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Sudden Departure

The frigid mountain air made Theo regret his decision to force open the lid of the trunk that he had stowed away in a few hours ago, but he couldn’t resist. In his twelve years of life he’d never seen the palace from outside the walls. With its tall pointed towers and splendid garden, it looked like a crown set atop the head of a great king forever surveying his lands. There was no denying the palace was beautiful—still, he hoped to never see it again.
The early morning sun rose over the western mountains: nature-made barriers which for centuries stood guard along with the fortified walls to protect the palace’s pristine white stone—and those lucky enough to be inside—from potential invaders. In the far distance, Theo could still see the calm teal ocean, and pictured the fisherman loading their boats for a day of hard labor—but the bustling harbor was just out of view behind grassy fertile slopes. He stood up, the trunk rocking back and forth on the top of the carriage; he still couldn’t see any of the activities at the waterfront.
Theo bundled up in the contents of the trunk and watched everything he knew fade away. Rigol’s distinct smell—the sea mixing with pungent farmland—hung in the air long after the palace and water were out of view. The scent reminded Theo of staring out his chamber window at the harbor, the gateway to freedom that was so close but forever out of reach. In the countless times Theo had pictured leaving the palace, he’d always imagined he’d go by boat—but as he grew more impatient with his sequestered life, he became desperate enough to take the opportunities put in front of him.
Theo began to wonder if he’d taken advantage of this current opportunity too hastily. In a simple off-white linen button-up shirt and brown pants, he was not dressed for the high mountain pass the carriage had taken out of Rigol. He must have inadvertently removed all the warmest clothes from the trunk to make room for himself, because all that remained were trousers. He wrapped his lean frame in a dozen layers of pants, but still shivered. He pulled the lid of the trunk closed, but he hadn’t been the one to latch it originally, and only now realized how impossible it would be to latch from the inside. He’d wanted to watch the palace disappear, but it wouldn’t be worth it if he froze to death.
As the moving carriage wound up the tiny mountain passage, the trunk lid bounced up and down. Theo tried to hold it shut from the inside, but the lining was smooth. Theo sunk down to avoid being struck by the flapping lid, and covered himself as completely as possible in the thin trousers—but every time the lid opened, even just a crack, cold air blasted in and leeched him of any warmth. Theo’s hands and feet were tingling and becoming numb. To deceive himself, he tried to imagine the warm glow of the sun—and for a few moments it seemed to almost work.
The carriage bounced hard. The lid of the trunk flew open, ripped from its hinges, and tumbled down the mountain side. Wind blew directly into the open trunk, funneling cold air into every tiny opening in Theo’s pants-blanket. Worried he’d be exposed by the noise of the falling trunk lid, Theo’s eyes snapped to the front of the one-horse carriage. He couldn’t see Losik’s personal driver through the barrier of the covered compartment. The driver must have been too focused on maneuvering the horse along the narrow, cliff-lined road to notice. Theo peered over the side in time to see the trunk lid bounce off the mountain and disappear into the fog below.
Through a small, nearly-fogged-up window in the door, Theo caught a glimpse inside the carriage. Losik, an enormously fat man who took up nearly the entirety of a carriage built for four, was reading correspondences. Theo wished he’d seen Losik squeezing his excessive girth through the tiny carriage door. It seemed an impossible feat but there he was, spread out inside. Maybe they had to take the door off? Just the thought made Theo giggle, but giggling was hard while shivering. He couldn’t help but think of how warm it would be inside the carriage with Losik’s large body producing as much heat as a coal furnace. Theo stuffed himself back down and hunkered into the layers of trousers, trying to think warm thoughts.
As the carriage snaked higher into the mountains, the wind got colder and kept finding a way into Theo's makeshift blanket. He tried to remember the last book he’d read, but his thoughts kept returning to the carriage. He couldn’t go inside: if he did, it would most certainly be the end of his journey. Autumn leaves were tumbling from the trees, and the snow had yet to fall. It could be much colder, Theo convinced himself. He was determined to make it to Ironhead and get out from under Losik’s thumb.
All the rock faces and trees blurred together. How long had he been fighting and failing to keep the wind out of his pants-blanket? Theo kept expecting the sun’s warmth to grow and bring the relief he so desperately needed, but the wind kept the air cold, and the sun gave little more than light.
Theo couldn’t take it much longer. His teeth were chattering so hard, he was certain they would break. His feet were completely numb, and when he tried to wiggle his toes, he couldn’t feel for certain if they were moving at all. His hands started losing sensation at the fingertips. He’d been naïve to think his journey to freedom would be anything but treacherous. He shed the layers of trousers, finding quickly that they’d been doing more work than he thought. He flew in a flash from inside the trunk to the top of the carriage, then leaned over the edge and rapidly knocked on the foggy glass window.
Losik had always been exceptionally reserved around Theo; it may not have looked it to anyone else, but Theo could tell from the slight raise of his eyebrows: he was stunned. “Boy,” he sighed, unlatching the door of the moving carriage. The door swung open quickly and some of Losik’s fat belly sagged out of the doorway.
The carriage wasn’t moving fast, but it was on the edge of a steep drop. Theo wasn’t afraid of heights; he loved climbing the walls outside the palace. He always took his time to carefully find the right places to grab, but it’s funny how brave the cold can make a person. He swung himself off the top of the carriage and into the doorway without hesitation—he had never before been so brazen. He was taller and more athletic than average for his age. Yet, as he swiftly crawled over Losik’s warm belly, searching for space to squeeze in, he looked tiny compared to the robust man. He managed to fit his slim hips into a tiny sliver across from Losik. Almost immediately, feeling began returning to his feet. It reminded him of waking up on a cold winter morning, and Losik was the raging fire in the hearth.
Losik pulled his belly inside and closed the carriage door. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.
“I’m just employing the exceptional education that you’ve given me,” Theo replied.
“No one taught you to stow away in a trunk,” Losik replied.
“You had me consume enough history and literature that the inspiration came to me instinctively. Have you read all the versions of Legends of Drasque?” Theo asked. “In one of the ancient translations, Drasque uses this exact technique to get the upper hand on the Troll King.”
“Enough, boy,” Losik barked.
“Having now squeezed into a trunk myself, I question if there would have been one large enough for a grown man. I’d say the author took artistic license for that release.”
“I said enough!” Losik paused for a moment, closed his eyes, and took a calming and collecting breath. “You have disobeyed me for the last time.”
“Come on, Lo-lo,” Theo replied. “Is it not expected that I disobey you? That should be a given. And your instructions never explicitly forbade me from stowing away on your trip to Ironhead. So, technically, I didn’t disobey you.”
“When you return to the palace, you will be chained to your walls,” Losik announced as if it were a Royal decree he was reading from one of the many papers on his belly.
Theo laughed. “I’d welcome the break from your relentless combat training schedule.”
“You’ll just become the best at fighting while chained to a wall,” Losik corrected.
“I’ll bring up these threats when I air my grievances to King Rev,” said Theo. “I’m sure the King is eager to hear how his ward is treated.”
“The King doesn’t care,” Losik replied.
“Since I’m the king’s ward, as you have had no problem constantly reminding me,” Theo said, “I would think he’d be partially invested in my future.”
“The last king had a soft spot for your mother,” Losik said. “This king has no idea you exist.”
“Then our conversation will have to be that much more detailed.”
“That was your plan, boy?” Losik scoffed. “You were just going to barge into the king’s chambers and have a conversation? How was that going to end?”
“I’ll request a royal entry into the academy,” Theo said.
“That’s not how it works,” Losik replied.
“The king has the ultimate authority.”
“You never think anything through, Theo,” Losik said, rubbing the corner of his eye with the tip of his finger. “It’s the same in your combat training and your studies. You charge in blindly, assuming everything will work out; but anything worth doing requires proper preparation. The king can’t just do whatever he wants. He can only do one thing: what is best for the Empire. He wouldn’t push his authority for you.”
“I’m prepared to enlist in the Royal Guard,” Theo said. “My intelligence and my combat ability will prove my worth. I’ll challenge anyone in a battle of wits or blades. King Rev will see that I must be granted royal entry.”
“I’m sure you would excel in the Guard,” Losik replied. “You have more years of training and education than most of the cadets—but you are missing the most important part to make your plan succeed: royal birth.”
“I am ward of the king. I may not be of royal blood but I’m—”
“You’re an orphan,” Losik interrupted, adjusting in his seat—a few papers sliding off his belly in the process. “Taken in by the Empire. That doesn’t give you any special rights, it just keeps you out of the gutters.”
“I will be the exception,” Theo said. “That’s what it means to be exceptional.”
“Being exceptional means nothing,” Losik replied. “Many exceptional commoners have not been granted entry because they simply didn’t have the gold, grain, or goods needed to buy their way in. Have you miraculously gained access to such wealth? Because blood or money are your only ways to enlist.”
Theo turned his attention to the window and the mountainous forests that separated Rigol from the Empire’s capital: Ironhead. The sun was giving light to dozens of mountain peaks in the distance and below the narrow road which they traveled. It was a splendor of autumn colors—pockets of red and orange trees standing out against the grey and white stone mountains. Their carriage hugged the mountain wall as it cast its massive shadow over them and some of the forest below. Hardy yellow flowers were blossoming at the edge of the road and down the steep slopes—thriving in the cold rocky soil, creeping out of cracks, finding enough light and nourishment to prosper. Goats traversed the impossible rock faces and put themselves into the most dangerous of positions, all for a few nibbles of those blossoming beauties. Theo longed to be one of those goats; at least they were free. “You can’t lock me away from the world forever, Lo-lo.”
Losik had returned to his reading. “I can,” he said without looking up. “And I will.”
“Why?” Theo begged. “Why do you want to imprison me?”
Losik looked up at Theo. “I made a promise to keep you safe.”
“You’ve kept me safe long enough. Now it’s time to release me. I’ve reached enlistment age.”
“Only royals with no other prospects enlist.”
“What prospects do I have?” asked Theo. “As long as you have control, I have none. I want to see the world. I want to know more than what was written and experienced by someone else.”
“And you think the Guard will give you that?”
“The Royal Guard are sent all over the world—”
“To fight wars,” Losik interrupted. “They fight for those whose cause can’t raise its own army. The Guard die far from their homes, where no one gives their death more than a second thought.”
“Where is my home? Who will give my death more than a second thought?”
“I care for you,” Losik said. “Your home is in Rigol, at the palace, where you can be safe.”
“I’ve only seen Rigol through my window or from the top of the wall. I’ve never been to the market or the harbor or the farmland. I’d hardly call Rigol my home.”
“There are a lot of dangers in the world,” Losik replied. “But perhaps I’ve been harsh. I won’t chain you up and... I’ll open the South Gate.”
Theo was in disbelief. “Free access to the harbor?”
“You can even take a day trip to Seal Island,” Losik said. “On a clear day, with calm seas,” he clarified.
Theo had wished for the South Gate to be opened a thousand times, and had dreamed of seeing a seal instead of just a drawing of one, but his dreams had gotten much bigger in the recent months. “Last year those things would have satisfied me, but now I need more fulfillment. I need to join the Royal Guard.”
“You’re kidding yourself, boy.”
“Either give me permission to join or—”
“Are you going to threaten me?”
“Since I belong to the Empire, King Rev should be the one who denies me my rights,” asserted Theo. “Not you.”
“You don’t get to make demands,” responded Losik. “You don’t have anything with which to bargain.”
“I can bargain my cooperation,” Theo countered. “Let me plead my case to King Rev and I will do as the King instructs. If he denies me entry, I will be the perfect, obedient ward you’ve always wanted.”
“Before you run off to the King, perhaps you would listen to a different path for your future.”
“What different path?”
“I had always hoped you’d follow in my footsteps and take the governorship, if the king were to offer it to you,” replied Losik.
“Why would he offer it to me?”
“You’re a smart boy, sometimes,” Losik said. “Why do you think I’ve had you train your mind and body? You will be educated and strong—the makings of the ideal leader to be entrusted with Rigol. In a few years, you’d be able to sit on my Council, learn how the Empire really works, and make a name for yourself. You may be old enough for the Guard, but you still need more education before you are ready for a real position of power.”
“I want to escape from the palace, not chain myself to a desk inside it,” Theo maintained, ignoring Losik’s olive branch.
“In time you’d be able to travel to Ironhead with some frequency,” Losik continued. “Perhaps Sturn and Dommgaard as well when the train lines are finished.”
“I want to see more than just the Empire.”
The carriage stopped suddenly and their horse let out a loud whinny. Theo bounced back and forth, while Losik’s girth kept him mostly in place. “Logo!” Losik shouted to the driver. No answer. “Logo!” he shouted again, rapping his knuckles near the front of the carriage in frustration. No answer. They heard wood crack and snap, and Theo looked out the window to glimpse the horse galloping away with a piece of the carriage still attached to its harness, banging against the mountainside.
The carriage shook, dropped an inch or two, and listed toward the edge of the road, the wheels furthest from the edge lifting off the ground. Theo was pressed against the window and saw the seemingly endless fall just inches away. Far below lay a thick blanket of fog, making the jagged rocks look like distant mountain peaks piercing through clouds. The carriage shook and slid closer to the edge. Losik pulled Theo from the window, squeezing Theo into his enormous girth. “Lean away from the edge!” Losik shouted. The ground was crumbling away beneath the carriage, causing it to creep even closer to doom. “You need to get out of here, boy.”
Theo looked around, his mouth slightly open and his eyes wide.
“You’ll have to open the door and climb out.” Losik pointed to the door that had once been hugging the mountainside and was now creeping steadily above their heads as the carriage tilted toward the drop.
Theo looked to his guardian and back at the door.
“You’ve been found climbing the North Wall countless times,” Losik said in response to Theo’s hesitation. “That’s a much tougher climb than this. Just move quickly.” The carriage inched closer to its demise, slowly rotating as it shifted. “You have to go!” he commanded grimly.
Theo reached up, but the carriage angled closer to the edge and he pulled his hand back. “The walls don’t shake while I climb them.”
“Go!”
Theo climbed over Losik and pulled himself up. He unlatched and opened the carriage door. The wind caught the door and flung it hard against the side of the carriage. They shifted on the loose dirt and tilted closer to the perilous drop. Theo looked down as he managed to grab the door jamb with one hand, and saw a chasm through the window of the opposite door just below his dangling feet.
Losik tried to push himself toward a corner of the carriage, leaning as hard as he could in a feeble attempt to keep his weight to one side, but he was wedged tight. No matter his effort there was no physical difference in the space he filled. “Can you get a better hold?” he yelled.
“I got it,” Theo gritted out as he started to swing himself gently to get a hold with his loose hand.
“Careful,” Losik instructed. “Don’t jostle!”
Theo held the door frame of the carriage with both hands, but the wood was damaged and broke off as Theo tried to pull himself up. He dropped and felt his feet land on the door on the other side of the carriage. He caught Losik’s eye and shared a look of relief—but the door immediately gave way and flung open.
Theo tried desperately to grab hold of any part of the carriage, failing to find a grip. Losik threw his arms as far as he could reach, but didn’t have the distance. Theo felt the cold wind on his back as he plummeted into the ravine. He saw the carriage had gotten caught on the roots of a tree protruding from the mountainside; it had stopped sliding but was getting smaller as he fell away.
Theo’s hip shattered when he collided with the side of the mountain and bounced off. He covered his head with his arms, but everything still went black when he hit the mountain a second time. 




Forests of the Sigandar

Theo’s eyes were open, but all he could see was darkness. His heart was suddenly racing. He searched his memory for what had happened. It took him a moment to remember falling down the mountainside, which he then played and replayed in his mind in detail. He should be dead. A pinhole of bright light appeared in the darkness and slowly widened. The light became less intense—his eyes were adjusting—and an image became clearer: a canopy of trees above, and it was moving. The shades of the autumn leaves gradually became more vibrant, and he could distinguish between the reds, yellows, oranges, and browns. Theo could move his eyes around, but had no control of any other part of himself. His only certainty he was in his own body was that he could see the edge of his nose… it seemed like his nose at least. It gave him comfort to see something familiar.
He started to smell the leaves rotting on the forest floor—but, like his vision, his sense of smell came back slowly. There were many smells that were foreign to him, but the unmistakable scent of an autumn forest after a light morning rain was strongest to him. It reminded him of sitting on the North Wall of the palace, looking toward the mountains and watching the leaves fall.
Theo suddenly tasted the moisture in the air. His dry mouth and throat were desperate for the minuscule dew drops that landed on his lips. His tongue was gaining feeling, and Theo moved it around gently, licking his lips. The few droplets of water only left him wanting more. As the feeling in the muscles in his mouth and face grew stronger, so did the feeling in the other parts of his body. However, the more feeling he gained, the more discomfort he felt. Although he was not in tremendous pain yet, he reasoned that it was only a matter of time before it turned unbearable.
When his hearing first returned, it was soft, indistinguishable noise, but the different sounds began to separate themselves and the volume increased as his hearing adjusted. He heard the shrill calls of predatory birds, the rustling of leaves in the wind, and the crunching of leaves as people walked. There were many voices talking quietly—having several different conversations—but Theo still couldn’t move his head or neck to see anyone. The voices were all around him and at varying distances. A few words would pop out to him, but mostly it all muddled together and was difficult to understand. As Theo focused on trying to differentiate the people, one conversation dominated.
“Quiet does the forest seem?” asked the soft voice of a woman.
“Many sounds surround me,” replied the deeper voice of a man.
All the conversations died down and even the birds became silent. “Only sounds are from us,” said the woman.
“Unusual for the forest?” asked the man.
“Depends how long.”
The distinctly slower cadence of an old woman interjected. “Always is the forest quiet before the storm,” she said.
The movement of the canopy above Theo became more pronounced as he felt the gentle swaying of the porters that carried him over uneven ground. He felt his blood rushing to his head when they walked up even the smallest incline.
“Fall did the rains last night,” said the man. “Coming early is the snow, Sha?”
“Riddles she loves,” replied the young woman. “Worse you are than the children. Onqul has rallied the clan you think?”
“Words are Onqul’s gift,” said the old woman. “One of many.”
“Great gifts were bestowed to you, Sha,” said the man.
“No,” replied the old woman. “One gift only I have.”
“The point is what?” said the young woman impatiently. “Worry we should?”
“Onqul will possess what she does not yet have.”
“That is what?”
“My gift.”
“Someone better than her Onqul cannot stand!” exclaimed the young woman in frustration.
“Waking up he is,” the man interrupted.
“Not possible,” replied the young woman.
“Possible,” said the old woman. “Too risky it would have been to give him too much.”
Theo tried to turn his head again, but still couldn’t see anything but the trees. He was on his back, being restrained to something stiff. The little he could move was painful now, and he was worried about pushing himself too far.
“Give him all of it you should have,” said the young woman. “Give more now to him.”
“No good will little do now,” said the old woman. “And too long it will take to make enough more.”
“Necessity it is to make it to Her,” the young woman said.
“If Her will is for him to make it, make it he will,” said the old woman.
“Her will I know,” said the young woman. “Reality I am trying to ensure it becomes. Survive he must.”
“Chew could help,” added the man.
“Not good enough,” said the young woman.
“Help it will,” said the man. “Close we are.”
“Too much the pain,” the young woman said.
“Pain may be required to make it,” replied the man. “Alive is most important?”
“Alive is most important,” she acquiesced.
“Make it you assume any of us will,” interjected the old woman.
“Negativity from you?” asked the young woman. “Why?”
“Controlled by us Her will can never be,” the old woman said.
Theo moved his fingers, but couldn’t feel his toes. He tested everything just a little, but when he tried to twist his torso he yelped in pain. His hip felt like it had been stabbed by a hundred knives. He remembered feeling the bone shatter. He’d probably never walk again. He had read a lot about falling from great heights when he was first practicing climbing the walls outside the palace. Very few people survived more than a few weeks after falling from those distances, and the ones that did survive couldn’t live the life of adventure Theo wanted for himself.
“Stop,” said the man. Theo’s porters stopped moving before slowly lowering him to the ground. Four Sigandar warriors had been carrying him on a stretcher. He recognized their red leather tunics from a traveling museum that had come to the palace, but Theo had only read about their notoriously unique features. He didn’t find these warriors to be as exotic as the texts described: their skin was pale but not brilliantly white, their hair was no more blond than any other blond Theo had met, and each of them had eyes that were a muted grey instead of a vibrant blue.
“We weren’t expecting you to be up,” said a man as he leaned into Theo’s view. “Bet the pain is unbearable.” Theo recognized the man’s voice from the overheard conversation, but the man was not Sigandar—his skin was a light brown like Theo’s, and he had straight black hair, unlike the blond warrior porters, down to his shoulders.
“I—” Theo started to reply.
An old woman came into view, interrupting Theo, and jammed something into his open mouth. “Chew,” she said. She was every bit the Sigandar he had read about. She had eyes as blue as a clear sky, skin as white as fresh snow, and hair that Theo would have never defined as blond—as was written in his books—but could only be described as golden like the sun. She was covered in wrinkles, but she had a vibrancy about her that gave youth to her aged face. She wore a cloak covered entirely in bird feathers of all different sizes and colors. She left quickly, but her image lingered in Theo’s mind.
“That was our Sha, Danaje,” said the man. “Oh, and I’m Dak. Sorry for not introducing myself. Now chew, it will help with the pain. But don’t swallow it!”
It was an earthy and bitter mass of tar and leaves that stuck to Theo’s teeth and hurt his jaw to chew, but the pain in his body became more of a tingle. “What is this?” he asked, pushing the sticky substance into his cheek so he could talk.
“I don’t know,” Dak said. “I’m glad it helped, because we just found it on the ground right next to you.”
“Why would you put this in my mouth?” Theo stopped chewing and froze.
Dak laughed. “I’m just messing with you. I have no idea what’s in it, but the Sha knows, and she is a powerful healer.”
“Is she responsible for my survival?” Theo asked. “I imagine the fall should have killed me.”
“Some scouts from our tribe found you,” Dak replied, “They thought you were dead, but Nagima, one of the Sha’s apprentices, knew you were alive. She bound you up in bandages and now we’re taking you to see the Mother.”
“The mother?”
“The Sha is powerful, but the Mother is a god. She’ll save you. She saved me.”
A young Sigandar woman in a colorful cloak grabbed Dak’s shoulder. “Go now we will,” she said before disappearing as fast as she came into view.
“That was Nagima,” Dak said, fading from view as the four Sigandar warriors picked Theo’s stretcher back up. “That’s who you owe your life.”
As Theo was lifted on the stretcher, his body shifted, and it felt like his hip shattered all over again. “Stop!” he screamed through his clenched teeth. “Stop moving me!”
“You hurt because you’ve stopped chewing,” Dak said. “If you don’t keep chewing, you might lose a hand before we get you to Her.” Dak put his arm in front of Theo’s panicked face. His hand was missing at the wrist. “The Mother saved me but… I stopped chewing.”
Theo chewed furiously.
Dak had to muffle his laugh. “I’m kidding, man! Some piece of garbage took my hand. Sadistic bastard killed my whole family.” Dak pulled his arm back. “You’ll be alright though, don’t worry. The Mother took good care of me.”
“The mother couldn’t repair your hand,” Theo managed to get out, despite feeling every bump.
“She gave my body all the energy it needed to heal itself, but there are some things my body just can’t do. I owe everything to the Mother,” explained Dak. “Chew, it may get rough.”
Theo tried to fixate on chewing, but the tingling sensation was only masking the pain. The path got more uneven and rocky. Theo shifted around a fair bit, gritting his teeth through the pain until—finally—they came to a stop. Everyone went quiet. Theo could only hear himself chewing and his heart beating.
A wrinkled hand covered Theo’s mouth, squeezing until he stopped masticating. Suddenly even his heartbeat was silent. He had a sinking feeling in his stomach just before he was dropped to the rocky ground. Theo watched his warrior porters scatter into the forest around him, unsheathing their blades. The makeshift stretcher carrying him splintered when it hit the forest floor, and Theo felt a sharp pain in his side; he screamed, but his wailing was drowned out by the clashing of swords.
Dak leaned over Theo as arrows flew overhead. “I’m sure this is going to hurt. Nagima has to pull out the, uh… the tiny splinter in your side.”
Theo could feel her hands touching his sides as she pulled out the nearly foot-long wood shard and tossed it through Theo’s field of view. He wanted to chew, but couldn’t help but scream.
“There seems to be a minor situation,” Dak stammered. “Nothing we can’t handle, but we’ve got to pick up the pace. Just a bit.”
Nagima cut Theo from the splintered wood stretcher and quickly rolled him onto Dak’s shoulders. Each inch of Theo’s body was in excruciating pain as he was transferred, but, once he was settled and chewing continuously again, it was manageable. Although cut from the stretcher, Theo was far from being completely free: his arms were bandaged to his body, from his shoulder to his fingertips, and his legs were both splinted up to his hips and bound together. He could bend at the waist and move his head, but not much else.
Dak had wide shoulders and big muscles, and moved quickly through the rough mountain terrain. Although he only held onto Theo with one arm, Theo felt secured. Theo moved his head around—thankfully his neck wasn’t in much pain—but he still had a limited field of vision. Mostly he saw the lower half of Dak and the moving ground. Dak deftly maneuvered the terrain in very worn leather shoes. As he kicked up the dirt, Theo saw the thin leather sole was from a different animal than the body of the shoe, indicating it had probably been replaced. Around the ankle, an extra layer of leather was flapping up and down as Dak ran. With each flap, Theo could hear a soft clacking: something must have been sewn inside the edge of the leather fold.
As Theo’s eyes scanned up, he saw that Dak was not only missing a hand on his left arm: Dak’s entire right arm was amputated from just above where his elbow would have been. Theo’s eyes fell back to Dak’s shoes, and he couldn’t help but wonder how Dak kept them tied so tightly with no hands. Theo couldn’t image how Dak did anything. If he survived, he would never take his hands—or any part of him—for granted again.
Theo tested the limits of his body, and found he could turn his neck enough to see Nagima and Danaje trailing behind. Nagima’s cloak, while less ornamental than Danaje’s vibrant bird feathers, was made of multiple garments stitched together, and just as colorful. She carried a bow and a quiver of arrows on her back, and above her a golden eagle flew at the same pace as she ran.
Running next to each other, Theo could tell that the two Sigandar women were related: they had the exact same lustrous and brilliant white skin, piercing blue eyes that almost glowed, and shiny golden hair—practically reflecting the sun. A few Sigandar warriors in their red leather tunics and apprentice Sha in their ornamental cloaks chased after the women. Other warriors aimed long-range bows from between the trees a hundred yards away. Nagima was too focused on escaping to notice Danaje was falling behind.
Suddenly Danaje stopped, faced the oncoming Sigandar, and plucked a red feather from the hood of her cloak. She jabbed the quill into her arm and dripped blood on the ground. She swirled the feather around in a spiral shape in the air and the blood-soaked dirt swirled up from the ground and all around her. She abruptly stopped swirling and used the feather to fan the attacking Sigandar with a cloud of blood-red dirt that spread out and multiplied, engulfing everything in sight.
Nagima caught up with Dak and finally glanced behind to see Danaje about a hundred feet back. She stopped, the golden eagle landing on her shoulder, and shouted, “Grandmother!”
“Time I give you,” Danaje yelled back. “Go! Her will is needed!” Nagima ran, the eagle lifting off in perfect time with her, and didn’t look back again.




