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And now to dedicate this book
Unto my dear, sweet wife
For though my time from her it took
She's the love of my life
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“I'm tired of going over this,” Valerie Estavon rolled her eyes and tossed her idly curling hair in irritation. “There was barely enough time after the attack for anyone to reach the door, much less escape. So I'm going to ask you again, who tried to kill me and where did they go?”
Stephen cringed. It was going to be one of those days. “I swear to the Mother and all the Elements, I've told you everything I know!” His voice cracked in fear. “There were three of them. They knocked me out. When I woke up, they asked me some questions about the fire. That's all I remember, you have to believe me!”
He cast a desperate look at the gorgeous fire-kissed, leader of the Besmirched, a woman with power beyond his understanding, and winced. She was toying with one of the knives that Velor had set out. That was never a good sign. He tried to gulp down his perfectly rational fear and bulled ahead. “I-it's just like I said. I hadn't recovered from being kicked in the head, and I didn't see everything clearly, b-but the three of them just huddled together and then they were gone.”
“Stephen, honestly,” Val chided him, the flickering light from the torches playing shadow games across her fair features. “The story about a door in the air? Again?” She shook her head, pursing her perfect lips. With a sigh, Val glanced up at the early morning light that shone in through a window high on the wall. Stephen felt the delicate brush her power as the torches dimmed, letting in more natural light. From outside, the clanks and whirs of the city of Eastpoint waking up to a new day began to fill the air.
Stephen's eyes darted around the room. No no no, the shadows are all wrong. Panic fluttered in his stomach as he carefully tried to judge the time by the light from outside, from the way it hit the rough stone walls of the little room. I need more time, then maybe it won't last quite as long. He shook his head against the thought, casting a mournful glance at the restraints around his wrists. If I can't keep her attention, she's going to-
“I'm very disappointed in you, Stephen. A month and a half in my care, and still we have nothing to show for it.” Val made a disapproving sound as she played absently with the gleaming knife. “After what you did back in Helena, I really expected so much more.” She held out the wicked little blade, sighing again.
Velor stepped out from the shadows, taking the knife with a small bow, his cadaverous face stretching into a smile. Long, spindly fingers traced the length of the blade as he waited patiently for the inevitable.
“No, wait!” Stephen cried out, refusing to look at the man. I have to pretend like he isn't there, he thought desperately, wracking his brain for something to keep Val's attention. As long as she's interested, she won't let him- No! Don't remember that! Can't remember... “I-I've just remembered! They, um, they were upset about something. Yes! Something that they saw when they were watching your procession. And... and the dark one, he called the girl... Susan, no, Sally... Sarah!”
He licked his lips, eyes darting to the tray of meticulously arranged tools. Don't think about those. He looked up into Val's golden eyes pleadingly. I just need to keep her talking, his mind raced for something to say. Sooner or later, she'll leave, and the longer she talks, the less time she has for me. “H-he wanted the girl to see something. And... and, I don't know, I remember something about a sanctuary or weapons-”
“Velor, I'm afraid that's all we'll get out of him today,” Val shook her head sadly, cutting him off. Stephen's face paled as he tried to think of something, anything that would keep her attention. “I just don't know what to do with you, Stephen. I've tried everything.” She took a dainty step around the table and gently caressed his face.
“P-please,” he whimpered, staring into her eyes hopelessly. “I don't know what you want from me.”
“Just the truth, dear one,” the elementalist cooed, delicately brushing a stray lock of hair back from his face. “I want know what you saw, and I want to know why you're holding back.” She smiled winsomely at him, then continued, in exactly the same tone of voice. “Velor, please start with something hot. Maybe if we give him a bit to build on, he'll show us something new.”
“No no no, please,” Stephen struggled weakly against the bonds on his arms and legs as Val backed away, an apologetic smile on her lips. He watched in horror as the knife began glowing a dull, sullen orange in Velor's hand. In desperation, he called to the heat in the room, tried to fight back, to get free, anything. Val's will clamped down on his attempt like a vise, stopping him cold.
“Yes, that's good,” Val encouraged him softly. “Just show me a glimmer of the power that burned out that little valley, and I promise that I'll take you back to my bed, just like when we started.” She glanced at the window again and pouted fetchingly. “No gag today, Velor. It's so nice outside.” Valerie Estavon sighed contentedly, eyes returning to Stephen. “I want everyone to hear his lovely voice.”
