not yet spent.

      "No one else seems bothered by what you did, leaving us — that's their business. But I'm sick of it. Are you always going to exclude us? Are you always going to believe you know what's best and not heed a word from anyone else? Will you never think I have something important to contribute?"

      That stepped too close to the small, tender part of him that huddled in its hurt. Garin strangled the tirade with an effort and stared sullenly into the fire.

      Silence, too thick to be genuine for their fellowship of nine, fell over the camp. Garin's face was flushed, but he kept his mouth stubbornly shut. He would not apologize. Maybe he was acting like a child, but he hadn't said a word that was untrue.

      "You're right, Garin. You're right."

      Slowly, Garin looked over at Tal again. If the man had been wearing his smile, he thought he might have struck him. But his face was only lined with regrets.

      Garin looked away again. Somehow, that was almost worse.

      "I've been forging my own path for so many years I've forgotten how to walk with others," Tal continued. "But that's damned inconsiderate of me, and I can see that now. I promise, lad — Garin, I mean — that I'll heed you in the future. I won't take you for a guarantee." The man hesitated, then spoke softly, "Will you forgive me? Again?"

      Forgive. The word evoked all that it sought to erase. Too much. Could he forgive Tal for what had happened to his father, for a childhood without him? Could he forgive Tal for getting him wrapped up in this war, one he could have avoided in favor of a quiet life in Hunt's Hollow? Could he forgive him for leading him down the path that made him into what he was — a Fount, with a devil in his head?

      For giving your life purpose?

      The thought startled him out of his downward spiral, enough to consider its truth. Had Tal given him purpose? Had he been like a raft without a paddle, drifting down a river, carried to wherever the currents flowed?

      You've a fire in you, Garin. You need to feed it with all the World has to offer.

      Lenora's words, spoken to him what felt like years ago, before he left her and the rest of his family back in Hunt's Hollow. He had thought of those words often since; sometimes with disbelief, other times knowing they must be true.

      Tal had proved his sister right. Whatever else the man had done, he was responsible for that, at least. There was a fire in Garin. And Tal had helped it to grow.

      "Silence take me," Garin muttered, then continued louder, "I forgive you, you old gaffer."

      He risked a glance over and saw an unmistakable shimmer in Tal's eyes.

      "None of that," Garin groaned.

      Tal grinned and gave a short laugh. "What can I say? I'm a sentimental old gaffer."

      Garin shrugged in response. But though he felt spent, his words hadn't quite run out.

      "Just promise me: no more running out on us. If we're doing this, let us go with you to the end." Garin swallowed, trying not to think of what the end actually meant. "Or at least let me."

      "I promise, Garin." Tal seemed to hesitate, then he reached out and gripped Garin's shoulder, giving it a small squeeze. "You're your own man — and it's past time I acknowledge it."

      Garin cleared his throat, suddenly finding it felt scratchy. He didn't try to shake off Tal's touch. Though he had not expected it, in the chill mountain night, it felt reassuring.

      A thought occurred to him. Reaching around to his other side, he lifted the cloth-wrapped Velori into his hands. Turning back to Tal, Garin held it out.

      "Here. Your sword. I'm not your squire, after all."

      Tal's hand drifted off his shoulder to hover over the hilt. Then it retreated again. "No, la— damn it all! That will take some getting used to. Garin, I meant what I said back in Naruah. Velori is yours now."

      Garin held it out a moment longer, then drew back. He stared at his hands and tried to hide their trembling. "At least take my sword. I don't need two."

      Tal chuckled. "I can do that."

      They sat in silence for some time after that. But the tension that had filled it before was gone, dissipated like it was a curse Velori had severed. Garin gripped the hilt of the blade and felt the hum of its imbued sorcery from the change in the Song. A smile tugged at his lips.

      The night did not seem so dark anymore.
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      Tal slept deeply that night, the satisfied slumber of a man for once rid of guilt. He did not put up his walls, ever erected around him here in the East, but relaxed into much-needed rest.

      While he slept, his eyes opened.

      He was falling — or descending, rather, for he willed the plunge. The walls of the tunnel around him glowed with the intense heat of a forge's belly, yet he did not burn. He was fire himself, inside and out. He was a comet, moving with all the speed of a falling star.

      He was rushing toward his destination.

      It called to him, pulsing with promises of satiation and rest. Rest. At last, rest. He craved it, that sweet abandonment, the final cessation of his wearisome self. He could leave behind all the pain and horror and torment of his waking life. He could be free, united with the World itself.

      He could be everything. He could be nothing.

      Nothing.

      The thought sent a spike of fear through him that brought his descent stuttering to a halt. Nothing. Did he really wish for that? To not exist separate from anything else? To have no distinct self?

      Did he wish to escape being Tal Harrenfel so much?

      Listen to your fear, Thalkunaras. Fear is a great teacher for those who heed its warnings.

      The voice filled him, both familiar and foreign. Tal reached out his senses and felt a presence around him. It resembled the gray beings he had encountered there before, but less alien, almost understandable to his mortal mind. Its coloring was dark and devoid of light.

      You, he thought back to it, voicing himself as much as he could in this realm. You're the one who wore the faces in my dreams in Elendol.

      You have come a long way since then. A very long way. You are complete.

      Tal considered the idea. It did not seem entirely wrong. He had won the war inside his body, cleansed the sorcery of its poison. He was one. And he had reunited with those he most cared for in the World. He no longer felt so alone.

      Yet… Complete. He doubted he had ever felt complete in his life.

      A man, once broken, can never fully mend, he thought back to the black being. I am as much myself as I ever will be. But part of me still yearns for escape.

      That part is not broken, Thalkunaras. Even my kind possess this drive and know its name: Telthaen, the Rapture. That desire for your own destruction, despite the ultimate price you must pay for it.

      It was a feeling Tal knew well. How many times had he thrown himself into battle, daring the death it might bring? He had always believed it was the nearness of finality that made him feel more alive. But perhaps it had always been the temporary soothing of an untamed beast, one that would inevitably spell his end.

      But you cannot relent to it, the dark presence continued. You can never stray into the Doash, Thalkunaras. You must be vigilant now that you have experienced it once. Never will the Rapture leave you. This is the price of our power.

      Our power?

      A phantom wind swirled around him. For a moment, it thrummed with more fire than even the World's veins in which they hovered.

      You are my scion, Thalkunaras. Do not squander the gift.

      Something pushed at him — only instead of moving him in a direction, Tal felt it shove him out. The blinding stream fell away, leaving in its place suffocating darkness.

      Tal flailed against it until it shredded apart.

      "Tal, for Silence's sake, settle down!"

      He paused, breathing heavily. Slowly, his eyes adjusted, lifting the darkness enough to see it was not as impenetrable as he'd feared. Tal looked around to the familiar voice, and slowly, his mind returned to the World.

      "Sorry, Falcon."

      "Yuldor's prick, man." His friend, with whom he shared a shelter, came upright and shivered. "What were you dreaming of, drowning?"

      "Something like that."

      The sorcery throbbed within him, inviting him to draw on it. Tal stifled the feeling until it deadened. Its call was an echo from the Doash, or the Womb, or whatever the World's core should be called. The glowing mass of magic still appealed even in memory.

      The bard settled back into his bedroll. "Well, dream of something else. I'd like to get what sleep I still can."

      Tal remained sitting up and listened to his friend's breathing return to a deep, steady rhythm. Sleep had fled from him for the night. He wondered if he would dare let it come the next evening. Try as he might, he could not extinguish the desire to return to the source of sorcery and the oblivion it offered.

      This is the price of our power.

      He mulled over the strange visitor's words until he could not remain still any longer, then rose and left the tent.

      The night air was cool against his feverish skin. Sorcery still simmered in his veins. The stars glimmered above, painted with an ethereal milky backdrop. The Night's Veil, the phenomenon was sometimes called, though its spiral pattern struck him more as a coiled whip than a shroud.

      Tal stretched and marveled at the lack of aches in his joints. Years had been shed from his bones. Even the disturbing nature of his thoughts could not take away from that small victory.

      Lowering his gaze, he stared at the figure silhouetted before the fire. A knot formed in his gut, as it always did when he beheld this man.

      No matter how old he aged or how many enemies he overcame, he never vanquished the terror that Kaleras instilled in him.

      He had largely avoided the warlock since being reunited with his friends. Kaleras seemed content to do the same. There was too much hanging between them, too many words left unsaid, to be untangled while continuing such a dangerous journey.

      Or so he had told himself.

      But now, Tal found his feet carrying him to the edge of the firelight. He moved softly, as if he might escape Kaleras' notice, as if it wasn't what he so desperately sought.

      "It's not your turn to keep watch."

      Though his back remained turned to Tal, the warlock had made his awareness of him clear when he spoke.

      Tal seized upon the first excuse that came to mind. "May as well relieve you. Can't sleep as it is."

      "Nor can I."

      They remained like that, Kaleras sitting on a stool of his own sorcerous design, Tal standing, the silence between them thick as Hunt's Hollow mud. It oozed in the darkness, stinking like a week-old corpse.

      He could stand it no longer.

      Tal strode up next to Kaleras so he could face him. "Why did you come?"

      The warlock did not react for a long moment. Then, slowly, he turned toward Tal. Half his face was shadowed, but the other half illuminated a brown eye of a shade very familiar to Tal.

      "I came to help," Kaleras answered quietly. "I knew your aim from the Darktongue tome. To defeat Yuldor."

      It was a noble answer. It was the wrong one. Tal looked aside and stared into the flames. He focused on feeling the heat of it on his skin and the heat of the sorcery in his blood.

      Anything but the heat of his resentment, flooding through him once more.

      What else did you expect? he asked of himself. He has dedicated his life to this fight. Of course it was about the Enemy all along.

      Before he could speak again, Kaleras continued.

      "I also mean to keep you alive for as long as I am able." From the corner of his eye, Tal saw a rueful smile curling the warlock's lips. "Though that is a task in itself. A task I should have taken on long ago."

      As quickly as it had come, the warlock's amusement was gone. Kaleras stared again into the flames.

      Despite himself, Tal felt his feelings cool, replaced by a different kind of warmth. Expectation? he thought mockingly. What can you expect of this man after so long?

      He conjured a smile of his own, though he could not entirely banish the tightness around his eyes. "You took on the opposite task for a time. I spent years of my life running from you, hiding in the darkest of dens."

      Kaleras looked at him for a long moment. Tal could not meet his gaze. He only smiled into the fire and felt that he burned as hotly as it did.

      The warlock began to stand. He seemed to have aged decades since their encounters in the Coral Castle. Despite himself, Tal found his body, devoid of its own pain, aching in sympathy at the laborious process. But Kaleras had never been one to be deterred by a challenge. At last, he stood next to Tal.

      Tal did not dare turn toward him.

      "For a time, I did pursue you," Kaleras admitted. "But it has been a long while since then. You're my son, Tal. I was not there for you when you were young, nor for your mother. I did not even know you existed. And I have regretted that everyday since I learned of you."

      Tal could not help himself — he turned to meet his father's eyes. They caught more of the light now, the edges filmed with moisture. He felt a pressure on his own. Though it felt like he were being throttled, he squeezed out the words.

      "How did you discover me? When?"

      "About two decades ago."

      Twenty years. Tal's knees nearly buckled.

      "It must have been shortly after you left me to die in Avolice's remains."

      "Yes. I was returning to Canturith after sorting out the aftermath of that… unfortunate incident. My path brought me through Hunt's Hollow. I had not returned there in over twenty years, yet I remembered the last time I had. I inquired after your mother, Talania, at the house at which I stayed. The wife was a scandalmonger and was happy to speak of all your mother's misfortunes. Birthing a son begotten by a warlock. Outcast from society. Relegated to an impoverished pariah."

      The words seemed to taste bitter from the way Kaleras spoke them. He paused, his gaze tearing from Tal's for a moment before returning.

      "I knew at once my mistake," Kaleras said, words little more than a whisper. "That I had conceived a son and abandoned him to a harsh upbringing, and his mother as well."

      Tal's hands clenched into fists. He did not want Kaleras to see his anger. All his childhood, he had blamed his absent father for his and his mother's misfortunes. But that had begun to change in Halenhol, and it had changed further still in that very moment.

      He was not angry with Kaleras. Now, he railed against the World itself.

      Yet his words came out accusing all the same.

      "Did you not try to make things right, then?"

      A fire returned to Kaleras' eyes. "Of course I did. But you were a man grown, and you had changed your name by that point. I inquired after Brannen Cairn, following the thin threads to the Avendoran army. But there, the trail went cold. The only reports I heard was that you had died at the Pass of Argothe with the rest of your regiment in a battle with the Sendeshi. I thought you long departed."

      Tal flashed him a bitter smile. "If only. Instead, I abandoned my brothers-in-arms."

      One of the warlock's eyelids twitched at that, but he made no comment on it.

      "I believed the matter to be concluded, and you to be another regret I carried with me to my grave. I continued with my life, and spent many years more at Canturith, keeping the watch.

      "Then I heard from my fellow surviving warlocks that the Butcher of the Circle had survived, and he had been sighted in Felinan in the company of troupers. I felt it my obligation to tie up loose ends, though even then, I did not know what I would do had I encountered you. I knew you had acted only as a puppet of one of the Extinguished, not out of your own malice. But you had demonstrated an aptitude for sorcery. Even if it were only from Eldritch Blood running in your veins, I knew I must inquire further.

      "So I pursued you. I followed your performances until I cornered you at that Sendeshi manor. I waited for you to come on stage. But you never appeared, leaving your role unfilled, and your fellow troupers scrambling to improvise. I tried to pursue you, but you had already gone.

      "But I had glimpsed you earlier in the night. Something about your features bothered me. I could not banish the notion that I knew you from somewhere. I did not realize it that night, yet it was not long until I did."

      Kaleras stared at Tal, his gaze almost soft. "My eyes," he murmured. "You had my eyes."

      So I've always thought. But the thought felt too intimate to voice aloud.

      "Once I realized," the warlock continued, "I began actively searching for you. I pursued you throughout the Westreach, following rumors of your whereabouts, or at least someone like you. But you were a hard man to find. I had learned of the name 'Tal Harrenfel,' but 'Gerald Barrows' was not familiar to me at first. I wasted months and years in my fruitless hunt. Wherever you were, I appeared too late, as I ever have before."

      It felt as if the many pieces of Tal had simply leaned together in a shanty house, and now the force of Kaleras' words threatened to blow them apart. Hold to them, he told himself. Hold them fast. He could not show weakness before his father, now most of all.

      Tal's voice was almost steady as he spoke. "I knew you searched for me. But I thought it was to bring me to the Circle's justice. I did not know you knew the truth."

      Kaleras' brow furrowed. "And you did?"

      Tal nodded. "I always have. My mother told me your name long ago after I begged it out of her. Kaleras of Canturith." His lips twisted of their own volition. "I hated you growing up. At least, I told myself I hated you. And when we encountered each other later, I thought I wanted nothing to do with you, that you could not know our relationship, that you only wished to punish me. Yet, for all my efforts, I never could kill my curiosity where it concerned you."

      Counterfactuals lulled him into a contemplative silence. That night of his final performance with the Dancing Feathers, when he had fled at the sight of Kaleras — what if he had stayed instead? Would Kaleras have recognized him? Would he have found the father he never had? Maybe instead of becoming the Red Reaver and Death's Hand, he would have been a trouper, making a pleasant living as a fool by Falcon's side.

      Ghosts enough would have haunted him. Even by then, Tal had done many things he was not proud of. But had he stayed, he could have avoided further regrets.

      His breath came quickly. His head felt faint. He couldn't hold it back any longer. His shanty-being was collapsing in on itself. No amount of sorcery could lend him strength now.

      The gates were flung open, and the flood poured in.

      Tal stumbled drunkenly, hands outstretched. His vision had gone suddenly hazy. Then the World gained an anchor: Kaleras' hands, touching upon his arm, guiding him to sit on the seat he had fashioned. Tal barely had the wherewithal to notice as he folded in on himself. His grief and regrets, always a titanic burden, had gathered a greater weight. Or perhaps it was the relief of finally facing them, and knowing them for what they were: unfortunate chances that led him down a darker path than he ever would have chosen for himself.

      Tal put his face in his hands, and for once, he did not try to stop the tears from coming.

      A hand pressed tightly on his shoulder. Kaleras was silent while Tal wept. The sliver of himself that remained above the drowning water guessed the warlock to be as uncomfortable as Tal in this moment.

      Yet he stayed.

      At length, Tal straightened and wiped at his eyes and nose. He imagined how he looked, and the pitiful image brought his smile back. Blowing a spray of phlegm into the fire, he let out a low, broken laugh, then brushed back the loose hairs from his face as he looked up at his father.

      Kaleras, always proud in his bearing, sagged as if the weight of his years had finally grown too heavy even for his dignity. His lips pressed into a thin line as he met Tal's eyes.

      "I'm sorry," the man murmured. "If regrets could make amends…"

      Fresh tears threatened to leak from his eyes. Tal grinned wider and tried to hold them back. He had exposed enough of himself that night as it was.

      He reached up and grasped Kaleras' hand on his shoulder and gripped it tightly. His father shifted his fingers to hold his hand in turn.

      "The past must be laid to rest," Tal whispered. "You do not need my forgiveness. But if it makes a difference, you have it."

      Kaleras could not hold his gaze for long. Looking away, he nodded with jerky movement. Tal looked aside as well. After several moments, he pulled his hand away, and Kaleras removed his.

      Swiftly, silence reigned between them once again.

      Yet the quiet had changed. If it was not quite companionable, it was close enough. They had shared something, estranged father and absent son. A brief moment of connection.

      As Tal smiled toward the fire, he found that, for now, it was enough.
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      After a brief breakfast, Tal and the others set off on the last stretch toward Valankesh Pass.

      Though he longed to share a stor with Ashelia once more, having missed her during the night, her son's insistence on riding with his mother took precedence. After a shared regretful smile, she went to her stor with Rolan, and Tal hauled himself up behind Falcon. The bard, having seen the look that passed between them, grinned mockingly.

      "Ah, is there nothing worse than a forlorn lover's melancholy?" he noted as they started away from the trees and back onto the road through the mountains.

      "Perhaps a bard's longing for his missing hand," Tal retorted.

      Falcon turned and gave him such a sorrowful look he immediately regretted the words — at least until the minstrel burst into laughter.

      "Your guilty conscience is too easy to pluck, my friend. Put it from your mind — I've entirely forgotten you cut it off."

      Tal winced and decided silence was safer to risking more of Falcon's barbed comments.

      "Best to keep quiet," a third voice said. "We are not cloaked with a ward of silence any longer."

      Tal turned in his seat to see Kaleras had come abreast of them. The aged warlock could not quite hold himself erect that day. Tal wondered if it was their conversation the night before, his watch that night, or the journey as a whole that wore on him. He hoped he had strength enough for the trials to come, and judged he must. How many more harrowing experiences had the Warlock of Canturith survived, after all?

      Stubborn old man, he thought with a fond smile.

      "Yes, sire," Falcon responded promptly with teasing formality. Tal only gave an apologetic shrug.

      Kaleras looked between them a moment longer before letting his beast fall back again. But Tal could have sworn he saw a hint of mirth crack through the man's perpetual frown.

      "Well, my friend, it appears we must converse in murmurs," the bard spoke in a trouper's whisper after the warlock had moved out of earshot. "And there is so much to catch up on! It sounds as if you've a story or two of which you must apprise your bard."

      "Ah, but I cannot divulge such tasty morsels without telling our company as well, can I?"

      Falcon twisted around to cast him another look of hurt. "Surely, it's the least you owe me for a hand?"