Mark of the Koyash

The slums of Kuun smelled like piss, but the stench brought back fond memories for Tess. The homes—made of straw, mud, and sticks—were mostly destroyed this far from Ironhead. The nearly ancient houses that managed to still stand were propped up by the rubble of the buildings around them that hadn’t lasted the test of time. Even the ones that did have structure remaining had holes in their walls and thatched roofs.
Tess stopped walking and turned to look up at her cousin. “Bring back fond memories for ya, Squally?” Tess was a petite young woman; she could easily be mistaken for a child in a crowd.
Pasqual stopped walking to answer. He was twice as tall as Tess, even with his hunched posture—buildings were never built for someone his size. “No, I like Ironhead.”
Tess and Pasqual saw a few signs of life through the windows and doorways, but the slums were far emptier and more run-down than only a few years ago when they’d lived there. Those worst off seemed to have either fled to find a better life with everything they could carry or died with what little they had in one of the homes that were collapsing in on themselves—adding to the putrid smell for which this sewerless part of Kuun was already famous.
By contrast, the fortress, which provided them warmth and food these days, was much more pleasant to the senses—but those aesthetics came at a price. “I’m ready ta be free again, Squally. Don’t ya remember what is was like ta be free?”
“Yeah.”
“Take a sniff with me,” Tess said, taking a big whiff of air. “Ya smell that?”
Pasqual took a big whiff and immediately plugged his nose. “I don’t like it.”
Tess grinned. “Smella the real world.” She patted her behemoth cousin on the side and chuckled. “Soak it up while ya can. After the contest ya might never gedda smell it again.” Pasqual chuckled a little, but only because Tess did. “But if ya don’t win, we’re comin’ right back ‘ere.”
“Tessie,” Pasqual hesitated. “I don’t wanna.”
“I’m jus’ kiddin’, Squally. We don’t ‘ave to come back ‘ere.”
“No, Tessie. I don’t wanna fight.”
Tess grabbed Pasqual’s hand. “Remember when we made this plan?” she said, craning up to look at him in the eyes. “Ah, kneel down. I’m tired of lookin’ up at ya.”
Pasqual knelt down. He had a round face and soft features. He may have looked intimidating in size, but if anyone looked at him eye-to-eye they would see he didn’t have a warrior’s spirit. “I do.”
“Ya told me ya didn’t wanna be scared anymore. Remember?”
“Yeah.”
“Do ya suddenly wanna be scared fer the rest of yer life?”
“I don’t wanna be scared, Tessie.”
“I know its ‘ard, but ya can do it. Yer twice as big and twice as strong as any of ‘em, and we’ve practiced fer years. Ya ‘ave nuttin’ ta be scareda.”
“But Tessie—”
“Don’t worry, I'll be with ya,” Tess interrupted. She started walking down the dirt road again. “But we gotta get movin’.”
“Yeah,” said Pasqual, standing up and slouching after her.
“Get fired up!” Tess cheered, spinning around and walking backward. “If we expect the priest ta test ya we’re gonna ‘aveta show ‘im yer the best.” Pasqual was looking down at the ground as he walked. “The best, Squally! Push past the fear.”
“I know.”
“Do ya even wanna be king?”
“I wanna be.”
“They don’t jus ‘and out titles. It’s ‘ard work, but I know ya got what it takes ta do this.”
“Should we be bowing before the new king?” mocked a familiar voice from the doorway of one of the least-collapsing homes. Tess tried to spin back around but tripped over her feet. She lifted her face from the dirt to see Nickson laughing hard as he walked fully out of the doorway followed by a cacophony of laughter from several of his sycophant friends as they flowed out behind him.
“We don’t want anythin’ ta do wit ya or yer ashie buddies,” said Tess as Pasqual helped her up.
“Perhaps this is just some tragedy you’re rehearsing,” mocked Nickson. “Don’t tell me how it ends—I’d hate to spoil the show.” Nickson spun to face his friends and laughed. Over his coat he was wearing a cloak with a stitching of House Kale’s crest on the back: a man slaying a lion with a spear. His friends quickly joined in his derisive laughter.
“Thinkin’ a’ movin’, Nick-o,” Tess shot back, “or’d ya mommy just get tired of ridin’ royals for room an’ board?”
“Mother did miss you, Little Treasure,” Nickson said as he turned back around. “But then… she got a dog.” His buddies erupted with laughter and Tess’s blood boiled. Nickson brushed his cloak and coat aside to rest his hand on the pistol holstered on his hip.
“Is she back there?” Tess sneered, pretending to try and catch a glimpse of Nickson’s mother through the dilapidated doorway, but she was caught off guard when another Koy-boy crony exited the house at that very moment.
“Check out what I found,” said the excited Koy-boy, but he quickly hid the rusted sword behind his back when he saw Tess and Pasqual.
“Bring it here,” Nickson said. “Don’t worry about them. They’re nothing.” The sword’s blade was rusted and chipped, but the hilt was magnificent. Its gold had lost its luster and the silver had tarnished, but its warm leather grip had clearly been oiled regularly. As ready for battle as the grip of any sword Tess had seen in the armory. Nickson was turned slightly toward his sycophants but spoke intentionally loud enough for Tess to hear. “Mother would like this, don’t you think? She always hates to see what these wretched people do to their pretty things.”
“What’s yer problem?” Tess took a few steps toward Nickson; she wanted an excuse to fight. “That means nothin’ ta ya and everythin’ ta someone else.”
“It means more to me than to whomever left it in this tragic mess,” replied Nickson.
“Did ya not ‘ear me?” Tess said. “I said put it back, Koy-boy.”
“Why do you even care?” Nickson scoffed. “Oh wait, is this yours?” He laughed, and, when his gang didn’t immediately join in, he threw a quick glare; they understood the cue and cackled along.
“I ‘ave empathy fer others I guess,” said Tess.
Nickson swung the sword around with great skill, putting on a miniature display of his talents before stabbing it straight down into the ground, burying the blade about halfway. He put the heel of his boot on the end of the hilt and slowly put his weight on it until the entire blade was in the soil, and the top of the crossguard left an impression on the surface. “This is a royal artifact and it deserves to be with a descendant.”
“If ya care so much ‘bout it, why are ya destroyin’ it?” Tess asked.
“I don’t have to answer to you. My family has a long history of taking in old garbage,” Nickson taunted. “But you know all about that, huh, Little Treasure.”
Tess inched closer to Nickson, but Pasqual put his hand on her shoulder. “No, Tessie.”
Nickson gripped his gun in its holster. “Listen to your dog.” Nickson’s gang laughed uproariously. “You don’t want to test me.”
“Ya afraid of me? Need ta ‘ide behind a one-shot do ya, Nick-o?”
Nickson whipped out his gun like he was trying to out-draw someone in a duel, and pointed it at Pasqual. “Maybe it should be for him.”
“Ya ‘ear that, Squally? He’s afraid of ya. Pissin’ ‘imself ‘e is.”
“Neither of you are really worth it,” Nickson replied, holstering his gun. “Why waste a bullet? He’s going to die tomorrow anyway and you—”
“‘E’ll be standin’ over yer corpse.”
“He doesn't stand a chance. He’s not a fighter.” Nickson stomped down, at an angle, on the hilt of the sword that was still in the ground, and it snapped off from the rusted blade. “He's fodder.”
“Squally’s got skills that ya couldn’t believe.”
“He may have trained.” Nickson slid the hilt behind him with his boot, and one of his lackeys quickly put it in a bag. “He might even be good with a sword, although I doubt it,” He looked Pasqual up and down, walking slowly closer. “But he doesn’t have the fighter’s instinct.” Nickson suddenly leapt forward and grabbed Tess by the collar of her coat. “It’s just not in your family’s blood to win.”
Nickson’s friends must have seen some silent signal, and they acted just as quickly. Before Pasqual could react, some Koy-boys attacked him with punches and kicks, while others attempted to pull the giant to the ground. He knocked a few boys down, but there were about a dozen of them, and they kept getting back up.
Nickson held Tess’s collar with one hand. “You see this?” he challenged as he pulled down the collar of his own shirt with his other hand to expose a triangle-shaped birthmark over his heart.
“I get it,” said Tess, rolling her eyes. “Yer great cuz ya were born with a defect.”
“I have the mark,” Nickson spat, “I am better than you!”
Tess slipped out of her coat and onto her hands and knees. She spun around with her leg out, and swept Nickson off his feet. Her momentum kept her spinning, and, as Nickson fell, she grabbed her coat from his hand and popped up in one swift movement. “Not by the looks of it,” she mocked.
Nickson jumped up immediately with great athleticism and whipped out his gun, pointing it just inches from Tess’s face.
“No!” shouted Pasqual. The other boys had pinned him to the ground on his belly and he couldn’t break free, but it took every one of them to keep him from running to Tess. “No,” he repeated over and over. “No! No! No!”
“Shut him up,” Nickson ordered. “I don’t want to have to kill him before the contest.”
The others pushed Pasqual’s head into the dirt, muffling his screams. “Let ‘im breathe!” Tess yelled, ignoring the dangerous end of Nickson’s gun and turning to her cousin.
“You have more important things to worry about,” said Nickson, cocking the hammer of the pistol.
“Either shoot me or put the gun down and fight,” Tess replied. “Either way jus’ get it over with.”
“Why would I fight you?” asked Nickson. “I only fight for money and glory, and if I simply wanted you dead... I could have killed you while you were sleeping years ago.” He released the hammer and holstered the gun. “I want you to watch your cousin die tomorrow. After I win, anything you do to retaliate against me will be treason.”
Tess heard horses galloping in the distance. The Royal Guard were charging down the same road that they were fighting in, but no one else seemed to notice. Tess quickly threw a punch at Nickson: a poor jab, but surprising enough that it connected with his cheek for a glancing blow. She simultaneously managed to knock herself off balance with her poor strike, and fell into Nickson.
Nickson laughed, pushed Tess away, and gave her a return punch that launched her flat on her back. “Stupid girl.” He spat on her.
Pasqual went into a rage and thrashed. The others struggled to contain him, and, after the first two fell off, he was able to throw the others off easily. Pasqual charged Nickson. “Stop!” Tess yelled as she got to her feet. Pasqual obeyed and walked to her, seething but not attacking. “Get ready for a free ride,” Tess whispered. Pasqual’s eyebrows raised and his anger faded. He started to turn his head. “No,” Tess said, and Pasqual stopped moving. “Don’t look.”
The horse-drawn carriers were closing in on them when Nickson and his cronies finally heard the galloping of the horses. The Koy-boys and Nickson jumped out of the way to avoid being trampled. Six armored horses pulled each of the three large wooden carriages that had panels of armor strategically attached. Tess and Pasqual moved just barely out of the way to avoid being trampled, but stayed close enough to quickly clamber up onto a small lip on the back of the last carriage. With Pasqual’s height, he easily grabbed onto the top of the carriage while standing on the narrow lip. Tess had to jump and was barely able to grip the slick edge, her feet dangling above the narrow lip.
“Alright, Tessie?” Pasqual shouted.
Tess dangled with one hand and discreetly pulled her cloak aside to show Pasqual the prize she had tucked into her belt: Nickson’s gun. “Worth the black eye!” Tess smiled.




The Loyal of Onqul

Dak had not stopped running, and the constant bouncing wasn’t helping Theo’s pain. Theo felt Dak’s shoulders against his ribs and hip with every little step. Theo wiggled when he felt another rough patch, in hopes of finding a slightly more comfortable position, but the change knocked Dak off balance. Dak tripped and Theo went flying into a tree. Theo could feel every part of himself in pain all at once—a radiating that started in his chest and spread to his extremities. He went to chew, but must have spit the mass out accidentally during the incident.
Nagima ran to Theo, and the golden eagle landed on her shoulder. “Alive?”
“I’m breathing,” Theo moaned. “But I’m in agony and I jettisoned the chew.”
“Dak!” Nagima yelled without turning away from Theo. “Alive?”
“Fine,” Dak mumbled as he stood. In frustration, he punched a tree with the stump of his long left arm.
“Arms causing failure frustrates him,” Nagima said to Theo. “Complains never, but… hard he is on himself.”
“I was responsible for us falling,” Theo said, eyes on Dak.
Dak joined Theo and Nagima with his head down. “Dropped you I shouldn’t have done. Happen again it will not.”
“Back on,” Nagima said.
“No,” Theo protested. “I can’t bound around anymore. I’m in far too much pain.”
“Make it we must,” said Nagima.
“I won’t survive at this rate.”
Nagima sent the golden eagle into the air. “Make chew I will. Lookout Burk will keep.” Nagima went foraging for ingredients.
Dak sat down near Theo. “You’ve been educated well. I didn’t know the Empire taught its people so much.”
“I wouldn’t know how the Empire is taught,” said Theo. “I have a very sequestered life.”
“You sound like you’ve traveled.”
“I have a large vocabulary if that’s what you mean,” said Theo. “But everything I know is from books.”
“You must have read a lot of books.”
“Thousands, but I’ve never encountered anyone like her.”
“Nagima?” asked Dak his brow furrowed in confusion. “You must have met Sigandar before?”
“I’ve never met a Sigandar. As I said, the library in Rigol is the only place I’ve met anyone at all. I’ve read about the clans of the mountains…” Theo looked towards Nagima in distance between the trees, clearly deep in thought. “The way her bird seemed to understand some silent command, I’ve never even read anything on that subject.”
Dak was nodding along. “Only a small fraction of Sigandar can communicate with birds the way Nagima can. It is an amazing bond.”
Theo was astonished by these new observations; it made for a great distraction from the pain, but only for a short while. When he shifted, he felt the pain radiate, and he remembered their dire circumstances. “Why are we running from other Sigandar?” he asked, wincing.
“There are people within the clan that don’t agree with Nagima,” Dak said.
“On what subject?”
“The will of the Mother,” Dak said.
“Are we not heading to this mother, now? Will she not just express her will to us?”
“The Mother doesn’t communicate with words,” Dak explained. “Her visions can be hard to interpret for some, and that can lead to…” Dak thought for a second, choosing his words carefully. “Conflicting ideas.”
“What ensures Nagima’s interpretations are correct?”
Nagima returned with the chew ingredients in her arms, oblivious to Theo and Dak’s conversation as she knelt down and began to work.
“I’ve only seen Nagima voice her opinion a handful of times,” Dak responded in a low voice. “She has never been wrong.” Dak stood and walked closer to Nagima. “You Danaje believed in. Well did she understand that when you spoke you were certain.” He touched Nagima’s shoulder as she prepared the chew. “Believe in you the Mother does. Believe in you I do.”
“Done I am,” Nagima said, standing with the chew in her palm and walking around Dak toward Theo. She popped it in Theo’s mouth. “Move we must.”
“Why don’t the others trust you?” Theo asked Nagima. “If your interpretations have been proven correct without exception…”
“Afraid of you they are, Theo,” Nagima replied.
“Don’t deflect the matter,” said Theo.
“Truth I tell you. Trust me they do not, because of you.”
“Me? Why?”
“Know who you are they do,” Nagima replied. “Know we all.”
“Tell me,” said Theo. “I’d love to know who I am.”
“The son of the leader of Rigol.”
“I’m just his ward.”
“Heard your name discussed we have,” Nagima said.
Theo eyes widened in shock. “Who could have been talking about me? I’m really nobody. I have a simple dream to be a Royal Guard and serve my King.”
“Know I do not,” replied Nagima. “The clan not wanting you to see the Mother: that I know. Dangerous they think you are.”
“And you don’t believe I’m dangerous?” asked Theo.
Nagima took a moment to think over Theo’s question before responding. “Dangerous you are,” stated Nagima. “But of you my first vision was. Golden eagle circled body of boy. The will of the Mother I could feel. Wanted that boy she did.” Nagima put her arm out and her enormous golden eagle floated down from the canopy, landing on her leather arm guard. “Egg of Burk I found under fallen tree on forest floor the next day. Burk brought me to you this morning.” She fed Burk from a pouch within her cloak before pushing him back into the air. “No matter what it takes, we go to the Mother now. Leading to this has everything been.”
Theo was in agony as he was moved onto Dak’s shoulders. He mashed the substance with his teeth but it didn’t help much. The transition was worst, but once he was in place the chew did start to help a little—any amount of help was better than nothing. Dak took a more methodical path and ran at a slightly slower pace than before, trying his best not to bounce Theo. It wasn’t perfect, but Theo felt like he could make it, at least for a while.
Theo kept chewing the mass of tar in his mouth, but the tingling sensation it once gave was gone. Either it was weaker than the previous chew or Theo’s pain had grown substantially. The act of chewing was all Theo could do to distract himself from the growing pain in every fiber of his being. Dak was breathing heavily, and his pace had slowed considerably. Theo didn’t mind at first—having a slow pace was easier on him—but, as the pain became unbearable, Theo only wanted Dak to get to this mother faster.
“Faster make the pace,” said Nagima to Dak. Dak was too tired to respond, but his unchanged pace was communication enough. “Care if we make it do you?”
Dak kept his head down and pushed forward, ignoring Nagima’s frustrations. Suddenly, an arrow hit Dak in the calf. He screamed out in pain and started tumbling forward. He focused on getting Theo carefully down to the ground. Dak managed to keep his balance—mostly—and fell only to his knees, keeping Theo on his shoulders until he could lay him down as gently as possible. Nagima ran to Theo’s aid.
A young Sigandar woman, about Nagima’s age but taller, walked out of the trees with her bow in one hand and her other tucked behind her back. She had curly strawberry-blond hair that filled the hood of a cloak made of dark bird feathers. Her eyes were blue with a hint of green, and her face was dotted lightly with freckles. Under her cloak, she was dressed in the same red leather as the other Sigandar warriors that sat behind her in waiting, obscured by the trees.
Theo heard Nagima take a sharp breath and whisper almost involuntarily, “Jaina,” her full lips becoming thin as she clenched her jaw.
Nagima wondered why Burk had not warned her of the others, but Jaina answered Nagima’s unasked question by revealing what was behind her back. Burk had been bound around his talons, his body, and his beak.
Jaina flipped her bow onto her shoulder and produced a bilum sack from her cloak. Burk started to shriek—although muffled by his bindings—and tossed violently as she lowered the majestic beast into the bag; Nagima worried that he would injure himself. “Better the arrow always will be,” Jaina announced, spinning her bow from her shoulder back into her hand with nothing more than a quick shrug.
Nagima stood up. “Hurting innocent animals your nature is not. Necessity torture never is. Stop, Jaina.”
“Not innocent is Burk.” Jaina tossed the sack halfway to Nagima. “Not innocent is anyone who with you joins.” Nagima heard Burk’s shrieks more clearly, and instinctively stepped away from Theo, toward her oldest friend and his calls for help. Jaina pulled an arrow from her quiver, readied her bow, and shot a perfectly targeted arrow into the ground an inch from the sack before Nagima got more than three steps.
“Theo you give to us,” Jaina ordered. A handful Sigandar warriors, in the typical red leather, and two apprentices of the Sha, in unique and intricate ornamental cloaks, came out of the shadows of the trees—more silhouettes hung back.
“Like you this is not,” Nagima said, distracted by Burk’s flailing and his cries. “Close we once were.”
Jaina fired another arrow even closer to the sack containing Burk. “Known me you have not for years,” replied Jaina. “Rekindling childhood friendships there is no need. Give him up,” she demanded, “or dead center the next shot hits.”
Nagima went for her bow and arrow, but Jaina’s shot was off before Nagima had readied. Nagima did manage to get off a shot, but her attempt to deflect the arrow heading toward Burk failed. Jaina’s arrow pierced several inches into the sack; Burk stopped flailing, the sack went still, and silence filled the air for an eternal second.
Nagima fired arrow after arrow at Jaina through bleary eyes, but her aim was never true. Nagima was out of arrows quickly and Jaina laughed. “Pathetic you are, just like the old hag that calls herself Sha.”
“Danaje is where?” demanded Nagima, tears streaming down her cheeks. She couldn’t stop staring at the bag.
“Position to make demands you are not in,” replied Jaina. “Give up the royal you will when we put dear Grandmother in the sack.” She laughed. “Shall we see?”
“Know you do what Danaje means to me, to us all. Generous and kind to you always she has been." Nagima frowned. "Evil you have become.” She glanced back at Dak and locked eyes for just a fraction of a second before turning back.
Dak understood what Nagima wanted from him. He looked at the arrow still piercing his calf. He turned to Theo. “You ready?”
Theo had nothing in him. His whole body was broken and he didn’t have the spirit to go on. His chew had failed. He couldn’t give an answer, but Dak didn’t seem to need one. Dak lifted his leg toward his mouth and grabbed the arrow shaft with his teeth. He screamed and pulled with one swift jerk of his head, ripping the head of the arrow out of his leg.
“A vision Onqul and I have shared,” Jaina revealed. “Seen have I what will happen if you bring him to Her.”
“Seen have I what will happen if I do not,” snapped Nagima.
Jaina pulled a parcel made of leaves and then a dagger from her cloak of brown, black, and gray bird feathers. She cut herself, dripped blood on the parcel, and threw it at Nagima.
Nagima backed away.
Jaina hissed like a snake as she stared at the small package. Her eyes remained transfixed on the small parcel of leaves and tree fibers as it burst open and a large snake—hissing in unison with her—expanded from inside and surged toward Nagima. The snake snapped and quickly wrapped up Nagima’s leg before slowly working further up her body.
Dak leaped onto the snake and bit hard on its scaly flesh, ripping it open. The snake flailed and released Nagima. She slammed hard on the snake’s head with her heel. The snake returned to dust and dirt and pieces of an old snake skin.
Jaina screamed and hissed before readying another parcel with her blood. An arrow flew past Dak’s ear and hit the parcel out of Jaina’s hand. She winced when the arrow hit the parcel, as if she had felt it pierce her own skin.
Three Sigandar warriors—swords drawn—came charging toward Jaina, with a fourth firing another arrow at her. Theo recognized them, even though he had only caught a glimpse of them before. He knew they were the four warriors that had carried him on the makeshift stretcher. Perhaps it was their broad shoulders or the way they carried themselves, but Theo was certain either way.
Jaina, with her full swath of warriors and apprentices, charged. Those that were hidden in the shade of the trees stepped forward enough to find clear shots for their bows as they pulled back the strings with readied arrows.
Theo's warrior porters were not alone. Hundreds of Sigandar men and women trailed behind, armed with axes, spades, sticks, and whatever else they could find, to run into battle with them.
“Alive you are, Bir!” Nagima shouted at the tallest of the four leading warriors.
“More of us our mama would make even if we did die,” replied Bir with a morbid grin. “Go! Lead the fight can we.” The brothers ran past Nagima and clashed swords with the other faction of Sigandar. Nagima saw the young and old rallying behind the brothers in the name of her cause and was honored by their loyalty. They were not warriors, but each had a warrior’s conviction in their eyes and hearts.
In the commotion, Dak got his head under Theo’s body and stood, straining as he got Theo onto his shoulders and stood unassisted. His calf was hurting, but he knew that Theo was hurting more, so he ran. Theo felt more alert, more able to make it. His pain was still growing, but Dak’s courage had healed his spirit.
Nagima grabbed the sack with Burk’s body—while the fight raged around her—and ran after Dak and Theo. Sigandar blood was being spilled behind them, but as they went deeper into the woods and the trees grew closer together; the light faded and the sounds of battle faded away with it.