“One. Two. Three. Pull!” The jagged piece of metal came free from the man's leg and blood immediately began gushing from the wound. It must have nicked an artery, Ciela realized with a start. She glanced at the young initiate who was supposed to be performing the procedure. He's freezing up, she thought grimly as the young man stared at the blood spraying across his hands in shock.
“Initiate,” she snapped. What was his name again? Gunther? No, that wasn't it... maybe... “Gerald, you need to do something now.”
He turned huge, helpless eyes to her. “I...” he began. “I can't...” The farmer's wife started screaming somewhere behind them.
“Get her out of here!” Ciela snarled to the orderly by the door, grabbing Gerald's hands and firmly pressing them to the bleeding man's leg, above the puncture. The flow of blood slowed dramatically, and she gave a sharp nod. “You keep pressure here, exactly this hard, or he dies,” she met the initiate's desperate gaze, holding it fiercely for a moment. “Understand?”
He gulped and nodded, but Ciela had stopped paying attention to him. Deftly, she probed the wound, searching for what was killing her patient. Her nimble fingers brushed the cut vein, and Ciela clenched her jaw. This is going to have to be fast.
With her free hand, she snatched up the smallest needle and touched it to the spool of sterile metal-thread. A small smile graced her lips as the thread latched on to the needle of its own accord. The earth-crowned had said that it actually strengthened whatever it was used to sew shut. Let's hope he was telling the truth about that, she thought, then chided herself. Everyone knew that earth-crowned never lied.
Staring intently at her work, Ciela passed her needle through the cut's edges with smooth, practiced motions. Carefully, delicately, she sewed the artery together, nodding with satisfaction as the blood finally stopped pouring out. Snapping the metal-thread with a sharp motion, she let the free end affix itself back along her careful stitches. Her fingers danced with the needle, closing the external cut where a pitchfork had impaled the poor man's leg. In mere minutes she was done, taking a deep breath as she walked to a nearby basin and meticulously cleaned her hands. She glanced back over her shoulder. “You can stop applying pressure now, initiate.”
The young man's head jerked up and down in an unsteady nod as he carefully removed his hands. The old farmer on the table kept breathing and Gerald let out a huge sigh of relief, collapsing back against the wall, shaking uncontrollably. “I'm so sorry, apprentice de Leon,” he muttered, mopping his forehead, smearing blood everywhere. “I just froze, I couldn't even think, it was all just so... so...”
Ciela patted the boy's shoulder as she walked by, giving him a little smile. “It's all right, Gerald. We've all been there. The first patient is always a tough one, especially when there are complications. Next time just keep your head and remember your training, okay?” She wrinkled her nose. “And go try to clean up.” He winced and nodded sheepishly.
He'll be just fine, she thought to herself as she left the little operating room and made her way through the familiar hallways of the Temple of Life. And he didn't get anyone killed today. That's sure to make him feel better.
She climbed the stairs toward the apprentice bath, pulling off her bloodied clothing and dropping it in a bin for one of the initiates to collect. Fire and Water, that feels good, she moaned in pleasure as she stepped into the deliciously warm water. Ciela sat back for a moment, basking in the communal tub before lazily grabbing a bar of soap and lathering herself up. She rinsed off and lay back again, luxuriating for a moment.
“Oh, it looks like the pool has come down with a bad case of beggar trash,” a voice sneered from above her.
Ciela's eyes flew open and she quickly covered herself, blushing. “What do you want, Percy?” she scowled, not daring to turn around and face the older boy. And he is just a boy, Ciela thought fiercely. A spoiled little brat. Worse, a Beloved's brat.
“Nothing now,” Percy sniffed in disdain. “The water's clearly ruined. Don't they give you a bucket for that kind of thing?” His remark was met with a chorus of chuckles from the initiates and apprentices who always seemed to follow the boy around.