      Tal grinned this time. "Won't work twice, my good jester."

      "Call it an indication of the depths of my desperation. There is a long ride ahead of us yet. How else shall we pass the time?"

      "I'm sure you've gathered an anecdote or two yourself in your travels. Come, do what you do best — tell me a tale."

      "Tell a tale that has not yet ended?" Falcon's hair, uncharacteristically unkempt from the journey, shook with his denial. "Only if I must."

      "Hopefully, it is the last of the adventures we'll have for a while."

      Falcon peered around once more, the gold spinning mischievously in his eyes.

      "If you believe that, Tal Harrenfel, then you're as much a fool as you've always claimed. We ride to a city at the behest of an Extinguished to meet with the Sun Emperor, all in service of challenging the god of this land. If that doesn't have the makings of a story, then I've lost both my hands."

      Tal gave him an eloquent shrug. "Beware of what you wish for. I may not carry Velori any longer, but I have a sword sharp enough for the task."

      Falcon laughed merrily and turned back ahead. "Ah, how I've missed your poison wit, my friend."

      Tal chuckled along with him. "And I yours, Falcon. And I yours."
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        * * *

      

      Garin listened to Falcon's laughter echoing from ahead and, despite his reluctance, a smile forced its way onto his face.

      "They're just like they were before, aren't they?" he noted to Wren, behind whom he rode once more.

      "Like silly old fools, you mean?" she retorted.

      "Exactly what I meant."

      She snorted a laugh.

      The Nightelves' woods had long ago disappeared behind them, and a rocky valley, populated by vegetation no higher than their knees, asserted itself in its place. The road, as much as it could be called a road, was barely wide enough for two abreast. Garin wondered how any merchants could hope to cart a wagon over such terrain, much less a sleigh. He was beginning to see why open war between the Reach Realms and the Eastern Empire did not occur more frequently. The armies would be exhausted simply trying to reach each other.

      Valankesh Pass must have started at some point, though snow continued to film the stony ground beneath them. From the map in their possession, it would only stretch a few miles before opening onto the other side of the mountains. Then Kavaugh, capital of the Empire, would thereafter be revealed. He wondered how soon they would see it. The map was not specific on the terrain, but it seemed the city was set on lower plains than the mountains. They might see it for days before they reached it if the weather remained fair.

      As if he had taunted the sky with his optimistic hopes, the clouds thickened overhead, and snowflakes began to fall afresh. Wren gave a soft groan, and Garin grunted in agreement. They were both heartily sick of snow. He hoped Kavaugh would be clear of it. The Nightelves' forest, after all, had resisted the colder weather; perhaps it would be the same once they descended from the mountains and onto the moors.

      Out of nowhere, Ilvuan burst into Garin's mind, like a hawk plummeting down to suddenly alight on a branch. He reeled, clinging to Wren despite her protests, afraid he might be unseated.

      Silence, can't you be more careful, Ilvuan?

      The Singer ignored Garin's complaints. Beware, Jenduit! One of the Servants is near.

      The Servants? Garin's insides went as cold as the weather had turned. Do you mean the Extinguished? One is here?

      Yes! You must protect—

      Before the Singer could complete his thought, Ilvuan suddenly roared, and it was a sound as full of agony as rage.

      Then, with a terrible rending of Garin's mind, he was gone.

      "Damn it, Garin, you're holding on too tightly! What's the matter with you?"

      His senses reoriented as the pain of Ilvuan's abrupt departure faded.

      "Warn the others," he gasped. "An Extinguished is close."

      "An Extinguished? How do you know?"

      "Ilvuan." Garin brought himself upright, but still had trouble catching his breath. His head throbbed. "Warn them, Wren!"

      Wren, having twisted around to eye him, nodded and drew in a breath. But before she could shout, Garin saw movement above them and knew it was too late.

      "Extinguished!" Wren cried as dozens of shadows fell like diving birds upon them.
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      The valley ignited with sorcerous life as Wren's cry echoed in his ears.

      "Extinguished!"

      Tal moved by instinct, drawing upon and weaving streams of sorcery into gusts of air that would knock a troll flat. His mind moved slower.

      Nothing was there, he thought desperately. Then they were.

      Wren's shout provided the answer. Extinguished. He had never sensed Pim's illusion over himself, nor Soltor's as Falcon. Whatever charm the fell sorcerers used in their disguises, it was not one easily detected

      Now it appeared they could expand it beyond themselves.

      His spell whipped up a protective veil of wind above, and the arrows falling toward them scattered like crows before a hawk. The first danger averted, Tal took in the chaos erupting around him. Figures raced up the valley ahead of them — and by the movement of his companions, behind them as well. Minotaurs led the charge, with others coming after them, at least two dozen by a swift count. Above, he sensed more enemies; not only the archers, but those with sorcery in their blood. Even as he observed them, magic reared from many, and fire, ice, and subtler missiles fell upon his company.

      Ravagers. They had been ambushed, more thoroughly than Tal had thought possible. And unless he acted quickly, all of those beloved to him would die.

      He breathed in, and sorcery swelled within his veins until it burned.

      The opposing wizards were his first targets. Like a scythe through a barley field, he cut across the streams connecting them to the World's sorcery, severing them. His wall of wind dispersed the magic falling toward them, while the shadow creatures assaulting them, summoned from hells unknown, fell back into nothing.

      He turned his attention to the melee and became aware of his companions' movements. Falcon had slipped from their stor and run to Ashelia's, where he took Rolan into his arms. Helnor had charged forward to meet the minotaurs, though he could not hope to last more than moments against so many. Tal surged his sorcery forward, focusing everything but a scant trace of himself that maintained the wind wall toward the Ravagers. He called the name of stone, and a barrier of rock broke from the earth, nearly unseating Helnor as his stor bucked. Tal could no longer see or sense the minotaurs, but he continued his commands, urging the rock beyond the wall to change itself to quicksand, seeking to trap their enemies. It was all he could do at the moment, for more drastic actions might endanger his band. Distant cries told of his momentary success.

      But as he plugged a hole in one place, five more sprouted. His attention gone from them, the mages above had recovered their sorcery and began to cast more spells. The shadow creatures returned, each taller than a man and reaching forward with knife-sharp fingers. Like a tidal wave, they swept under his wind barrier and toward his companions. Tal called for light and blazed it above their heads, and the werelight burned away their shadowy bodies.

      But that was not the only avenue of their assault. Other mages surged suddenly against the vast wind shield and deteriorated it before Tal could bolster it again. He brought his attention back to it and began to weave together the swirling winds tighter and without seam.

      Pain, sudden and visceral, brought him abruptly back to his body.

      Tal reeled in the stor's saddle. Something lodged in him, pierced through the left side of his chest. An arrow. He reached his right hand up to grasp the shaft. His mind was fogged; he could not remember what to do. Snap it off. Force it through. Days as a surgeon's boy in the Avendoran army came vaguely back to him. He tried to comply, but something else nagged him. The others, protect the others. A moment's lapse might lead to his friends' deaths. Ashelia, not Ashelia. Sorcery seared through him. It moved through his veins toward the wound, already trying to heal it, but Tal redirected it to summon more winds. Wuld! Wuld! Wuld! — he murmured the cantrip as he wielded the force that it signified. The sky was strangely darkened around the edges of his vision. Blood pounded in his ears, louder than the din surrounding him. Doesn't matter. Save the others.

      The stor beneath him reared. Awkwardly seated and without a proper grip on the reins, Tal pitched backward off the creature.

      He fell to the snow and stone below.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as the whipping winds dissipated above them, Garin knew they were in trouble.

      The Song howled in his ears, haunting in its beauty as he drew on it with spell after spell. "Keld thasht!" he shouted. "Jolsh heks! Dord uvthak!"

      They were too many, far too many. Medusals, quick and deadly as vipers, scaled down the walls of the valley to attack with sword and spear. Wren ran forward to fight them, and Garin drew Velori. But he knew sorcery was his deadliest weapon.

      Yet even with the Song swelling his abilities beyond what they should have been, it wasn't enough. He could not use his most potent spell of leaping fire for fear of injuring his companions. And where one medusal fell, two took their place. Wren was all but surrounded and bled from half a dozen wounds. Kaleras and Aelyn stood with them, but even they could only do so much. Aelyn faced the reptilian foes and wove magic Garin could scarcely comprehend. Five of the Easterners had fallen over, paralyzed or dead, by a single flash of his hands. But his spells took time as well as catalysts, and telling by the mage's desperation, he was running short on both.

      Kaleras, meanwhile, faced the foes striking from above. Tal's enormous wind shield had protected them for the first moments of the battle, but the warlock had picked up the slack as Ravager sorcerers began shredding it apart. In addition to warding against curses and arrows, the aged man had taken out several of their foes through hexes of stone and lightning. The effort bowed him further with each spell.

      Garin had no time to wonder where Tal's protective storm had disappeared to, for a medusal suddenly charged Wren, its spear darting toward an opening in her flank. Garin threw up a hand.

      "Jolsh heks!"

      His spell took effect just in time to twist the weapon aside. Wren leaped back, rapier parrying another thrust. Her legs were growing clumsy, the frenzied pace of the battle and the sheer number of enemies overwhelming. Even after their efforts, a dozen medusals remained.

      Ilvuan! Garin cried in his mind, but he knew it was useless. The Singer had been absent since his abrupt warning, ripped away into the nether. He was on his own.

      Save her! he railed futilely at himself.

      He ran forward to stand next Wren, Velori held before him. Wren flashed him a wild grin before twisting aside from a sudden blow. Garin feinted a move forward, then called, "Dord uvthak!" The stone erupted at the feet of the medusals, shards darting up to bury into the Easterners. They hissed with surprise and pain, yet all but one avoided falling to the ground.

      "Bisk!"

      Ice blossomed from Garin's hand to film the slushy ground, compromising the medusals' footing. Even as the cantrip spread, he lashed forward with his blade. The runes blazed on Velori's steel as if in anticipation of blood. He nicked one of the assailants, but it was far from a killing blow. Even as he drew back, two more medusals darted forward in attacks.

      "Kald bruin!"

      The spell had not been Garin's, but Wren's. He nearly fell flat on his back to escape the plume of flames that burst from her outstretched hand. The charging medusals fell to the ground, screaming, the snow hissing into steam as it met their searing skin.

      "Broldid ist fend!"

      This time, it was Aelyn who cast the incantation. The fallen enemies arched as spikes of stone, three feet in length, pierced their bodies and abruptly ended their writhing. The other medusals fell back at the sudden onslaught, their yellow eyes wide with fear. But despite their reticence to keep fighting, something kept them from fleeing.

      The Extinguished.

      Ilvuan's warning recalled to mind, Garin risked a glance behind. Kaleras protected their group from the arrows still raining down, for Tal's barrier had not reappeared. He thought he saw the man on the ground, but knew it must be someone else. After what he had seen of Tal, surely nothing could fell him. Helnor fought against a trickle of minotaurs and humans, who had to climb around a wall of stone that had not been in the valley before and rose twice as tall as even the imposing Prime Warder. Someone kept the arrows from them — Ashelia, he guessed. Behind Ashelia and under her wind shield sheltered Falcon and Rolan. Another figure stood with them, positioned as if they had just moved next to them. He thought it must be Tal, the only member of their company he had not seen.

      Then he glimpsed the unnatural, inhuman face and knew they'd been taken for fools.

      "Watch out!" he screamed, reaching back toward them. But he had no spell that could prevent what was coming.

      The shadowy figure darted forward and seized Rolan with a terrible strength. Falcon, who had held the boy close to him, cried out and lashed out with a knife. But the boy was in the stranger's power now, a cruel dagger held to his throat, and the bard teetered to a halt, sagging as if sapped of all strength.

      "Halt!" a woman's voice, shrill and unnaturally loud, echoed through the valley. "Cease to struggle, or the boy dies!"

      Garin knew then that all was lost.
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        * * *

      

      Tal swam through a red pool.

      He had often swam as a boy. A lonely lad in Hunt's Hollow, such excursions had been an escape from the general tedium of his life as well as a quick way to cool down in the swampy summer heat. He had braved murky mires, seeking the bottom, though it was a foolish and dangerous exercise. Even after his mother had chastised him for ruining his few sets of clothes, it did nothing to stop him from venturing out into places unexplored, unable to sate his incessant curiosity and yearning for thrills.

      But though he was skilled at swimming, and he pushed stroke after stroke toward the shimmering surface of the pool above, he could not rise to it. Always, it seemed a little farther, just a few feet more. Tal kicked and churned the water, knowing the pink light must come. But it never did.

      Drowning.

      His lungs did not burn for air, yet he knew somehow, some way, he was fighting a battle and losing. He drowned in the open air.

      Air.

      As if the word was the key to unveil the mystery, his next stroke broke the surface. Suddenly, he faltered in a very different kind of flood.

      His senses were overwhelmed by the clamor of reality. Someone had tolled a bell next to his ears, and the sound did not die away, but lingered on and on. Beyond its cutting clang, he could detect the faint echoes of speech. At least one voice was pleading. But the stench filling his nostrils distracted him. He smelled blood. The pain crept in then, at first a gentle knocking in the cavities of his head, then an insistent pounding. Something wet dripped down his face. My blood. Someone had punched him hard in the chest as well, and the residual throb of it only grew with each passing moment. Each breath hissing into his lungs felt like he sucked down liquid fire.

      The truth of his situation settled back in.

      I was shot, then thrown. From the ache of his head, he had knocked it against the ground. He had seen men crack their skulls and break their necks from a fall off a horse in his army days. He was lucky to be alive.

      Lucky. He knew better than that. The sorcery still seared his veins and congregated around the arrow in his breast and the crack in his skull. It preserved him far past when he should have expired.

      Terror struck through him.

      The others. He opened his eyes wide and tried to make sense of what he saw.

      The scene had gained a new angle from down by the ground. The figures around him rose monstrously tall, made more terrifying by the haziness of their shapes. Against his cheek pressed cold snow and stone. Blood dripped in his eyes, and Tal raised a hand slowly to wipe it away. He levered himself upright, the World swaying about him.

      "So he lives," an unfamiliar, high-pitched voice spoke. "Wake, Skaldurak! Come see what your arrogance has wrought!"

      He narrowed his eyes at the speaker, a shadow among the others. Skaldurak. Only one strain of enemy called him by that name. Yet he did not recognize the voice.

      But until then, he had not met the fourth and final Extinguished.

      Tal opened his mouth to speak and had to fight down a gag. The sudden heave of his gut sent fresh torment cascading out from his shoulder and bounced around his head. He managed to sit upright, fighting through the nausea to look up again. The fog in his vision had cleared enough to see the Soulstealer's leer, but it was the one next to him that felt as if another arrow punched through his abdomen.

      "Rolan," he whispered.

      Ashelia's son stared back at him, wide-eyed and trembling, but remaining as still as he possibly could. Tal's eyes traveled down to his neck and squinted. Something glinted there, and only after a moment's study did he understand what it was. A knife.

      "Yes, Skaldurak. I have the boy." The Extinguished sounded almost bored. Hers was the casual amusement of a cat that has caught its prey and makes a toy of it. "Can you yet understand me? My patience grows thin."

      He swallowed hard at the bile rising in his gullet. "Yes. I'm listening."

      "At last. As you can see, the boy is at my mercy. I will not hesitate to kill him. And I will kill him, unless you do precisely as I say."

      Tal nodded and immediately regretted it. "Fine," he said instead through gritted teeth.

      The Extinguished grimaced. Her features did not naturally lend themselves to expression. Like the Thorn, she did not wear an illusion to cover her true appearance, but displayed her aberrant form as if proud of it. Her skin was like salt-crusted stone, roughened by years of enduring the stormy seas. Her eyes were a haunting blue, like a light sunk in deep waters. She was not tall, but he felt the veins of sorcery threading through her from the World, lending her an unearthly strength.

      "Here is what you must do to preserve his life. Go with my warriors and do not struggle. Should you resist or attempt to escape, be assured the boy will not survive. You will go to Kavaugh east of here. And you will be escorted into the Emperor's dungeons."

      Tal pulled his eyes away from the pair to look for his companions. Everyone still seemed alive, if in varying conditions. He looked to Ashelia, who stood a dozen feet away from the Extinguished and her son. She met his gaze, and the storm in her eyes had never whorled so furiously. He wondered if the Extinguished knew what the boy was to him, and if it had been Pim who had told her. Likely his erstwhile companion was every bit the fell warlock Tal should have known him to be.

      It did not matter how the Soulstealer knew to threaten the boy. He would not play games with Rolan's life.

      He looked back to the fell sorceress. "We'll do it."

      The Extinguished barked a mirthless laugh. "Of course you will. You have grown strong, Skaldurak, far stronger than I expected, even after Thartol's memories returned to us. Almost, I can understand what our Lord sees in you. But your sorcery will not avail you here. No matter how much strength you possess, you will always be insufficient."

      As if for emphasis, the Soulstealer shook Rolan and held the knife closer to his neck. A whimper escaped the boy. His pants suddenly looked far wetter than could be attributed to a fall in the snow.

      The Extinguished scowled. "Almost not worth the trouble. Heed my warning, Skaldurak. Remember the consequences."

      The consequences. How could he forget when they stared him in the face? But through the fog of despair over his mind, a desperate idea struck him. A twisted hope planted in his chest.

      "Wait. You don't have to take the boy." A bitter smile stretched his bloodied lips. "Take me instead."

      The Extinguished looked surprised for a moment, then angrier than before. "You think me a light-dazzled dolt? I am not blinded by arrogance as you are, Skaldurak. I know that in a direct contest, you would overcome me. No — much as I wish to take you directly, I will not risk it. The boy comes with me."

      "There's a way. A way you can ensure my obedience." Tal's gaze slid over to Ashelia. Incomprehension battled with anguished hope in her expression. Then, as she understood his plan, they widened.

      No, her lips murmured.

      Yes, her eyes affirmed.

      "Do not test my patience." The Soulstealer touched the cruel knife to the boy's neck, provoking a dribble of blood.

      Tal clenched his teeth and barely repressed his fury. "We possess a Binding Ring," he said as civilly as he could manage. "Put it on me. Command me not to resist. Then you will have nothing to fear."

      "A Binding Ring." The snarl that seemed permanently etched on that stony face gave way to an almost thoughtful expression. He could guess at her calculations. She wants me, not Rolan. She can have me and a powerful artifact as well. She'll take the offer. She must.

      "Where is this ring?" the Extinguished spoke at last.

      Tal nodded to Ashelia. "She has it."

      The Soulstealer's eyes flitted over to Ashelia, then barked a rapid order in common Darktongue. Two medusals lingering nearby approached the Peer cautiously. When Ashelia did not strike at them, they hissed and began to pad their clawed hands over her body. Tal set his jaw, knowing none of them could do anything but endure it. Ashelia muttered something, and finally, one of them gave a cry of triumph as they held up something.

      The circle of milky crystal gleamed in the pale day's light.

      The Extinguished spoke again, and the Ravager with the artifact approached. With exaggerated subservience, the medusal presented the Binding Ring as she bowed. But the sorceress barely seemed to notice. As she lifted her hand from Rolan's hair to pluck the ring from her servant's claws, the Extinguished held it up. The first hint of a smile attempted to soften her features and failed.

      "It is no lie, then — you do possess a Binding Ring! Come here, Skaldurak. Let us see how it fits."

      Tal didn't mean to look to Ashelia, but his eyes found her of their own will. Her expression was torn, fear shining from her gray eyes. Yet bleak hope had returned to them as well. He smiled at her, and hoped it did not resemble the skull's grin that it felt like.