Children of Domm

The guard carrier that Tess and Pasqual had stolen a ride from was continuing on a path toward Rigol and would take the fork ahead leading away from the church. “Jump!” Tess yelled to Pasqual as she dangled from the carriage. Her fingertips were numb and her arm muscles were burning.
“Now?” Pasqual asked.
Tess answered by swinging off their speeding transportation. She landed and purposefully rolled forward. It wasn’t as graceful as she had imagined, but it got the job done. Pasqual leapt off after, but had no plan. He practically bounced when he hit the ground, tumbling head over heels several times.
Tess laughed at Pasqual while dusting herself off. She checked to be sure she still had Nickson’s pistol. It was loaded and tucked in her coat. “Let’s get a move on, Squally.”
Pasqual had a few bumps and bruises, and was slow to get up to his feet. “I’m coming.”
“Move faster.”
The church was still several hundred yards away. “Why’d we jump so far away?” Pasqual complained as he watched the three guard carriers continue down the road.
“The farmers jus’ tilled the soil ‘ere,” replied Tess. “Figger landin’ in the dug-up soil’s a ‘ole lot better than rocky dirt.”
“Didn’t feel softa me,” mumbled Pasqual. The farmland came to an end, and, stepping out onto the road, Pasqual stomped the ground with his feet to test Tess’s theory.
“Think ya wanna land on that?” Tess asked.
“No,” admitted Pasqual.
“Toldja.”
The Church of the Sun was made of stone blacker than any Tess had ever seen. On one end, it had a bell tower decorated in stained glass. On the side of the bell tower that was facing the rising sun was the largest stained-glass window on any part of the church: a sun made of dozens of different shades of yellow, orange, and red. Attached to the opposite side of the tower was the church’s main building. It was rectangular, with small stained-glass windows evenly spaced all around, and a set of wooden doors. It looked as if it had been added onto over the years as some of the stone, like on the bell tower, was ancient, while the other end of the church’s stone didn’t have nearly the same age—but even the newest stone had to be hundreds of years old.
Tess and Pasqual entered the wooden double doors in roughly the center of the side of the rectangular building. The doors opened to the back portion of the nave, the main chamber of a church where parishioners observe the priest’s sermons. On their right were pews facing the altar at the far end—bathed in warm light from the stained- glass sun—and on their left were several closed doors, keeping half the church’s mysteries locked away. “‘Ello,” said Tess, thinking the priest would pop out of one of the many doors, but all she heard back was her echo. Tess slowly walked along the wall of doors and checked each one: locked. While her hands were busy her eyes wandered, looking for signs of life.
Golden light flashed across her eyes, reflected off a small gold box on the altar. She had to get a closer look. Pasqual had been standing by the entry doors, and followed her up the aisle as she walked toward the altar. She took the few steps up to the altar. The half-circle-shaped top was made of the same black stone as the church—but perfectly smooth and polished—set on a wooden stand decorated with gold accents. She walked around the rounded edge of the altar to the flat side, and looked out over her invisible congregation.
Pasqual walked up the steps but didn’t walk behind the altar. “My tummy hurts,” he said, standing next to a slim door discretely obscured from view by a decorative banner that hung from above.
Tess looked at the bottles and vials under the altar, each a different shape and size. “No one toldja ta follow me,” she replied. She changed her focus back to the gold box that had enticed her in the first place. The box had been intricately stamped with images of the sun. She could see her distorted reflection in the shine of the gold, but it hardly looked like herself. Tess ran her hands over its uneven surface. The sun designs were precisely symmetrical. Each side was individually aesthetically pleasing, and the box as a whole had its own uniquely rewarding symmetry. Tess could have looked at it for hours, and touched it for longer. The tiny detail was exhilarating. Tess felt like a child exploring the world.
Tess opened the box and inside was a glowing blue stone that seemed to be floating perfectly in the center of the open compartment. The stone was bright—but didn’t hurt like staring at the sun. She slowly reached inside, expecting it to be hot—but it didn’t emanate heat like a lamp.
The entrance doors creaked open.
Tess jumped before she could touch the stone, the box slamming shut accidentally and echoing throughout the nave. She looked around for an escape and saw the slim door next to Pasqual. She went for the door, opened it, got inside, pulled Pasqual inside with her, and closed the door behind them as swiftly as she could while still making sure not to let it slam.
They were in a dim hallway which led them to the vestry: a small preparation room with oil lamps and robes hanging on the walls, shelves full of religious artifacts, and more vials and bottles like under the altar. Tess darted for another door on the opposite end of the vestry, but caught a glimpse of herself in a small mirror sitting on a chair-side table. Her black eye—courtesy of Nickson—was starting to show.
“We’re fools, Squally,” Tess said.
“If you say so,” replied Pasqual
“Why did we run and ‘ide?” Tess asked. “We shoulda jumped in the pews.”
“I followed you.”
“We coulda made it look like we were jus’ sittin’ there waitin’, but now we look guilty. Like we were doin’ somthin’ wrong. We weren’t doin’ anythin’ wrong.”
“We shouldn’t have been on the altar.”
“Well speak up nex’ time why don’tcha.”
Tess slowly opened the door just a crack and could see the back half of the nave and the entrance doors, where the priest Olister was talking to an enormously fat man Tess didn’t recognize. She closed the door. “The priest’s talkin’ ta someone out there.”
“What do we do?” asked Pasqual.
“If we can get outside, Squally, then we can come right back in and make it look like we’re enterin’ fer the first time,” Tess replied
“I’ll follow you, Tessie,” said Pasqual.
“Ya got any ideas fer a distraction?” asked Tess.
Pasqual shrugged.
“Yer no ‘elp,” she said. She edged the door open again, just enough to see and hear the priest’s conversation. Olister was still standing near the doors at the back of the nave, keeping balance with the aid of a gnarled wooden staff. The robes the priest was wearing were white with beige accents, and not nearly as elaborately designed as the ones hanging in the vestry, but they still had some ornamental stitching on the cuffs. Olister was thin, hairless, frail, and hunched. Tess had spent an afternoon as a child trying to imagine a more wrinkled person, but found it impossible and doubted one existed in the entire Empire. Olister’s eyes had bags under their bags, but perhaps it was just more wrinkles.
As if to contrast Olister’s slim frame, his fat companion had proportions which Tess had never seen outside of a child’s drawing. He was easily as wide as he was tall. Behind the priest and the fat man were a handful of Olister’s most devoted followers—all of whom were tall, dark, muscular, attractive, and shirtless young men with shaved heads—at attention, ready to serve. “Are you quite sure you don’t need a healer?” asked Olister in a high-pitched and soft voice. “You’ve been through a lot.”
“Enough,” the fat man replied, sitting down. His naturally deep voice boomed, echoing slightly off the church walls. “Quit moving your mouth and prepare the carriage you’ve already promised.”
“I assure you it is being done as we speak, at the fastest rate possible. We shall be on our way to Ironhead in only a few minutes,” replied Olister. “It was quite the ordeal to remove you from your conveyance. You’re bound to have a few cuts and bruises from the extraction—if not from the crash. Healing would hardly take a moment.”
“You have enough bodies to inspect already, priest.” He stood up and ambled toward the door, taking in the church as he moved. “I’d hate to be in this tomb for any longer than absolutely required.”
“I’m sure there must be something I could do to make you more comfortable.”
“A horse drawn carriage and driver is all that I require.”
“It will be nice to have company I think,” replied Olister. “I have regular business to attend to at the fortress.”
“Your men should prepare two carriages.”
“One carriage is quite spacious, I assure you,” said Olister. “If you have concerns about—”
The fat man had almost made it to the exit, but looked back over his shoulder at Olister. “There isn’t a spacious enough carriage in the entire world for me to travel with you,” he interrupted.
The priest looked irritated. “Very well,” Olister said, backing away with a long blink. “Your carriage has just finished being prepared and is rolling up outside the doors.” The priest gestured and, as if on cue, some more of Olister’s men opened the doors from the outside and led the fat man out to his transportation.
The remainder of Olister’s men left, either to the outside or through one of the other doors at the back of the nave which led to parts of the church known only to the ordained. Olister let out a sigh and walked to the altar, out of Tess’s view.
Tess opened the door further and, seeing a potentially clear opening, she moved slowly to the pews. A wall blocked her view of the altar and, when she got to the end of the wall, she carefully peered around. Pasqual stayed in the doorway. Olister had leaned the gnarled staff against the side of the altar and was looking down, pulling vials and bottles from under and setting them on top. Tess gave Pasqual a wave to follow her and she crawled to the pews.
Pasqual made his way along the wall that kept him from Olister’s view, but when it came time to crawl to the pews Pasqual shook his head.
Tess made her displeasure clear with her wild hand gestures and fuming face, but she kept silent as she tried to convince Pasqual to join her, like a frustrated, pantomiming parent.
“As much as I would like to see him try to fit under the pews and crawl to the doors with you,” said Olister from the altar without looking up. “I do have business to attend to in Ironhead this evening. So if you’d please, just stand up and tell me why you’ve come here.”
Tess shook her head at Pasqual and they stayed put.
“Come on, Tess. Pasqual. I know who you are. I don’t like my time wasted.”
“‘Ow d'ya know our names?” Tess said from the floor.
“There is nothing I don’t know.”
“Then ya tell me why we’re ‘ere.
Olister let out an exhausted breath of air. “You want me to test Pasqual like I did with the other contestants, but I know you opened my gold box.”
“So what if we did,” said Tess.
“Tell me, Tess, what did you see?”
“We saw a floatin’ and glowin’ blue stone.”
“It’s not a stone,” said Olister. “But if that is all…” With eyes closed, Olister let out a long, measured exhale from the nose before putting more focus back on his vials and bottles. “I would kindly ask you to be on your way.”
Tess popped up from her hiding place on the floor between the pews. “That’s not all. Ya can test Squally!”
“I’m afraid I don’t have any more to discuss with you,” replied Olister.
Tess walked up an aisle toward the altar. “I've got more ta discuss with ya!” Pasqual walked from behind the protective wall and lumbered through the pews toward Tess.
“I sincerely doubt it,” replied Olister.
Tess pulled out Nickson’s gun, aimed it at Olister, and cocked it. “‘Ow d’ya feel now?”
“Not much different,” replied Olister, not stopping the seemingly futile fiddling with bottles and vials.
“Stop, Tessie,” said Pasqual, stumbling in the cramped space between pews, trying to run to her.
“‘E’s gonna test ya,” Tess said to Pasqual, glancing back quickly but being sure not to give Olister time to do anything shifty.
“You misunderstand, girl,” Olister said, stopping for a moment to look up at Tess. “You’ve both already been tested, and you both already failed.”
Tess waved the gun around a bit as if to remind Olister of the grave circumstances. “Whatcha mean?”
Olister put a hand on the gold box. “You already looked inside.”
“That was the test?” Pasqual looked puzzled.
“We weren’t ready,” Tess protested. “Let ‘im go again.”
Olister laughed. “There is no being ready. Either you have the gift or you don’t.”
Tess straightened out her gun arm and pointed it more directly at Olister. “I guess ya don’t understand the point a this. Test ‘im again.” Olister put a wick into one of the vials and walked with it toward the lit oil lamps that were hanging near the door that led to the vestry. “Where d’ya think yer goin’?”
Olister lifted the vial toward the lamp. “I have rituals to perform on a particular schedule.”
“D’ya want me ta shoot ya?”
“No,” Olister said. “But I’m not going to let your inability to be rational prevent me from getting my work done.” Olister lit the wick, walked back to the altar, and set down the lit vial on the smooth black surface.
“Test ‘im!” Tess shouted.
“I admire you,” Olister said. “Strong young woman who takes what she wants. Can I give you some advice? Go solo. He’s only holding you back.”
“Ya don’t know anythin’ ‘bout ‘im,” Tess yelled. “Ya don’t ‘ave the right ta judge ‘im.”
“I know him, sweetie,” began Olister, walking around to the front of the altar. “Sorry to break it to you, but I know him better than he knows himself. I was in the room when Pasqual was born. He was too big, but there was nothing I could do to save his mother. They sliced her open to pull him out, but he wasn’t breathing. Everyone turned to me. He was the first male in the Domm line for generations and no one wanted him to die.” Olister looked directly at Pasqual. “When your eyes did finally open, something was wrong. You didn’t scream, and you stared right through people like nothing was there. I handed you to your father but he refused to hold you. I judged you then and I do the same now—you’re worthless.”
Pasqual let out a guttural scream, his voice cracking as it went up and down in pitch erratically, and charged Olister with tears in his eyes.
“Stop, Squally!” Tess shouted, but Pasqual was screaming too loud to hear her.
Olister reached for the gnarled staff leaned against the altar and jabbed it—in a deliberate and confident manner—into Pasqual’s chin as the boy charged. The giant young man was stopped like he hit a stone wall, and was knocked onto his back. Olister shoved the staff into Pasqual’s neck and pinned the behemoth to the ground. Pasqual flailed as he struggled to get up.
“‘Ow are ya doin’ that!” Tess exclaimed, stunned for a moment. It had taken a dozen Koy-boys to hold Pasqual down, and they’d failed to keep him down in the end. Pasqual was exhausting himself trying to fight against the power of Olister’s staff. His struggling grew weaker and weaker, and slowly he stopped fighting altogether. “Let ‘im up!” Tess yelled, preparing to fire the pistol—but the gun fell out of her hands with a loud crack on the hard stone floor. Her vision faded and her knees buckled. “What… What’s ‘appenin’?” She fell to the ground; as she drifted out of consciousness, she had a fleeting thought: she had not smelled the incense Olister lit. But of course she had inhaled the lit vial's odorless perfume.




Eye of the Dryad

Time was hard to trace as they ran through the forest, but eventually Theo noticed the canopy of trees had green leaves, which he had never seen in autumn. The forest was tightly packed, and the canopy was so thick, it was like night had fallen. The little specks of light that penetrated the thicket of leaves and branches had the exact effect of stars. The trees narrowed the path in front of them and framed, as if through a door at the end of a long hallway, an ash-grey tree with no leaves. The bark was peeling from its broad trunk, it had only a few branches, and it wasn’t touched by even the faintest dot of sunlight. In the center of the trunk—about five feet from the ground—was a giant knot with a center as black as onyx.
When they neared the end of the hallway of trees, an old Sigandar woman stepped into their path. She had the same bright white wrinkled skin as Danaje but was lacking the same vibrance and youthfulness, and her hair was such a pale yellow it might be called white. “Onqul you knock over!” Nagima yelled to Dak, trailing just a few feet behind him. “Stop do not!” She held the sack that contained Burk’s body close to her chest.
Onqul wore a cloak made from animal bones, but the hood was the furry head of a bear. She widened her stance and had no intention of being knocked over. Dak kept running but, despite feeling a rush of wind against his face, he didn’t get any closer to Onqul than ten feet. Whatever boost of energy Dak had felt when he scooped up Theo and ran from the previous battle was fading.
Theo felt drawn to the knot of the tree behind Onqul. He couldn’t explain why, but it felt as if the knot was watching him somehow. Peering into him as much as at him.
“Nagima,” greeted Onqul with a devilish smile. “Getting to Her was never happening.”
Nagima stopped running as she felt Onqul’s magic pushing her back. “Step aside you would if truly you understood Her.”
Onqul laughed. “Stupid girl. Servant of the Mother have I been for sixty years. Four times have you correctly understood Her. Inherently correct your view therefore must be? Flawed is your conclusion.”
“Mortality you have placed on Her visions,” Nagima lectured. “Foolish are you. Flawed are your beliefs in the Mother and in magic.” Nagima pulled out a dagger, cut her palm, and soaked the outside of the sack that contained Burk’s body with her blood. “Not stronger death magic is than life magic.” She hurled the dagger at Onqul and wiped the tears that were rolling down her cheeks from her face with her free hand. Nagima rubbed her tear-soaked palm on the sack, adding to the saturation on the woven fibers, then tossed the sack into the air. “Most powerful is the combination of the two.”
The dagger whistled past Onqul’s ear, distracting her as Burk’s sack ignited overhead. Bursting from the flames was a fiery phoenix that flew right into the old hag’s chest, its force knocking her off her feet. The phoenix flew toward the Mother’s knot eye and burnt to ash and smoke inches before colliding with Her; Burk was gone.
Dak had not stopped running even though he had been making no progress against Onqul. He was certain that, if he stopped, the pain in his calf would be too great, and he wouldn’t be able to start running again. When Onqul was knocked down, the force holding Dak gave way and he was moving at a full sprint. He nearly fell from the suddenness and had to jump over Onqul, jostling Theo in the process, but he held tight with his arm.
It made no difference to Theo. His peripheral vision was black and what he could see was losing saturation and the edges were blurring. The unimpressive dirt ground and the once wondrous green trees that surrounded them might as well have been the same muddy color, for the detail with which Theo could see them. His pain had turned to numbness, and he was losing the will to hold back what he was certain would be his final sleep. Theo was so tired, and a sleep seemed like a pleasant idea.
Onqul tried to grab Dak’s ankle as he leapt over her, but she missed. “No!” she shouted while scrambling up. “Her bring out to me!” she barked to her right. Two apprentices dragged Danaje into Nagima's view. Nagima knew they were Onqul’s apprentices by the bird bones they hung from their cloaks to show their devotion. Danaje’s arms were tied and her mouth was gagged. One apprentice had a dagger to Danaje’s throat. “Stop them will you,” Onqul said to Nagima. “Or die will Danaje.”
Dak slowed and turned back to Nagima, and then looked to Danaje. Tears were welling in his eyes—Danaje had been a close mentor and he didn’t want her to die. Theo was completely blind and his hearing was already muffled. As his senses were fading away, all he was left with was an eerie sensation that the Mother was looking at him.
“Her do not hurt,” Nagima said to Onqul. “Anger because you were not chosen to be Sha does not—”
Onqul laughed. “Told you lies has she. Choice there was not. Simple she has made it, but simple it was not.” Onqul turned to Danaje. “Betrayed by my friend was I.”
“No,” Nagima corrected. “Betraying the clan you were. Death magic was most powerful you thought. Worried was the previous Sha. The dark path she did not want for the clan.”
“Believable she has made it. Truth there is in the story.” Onqul replied. “To take the clan down a dark path the Sha did think I would. True. But in balance I believed. Enlightened our mentor was not. Life magic was good and death magic was evil she thought. Cast me out of the clan she was ready to do. Danaje said stand up we would together, but when the day came…” She turned to Danaje. “Evil she said I was. Sided with the Sha she did.” Onqul stared venomously at Danaje. “Truth tell her!” she ordered.
Nagima looked to Danaje.
Danaje’s gag was removed. “Her will we cannot hope to control,” she said.
“You I love,” Nagima replied.
“Truth tell did I say!” shouted Onqul, signaling to her apprentices to gag Danaje again before she could say anything else.
Nagima looked at Dak who had slowed almost to a stop. “Go!” she yelled with tears in her eyes.
Onqul yelled to her apprentices, “Stop them!”
The apprentices dropped Danaje and ran. Danaje started to rise to her feet.
Onqul marched toward Danaje and opened her cloak. As she got closer, she pulled a hatchet out and hurled it down at Danaje, hitting the Sha in the forehead and killing her instantly.
Nagima had started to run toward Danaje the moment Onqul pulled out the hatchet, but she was barely halfway to them before Danaje hit the ground. Nagima got to her grandmother and fell over her, sobbing. Onqul grabbed Nagima by the hood of her cloak, but her hand was shot by a glancing arrow.
Bir and three of his brothers led practically the entire clan down the hall of trees. “Over it is,” Bir announced.
“What?” Onqul exclaimed looking at the warriors and apprentices in the crowd that had been fighting for her cause only minutes ago. “Cowards!”
“Stupid to be fighting each other realized we all,” answered Bir. “Death of some in the clan was all we needed to stop. One holdout was there.” A hogtied Jaina was brought out and thrown near Onqul. “Tie you do we have to?”
Dak laid Theo down in front of the Mother. He bowed in reverence to Her and slowly backed away. “Please help him as You helped me. I’m so grateful to You. I’m Your servant above all others.”
Onqul’s two apprentices grabbed Theo’s legs and started to drag him across the forest floor. Dak tackled one to the ground and pummeled him in the face a few times. Once the first apprentice was down, Dak leapt up quickly, went after the other, and tackled him to the ground.
Theo tried to roll over, but the attempt was short. He was too broken to move any part of himself. He couldn’t see anything, but he could feel something sliding up his legs, between him and his bandages, slithering against his skin like a dozen tiny wet snakes with no scales. They slid around his arms and his torso. His bandages split and ripped away as the slithering tendrils made room for themselves and squeezed Theo tight.
“She has you in her vines,” Dak managed between blows. “Just let her take you.”
The first apprentice ripped Dak off the second and held him down. The second apprentice slowly got up, a bit disoriented, but ran to Theo and started pulling the Mother’s vines from his body.
Nagima looked to Bir. “Him you help,” she pleaded, pointing at Theo. “Take him She must.”
Bir looked at his brothers for confirmation of commitment to Nagima. One handed him two arrows with a nod. Bir knocked both arrows side by side, pulled back, and released in one swift motion. In a blink, both of Onqul’s loyal apprentices took an arrow to the eye—one in the left and the other in the right—then they slumped over and stained the ground with their blood.
The vines leaned Theo up as if he were standing. His vision and other senses were slowly returning to him. He was looking at the Mother, and Her vines tilted and adjusted his head until he was staring directly into her black knot eye.
Theo felt like he was being pulled toward the eye, but his body wasn’t moving. He closed his eyes and the sensation stopped. The Mother’s vines grabbed hold of his eyelids and made him stare into Her darkness. His mind, his consciousness, was pulled from his body and into the mind of the Mother. He imagined it was like having a limb torn from his body—he would have to ask Dak to compare—but the limb was inside him and it came out through his eyes and nose and ears and mouth and nails and skin all at once. It was painful at first, but soon faded to mere disorientation.
Everything was white, yet somehow not bright—and Theo had no sense of direction. Like smoke rising from a fire becomes indistinguishable from the sky, he was the white; but there was another in the boundless void. While Theo and the void were one, the presence was part of the void and still separate. Theo didn’t see it, but he felt it moving inside the void. Inside his mind.
Zap. Theo could only describe it as a flash of lightning in his mind. He had no pain, but the white turned to darkness for a moment and then back to white. Zap. Another flash of lightning, but this time the darkness didn’t turn back to white. He slowly blinked; it was bright, but, as his eyes adjusted, he eventually saw people. At first Theo thought they were hanging from the ceiling, but he must have been upside down. He had no sensations to corroborate those feelings; he might as well have been looking at a painting hung wrong.
Theo could distinguish between individual objects and people, but he couldn’t see faces or details that were only ten feet away from him, and everything was blurry. The people were moving, but standing still. Theo reasoned that he must have been rotating, but he didn’t feel any movement at all. He tried to look around but had little ability to move his neck, and the further left or right he did manage to look, the blurrier his vision became. As his rotating slowed, the upside-down wrinkled face of a smiling bald man with ruby red lips came into his field of view. The old man wasn’t blurry like everything else—he must have been standing very close. Zap.
Suddenly he was back in the white. The presence invading his consciousness. Zap.
Theo was in the forest. There were muffled voices, but he couldn’t see any other people. He looked around, but the further he looked the blurrier things were, just as before—and when he stopped trying to look, his head snapped back to where the view was clearest. He was walking, yet had no control of his feet—but he had more control of his body than the previous vision. He lifted his hands into view (they were slightly blurry), and touched them together. He could see his hands touch each other, but couldn’t feel his touch.
He decided to stop fighting the experience and accept the journey. Through the trees, in the distance, Theo saw a massive mountain peak and his body stopped walking. “Ironhead,” Theo heard emerge from within the muffled conversation that had been perpetually happening around him.
Theo’s head turned to the right and he clearly saw Nagima and Dak standing next to him. His head turned back and the mountain was gone. He was standing at a treeline that bordered a large open field bathed in the afternoon light. A thousand feet in front of him were the giant wooden doors into Ironhead Fortress, the only way into the mountain stronghold. The massive, ornate doors were just as he had seen in all his books, but far more detailed and vibrant. He turned to his right again. Where Nagima and Dak would have been standing was a young man in a knit cap whose skin was more brilliant white than even Nagima or Danaje’s, and whom Theo had never before seen. A portion of the man’s ear had been cut off, giving it a flat top. The young man smiled at Theo. Theo looked back toward the doors. Two people were walking toward them and Theo was suddenly walking to meet them.
The taller of the two was an elderly man in a flowing tattered brown cloak. He was gaunt, he walked with a hunch, and the hair on his head and eyebrows were grey. He was being helped by a young girl, about Theo’s age, wearing a traditional dress of royalty, but she was Sigandar. As she got closer, Theo saw her vibrant blue eyes and was certain that she was Nagima. Theo felt a tingling sensation in his heart as it beat slower. The tingling sensation traveled up his spine and filled his head. He felt happier than he had ever felt before, and as the tingling sensation grew his heartbeat slowed even more.
Theo walked faster toward Nagima. Nagima gently let go of the old man’s arm and ran to Theo. Theo ran to Nagima and they embraced. She was about the same height as him, maybe an inch taller, and Theo rested his head in the crook of her neck, closing his eyes and smiling. When he lifted his head again, the sun was nearly set and the field was full of the dead bodies of fallen royals, guards, and Sigandar. He let go of Nagima. She was older and several inches taller than him—exactly as she looked when he first met her.
In the distance, bodies were being piled up to make room for wagons and horses to come onto the field. On the ground near him, families were dead: fathers, mothers, and children. Their contorted bodies reminded him of the horrible war stories he’s been forced to read by his instructors. Intense sorrow grew in Theo. His heart continued to slow its beating, and felt like it was being constricted under enormous pressure. His vision was closing in from the edges, becoming darkness.
Theo could feel the boundless white void and the presence still penetrating his mind, but the darkness became the black knot eye of the Mother. He could feel his body healing. He felt strong and wanted to fight for control of himself, but the Mother won out and he was quickly back into the void. Into the white.
The Mother continued to probe him. Theo tried to probe back and fight against the Mother’s control of him, and for a brief moment he saw something: the sun made of red, orange, and yellow glass. As soon as he saw the image of the sun, it exploded, and erupting from it were hundreds of creatures. They looked like they could have been deformed humans. Their skin was hard and grey, their eyes yellow, they were wearing sparse clothing, and they all had swords and shields. Theo’s heart went from barely beating to pounding a thousand beats a second. The monsters were charging him and he was powerless to do anything but shut his eyes. His heart seized from the terror as they clawed at his face and body. There was no pain from the monsters’ attacks, but his heart was in agony, feeling like it was being squeezed for all its juices.
Theo opened his eyes and the creatures were gone. He was staring at a large rock on the forest floor. His heart was still seizing, and a burning sensation grew. Zap. Suddenly, Theo was running down the hallway of a palace he was unfamiliar with, but the fine rugs and paintings that were on the floor and walls were similar to those in Rigol. At the end of the hall was Dak, and Theo wanted to kill him. Zap. He could feel the Mother tinkering in his mind. He was in the forest again, staring at the rock—the burning sensation of his seizing heart growing as he looked up from the rock and saw Dak, with his back turned, only a few feet away. He leapt for the rock. Zap. Back in the hallway, Theo leapt at Dak and started punching. He wanted Dak dead, but had no weapon with which to kill him. Zap. In the forest, Theo squeezed the rock as his rage boiled over and he smashed Dak over the head. Zap.
Theo was staring into the knot of the Mother tree. His mind was back in his body but he still couldn’t move, wrapped in the tight embrace of the constricting and continuously slithering vines. Rage was burning in his still-seizing heart, and he could feel the power it gave him. He felt his muscles plump and stretch his skin. He burst from the constricting vines. “Saved him has the Mother!” shouted Bir. The clan’s uproarious cheers drew Theo’s attention.
Theo’s heart was on fire, and about a hundred yards away was the entire Sigandar clan. A sea of pale skin that ranged from brilliant white to nearly tan, and yellow hair ranging from blond to golden. The four warrior brothers were in front of the crowd, cheering loudly. Jaina and Onqul were tied up at the warriors’ feet, with their faces in the dirt. Nagima was sitting on the ground, her hand on Danaje’s lifeless body.
Theo felt like his heart was going to pop. He looked back at the Mother, and then his eyes found Dak only fifteen feet away. The Mother had Her vines wrapped around Dak’s calf. Theo took a few steps toward Dak, and saw a large rock on the forest floor. It was exactly as the Mother had shown him in his vision. He grabbed it. The Mother finished healing Dak’s arrow wound and Dak bowed to Her. Theo walked faster toward Dak, whose back was still to him.
Theo’s heart was squeezing tight and hadn’t taken a beat in well over a minute. He wasn’t breathing; the rage alone was giving him what he needed to exist. Theo pulled his arm back to throw the rock just as Dak turned toward him. Theo realized with a flash that he didn’t want to hurt Dak, so, as his arm came forward, he released the large rock early and it flew well over Dak’s head.
The rock went nearly a hundred feet up into the air and burst through the tree canopy, blowing a hole through the delicate leaves and small branches. A beam of light illuminated the Mother, and her ash grey bark turned black, cracked, and broke away. Some of Her branches fell to the ground and crumbled to dust.
“What did you do?” Dak asked Theo, horror draining the color from his face. Dak was seeing Theo standing for the first time. He was surprised at how tall and broad Theo stood.
Theo felt his rage fading; his fist was still clenched, but his internal anguish was all but gone. “I had no intention…” Theo trailed off, frozen in fear of what he’d done, as his heart slowly resumed and worked up to beating normally. “I think… She instructed me to kill you.”
“What?” Dak exclaimed, confusion joining the shock and grief on his face. “Kill me? Why?”
“I’m not certain,” said Theo. With his anger fading away, Theo felt his body shrink slightly. Every muscle had been swollen to its largest potential by the rage, and as Theo returned to his natural state, his skin felt a bit like clothes that were not made for him.
Though this deflation brought him more in line with Dak’s expectations, Dak’s confused expression only grew in seeing Theo transform before his eyes.
Nagima hated leaving Danaje. No one was more deserving of the death rituals given to all previous Sha, but Nagima had to act quickly. She’d known what would happen before Theo threw that rock, and as soon as she’d realized it would be the moment the Mother was going to die, she’d run toward him.
The Sigandar at the front of the crowd were struck with silence for a fleeting instant of shock, but wails of sadness trickled through the group until the entire clan was crying out. The few birds cried out with their companions and took flight. Nearly a dozen vicious raptors darted toward Theo. Nagima was ahead of the clan, but the birds flew over past her head.
Theo looked Dak in the eyes. “I swear on my life, I don’t want to kill you,” he said. “Please Dak, help me.” In Theo’s eyes, Dak saw a lost child who needed him, and gave a small nod.
Dak and Theo ran to the thick line of trees that protected the Mother from all sides. The trunks of the trees had only a few inches of space between, not enough for anyone to squeeze through. “Climb up and over,” Dak said. “I’ll boost you up.” Dak helped Theo climb up the trunk of the tree.
Theo hung onto a branch and reached down. “I can assist you,” said Theo.
“They’re after you, Theo,” replied Dak. “Not me. I’ll do what I can to give you time, but I’m staying with the clan.”
Theo didn’t want to leave Dak so suddenly, but knew he didn’t have the time for a debate or a long goodbye. “I understand. Thank you, Dak.” Theo climbed higher into the tree: up and up until there was space to go forward. Hundreds of trees were growing so close together around the Mother that Theo couldn’t tell which branch belonged to which tree as he crawled through a labyrinth of leaves and sticks.
The birds flew into the trees after Theo. They were high above Dak’s head and, in the seconds he had to react, he couldn’t do anything to stop them. Dak turned back and saw Nagima next to what was left of the Mother and the entire clan closing in on her with fury in their eyes.
Nagima picked up a large piece of one of the Mother’s fallen branches that hadn’t crumbled to dust and took a dagger out from her cloak. She cut her palm and rubbed her blood all over the piece of fallen branch before waving it in the air. The bloody branch ignited. Nagima ran, dropping the flaming branch behind her. When the branch hit the ground, a wall of purple flames erupted up from the dirt, putting a barrier between the Sigandar clan and Theo, Dak, and Nagima.
Dak could feel the heat coming off of the barrier of purple flames. “Done what have you?” he shouted across the short distance.
“Escape time I am giving us,” replied Nagima as she ran toward Dak and the tree barrier.
“To us you give time?” Dak exclaimed. “With you I am not going. Betrayed the Mother you have!”
“Done the Mother’s will has been. Come with us you must. Take you back they will not after helping escape Theo.” Nagima pointed to the wall of fire. Through the flames they could see the clan screaming, some even burning themselves trying to pass through the inferno.
“Not know did I that this would happen,” said Dak.
“Matters not to Onqul,” said Nagima. “Kill any one of us in the beat of her heart she would.” Nagima ran to the treeline. “Come, Dak! Fast will they get around. Move we must.”
Dak looked back at the wall of purple flames and saw the fury and anguish on the faces of the Sigandar. He turned back to Nagima; she was already climbing into the trees.
“Hurry,” Nagima said, putting her arm down to help Dak up into the trees.
Dak put the crook of his elbow into Nagima’s hand, and pulled himself into the trees with her help.
The birds had a difficult time hopping through the branches after Theo—but they had the advantage of being smaller, and some gained on him. Theo kicked two raptors that bit and clawed his legs. He hit the birds hard, but they were persistent. The edge of the compacted trees was only a few feet away, and he could see ground to climb down to, but the birds were vicious. He was barely making any headway toward his escape. He snapped a branch off one of the trees and focused on fighting the raptors. He beat them away and pulled himself closer to the edge, but the birds came back fast. Behind the two that were attacking him, Theo saw more birds getting close. He focused on getting to the edge as the two raptors tore apart his trousers and clawed his legs.
Theo fell about ten feet to the ground. His legs were dripping blood, but he was able to stand. The two birds that had been attacking him tried to fly out of the trees, but were injured and fell to the ground. However, the six birds that flew out after had no injuries at all, and started a coordinated attack against Theo.
Theo still had a stick in his hand and used it to keep some of the birds at bay, but the two flightless birds waddled over and pecked at Theo’s feet and legs. There were too many of them and he had only one stick. He kicked the birds, but lost his balance and fell. Once he was on the ground, all the birds went after him at once.
Dak fearlessly leapt out of the tree, rolled on the ground, and started punching the swarming birds. Nagima took a more deliberate approach, steadily climbing down a tree trunk and picking up a large stick before helping Dak get the birds off Theo. The birds that could fly left quickly after Nagima started clubbing them, and the injured birds hobbled away into the forest. “Walk can you?” Nagima asked Theo.
Theo stood up and nodded. “Yes, I believe so.”
“Alive Theo is,” Dak said. “Leave I will.”
“Go where?” Nagima asked. “You the clan will not take back. Understood I thought you did.”
“That you do not know,” Dak replied. “Worse I do not want to make it.”
“Dead you are,” Nagima said. “Kill you she will. Leaving with us they saw you.”
Dak punched the nearest tree trunk. “Ah! You should’ve just killed me, Theo!”
“I could never do that,” Theo replied, tears welling before turning to Dak. “You’re my friend.”
“I’m not your friend. I’m just some guy that helped to save your life.”
“Discussing what are you two?” Nagima interjected with confusion on her face.
“Tell her what you saw,” Dak told Theo. “Tell her about your vision.”
Theo described, as best he could, the visions he had while in the mind of the Mother and what had happened with the rock and Dak. “Showed much to you she has,” replied Nagima. “Five visions at least. Answers to you she has given.”
“What is their meaning?” Theo asked.
“The only one to know is you,” Nagima replied. “Make sense the visions will in time.” Nagima took a deep breath. “Killed Dak I would have.”
“What?” Theo exclaimed.
“Too late to kill him now it is,” Nagima continued. “But Her signal to me seems clear. Definitely. Certainty is yours alone however. Impossible it is to describe all the details perfectly. Potency of the vision comes from the detail. Important is everything she shows.”
“Happen you knew this would!” Dak said to Nagima.
“Knew what?” Nagima asked.
“My meaning you understand. Bringing Theo here. Happen you knew.”
“Matter what does it?”
“Never agreed to help you I would have, if told me you had.”
“Her will it was.”
“Warning She must have given you. How know you that it was not?”
“Onqul you sound like.”
“Knowledge I wish I had before.” Dak paused. “Joined Onqul to stop you I would have.”
“Taken you she would not. Waste of clan resources she always thought you were.” Dak walked away into the trees. Nagima turned to Theo. “Get moving,” she said as she stood up and started up the path.
“Dak!” Theo shouted. Dak kept walking.
“I may not understand what’s happening, but I know I owe you my life.” Dak stopped but didn’t turn around.
“Please come with us. I’ve never had a friend before, and perhaps we’re not friends yet, but I would like to be.” Dak didn’t respond.
“At least I still owe you a debt for saving my life.”
Dak turned around. “Kill me you really would have, Nagima?” Dak shouted past Theo.
“Her will I will always do,” Nagima replied without stopping. “Always.”