“I've just gotten off my shift,” Ciela growled, crossing to the far side of the pool and tossing a hateful look back at him. He stood there smirking at her with his dark amber eyes, finely tailored robes immaculate, wavy blonde hair styled artfully. It made her sick. “You seem to be awfully well dressed for a trip to the bath.” She climbed out and quickly wrapped a towel around her body, taking another for her dark brown hair. “If you're going whoring again, remember to bring along something to entertain the girls, I've heard they have a little problem with your company.” She smiled sharply.
The young man flushed, then took a deep breath, calming himself. “I'm afraid I don't have time for you today, Ciela,” he picked an imaginary piece of lint off his robes. “I'll simply have to purchase a bath somewhere that doesn't smell like beggar.” He smiled back at her. “Oh, I'm sorry, you may not be familiar with the concept. You see, purchase is a word for spending money. But then, you need to have some before you can spend it.”
“Percy, I'm shocked,” Ciela feigned surprise. “That was a particularly bland insult, even for someone with your limited intelligence.”
“Laugh all you want, beggar apprentice,” Percy turned and sauntered away. “Master Windon is announcing the twentieth pilgrimage today. I have so many preparations to make, I hardly know where to begin.”
Ciela ground her teeth. Of course he'll start his pilgrimage before me, he's been here twice as long, she thought, even as a mean little voice in her head snarled, But I'm ten times the doctor that he'll ever be.
She gathered her things and walked back to her room, exhausted. It had been a long shift, and ending it with an emergency intervention and a run in with Percy had left her drained. Ciela de Leon closed her door with a sigh, dropping the damp towels to the floor. Eight hours before my next shift, she thought, yawning as she stumbled to her bed. Eight hours of perfect, heavenly sl-
She was out before her head hit the pillow.
==
“Apprentice de Leon,” a voice whispered in the darkness. Ciela swatted at it absently. “Apprentice,” the voice insisted, “please wake up.”
Someone shook her gently. Blighted thundering hell, she thought ferociously, rolling over and smacking the offending intrusion on her sleep.
“Ow!” the person fell backward, knocking something over. “You just hit me in the... sweet Mother...”
Ciela's eyes snapped open. Was I wearing anything when I... She looked down at the beet red initiate staring at her in wonder and sighed, pulling the sheets up. No, no I wasn't. “Initiate,” she snarled, glaring at him until he remembered himself and jumped up, spinning and fixing his gaze on the wall. “I believe it is polite to knock first.”
“I did!” he protested, beginning to turn then flushing again and looking pointedly away. Ciela slid her feet to the floor and padded to her closet, pulling out a robe in the colors of the Temple, muted blue and gray. “B-but you didn't answer, so I came in to... I didn't know that you'd be, um, be...”
“Naked?” Ciela asked brightly, tugging the robe over her head. “Nude? Disrobed, au naturel, in the buff, fully exposed?” She scowled at the young man as he stammered out an apology. “Honestly, initiate, you'll have to get used to seeing unclothed human beings sooner or later.” Just not me, her inner voice quipped.
“I...” he began, glancing back at her furtively, still blushing. “Master Windon asked me to fetch you, apprentice de Leon. He wishes to speak with you at your earliest convenience.”
She scowled at him. “After a thirteen hour shift? Thunder take the man,” she swore under her breath, drawing a fresh look of horror from the young initiate. Ciela ignored him, grabbing a brush and running it through her hair, trying to smooth it back as best she could. She slipped on a pair of practical, soft-soled shoes, muttering curses under her breath as she looked for a belt to cinch up her robe. “You may conduct me to him now, initiate,” she said tiredly. He sagged in relief and practically fled down the hallway before her.
They wound their way up to the higher level, past the classrooms and lecture halls, until they had reached the Master Seer's balcony. Her escort bowed low to her and slipped through the vaulted doors to announce that she had arrived. He returned a moment later and bowed again, holding the door open. Ciela smiled her thanks and stepped out into the late afternoon air. Clouds were just rolling in over the horizon, darkening the sky.
“You wished to see me, Master Windon?” She dropped to her knees before the wispy-haired old water-seer, a pang of familiar nervousness fluttering through her stomach. She liked Master Windon. He was honest and fair, always working to help people. And yet, he was a man of immense personal power, responsible for everything that happened here in their Temple of Life. He was a man of passionate vision, who had seen in her the makings of a healer. He was the man who had saved her brother's life.
And also the man who had taken her from her home.