      "Now," the Extinguished repeated. "Unless you'd prefer to see a new smile on this child."

      Anger smoldered in his chest, fighting back despair and pain. Tal slowly rose to his feet. Every movement twinged the arrow, and he grunted with the sharp agonies traveling into his head. The throbbing in his skull grew worse with the movement. But even still, he felt far from weak. Sorcery filled him, more with each moment, burning for release. He felt as if he might dismantle the enemy before him, limb for limb, with barely a thought's effort.

      The Soulstealer's eyes narrowed, perhaps sensing the swelling of his magic. Her knife pricked Rolan's neck again, and a second trail of blood beaded down his neck. Tal clenched his jaw. Rolan. That was what mattered now. Relaxing his tensed muscles, he let a measure of the magic flow back to the stream from whence it had come.

      "Better," his enemy said. "Now come. I will not ask again."

      Tal walked forward. His balance tilted at first, and he stumbled a step, but the World reoriented himself as he stepped over scattered rubble and broken bodies. The arrow wound throbbed in his chest, making it painful even to breathe. The Extinguished stood twenty paces away, but it felt a much farther distance.

      As he drew near, the fell sorceress barked in common Darktongue at the Ravagers, "Take him! Do not let him make any sudden movements!"

      Two of the Easterners obeyed at once, a human and a minotaur who were nearest, grabbing Tal's arms and wrenching him forward. At another of the Soulstealer's commands, the minotaur raised Tal's left arm and held it out toward the sorceress. He nearly blacked out with the movement as the arrow wrenched in his flesh. Only the two holding him and the sorcery curling through his body kept him upright.

      Through murky vision, Tal watched the Extinguished reach her hand forward, the crystal band poised between her fingers. Now, part of him urged. Resist. Like an inhale, he swept fresh sorcery into his body. But he held it firmly in place.

      The ring slipped over his finger.

      "This I bind you to," the Extinguished hissed. "That you will not cast your sorcery in any spell. That you will obey my, Hashele's, every command, as well as that of our Lord and Savior, Yuldor Soldarin. That you will not resist your captivity, nor attempt to remove the Circle of Yeshtaf by any manner."

      The Binding Ring glowed. Tal felt a cold wave sweep over him, dampening even the blazing forge within, yet ratcheting up his pain. He squeezed shut his eyes and held in a scream.

      Endure. It was all he could hope to do now.

      As the crystal's light faded and the frigid hand lifted, Hashele eased the knife away from Rolan's throat and leaned closer to Tal. From the corner of his eye, he saw the boy's knees buckle, and he only just caught his balance. At this distance, Tal could smell the reek of the boy's soiled pants.

      He's alive, he reminded himself. The rest he can survive.

      "Do not take me for a fool, Skaldurak," said the Extinguished. "I am well aware that if you possess even a tenth of my Master's power you may break even this artifact's enchantment. But as you struggle to do so, I will kill you, then all your companions afterward. Save us both the trouble."

      Tal gave her a ghastly smile. "I'll be as meek as a lamb. You have my word."

      Hashele's stony lips tweaked in what might have been a sneer, then she drew away and pushed Rolan forward so he landed on his hands and knees.

      "Bind the whelp and the others!" she called in the Eastern speech. "Take the precautions I spoke of. You two, bring this man with me — we ride ahead."

      With that, the immortal sorceress strode away, her dark robes swishing about her spare frame. Tal's captors shoved him after her. Pain and darkness threatened to claim him, and he staggered, just managing to keep his feet. He caught one last glimpse of his companions before he was carried beyond the stone wall.

      Well, you've done it now, you old fool, he thought to himself as he was dragged forward. How are you going to save them now?

      But he had a suspicion that his friends would not be the only ones in need of saving.
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      Life in Paradise was, without a doubt, the dreariest of imaginable existences.

      A long-dead playwright once wrote, "Labor is both the calling and the balm to a woman or man." Seven hundred years I have seen, and only during my days in Yuldor's Paradise did I understand she wrote truly.

      It is, admittedly, a land like no other. For a time, the sheer wonder of the place amused me. Plants and beasts that existed nowhere else, sprung solely from our Lord's mind! It was so novel a concept as to captivate even an ancient soul — but only for so long.

      After I had played out my personal experiments, I no longer desired to put off my orders from my Master. Even service to him was preferable to that life. Truly, I would not wish such a cage upon my enemies, had I possessed any.

      How to explain? Everything was provided for. I had barely to think of food before the jungle yielded it to me. The creatures could be companions or contestants, depending on my mood. My bed was of leaves and moss, but shaped perfectly to the contours of my aged body.

      But in unending leisure, one eventually reaches a doldrums where pleasure ceases and ennui begins. It was during this time that I began to question our greater purpose. Was this what we labored for? Did Yuldor truly mean to curse the World with this affliction of malaise?

      Even then, the seeds of doubt had taken root in my corrupted heart. And though I soon sought purpose in my work for him, the cracks had already formed.

      As it turns out, doubts such as these can never be mended.

      
        
        - The Untold Lore of Yuldor Soldarin and His Servants, by Inanis
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      The days following their capture were some of Garin's most miserable yet.

      When the Ravagers finally stopped on the third night, Garin collapsed next to Wren at the base of a tree and stifled a groan. She darted a look at him, then away. Understanding passed between them in that brief gesture. Drawing attention to oneself of any kind was dangerous among captors such as these.

      As soft as his sound was, the guard closest to him heard it. The Easterner turned to look down at Garin with a flat stare. He was a young human with a long, drooping mustache and a shaved scalp but for a knot of hair atop his head. Garin turned his eyes down, though only just far enough that he could watch for the approaching blow.

      But even as he saw the boot coming, he could not avoid it.

      He doubled over as pain in his ribs joined the other aches across his body. The Ravager said something he could not understand, but his meaning was clear enough. Scum. That was all Garin and the others were to him and his comrades.

      Garin remained on the ground, playing dead like the prey he was, hoping the man might soon grow bored. With one last half-hearted kick to Garin's shin, the man moved away to join his companions by the warm fire glow.

      "Bastard," Wren hissed when the man was out of earshot. "When we get free…"

      "Let it go." Garin managed a small smile even as his bruised innards and leg protested. "Though I appreciate it."

      Her scowl deepened, and the gold tendrils in her eyes twisted into knots, but she didn't argue. They both knew she and Ashelia could suffer far worse than they had so far in this company.

      Casual abuse had been the Ravagers' typical treatment of their party throughout the march from Valankesh Pass. Helnor had taken the brunt of it, though the Prime could ill afford to, for a grievous wound gaped in his shoulder. Ashelia had confirmed it was infected and must be attended to soon, but with glyph-engraved bracelets about their wrists, no healing was likely to be forthcoming. Throughout their journey, Garin often occupied himself with examining their new ornamentation, as did Aelyn and Kaleras. The two rivals had been made into allies in combatting this common foe.

      As much for an escape as curiosity, Garin again inspected his bracer. It was made of a black stone similar to that worn by the Extinguished who masqueraded as Falcon. As the stone bracer did not fit perfectly, it was bound with a steel chain and clasp to adjust its size. Runes were carved into the inner ring. Though he had caught only a glimpse of them before the bracelet was secured, they had seemed so tightly and finely scripted as to almost be a work of art. He suspected that as much care had been put into their function as their appearance. Wren suggested carving the runes on the inside was to maximize the effects of the enchantment through contact on the skin. Garin thought it had a second purpose: it prevented prisoners from scraping off the glyphs. Aelyn had once told him that inscriptions were dependent on the string of runes before it, and that the disruption of one could cause the whole enchantment to collapse. This charm, it seemed, was likely to remain intact.

      The night before, Ashelia had tested the strength of their sorcerous bindings. Whether it was their captivity or Tal being swept away to Silence knew where, the Peer had become close to feral in the intervening hours. Her pent-up fury was evident in every jerky movement. So when Garin woke to gasps of pain from where she slept, he was not surprised to rise and find a green glow emanating from her bracelet, the runes performing their task of suppressing any and all sorcery. Ashelia had only said through gritted teeth that the enchantment was unlikely to be broken.

      Yet as hopeless as their situation appeared to be, Garin knew it could grow much worse. The Extinguished, Hashele, had given instructions to keep them alive and mostly unharmed. Though minor beatings were frequent, and even Rolan had gathered a few bruises, their captors never went so far as to endanger their safety, and none had yet attempted to violate the women.

      And there was also the fact that, despite their autonomy being taken away, their destination had not shifted. Kavaugh, seen from a distance from high upon the pass, had disappeared behind the rolling hills through which they now traveled, only occasionally becoming visible again at the taller vistas. Yet each glimpse had shown it to grow closer. The capital of the Empire was near. If Pim had spoken truly — and Garin was not at all certain of that — then help awaited them in the Emperor's palace.

      If only we can survive that long.

      Careful not to gain the attention of the guards standing over them, Garin glanced toward where Helnor lay. The Prime's heavy breathing indicated his condition had not improved under the Ravagers' nightly entertainment. If they did not arrive at their destination soon, he was worried even the hardy elf would succumb.

      Kaleras, too, suffered from the ill treatment. The journey before had been taxing for the aged warlock; now, it was nearly unbearable. Yet the man endured it with the same unwavering determination he approached every challenge. Even as he pitied the warlock, Garin wished he could share his resolve.

      The rest of them remained more or less resilient. Falcon had ceased making japes after the first afternoon's reprimands, but the gold in the bard's eyes still swirled defiantly. Rolan looked constantly frightened and his ceaseless questions had quieted. Aelyn, Ashelia, and Wren constantly sought a method of escape, whispering plots among themselves as often as they could while avoiding punishment.

      Garin felt swept along in the wake of the others, helpless to do anything but survive.

      He had already exhausted what avenues of aid he could think of. He had called to Ilvuan for hours, pleading with the Singer to show them the way out of this. The dragon never answered. Garin wondered anxiously if it was the bracelet preventing their connection or if whatever had ripped the Singer away before the fight still endangered him. He had never thought he would care for the fate of the one he once thought a devil. But now, he could scarcely imagine life without the dragon's thorny presence.

      To make no mention that he wasn't sure that, without Ilvuan, he would still be able to hear the World's Song.

      Seeing Ashelia's futile attempts to win free and fearful of the consequences of his own attempts, Garin had not tried to summon his own sorcery. You're just frightened, part of him mocked. Frightened you've lost it forever.

      He tried to forget his fears and fall asleep.

      But rest was beyond his grasp. His eyes closed, he listened to the sounds of the Ravagers' raucous camp. Left to their own devices, the Easterners had taken to drinking until they roared off-key songs and brawled into the gray hours of dawn. They would then sleep until long past when light crept across the sky and awaken with tempers even fouler than the evening before. With the numerous fights that broke out over the previous two nights, Garin had hoped one altercation might grow nasty enough that he and the others could escape. But their unity, fractured as it was, remained intact, and the attention of the guards, diverted as it occasionally became by a swig from a passed flask, was otherwise unwavering.

      Heavy footsteps came crunching through the night. Garin stiffened, listening intently as the unseen visitor approached. Is it already time to switch the guard? Yet he heard only one set of feet.

      Unease threaded through him. The previous nights had taught him what this visit meant.

      A voice, gruff and human, spoke in common Darktongue, just loud enough he could make it out. Garin wished he could understand it as Aelyn, Ashelia, Helnor, and Kaleras could.

      And Tal as well. He spared a brief thought for the man, but pushed him from his mind. As much of a bind as his old mentor was in, Tal always found a way to slip out of his messes. Garin had to remain focused on what might happen to the rest of them.

      The conversation, interspersed with harsh laughter and conspiratorial whispers, abruptly ceased, and several pairs of boots tramped over to the huddled prisoners. Garin listened anxiously as they came nearer. He eased open his eyes and, by a sorcerous light held in a Nightelf's hand, observed the Ravagers. There were three of them, two being the guards presently watching over them. The last was a human, ugly with an old wound that ran across a nose halfway hacked off. He was large, broader than even Helnor, though he lacked the elf's height. A sprout of dark hair off his chin was bound in two tails like a snake's tongue, while his head was shaved to stubble, revealing other scars across his scalp. His eyes were shadowed and dark as he looked over their bound party.

      The Ravagers crouched next to his companions. Garin held his breath as he waited to see what they would do. Ashelia said something to them in their language, her words lashing out like a driver's whip. For a moment, he feared they were taking her.

      But when the men straightened, they held not the Peer, but her brother. Helnor, already beaten and bruised, was about to suffer further still.

      Ashelia halfway stood now, yelling her fury at them. The scarred Easterner's face did not shift as he approached her and swiped at her with a fist. Even hindered by the ropes that tied them in place, Ashelia was too quick for him, dodging the blow and baring her teeth in return.

      The Ravager was unperturbed, confident in the knowledge that the greater victory was his. With a cold smile, he turned away and jerked his head off toward the darkness. His two companions dragged Helnor away until his moans became inaudible.

      Garin stared after him for a long moment before turning to Wren. "What can we do?"

      "Nothing," she replied through gritted teeth. "Which is why they're doing it."

      It was not long before they heard Helnor again. His pained grunts were followed by choruses of laughter. Garin wished he could cover his ears against the Prime's torture. But if Helnor had to endure it, the least he could do was suffer with him, in some small way.

      The tall elf was brought back after what seemed an endless length. Garin could barely look at him as they dragged him back to be tied to the others. His hair was matted and dark, his face a red mask. He wheezed with each labored breath. As the Ravagers bent to bind him again, Helnor collapsed to the ground, not even possessing the strength to kneel.

      Garin squeezed shut his eyes. They would leave them alone now; they had to. They'd had their fun, and the Extinguished had commanded them not to kill any of them.

      A sudden scream told him otherwise.

      Garin opened his eyes wide. The scarred Ravager had straightened. In his hands, Rolan hung like a rag doll.

      Garin went stiff, the horror of the situation coming over him. Even his dark speculation had not gone so far as to think Rolan might be prone to the foul whims of these savage men.

      The boy's mother was less complacent. As soon as Rolan was seized, Ashelia lunged at the Ravager with a shriek. But she was too encumbered, her hands bound and a rope on her ankle binding her to the rest of them. The scarred man anticipated the attack, backhanding her and snapping her head around to throw her back to the ground. The Ravagers laughed as Ashelia sprawled and fought to gain her feet, and one of the scarred man's companions kicked her again.

      Wren had sat up with a snarl. The rest of their companions clamored with protests and attempted to escape their own bonds. Garin rose with them, his head spinning. But no matter how he wracked his brain, he could think of nothing to stop them.

      Still, he had to try.

      "Keld!" he whispered anxiously. His bracelet, like Ashelia's before, glowed green against his wrist. With it came an intense, blinding pain. Garin clenched his eyes shut and held his hands away from him, as if he could distance himself from the nauseating agony. He hissed in breaths. Make it stop make it stop make it—

      But as the pain eased, through the clamor of the din around him, he heard the familiar, impossible melody of the Song.

      Little good it will do me now. Garin pried open his eyelids to see the scarred man and their other two captors — one a Nightelf, the other a sylvan — had bent to untie Rolan from the group. Wren, situated next to the boy, surged up and barreled into the sylvan's legs, her movement wrenching Garin after her. The sylvan guard spat and lashed out as he stumbled, and Wren ducked her head before the blows. On Rolan's other side, Ashelia had risen again, her face purpled with the scarred man's strike. She tried in vain to attack the Nightelf, but seeing it coming, he only stepped out of her range and shoved her back to the ground.

      The scarred man had Rolan untied then, and he hauled the boy to his feet. Rolan looked around, his eyes and mouth shaped like the moons, as the man carried him away into darkness.

      "Rolan!" Ashelia's scream grated in Garin's ears. "Rolan! Don't touch him, don't you fucking touch him, you kolfash bastards! I'll kill you, I'll kill every last one of you—"

      Garin squeezed his eyes closed again. His heart felt as if it would burst in his chest. The Song. It was his only chance, maybe Rolan's only chance. Helnor could take their punishment, but Rolan was just a boy. This night might deal him scars that would never heal.

      He strained to listen around the clamor. Like a hound heeding his call, the discordant tune came into greater clarity. He tried to draw as much of it into himself as he possibly could, to join with it. Then he tried another spell.

      "Dord uvthak!"

      He hoped the stone break spell might affect the bracelet, as it appeared to be made of rock. Instead, he was only rewarded with a fresh wave of suffering. He spasmed and gasped, his arms feeling like they would wrench out of their sockets.

      But even as he went limp with despair, he heard something new. The faint, somber hints were not of the Song; that chorus flowed all around and through him. These seemed localized, emanating from a specific place near him. Garin shut out the noises from his companions and focused on this new thing, his eyes cracked open as if he might see it. The World had turned, the ground running parallel to his head.

      And the small song came from straight ahead, where his wrists lay.

      The bracer. In a leap of intuition, he knew it must be so. What it meant that this stone sang its own melody, he did not know.

      But he did know he'd best find out quickly.

      He brought his hands close to his head, even holding the bracer to one ear, as if its song would be louder that way. The nearness did seem to help, somehow. The bracer's song was solemn and slow and deep, a funereal march rather than a tavern ditty. It seemed to mourn objects lost and forgotten, never to be recovered.

      Objects — or lives.

      Did you live once?

      Garin prodded the thought toward the bracer, but received no response. He felt no sense of consciousness from it like he did from Ilvuan. All the same, there was something there. A presence not fully dead, though not fully alive, either. It was like a faded memory filled this stone, captured and crystallized forevermore.

      Do you wish to be trapped?

      He heard no reply from it, but thought he knew the answer all the same. Its song was full of senescence. Whatever lingered there could not long for this half-life. Garin felt at the edges of its requiem. Mostly, it was self-contained — but in one place, he found a ragged edge.

      Hardly knowing what he was doing, Garin swelled the Song inside him. Then he joined the World's music together with the dirge.

      Emotions flooded through him. Sunlight seemed to touch his skin after a long period of darkness. A glimpse of something — gratitude, perhaps — whisked by, then was gone, carrying with it the solemn anthem into the ordered chaos of the Worldsong. A moment later, Garin realized the bracer had fallen silent.

      The urgency of the moment cut back in.

      Bolting upright, Garin opened his eyes and stared hard at the stone. "Dord uvthak," he uttered breathlessly. The Song swelled in his head, and sorcery flowed through him to the stone.

      The bracer resisted, the black stone seeming to absorb the spell. A second passed. Garin knew he had failed.

      Then it shattered.

      He flinched as fresh pain cut through his wrist, fragments of the stone scoring his flesh. But as he pried the bracer open, he saw he had done the impossible.

      He was free — or nearly so.

      "Garin?" Wren croaked from next to him. He only met her eyes for a moment, then bent to see if any of the shards were large enough to be useful. Finding one, he grabbed it and, ignoring the edges that cut into his fingers, Garin began to saw at the rope tying him to the rest of his companions.

      Wren gaped at him. "How did you—?"

      "No time," he grunted back. His hands were growing slick with his blood, and the shard difficult to grip. He had barely made any progress. Hissing with frustration, he tossed the shard at Wren's feet, thinking she might find some use for it, then placed his hands around the rope. The fibers dug into the lacerations in his fingers, but he only clenched his teeth, set his intentions in his mind, and uttered, "Keld."

      Heat blossomed under his hands, easing the pain for a moment, then surging far past comfort. Beneath his fingers, fire licked out. At once, the ropes caught flame, the ends of the loose fibers curling into black cinders, then the rest catching on. Through the small blaze, he felt the rope thinning until he clutched at nothing. Opening his hands, he saw the job complete, the hungry flames eating away at the rest of the bonds.