The Old Mage

Tess slowly opened her eyes. One was swollen more than the other, and her vision was blurry. She could make out Pasqual’s giant figure slumped in the corner, illuminated by dim lantern light. She could hear the soft echoes of people chatting in the distance, but couldn’t make out a word. The ground was hard, cold stone, and as her vision cleared she became certain she was in the dungeon. “Squally,” she said with a hoarse voice. “Ya up?”
“Yeah,” Pasqual replied.
“What ‘appened?” Tess asked.
“You being a fool.”
“That priest didn’t get hardly what ‘e deserved.”
“I don’t care, Tessie. I don’t want any of it.”
“Nonsense. Yer jus’ scared.”
“So.”
“Ya want this. I know ya do.”
“You want it, Tessie.”
“Ya wanted this as much as me. More than me, even.”
“I just went along with you. I was happy to see you happy.”
“Did Nickson get in yer ‘ead?”
“I don’t wanna die.”
“Nickson’s a fool. Fulla hot air.”
Footsteps echoed louder as someone got closer to their cell. Their cell was one of a few Tess could see, each large enough to hold dozens—but there were no other prisoners.
Servantis was a soldier in his walk despite the use of a cane. He kept the straight posture of a disciplined man and walked as fast as one could before it would be called a jog. His soldiers’ armor had been replaced by trousers and a buttoned shirt, but he wore a padded leather vest underneath—in case he’s needed—giving him a barrel chest. On his waist he holstered a Guard-issued pistol, always loaded. His short brown hair had specks of grey and he always kept himself impeccably clean shaven, which kept an entirely grey beard off his face. He’d shave three times a day if it was required. “Ya gonna get us out, Serv?” asked Tess.
“You expect me to release you,” replied Servantis, “after what you’ve done?”
“What do ya think we’ve done?” asked Tess.
“You abandoned the welcome gala to assault the priest,” said Servantis. “And I don’t even want to know how you got the black eye.”
“It’s not our fault—” Tess started.
“Enough,” interrupted Servantis. “Olister made it very clear who was responsible.” Servantis unlocked the cell. “Tess, you can’t be so reckless. Pasqual is doing a service to your family name and you are unraveling it.”
“The priest’s a bully,” replied Tess. “‘E’s testin’ every—”
“I don’t care, Tess,” interrupted Servantis. “After today I lose the power to keep you in Ironhead; if you expect to stay here, you need to gain some respectability.”
“I’ll go back ta the slums,” Tess said.
“When I found you,” Servantis began, “you were shivering in the cold and would have died.”
“I woulda lived.”
“I’m not going to argue with you. I’m swamped. Several battalions were sent down the mountain yesterday to search for a missing boy and haven’t returned. Now I have tons to do today with far fewer bodies than I anticipated.” He looked at Pasqual, who was still staring at the ground. “Let’s go.”
“‘E’s scared,” Tess said when Pasqual hesitated. “Don’t wanna fight.”
“Do you want to drop out, Pasqual?” asked Servantis. Pasqual didn’t answer. “I understand being scared. I was scared.”
Pasqual looked up. “You were?”
Servantis nodded earnestly. “Both times I fought, I was terrified, but do you know what might help to keep in mind?”
“What?” asked Pasqual.
“No one has died in over a hundred years. Sure, people get injured, but we have medics standing by. You know, I was so proud when I heard you were going to participate. The first Domm to enter in my lifetime. You’ve already brought honor to your family—even if you lose, I’m proud of you.” Servantis opened the cell door wide, and Pasqual walked toward it.
“Way ta give a speech, Serv,” Tess said as she headed toward the cell door after Pasqual. “Some real crap, the Council oustin’ ya like this. Ya woulda been a fine king if ya got the chance.”
Servantis stepped into the doorway of the cell and blocked Tess’s way. “You need to learn a lesson,” he said as she tried to push past. Servantis held her back, and, once Pasqual exited, he quickly backed out and locked the cell door.
“It’s contest day,” Tess pleaded. “Ya can’t make me miss Squally’s moment!”
“Don’t worry,” said Servantis. “Emmen has agreed to take watch of you. He will bring you to his private seats for the contest.”
“I was gonna be ‘is squire.”
“I’ll be his squire.” Servantis turned to Pasqual. “Would you like that?”
Pasqual smiled. “Yeah.”
“Enjoy your time to think,” Servantis said to Tess before he turned on his heel and marched toward the door. Pasqual gave Tess one last blank look before he turned to follow Servantis.
“Screw ya, Squally!” Tess yelled as they left the dungeon. “Don’t let ‘im leave me ‘ere!” They were already gone. “Squally!” she shouted to no one.
Tess laid on the cold ground and stared at the ceiling for a long while, blurry though it was through her busted eye. The dungeon was under the fortress and had no windows. Tess had no ability to judge the passing of time. She could only assume it was still sometime in the morning. The contest should start at noon and she hated having to rely on someone else to dictate the pace of her day. She wanted to be out in the morning air, watching the contestants crap themselves as they waited for the trumpets to start the fighting.
Footsteps and shadows came down the corridor toward her cell—a handful of people at least. Nickson was at the head of his pack of Koy-boys. “Aww, drop outta the contest ta come see me?” said Tess. “I'm touched.”
Nickson went straight to the bars of the cell and reached in for Tess. She was just far enough away to evade him. “Where’s my gun?” Nickson demanded, getting close enough to show that he had a swollen black eye.
“I don’t remember hittin’ ya that good,” Tess said with a grin. “But now we're matchin’.”
Nickson pressed himself harder into the bars and managed a few extra inches. His fingertips could just brush the material of Tess’s coat, but he couldn’t reach far enough to grab her. “My gun, you trash-blooded rat! Give it to me!”
Tess discretely patted her pockets, but found she didn’t have the gun. “What can I tell ya? Oh, I know: no, ya can’t ‘ave yer gun back.”
“I’ll kill you!” yelled Nickson.
Tess laughed. “With what gun?”
Nickson backed off from the cell bars and whistled. “I can kill you a dozen different ways.” Two Koy-boys brought in a large spear and started jabbing it between the bars. Tess was dodging them, but they had her backed into a corner. After they stabbed at her again she grabbed onto the spear and tried to break it, but the wood shaft was too thick. In one swift move, the Koy-boys yanked her forward against the cell bars and Nickson grabbed her. “How easily could I kill you now?”
“Enough!” boomed an amplified voice from the hall that was so loud, everyone pressed their palms to their ears to block out the painful echoes. Including Nickson, which allowed Tess to scurry away, covering her own ears.
Emmen was gaunt and grey-haired—yet with a strong hairline for someone his age—and dressed in a simple brown cloak over loose-fitting clothes. He slowly shuffled, hunched, toward Nickson. He was, of course, ancient—but somehow seemed even older than the last time Tess had seen him, just yesterday.
“Grab the spear,” Nickson yelled, with his ears still covered by his hands, in the general direction of the two Koy-boys closest to the dropped spear. Not one of his horde followed his orders.
“Leave!” bellowed Emmen, his voice impossibly loud and so forceful it was blowing the Koy-boys’ hair, despite him appearing unstrained by the process.
Nickson’s cronies started to leave, scrunching against the wall, fearful of Emmen as they passed. “We’re not going to fight the old mage,” one of them trembled as they left.
“Cowards!” yelled Nickson, going for the spear.
Emmen put his foot on the shaft of the spear, his voice returning to his usual—yet still deep—tone. “Nickson, you need to leave. You must get ready for the contest. Or would you rather kill an old man than take your chance at the crown?”
Nickson gave up and looked at Tess. “Consider your cousin dead. Dead!” His voice echoed through the corridor as he left.
“Even in the dungeon you are getting yourself in trouble,” Emmen said.
“Don’t start with me, Librarian,” Tess replied.
“Calm down, lass,” Emmen chuckled. “I’m just having some fun with you.”
“Just get me outta ‘ere.”
Emmen found the key. “There is plenty of time, lass.” He opened the cell. “Plenty of time.”
Tess slammed the door open, knocking Emmen back against the outside of the cell wall, and ran down the hall toward the dungeon exit. The dungeon was only one part of a mass of underground tunnels that wound randomly and endlessly under Ironhead; Tess would need her brains and some luck to avoid getting stuck underground for hours or days. Even though she lived in Ironhead, she was unfamiliar with the underground maze—Pasqual had always been too afraid to explore the darkness, and they had spent most days together.
Sprinting out of the dungeon corridors, her first observation was that only certain tunnels were lit by lamps, so Tess reasoned she should follow the lamps. After a few turns led her to more lit tunnels, her path dead-ended at the base of a spiral staircase. With a quick glance around, she ascended, and found herself in a corridor bathed in late morning sunlight.