The elderly seer turned to her, solid blue eyes surrounded by webs of smile lines. “Ah, my daughter.” He held his hands out to her warmly. “None of this Master business. Please, come and sit a while with me. I'm afraid we have much to discuss. Tell me, apprentice de Leon, how old are you now?”
Ciela looked up in confusion. “Nineteen, Master.”
“Ah, how time flies. I still remember the first time you walked through that door. You looked like you were about to cry.” He smiled down at Ciela, eyes twinkling. “None of that now, is there?”
“Master, I'm afraid I don't understand-”
“One hundred lives by your hand saved,” Master Windon intoned fondly. “I couldn't be more proud of you, daughter. It is time you began your pilgrimage.”
“What?” Ciela sat back on her heels, startled. “But... I've only been here six years. Most apprentices spend at least ten, surely there must be some mistake. I mean, Percy was just...” Ciela trailed off as her inner voice crowed, I knew I was better than the arrogant Beloved whelp! “I couldn't possibly be-”
Windon raised a hand, silencing her. “We keep very careful records of these things, apprentice de Leon. Today you saved your hundredth soul, distinguishing yourself from your peers as one who has learned the value of a life saved. There is nothing more I can teach you here, my daughter.”
Because I'm the best, the smug thought whispered through her head. Ciela scowled at herself briefly. Stop that. “But, Master, I was only observing. If anything, initiate Gerald should be congratulated for his first successful surgery under extreme stress.”
The old water-seer smiled knowingly. “Initiate Giovanni,” he corrected her gently, “has spent the last few hours singing your praises. If he is to be believed, not only did you save him from inadvertently killing his first patient, the sun itself would not rise without your direct supervision.”
“Well, sir,” Ciela blushed a bit, but honestly, who could keep the names of every new initiate straight? “You know how initiates talk. Especially after their first brush with death.”
“And yet, had you not taken control of the situation, that man would now be dead, yes?”
That's right, her inner dialogue thought smugly. Outwardly she said, “But sir, only twenty are sent forth every year, certainly there are more deserving-”
The double doors leading to the balcony slammed open, and a small woman came storming toward them. “Windon! You will not believe the month I've been having. I had them, thunder take it all,” the newcomer swore. “They were beaten and crippled, and still they managed to elude-” Ciela gasped under the weight of the seer's all-blue eyes as they fell on her. Instantly all the fury in the woman's bearing vanished, leaving only the perfect serenity that Ciela had come to associate with a powerful water-seer. “Seer Windon,” she said softly, voice sounding slightly detached. “I was unaware that I would be interrupting anything.”
Ciela barely managed to suppress a shiver. She had met several seers during her time at the Temple of Life, and behind their calm masks each and every one of them had seemed genuinely benevolent. This one was different. Something about her eyes, a deeper blue than any Ciela had ever seen, was just... off. As if the woman was calculating her value, weighing Ciela's strengths, finding every flaw and weakness, and filing the information away. It was unnerving.
Master Windon swept into a deep, formal bow. Ciela gaped at him. He had never bowed before anyone who visited his Temple. He was a respected and highly regarded seer, entrusted with one of the Temples of Life. She quickly followed his lead, spinning and prostrating herself before the woman, not even daring to lift her eyes.
“High Seer Ariella,” Master Windon intoned respectfully. “To what do we owe the honor of your presence?”
“So, explain to me again what we're doing here,” Sarah spat in frustration. The dull thump of a fresh explosion sounded from the far side of the building that she, Mat, and Ezra were leaning against as they caught their breath.
Ezra winced at her tone. She's probably going to find some way of blaming me for this, he thought morosely. And it was barely my fault at all. “Well,” he began carefully, “the rapid set of wormholes may have drained the skiff's energy reserves a little too fast, and so now we can't-”
“Oh, no,” Sarah interrupted, glaring at him. “I meant what are we doing here? In... what was the name of this place? Stonerill? Now, I wasn't there, so you'll have to remind me, but Mr. Blair gave us some rather specific instructions about going to Eastpoint. What were they again?”
Mat sighed as he sighted down the railgun, scanning the town and trying to spot the fire-kissed that was attacking them. “Leave off, Sarah. We decided that it would be safer to-” Another explosion shook the building, cutting him off. “Thundering hell, doesn't this guy give up? Anyways, Eastpoint was too risky, so we came looking for the Beloved, end of story.”