      Wren wasted no time in seizing the still burning end of the rope and holding it to the rope on her other side. Garin shut out the questions and calls of the others as he put his hands on his other binding, which anchored him to the tree. In moments, he had burned it through and was free.

      Garin stood, staggering on weary legs. He looked into the gloom surrounding him, but could see no sign of Rolan, only the glow of the nearby campfire. He whirled toward his companions.

      "Where did they take him?"

      Aelyn reacted first, holding up his bound hands off into the darkness. "Between the trees! There's still a light!"

      Garin nodded, then hesitated. He would stand a better chance against the guards if his companions were with him. But every moment wasted was another that Rolan might be wounded.

      Wren, still laboring to gain free, decided for him. "Go! We'll be right behind you!"

      He nodded, then spun around and stumbled into the gloom.

      He moved toward the spot Aelyn had pointed toward and soon saw the glow, faint next to the firelight. Roots and underbrush clawed at his legs and endeavored to trip him as he labored toward the werelight. His breath was loud in his ears, almost as loud as the Song still curling through his head. He tried to invent a plan. But his head was filled with the horrible scenes that might await him. His hands were still bound. His one advantage was that he'd reclaimed his sorcery.

      He hoped it would be enough.

      The men were just ahead. From their shouts, things were not proceeding as planned. Little as he wanted to witness what occurred, Garin tried to make out the scene. It looked like Rolan was resisting, kicking and grunting as they tried to get him under control. He even heard him cry "Kald!" followed by a flash of flames. Thought to be too young to waste a bracer upon, Rolan had proved them otherwise.

      Good lad, he thought savagely.

      The scarred Easterner drew back his arm and struck the boy hard in the stomach, doubling him over.

      Garin was there a moment later, a spell springing to his tongue.

      "Keld thasht!"

      As the Song billowed and sorcery flowed, hungry flames burst from his outstretched hands to writhe toward the Ravagers. The scarred man felt them first, though only barely; he spun out to the ground with a surprised snarl, avoiding the worst of the attack. The man behind him, the Nightelf holding the werelight, caught the brunt of it. Stumbling back, a horrid scream ripped free of the Easterner as he collapsed under the hex's fury.

      As the scarred man rolled and slapped at the flames still dancing over him, the sylvan guard grabbed Rolan and pulled him close. Firelight caught on the steel in his hand, held to the boy's throat. Once again, the boy was a hostage at knifepoint.

      The Ravager snarled something at Garin, and though he couldn't understand it, the meaning was clear enough: Attack, and the boy dies. His hands were outstretched toward the man, but he hesitated, unsure.

      Too long — the scarred man had dampened the flames and dove roaring at Garin's legs. Garin tumbled over him with a yelp.

      The World spun.

      He landed with a breathtaking flop. Gasping, Garin twisted, trying to gain an edge over the man under him. The scarred man was swifter. In moments, Garin was tossed to the ground, then abruptly pinned. He pushed against his attacker with all his strength, but the man was far stronger.

      Hands closed over Garin's throat, then squeezed hard. He felt as if his neck would break. His lungs burned. His flailing limbs lost their strength. The World seemed to grow distant. The Song loomed closer, inviting him into its folds.

      An impact, and the fingers loosened.

      Garin twisted away, wheezing for a breath. Blessed air filled his lungs. He opened his eyes and found his vision filled with a thousand stars. Hauling himself to his knees, Garin fought against the nausea and pain and looked up. Figures brawled, silhouettes framed against the burning body of the Nightelf. He glimpsed Wren, her petite features twisted in a snarl, as she lashed at her assailant. Two others grappled further back among the trees.

      Staggering upright, Garin braced his still-bound hands against a tree and tried ordering his scattered thoughts. He listened to the Song and felt it sweep him up. Sorcery, so far away under the scarred man's assault, came within reach again. He leveled his hands at Wren's assailant as they broke apart.

      "Jolsh!" he wheezed.

      The little air in his lungs was stolen away as a gust whipped free of him. The man fighting Wren went staggering under the cantrip. She seized the opportunity at once, leaping atop him and plunging a pilfered weapon into his chest.

      But shadows ringed the woods. The pounding of feet and angry shouts broke through the triumphant Song in Garin's head as Ravagers poured in around them. He briefly contemplated further resistance, but it was too late.

      Unseen hands seized him and dragged him backward. Someone hit him in the gut, doubling him over and leaving his tortured lungs again bereft of air. He was defeated, but that didn't stop them from reinforcing the lesson. Garin stumbled as the hands shoved him into the darkness and toward an uncertain fate.
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      Tal hardly raised his head in their four days of travel. Only when one of his pair of guards muttered to the other, "'Bout damned time. Gloomy company, this," did he look up.

      Before them, the walls of Kavaugh rose from the plains. Their dull tan, like rainwater filtering off a muddy thatched roof, betrayed the sandstone of which they were made. Farms littered the way to the city, and the land lay fallow for the winter. He glimpsed their owners moving about their daily tasks of chopping wood, hauling water, and caring for the livestock. They were humans for the most part, though the sporadic minotaur appeared as well, often acting as the beasts of burden they resembled by pulling wagons and heaving bales of hay over their broad shoulders. The snow proliferating through the mountains had largely disappeared at this lower elevation, leaving the land brown and barren.

      Tal lowered his gaze again. Kavaugh and its surrounding countryside could not hold his interest. He bobbed along on his lended horse, feeling like a leaf tossed about in an inescapable wind.

      The arrow wound in his chest had long ago sealed over. Though he had momentarily resolved to leave it in an act of self-flagellation, it had been too difficult to sleep with the thing poking near his heart. After he pulled it, his sorcery swiftly scabbed it over, then healed it entirely. Since the sorcery acted of its own volition, it seemed not to violate the terms of the Binding Ring.

      Still, the agony's disappearance did nothing to ease the guilt that boiled inside him.

      As promised, he had not attempted to escape. Hashele had spoken truly back upon Valankesh Pass: he did not know if he could break the artifact's hold. When he concentrated, he could see the windings of enchantment through the crystal, beautiful in their braiding, yet so intricate as to be impossible to unravel. The enchantment resembled a knot where he could find neither end, but only coils layered upon more coils. Each strand of sorcery reinforced the next, so that even a brute attack of cutting through the hex would likely prove unsuccessful. Even if he could manage it, it would not be a swift or simple task. And if the torment it inflicted upon him when he escaped did not put him in the ground, Hashele and her ready dagger would. She kept a close eye on his hands, which were now forbidden gloves despite the chill bite of the flatland winds, always assuring herself that the Binding Ring remained where she had put it.

      I could sever the finger again.

      The Extinguished had forbade it, but all that meant was enduring more of the same suffering. He might even be able to accomplish it without a knife; he could summon stone just as sharp, or perhaps file a gust to a cutting edge.

      He clenched his hands over his saddle's pommel. Not yet. He could not defy Hashele until he knew the others were safe. It was too risky.

      Once they are free, he promised himself. Then you can fight to the last. That brought a smile to his lips, embittered as it might be.

      There was a fortunate irony to the way things had turned out. Kavaugh had been his party's original destination. Their capture only meant they would arrive at the capital in a rather less comfortable fashion.

      Perhaps the Whispering Gods are watching out for us after all.

      But Tal had never been one to keep faith.

      Hashele's guards flanked Tal. One of them held the reins to his horse, taken from another of the Ravagers — likely one of those he and his companions had killed. Strangely, the Easterners seemed to hold little resentment for the battle. Little love was lost between the headhunters of the Empire. They treated Tal with a carefulness verging on respect, but teetering toward fear. They had overcome him, but not before witnessing how, were he unfettered, he could easily destroy them both.

      The Extinguished herself rode just ahead, straight-backed in the saddle, her black cowl pulled over her horrific features. She had barely spoken two words to Tal in the days of travel. Of her intentions for him, and why she brought him to Kavaugh rather than to Yuldor himself atop Ikvaldar, he had not the faintest idea. He didn't dare hope that she, like Pim, harbored dreams of rebellion. Though his one-time companion was far from trustworthy, only against Wren had he shown the proclivity for violence the other Soulstealers seemed to share, and only then for his greater purpose. Hashele far more resembled Soltor and the Thorn than the black-sheep Pim. 

      Still, even as he burned with hatred for her, he kept the tiny hope tucked away in his breast. Little as it was, it kept him in the saddle.

      The road, largely unpopulated to this point, grew congested as they drew near the walls. Imperials of every Bloodline littered the way, with humans in greatest supply. Tal glanced at them, unable to fully kill his curiosity. The populace did not seem as poor off as he might have suspected. Throughout its western half, the Empire of the Rising Sun had seemed an impoverished place; now, some of its prosperity came to light. While most of the throngers were peasantry, some few carriages cut through the crowd with the usual callousness of fair-blooded citizens. Merchant wagons could also be seen, and horses, mules, and other beasts of burden were more common than among the farms of the East Marsh.

      Tal lowered his head, mulling over the discrepancies with his previous notions. Just like with most rumors, they hold far more lies than truth. The East hosted its fair share of monsters, to be sure, and a callous god set atop a mountain. But in the plains and valleys, it was a land just like any other, full of people trying to make decent lives in a harsh World. They did not seem an evil breed bent on the destruction of the Westreach, but ordinary folk.

      Why do we wage war at all, then?

      As futile as the Eternal Animus seemed now, the thought summoned another hint of hope. That, without Yuldor, perhaps the East and the Westreach would no longer quarrel.

      But his fledgling hopes plummeted as they traveled through the peons. The people parted at once before their company, and upon seeing Hashele, many prostrated themselves in the frozen mud. They held their hands above their heads in a cup, as if begging for coins or water from the sorceress. The ghost of a mocking smile tugged at his lips. Here he had been hoping for peace, while the Imperials beheld the Extinguished with unrestrained reverence. Killing their god was likely to provoke further war than stop it.

      Even with their passage to the city quickened by the crowd's parting, it was slow going. The sun, only a quarter of its ascent through the sky when they came within the shadows of Kavaugh's walls, neared noon by the time they entered through the gates. The guards bowed before Hashele in a similar manner as the peasants, though they did not descend to their knees. Instead, they remained at erect attention until the Extinguished was a dozen paces past.

      As the shadow fell away and dull sunlight shimmered through the cold air, Tal found that the mud of the road had been replaced with stones. They were smoothed with use and riddled with cracks and mud, but the very fact that stone had been used on such a frequently trafficked road awoke his curiosity once more. He looked up and found himself captivated.

      Kavaugh rose all around him. Buildings to either side blocked his view, while the road ahead ran as straight as an arrow until it reached an ascent. There, it wound up the hill like a glistening white serpent. The edifices grew ever grander as the metropolis went higher until finally, at its apex, sat a golden castle.

      The Sun Emperor's palace.

      It boasted more spires than seemed possible for the building to support. Glass windows shone across its face like the thousand eyes of a queen spider watching over her brood. He wondered if the yellow hue was from sandstone or if the entire facade was gilded with gold.

      If that's where the Emperor lives, he thought, what must Yuldor's home look like?

      Hashele glanced back as they continued forward, seeming eager to read Tal's first reaction to the city. He carefully smoothed his face but for the smile, which he sharpened to elegant disdain. The sorceress' features moved minutely, but as she turned away, he thought she had taken his message and been displeased. Given the situation, he could have asked for no greater victory.

      His act fell away as he continued to study the city. The street they traveled upon, as with every main thoroughfare, boasted impromptu markets all along it. City guards marched past at regular intervals, only pausing to bow before the Extinguished. Drawing in a deep breath, he found the winter-kissed air cleaner than in Halenhol, but entirely lacking the wholesomeness of Elendol. Still, considering the size of the place, he found himself impressed. By the intermittent gutters and the arches of the aqueducts they passed under, the Eastern capital had far more infrastructure in place than Avendor could ever aspire to.

      A poor country, indeed, he thought wryly. I wonder what you would say to see it, Aldric.

      While the buildings did not possess the grace of the Sanguine City, it did not fare poorly against Elendol. Parks appeared at occasional intervals, a welcome respite from the bustle of the city, even if the vegetation was brown and withered with the season. Most of the homes and shops were constructed of timber and shingle, but stone edifices were not infrequent. Those upper-class citizens he glimpsed were richly dressed, overflowing with fabric and ornamentation in bright and luxurious colors. Prosperity was not only present on the palace, but among its people as well.

      My first glimpse of Paradise, I suppose.

      Hashele led Tal and the two Ravagers to the base of the hill, then followed the road up through numerous switchbacks. As they gained height, Tal glanced back and saw Kavaugh splayed out below. The city seemed built in a perfect circle, though he could only see a portion of it. Considering the logical layout of the rest of it, he could not imagine it would be otherwise on the opposing side. Like an architect designed it, he thought. He wondered if the architect was the divine being he suspected. Yuldor's hand touched everywhere in this city.

      Up and up, they ascended. The population and buildings grew steadily more lavish with their gain in altitude. The nobility, almost a frequent sight on these high streets, bowed just as the peasantry did, albeit with less deference. Their eyes followed Tal, daring to stare openly where no peon would. Tal gave them the same smile he had before, though he scarcely had the heart for it.

      Another set of walls appeared halfway up, and a third as they neared Kavaugh's pinnacle. The palace loomed over them. Now, its immensity seemed like the bulk of an overgrown dragon, jealously eyeing those who dared to come near its treasure trove.

      At the final gate, the palace guards bowed before Hashele, bending to her will the same as their fellows in the city below. Tal wondered who held the greater authority in the Empire, if the Emperor was no more than a puppet to the puppets. The worshipfulness of Kavaugh's citizenry certainly seemed to indicate whom they held in higher regard.

      They passed through the gate and emerged into an assiduously manicured park. Despite the season and the frigid wind that clawed through fur and cloth, green reigned in the imperial gardens. The bushes, evergreens, were trimmed with precision. The amount of skill and effort that went into the presentation baffled Tal.

      What else could be accomplished, he thought, how many people helped, if as much care went into ruling a state?

      Yet he thought of what he had seen of Kavaugh and found he could not fault the Sun Emperor overly much. In comparison to King Aldric, the ruler of the Empire was still holding up favorably.

      They walked their mounts down the long, perfectly maintained stone tiles to the palace steps, thirty paces astride. There, grooms materialized and took charge of their mounts. The steps rose another twenty feet, and Tal sighed and labored up them, the guards flanking him as ever. Before they reached the top, however, Hashele turned toward Tal.

      "Look." The Extinguished pointed behind them, exposing the coral stoniness of her skin as her sleeve drew back. Tal debated not looking just for defiance's sake, but his curiosity won out. Yet another startling sight greeted his eyes. The city below was no longer visible, hidden behind the palatial barricades, and the fields beyond were shrouded by low-hanging clouds. But far away, something loomed out of the landscape. It seemed a painting, the details hazy with distance. Yet as he felt no heating of his blood, he suspected it was not an illusion.

      Ikvaldar.

      The mountain rose high above the World. Its peak was broad rather than pointed and must have spanned the width of all of Kavaugh. But it was not only the vastness and height of the peak that impressed him. The rest of the East's mountains had been covered in snow. This summit defied the natural order of the seasons and glimmered a brilliant green. It was as if the enchantment that covered Elendol had been moved and expanded across an entire mountaintop, and a jungle proliferated where it had no right to be.

      Paradise. Yuldor's Paradise.

      Even having read Hellexa Yoreseer's accounts and heard Pim's stories, he had not expected the sight. Something unfamiliar filled him, and it took him a moment to recognize it. He had been a poor follower of the Creed all his life. Yet for the first time, he thought he understood what good believers felt.

      Is this what men and women encounter when they kneel before their gods? he wondered. The disbelief? The terror? The awe?

      But this was not faith's reward; it was potential fulfilled. All his life, the sorcery that flowed through his veins had been used for violence and destruction. Now lay before him evidence of a different use, a better use. Part of him yearned to be part of it, to spread this bounty across the World. Yet the thought came edged with fear.

      If Yuldor can do this, what can he not do?

      In that moment, even after all of his hard-won knowledge, he had difficulty believing the Enemy was anything less than a god. Tal turned back to Hashele and found her expression twisted into a forgery of a smile.

      "Futile," she said, then turned and set up the stairs again.

      Having little other choice, Tal followed, the Ravagers keeping pace beside him. They entered the palace through a smaller portal set in a pair of towering doors that would have required two trolls to haul open. The interior was no less impressive. Gold lined the columns, the balustrades, and every door and window frame. Gold flecked the tiled floor. Tal found his vision dazzled by the opulence and lowered his gaze. There was wealth in the East, true enough, but the flagrant waste was beginning to wear on him.

      Watching his feet rather than the sumptuous sights, Tal followed Hashele's heels. They passed through chamber after chamber, the illumination shifting from natural light to flickering fires to sorcery, betrayed by the flushing heat in his blood. He wondered if he was to meet the Sun Emperor just then, dirtied from travel and bound with an ancient artifact. Profane as that would be, a throne room seemed the most logical place to put at the end of the long hall.

      Finally, after what felt a thousand paces, they turned aside. Tal raised his head to glimpse a low archway under which lay a small door. The Extinguished opened the shadowed portal, revealing a dark room beyond. As the door unlatched, werelights flickered into life, and a fresh wave of sorcery bloomed in Tal's blood. He shuffled inside, and the guards began to enter behind him.

      "No." Hashele turned, her haunting eyes falling on the Ravagers. "Leave us."

      Tal felt their hesitation in the moment's pause. But only a fool says no to the Extinguished. A small smile curled his lips as he heard the two men depart, closing the door behind them.

      The smile lingered as he studied the floor. It was layered with rugs, red-hued instead of yellow like the rest of the palace. He had never seen the designs that were woven into the thick rugs, yet they teased his interest, evoking strange feelings within him. He wondered if they were unfamiliar runes writ large, and what effect it might have to be sewn into fabric rather than carved into stone or wood. He had never heard of such a practice before.

      But that has never stopped impossibilities before.

      "Bavay made." Hashele answered his unspoken question with as much impatience as she issued her commands. "By Banjit Dam Ocha, the finest weaver in all the Empire."

      Tal raised his gaze to meet hers. "How fine to hear of its history. It gives me all the greater pleasure in soiling it with my boots." He ground his heel into the fabric to illustrate his point.

      Her lapis swirls spasmed, and her eyes burned colder.

      "You taunt and you jape," the Extinguished said in a low, harsh voice, "even with all your friends' lives on the line. I would not mind slitting that boy's throat, and the elf woman's as well. What was the name Thartol knew her by… Ashelia Venaliel?"

      The hard knot in his stomach twisted tighter. She was right; what could he gain from provoking her? But still, a smile forced its way up.

      A little power, he mused. A little control would be enough. And perhaps, if the circumstances align, an opportunity.

      "I am your captive, Hashele, as utterly yours as I could possibly be. Yet it seems you are the one who cannot help but taunt."

      Her stiff features twitched again. Instead of answering, the fell sorceress jerked her head away. Tal followed her gaze and found the walls of this room in stark contrast to the rest of the palace as well. Wood and silk proliferated. Under different circumstances, they would have made the chamber, even large as it was, rather cozy. Broad red curtains hung over the middle sections of three of the walls, as if hiding broad bay windows, though he knew from the architecture of the castle that would be impossible.

      As he looked up, he realized just how different this room was from the others. Instead of the close ceiling he expected, a dark sky reigned. He felt a chill pass through him, as if he indeed stood outside in the crisp night air. Stars dusted the sky, and the two moons peered over the edges of the walls, lending their ghostly light to the ambience. An illusion, no doubt, and one he could tease apart when he concentrated. Yet he could not banish the sense of vastness, nor ignore how small that great open sky made him feel.