The Royal Guard

Nagima led Theo and Dak at a pace that was hard to follow. Theo’s legs were aching and he didn’t know how much more he could take without a break, but he would do whatever Nagima told him for as long as he could manage.
“Here we stop,” demanded Dak, voicing Theo’s sentiment, although not necessarily with the same choice of words.
“Further,” replied Nagima.
“Fine to stop is this place,” said Dak.
“Not far enough off the main paths are we,” replied Nagima.
Dak took a seat on the ground and leaned against a tree. “We stop I say.”
Theo was exhausted and he too took a seat under a neighboring tree.
“Not you as well,” Nagima said to Theo.
“I’m just being efficient. If we’re stopping to argue anyway, I should rest,” said Theo.
“Moving we must keep on,” Nagima commanded, turning back to Dak.
“Rest Nagima,” said Dak. “Just me it is not.”
“Safe we must be first,” Nagima replied. “Rest for the night we can, once safe.”
“Two minutes,” said Dak.
“Quiet,” Nagima scolded at a whisper.
“Come on—”
“Shhhh,” Nagima said, putting her hand to her ear to signal that they should listen.
Two men were talking in the distance and their voices were getting louder.
“Calm down,” one said to the other. “We’ll just tell them we thought we heard something over here and that’ll give us a good hour to relax.”
The other laughed. “I gotta get this armor off.”
“Go for it my friend. Take a swig of this first, though.”
“Is that—”
“Rum. Yeah. My dad just got back from the Brother Cities.”
“Oh, oh, oh,” he howled. “I bet ‘e ‘ad fun.”
“Hey, that’s my dad, mate.”
“I didn’t mean—”
“I’m just messin’ with you. He had a great time.” They both laughed.
Nagima turned to Dak and Theo. “Move now we must,” she whispered.
“Staying put seems the least likely way to be caught,” Theo suggested.
“No one asked you,” snapped Dak.
“Brutal are the Royal Guard,” Nagima whispered. “Find us if they do,” Nagima paused, looking down as she breathed out and blinked slowly, trying not to get swept up in her memories of previous run-ins with the Guard. “Risk we cannot take.” Nagima led them away quietly and slowly, and when she felt they had gotten a safe distance away, she allowed them to stop and rest. “Two minutes,” she said.
“How much further?” Theo asked. “My muscles are quite fatigued.”
“Very close we are, if to Danaje’s altar we are going,” replied Dak. Nagima nodded in agreement. “One hour—before the sun is down, there we will be.”
Nagima knelt down by Theo and rolled up the bottoms of his torn trousers. “Bad these scratches,” she whispered. “Feel better in three days you will. Fully healed I think in one week.” She took a salve out of her cloak and applied it to his wounds. “Soothe the pain while you heal this will.”
“I hope yer Sigandar whore took real good care of ya,” interrupted a Royal Guard, pointing his blunderbuss through the trees at Theo and Nagima. “‘Cus I need a tender woman in my bed.”
Dak leapt to his feet but felt the jab of a pistol in his back and heard the click of the hammer being pulled. “I wouldn’t get any ideas. We got you well surrounded. Ain’t that right, Captain?”
Dozens more men revealed themselves, stepping out from the shade of the trees. “Just about gave up on you,” said the captain as he approached Theo. His armor was more embellished than the others, and he was the only man with a sword on his belt. “You look mighty fine for a boy who fell down a mountainside. Here we were looking for a body and we’re going to be bringing back a living boy. What do ya think of that?”
“Sounds like good eats!” offered one of the men from the back.
“Indeed,” agreed the captain. “Rope ‘em up.”
“I’m the ward of the Governor of Rigol,” said Theo.
“We know,” replied the captain. “Yer daddy's real worried about ya.”
“I’m not his son. I’m in Losik’s charge; I’m the ward of the king,” corrected Theo. “Stop immediately,” he demanded.
The guards laughed. “Wouldn’t want you going anywhere, would I?” replied the captain.
“When Losik hears—”
“He’ll be so happy yer alive he won’t care how we got it done.”
The Royal Guards tied up Theo and Nagima without further incident, but Dak tried to fight them off. The men laughed. “Look at the cripple fight!” yelled one of them. Eventually they beat Dak to the ground. The guards dragged them all to a more traveled path where they had horses waiting.
Five horses were tied up in a stand of trees. Unconscious, gagged, tossed over, and tied to two of the horses’ back hips were the rum-drinking guards they had tried to avoid. The drunks had been battered and bruised since their last encounter. The Royal Guard soldiers tied Theo, Nagima, and Dak to the other three horses in the same fashion. Not even Dak tried to fight anymore after seeing the bloodied faces of the other captives.
“This is how I lost my hand,” warned Dak. “A group of raper thugs just like these guards. They’ll do whatever they want to whomever they want.”
“Shut up,” yelled the captain.
“I’m not going to get locked up,” Dak shuddered. “Not again.”
“I said shut up!” The captain unsheathed his sword and whipped Dak on the back with the flat side of its blade, all while expertly maintaining control of the horse they were on.
Dak was terrified. His heart was racing and beating so hard he thought it might burst from his chest.
Theo could hear Dak’s heartbeat very clearly, and it was slowly drowning out all the other sounds around him. “Don’t worry, Dak, I won’t let them put you back in a cell.” Theo could feel Dak’s fear. He knew everything about it in that moment. Nothing terrified Dak more than the prison he’d lived in for five long years. Memories plagued Dak’s mind: people fighting over food and water, the smell of bodily fluids, holding in his tears at night so no one could hear him. Theo could see the memories, feel them—he might as well have lived them. The pain and the fear were real to Theo, tangible in this moment, and he could hear a second heartbeat growing: his own.
Theo’s heartbeat was calm compared to Dak’s, but it was growing faster and becoming more erratic with every pulse in and out. His heartbeat became identical to Dak’s, but only for a fraction of a second. As soon as their heartbeats matched, Theo’s heart began to seize. It felt similar to the anger he had felt after he was in the Mother’s mind—his heart was being wrung out by an invisible hand. It was cold, however, and all the fear that he had taken from Dak was fading away from both of them just as quickly as Theo had felt it come on.
Dak looked relieved as the fear faded, his face muscles relaxing. When his eyes caught Theo’s, a question rose on his brow.
The horses whinnied and swerved wildly around the mountainous path. The Royal Guard soldier riding the horse Theo was tied to suddenly threw off his helmet and grabbed his neck, gasping for breath. His horse collided with a tree, launching the rider into the air—but the ropes kept Theo in place. The horse hit the ground, flailing in panic, and Theo tried desperately to break free from the binding tying him to the thrashing beast.
Dak managed to wriggle free from his restraints easily after his rider’s horse also fell to the ground—one advantage of shorter limbs. Still in the seat of the horse, the Royal Guard captain was lifeless. Dak grabbed the captain's sword between his short right stump and his long left stump, and pulled the sword awkwardly from its scabbard. He hobbled over and helped Theo use it to cut himself free.
“Where’s Nagima?” Dak asked.
Theo looked around. There were far more guards in the caravan than he had realized. Theo hadn’t seen so many when they started—perhaps they had joined up somewhere as they traveled down the path.
He thought their caravan was small, but dozens of horses and close to a hundred men lay motionless on the forest floor, dead. Their bodies spread out in all directions. Some of the men had their helmets removed, and their faces were stuck, contorted, in the most horrible positions.
Dak spotted Nagima a few yards away and immediately ran to her. Both her legs were pinned under a horse, and neither her nor the horse were moving. “Bring the sword!” Dak yelled. Theo picked up the sword and ran after Dak to Nagima’s side. Theo cut the ropes binding her to the horse, and Dak rammed his broad shoulders into the beast, grunting as he pushed the horse with everything he had. The horse weighed a ton, but Dak was making progress and Theo pulled Nagima the remaining distance to freedom.
Theo turned Nagima onto her back. Dak lifted his long arm into the air and pounded her chest four times with his stump, stopped; pounded four more times, stopped; and repeated until Nagima choked air into her lungs. She coughed before she took several huge breaths in and out. “She’s alive!” Theo exclaimed.
Nagima looked around at the hundreds of dead men and horses. “Happened here what has?” she asked.
Dak looked to Theo, his expression a mix of wonder, confusion, anxiety, and relief that echoed many of Theo’s own feelings. “Dak was afraid…” replied Theo, distracted by the horror of death around him.
“Blame you not this on me,” said Dak.
“You were terrified to go back to the Wall,” said Theo, his attention turning more fully to Dak.
“How in Her name did you know I was in the Wall?” Dak asked.
“I believe I was connected to you,” Theo said. “I’m not sure what the Wall is, but I know that it’s dark, smells like excrement, and people kill each other for sustenance.”
Dak’s face went blank. “This doesn’t make any sense.” He walked a few feet away and paced.
“After I connected with Dak,” Theo said to Nagima. “All of his terror flowed out of me and…”
“To us it flowed.” With a flash of realization, Nagima finished Theo’s thought. “Remember do I. Cold my heart felt and then… like when the hatchet Onqul pulled from her cloak, before she…” Nagima took a breath. “Stretched out over an eternity was this time of coldness. Breathe I could not.” She stepped toward Dak and hugged him tight, stopping his pacing. “Saved me you did.”
“The technique you taught me at Bottomless Lake I used,” said Dak.
“The diver technique?” Nagima asked. “Brilliant!”
“To you returns the thanks.”
Nagima stood up, a clear resolve wiping the pleasant surprise from her face. “Move we must, if before dark we are to arrive at the altar.”
Theo was distracted by something off to the left in the trees.
“Wrong is something?” asked Nagima.
He pointed, turning right to Dak and Nagima for only a second before he was struck by the realization. “We need to travel there,” he announced. Through the trees, a mountain peak dominated the view, rising from the surrounding trees like a monolith. “The Mother showed me that mountain, and I know we must go there.”
Dak laughed. “Well if you hadn’t killed all these guards, that’s where you would have gone. That’s Ironhead.”
Theo gawped at Ironhead in the distance. “I knew people called it the mountain fortress,” said Theo in awe. “That is literally an entire mountain. I believe no drawing exists of it from this angle.”
“The greatest fortress ever built,” said Dak with a slight tinge of admiration. “And it’s filled with royals and rapers and all the worst kinds of people.”
“Losik will provide safety,” said Theo.
“No one cares what happens to us,” said Dak. “You’ll be fine, but we'll be killed.”
“I won’t let them lock you in prison,” Theo said.
“She's Sigandar and I'm useless to them—”
“Matters not this chatter you make. Move we should before dark,” Nagima interrupted. “At the altar will be time to argue.”
“We weren’t arguing,” said Theo.
“Great,” replied Nagima with a flat tone. “No excuse you have to not move.”
The ground was treacherous, rocky, and steep the further they got from the forest path. When they came to the edge of a cliff, Theo started to slow down but Nagima kept going at the same speed all the way to the edge, spun around on her knees, and climbed over. Theo carefully peered over and saw her drop to a thin ledge below, just barely wide enough to stand on.
“How are we going to do this?” asked Theo.
Dak turned his back to the cliff. “I don’t know how you’re planning on getting down,” he said before hopping a few inches back, edging his heels off, then springboarding himself back while leaning slightly forward, his nose nearly scraping against the mountainside as he dropped. Dak landed on the thin ledge below; Nagima was ready to grab him, but Dak didn’t need any help.
“Hang off and fall,” Nagima yelled up. “Good handhold I have. Pull you in I will.”
Theo looked down and his vision narrowed. The hundred-foot drop looked more like a thousand feet as memories of falling from the carriage filled his mind. Although a lifetime of events had happened between, it had only occurred earlier that day. The trauma was still fresh, and the ledge below seemed to stretch even further away from him the longer he stared.
“Good grip I have got,” said Nagima, more emphatically this time. “Catch you I will. Promise I do.” She was trying to be sensitive, but Theo could feel the urgency buried in her tone.
Theo’s eyes stayed glued to the massive drop below.
“Theo,” Nagima commanded. “Theo, at me look.” Theo wrenched his eyes over to her. “Trust you can in me.”
Theo’s eyes were falling away from Nagima’s. Jagged rocks poked out from the mountainside, and trees littered the rocky floor below. “Look at me you must,” she yelled. Theo snapped back to attention. “Catch you I will. Chance to live you have if you climb down. Death is guaranteed if you stay. Find you Onqul will.”
Though the remote threat of Onqul didn’t seem as real to Theo as the immediate danger of jumping off a cliff, he trusted Nagima.
“Alright.” Theo got on his belly and slid his legs over the edge until he was bent at the waist. His legs dangled and, using divots in the ground as handholds, he lowered more of himself over until there were no more divots and he was hanging on the edge of the cliff by just his fingertips.
“Good,” said Nagima. “Just below you I am. Feel can you?”
Theo felt a light tapping on the sole of his shoe. “Yeah, I think so.”
“Me that is,” said Nagima. “Let go you must.”
Theo hesitated. He couldn’t see the narrow ledge while dangling.
“Climb back up you might, but strength I do not think you have. Your only option dropping is.”
Theo took his right hand off the edge and felt around for any kind of handhold on the vertical surface facing him. The cliff was practically smooth. “Alright,” he said as his fingers started to cramp.
“Go,” urged Nagima.
“Alright,” Theo said again, letting go with his left fingertips. He could feel Nagima’s hand slide up his backside as he came down. Very quickly his feet touched the ledge, but as his weight came down his legs buckled; he was weak from the bird scratches and long journey. He went backward, but Nagima pulled him in and squeezed him tight. Theo was still unstable in the legs, but the cliff wall around the ledge was rough and full of handholds to grab. He found his balance.
Dak walked confidently ahead of everyone as if their path were no different than any other on the mountain. Nagima stayed close to Theo as she led him along the ledge a few hundred feet. There were handholds along the wall the entire length; Theo took his time carefully moving from one to the next until they reached a crack in the rock face—not much larger than Theo’s slender build. Nagima wiggled through and Theo followed. The crack opened up into a small, dark, and damp cave.
Nagima produced two stones from some dark corner and walked around the cave, sparking them to light several torches. In the center of the cave was a flat stone table, large enough for a person to lie on. Around the sides of the cave were wood shelves with jars, bottles, idols, and a number of items that Theo could hardly start to describe. “What is this place’s purpose?” Theo asked.
“To work in solitude or with her best apprentices, the Sha needs secret places,” said Nagima. “Danaje’s this was… mine it is now.”
“Claimed by Onqul this altar will surely be,” reminded Dak, already sitting on a stone bench carved into the cave wall.
“Her own altar Onqul has had for many years,” said Nagima. “This everyone knows.”
“What does it matter which altar she uses?” asked Theo.
Nagima put her hands on the stone table. “Many times moved has this altar. Belonged to every Sha our clan has ever known. Source of great power it has become.”
“Want it Onqul will,” said Dak.
“Get it she will not,” said Nagima.
“Others beyond ourselves did Danaje bring to this place,” said Dak.
“Honor those apprentices possess, I believe,” replied Nagima. “Loyal they will remain.”
“Certain you cannot be.”
“Faith we must have.” Nagima turned and busied herself looking through a large chest. She pulled out some cloaks and blankets, and prepared a few makeshift beds on the floor.
“Kill us in our sleep they will, if wrong you are,” replied Dak.
Theo’s eyes widened. “Kill us?”
“Honor I am certain the apprentices have,” Nagima assured.
Once Nagima had readied their beds, Theo and Dak both laid down. It was only slightly softer than the hard ground, but the cloaks and blankets did keep them warm. “I know you didn’t ask for any of this,” Theo said to Dak as they lay a few feet from each other.
“Just get some sleep,” Dak replied.
“I understand how afraid you are, but I just saw you jump off a cliff. I’ve seen you fight with no hands. There is nothing you should fear.”
“You say you understand my fear better than anyone, but if you really understood, you would know exactly what we should truly fear.” Dak turned away and stared off in the distance. “Nothing terrifies me as much as the Wall terrified me,” said Dak. He lifted his small right arm. “I lost this arm in my escape from that hell-hole, and I would have given more if I had to. I’m angry at the bastard that took my other hand, but this arm…" he smiled slightly, lost in the distance. “When I see it I’m happy because it reminds me where I’m not anymore.”
“I know what it’s like to want out of somewhere so bad that you would give up anything, but if you let that fear control you, then you might as well be stuck behind those walls still.”
Dak rolled over to go to sleep.
“You may not think of me as your friend,” said Theo. “But I think of you as mine. I don’t have the direct experience to be certain how friends are supposed to act, but I believe one primary function is to help each other.”
Theo closed his eyes and smiled. “I’m going to help you get past your fear.”




Domm’s Shroud

Ironhead’s colossal hundred-foot wooden doors were wide open—a rare occurrence—letting thousands of excited royal residents out all at once as sunlight poured in: a trade that Tess felt suited the fortress. She pushed passed the oblivious spectators—too involved in their personal conversations to notice the jostling—out into the huge field that surrounded the fortress entrance. The field was protected from most sides by mountains that cast their enormous shadows over half the clearing. A small border of trees on one section of the perimeter, patrolled diligently by Royal Guard at all times, provided the only access to Ironhead’s legendary entrance.
Travelers from all over the Empire entered from the tree line—bottlenecked back into the forest by the hundreds—and subjected themselves to inspection by the increased Royal Guard presence before being allowed to move freely through the field. Several wooden structures had been erected on the well-manicured grass, arranged to create a rectangular-shaped battlefield in between. The travelers flowing in from the forest joined the residents flowing out of the fortress doors, and together they formed lines to enter the makeshift arena where the contest would be held.
Tess got glares as she weaved through the line, but no one said a word to stop her. At first glance they must have thought her a child looking for her parents, and she was gone before they could look at her a second time. Sand had been poured to create the battlefield, which raised the contestants—now preparing for battle with the aid of their squires—about six inches above the grass. As Tess slipped past the spectators finding their seats in the stadium, she was stopped by a guard before her feet could touch the sand. “Where do you think yer goin’, miss?”
“My cousin’s in the contest, I was jus’ gonna wish ‘im luck.”
“I’m afraid not.”
Tess darted to her right, then quickly changed direction to the left in an attempt to run past—but the guard grabbed her arm and threw her to the ground. “Ow, that really ‘urt.”
“Go see a medic.”
Tess laid it on thick like her arm was broken, moaning and wincing. Then, she suddenly rolled, got to her hands and knees, and tried to launch past the guard by pushing off the balls of her feet with all her energy. The guard just stomped on her back like she was a roach.
“Do I need to squash you?”
“Most certainly not,” asserted Olister, approaching with two shirtless devotees. “Let her up,” the priest continued, walking assisted by the same gnarled wooden staff used to take down Pasqual. “She can come with me.”
“Of course, Father,” replied the guard with a bow, releasing Tess. He gave another awkward bow then backed away, diverting his attention to a group of juveniles weaving in and out of passers-by in a chasing game.
“Why’re ya ‘elpin’ me?” Tess asked skeptically as she got to her feet.
“I like you,” replied Olister with a slight smile. “You’ve got spunk, girl.”
“I tried ta kill ya.”
Olister laughed. “You wouldn’t have killed me. You would’ve wasted more time than I had to spare at the moment, but killed me… no. If I wasn’t so pressed for time, I might have let things play out.” The priest started to walk into the battlefield, but, after a step, the wooden staff stuck deep in the sand—all the way to the grass below. “How was your waste of time?” Olister asked, stopping and turning to Tess. “I’ve always found the dungeon to be spectacular personally.”
“What’s so spectacular ‘bout it?”
One shirtless devotee lifted Olister off the ground in his burly arms—sensing the priest’s needs instinctively—and cradled Olister toward Pasqual, Servantis, and the other contestants. Tess followed along. “Those tunnels under the fortress were created when Drasque was building Ironhead. Miners used simple picks and carried out every stone by hand. Our fortress may seem like one giant mountain, but really, it’s hundreds of thousands of rocks piled on top of each other with only mud and straw holding them together. Unbelievable by today's standard, but down there you can see nature’s strength holding up Drasque’s monument to humankind.”
“Still don’t think it’s very spectacular,” said Tess. “Pile’a mud.”
Straight ahead of them, Pasqual was in traditional iron armor that looked old enough to have been the first ever smithed; his ancient iron hood was on the ground at his feet. Servantis was holding the blindfold and trying to tie it around Pasqual’s eyes, but Pasqual was squirming.
“You’ve come this far,” Servantis was saying as Tess came into earshot. “Have the courage to keep going.”
“Ya scared, Squally?” asked Tess, gently elbowing Pasqual.
“I’m not scared, Tessie,” Pasqual said.
“Knock it off,” replied Servantis, glaring at Tess.
“Do you know the history of the contest,” asked Olister, in a soft and soothing voice, diffusing the tension as the muscular porter set the priest down on the sand.
“Obviously,” said Tess. “Ya know our lineage.”
“Do you, Pasqual?” Olister asked, ignoring Tess. Pasqual shook his head no. “Your ancestor, Domm, fought in the very first contest.”
“Domm was a chump,” Tess interrupted. “Weak and pathetic.”
“Domm was the bravest of anyone to participate in the first contest,” insisted Olister, turning to Tess. “You’re buying into the stories spread by the families of the other sons. History hasn't remembered Domm for who he really was.”
“Drasque didn’t think Domm was good enough for the throne,” said Tess. “What makes ya better than Drasque?”
“Domm was the first to put on the blindfold,” said Olister. “His father had just told him that he would not be getting the throne. A throne that, from the day of his birth, he had been told he would be handed. He put on that blindfold without hesitation and without anger, despite what had just been taken away from him.”
“And ‘e was the firsta be killed,” said Tess. “Prob’ly shoulda hesitated.”
“Also not true,” insisted Olister with the patient tone of a teacher. “He fought until he couldn’t lift his arms, but he didn’t even die on the field. He died a few days later in the infirmary.”
Tess rolled her eyes. “Every ‘istory book I’ve read and every paintin’ I’ve ever seen says Domm died first.”
“It’s all poetry,” said Olister. “‘The first son was the first to die’ made for a great line in Sover’s History of Drasque, but it’s not the truth.”
“Let’s all remind Squally of ‘is impendin’ death,” laughed Tess. “This ‘as been a great pep talk.”
“Death is inevitable for every person that has ever or will ever live,” replied Olister. “Avoiding talking about it would be foolish.”
“Seems pretty foolish ta talk ‘bout death ta someone scared out of ‘is pants,” Tess mumbled to herself.
Pasqual stared daggers at Tess.
Olister put a hand on Pasqual’s shoulder, pulling his attention. “Be brave like Domm, Pasqual. It will make your house proud.” The same brawny devotee bent down and lifted the priest back up, but before they left Olister leaned in and whispered in Tess’s ear. “I'll be keeping the gun. Call it penance. Not sure where you got it, but it has a beautiful crest of House Kale on the handle, so I know it's not yours. Perhaps it’s related to your black eye.” The shirtless men swiftly whisked the priest over to a small group of contestants, their clean-shaven heads reflecting sunlight. Tess watched Olister—for a moment—chatting up the fit young boys, giving the fighter’s armor a close inspection; before turning back to Pasqual.
Pasqual lifted the blindfold to his face, and Servantis helped to tie it. “You need to leave, Tess,” said Servantis. “I can see Emmen at the edge of the sand. Go with him now and we will talk after this is over.”
Tess hit Pasqual in the armor and gave him a nod for good luck. She gave Servantis a sour stare, but did as she was told.
Emmen was waiting for Tess by the guard that hadn’t let her pass. “‘E wouldn’t let ya pass either?” she remarked.
“Cainan has been good company, regaling me with old war stories,” Emmen replied.
“Not as good as yers, old mage,” Cainan the guard replied with a hand to the heart and a slight nod.
Emmen patted Cainan on the back. “Anyway,” he said, bringing his attention fully to Tess. “I knew you’d be back this way—although I’d hoped it would be sooner. I don’t move quickly these days and it will take us more than a moment to walk to our seats.” He put out his arm for Tess’s assistance. “We’d better get going—I don’t want to miss the action.” She hooked his arm with hers and helped him walk toward the stands.
“Sorry ‘bout shovin’ ya,” Tess said.
“Don’t worry about it, lass. No worse for the wear. I seem to be faring better than you,” Emmen said with a pointed glance at Tess’s bruised eye.
“Yeah, it’s a popular topic,” Tess replied sarcastically.
“I’ve got an ointment,” Emmen said, handing Tess a small vial. “Should help the swelling. You can apply it when we get to our seats.”
Tess took the vial of yellowish goo, turning it side to side and frowning as it slowly glopped from one end to the other.
Emmen had two seats in the bottom row of the makeshift stadium, but they still had to climb up a few steps. “These wooden structures are a modern addition to the contest,” he said as he struggled up the seven small steps. “Everyone used to stand in the hot sun for hours.” The Governor of Sturn was sitting only a few rows behind them, and Tess liked the superior feeling she had, being with the most important people of the Empire. She liked looking above the heads of the masses. She liked the soft cushions. She liked almost everything about it, even if she had to listen to Emmen spew facts.
The tall wooden structures that created the arena were cushioned and shaded seating for the lucky few—only about a hundred per structure—while most of the thousands of spectators stood in front of and around the structures, clustered in small groups naturally by socioeconomic circumstances. Those that thought they were better than others pushed to the front and those that saw themselves as lesser in some way stayed back. A self-imposed segregation, but of course there was always a little shoving. It provided some amusement for Tess as she waited and applied the shockingly cold yellow ointment to her bruised eye.
The squires left as hundreds of Royal Guard soldiers flooded into the battlefield, pushing the spectators back—closer to the wooden stands—and creating a perfect rectangular border around the sand. “The formation the guards take,” said Emmen, “It was established over a hundred years ago after a contestant from the Kale line ran out before the trumpet could blast.” Tess burst out laughing. “Yes, lass, it is very amusing.” Emmen cracked a grin. “They held up the contest for two hours so the family could bring the young lad back. Now there’s no escape.”
The guards created a pathway through the crowd for King Rev and his wife to be paraded in, followed by an escort of four King's Guard—elite soldiers in all-gold armor—before the border was quickly re-closed behind them. The King met with each contestant, one by one, and each fighter presented their shroud to the King. The shrouds the contestants used had been the same for hundreds of years: essentially an iron dome that went over the head. It was a helmet similar to any other made in the time of Drasque, but with only one opening—to put your head inside. There were no eye holes or mouth holes or ear holes, but around the head hole were a few slits for attaching the shroud to the contestant’s armor.
“The helmet is called Domm's Shroud, after your ancestor,” said Emmen. “It is made of iron and is very heavy; some have even fallen over when presenting to the King. I don't think it will be an issue for Pasqual.” Emmen pulled out a scroll, an inkwell, and a wooden pen. Uncapping the inkwell and balancing it on the stand in front of him, he asked, “How tall is he?”
“Not sure,” said Tess.
“We'll have to measure him after. He might be a record!”
The King inspected the iron shroud and the blindfold of each contestant. Once he was satisfied with each, two of his guards attached the shroud to the contestant’s armor with leather straps as the King moved to the next.
Pasqual stood tall and well-postured. He towered over the King and had to kneel to receive his inspection. “Very nice,” remarked Emmen as two King's Guard attached Pasqual’s shroud. “Your house is honored.”
Tess felt warm from her beaming pride, but wished she had told Pasqual how proud she had been. She had been proud for a long time and had never actually told him. Instead she had just given him a nod. That’s not how she truly felt. She would tell him as soon as the contest ended, with words and everything.
After the King finished the inspections, the Royal Guard made a path, again, for him and his wife through the crowd. The King's Guard escorted them to their private viewing box at the top of the tallest structure.
Royal Guard soldiers walked each contestant around inside the rectangular battlefield, and positioned them somewhat evenly around the edge before facing them toward the center. Tess had a great view of Pasqual: he was only about fifty feet away. The blind contestants had been set, and every spectator waited in silent, anxious, building anticipation. Emmen furiously wrote down the location of each fighter on his scroll, splashing ink from the inkwell as he dipped the wooden pen in and out between scribbles.
King Rev signaled the trumpeters and the three men blew their horns. It blasted from what seemed like every direction, and so loudly that nearly everyone in the stands jumped in their seats. “Very strange echo,” Emmen commented, jotting away. “Must be bouncing off these mountain walls.”
Tess didn’t care. The contest had begun and the fighters started to move. Most took it slow, cautiously feeling out each step—but Nickson was sprinting at Pasqual with his sword and shield to his side. Tess knew where each of the fighters were, but how could Nickson be so certain? Pasqual was, like the others, taking small, deliberate steps toward the middle of the battlefield with his sword and shield up defensively. Pasqual had only moved about ten feet toward the center of the arena by the time Nickson leapt at him.
Nickson’s sword hit Pasqual’s shield, and Pasqual reacted to the collision by deflecting Nickson to the left with his shield and slicing back with his sword. Nickson did a backward somersault to avoid the strike, and the crowd cheered uproariously. Tess was not amused.
“Too flashy,” said Emmen. “Waste of energy.” Tess liked Emmen.
Pasqual sliced back and forth toward the sound of Nickson’s feet shuffling—something Tess had practiced with him. His strikes were lumbering, and Nickson was agile. Pasqual nearly hit Nickson a dozen times; if any of those blows had landed, Nickson would have been destroyed. But none connected, not even glancing blows. Pasqual was tiring: his shoulders were hunching forward, and he was losing his form. He swung his sword around slowly, and Nickson took the opportunity to sweep the behemoth’s legs out from under him, knocking Pasqual to the ground.
Pasqual quickly got to his knees, but before he could completely stand, Nickson dropped the hilt of his sword in a gap between the giant’s shroud and armor, hitting Pasqual's bare neck. With that one swift blow, Pasqual dropped flat to the ground face-down and stopped moving.
The crowd took a collective breath. For Tess, an eternity was passing. “Roll, Squally!” she shouted.
Nickson circled around and kicked Pasqual, but the giant didn’t move. He poked at Pasqual’s armor with his sword until he discovered a soft spot—on the leg where two plates of armor came together—and stabbed his sword into Pasqual’s calf. There was no reaction from Pasqual. Nickson raised his arms in victory and the trumpets blared. Again, the sounds echoed off the mountain, causing more jumps in the crowd from the sheer volume of the horn’s blast.
“What does that mean, Emmen?” asked Tess, her face draining of color.
Emmen opened his mouth but only silence came at first. “Well…” he fumbled.
“Tell me!” Tess said, panicked. “It means ‘e’s dead, right?”
“It's a signal for the medics to pull him from the field,” said Emmen. “It means nothing more. They will pull him off the battlefield and check him over.”
Tess looked at Pasqual, motionless on the ground, and waited a few agonizing seconds for the medics to rush out. “Why aren’t they comin’?” she demanded, voice breaking.
“They’ll run out when it’s safe,” Emmen replied.
“The action’s on the other side of the battlefield,” said Tess. “Why aren’t they comin’?” Emmen didn’t know what to say.
Nickson ran toward the other side of the battlefield where the other contestants had finally started to clash. Swords hit shields and other swords, but the blows were mostly glancing and did little to their targets. Nickson sprinted to his next victim as if he could see exactly where he was. Emmen referred back to his paper to figure out who Nickson was running toward. “I believe that’s Loq, a farmer’s son from Outer Rigol… or wait, maybe… it is List? He wouldn’t talk to me yesterday so I don’t know much about him.” Emmen was trying his best to distract Tess.
Tess wasn’t watching the contest. Her eyes were fixed on Pasqual, baking in the afternoon sun—but Emmen’s words drifted through vaguely. “As long as they kill Nickson, I don’t care who they are.” Nickson and his opponent were circling each other. When one would attack, the other would dodge.
A section of crowd across the field cheered. One of the contestants was on his back dodging the slamming sword of another, relentlessly coming down over and over, each time missing by only inches. Emmen checked his paper. “Those are definitely Kagnor and Niev. Kagnor is the one on his back: you can see his crimson handkerchief coming out from his armor. Crimson is the color of the house Umml.”
Another section of the crowd cheered. “Tokkon of house Kalim has lost his sword and is using his shield to beat—”
“I don’t care, Librarian,” interrupted Tess. “I ‘ope they all kill each other.” She breathed heavily in and out in frustration. “Why ‘as no one pulled Squally off the field?”
A giant shadow spread over the battlefield, and Tess poked her head out from under the roof of their shaded seats, craning her neck to see the shadow’s origin. She squinted, briefly unable to process what she was seeing.
Thousands of arrows filled the sky, nearly blocking out the sun. As others started to see the arrows in the sky, a wave of screams and panic spread over the crowd. The first of the arrows fell to the ground, igniting into sudden flames, setting the grass and the wooden stands on fire. Tess could hear the arrows hitting the roof that covered the stands above them.
The fighters on the battlefield ran around in a panic, finding fire wherever they turned. If they could have seen, they would have found easy paths to escape the flames, but the heat further confused their dulled senses. A few of them were vainly trying to undo the bindings holding the shrouds to their suits of armor.
The spectators in the stands were trampling each other to get out—in the panic, one’s station didn’t seem to matter—but there was nowhere to go with thousands of spectators on the field blocking the way out. People were getting hit by arrows and falling to the ground, creating obstacles for others to trip or climb over. Tess and Emmen were at the front of the stands but still had nowhere to go.
Emmen opened his cloak and threw it over Tess. It was impossibly large, covering both Tess and Emmen completely like a small tent, holding a dome shape over their heads without any supportive structure. Tess’s eyes widened. “We’ll be safe under here,” said Emmen. “But not forever.”