      He looked back to the Extinguished, but she seemed no more willing to talk than before. Just as he opened his mouth to speak, she whipped her head around and spoke in a harsh whisper.

      "Kneel."

      At his hesitation to obey the command, cold pain dampened the smoldering fire of his sorcery. Still, Tal resisted a moment longer. He had not bent a knee before Aldric or Geminia. He had no intentions of kneeling now if he could help it.

      But the reawakening of his power did nothing to curb the agony. Tal felt his will sap away and the strength leave his limbs. It was not burning alive, but like slowly freezing, where torpor and malaise become the greatest enemies and pain the welcoming arms of relief. Less to comply and more because he could stand no longer, Tal collapsed to his knees, the dull pain of impact nothing compared to what the Binding Ring inflicted upon him. As he obeyed Hashele's command, the cold hand slowly eased its grip.

      "Better." The Extinguished did not hide her gloating as she paced around him. "You are strong, yes — a stone that might break the wheel if allowed. But you are mine now, Skaldurak. I have removed you as a threat, and our Lord will reward me richly for my accomplishment."

      Tal spoke through gritted teeth. "Why not bring me to him then? Why come here at all?"

      "Cease your questions. I tire of them."

      He tried to defy the order and speak anyway. But as he did, the cold agony reemerged, this time in his throat. Tal clenched his jaw and tried to force out any word, but all he could manage was a strangled gasp. His sorcery reared within him, almost begging to be unleashed on the invasive magic. Only with a last effort did he restrain it. The numbing pain eased, and he leaned forward onto his hands, breathing raggedly.

      "Better yet." The gloating in her voice needled almost as much as the Binding Ring's punishment. Almost, he thought with a bitter smile.

      He heard the door open behind him.

      All pointless rebellion was at once quelled. Remaining on his knees, Tal twisted around to see the newcomer. He swept back the hairs that had fallen in his face, but paused midway through the act, astonishment freezing him in place.

      Framed in the doorway, his mouth set in a regretful smile, stood Pim.
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      Garin tried to decide whether he was relieved or terrified to see the walls of Kavaugh loom over his unfortunate caravan.

      The past day had progressed with tense anticipation. After Rolan's narrowly averted torture the night before, Garin and the others had been herded back into bondage. All the others still had their sorcery-dampening bracers on, and so were swiftly and easily tied back together. When it came to Garin, however, the Ravagers seemed perplexed as to how they should proceed. He had stood, held tightly between a sylvan and an Easterner human, as the minotaur who appeared to be in charge of the others barked at them in their language. Glimmers of the words' meaning flickered past Garin's awareness, but he couldn't be sure if he made them up or if his attunement to the Worldtongue and the Worldsong aided his understanding.

      Moments afterward, the Ravager captain made himself clear when he approached Garin and thrust a finger in his face. "No run," he said in heavily accented Reachtongue. "Run, we kill boy."

      Garin swallowed and nodded. His throat felt parched and his body weak. His wrist, lacerated by the bracer's shattering, dripped blood down his hand to water the dirt. He felt as if he slowly bled to death where he stood, though he knew it was likely only a delusion born of fear.

      His answer seemed to satisfy the captain, for he was thereafter returned to the others. But his rebellion had gained him special treatment. A foul-tasting gag was tied over his mouth, and he was bound with his arms pressed against his sides and his hands behind his back. It was not long before the agony of the contortion set in.

      But when Ashelia mouthed a tearful Thank you, and Rolan stared at Garin with wide-eyed awe, and Wren leaned her head on his shoulder and whispered she was proud of him — the suffering became bearable.

      Come morning, pain had settled deep into his shoulders. His maimed wrist, though bound by the Ravagers to stem the blood loss, had saturated its bandages and showed no signs of slowing. He felt as if he would suffocate on his gag, or perhaps vomit and drown. Yet he'd had no choice but to let the Ravagers haul him up onto the saddle of a brown-and-white mottled mare.

      Now, as the walls of Kavaugh loomed above, all trace of consolation from his earlier heroics had dissipated, replaced by a buzzing anxiety. There will be consequences, he thought, over and over. They had killed Easterners in Valankesh Pass as well as the night before. There would be a reckoning, and he couldn't help but anticipate what form it would take.

      As the Ravager company pushed past the peasants thronging the city gates, even the grand sights that greeted Garin's eyes could not distract him from his misery. He saw the sweeping cityscape, the white-paved street, the stunning architecture — yet all it left on his mind was a hazy impression of grandeur. Kavaugh was as unlike Halenhol and Elendol as they were different from each other; in some ways exceeding, while in other ways — by the stench in particular — appearing the same as any other city.

      The Ravagers led them forward until they reached the base of the hill at the city's center, then their path took them back and forth as they wound their way up to the apex. Garin kept thinking they must turn off somewhere, that a dungeon waited just around the next corner. But always, they kept ascending toward the sprawling, golden building above the others.

      The palace, he slowly realized. We're going to the Sun Emperor's palace.

      Incredible as it seemed, they were being taken to the very place they might have gone anyway — even if it was far from the manner in which they had intended to approach. Garin wondered how Tal was faring, if he had also been taken to the Emperor.

      Could that Extinguished, Pim, be telling the truth? Could the Emperor assist us?

      But with his body painfully twisted and hunger and thirst assaulting him with every stuttering hoof fall, he found it difficult to hold onto hope for anything. Whatever the Emperor's affiliations, the loyalties of the female Extinguished, Hashele, were clear. He doubted she would have any use for them once she'd taken what she wanted from Tal.

      They rode before the palatial gates and were promptly admitted. Garin felt as if they traveled through a haunted dream as they paced down the gleaming stone path through the rambling gardens. Such fabricated splendor seemed at odds with the pain coursing through him, like a honeyed treat held tauntingly out of a begging child's reach.

      They proceeded down the walkway, but instead of ascending the steps to the colossal front doors, their party turned right to follow along the palace's face. Several hundred paces farther, the path turned again, heading into deeper shadows and grounds less meticulously kept. Garin shivered as the umbra fell over him, as if the castle were the looming figure of a devil as tall as Heyl. He remembered the shadow creatures that haunted them during the Ravager attack and wondered if they would encounter worse still ahead.

      After all his anxious conjectures, the arrival at their destination almost came as a relief. It was little more than a door set in the posterior of the palace, wide enough to admit two at a time. A pair of guards stood at the entrance, both Easterner humans. The Ravager captain dismounted from his heavy beast and spoke with them briefly, then motioned and barked something to his men and women. His followers reacted at once, alighting from their mounts and moving to the prisoners. Garin was roughly hauled off the mare and thrust onto his wobbling legs. He felt woozy and light-headed, yet was forced to march with the others toward the door. The sound of his breath filled his ears as he entered the dark dungeon.

      The interior was not as foreboding as he'd expected. Even the palace's prison seemed well kept and orderly. Smokeless torches lit the way as Garin and the others were shoved down the corridor. Cells with black iron bars lined the passage. Most of them were empty, but the occasional occupant appeared, cringing back from their company. By the reaction, Garin had the sinking feeling they had been trained to fear their captors' approach. His stomach, already agonizing over hunger and the abuse from the night before, nearly had him heaving against his gag.

      After a turn in the corridor, they stopped in front of a row of empty cells. Another palace guard, this one a Nightelf, had joined the minotaur captain at some point in their march and chattered with him as she opened the cells. The captain looked far from receptive to her conversation. Ignoring the guard with a prominent scowl, the Ravager motioned his subordinates abruptly toward the rooms. Garin found himself maneuvered within one, a final push sending him sprawling to the floor, to the general laughter of the Ravagers. His head knocked against the stone, and lights sparked into his vision, while ringing started up in his ears.

      He didn't intend on rising, but his captors were not through with him yet. Garin was hauled upright, and his head lolled on his neck as he fought to remain conscious. The painfully taut ropes began to unwind from around his arms. He could have sobbed for the relief that filtered through his tortured limbs. As the last of the bindings disentangled from his body and his wrists came free, Garin looked up to see who this merciful soul was. But when he met the red-threaded eyes of the Nightelf guard, he found no pity there. Only as one arm was pulled forward and something was slapped over his bandaged wrist did Garin understand what was happening. He wondered if they realized he could break out again or if they had other measures to protect against it. It seemed likely their cell was lined with its own glyphs, perhaps to dampen magic, or perhaps to punish any who sought to escape. The Nightelf finally untied the gag and pulled it free of his mouth with a grimace.

      "Reachmen," he thought he heard her say with disgust before she rose and made for the cell door, promptly closing it behind her.

      Garin let his eyes drift closed. Rest. All he needed was to sleep. Perhaps this was all a nightmare. Life had been strange since their capture at Valankesh Pass. Perhaps he was trapped in a dream and would soon wake from it to find his companions and him free, and Tal still with them.

      Tal.

      The thought jerked him awake. What would happen to Tal? What would happen to any of them?

      "Garin?"

      He turned toward the stone wall behind which Wren had spoken. She had evidently been placed in the cell next to his.

      "Wren," he croaked, both pleased to be able to speak and horrified at how his tortured voice sounded.

      "You alright?"

      A hoarse chuckle bubbled up from his chest. "As alright as any of us can be."

      "Your wrist. Looks like they mangled it more than it already was."

      Garin lifted his arm for examination. It felt as if all the muscles had been pulled from it, weak and thin as it was. The bracer rubbed against his wounds as he moved, provoking a wince. He could not see how the wounds were faring without removing the bandages, but he feared to disturb them, lest he begin bleeding again.

      He settled his arm back down. "I'll live."

      "You better." Though she tried to disguise it with anger, he heard the worry in Wren's voice. He wished he could offer her more consolation, but the words stuck in his throat.

      Instead, he asked softly, "What's going to happen to us, Wren?"

      "We'll survive. That's all we can do."

      Neither of them spoke after that. Against that hopeless assertion, there was nothing else to be said.
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        * * *

      

      Wake, Jenduit. You must wake.

      The voice echoed in Garin's head, faint as the remembrance of a dream. Only as he recalled how the Singer had last visited him did he come fully awake.

      "Ilvuan?" he muttered aloud as he sat up. "Where have you been?"

      I have no time to tell. There is conflict among the ava'duala. Factions have formed. I cannot stay.

      Ava'duala? He had heard Ilvuan use the word before, yet through the haze of the blood loss, he could not recall what it meant.

      He felt Ilvuan's impatience boiling over. What my kind calls ourselves. I cannot stay, little Listener — but know I will return for you when I can.

      Garin's chest had surged with hope at the Singer's voice. But now, he felt it sinking again. Wait! We're trapped here, Ilvuan. You can't just leave us!

      I must!

      He scrambled for a reason to keep him there. The Singer had saved him many times before in his times of need. Surely, there was something Ilvuan could do now, if only he could think of it.

      His eyes fell on the bracer, and he knew what his most pressing question must be.

      Answer this at least. Our sorcery is bound by black stone bracers, yet I was able to break mine earlier. It had its own song, Ilvuan — like the Worldsong, only different. And I let it go free. Do you know what it means?

      For a long moment, only silence greeted his question. Just as Garin wondered if the Singer had been pulled away once again, Ilvuan spoke.

      The Doash'uunae, what you know as the Worldsong, is born of all things, living and not. But the ava'duala sing the strongest songs.

      Garin waited, expecting a more conclusive answer. But after a moment's breath, he felt Ilvuan's claws easing its grip on his mind.

      I go, Jenduit. Remember all I have taught you. Heed the Song!

      With that last call, it felt as if the Singer launched himself away, a dragon taking flight.

      Garin winced at the mental impact, but it was the Singer's answer that had him reeling. But the ava'duala sing the strongest songs. He had not understood it at first. But it was not long before he realized Ilvuan had answered his question after all.

      He raised the bracer again, stained with the blood oozing from his wounds. In that moment, he barely noticed the pain.

      "Dragons," he murmured. "It's made of dragons."

      He didn't know how it could be. He didn't know what its origins meant for its properties. But he knew it to be the truth with a rare certainty.

      The bracer he wore, that so closely resembled stone, was not stone at all. It was the remains of a dragon. Within it lingered the essence of an ava'dual.

      He leaned back against the wall, head spinning. Garin closed his eyes. He began to plan.
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      Tal stared up at his one-time companion, caught for once without words.

      "Inanis." Hashele said the name with evident distaste, like the greeting of one ill-mannered sibling to another.

      "Hashele." Pim smiled back at her. He wore his golden elf disguise and accentuated its false beauty with luxurious robes. Silver lined the thick folds of spring-green fabric, and rings glimmered on his fingers. His usual bracelet, heavy and black, seemed an ugly contrast to the rest of his appearance.

      His eyes, infected more wholly than usual with their black threads, shifted from Hashele to Tal, who remained on his knees. His smile turned to a frown. It was too abrupt a change of expression to seem genuine, though the interest in his dark eyes as they touched upon the Binding Ring certainly seemed real.

      "Tal Heartseeker," Pim greeted him. There was a hint of regret in his tone, but Tal knew that, too, could be easily falsified.

      "Pim. Or should I call you Inanis the Betrayer now?" Tal flashed him a mocking smile.

      "Silence!" Hashele hissed as she turned back to him. "You will respect him as you do me!"

      Tal had learned better than to try for a response as her command asserted its hold over him. Yet it did not force the smile from his lips. Though she seemed to view Pim as a competitor for Yuldor's favor, she retained some regard for him.

      Even if it is a viper's regard.

      "They are only words, my dear sea pearl," Pim said, his voice shifting to be cloyingly honeyed as he moved across the red carpet. Tal couldn't imagine how such an address would be received.

      As anticipated, it did not land well.

      "If I could but rip out your tongue," she hissed. But her fury was not echoed in her manner as she continued reluctantly, "Yet you succeeded where Soltor and Thartol failed. You brought Skaldurak here. Soon, our Master's victory will be complete."

      "No, my blushing coral," Pim said, speaking as gently as to a lover in his bed. "It was not I who succeeded, but you. I merely shepherded him into your flawless snare."

      Hashele bared her pearly teeth in a snarl. The blue coals in her eyes glimmered with harsh promises.

      "Do not push my gratitude too far, Inanis," she warned.

      Pim shrugged, then looked at Tal once more. His eyes could have been a cloudy night sky for all he saw in them.

      Still, you hope, Tal thought scornfully. He was always Extinguished, you damned fool. And the Extinguished serve only their Lord and Savior.

      "Let us bring this to an end, dearest Shele," Pim said softly, not breaking eye contact with Tal. "I will fetch the others. They were brought in not long ago. They should provide sufficient… motivation for our stubborn prisoner."

      Hashele turned back to Pim. "That is not an entirely stupid idea."

      "I will be back before you can miss me." The golden elf flashed her a brilliant smile before glancing back at Tal. "Do not treat him too harshly while I am away, if you would, precious Shele. Our Lord still requires him whole and alive."

      Hashele formed her simulacrum of a smile. "I will pay him what he asks for."

      Tal watched as Pim shrugged, then moved toward the exit. After a brief pause at the door, he smiled back at Hashele, then disappeared through.

      As the door closed, Tal turned back to see his captor approaching. Her hands were clenched into fists at her sides.

      "He's always thought he understood mortals best," Hashele said softly as she stopped before him. "But I know men like you. I know that you must be broken before you can be built up again."

      Tal didn't bother dodging as Hashele's fist crashed into his skull.
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        * * *

      

      Garin had not yet finished formulating a scheme when he heard footsteps echoing down the corridor. Too late, he realized, and shrank back against the corner of the cell.

      He listened with nervous anticipation as the visitors drew closer. They're just checking on us, he told himself. They'll go away soon. He tried not to think about what would happen if they attempted something like the Ravagers had on Rolan. He wasn't sure he had another rebellion in him.

      But when the two figures came into view, one was clearly not a guard. The torches mounted in the corridor left faces shadowed, but Garin could tell their visitor was important. His emerald robes were trimmed with silver and used far more fabric than was necessary. Only as the man leaned into the light to peer at Garin through the bars did he realize who it was.

      "Pim," he whispered.

      "Ah. Garin, is it?" Though he wore his guise as an elf, the black in the Soulstealer's eyes seemed to soak in the light and trap it.

      Garin gave no more response than a glare. Pim knew who he was, at least in relation to Tal; he had shown as much during their first encounter. But he had no intentions of letting him in on further information in case he didn't know all.

      Pim smiled, not seeming put off by his silence, then waved to the guard. "Thank you — that will be all for now."

      The prison guard eyed Garin for a moment, red threads spinning in her eyes, then gave a brief bow toward the Extinguished and strode back the way she'd come.

      "I was hoping we might talk," Pim said when the guard's footsteps echoed away. "You and the rest of your companions." He swept his gaze around at the other cells.

      "Leave him alone!" Wren snarled from the cell next to his. Garin winced, wishing she wouldn't attract attention to herself.

      "Ah, Wren as well — how pleasant to see you again." Pim looked around at the others. "Ashelia and Helnor Venaliel. The son, Rolan, and the bard, Falcon. Aelyn Belnuure… and Kaleras the Impervious. I am rather surprised to find you here, warlock, I must admit. Your reputation always made you out as a far more prudent man than this!"

      Kaleras appeared to be taking the same route as Garin, for he heard no response from the aged warlock.

      "What do you want?" Ashelia spoke now. Though she sounded distant from where Garin's cell was placed, barely restrained anger was evident in her voice. Cool-headed as she usually was, Garin guessed she was remembering what had nearly befallen Rolan and her brother's treatment at the Ravagers' whims on the road.

      Pim spread his arms as he turned toward Ashelia's cell. "To help you. And for you to help me."

      Garin stood, his vision blurring for a moment as he tottered forward. The chains they had secured to his feet only allowed him within a few paces of the bars, so he stood there, swaying, and faced the Soulstealer.

      "Tal trusted you. He believed you when you said the Emperor would aid us. But you lied, didn't you? Lied to him and to us."

      The fell sorcerer turned back to him at the sound of his scraping chains and considered him for a moment. "Perhaps I did not tell the full truth; that, I can own up to. But lie? No, Garin, I did not lie. The Emperor desires nothing more than to aid in Tal's cause."

      A braying laugh sounded from behind Pim, followed by Aelyn's sneering voice. "And you share the same desire, do you?"

      "Yes, I do, Aelyn Cloudtouched. And I will prove it." Pim glanced back at Garin. "I will prove it by freeing you."

      His heart felt as if it would stop — then it continued to beat on, faster than before.

      "Free us?" Garin croaked.

      Pim wore a small smile. "Yes. And not only that — I will bring you to Tal. And you will save him."

      "Riddles, riddles." Falcon's voice was distant, the bard apparently occupying the farthest cell from Garin. "If you truly mean to help, speak plainly, foul creature."

      The Extinguished laughed. "Eloquent as ever, bard. Very well — I will speak as simply as I can. Tal is held by Hashele in a guarded chamber upstairs. Once I free you, I will bring you to this room, where you must challenge and overcome her. It will not be easy — but with such venerable names here, I am sure you will prove sufficient."

      Garin imagined guards swarming grand hallways such as he'd seen in the Coral Castle. Fear tangled with the hunger in his belly.

      "And what will you be doing?" Aelyn asked acidly. "Hiding, I suppose?"

      Pim shrugged. "More or less. I cannot reveal my affiliations yet. So I must be absent."

      It smelled far too much of a trap for Garin's liking. But if Pim truly meant to free them from their chains, it would be a start — and a far more certain plan to succeed than any of the machinations Garin had concocted.