Rage of the Sigandar

Looming over Theo was a gargantuan oak tree stretching hundreds of feet into the air. Sunlight beamed from the blue sky above, but the tree was surrounded by the walls of a fortress that continued up hundreds of feet higher into the air beyond its top. Theo turned to his right and saw Nagima next to him. She was young—his age—and looked as beautiful as she had been in his vision from the Mother. She held his hand and leaned her head against his shoulder. He leaned his head against hers. She turned slightly to look up at him. They both leaned closer and kissed. “Theo,” he heard her whisper, despite her lips touching his.
Theo woke, sunlight creeping in through the cave opening. Nagima was standing over him. “Salve to your legs we must apply before leaving.” Nagima threw off Theo’s blanket just enough to expose his legs; Theo held the remainder of the blanket firmly to his lap. “What this?” she gasped.
Theo looked down and didn’t see a scratch on him. His legs were stained from the blood that had dripped from his once-open wounds, but there was no longer any other sign of the bird bites and scratches. “You make an exceptional salve,” he said.
“Heal the salve does not,” Nagima said, still staring at Theo’s legs with wide eyes. “Only soothes. Remarkable you are.”
“The speed of my recovery must be at least partially your doing,” Theo said.
“Feel the healing while you slept?” Nagima asked. “Dream about what did you?”
“Nothing spectacular,” Theo said.
“Details must be given.”
“My mind is cloudy…”
“For a moment you must think,” Nagima insisted. “Not forget it. Any details at all.”
“Really, I can’t remember any details.”
“Your eyes you close.” Nagima put her thumb and middle finger on Theo’s eyebrows and slid them down, guiding his eyelids closed. “Blank your mind will go. Think your dream you will. First thing to your mind, you say.”
“I felt happy,” Theo said.
“Happy?”
“The happiest I have ever been. Pure joy.” Theo opened his eyes. “That’s all I’m able to remember.”
“Interesting,” Nagima said, standing. “Weaponized Dak’s terror you have. Swollen with strength rage made you. Heal your body joy does. Emotions you are connected to like no other I have seen before.”
“I'm terrified that I can’t control it. What will I do next?”
“Kill us all you will,” said Dak, abruptly opening his eyes though he clearly must have been awake and listening for at least a moment.
“Enough, Dak,” said Nagima. “Help the boy we must.”
“Here to watch this all burn to the ground I am.”
“You’re joining us then?” Theo asked. “You will come to Ironhead?”
“I suppose so,” sighed Dak. “Until I find a better option.”
As Dak slowly got up from his makeshift bed and Nagima finished gathering supplies, Theo reflected on yesterday. He really had caused a great deal of death and destruction already, and could easily kill them all. He didn’t want to kill everyone.
“Move now,” Nagima said, heading toward the cave entrance. “Climb back up we must.”
The fog had settled high in the canyon, giving the illusion that they were walking on clouds instead of a narrow cliff edge. Not being able to see the jagged rocks below made it easier for Theo to walk confidently. Nagima had brought special climbing axes from the cave, which were intricately filed to have serrated blades. They cut into the rock like it was bread, but held the rock face tightly when weight was applied. It wasn’t much harder than climbing up a ladder: far easier than getting down in the first place. Dak stood on Nagima’s shoulders and Theo helped pull him up. Once Dak had his elbow over he could do most of the work to pull himself up onto the ledge.
Once Nagima climbed up, she took the lead and proceeded into the cover of the trees. Hundreds of dead guards and their horses still littered the forest floor, and the stench was revolting, even at a distance. There was so little time to dwell yesterday that Theo had forgotten the true volume of death he had caused. Even thinking about it in the cave just moments ago, he hadn’t remembered it properly. There had to be a hundred dead men and horses. He wanted to cry, but he was too scared to think what sorrow might do to him and everyone around him. He ran to a tree, used its trunk to balance himself, then vomited bile and foam onto the forest floor.
“Their guns we should take,” said Dak.
“No,” replied Nagima. “Threatening we do not want to be when the fortress we reach. Reason to kill us on the spot having Royal Guard branded guns would be. Bad enough is my bow. Replenished at the altar my arrows have been, if protect ourselves we must.”
“I need to get out of here as rapidly as possible,” said Theo, some color returning to his face. “I’ll ensure you both stay alive once we arrive at the fortress.”
“Promise that you cannot,” replied Dak. “Cared not who you were did these guards.”
“It'll be different,” said Theo.
Dak laughed. “Know that you do not.”
“If I must I’ll…” Theo didn't want to finish his thought.
He didn't have to. “Do this again you are thinking?” Dak asked with a sweeping gesture.
“With intention you think you could do this?” Nagima asked. Theo didn’t respond. “Not did I consider that you could. Smart we must be. Volatile you are.”
“Smart?” Dak mocked. “To the most dangerous place on the mountain we are taking the most dangerous child, smart I would not say.”
“Our best option it is,” said Nagima. “But stay away from the clan and the guard towers we must. Good paths I can take us.”
“Guard towers?” Theo asked.
“Our forest the Empire has tried to take from us. Piece by piece. Oppression has long their strongest weapon been. Wooden towers they have erected all over. Trumpet if they spot us they will. Fire their guns on us. But our forest we know better.” Nagima smiled. “Never catch us, if to me you listen. Careful to take the most secluded paths.”
“Take the spine you want?” Dak asked. “Me you cannot expect to go that way. To leave me behind has the Mother told you?”
“Make it you will,” said Nagima. “To leave you I have no plan.”
“Before I have been there,” replied Dak. “Trick me you will not. Hard are the climbs.”
“There must be a compromise?” Theo suggested. “I want Dak to join us.”
“The spine we might not have to traverse,” said Nagima. “But if sign of slightest trouble there is, divert to the spine we will, no matter the difficulty.” Theo nodded.
“Any excuse you will make,” Dak huffed. “Inevitable is the spine.”
“We all need to trust each other if we’re going to make it,” said Theo.
“Check for signs ahead I will,” Nagima said. “Proceed if safe only.” She ran up ahead.
Dak got close to Theo once Nagima was out of earshot. “I’m sure there’s more she’s not telling us,” said Dak.
“You need to trust in Nagima. Like I know you have in the past.”
“She would need to do a lot to earn my trust back.”
“But—”
Nagima jogged back. “Good path I have found.” She looked Theo up and down inquisitively.
“What?” Theo asked.
“Falling off your body are your clothes,” replied Nagima.
Theo looked down at his tattered garments. “They’ve made it this far.”
Nagima looked around at the dead guards. “Your size there is bound to be.”
Theo was scrawny compared to most of the guards. His new trousers wouldn’t stay up, and the shirt could easily fit two of him—but, after tucking it into his pants and cinching it all down with a belt, the ensemble was manageable.
Nagima made them walk amongst the trees at least a few yards from any path that might be traveled. Their pace was slow over the uneven ground. They were forced to climb over rocks and tree roots, or squeeze under enormous low-hanging tree branches and between close-growing tree trunks. Dak struggled multiple times, but refused to be helped.
“Up the spine we should have gone,” Dak moaned. “Faster and easier it probably would have been.”
“Compromise I thought this was,” Nagima said. “To the spine we can always change our course.”
“For my arguing you do this to punish me,” Dak said.
“Safe I am keeping us, that is all,” Nagima replied, and forged forward quickly to avoid more conflict.
They trudged through the forest until Nagima stopped in the shade of a mountain wall. She patted the rock face with her hand. “‘Death Peak’ do ancient stories name this mountain,” Nagima started. “Safe its range keeps us. Climbing was only way through until discovered was the cut-through. Ironhead separate from Sigandar. But if go to Ironhead Onqul thinks we will… real trouble there will be. Wait there she will.”
“Obviously to Ironhead Onqul would assume we are going,” said Dak.
“Why obviously?” Theo asked.
“Royal you are,” Dak said. “To where else would royals go?”
“I’m not really a royal,” muttered Theo.
“Close enough you are,” said Dak.
“We haven't seen any sign of them yet,” said Theo. “We go until Nagima says it’s not safe.”
“Very slow we take it from here,” Nagima said, creeping carefully. “Circular clearing there is in the grove up ahead. Sacred and powerful is that place. Stop there Onqul will have been obliged to, if come through here she has.”
When they got close to the clearing, they could see a few birds and feather cloaks, in the distance, through the trees. “She is there,” said Dak.
“Bad this is,” replied Nagima. “Fast, but quiet, we must go back.”
Theo was drawn to the Sigandar. There was an energy in the air and it was intoxicating. Theo felt all of the Sigandar’s emotions mixing together. Fear, sadness, joy, and rage wafted from the clan, and its power was potent. The closer Theo got, the more he felt the emotions take control of him. His heart was beating incredibly loud.
“Stop,” Nagima hissed, but Theo was transfixed. Dak practically leapt the few yards to reach Theo, wrapped his arm around, and held tight. Nagima was close behind and quickly put a hand over Theo’s mouth to prevent him from making any noise. Theo didn’t struggle, but he wanted to get closer.
In the clearing, the entire clan was looking at Onqul as she cut her arm deep from wrist to elbow, letting blood pour onto the ground. “In the name of the Mother, my blood to consecrate the ground I add first. Not dead is She, for her bounty and power is all around us.” She raised the dripping knife into the air. “With Hers our blood mixes, and to us more powerful than before it returns!” She screamed her war cry—a high pitched shriek that stimulated the birds into a frenzy—and she collapsed to the ground. The clan all let out their war cries in response.
Bir and his brother warriors stepped from the crowd and took the ceremonial knife from Onqul’s hand as she lay motionless in the blood-saturated dirt. “Our blood we add second,” Bir said. “Commitment to the clan it proves.” Bir cut his arm and passed the knife to his nearest brother. He cut himself and passed it on to the next brother who did the same, and once they were all finished they began to dance in a circle. They whipped their arms out, spraying their blood on the ground and onto the crowd. They let out their war cries and all collapsed at the same time. The clan let out their war cry again in response.
Other Sigandar in the crowd began cutting themselves and—handfuls at a time, every few seconds, overlapping like a chorus singing in the round—the entire clan let out their war cries, collapsed, and leached their blood onto the ground. In unison, the handful of birds shot up out of sight above the canopy. After the entire clan had collapsed—and not until the last Sigandar hit the ground—purple fire erupted from the forest floor throughout the clearing, engulfing the entire clan. The flames were only a dozen yards away from Theo, Dak and Nagima at the closest point, and they could feel the warmth—but it was not as hot as one would expect for how close they were to the fire. The tips of the purple flames reached—and even appeared to pass through—the canopy, but the trees were unaffected by the fire. The clan rose from the ground one by one, with red bloodfire flames falling from their open wounds and mixing with the purple groundfire.
“Sisters and brothers,” Onqul announced, and the entire clan turned toward her with reverence. “Suffering we end forever. Crumble to the ground will the fortress, today!” She gave her loudest war cry yet, and the clan screamed to the sky with her. Their birds returned to them through the canopy, each one bursting into a vibrant purple phoenix as it entered the clearing. Blood and fire swirling around them, the clan ran from the clearing with weapons held above their heads
“For the cut-through they are heading,” Nagima said. She could feel Theo relax as the clan left, and she let go of his mouth. “Forever their power lasts not.”
As soon as the last of the clan had left the clearing, the purple flames died out and Theo’s heart returned to its normal resting rate. “They were feeling such powerful emotions,” Theo said, still held by Dak. “Such pain. Pain that I caused. I just couldn’t help but be drawn to them.”
“Death of us all you will be,” said Dak, practically pushing Theo away.
“Control himself Theo will,” Nagima said to Dak. She looked Theo deep in the eyes. “He must,” she said, not looking away until she felt Theo understood the importance of her words. She gave a quick nod, then turned back to Dak. “Trust in him as the Mother has.”
“Away from here either way we must be,” said Dak. “Out for blood Onqul is. Risk much to evoke powerful magics she has. Believe not I am saying this, but up the spine we must travel.”
“How will you manage?” Theo asked.
“For yourself you should be worried,” Dak replied.
“I’m just concerned—”
“We’re not friends, Theo,” said Dak. “I have enough reasons to fear for my life; don’t add to them.”




Blood and Fire

It was dark and Tess was cramped, huddling in the protective cocoon of Emmen’s magic cloak. She moved around and found she was most comfortable on her hands and knees. Her fingers felt where the cloak met the ground and she curiously slipped the tips out but immediately pulled them back. She was looking for anything to keep herself from thinking of Pasqual. “Ow,” she said, putting her fingers in her mouth to cool them quickly.
“Is the fire still raging?” asked Emmen.
“I only put my fingers out there,” said Tess. “I’m not riskin’ anythin’ else after that.”
Emmen opened the cloak that he’d been tightly gripping, just enough to push his head out to the bridge of his nose. When he pulled his head back in, his rich umber skin was flush, and sweat had already formed on his brow. “Take a deep breath and hold it,” he said as the cloak’s perfect temperature returned his normal complexion.
“Why?” Tess asked.
“The fuel that feeds the fire is the same that fuels us, so get as much as you can” Emmen said. “You will be without it for a moment.” Tess inhaled. Emmen whipped the cloak off, and, as it swirled around them, the flames in their immediate area extinguished—but the flames just outside their safe zone grew in size, strength, and heat.
Tess could feel her skin burning like she had spent all day in the summer sun. It was what Tess imagined the inside of an oven would be like. Sweat formed instantly all over her body. Emmen grabbed Tess’s arm and they walked forward. Their safe zone moved with them as they walked down the crumbling steps and out of the fire.
“You can breathe,” Emmen said once they were a few feet away from the flames.
Tess took a breath of relief and turned around to survey the hellscape she’d just escaped from. The roof of the wood stand that had so decadently provided them with shade was creaking and groaning, and then suddenly collapsed, tossing hot embers into the air and making the flames that engulfed the structure rage up twice as tall temporarily. An ember bounced off Tess’s cheek and singed her skin. She winced, but didn’t cry. The thought of crying made her think of Pasqual and all the arrow-pierced citizens piled on the ground around them.
Emmen pulled Tess’s arm. “This way, lass,” he said, using her for balance. “Stay close and let my cloak protect you.”
“We gotta look for Squally,” Tess said, looking around. “‘E’s gotta be close.”
Emmen kept hold of Tess’s arm. “We have to move quickly. I must get you to safety.”
Tess kept scanning around for her cousin as Emmen tugged on her arm. “A’wright,” Tess snapped. “We’ll just leave ‘im ‘ere!” A tear came out despite her best efforts.
While bodies were everywhere, the gaps between the now on-fire wooden stands—where spectators had funneled in to watch the contest—were completely blocked by massive heaps of corpses. Piled in front of Tess alone were dozens of people at least, killed by arrows as they tried to escape the arena—each one adding to the height as they attempted to climb over the fallen, making the journey harder for the next. Emmen started to remove his coat.
“What’re ya doin’?” asked Tess.
“I won’t have the strength to climb this mountain,” replied Emmen. “But you can make it, lass.”
“If I’m climbin’ a mountain of dead people I’m not doin’ it alone.”
“Don’t be foolish—”
“Don’t pretend I’m the one actin’ foolish when you’re just makin’ excuses ta die. No one else dies today, a’wright?”
Emmen stopped removing his cloak. Tess was piercing through him with her stare. “Alright, lass,” Emmen acquiesced. “Help me up.”
Tess climbed up a few feet and let down her hand. Emmen grabbed her outstretched arm and managed to find a foothold. They moved up a few feet at a time, trying not to think about what they were gripping. When they got to the top it felt as victorious as climbing any mountain, allowing them to forget the brutality of their situation for a fleeting second. They surveyed the field of death in front of them, the dread immediately returning.
The several hundred feet of field between them and the closed fortress doors was full of at least as many bodies as all the piles between the stands, but spread out across the acres of land. Bodies of warriors in red leather and soldiers in silver armor were sprinkled between thousands of innocent residents who’d lost their lives trying to flee the chaos.
Tess tried to help Emmen down the mountain of death but it was harder than the climb up. As the late-day sun baked the field, the awful smell of blood and guts filled the air and penetrated their noses. Emmen slipped and pulled Tess down with him. They slid all the way down the morbid mountain, and tumbled over each other at the bottom.
“I”m going to need a rest, lass. Go on without me and I’ll make my way in a bit.”
“No way old man,” Tess replied. “Get yer ass up and walk. I’m not leavin’ anyone else out ‘ere.” Again, her thoughts flashed to Pasqual and she had to shake off her sadness. “Come on,” she said pulling Emmen up.
Tess was holding Emmen’s arm and pulling him toward the fortress. Emmen stumbled as he struggled to keep up the pace, but he let Tess lead and tried his best. As they got closer to the doors, wooden shutters high above—disguised in the rock face of the mountain—swung open and cannon barrels crept out, firing at Tess and Emmen.
“They must think we’re Sigandar,” said Emmen.
“Oh yeah, what made ya think that?” mocked Tess. “Tell me this cloak can ‘andle those?” She tucked in close to Emmen and pulled the cloak around both of them as best she could while still tugging him along.
“I’ve never been in a situation to find out,” replied Emmen. “I’d prefer not to know for sure.”
They could only move as fast as Emmen’s laggard pace, but the cannons were poorly aimed and reloading slowly. They closed in on the sealed doors, hoping the soldiers might realize they were not Sigandar foes and open up. But the doors stayed closed and more cannons materialized to join the second barrage of fire, one ball missing them by only a few feet. Yet more cannons popped out of more semi-hidden windows and fired for a third barrage—reminding Tess of a flock of birds taking to the sky together. Emmen stopped to raise the cloak over them, but Tess kept running and they both fell to the ground, tangled in the cloak. The cannonballs flew well over their heads, drawing Emmen’s eyes back, finally revealing their true target—dozens of Sigandar warriors sprinting up behind them. “Run, lass,” Emmen said with a sad smile. “Don’t wait up for me. It’s time to listen now.”
The warriors had blood dripping from their eyes and from deep cuts all over their arms. As the the blood fell away from their bodies, it turned to fire in the air. She got up and grabbed Emmen’s arm. “Come on,” she said. “Ya can pick it up.” She pulled Emmen up and dragged him into a run, but the Sigandar were gaining and Emmen was struggling. They heard the bang of a musket from behind them, startling Emmen and causing him to trip. Tess couldn’t hold on, and he fell to the ground. She stopped to help him. “We can make it old man. Yer not gonna die today!”
Another musket shot boomed, followed immediately by another, and another, and another. Tess turned back and saw six Royal Guard soldiers at the tree line beyond the Sigandar, firing at the invaders. Some men had armor with no helmets and others had no armor at all, but all of them looked filthy and exhausted. Five more haggard soldiers ran out from the tree line, took a kneeling position, and fired another round on the invading warriors. The soldiers at the tree line reloaded their muskets, ran forward past those kneeling, took aim, and fired another round. Tess pulled Emmen to his feet, and they kept moving to the doors.
The doors opened as they got close—as if to let them in—but a steady flow of Royal Guard, some on horses, poured out toward Tess and Emmen. “Get down!” Emmen said urgently, pulling the cloak over himself and Tess. They had very little time to react, and hit the ground hard. The guards and their horses trampled right over them. Tess felt the feet of the soldiers and hoofs of the horses softly on her back. The cloak kept her free from damage, but it was as if it was losing some of its rigidity.
When Tess emerged from the cloak, there was a battle all around. Fiery fist collided with metal armor. Bayonets sliced open wounds that dripped bloodfire. Emmen took his cloak off and put it on Tess. The cloak had nearly touched the ground when on Emmen, but, despite Tess being shorter than the old mage, it somehow fit her perfectly, still hanging the same half-inch from the ground as it did while Emmen was wearing it. Emmen reached inside the cloak after it was on Tess and pulled out several small corked glass bottles from a hidden pocket.
“This thing ‘as pockets?” Tess exclaimed. “What else is in ‘ere?” She reached into the same hidden pocket and examined one of the same small bottles Emmen had produced. Inside the bottle was a tiny corked glass vial of purple liquid floating in a clear gelatinous goop.
“This cloak is full of secrets,” Emmen replied. He aimed one of the corked bottles toward a group of Sigandar and threw it. “Now, run to the door.” Emmen snatched the bottle that Tess held in her hand. “I’ll give you all the help I can.”
The bottle only made it halfway to the warriors: Emmen had the arm strength one would expect of an old librarian. When the bottle hit the ground the vial inside shattered along with the bottle, and the two liquids mixed. The mixture sprayed far, and even though only a few drops hit the Sigandar, the liquid bubbled on their skin and melted their flesh and muscle to the bone in an instant. Their wails of pain only lasted a moment before they expired. The concoction continued to eat them away until they became nothing more than a puddle of purple ooze soaking into the ground. The grass and dirt melted a few inches down, but the liquid stopped bubbling after only a few catastrophic seconds, leaving a small purple-stained crater.
Tess was stunned, frozen in place by the sheer gruesomeness and incredible power of what she was seeing; looking at the purple craters it didn’t seem possible that those were people just seconds before.
Emmen threw another bottle, but it didn't get far either. The second bottle shattered and splattered the armor of several Royal Guard soldiers who were unfortunate enough to be between Emmen and his intended Sigandar targets. The guards had seen the fate of the Sigandar warriors near them, and immediately threw their armor to the ground. It took longer for the metal to be consumed, but the liquid was indiscriminate and unrelenting in its few seconds of volatile reaction.
“Ya carry that around with ya?” Tess stared at Emmen.
“The two liquids are harmless on their own,” Emmen countered.
“Not really the point,” Tess said. “We sure there ain’t anymore in this cloak?”
“Get moving to those doors, lass.”
“We stay together.”
The Sigandar were closing in and Emmen’s hands were shaking. He held his last bottle. “Let me do this,” he said.
“Stop tryin’ ta sacrifice yerself!” exasperated Tess as she snatched the bottle from Emmen’s frail grip. She waited for the right moment and threw the bottle just as the Sigandar warriors were seconds away from pummeling them with bloodfire fists. Some of the warriors realized what was happening and tried to retreat, but they just collided with the clueless warriors continuing forward behind them.
Tess whipped the cloak around to cover Emmen and herself. The bottle hit the ground, and the mixing liquid spread in every direction. It covered the Sigandar warriors and splattered all over the brown cloak, but Emmen and Tess remained protected underneath. The mixture bubbled on the enchanted cloth, making small holes, but didn’t destroy the garment entirely. The reaction was stifled by the cloak’s power, but in the end it was tattered and would probably never deflect an arrow again.




Faint Heartbeat

As the ground became rockier, the trees became more scarce. The small weeds that grew in the loose soil near the path were easily displaced as Nagima, Theo, and Dak tramped up the mountain. While Theo slipped constantly, and Nagima lost her balance a few times, Dak never looked uncomfortable or out of control. Their trail went up and down many hills. The incline on some was terrifyingly steep, while others were mild—but when they reached the top of a comparatively small hill, they descended into the deepest valley yet, and the grade of the descent was much steeper than it had appeared. Theo slipped on a large patch of loose gravel and Nagima instinctively tried to catch him, but there was no stopping his momentum. They both tumbled down.
Theo hit something hard at the bottom of the hill and yelped in pain, grabbing his elbow.
Dak skidded down after them in a controlled slide. “Everyone alright?” he asked, suavely stopping in front of them like a coach driver gently pulling on the reins of a well-trained horse.
Nagima had a few visible cuts and scratches on her cheek and forearm. “Fine I am. Superficial cuts are these.”
Theo grimaced. “My elbow is throbbing.” A large splinter was sticking out of his bleeding arm. Nagima grabbed the shard and swiftly pulled it out. Theo screamed, a guttural and extended aaaahhhhhhh escaping his lips.
“Treat this I can,” Nagima said, discarding the splinter and taking a green root from inside her cloak. She snapped the root; inside was a sticky orange sap that she rubbed onto Theo’s wound. It had a foul odor which made Theo wince and pull back.
Nagima grabbed Theo’s hair and pulled him forward. “Fidget you will not.” She took a large green leaf from her cloak and pressed it to Theo’s arm, covering the wound. It stuck easily to the orange sap.
Theo looked down at the wooden box into which he had collided. It seemed to have been partially dug out of the ground, opened, and emptied. “What is this?” He looked around and saw dozens more scattered along the valley floor. “They’re abundant.”
“Sigandar crates,” Dak answered. “Recognize them I can: enough I have made.”
“Keep moving we should,” Nagima said.
“Worried about this we should be,” Dak replied. “Onqul through here has been.”
“Moved past here Onqul has, we already know for certain,” said Nagima. “Seen her we have. Move forward we will.”
“Certain I am not,” Dak replied. “Over the hill she could have sent someone. Trapping us in this valley could be their plan. Dead we likely already are.”
“Happening just as it is all meant to, Dak,” said Nagima. “Planned exactly it was by the Mother.” Nagima put her hand on Dak’s shoulder, concern bending her eyebrows. “Question the Mother you usually do not.”
Dak pulled away. “Dead is the Mother,” he said with the solemn, quiet disappointment of an adult child who’s just lost a parent. “But question Her I do not. Question your interpretation of Her I do. An excuse you have made of the Mother for whatever you wish to do.”
“Onqul’s crusade you may join anytime you wish,” said Nagima, her concern turning to bitterness.
“Shown these visions only to you She has. Not to Onqul or Jaina or anyone else.” Dak asserted. “Similar visions even Danaje did not have.”
“Question Her I never did,” Nagima replied. “Let Her die She knew I would. Understood She did: no one else was able.”
“Understand I can, if help me you will,” Dak said.
Nagima took a moment. “Understand you must, that better than us She knows. Simple the concept, but hard the faith to commit.”
“Hey!” Theo shouted from up the hill. “I’m forging forward with or without you two.”
“Sides you must choose,” Nagima said before leaving Dak at the bottom and bolting up the side of the valley to catch up to Theo.
Dak stood in the graveyard of crates for a moment, but eventually followed Theo and Nagima. “The Mother I choose,” he said when he reached them. “Know I do not if you are the Mother’s true voice, but never could Onqul or Jaina be. Clear is that at least.”
They switched back and forth over the loose rocks as they climbed from the lowest point of their journey to the highest. There was no worn path to follow, but Nagima knew where to safely step. Theo kept a close look at her feet and made sure to follow her steps exactly.
Nagima took them around a ridge at the midpoint of the massive peak. They looked out over the lower mountains of the range, covered in autumn trees flowing down as far as they could see. Paths along the peaks jutted out from the trees, and narrow passages connected the large and small groves that made up the land the Sigandar claimed as theirs. When the ridge came to an end, Theo looked at the steep drop down. “Don’t tell me. This time we dive off with our eyes closed.”
“Discovered the plan you have!” Dak laughed. “Climbing the Sigandar love, but love bravery more.” Then with a wink he added, “Hold your breath, I hear it helps.”
Theo’s heart was suddenly racing. “He can’t be serious!” Theo’s eyes pleaded with Nagima.
Dak laughed and Nagima shook her head. She pointed to the handholds carved in the rock face. “Climb we will,” she responded. “Thankful you should be. Harsh is the spine of the mountain if its secrets you know not. Make easy our remaining journey this climb will.”
“At least Dak seems in a better mood about going,” said Theo.
“Going I am?” inquired Dak.
“Again with this?” said Nagima, clearly annoyed. “In the valley you should have stayed, if like this you insist on being.
“My decision this is, correct?” Dak protested. “Or push me off you plan to?”
“Going I am,” Nagima announced. She put her hands on the ground and rubbed the dirt into her skin to help with her grip. She leapt into the air—for a moment, nothing but a perilous drop below her—and grabbed onto the handholds and footholds of the rock face. She swung around like a monkey, disappearing from view as she followed the curve of the mountain. Her hand popped back into view and she waved at them. “Theo,” she yelled, invisible around the bend. “My hand you must reach out and grab!”
Theo jumped up and down and took some deep breaths. I can do this, he reassured himself as he put his hands into the dirt just like Nagima. He put a foot onto the first foothold and stretched out for Nagima’s hand, but it was slightly out of reach from his cautious position. “Hurry, Theo!” Nagima shouted.
Theo grabbed the first handhold. “Just be quiet. I’m climbing at my pace.” When he used to climb at the palace, he had always taken his time. A meticulous and slow effort that had little chance in leading to a fall. He stretched, grabbed the second handhold, shifted his left foot to the second foothold, then moved his right foot to the first foothold; there was no longer ground beneath him.
“My hand you will grab!” Nagima shouted. Theo shifted his feet and hands over another notch, and grabbed Nagima’s hand in the process. He straddled the center of the curve. He could see Dak back where he’d started, and Nagima at the other end. Her arm was hooked around a root that protruded from the mountain, with one foot on a wide path that led away from the cliff, and her other foot in the last foothold of the rock face as she stretched to hold Theo’s hand.
“There you stop,” Nagima commanded as she shoved Theo’s hand into a well-worn handhold.
“What?” Theo exclaimed. “I’m in a very precarious position. Pull me over!”
“Stretch to Dak you must,” said Nagima. “Help him we will if he is to continue with us.”
Dak leaned against the wall with one foot on the path and the other in the first foothold, stretching out his long arm as far as he could. Theo stretched back, but they were a few inches off.
“I’m putting a lot of trust in you,” Dak said.
“I’m ready,” returned Theo. Dak moved quickly, shifting his feet down the footholds, the weighted flaps of leather around the ankles of Dak’s shoes tapping slightly against the rock as he moved. Theo grabbed Dak’s arm firmly. Dak jabbed his short arm into a handhold and used every muscle he had—they were spasming from the strain—to press against the handhold and keep balanced.
Nagima pulled Theo’s hand from his handhold and tugged him along. “Move!” she shouted. Theo shuffled from one foothold to the next with one hand held by Nagima’s and the other squeezing Dak’s arm—only his feet touched the mountain. Dak stepped seamlessly after Theo.
Nagima kept her arm hooked in the tree root and pressed her body against the mountainside, giving Theo and Dak space behind her on the path, while keeping a tight grip on Theo’s hand. Theo put his first foot on the path and felt relieved, but in that moment of relief his focus slipped. Theo’s feet tripped over themselves in the transition and Dak slammed into his back. Theo stumbled, and both he and Dak fell backwards away from the mountain.
Nagima was pulled down. Her belly slammed on the path and it took everything she had to hold her grip on Theo and the mountainside root. Her muscles flexed and shook from the tension. She let out a reflexive guttural scream.
Swinging down, Dak and Theo hit hard against the mountain as Nagima kept them from plummeting to their deaths. Theo was digging his nails into Dak’s skin and muscle with such force he swore he was feeling bone. Dak was in pain, but all he could do was pray that Theo never stopped squeezing. Nagima pulled. “Strength has been sapped from me,” she said, voice wavering.
Dak put his feet against the mountain wall. “Believe in you I do!” Dak shouted up to Nagima. “Theo, we are going to walk out of here. Get your feet on the mountain.” Theo put his feet, like Dak’s, on the rockface. “All you have you must give us,” Dak dictated to Nagima assuredly. “Now!”
Nagima pulled with every ounce of strength she had. Dak and Theo’s feet found just enough leverage in the uneven mountain rock to manage the few grueling steps. Theo pulled his leg over the edge. “I’ve got it,” he told Nagima, and she released his hand. He grabbed onto the ground and pulled himself further onto the path, still desperately clinging to Dak with his other hand.
Nagima didn’t even take a breath, immediately stretching down to her limit to grab under Dak’s armpit. With one final burst, Nagima and Theo lifted Dak enough for him to lift his leg onto the path. Dak rolled over on top of Theo’s legs, and, when Nagima released her throbbing arm from the life-saving tree root, she flopped over onto both of them. Theo squeezed them tight. Dak and Nagima squeezed back, their embrace lasting for five glorious, life-affirming seconds that felt more like five minutes, the world reborn in their collective near-death experience.
Theo yelled, “Woohooo!” which echoed back off the mountain walls. Nagima and Dak couldn’t help but laugh and shout to the sky after him. Theo got to his feet and offered his hands to Dak and Nagima. Nagima grabbed Theo’s outstretched arm and pulled herself up, but Dak ignored the help and managed it himself. Theo saw the blood embedded in his fingernails and reached for Dak’s forearm. “Nagima should have a look at those,” he said, gawking at the five deep gashes.
“Nah,” replied Dak, pulling his arm away from Theo. “I don’t really feel anything around there.” He brushed passed Theo and Nagima. “I’m fine.”
As the path continued around the mountain, Theo’s eyes widened. “Ironhead!” he exclaimed. The sprawling forests below them spotted the mountain terrain as far as they could see. All the forests, passages, and paths converged at one of the largest groves, which abruptly ended with a sharp line of trees and opened up to a massive field of short grass. On the far end of the grass field were the great doors to the mountain fortress, Ironhead. The doors were wide open as thousands poured out, joining thousands more already in the field, funneling into the wooden stands erected for the Contest of Kings. At that distance, everything and everyone looked like wooden children’s toys—shaped but with no detail.
“Worth the journey is this view alone,” said Nagima breathlessly.
“Hope I do that the view was not the only reason we took the path we did,” said Dak, only half joking. He wandered away from Nagima and Theo, and looked over the forests instead of at the fortress.
Nagima walked to the edge of mountain. “The moment to move will reveal itself.” She sat down and dangled her feet off the edge. “Wait for fewer soldiers we should. Walk only two hours to the field.”
“We should just go now,” Theo replied. “There are so many people, we could blend in.”
Nagima pointed to her face. “Stand out in any crowd of your people I will.”
“You're no threat to them,” Theo said. “You're just one Sigandar. Losik will be so elated you safely returned me that he will do anything to assist you.”
“Shiny armor I see. Soldiers everywhere. Shoot me on sight they will. For now,” she patted the ground next to her. “This ritual they perform, you will explain it to me.”
“When the contest concludes,” Theo said, in his attempt at a firm and commanding tone. “We go down there.”
“See we will when that hour arrives,” Nagima replied.
Theo sighed and took a seat, relenting as he concluded he had little chance to change Nagima’s mind. “Thousands of years ago,” Theo began, “Drasque, our first king, gathered all of his sons and announced that his oldest son would not be given the throne when the King died, despite what the oldest son had been told since his birth. Instead, all his sons would have to renounce the throne or fight to the death for it—immediately—but it wouldn’t be an ordinary fight. They would have to fight blindfolded, with a shroud of iron over their heads that dulled all of their senses.”
“Why so elaborate did he make the contest?” Nagima asked.
“Most scholars believe he wanted to ensure his youngest son became king,” Theo answered, “Drasque’s youngest son—also named Drasque—was thought to be the King’s favorite and, despite being just a teenage boy, managed to beat everyone easily. So easily, in fact, rumors quickly spread of a secret training ritual, where the young Drasque was given specialized instruction regarding the unique parameters of the forthcoming contest.”
“The king Drasque was. Why the throne he did not simply give to the youngest son?” asked Nagima.
“That has been much deliberated,” Theo said. “I subscribe to the theory that Drasque wanted his young son to earn the respect of his people, instead of being handed the throne in a sudden divisive change—but no one has any real idea why Drasque loved his youngest son so much, or what were his true motivations. Now this contest ensures succession. Anyone of Royal blood can enter, and the winner becomes second in line, ready to be crowned the moment the king dies.” A trumpet bellowed in the field, but overlapping it was another trumpet blast, coming from the sprawling forests beneath them.
“What noise was that?” asked Nagima, immediately on edge.
“Initially I thought it was the starting trumpet, but now I’m not certain.”
Dak was running toward them. “Onqul! Through the forest she has come,” he panted, pointing at the trees in the valley. Several hundred feet below them they easily saw—through holes between the branches of the trees’ canopy—dozens of Sigandar warriors creeping slowly with their weapons drawn. The fire dripping from the wounds all over their bodies made them stand out in the shade of the trees far below. Above the canopy, a few purple phoenixes suddenly dove in one coordinated swoop, dipping beneath the tree cover for an unseen attack.
“What are they doing?” asked Theo.
“Taking out the guard towers she is,” replied Nagima, distracted. “Guiding her the Mother’s visions most certainly are.”
“Certain how can you be?” questioned Dak.
“The trumpeting!” exclaimed Nagima, clapping her hands as she put the pieces together. “The sound that came second must be the signaling of Onqul’s attack from the forest tower. Purposefully she did this.”
“Simple coincidence,” replied Theo. But at that moment another trumpet blared from the field, and was matched again with a second, nearly perfectly overlapping, trumpeting from the forest.
“Coincidence I think this is not,” said Nagima. “Timing her attacks Onqul certainly is.”
“How could she force those warning trumpets to be aligned with the contest trumpets?” Theo asked.
“Only the Mother has vision enough for attacks to be so perfectly timed,” replied Nagima.
The Sigandar moved closer to the tree line at the edge of the field, and a few warriors—blades readied—slit the throats of the Royal Guard soldiers who were distracted by the sounds of the contest instead of monitoring the tree line as they should have been.
The other Sigandar shot arrows into the air, perfectly aimed through gaps in the canopy, flying impossibly high. “From the crates those arrows came,” said Dak quietly.
Each arrow split into two arrows as it soared up in the air. Those arrows continued to split, joined by the continuous fire of the archers, until the sky seemed as if it could fit no more. The arrows began to fall to the ground, some catching fire as they fell—each arrow following its own unique trajectory, targeting something or someone specific.
“So many arrows,” Dak said, shock growing on his face. “To enchant those would have taken years. Known you must have, Nagima.”
“About the arrows I knew,” Nagima replied. “Made many over the years I did. Onqul having knowledge, I did not know. Not until the crates we saw.” Theo walked away and Nagima followed him. “Precautionary the arrows were—”
“A precaution in case you needed to destroy my people!” Theo interrupted. “You should've told us what was inside those crates. We could have helped stop them.”
“Your uncontrolled attack you would have unleashed upon them?” gasped Nagima. “If so powerful you are, then something right now you do.”
Theo was angry and confused. He watched the chaos unfolding below him. There was so much panic and fire and destruction, but Theo’s heart was unchanged. He didn’t feel his power bubbling up. “It must be proximity related. I don’t know how to control my power, but I can coax it out if I get closer.” Theo started to run down the path.
Nagima sprinted after him and grabbed his arm. “Stop,” she said. “Decimating my people are yours. Yes, enchanted many arrows I did, with possibility to use against the Empire—but never advocated for their use did I. Go together we will if so strongly you feel, but even if we run, long will it take to get to the battle. Little hope we have, fast enough to help we will not likely be.”
“We could have helped them, Nagima.” Theo’s voice was thick with emotion.
“Think I did not how Onqul would use the arrows. Sorry I am for not telling you.”
“I’m going to help them if I can,” said Theo.
“Join you I will.”
“Come I will too,” added Dak. “I guess.”
They ran down the mountain through a narrow and steep path that led to the tree line. They saw bodies from both sides—first sprinkling, then littering the forest—during the endless run, and as they approached the tree line they could see thousands of dead filling the field outside of the fortress.
Never stopping, they got to the field as quickly as they could—still taking well over an hour—but the battle was long over. Some of the wood structures that made up the contest arena had burnt down completely and were crackling with embers, and others were still actively in flames. Theo saw royals that he had met dead on the ground: aristocrats who passed through Rigol from time to time. Tears started to well in his eyes, but a soft, muffled beating distracted him. Theo walked toward the battlefield. “Do you hear that?”
“Theo,” Nagima said, pulling her hood over her head to conceal her complexion. “Move we must.”
The muffled beating grew louder—it was like a heartbeat, but it wasn’t any of theirs. Theo could feel his heartbeat slowing to match the pace of the other. It felt as if his heart was being pressed from all sides, like little hands were trying to force his heart into a box that was too small. It didn't hurt badly, but he could physically feel the pressure. “Someone is out there.”
“Dead they are,” said Dak with a scoff. “Waste your time do not.”
“No, listen,” Theo said. “Can you hear that?”
“Wind I hear,” Nagima said cautiously.
Theo slipped between an enormous mound of bodies and the crackling embers of one of the stands and continued right into the battlefield of sand until he stopped in front of a small pile of bodies. Several contest fighters had fallen on top of each other in the panic and were tangled up in each other’s legs and arms, with arrows piercing many of the gaps in their armor. “Someone is alive in here.”
“Put them out of their misery you should if someone actually is alive in there,” said Dak.
Theo started moving the bodies around, untangling their limbs. There were four fighters. Theo pointed at one of the bodies at the bottom of the pile. “He’s alive.”
“Moved he has not, nor given any signal of life,” said Nagima gently, pulling her hood down further.
“He is giving us a signal,” Theo insisted. “Can’t you hear his heartbeat?” Theo bent down but struggled to untangle the bodies by himself. “We have to help him.”
Nagima bent down to help Theo. “Help you will I.” They reverently moved a few bodies from the depressing pile.
“Him!” Theo exclaimed.
“Are you sure that is the one?” Dak scoffed. “Not someone a little smaller?”
“I won’t leave him here,” said Theo.
Dak rolled his eyes. “Fine. Help too will I,” he relented, hooking one of the fighter’s arms.
Nagima got the other arm, and together they were able to pull the contestant from underneath the others. Theo grabbed both the legs, and the three carried the shrouded fighter. It was slow and taxing, weaving their way around the other bodies and burning structures.
As they got close to the doors, they saw the guard posted out front. He was staring right at them but hadn’t reacted to them closing in. “Locked up I am going to be,” Dak moaned. “I know I am.”
“Moving you must keep,” said Nagima quietly. “Think we belong he must.”
“Waiting until we get close enough to shoot he is,” replied Dak.
“Forward you will move, with your head down,” said Nagima, chin to her chest to get as deep in her hood as possible.
They were only about twenty yards from the door and closing, but the guard still had no reaction to their approach. “Help us!” implored Theo.
The guard startled, pulled out his musket, and aimed it at them. “Where’d ya come from?”
“Oh no,” said Dak. “Here we go.”
“You didn’t see us?” Theo asked as his party slowed at the sight of the musket barrel. “We’ve been coming right at you for a few minutes. This man needs help.”
“Woah,” said the guard. “Let’s not change the subject. “Where did you come from?”
“I am Theo, ward of Losik, Governor of Rigol, and this man needs help.”
“I don’t know what any of that means,” replied the guard as his attention shifted to Nagima. “Look up at me,” he demanded, but Nagima did nothing. “I said look at me.” The guard put the tip of his bayonet on her chest and lifted it slowly until it hit her chin and raised her head, allowing him to see her face. He jumped back. “Damn Sig,” he yelled as he straightened out his gun and aimed it at Nagima’s head.
“Back off,” said Dak.
“You’re gonna need to shut up,” said the guard. “Need some help up here,” he yelled over his shoulder at the door. “I need some damn backup!”
“Look,” said Theo. “I am ward of Losik, Governor of Rigol, and these are my guides. She has nothing to do with anything that happened here. She saved my life—”
“I don’t know or care who you are,” the guard interrupted, never taking his eyes or aim off Nagima.
A small door within the huge wooden door opened, and a Guard captain came out. “Who are these people?” he asked.
“It's a goddamn Sig, captain,” the guard replied.
“I am Theo, ward of Losik, Governor of Rigol,” Theo said to the captain.
The captain looked at Theo. “Woah, yeah, you are,” he said. “This is that kid they’ve been going on about.”
“This man needs help,” Theo said, looking down at the fighter they were holding.
“Bull!” the captain replied.
“I can hear his heart beating,” Theo said. “He’s definitely alive.”
The captain laughed. “Hoo! Well I’ll be damned. We’ll be eating with the king tonight!”
“What about the Sig,” the guard asked.
“They're with me,” Theo said.
“Take ‘em to the dungeon,” the captain replied. “Let someone else figure out what’s what.” He gestured to the fighter in the shroud. “Get someone over here to help carry that one. We need to take him and the boy to the King’s chambers immediately.”
“I’m not going without my friends,” Theo replied.
“Fine,” exhaled the captain. “You can all go to the dungeon.” He knocked on the small door. “Get out here and earn your keep!”