      A general silence fell upon the corridor. Pim turned from one cell to the next. Garin forced himself not to flinch away as the Soulstealer's eyes bored into him. He challenged the Extinguished in an unwavering stance.

      Show who you really are, he thought toward the man. Ally or enemy, just show us.

      Pim laughed curtly. "I will take that as agreement."

      With that, the Extinguished thrust a hand into his robes. Garin flinched, fearing the worst, but when Pim withdrew his hand, only a simple, gray stone was clasped in it. Pim pressed his thumb into its center, and green light glowed from beneath it. A runic key, he guessed. A moment later, his bracer began to glow against his blood-soaked bandage, and the manacles, etched with hidden glyphs, revealed their latent magic.

      All at once, Garin's bindings opened.

      He staggered forward a step as he was freed from the chains. The bracer slipped to the ground with a dull clink, its two halves falling open. The corridor filled with the sound of manacles and astonished gasps. Garin raised his head just as the cell door glowed with green glyphs, then clicked as if the lock had turned. Slowly, it swung open a hands-width before halting.

      Garin looked beyond the door to the Extinguished. Pim wore a satisfied smile as he watched them become free. Like a cat before a mouse that cannot escape, he thought.

      "Swiftly, now," Pim said, turning. "Celebrations will have to wait." With that, the Extinguished began striding back the way he had first come.

      Fearing the door might close again, Garin leaped for the exit and scrambled out of the cell. His head felt light and disconnected from his body as he staggered into the corridor. Free. His body ached, and he sported wounds from head to toe. But they were free — for the moment, at least.

      Someone wrapped their arms around him and buried their face in his chest.

      "Garin." Wren's voice was muffled by his soiled clothes. "Silence, is it good to hold you."

      He squeezed her back, though tentatively with his injured arm. She reeked of smoke and the road. He suspected he smelled just as pleasant.

      He held her all the tighter.

      "It is," he murmured into her hair.

      As swiftly as she embraced him, Wren pulled away. She wiped at her eyes and looked up at him with a frown. "Guess we're trusting that bastard then?"

      "Don't see that we have much of a choice."

      Ashelia stepped up next to them, Rolan held protectively against her side. "We will go with him, but with our eyes open."

      "And more ready besides," Helnor rumbled as he stepped up beside them. His face was purpled with bruises and his body scored with scabs, yet it appeared there was no stopping him.

      "Enough chatter," Aelyn snapped, striding between them to take the lead. "I mean to have words with Harrenfel once we find him."

      Garin hesitated a moment longer, looking back at the last two members of their party. Falcon seemed both scared and excited as he came up beside his daughter and placed his hand on her shoulder. Kaleras was less energetic. The aged warlock, who usually stood so straight and proud, labored merely to walk and held to the wall to stand.

      Garin approached him. Though he wasn't sure he had all that much aid to give, he said, "Allow me. As your apprentice."

      Kaleras raised his head. With a torch positioned behind his head, his eyes were shadowed. But the ghost of a smile played on his lips.

      "Very well," he answered, his voice small and hoarse.

      Glad no animosity remained between them, Garin stepped up to the aged warlock and gingerly placed the man's arm across his shoulders. He was taller than the former magister, so he hunched over to take his weight as they made their hobbling progress down the corridor.

      We're coming, Tal, Garin thought as he panted with exertion. Broken and battered as we are, we're coming.
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      "Speak!"

      Tal tried to obey the command, knowing cold pain would resurface if he did not. But his mouth was filled with blood. Leaning over, pressing against weak arms, he spat it out and gasped a response.

      "I'm speaking..."

      The Extinguished, however, did not appreciate his humor. Gripping his tail of hair, Hashele wrenched his head back. Tal gasped in pain as something twinged in his neck. Sorcery leaped through his veins to repair the wound.

      The Soulstealer stared into his eyes. Her salt-crusted lips were pulled back in the approximation of a snarl. "Why does my Lord seek you? What weapon do you possess? There was nothing on your person, nothing. So it must be the sorcery inside you. Answer me! Is it your gift he desires?"

      With his head held at an angle, Tal could only gurgle a response. She had long ago broken his nose and bloodied his mouth so that he was nearly drowning on his own lifeblood.

      Damned bad way to go.

      The Binding Ring seared with cold, and icicles stabbed through him. Tal gurgled a cry as his body seized with agony. Distantly, he felt Hashele throw him to the ground. The blood choking him swished out of his mouth to splatter over the rug.

      "Hasn't it occurred to you," he wheezed out when he could speak, "that you're asking the wrong question?"

      Hashele spoke in his ear, hushed and threatening. "Do not toy with me, Skaldurak. That will not end well for you."

      "No games." He drew in a painful breath and willed the sorcery to spread through him. Invited, it mended his wounds at an alarming rate. The loosened teeth in his mouth straightened and firmed their attachments, and the bleeding from his numerous wounds abated.

      Hashele only added to his injuries, however, as she pounded the back of his head with a fist.

      "Answer me!"

      Black spots dotted his eyes. Clenching his jaw, Tal turned to watch her from the corner of his hazy vision.

      "You're asking me things that Yuldor already knows. But haven't you wondered why he hasn't told you? You, his most favored servant. Unless…" He shrugged, the movement made awkward by his hunched position. "Unless you're not so favored after all."

      He knew the blow was coming. Yet pain, he had long ago discovered, could never be entirely prepared for.

      Cheek pressed against the carpet once again, Tal groaned. The rug's fibers were rougher than expected, but it was the least of his discomforts as Hashele drove a foot into his ribs again and again, emphasizing each of her grunted words.

      "You! Are! Nothing!"

      Something gave way in his side. Tal instinctively curled into a ball to protect it and all but howled.

      Resist, a voice urged inside his head. You must try to resist. Or she'll kill you.

      Part of him still hoped Pim had been playing Hashele and not him, though that voice was small. His one-time companion had acted his role so convincingly he could not tell which was the real Pim. But even if he was still an ally, he doubted he would stand up to Hashele directly. And she seemed hells-bent on ending him then and there, all her restrained rage loosened at last.

      Escape, another part of him whispered. Flee the only way you can. Flee to the Doash.

      That inclination was stronger. Now more than ever, with his mental defenses crumbling and his resolve teetering, the warm comfort that the World's core promised was like a bottle of swamp whiskey to Crazy Ean of Hunt's Hollow. He could picture it so clearly. All he had to do was sink into the darkness and move toward the light, and he would find it, he was sure…

      Another blow jerked him back to hazy awareness. Tal shifted, trying to better secure his broken ribs. No. I can't. I can't leave the others.

      He tried to hold their faces in his mind. Ashelia, Garin, Falcon — Helnor, Wren, Rolan — Kaleras. I'll never make things right with that bastard if I go now. I have to endure. I have to stay.

      But with every fresh wave of pain, Tal felt the resolution slipping further from his grasp.
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        * * *

      

      "This way."

      Garin glanced up at Pim's called direction as he and Kaleras hobbled after the others. Despite the cool air of the palace grounds through which they now trekked, sweat dripped down Garin's face. Pain assaulted him with every step, and his breath rattled in his lungs. As poorly as he felt, he knew Kaleras was worse. The man's age and old wounds were catching up to him. At each step, Garin feared the warlock would collapse, never to rise. But Kaleras was every bit as tough as he had always seemed. Step after step, he carried on.

      Wren glanced back, brow creased, as they headed up the stairs to the entry. Her worry was warranted from all Garin could tell. Though built into the palace, the dungeon did not lead into the inside of the complex. To exit it, they had to proceed back outside onto the grounds, then around to another entrance — the servants' portal, Pim had confided in his hurried explanation. That meant they had to travel a good deal farther before they reached Tal, who was being kept within one of the interior rooms.

      To keep his mind off his misery as he all but hauled Kaleras up the stairs, Garin wondered what obstacles might await them within. The guards and servants seemed to obey Pim as he would expect of one of Yuldor's Chosen. Yet Pim seemed to think his commands alone would not be enough to overcome this "guarded room."

      Sorcery? he wondered. He had no way of finding out, not with he and Kaleras taking up the rear of their company. But even though Aelyn pestered Pim, the Extinguished was as slippery as a marsh fish when it came to pinning down firm details. It did little to inspire the party's confidence, yet Pim knew they could not refuse him. Whatever his game, they were forced to play it for Tal's sake.

      They finally reached the top of the stairs, to Garin's immense relief. He and Kaleras had to sidle in sideways to make it through the entranceway. The corridor within was plainer than the palace had yet shown itself to be, barely elevated above the dungeon. As the hall opened into a bustling kitchen, Garin felt the servants' eyes riveted on their party. He ignored them and hoped word of the escapees would not spread throughout the palace like wildfire — though with how ragged they looked, he assumed it must.

      Worn though they were, his companions looked prepared for action. At Pim's word, the bewildered prison guards had handed over their own swords to Ashelia, Wren, and Helnor. Falcon, professing to be hopeless with any blade longer than his arm, had opted for a knife. Garin had accepted a sword as well, belting it on over his filthy tunic. Though he doubted he would make much use of it, he felt better with the weapon bumping against his thigh, ready to be drawn at any moment.

      Sentinels and servants, all wearing nearly identical expressions, stepped aside as they wound through the kitchens to a dining room, and finally into what appeared to be the main corridor. Here, the full splendor of the palace was on display. Garin glimpsed paintings on the ceiling and framed pictures on the walls, all lined with gold. Mostly, his eyes were lowered to the polished tile and soft carpet at his feet and the backs of his comrades ahead. His ears were perked for any sounds approaching from behind. Even exhausted, he felt like a rabbit poised to bolt at a moment's notice.

      A pair of grand double doors appeared ahead, but Pim turned them aside to a more modest archway, under which was situated a plain door. As they paused, Garin glanced over his shoulder. Guards had followed their party and lingered at the far end of the corridor, suspicion and confusion battling for supremacy across their faces.

      Pim ignored them as he turned to Garin and the others. "They are within. Heed my warning. And…" The Extinguished looked back at the men and women crowding the hall before his eyes came to rest on Garin. "Mind the walls."

      As Garin turned the odd warning over in his mind, a faint sound from within startled him. The hair stood up on his arms. That had sounded very much like a pained scream.

      Tal.

      Ashelia had heard it as well. The next moment, she lunged for the door and wrenched it open. Encumbered by Kaleras, Garin followed behind the others as they streamed in. Pim gave him a lingering look, an inscrutable smile perched on his lips, his eyes flat and dark. As Garin entered, he heard the Extinguished walking quickly away. So he's not seen to be involved, Garin thought bitterly.

      But all his attention turned to the scene before him as the door closed behind and the shouting swelled.

      All his companions appeared to be speaking at once, and Garin could not make out any of their words. With his view blocked by their bodies, he felt strangely vulnerable. Still dragging Kaleras, he shoved his way past Falcon, who was gesticulating dangerously with his drawn dagger, and took in his first view of the room.

      Red and gold flooded his vision, distracting him for a moment before his eyes latched onto the figures in the middle of the chamber. Splotches of a darker red stained the scarlet carpet. More leaked from the man crumpled on the ground, a man he would recognize anywhere. Garin felt his knees grow weak. His own pain paled before the scene of suffering.

      "Tal?" he mouthed, his voice all but stolen by the sight.

      His gaze traveled to the one standing over him, dark-robbed and strange-skinned. Hashele's eyes blazed a cold blue as she bared her pearly teeth at the company. Her hands were clenched into claws at her sides, and rivulets of Tal's blood crawled down them to drip onto the rug.

      No one had attacked yet. But from the tenor of their shouts, it would not be long.

      Garin raised his head to look beyond Hashele as Pim's warning came back to him. Mind the walls. With darting eyes, he studied them, but could not detect anything malevolent. Heavy curtains draped over each wall as if covering a great window, but no light peeked around. Unease curled through Garin as he wondered what lay behind them.

      Then a different sort of buzz ran through him. Garin became aware of words being spoken that he did not understand, yet reverberated within his mind. He glanced over at the warlock still leaning on him and saw Kaleras' mouth moving. Only as his gaze dropped to his hand did he recognize the power building within the aged man. Looking up, he saw Hashele's stiff mouth moving as well, and her clawed hands were no longer empty as air rippled around them.

      Before either incantation could be cast, the walls erupted.

      Garin was struck dumb with terror as three monolithic shapes tore down the draperies. They stood nearly as high as the chamber, two dozen feet tall, and had the rough shape of a man, though morphed so that each component of their body seemed formed of a series of clay jars. Their tan bodies glowed with a green light from the thousands of runes scrawled across them. The glyphs animated these creatures, Garin guessed — and likely protected them as well.

      The artificed giants threw aside the last of the curtains still stuck to them, then came upright again. Only as Hashele screamed a word did they turn and face the company.

      "Golems!" Falcon screeched as the juggernauts began to close in.
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      Tal jerked back to consciousness as sorcery filled the air around him.

      Spitting and ignoring the blood dribbling down his chin, he forced himself upright. Prodigious shapes towered impossibly high over him. For a moment, he thought he dreamed them; but as his vision resolved, he identified them for what they were. A trembling terror ran through him.

      Golems.

      Products of witchery, golems were crafted by sorcerers for specific purposes. Those he had seen before, like the one Magister Elis had possessed, were used as beasts of burden. They were notoriously finicky servants, however, liable to break down at the degradation of even a single rune. Yet, if the inscription was flawless and well-maintained, they could be nearly indestructible.

      Tal stared up at these golems, made larger than any he had witnessed before, and had no doubt these had been made to last.

      He tried to lever himself upright, but his sorcery, mending his body even after his mind had retreated from it, had not yet healed him from Hashele's torments. He would not be moving anywhere quickly.

      The three golems, one for each side of the room that did not boast the door, took a step forward, causing the floor to tremble. The room was large, but crowded with these new enemies, there was nowhere to escape.

      Only as a plume of flames burst against a golem's chest did Tal think to wonder why the guardians had awoken at all.

      He turned his head and felt torn between elation and horror. It seemed a maddened delusion to see all those he longed for, the companions he had been torn from so soon after being reunited, now present with him.

      Ashelia, Helnor, and Wren, all three charging Hashele.

      Kaleras and Aelyn, sorcery flaring in their hands and projecting toward their targets.

      Falcon, standing with his knife raised before Rolan, as if he had any hope of protecting the boy.

      And Garin, his arm around Kaleras, his hands empty, and his eyes wide as he stared up at their towering enemies.

      Tal had craved the sight of them again. Now, he would watch them die.

      Stand, damn you!

      Tal reached for the sorcery, more than he knew was wise, and flooded his veins with it. As it ignited his blood, it seemed he must burst into flames. The magic rushed to his wounds, healing by his body's instinct. Bones cracked back into place; flesh wove together; muscles, torn and weakened, knit themselves whole.

      Yet even as he stood, he knew it was not enough. He was still restrained by the Binding Ring. While its captive, he could do nothing to assist his friends. He could not protect them.

      You always knew it would come to this, he thought as he raised his hand and stared down at the milky white band. Now is the time. He stared at it with his secondary vision, and the intricate knots that composed the band's enchantment appeared around it in ghostly blue light. He knew of no way to undo this enigma. Still, he had to try.

      He could try to cut off his finger again, but it would be in direct violation of the terms by which he was bound. The consequences of such an act would be too great to bear. Yet Hashele had inadvertently allowed a small way to circumvent his cage. You will not cast your sorcery in any spell — those had been the words she'd used to curb his magic. But he did not have to use spells to wield it as a weapon.

      Drawing on his sorcery, Tal reached for the artifact.

      Though he was not violating any command, the Binding Ring still resisted. Cold seared through his limbs, and though it paled before his previous punishments, it still nearly paralyzed him. He tried to think through the numbing pain as he stretched invisible hands toward the enchantment. He had not thought the pain could grow. He was wrong. Even brushing the artifact's spells nearly knocked him unconscious.

      A moment later, he found himself on his knees, his hands pressed to the carpeted ground. Yet though the maelstrom tore through him, he had not lost sight of his quarry. Hissing in breaths, Tal focused again on the knots.

      Cut! he urged his sorcery. Break! He threw everything he had against it.

      Like a hammer hitting an anvil, Tal felt his sorcery rebound from the ring and eviscerate him. Wounds across his body tore back open as the magic undid the healing it had just facilitated. Tal nearly fainted again. It was all he could do to cling to consciousness.

      Fight it! Don't let them die!

      A snarl ripped from his throat as Tal clenched his hands into fists against the ground. Once more, he threw himself against the enchantment.
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      Garin leaped aside as Kaleras unleashed his spell.

      It tore free of the warlock with a resounding blast. Blue light, so intense he couldn't stare directly at it, seared into the nearest golem a dozen feet away. Garin sheltered his eyes and waited, his heart fluttering in his throat. Surely, if something could destroy these monstrous creations, it was such a casting.

      Kaleras spasmed, then sagged against Garin as the spell faded to a dark afterimage. Garin blinked rapidly, gritting his teeth as he pitted all of his brittle strength toward keeping the warlock upright. He strained to detect the smoldering ruins of the golem.

      Instead, through his dazzled vision, he saw the unharmed juggernaut take another ground-shaking step forward.

      Garin stared, jaw agape, as the golem descended on them. Only as he realized that the wise, powerful Kaleras had no weapons against these creatures did his stupor rip away.

      Do something!

      Unceremoniously dumping Kaleras to the floor, Garin stood upright and threw up his hands. "Keld thasht!" Sorcery swelled in him, seeming to flow in from the surrounding air, and flames roared free of his palms. The clanging, impossibly melodious Song cut through the din of battle, uplifting his spirit and reinvigorating as it passed through him like a phantom wind.

      But though he had summoned as mighty a column of fire as he had ever managed, the flames splayed over the broad chest of the golem and left no mark. Garin cut off the spell, fear clenching his chest tightly. The Song had an urgent edge to it, its component sounds turning harsh: hammers pounding, rocks crumbling, waterfalls crashing.

      Ilvuan! he cried out into the swirling anxiety filling his mind. Please, help!

      The Singer didn't answer. The golem took another step forward. Two more, and it would crush them under one trunk-thick foot. Garin watched it come on helplessly. He had already sifted through his thin knowledge and knew there was nothing he could do. He was only sixteen summers old. He was just comprehending what he was capable of as a Listener and a Fount.

      I don't want to die, I don't want to die, please, don't let me—

      Through his silent pleas, through the perilous strains of the Song, a whisper brushed past his mind. With the desperation of a drowning man lunging for a dark shadow on the water, Garin honed in on this new thing with all his attention. A hint of melody underlay the rest of the tumult. And not one — three minor songs spiraled around the room, weaving around the greater Worldsong as if they were minor accompaniments.

      The closest golem took another step forward. Rattled out of his reverie, Garin stared at his impending death for a split moment — then his animal instincts took over. Reaching down, he grabbed Kaleras, who had sat up on the ground to lean against the doorframe, and began dragging him toward the room's exit. He would fight from there, for they would do no one any good dead.

      But he had barely begun to move Kaleras before the warlock once more hummed with sorcery, enough that Garin could not budge him. Whipping his head back around, he saw a strange distortion in the air around the man similar to a muggy day's heat. His aged face was pulled back in a snarl, though his skin sagged and his eyes drooped halfway closed. But as Kaleras spoke, none of his weakness seeped through, and his words reverberated with authority and power.

      "I hold you, Extinguished. Call back your creations, or I will break you."

      Garin, astonished by the statement, only then noticed that the golems had ceased their movement. He followed Kaleras' gaze to Hashele. The Soulstealer, surrounded by Wren, Helnor, and Ashelia, was frozen in place, her cold blue eyes locked with the warlock's. A hint of the same distortion hovered about her.

      When the Extinguished did not answer — Garin wondered if she could, or if Kaleras' spell had completely immobilized her — Wren cried out and thrust her sword forward. Ashelia tried to stop her and Helnor roared with warning, but Wren's momentum carried her forward. Her blade pressed against Hashele's middle.

      The sword shattered.

      Wren flew back to skid across the floor and bump against a golem's foot. Even as far back as he stood, Garin felt the force of the impact and winced at it. A moan sounded next to him, and he looked down to see Kaleras sagging to the ground, the spell's distortion flickering in and out. Out of the corner of his eyes, Hashele made the slightest movement, her stiff face morphing into a leer.

      But something else worked through Garin's mind, triggered by the breaking of Wren's sword. The shattered bracer. Suddenly, he recognized why the three songs underpinning the World's Song sounded familiar. They were the same, mournful sound that had emanated from his stone bracelet when he had broken free of the Ravager's bonds.

      The dragon song.

      Ignoring everything else, thrusting aside how close to death he and Kaleras were, he opened the whole of his mind to listening. The Song swelled in greeting, but he sifted past it to those minor songs underneath it. Three of them, as he had detected before, filled him with a deep, unending sorrow.

      The song of their deaths, he thought. The song of their species' extinction.

      He reached for them as he had done with the bracer's hidden denizen, coaxing them to cease their singing. Relief, he promised the three dragon revenants. Comfort. Release.

      At once, as if waiting for this chance the entirety of their eternal half-lives, the dragon songs seeped out of their own, self-contained loops and joined in the greater chorus. The Song's refrain wavered, its harmonies scattering off-key and out of rhythm. For a moment, it seemed as if it would fall completely apart.

      Then the parts were integrated into the whole, and it inflated to triumphant climax.

      Garin opened his eyes, hope soaring in his chest, and looked to the golems. They remained unmoving, but something had changed about them. The runes. The green light that had shone in intricate swirls had faded from them. He waited with bated breath, watching for any sign of lingering sorcery within the monoliths.

      With a resounding crack, one of the bellies of the golems across the room split up its middle and began to crumble.

      The others quickly followed suit. Garin jerked around to see the one closest to him teeter as it fell apart.

      "Watch out!" he screamed as he lunged for Kaleras. He was determined to move the warlock this time, no matter what spell he maintained. It wouldn't matter if he restrained the Extinguished if they were all dead. "Run!" he grunted as he heaved at Kaleras' quivering body.

      But his paltry strength and determination weren't enough. Kaleras remained in place, his wavering spell continuing, even as the golem above them split and shards fell around them. Terror filled him like he faced Heyl's descending hand again.

      "Please," he begged the unhearing warlock. "We must go."

      Kaleras' eyes shifted minutely toward him, just brushing the edge of Garin's face. Flee, the warlock's lips might have said, but Garin could not hear.

      But Garin knew that flight was hopeless for the others. Wren, Ashelia, Helnor, and Aelyn had gathered around Tal, still lying prone in the center of the room, his expression frozen in a pained rictus. Falcon and Rolan were nowhere to be seen; Garin could only hope the bard had dragged the boy out of the door to the relative safety of the exterior hall. He could flee there himself.

      But he would not leave the others beyond.

      He rose from the warlock. He could do nothing for Kaleras; the warlock's choice had been made. But maybe, if he added his strength to the others, they could form a strong enough shield to weather the golems' collapse.

      With one final glance back, Garin ran forward.

      Moments later, he heard the crumbling of pottery and felt the wind of the golem collapsing at his back.
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      The ring's enchantment was slowly unwinding — but Tal was breaking faster.

      He had lost sight of where he was. He barely knew who he was. He could not see anything but the Binding Ring, could not hear, could not smell or taste. Only the impossibly wound knot remained, and the blistering pain billowing from it, and the sorcery he wielded against it like a chisel and hammer.

      How much he had cut through, he could no longer tell. All he saw was the work left to do.

      Cut, he urged himself, driving the sorcery against it with as sharp of an edge as he could form. Cut. Cut. He had let go of all other concerns, knowing he could do nothing for them, knowing they could not help with the task. And all that could not free him must be cut away.

      Cut. Cut. Cut.

      His sorcery, at first an inferno burning him from the inside out, had petered to a resilient fire in a winter-locked hearth. At times, it gave out as he pushed it hard against the enchantment's locks. Cut, he would tell it, but like brittle steel, it would shatter under the force. Painstakingly, he was forced to gather the pieces for the next attempt.

      Only a few memories did he keep, and these he used to bolster his will against the task. Ashelia. Garin. Falcon. Wren. He linked their names together like a mantra, a chant reminding him why he could not succumb, why he must succeed. Kaleras. Rolan. Helnor. Aelyn. Again and again, he recited the mantra. Where his mind wandered, drowning amid the endless misery, the names of his friends chained him to the task, as if they were a spell of their own.

      Always, he pushed against the pain. It surrounded him like a red sea, like the lake of blood he had swam through in his dreams. Only it was not water that touched him, but acid, burning through his skin, his muscle, his bone, until it reached whatever lay at his spirit's core. Tal felt himself eaten away by the Binding Ring's punishments. In his saner moments, mere glimpses amid the madness, he wondered if he would ever recover.

      But all he could do was push on, and on, and on — for the task called to him. And if he did not heed the task, then he must descend to the Light Below. Always, it beckoned, like the syrens' summons in the Vale of Mists. It promised all he could not have while drowning in the red sea. Rest, it whispered. Sleep. No more pain. No more struggle.

      His mantra of names was his lifeline. Hanging over the bright abyss of the Doash, Tal clung to it, and hoped he could hold on long enough.

      Cut. Cut. Cut.

      Always, he had to turn back to the task. He sawed, hacked, and pounded against the Binding Ring's enchantments. Knot after knot uncoiled only to reveal a more complex set beneath. Despair muttered mockeries in his ears.

      Too weak, too weak, just like the Hunt's Hollow boys always said. Bran the Bastard! You're nothing, always nothing. You will never be more than nothing.

      But this, too, lent a kind of strength. Ever before, he had prevailed in the face of adversity, even thrived in it. For the entirety of his life, Tal had stared the Night-held World in the eyes and smiled in defiance. Would he surrender to it now? Would he let a simple knot defeat him?

      If a ring confounds you, how can you kill a god?

      But that was not the task. In some other life, Tal knew, that doubt might have been important. But now, he severed it from him. It would not serve.

      Ashelia, Garin, Falcon, Wren. Kaleras—

      Something, a vague sensation from far away, split through his awareness.

      Abruptly, part of him had returned to his body. Tal raised his head and saw with his eyes again. Figures were gathered around him, shadows in his flickering vision. But that was not what had drawn him back. Tal stared beyond them, pushing a bit of the sorcery to his eyes with a few muttered words.

      And then he knew.

      Father.

      With aching slowness, shards of something — the golem, he recalled — fell toward Kaleras. The old warlock lay sprawled on the ground, his eyes locked on something to Tal's right. He either did not see the danger or could not prevent it. No fear showed in his expression.

      The task lay halfway complete. Tal felt himself drawn back to the compulsion. But Kaleras was a link in the chain. He bound Tal to the World in a more complicated knot than even the Binding Ring boasted. And so many ends of it remained loose, floating unsettled between the gulf of the years and experiences that separated them. Ends that would never be secured.

      As the shards fell the final feet toward him, Kaleras' eyes flickered away from their target. For a moment, they alighted on Tal. Their gazes met.

      Then the pieces of the shattered golem buried him.

      Something welled up in Tal. A scream. He felt the awful noise in his chest more than heard it, his ears still lost to all but sorcery and the task. It seemed it must break him. But far from shattering, the chain of names grew stronger than before. With his father's death, Tal's resolve firmed. His grief did not make him weak, but strong.

      Tal closed off the World, gathered his wavering strength, and struck again.

      The knot of the Binding Ring reverberated with the blow. He felt a thousand spider cracks spread throughout the threads. He struck again, and again. The cracks multiplied. The enchantment was reaching a critical point; he could sense it in every pore of his being.

      Cut! Cut! Cut!

      Tal wound the chain of names tight in his mind, holding the fragments of himself together as he battered at the knot like a frenzied beast at the bars of its cage. Threads unspooled — first one, then more, the effect multiplying and spreading faster and faster.

      Then, in a moment, it was done.

      The knot broke and fell away. The Binding Ring's enchantment lay shattered.

      Tal surged back into awareness and stood.

      With the red sea's pain dripping away from his bones, every sense was sharpened. He perceived the room's destruction in a moment. Wind shields whirled around him. People — his friends — stood gathered nearby. But his attention narrowed to the one outside of the barriers, who stood dark amid the others.

      Tal pushed through his companions, strode to the Extinguished, and took hold of her with molten hands.

      "Cut," he spoke into both planes of existence as he severed one of the lines of sorcery that sustained her immortal body. "Cut—" and he tore away another like pulling a worm from the soil, its body ripping in half. "Cut, cut, cut."

      Until finally, only one thin thread remained.

      Hashele, her robes disintegrated beneath his fiery touch, looked into his face with wide eyes. She saw her end there, and even with as little of mortality as remained in her, Tal saw her fear.

      "Cut," he said again, and drew his sorcery along it, gentle as an assassin's knife slitting his target's throat.

      But it held.

      Tal frowned. Instead of detaching, the stream suddenly multiplied in strength. Another stared out of Hashele's blue eyes.

      "So, Skaldurak. You come for us at last."

      The voice that came from the Extinguished did not belong to her. It crackled with ancient antipathy, rumbled with the World's odium. It was a voice not of any mortal mind, but one that had seen the World's turnings for generations beyond count.

      Tal smiled wide into the face of his enemy. "Yuldor."

      Hashele's body twitched, then a second voice spoke with her mouth. This one was wheedling and mocking where the first's held nothing but power.

      "Some have called us that," it said. "Others know us by older names, truer names."

      Tal's smile faltered. "Whatever you are called, it will not save your servant now, nor you before long."

      The Extinguished shuddered again. A part of her stony skin broke off and fell to dust on the ground.

      "You strive so hard," a third voice spoke, this one soft and feminine. "Let us give you rest. Is that not what you yearn for? We have seen how you stare into Peace, again and again. We would give it to you, if you would but accept it."

      Tal tried to keep track of the words as each new voice spoke. A trick. A low trick to put me off balance. But, deception or not, it was working. He could not help feeling there was far more happening here than he understood.

      But he knew the first step he must take.

      "I will find you soon enough," Tal said, calm again. He stared into Hashele's eyes and willed himself to see the animating being behind them. "And we shall see who is given peace."

      Hashele's head snapped back, impossibly far. Her limbs spasmed, contorting so the bones, or whatever skeleton lay inside her, had to snap. Tal winced at the sight. Even in his enemy, it seemed too excruciating a contortion to bear.

      Just as he resolved to pit his strength against the Soulstealer's master, a fourth voice, gasping and thin, emerged from Hashele's slack mouth.

      "Peace," it gasped. "Bring me peace. You must, you must, please…"

      Before Tal could respond or react, the Extinguished snapped upright again.

      "This one is mine," the first, commanding voice spoke again. Tal felt the line of sorcery binding Hashele to the World swell, then evaporate into nothing.

      The Extinguished fell to ashes in his hands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Truth in a Name

          

        

      

    

    
      Garin stared at the man in the center of the chamber.

      Tal stood like a man entranced, hands still raised to where he'd gripped the Soulstealer's shoulders. Several long moments had passed since the resonant voice had spoken from the Extinguished and Hashele had fallen into ashes, yet he did not move. What passed through his former mentor's mind, Garin couldn't begin to say.

      But he felt the changes about Tal.

      The Song howled where it moved around him. Power pulsated from him in a deep, thrumming beat. He had never heard anything like the form of Song that the World sang now. It was like the irresistible swell of the ocean tide, or the sun and moons' inexorable journeys through day and night. It was the beating of the wings of ancient beasts that no longer graced the sky.

      It was elemental in its raw power. It was inhuman. It was a touch of the divine.

      Yet if any gods were present, they were not evinced by their surroundings. The broken ceramics of the golems mounded along the walls, and dust was scattered over every surface. Carpets were stained; draperies, ragged and torn. The sorcerous werelight lamps that illuminated the chamber seemed subdued with the passage of their master.

      Next to the doorway, where Kaleras had held the Extinguished to the last, there lay only rubble.

      Garin blinked. No tears. Not yet. Pim may have released them from the dungeons, but their safety was far from secured. They were in their ancient adversary's palace, surrounded by hundreds of guards and other unknown defenses. They had to escape, and quickly.

      But before he could rally himself and give voice to the thought, someone threw their arms around him and knocked their mouth against his.

      He yelped in pained surprise, but though he tried to pull away, Wren clung to him. "Quit whining," she muttered as she squeezed him tightly. "You complain too much."

      Garin was surprised to find he wore a smile. He folded his arms around her then and, ignoring his scattered pain, leaned down and kissed her far more gently than she had him. The Song turned in his head, settling into a comfortable aria.

      After a long moment, he pulled away, but only a finger's width. He felt breathless as he spoke. "All I could think about the entire time was how I couldn't let you die."

      Wren's eyes spun and shone with golden light. "Idiot. You ought to know by now I can take care of myself."

      He let out a soft laugh. But his mirth was short-lived.
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        * * *

      

      As Hashele's ashes trickled from his hands, Tal barely had time to turn before he felt a touch brush across his chest.

      Ashelia. He had to remind himself of her name, tracing a finger over the chain of people who had kept him there in the World.

      "Ashelia," he spoke aloud, as if naming her might anchor her in his mind.

      "You survived," she whispered. Tears streaked through the dust caked over her cheeks. "I cannot believe you survived."

      A smile tugged at his lips. By some echo of a memory, he sensed he was supposed to smile like that. "Takes more than a god, a ring, and a few golems to kill me."

      Ashelia smiled in return, yet she turned from him toward the door.

      "Rolan," she reassured him at his frown as she jogged — or limped, rather — to the chamber's exit.

      Rolan. Another link in the chain. Her son. Tal watched her disappear through the entranceway. His chest already ached with her absence.

      He turned to the others gathered, and as they returned his gaze, he touched the chain to remember each of them. Garin. Wren. Helnor. Aelyn. He smiled again as he remembered who they were to him. My friends.

      But the smile turned down as he continued tracing the names.

      Rolan? Falcon? Kaleras?

      Kaleras.

      Slowly, he turned to the fallen crockery near the doorway. The clay shards occasionally shifted as they settled in a heap that rose higher than Tal's head. He approached it slowly, every footstep weighing heavier with the returning memories of all Kaleras had been to him.

      Adversary. Ally. Betrayer.

      Father.

      Tal stood over the rubble for a long moment, simply staring at it. There was so much they had never discussed, never shared. Almost, he had thought reconciliation was within their grasp. Back in Halenhol, when they finally joined forces rather than striven against each other, they had succeeded in killing the first of the Extinguished. Kaleras had trusted Tal enough to wear his treasured artifact, the Ring of Thalkuun, even if he'd accepted it back in the end.

      Yet he'd owned up to his mistakes. He had taken responsibility for what happened to Talania, Tal's mother, as a result of their dalliance. He had started to show a softer interior within the chitin he had secured around himself. He had almost, on occasion, acted paternal.

      He came after me. Even weakened by Soltor's poison, Kaleras had traveled across the Westreach to join Tal and the others in Elendol. He had read Hellexa Yoreseer's tome — of that, he was now certain. He had made all speed to arrive in time to contend with Heyl and save them. Without Kaleras' aid, Tal doubted the devil could have been contained, even as strong as his World's blood had asserted itself, for Tal had been brittle in his strength then.

      But he had not stopped pursuing him then. When Tal set off on his own into the East, Kaleras followed again. He protected his companions and passed on the knowledge that Tal had scarcely shared. And when they had finally reunited, they shared a moment by firelight, and Kaleras had named him, for the first time, as his son.

      Never again.

      Tal's knees trembled and gave way. He sank heavily onto the floor, heedless of the sharp shards layering the carpet. He reached out his hands to hover over the wreckage.

      "Father," he whispered.

      When had he addressed him so that was not in mockery? All his childhood, even when he had hated Kaleras for abandoning him, he had longed for the man whom he could call his father.

      He felt his father's absence now as keenly as if he were a boy again.
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        * * *

      

      After a long moment, Garin and Wren released each other. He took a steadying breath, then noted the movements of the others.

      Ashelia had run for the door, no doubt fetching her son. Tal had moved toward the wreckage by the door. Aelyn and Helnor drifted after him, but seemed to hesitate in approaching. All three of the men stared down at the place where Kaleras had fallen.

      As Garin watched, Tal kneeled before the rubble, his shoulders bowed. He seemed overcome by a burden he could not bear. His reaction puzzled Garin. He had always sensed something more lay between Tal and the old warlock than he'd known, but he'd never anticipated Tal might feel such grief at his passing. His own sorrow at the man's death weighed on him, but it didn't bring him to his knees. He felt Kaleras had opened up to him in a way he had not with his companions, and perhaps never had before.

      But as his confusion grew, so did the connecting lines between all the disparate threads he had learned about the two men. At last, the pieces fell into place.

      I discovered I had a son, Kaleras had said that night in the mountains.

      A son.

      Garin stared at the back of Tal's bowed head. He remembered their eyes, and only now noticed how similar they were. Unremarkably brown, slightly narrow and rounded curve at the corners. Even their smiles had similarities, though Kaleras had rarely shown his.

      The conclusion hovered plain before him.

      Kaleras was his father.

      Fresh grief welled up inside Garin, and it was not wholly for Tal. He remembered the loss of his own father, how it had hollowed out the fullness of childhood. He imagined how it must have felt to discover a father after living half a lifetime without him.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, but it was not enough to keep back the tears.

      "Garin…"

      Wren folded herself around him again, speaking softly in his ear.

      "He was a good man, even if he hid it deep, deep down. A good man, and a good mentor to you. I'm grateful for all he did for us — hells, and for the Westreach, to say nothing of the entire damn World."

      Garin nodded, tears trickling down his cheeks. Even if he had been able to speak through his closed throat, he doubted he could have conveyed his epiphany. It was too raw, too personal to put to words.

      So he held Wren again, and let the twin sorrows wash through him.
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        * * *

      

      "He was a good man."

      Tal looked up through blurry vision and saw Helnor had joined him. The Prime Warder looked diminished from captivity and the wounds he'd taken, yet he still managed to stand upright as he stared somberly at where Kaleras' body lay.

      "A good man," the elf repeated. "Even if he did his damndest to hide it."

      Despite the tears leaking from his eyes, a wry smile pulled at Tal's lips. "That he did," he replied, his voice slightly choked. "A good man, all the same."

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw another join them. Tal turned to Aelyn. The mage's molten eyes were subdued as he, too, looked down upon the buried warlock. His robes were torn and stained, a frazzled state that Tal knew must bother the fastidious elf to no end. Yet though he scowled, there seemed a sorrowful cast to it.

      "He was a fine warlock, skilled beyond any other human I've met." Aelyn's eyes slid over to briefly alight on Tal's, making clear the barb that lay in his compliment. Tal shrugged, unable to deny it, and the mage's lips twisted as he continued. "He knew many things of magery and lore that even elven sages do not. The absence of Kaleras the Impervious will be sorely felt in the battles to come."

      Tal turned his gaze back to where the warlock lay hidden. "The Impervious," he murmured. Kaleras had not proved so in the end. But Tal thought his father had always been something both weaker and stronger than his name implied.