The King’s Council

Emmen leaned against the cold stone fortress walls and rested his frail body while the Royal Guard continued to march away from the large entry doors and toward their barracks. About a hundred yards away, directly ahead of Tess, at the end of the corridor, was the arboretum—an indoor forest lit through an opening above and filled with autumn trees, purple flowers, green grass, and short shrubs that were all common to the mountains. In its center stood a sort of natural monument: a thousand-foot-tall oak tree that was the largest in the entire Drasque mountain range. With the hundred-foot doors closed completely behind them, sunlight from the arboretum was the only source of illumination in the corridors, filtering through the yellow and red leaves to give an orangish hue. The oil lanterns that hung on the wall every few feet were unlit—unusual for Ironhead, as diligent servants typically would have lit them well before sunset, but nothing was usual about that day.
“Ya gonna make it?” Tess asked Emmen.
Emmen had leaned against, and then slid down, the wall, and was now sitting on the floor with his legs splayed out. “You did good, lass. I will survive thanks to you.”
“Yeah well, see ya ‘round, I guess,” she said. “Now that we're back in the fortress you can do what ya need ta and I can…” Tess thought about what things she might do. They all involved Pasqual; she resisted the tears forming in the corners of her eyes.
“Wait, Tess,” Emmen said, attempting to stand—but in his weak state, the effort amounted to no visible change in his position.
Tess snapped out of her sad thoughts. “A’wright, sure. Don’t go dyin’ on me.”
“This body isn’t what it once was,” replied Emmen, gesturing vaguely at himself. “I could use more of your assistance if you’re free of prior commitments. I would find one of the assistant librarians but…”
“I’ll ‘elp ya, old man,” Tess said. “But don’t put me ta work organizing books or nothin’.”
Tess helped Emmen up and gave him an arm to lean on as he told her which corridors to travel. They turned down a side corridor and up a compact spiral staircase behind a hidden door in the wall, of which Tess had been previously unaware. As they went up the rickety staircase, Emmen was leaning hard on Tess for help with every step. There were several doors to exit as they spiraled up, but they passed each one, continuing to the top. By the time they reached the final door, Tess’s back, arms, and legs felt as if they were on fire.
They exited the staircase into an opulent hallway—though much narrower and shorter than the main corridors typical of the fortress. Tess had thought herself knowledgeable about Ironhead’s layout, but she had never seen that hallway before. Then again, she’d never seen the hidden door that led here either. Every wall was wood-paneled and decorated with paintings, tapestries, cabinets, or mirrors—covering every inch that wasn’t taken up by a door.
At the far end of the hall, two guards were posted outside the largest and most ornately carved of any of the doors. Emmen walked up and entered without a second glance. Tess followed closely behind, stayed quiet, and didn't make eye contact—she felt out of place amongst the finery, and became self-aware of how dirty she must be. They entered an octagonal shaped room with no windows. There were four doors (including the one they entered from) filling four walls, and on the other four hung historical paintings of the first contest. Tess was familiar with the paintings. They all had the same name: Death of Domm. They had not always hung in that room; she remembered seeing them on display in the library before. They must have been moved into this room to commemorate contest day as a symbol of glory. Tess just found it twisted.
In the center of the room was a round table. The largest chair—clearly meant for the king—was empty; four of the other seven chairs were filled. The King’s Council became silent and stared at Emmen and Tess as they entered. Tess immediately noticed Servantis and her heart leapt with joy to see him alive—she wanted to run to him and hug him, but Emmen was putting much of his weight on her arm. If she ran, he would certainly fall to the ground.
Royal Vizier Borth had stood up from the table when they entered. “I thought you were…” she trailed off and slowly sat back down. Borth was short with a round face. When Tess had seen her around the fortress, she’d always had an unpleasant expression—but the frown on her face now was more pronounced than normal.
Olister was as wrinkled as ever, seated next to Borth and leaning over to put a caring arm around her. “Are there more survivors?” asked the priest, patting Borth’s upper back and talking for the clearly distraught Vizier.
“Not that I’ve seen,” said Emmen, moving toward a chair with Tess’s assistance and taking a seat at the table. Tess stood behind Emmen, making herself small.
“We heard reports that King Rev was pulled out of the viewing box.” Servantis added.
“I didn’t see any of that,” Emmen said, adjusting himself in the hard chairs and finding it difficult to rest his worn back.
“Well, what news of the King have you brought?” Borth blurted.
“I didn’t see King Rev I’m afraid,” said Emmen.
“We must act as if the King has died and prepare for the worst,” said the only other person in the room who had not yet spoken, the same enormously fat man Tess had seen with Olister in the church. She didn’t know who he was, but he was clearly important.
“We act as if King Rev is alive and in need of rescue,” said Borth. “I am Royal Vizier, voice of the King, and only I can command in his absence.”
“He is dead,” the fat man said. “Not absent, dead. Your power ended with his life.”
Borth ignored him. “Prepare a squad to mount a search,” she said to Servantis. “I think we have those Sigs on the run, but send your most discreet men to be safe.”
“You’re right,” said the fat man. “We have them on the run, and now it is time to strike with everything we have. Destroy them before they can build back up.”
“Go. Do your King’s will, Servantis,” said Borth.
“She is not the King,” boomed the fat man. “We have heard dozens of reports saying the King died in the fire.”
“And a report that he was pulled from the flames and dragged into the tree line,” replied Borth. “You are not the King either, Losik.” Tess couldn’t believe that the fat man was the famous Governor of Rigol. Losik was a legendary fighter that fought alongside the Old Mage and King Tu at the battle of Graad. The fat man didn’t look like a warrior, or even close to old enough to have fought next to Emmen in those legendary fights. He looked more like an inflated animal bladder come to life.
“One report, given to us by someone close to you, mentioned King Rev being dragged to the trees.” replied Losik. “She just didn’t want to hurt you.”
“You think Metsi lied to spare my feelings?” Borth laughed. The door swung open and everyone’s eyes darted to see who was entering.
“I’m so sorry,” said the guard, squeezing next to Emmen at the table and pushing Tess aside to place the severed head of King Rev—with a Sigandar arrow piercing through his eye and out his ear—down on the surface.
Borth screamed and cried and clambered around the table, knocking Tess further away from Emmen. “I’ll rip those bastard Sigs apart!” She grabbed the head and cradled it in her arms like a baby.
“Where did you find this?” asked Servantis.
“It was fired from the tree line,” the guard said. “And landed at our feet.”
Pulling a magnifying glass from his tattered cloak, Emmen leaned out of his seat toward Borth to get a better look. “This was shot from a bow at the tree line?” he questioned.
“They must still have enchanted arrows,” asserted Olister.
“This is meant to scare us,” replied Losik. “Probably their final arrow.”
“Where is his body?” muttered Borth as she stroked the King’s hair.
“Actually,” said the guard. “The rest of him has also been sent over as well. Piece by piece.”
Borth let out a soft yelp as her fingers continued smoothing the King’s hair, pulling knots and dirt out of the once pristine strands.
“Still think they’re out of arrows?” Olister asked Losik.
“Yes,” Losik said. “This doesn’t negate my point. If they had a large complement of arrows remaining they wouldn’t have stopped raining them down upon us.”
“Take me to him,” Borth told the guard as she gently closed the King’s eyes.
The guard nodded and pushed Tess against the wall as he went for the door. Borth shuffled out holding the King’s severed head delicately in her arms as if she was going to reattach it and save him.
“We must send word to Gorkoth,” said Losik. “I’m certain he’s already furious for being left off the invite list for the contest.”
“Probably not after what happened,” Olister remarked.
“Nevertheless, he can’t be the last to find out about King Rev’s death.”
“That troll will just try to seize power,” added Servantis.
“Succession has been broken,” replied Losik. “The Empire is at its weakest. We need to create strong unity between the governors if the Empire is going to survive.”
“Another contest must be held as soon as possible,” replied Olister. “That should be the first priority.”
“A contest is the least of our worries,” said Losik. “The cities could use this as an opportunity to assert their independence. Do you want another Kalesque on our hands?”
“A contest should be had to ensure succession continues, before the other governors try take control,” Olister said. “You are not the king. You only have power over Rigol. Or is this your way of asserting Rigol’s independence?”
“And what power do you have, priest?” Losik asked.
“Ain’t Servantis king now?” Tess asked, drawing everyone’s attention for the first time. Did she really say that out loud? She felt like an unprepared actor as the curtains opened, standing in the open space between the door and the table with all eyes suddenly on her.
“Who is this little girl?” Losik demanded.
“She is with me,” responded Emmen.
“You should know better,” said Losik. “We don’t allow aides of any kind within these eight walls.”
“Well if yer gonna kick me out anyway,” said Tess, walking toward the table. “Someone explain ta me why Servantis ain’t king? Until last week ‘e was next in line. The contest was supposed ta replace ‘im, but no one won. So don’t that mean ‘e’s not replaced?”
“The King decreed Servantis was unfit to be second in line, and the Council voted to replace him,” Emmen explained, craning around to look at Tess. “He has no chance to be king. Nobody’s second in line.”
“If ‘e was good enough to be second in line once,” Tess said. “‘E should be good enough now.”
“Get her out of here,” said Losik with a clenched jaw. “I will not ask again.”
Tess walked toward the exit with all eyes watching her.
“Sorry, lass,” Emmen said softly from his seat.
The door swung open in front of her. She leapt out of the way as three guards burst in carrying something large. She didn’t get a good look in the commotion before they set it on the round table.
Servantis leaned over the table, jaw slowly dropping with realization. “It can’t be.”
“Take off the shroud,” Losik told the guards. “Is he alive?”
“Ya can ‘ear ‘is ‘eartbeat if ya put yer ear to ‘is chest,” said a guard.
Tess got to her feet and saw the contest fighter lying on the table as the guards removed his helmet. She knew right away, before his face was revealed. No one else could have been that big.
Squally! She wanted to scream and jump on the table and hug him, but she could barely even see him through the space between two of the guards.
The shroud was removed. “Pasqual?” Servantis looked concerned.
With the helmet removed, everyone’s focus was drawn to Pasqual’s eyes, darting around from face to face. He didn’t smile. He seemed to have limited movement: his eyeballs could move freely, he could flare his nostrils very slightly, and twitch his lips just a twinge—but the rest of his body was eerily still.
“Why isn’t he talking?” Losik asked.
“He’s in shock,” said Olister. “He’s been through a lot.”
Emmen got closer. “He doesn’t look shocked.” He took a small dagger from his tattered cloak and poked Pasqual where two pieces of armor met.
“What are you doing?” Servantis jumped.
“The boy can’t feel a thing,” said Emmen. “He probably can’t walk. I’ve seen this type of injury before, during the war.”
Losik looked at the guards. “Leave now.” The three guards exited. Tess kept quiet and out of Losik’s line of sight.
“What can be done?” Servantis asked.
“I’m afraid I don’t know of any treatment for such an injury,” replied Emmen. “We should call for a medic, but… I doubt he could do anything.”
“Come on, old mage,” said Servantis. “You have to know of some magic that could heal him.”
“This is beyond me, I'm afraid,” said Emmen. “If he doesn’t show signs of recovery soon, he will likely starve to death as I have seen with most others in his situation.”
“That’s not gonna happen,” Tess said out loud by mistake. Her mouth was betraying her, but she wasn’t going to let Pasqual die.
“Why is she still here?” Losik asked.
“Have some mercy, Losik,” said Servantis. “This is her cousin.”
“Just get them both out of here,” said Losik.
“Ya can’t tell the King what ta do,” said Tess.
Losik laughed. “Servantis is not king. When are you going to get that through your small mind.”
Tess pointed to the table. “Pasqual is king.”
“He’s not king,” argued Losik.
“‘E survived the contest,” said Tess, pointing and re-pointing at the table. “Now I may ‘ave been wrong ‘bout Serv, but I know what this makes Squally.”
“Pasqual is king,” announced Servantis with an official tone, as if this were a proper decree.
“King Rev booted you from succession because your broken leg made you unfit to be king,” said Losik. He pointed to Pasqual. “He’s just waiting for death. You were far more fit than this… thing.”
“Servantis was removed from succession,” said Olister. “Because Rev didn’t like his family. His broken leg was simply the excuse.”
“Alright, fine—I’ll admit that your removal may have been largely political.” Losik gestured to Pasqual. “But this might as well be a pumpkin. It can’t be king. I won’t allow this mockery.”
“I’m not king,” said Servantis. “You’re not king. We don’t make these decisions.”
“Today we can,” said Losik. “Today we must, for the good of the Empire.”
“I can’t allow this treasonous talk anymore,” said Servantis. “Pasqual is king.”
“At best he is the presumptive king,” said Losik. “We have to wait until every contestant’s body is found and confirmed dead before we crown the vegetable. Now another contest really is our biggest priority. If there is one good thing about the gourd being found, it’s that it will appear as if succession hasn’t been broken—and now we must do all we can to keep it that way. Servantis, you will continue the duties of Lord of Ironhead, without the title, as you have done the last few wee—”
“Ya ‘ave no authority ta make these decisions,” interrupted Tess.
“I keep forgetting about you,” said Losik. “You are so small.”
“I’m the Royal Vizier and I’ll make these decisions,” continued Tess unfazed.
Losik laughed. “Under what authority?”
“The King’s,” answered Tess. “We ‘ad a plan after the contest. When Squally was king I would be ‘is Vizier.”
“Do you have anything to backup those claims?” Losik asked. “Any sort of document?”
“No,” said Tess. “But—”
“I’m afraid you have no authority here,” said Losik. “If the King can’t speak, he can’t appoint you Vizier.”
Olister stood. “I may have a solution to this problem, a way to verify the King’s desi—”
“You have no authority here either, priest,” Losik cut in. “You were appointed to the Council by Rev, and with him dead you have no official position within the Empire. In fact, I am the only one in this room with any actual authority.”
“If Olister has a way of helping the King speak,” said Servantis standing up. “You are honor-bound to see its validity.”
“I will do what is best for the Empire,” said Losik.
“It is not your Empire to rule. I won’t stand and watch you bend this Empire to your will,” said Servantis.
Losik sighed. “In the name of the Empire, I will at least hear you out, but I don’t want any unnecessary attention brought to this situation,” he said. Then, turning to Olister, “What possible solution could you have?”
Olister left, but returned to the chamber in less than a minute, carrying the gold box Tess recognized from what seemed like a different lifetime entirely, though it was only the day before.
“What nonsensical religious artifact have you conjured up?” Losik asked.
Olister pulled out the glowing blue object—it still looked like a stone to Tess. The object appeared to be floating between Olister’s hands. “This is a tool, Losik.” He placed it into Pasqual’s left hand, which laid palm up and open on the table. The object appeared to float just above Pasqual’s palm. Olister looked into Pasqual’s eyes. Pasqual looked right back at the priest. “Speak,” Olister said.
Pasqual started to move his mouth and found he had better control of his whole jaw. He could move his tongue. But his throat was hoarse, and the first few things to come out sounded more like noises than words. “Tessie,” he eventually managed to force out.
Tess ran to him and climbed onto the table to be next to him. “I’m ‘ere,” she said.
“I’m sorry,” Pasqual said, a tear rolling down his cheek.
“Fer what,” replied Tess. “There’s nothin’ ya need ta be sorry ‘bout.”
“I shouldn’t’ve been mad at you,” Pasqual said.
“Yeah ya should've,” said Tess. “I was a real ass. I owe ya the apology.” Tess gave Pasqual a hug, and even though Pasqual couldn’t hug her back, she could feel that he wanted to.
“What should I do, Tessie?” Pasqual asked.
“Yer king now,” Tess replied. “No one else ‘as the power ta do anythin’.” Tears of pure joy were streaming out of Tess’s eyes, no matter how much she tried to hold them in.
“I’m King,” Pasqual said, “and Tessie is Vizier.”
Tess turned to Losik. “Toldja,” she said, scrunching her face childishly.
Losik rolled his eyes. “You’re going to stand for the destruction of this Empire, Servantis?”
Olister snatched the glowing blue object from Pasqual’s hand and put it back in the gold box. “That is all for now.”
“Theo,” Pasqual blurted out as fast as he could, but that was all he could manage before he lost the newfound control of his ruined body.
“Theo?” Losik exclaimed. “Did he say Theo?”
Tess watched the expression fade from Pasqual’s face. “By order of the King,” she said, sitting up. “Give back that… thing.” Pasqual was trying to talk, but he just sounded like he was choking.
“Return your tool!” Losik seconded Tess’s command. “Allow him to talk about Theo.”
“I’m afraid I cannot,” Olister said. “You don’t understand the importance of this object.”
Tess hopped off the table. “Yer bound ta serve yer king!”
“The Church is not bound to the Crown,” Olister said. “I may serve my king, but I am a servant to a greater being as well; and this,” he gestured to the closed box, “is His.”
“I don’t care about yer made-up nonsense,” said Tess. “Guards!” she screamed. Two guards burst in. “Take Olister ta the dungeon and bring me that gold box.”
“You people just take and take from the Koyash,” replied Olister with a sad sigh. “You don’t understand the power that He gives to you.”
The guards looked to Servantis. “She is now Royal Vizier,” Servantis responded to the confusion on their faces, voice thick with pride. “I would do what she says.”
Olister opened the gold box. “I worried this was how you would react. You should be ashamed of yourselves.” Olister put his hand in the box. “After all we’ve done for you. The world seems to only have those who take.”
The guards charged around the table with the live ends of their muskets—bayonets and all—pointed at Olister.
“I’m not foolish though. I wouldn’t have helped you if I didn’t have a contingency.” Olister’s eyes closed, and with that blink the priest disappeared.
The guards were confused, and stabbed their bayonets awkwardly around the area Olister had been. “Where is ‘e?” Tess asked.
“I’d imagine you could find him at the church,” said Losik.
“Servantis,” Tess said. “Mobilize some troops ta get us that glowin’ blue stone thing.”
Losik laughed. “Today has been a funny day. You have no idea what you are doing. You’ll kill us all in a matter of hours.”
Emmen put a hand on Tess’s shoulder. “There are many treaties you should read before you send the Royal Guard anywhere. A soldier entering the church would break a number of them.”
“The king can do whatever ‘e wants,” said Tess.
“The king can, technically, do whatever he wants,” retorted Losik, “but he is not immune from consequence. This Empire exists on the most razor-thin of margins, and the army that gave the crown its greatest source of power was just leveled by a bunch of natives with bows and arrows.” Losik turned to the guards. “Now someone tell me about Theo!”
One of the guards spoke up. “The boy that found the survivor is in the dungeon.”
“How could you send him to the dungeon?” demanded Losik. “I’ll have your head!”
“He came in with a Sig and he refused to come without her,” the guard stammered.
“Inexcusable!” screamed Losik, his face turning red. “Do you have any idea—”
“It’s a’wright,” Tess interrupted, attention on the terrified guard. “Jus’ make sure ya tell us all the information ya ‘ave next time before ya leave the room.” The guard nodded. “And the survivor ya mentioned: that’s yer King now. So show ‘im some respect, soldier.”




Common Sigandar

“No good is this,” Dak repeated. “No good is this.” He paced back and forth across the large dungeon cell they shared.
“It’ll be fine,” said Theo.
“Enough of you I have had!” snapped Dak.
“Leave alone,” said Nagima.
“Promised to keep us out of here he did!” snapped Dak. “Dead I would rather be.”
“In Her you must trust.”
“Dead she is!” exclaimed Dak. “Your eyes you need to open. Trapped you are. Never let you out. Savage the Empire is.”
“I will get you out of here,” said Theo, putting a hand on Dak’s shoulder.
Dak pulled away and laughed. “Faith in you I have none.”
“Fought for us Theo has,” reminded Nagima.
“No good has it done anyone,” said Dak. “Locked up like us he is.”
“Losik will come down,” said Theo. “Everything will be different then.”
“Not different for me or Nagima will it be,” Dak replied. “Out of here you will go, but we will not.”
“Something you must believe in,” said Nagima. “In Theo you must, if not in Her.”
“Our inevitable demise I believe in,” Dak retorted.
“Alive we are,” replied Nagima.
“Right is Dak,” echoed a familiar voice from somewhere down the interwoven hallways, but its source could not be seen.
“There who be?” asked Nagima.
Theo raised his voice. “I am the ward of Losik, Governor of—”
“Shut up!” interrupted Dak.
“Finish you should let him,” said the voice, distorting oddly as it bounced off the cold stone walls of the dungeon. “Wish to hear him conclude I do.”
Even though the voice was warped, Nagima could feel the presence of its speaker. “Onqul,” she seethed, rushing to the bars of the cell.
Onqul laughed, still out of sight. “Run to the Troll Lands we thought you would. See you again I never imagined. Pleasantly surprised I am.”
“Peace and calm no longer rule over me,” snarled Nagima. “Lucky you are to not be in this cell.” She tried to get a better view through the bars, but had no luck seeing Onqul.
“Wish I do that the circumstances were better,” said Onqul sincerely. “Reconcile I hope we can. Trust in you I should have.”
Nagima was taken aback, but still wary. “Trust… Never trust in you could I.”
Dak came to Nagima’s side to comfort her. “If trusted Nagima you had, then be here we would not. Together the clan would still be.”
“Together the clan is,” Onqul replied. “Here I am because I need to be.”
“What do you mean?” asked Theo, but at that moment steps echoed down the tight corridors that led to the cells, and Onqul went quiet. Dak and Nagima backed away from the cell bars and into the corner.
“It will be alright,” Theo reassured, stepping toward the bars. “Lo-lo!” he said with a huge smile as Losik, Tess, and Servantis entered, followed by two guards.
“How are you alive, Theo?” Losik asked, rushing to greet him at the cell bars. “Open it up,” he commanded the guard. “Get him out of there immediately.”
Tess put her arm up, stopping the guard from opening the cell.
“What are you doing?” demanded Losik.
“Ya don’t command my guard,” Tess turned to the two soldiers. “Ya listen ta me.”
The guards both nodded seriously.
Tess let her hand down and, with a nod, signaled the guard to put the key into the cell door.
“You have to release my friends as well,” Theo announced. “They saved my life and risked everything to get me here.”
The cell door opened. Losik grabbed Theo’s wrist. “To the infirmary. You must see the medics.”
Theo pulled his hand away. “I’m fine. They took good care of me and healed my injuries.”
“If you had returned yesterday,” Losik stepped away and took a breath. “Perhaps we could have let your friends go, but now we are at war with the Sigandar.”
“I’m not Sigandar,” said Dak, looking up but not approaching the front of the cell. “You’re not at war with me.”
Losik looked Dak dead in the eyes. “You dress like a Sigandar. Smell like a Sigandar. Your skin may be brown like ours, but you are one of them.”
Dak fell back. Theo could feel his heart racing. “I’ll get you out of here,” Theo tried to soothe him. “Calm down.”
“You will be returning to Rigol immediately,” ordered Losik. “And I will hear no more about these combatants you call friends.”
“I won’t leave them,” said Theo. “They’re not anyone’s enemy.”
“‘Ave sympathy fer ‘em,” interjected Tess. “They saved yer son, and Squally too: they’re ‘eroes far as I’m concerned.”
“I’m not his son,” said Theo. “I’m just a ward of the Empire whose care has been entrusted to him. He might care for me in his own way but he has no father’s love for me.”
“The King’s releasin’ all these prisoners,” Tess decreed. “Immediately.”
“You can’t possibly release them,” argued Losik. “They have clearly been sent here to destroy the Empire.”
“They’ve saved the Empire,” Servantis defended. “Without them there would be no king, and the Empire would have crumbled.”
Theo held the cell door open and gestured for Dak and Nagima to come out, but they didn’t step forward right away. Losik grabbed Theo’s shoulders, starting to pull him away from the door—but Theo held his ground.
“You’ll return to Rigol,” Losik proclaimed. “At once!”
Tess put her hand on Losik’s. “Oh,” she said smarmily, “one more thing, Lo-lo. I release ya from yer duty as guardian over Theo.”
“What?” Losik exclaimed, letting go of Theo. He turned, towering over Tess.
“‘E’s no longer yer duty,” explained Tess, looking up at Losik but feeling twice as tall. “Don’t worry, ya can retain yer post as Governor of Rigol. Fer now.”
“This is preposterous!” burst Losik, starting to turn red in the cheeks and forehead.
“‘E’ll remain ‘ere under…” Tess paused and spotted the answer. “Serv’s care.”
Servantis was surprised. “Of—of course I answer the King’s call,” he stammered.
Losik got redder, his nose crinkled, and his brow furrowed. “You can not—”
“She can,” interrupted Servantis. “She’s the King’s Royal Vizier and you must show her the respect she deserves, Losik.” They locked eyes for a heated moment, then Losik stomped off, shoving Servantis out of his way as he went out of the dungeon. Theo had never seen him act so childish.
Once Losik had left, Dak and Nagima felt comfortable enough to cautiously exit their cell. “The King owes ya a debt of gratitude,” said Tess.
“That’s fine,” said Dak solemnly.
“I don’t think ya grasp the favors that this can give ya,” said Tess.
“Can it get me a bed?” asked Dak, his voice low.
Tess laughed. “It can do ya a ‘ole lot more than that. I’m sure Servantis can set ya up with a place ta sleep tonight though.”
“We have a few bed chambers always ready for guests,” replied Servantis.
“I just want some sleep,” said Dak. “I don’t care where.”
Tess looked at Nagima. “Ya could be especially useful ta the King if ya were willin’.”
Nagima stared blankly back at Tess.
“Would ya be willin’? The King could use an expert advisor fer all things Sigander.”
Nagima looked at Theo. “Saying she is what?”
“What do you mean?” Theo asked. “What part don’t you understand?”
“None do I understand.”
Theo squinted. “Now, I’m the one that doesn’t understand.”
“Common tongue I do not speak,” said Nagima. “Obvious from our time together I thought that was.”
“You understand me,” said Theo. “I speak Common.”
“Sigandar you also speak though,” said Nagima.
“No I don’t.”
“Speaking Sigandar to me you have been the whole time,” insisted Nagima. “Wrong was your phrasing sometimes, but speak it you do.”
“No I… I don’t.”
“Confused how can you be?” Nagima was almost annoyed now, but surprise and confusion won out on her face. “Sigandar you are speaking now!”
“I don’t speak Sigandar!” resisted Theo. He looked to Tess. “What language were we speaking?”
“Yer a weird guy,” said Tess.
“Humor me,” replied Theo.
“Ya were speakin’ Common,” Tess said. “But she was speakin’ somethin’ different. Do ya understand ‘er?”
Theo couldn’t believe it. “Yes, but…” he murmured, staring at a particular spot on the wall in confused, absent concentration.
“‘Ow do ya know their language?” asked Tess.
“I don’t.”
“So,” continued Tess, clearly confused, “she knows Common? Ya guys was talkin’ back and forth ta each other?”
Theo shook his head. “She says she doesn’t know any Common. Although I’m certain I was talking to her in Common the whole time.”
“I jus’ don’t understand,” Tess sighed.
“Neither do I…” Theo trailed off, then suddenly turned to Dak. “What do you hear when I talk to you?”
“I really need to get out of here,” Dak replied quietly, fists slightly clenched.
“Can you translate for us?” Servantis asked Theo. “Our armies could use her help,” he added, gesturing toward Nagima.
Theo turned back to Servantis. “I surmise that I can translate for you,” he answered, still lost in thought.
“Just get me out of here!” Dak exploded. Dak’s sudden anger made Theo’s heartbeat accelerate, but it was gone almost as fast as it came.
“I guess we can talk when ya get settled,” said Tess, a little uneasy from Dak’s outburst. “Serv will get ya an apartment in the fortress.”
Nagima looked in every cell as they all walked out, but she didn’t see Onqul. “Onqul is where?” she whispered to Theo.
Theo got Tess’s attention. “We heard another Sigandar prisoner when we were in our cell,” he began.
“I dunno anythin’ ‘bout that,” said Tess. “I jus’ became Vizier. Serv, ya know anythin’?”
Dak walked a few yards further down the corridor as everyone else slowed to a stop; he turned back and waited impatiently for the others. Theo could feel Dak’s anger building again.
Servantis nodded. “The guards said there is another prisoner: an old woman.” Servantis brought a torch close to one of the cells they’d walked past. Huddled in the furthest corner—still hard to make out, hiding in darkness—Onqul was cowering and shaking. She was covered in open cuts and battle wounds, and didn’t have her cloak.
“Do ya want me ta release ‘er?” asked Tess. Servantis shot her a questioning look.
“No,” Theo said quickly. “She’s dangerous. Never let her out.”
“Whatever ya say,” said Tess, turning on her heel.
Theo felt Dak’s anger fade away as they left the darkness of the dungeon.
Servantis gave them an apartment to share in the king’s wing of the fortress—Tess’s request before returning to Pasqual. It had a common room with a fireplace, a view of the mountains, and four connected bed chambers. As soon as Servantis opened the door, Dak chose a bed chamber at random and shut himself in.
“Is he alright?” Theo asked Nagima when they were alone in the main chamber. “I thought he was just acting weird because he was locked in that cell.”
“Know I do not,” replied Nagima. “Shaken up he must be. Back to himself when he rises I hope he will return.”
“Do you want to rest?”
“Sleep I do not think I can.”
Theo and Nagima walked the solemn corridors, seeing only the occasional guard. When they were quiet, they could hear the soft weeping of those mourning their loved ones. The smell of burnt flesh from the pyres outside seeped into the fortress through the seams of the giant entrance doors and the open arboretum.
All the winding corridors led—eventually—to the hub of the expansive arboretum. “Here I like,” Nagima said when they were far enough in that you couldn’t see any of the fortress—if you didn’t look up—and the sounds were those of nature. It was like they were in one of the small forest groves that could be found secluded between mountain peaks. Above them, the great oak towered hundreds of feet higher than anything else.
Around the arboretum—starting above the tops of the ordinary-sized trees—were dozens of balconies that looked out over the private forest. “Perhaps Servantis can find us accommodations there,” Theo said, pointing up.
“From afar I do not wish to see the forest. From within is the only way to know it.” Nagima walked toward the great oak. “One thing there is that I want to do.”
“How can I help?”
“Rituals the Sigandar have many, but of one important ritual this oak reminds me. Buried the Sha must be under a mighty tree.”
“I’m sorry we couldn’t do that for her.”
“The ritual we can still perform. Her body we do not need.”
Nagima found a stick that had fallen from the great oak, got on her hands and knees, and used the stick to dig a small hole in the ground by the base of the tree’s trunk. She rotated her colorful cloak around her body until she arrived at a particular patch of forest-green fabric amongst the sea of colored fragments. She carefully tore it off along its seam, ensuring she didn’t disturb the other swatches—leaving a small hole in the otherwise colorful cloak. “This piece Danaje sewed on when began my apprenticeship.” She placed it solemnly into the hole. “Strong memories it contains.” Nagima covered the hole—the cloth inside—with dirt. She took a dagger from her cloak, cut her palm, and turned to Theo with eyebrows raised.
Theo held his palm out to Nagima and she cut it, too, with her dagger.
Nagima dripped her blood on the newly-packed soil and Theo did the same, wetting it slightly. In the blood-wet dirt she etched a Sigandar rune. Then she stood and took Theo’s cut hand. “Eternal life is given to those who have earned it through sacrifice. Worthy are these memories to prove her greatness. With this rune, entry her soul will be given to reside over us in this most mighty giant.” Nagima pressed Theo’s palm onto the trunk of the tree, then pressed her own right above—mixing their dripping blood together on the bark. She pulled their hands away, then drew a rune in the blended blood on the trunk to match the one in the dirt.
Nagima sidled up to Theo and leaned against him, resting her head on the top of his. Theo smiled as they watched the blood-rune on the oak tree absorb into the bark and disappear.
“You I love,” whispered Nagima. Theo said nothing; he knew she wasn’t talking to him.




Thank you!
If you enjoyed this book—and have the time—please leave a review on Amazon or your favorite book website. Your reviews make a world of difference, and even a line or two will have a powerful effect. 
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Stay tuned for Part Two of The Source of Magic series, coming late 2019.
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