      The door opened to the chamber. Tal was back on his feet even before he had clawed free of his reveries. He scarcely needed his chain of names to recall the companions who entered.

      Rolan. The boy's eyes, gray like his mother's, still spun with open anxiety, but his narrow jaw was set in a determined look, and his fists were clenched by his side. A small smile came to Tal at the sight. So much more like his mother than his father.

      And after him — Falcon. The minstrel looked over at him, the gold glinting in his eyes almost impishly. But as his oldest companion smiled, all he had experienced showed through that frangible expression. A knife was bared in his remaining hand, but they both knew he would never be a fighter like his daughter. Tal gave him a tiny shrug. You are the chronicler, my friend, he thought to the minstrel who had made his name known throughout the World. I wish you had never needed to be anything else.

      Falcon's eyes darted down to the rubble before which Tal and the others stood. Understanding lit in them, and a deeper sorrow blossomed on his friend's face. Once, in the dark of the night, Tal had confessed to him his relationship with Kaleras. In all the lands, only Falcon knew the truth.

      Ashelia filtered in after them, but even as she looked at Tal, the softness of their brief reunion had fled. She moved swiftly to guide her son next to Tal, then turned to face the door.

      As if by premonition, Tal knew who would enter after. So he wasn't surprised to see the golden-haired elf, still clad in immaculately tidy robes, step inside.

      Pim looked around slowly at the destruction. He seemed to note all that had occurred: the vanquishing of his fellow Extinguished; the shattering of the golems, which Tal still did not fully understand himself; the irreparable damage to the room's trappings. His dark, swirling eyes turned last to Tal.

      "Well," Pim said, a tight smile perched on his lips. "You certainly have been busy."

      No trace of amusement was left in Tal, not with grief heavy in his bones. His blood had cooled since Hashele's strange demise, but now he inhaled sorcery once more. As it warmed his veins, the glowing streams of sorcery that threaded through Pim from the World became visible. Tal was tempted to severe them, or at least attempt to. Would Yuldor, with all his tricks and madness, appear again? But for the moment, he stayed his hand.

      "What do you want, Pim?" Tal asked flatly.

      If the Extinguished was taken aback by the greeting, he didn't show it, but only sighed. "I suppose I need to clear the air — figuratively speaking, though it may not be a poor idea for this room as well." He sniffed, then waved a hand before continuing. "What I mean is, I apologize for all the deception and double-dealing. As I briefly explained to your companions — whom I freed and brought to you in your moment of need, I might add — I must hide my changing affiliation from Yuldor for as long as I can. If I do not, grave consequences await me, consequences even one such as I fear."

      Pim's smile was tremulous, the emotion displayed matching his earnest words. Tal wondered how much to believe it. He had seemed just as sincere when speaking to Hashele before she began using Tal as a pugilist's training dummy.

      Look to his actions, he told himself. Tal worked through all he and the Extinguished had experienced together. Was it possible that Pim had preserved him for all that time simply so he and Hashele could bring him to Yuldor? He had threatened Garin and Wren back in Naruah, claiming to fear their interference. But if he had freed them just now…

      Tal turned to Aelyn. "Is it true? Did he release you?"

      The mage looked as if he swallowed a particularly troublesome piece of meat. "Yes," he answered reluctantly. "As well as leading us here to aid in your rescue."

      Tal nodded and looked back to Pim. If even Aelyn, the most skeptical man he had ever met, believed that to be the Soulstealer's intentions, Tal had no choice but to accept it.

      "Very well, Pim. Against all wisdom, I believe you."

      Relief flooded Pim's expression. "That is most welcome." The fell sorcerer straightened, seeming bolstered by Tal's declaration of belief, as he looked around at the others. "I know you all must be weary after contending with Hashele and her three golems; you truly are marvelous creatures to survive! But I must whisk you away immediately. I may lend you temporary protection, but you are not truly safe and welcome within the palace until you have the blessing of its keeper."

      "Its keeper," Ashelia repeated. "You mean the Sun Emperor."

      The Extinguished nodded. "He is most eager to meet you. You most of all, Tal, though he has heard much of—" Pim cut off, frowning as he scanned their party. "But where is Kaleras the Impervious?"

      Tal clenched his jaw. He felt the eyes of the others on him. But try as he might, he could not hide his fresh wave of emotion.

      "He fell," Tal said at length.

      Pim pursed his lips. "And I had looked forward to conversing with him. Such a potent adversary he has been all these years! But even the mightiest must fall eventually, and Kaleras was growing no younger."

      Anger flared in Tal at Pim's callousness, and the sorcery burned brighter in his blood. Yet as swiftly as it rose, he tamped it back down. Now was not the time to widen the divisions between them. He needed to hear Pim out — and his liege lord.

      "Yes," Tal finally said. "Later, we will give him a proper burial. But you are right. It is high time we met with your Emperor."

      "High time," Pim agreed. Caution remained in his eyes, as if sensing he had toed a line. But the Extinguished only turned and wrenched open the door.

      "Follow me," he called briskly over his shoulder. "His Imperial Majesty awaits."
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      Garin eyed the palace guards as he and his companions walked between them. Next to him, Wren gave them a defiant look that betrayed how much she shared his unease.

      Too late for that now, he chided himself. You've already stepped in the crocodile's mouth, as they say back home.

      It was a short distance from the ruined red chamber to the grand double doors of the Sun Emperor's throne room, yet guards lined the entire length of the purple carpet two ranks deep. Flinty eyes stared out from their helmets, each pair shaped differently according to their respective Bloodline. No doubt they wondered what these dirty Reachfolk were doing being granted an audience with "His Imperial Majesty."

      Truth be told, it was a strange twist of circumstances. Just hours before, they had been confined to the dungeons, and even more recently, they had fought for their lives against one of Yuldor's servants. Now, they were almost being treated as honored guests.

      Still, after all they had been through, it was the least the Sun Emperor could do.

      As he stared up at the gargantuan gilded doors, he wondered what the Emperor would look like. A wizened old man, he mused, with a long white beard, bundled up in robes that can't hide his spare frame. Surely the monarch of all the East and this sprawling palace had to be a distinguished elder, shrewd and experienced after years of confounding the western states.

      A bit like Kaleras, I suppose.

      Garin picked at the thought like a splinter in his skin, trying to pry it away and failing. Only the danger of the moment, larger than any grief, could temporarily smother it.

      They reached the mammoth doors, where four guards labored at cranks on either side to slowly pry them open. Garin practically danced from foot to foot as they waited for the doors to part wide enough for their company to slip through. Despite feeling woozy from all their recent travails, a giddiness filled him now. Whether peril or a potent ally awaited them, he was eager to be done with this and know if this alliance was a lie or improbably true.

      Finally, the doors opened, and Pim led their small party through. Tal, Ashelia, and Rolan followed on the Soulstealer's heels, while Aelyn, Falcon, and Helnor went after. Garin and Wren entered last. Even before they stepped clear of the doorway, the cranks began turning again, closing the huge doors behind. The message was clear: there would be no departing except by the Emperor's orders.

      The grandeur of the throne room soon distracted him from his anxiety. Crystalline windows shimmered with golden evening light along every wall. Adding to the illumination were braziers lining the carpet that dissected the room, the fires plainly sorcerous by the hints of yellow and silver hues to the flames. The curved ceiling soared a hundred feet or more above their heads, far more expansive than the chambers of either King Aldric or Queen Geminia. The weight of all that air seemed to press down on his shoulders. Set in the middle of it was an opening stylized like a sun, its jagged shapes casting angular shadows across the gilded roof. As Garin lowered his gaze again, he found guards lining the walls, three dozen at least, as well as robed figures he guessed to be sorcerers.

      Still, with Tal nearby, he thought their company remained more than a match for the monarch's retinue. Only by clinging to that hope could Garin keep moving forward.

      His attention finally fell to the chair at the far end. The imperial throne, he saw, was the point toward which all the rest of the majestic chamber led. True to the Empire's name, a sun had been carved in the yellow stone, the points fanning out like a celestial crown above it. But Garin spent little time looking at the chair itself, but searching for the man who was supposed to be sitting in it. All he saw was a small, stout figure who had the shape of a slightly chubby child. He frowned, squinting at the person as they neared, and wondering if this was some strange, horrid joke being played on them.

      Only as he saw the spangle of the bejeweled diadem atop the figure's head did he realize this was no jape. He stared upon the Sun Emperor himself.

      A gnome, he marveled. Somehow, he had thought the Empire would be led by a tall, distinguished man — a human, most likely. But why not a gnome? From all he'd seen, the stature of a man had never held sway over the strength and skill of his mind.

      Still, he hardly knew what to make of the Emperor of the East. Like the few other gnomes he had met, the monarch's skin seemed a pale tan, though it was difficult to say exactly what hue, for the golden aspect of a sun was painted over his face. His robes were silver decorated with violet thread, and they seemed a boy's smock on his stout body. The throne was so large his legs would have dangled off the edge had there not been an ornate set of wooden steps on which he rested his royal feet.

      At last, they reached the end of the carpet and stood before the little monarch. The Sun Emperor seemed to constantly twitch, like a colony of ants crawled up his robes and bit him all over. Garin wondered if they should bow, or kneel, or prostrate themselves before this ruler. Even the late Queen Geminia, kind and gentle-hearted as she was, had always seemed to crave some measure of decorum and recognition of her status. He could imagine the sovereign of an aggressive empire would desire submissiveness all the more. But while Pim gave a short bow, Tal made no indication of respect, nor did the others. Garin firmed his shaky knees and kept his chin high.

      "Your Imperial Brilliance," Pim said in the Reachtongue, his words garnered with obsequious flattery. "I bring before you one you have long looked forward to meeting. I present Tal Harrenfel of the Westreach, infamous far and wide as the Widowmaker, the Puppet, and the Scourge."

      Garin expected Tal to pay the monarch some respect now. But still, his old mentor remained stubbornly erect.

      "Your Imperial Majesty," Tal said, his voice worn, but firm with resolve as it echoed through the cavernous chamber. "Zyrl Netherstar. Forgive our appearance — and our stench. We have come a long way and endured much in your most-welcoming imperium."

      Garin tried to hide his wince. He glanced sidelong at the guards and sorcerers flanking them. The crocodile's teeth are closing, he thought, and still, Tal insults our host.

      He startled and looked back around as a high-pitched, pealing laugh broke out from the throne. It took Garin a moment to realize it came from the Emperor himself.

      "Magebutcher!" the sovereign piped in lightly accented Reachtongue. "Devil Killer! Red Reaver! I have heard much about you, Tal Harrenfel, many names indeed. But Pearltongue promises to be the most false among them, it does!"

      The Sun Emperor laughed again, and Garin began to worry his lip at all the depths that might be contained in that cackle.
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        * * *

      

      Tal waited until the little Eastern ruler had indulged his mirth, all the while ignoring Ashelia's warning glances. He knew the risks he was taking, the possible peril he was placing all his companions in.

      He knew, too, that he had to make the wager all the same.

      When the Sun Emperor once more considered him with his wide, watery eyes, Tal continued in a level, even tone. "You have caught me at a time when all my pretty words are used up, Your Imperial Majesty. My companions and I have fought for our lives and lost one of our own. We are injured and weary to the bone. They have suffered in your dungeons—" he gestured to the others behind him "—and I have been tortured at the hands of one of your Chosen. So you must forgive me if I cut the courtly wordplay short and ask you bluntly: What do you want from us?"

      The Sun Emperor watched Tal as the sound of his quarrelsome words faded into the corners of the chamber. For once, the monarch had grown still. Sorcery burned in Tal's veins, but he kept a tight leash on it as he waited for the response. The sorrow and fury inside him made him want to bring down the palace on this little man's head. Almost, he thought he could manage it.

      But Pim had promised them an ally in Kavaugh. Tal meant to push that assertion to its limits, to discover if it could possibly be true.

      As if it could no longer be repressed, one of the gnome's legs began to dance again, then the other. The smile spread over his gold-painted face as the Sun Emperor leaned forward.

      "You are strong, Tal Harrenfel. My eyes have grown old and dim, but you shine brightly enough that even I can detect it. How I would fear to be my sorcerers, charged with protecting me from you!" The gnome chuckled, as if he had not the slightest concern for his life, nor any fear of Tal.

      "But you asked for honesty," the Emperor continued, "and straightforward speech. And so I will make of you my request."

      The gnome gestured, and Tal felt his blood burn in response to the sorcery suddenly filling the chamber. He braced himself, ready to strike down the sovereign at the first provocation. But as he examined the shimmer of sorcery extending in a sphere around their small conference, he recognized it for what it was. An orb of silence.

      It seemed the Sun Emperor did not trust those who most closely guarded him.

      The smile had faded from the Sun Emperor's face, and his dark eyes grew serious. "All I have heard of you has led me to send Inanis to find you. For I believe you are the only hope for the continuance of my people — nay, the very World himself."

      Tal clenched his jaw and darted a look at Pim. He scarcely liked the look of satisfaction that played over the Soulstealer's features.

      "What are you saying?" he demanded.

      The Sun Emperor shook his head with a rueful smile. "I want you to kill our god, Tal Harrenfel. And I am willing to risk everything — my life, my people, my empire — to ensure you succeed."

      Tal stared at the gnome for a long moment. Part of him wished the little monarch would burst out into another shrill laugh and claim it all as a jape. But though the Sun Emperor smiled, it had the strain of a man who had long held out against despair.

      A smile I well recognize.

      Tal glanced back at the party gathered behind him, his eyes briefly alighting on each of theirs. The emotions in their expressions mirrored his.

      Ashelia, eyes swirling with fear as she clutched her son's shoulders before her, but her chin held aloft.

      Rolan, trying to mirror his mother, though his hands fluttered nervously at his sides.

      Helnor, the mighty man now endeavoring simply to remain upright, wearily resigned to the vagaries of fate.

      Aelyn, lips twisted with a scorn that failed to hide his agitation, yet eyes burning with unquenchable determination.

      Falcon, a bard far out of his depth, yet his eyes wide at the momentous occasion he bore witness to, the song already writing itself in his mind.

      Wren, every muscle in her body clenched, as if she wished they stood before the Enemy himself and could be done with the entire business.

      And Garin.

      As he shared a look with the lad he had once claimed as his protégé, Tal wondered at all he had put him through, and, if he accepted this burden, how much more must inevitably fall on him. But as Garin held his gaze, Tal no longer saw the boy who had set out to earn his story among the stars. A young man stood there, grimly determined to see an arduous and unpleasant labor through to its bitter end. And as he looked upon him, Tal believed Garin had the strength to do just that.

      Tal turned back to the Sun Emperor and reached for his wolf's smile. "Then let's gamble it all."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue: Destiny’s Burden

          

        

      

    

    
      Deep in the belly of an empire, one long hostile and foreign, strode a man reborn, unbent and unbroken — whole but for the hollow purpose that wormed its way into his heart.

      He had mastered himself. He had defeated another of the Enemy's servants. He had discovered allies in the most unexpected of places.

      He feared it was not enough.

      In the chamber where his father had fallen, he had glimpsed a power unlike any faced before.

      An ancient force reaching for divinity. A god, striven and quartered.

      Yet a god nonetheless.

      He had thrown his sorcery against it, but his efforts had been for naught. Not even unbridled sorcery was enough to overcome his Enemy.

      He was not his legend. He could not prevail.

      Yet, as he walked beside his weary companions through gilded halls, he kept his chin high and a smile painted on his lips. He would not show fear. He would not show doubt.

      He would not turn from his purpose. For only by attempting could he hope to succeed.

      He was no god. But a deity had pleaded for his aid.

      He was not enough.

      He had to be.
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        * * *

      

      In that same palace, both near and far from the man, a youth stared over a city and listened.

      It was not the metropolis itself that he heard, but the Song that underlay it. It was a melancholic melody, a haunting harmony. It was a dirge for all that had been lost and all that would soon be sacrificed.

      The young man listened and accepted the desolation into himself.

      It contained a certain strength, this Song. As sorrow breaks, it also binds. He heard the World's pain. He heeded its Singers' agony.

      It called to him, beckoning him toward an uncertain task.

      The stars had long faded from his eyes. The youth did not seek glory or fame anymore. He was content with his mother-given name.

      Now, a different dream drove him forward.

      The young man closed his eyes and reached for the Worldsong surrounding him. He accepted the dragon that curled inside his skull, and all the pain and horror that came with him.

      The youth had become more than a Listener.

      He began to sing his own song.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thanks for Reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading An Emperor's Gamble! I hope you enjoyed it.

      If you did, would you consider leaving a review?

      Reviews make or break a book's success. Just a few minutes of your time can help this one triumph — and earn you this author's eternal gratitude to boot!

      To leave a review, please tap here.

      Alternatively, you can swipe to the end of the book, and a review prompt should appear to lead a rating or review.

      

      Thanks in advance!

      Josiah

      J.D.L. Rosell

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Conclude the Quest…

          

        

      

    

    
      Don't miss the sweeping conclusion to Tal, Garin, and their companions' quest — tap here to preorder A God's Plea!

      While you're waiting for the final book to release, you can read the prequel to Legend of Tal for free. Tap here to get your copy of A Fable of Blood!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by J.D.L. Rosell

          

        

      

    

    
      (Tap here to be notified of future releases)

      

      Legend of Tal

      1. A King's Bargain

      2. A Queen's Command

      3. An Emperor's Gamble

      4. A God's Plea

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ranger of the Titan Wilds

      1. Ranger's Rebellion

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Runewar Saga

      1. The Throne of Ice & Ash

      2. The Crown of Fire & Fury

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Famine Cycle

      1. Whispers of Ruin

      2. Echoes of Chaos

      3. Requiem of Silence

      Secret Seller (Prequel)

      The Phantom Heist (Novella)

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Godslayer Rising

      1. Catalyst

      2. Champion

      3. Heretic

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      A towering round of applause to:

      Kaitlyn — my loving wife, my merciless first reader, and my buttress against the vagaries of publishing. I'm incredibly lucky to have you.

      René Aigner, for his wonderful cover illustration. Check out more of his work on ArtStation by tapping here.

      Shawn Sharrah, for his meticulous proofreading.

      My patrons on Patreon, for your above-and-beyond support. That you care about my worlds so much means the world to me.

      And thanks to you, dear reader, for spending your precious time journeying with Tal, Garin, and the rest. I hope you'll embark on more adventures with me in future books.

      

      All the best to you,

      Josiah

      J.D.L. Rosell

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: JDL Rosell author photo]
        

      

      J.D.L. Rosell is the internationally bestselling author of Legend of Tal, Ranger of the Titan Wilds, The Runewar Saga, The Famine Cycle, and Godslayer Rising. He has earned an MA in creative writing and has previously written as a ghostwriter.

      Always drawn to the outdoors, he ventures out into nature whenever he can to indulge in his hobbies of hiking and photography. Most of the time, he can be found curled up with a good book at home with his wife and two cats, Zelda and Abenthy.

      Follow along with his occasional author updates and serializations at www.jdlrosell.com or contact him at authorjdlrosell@gmail.com.

      
        [image: Amazon icon] Amazon

        [image: Goodreads icon] Goodreads

        [image: BookBub icon] BookBub

        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

        [image: Twitter icon] Twitter

        [image: Instagram icon] Instagram

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
BOOK III: AN EMPERORES|GAVIBLE

{EcEg
e

2ol | §

J].DLSES® S E L L





images/00002.jpeg
USHED
SEA

L GE
Suce

Totas

THE

WESTREACH







images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg
TIE EAR DEPTHS
OF DUORLAN

LEISLE
SEA

THE
EMPIRE orrE
RISING SUN