Ezra wiped a trickle of sweat from his forehead, then frowned, looking around. Judging from the last few blasts, there seemed to be a pattern to the attacks. If he could just figure out...
“I imagine that we were planning to keep a low profile, maybe build some good will with the local Beloved as we worked our way toward Blessing. Then, with lots of support behind us, we try to get in contact with Nathaniel Brightstone and arrange something.” Sarah peeked through the window, trying to catch sight of their attacker. Suddenly the glass exploded outward, flames licking angrily around the sill.
Ezra flinched away from the heat, throwing up a hand to shield his face as Sarah fell backwards in surprise. A small cloud of glass formed up around her as the air caught and held it safely away from her body. She scowled up at Ezra and Mat, the delicate pattern of white scars that covered her skin standing out starkly against her flushed face. “And how's that working out, Mat?” she growled. “Hawkins?”
“Um, well,” Ezra gulped audibly as bits of plaster rained down around them. Across the street, a fiery explosion thumped against the outside of a building, sending flames licking into the air. “We did find out the name of the Beloved's leader,” he said brightly. Mat nodded emphatically from where he stood as Sarah rose, brushing shards of glass out of the air. Encouraged, Ezra pushed on. “And before you say anything, what happened in Broken Hills really wasn't our fault.”
“That's right,” Mat chimed in. “How were we supposed to know that he had a peanut allergy? It's not like we had a mission dossier to go off of or anything. Bad things happen, you know? Besides, I saved his life.”
“And the fire-kissed back in Turon was very accommodating. At least, until the, uh,” Ezra blushed and glanced between his friends. “The vase... incident.” Sarah made a disgusted noise as she carefully peered in through the shattered window, scanning the room beyond. On the other side of the street, the top of a building was consumed in a globe of fire, sending bricks sailing a dozen meters to crack against the cobblestones. Ezra hurriedly continued. “B-but she didn't say that we weren't welcome back, or anything.”
“And the elementalist currently trying to burn us to cinders?” Sarah muttered darkly.
“He wasn't exactly the nicest person to begin with,” Ezra said defensively. “I mean, the taxes alone are practically criminal. And did you see what happened to people who speak out against him? The state of that prison?” He shook his head. “It was really just a matter of time before the Guild would have had to step in and do something about it.”
“And that's why you staged a prison break and ported half his treasury out into the town square, Hawkins?” Sarah hissed through clenched teeth. “And the sewage that you rerouted into his bedroom, that was just you doing the world a favor as well, right?”
Ezra mumbled something under his breath, staring at his feet. “Yeah, you kind of screwed our chances here, man,” Mat laughed.
“And you!” Sarah whirled on him, outraged. “Please tell me what part of 'building good will' includes sleeping with the blighted fire-kissed's wife?”
“Hey, that wasn't my fault,” Mat protested, pulling the railgun back and turning to face Sarah. “She came on to me! I didn't know who she was!”
“And after that, when their son found out and challenged you to a duel-”
“I don't care what he said, that was a fair fight.”
“You punched him in the face! In a sword fight!” Sarah threw her hands up in exasperation. “What did you think would happen?”
Ezra watched as the other building shook violently, flames seeping through the cracks in the walls as it crumbled in on itself. “Um, guys...”
“I didn't know that it was only swords!” Mat yelled back at Sarah. “And that's the stupidest rule ever, by the way. It was a fight. Bad things happen. What was the big deal?”
The temperature in the little alleyway suddenly skyrocketed, like someone had just turned on a dozen heaters. “Guys, maybe we should talk about this somewhere-”
“And if that wasn't bad enough, what on Earth possessed you to go and cut a giant 'M' on his ass! I can't even... I just... what is wrong with you two?!”
“It was hilarious, everyone thought it was hilarious,” Mat complained doggedly, wiping a few beads of sweat from his forehead. “And before you say anything, Sarah Hughes, I saw you laughing harder than any two-”
“We need to move, now!” Ezra blurted out, dashing past Sarah and leaping through the window into the burnt out building. He rolled as he landed, springing to his feet and spinning around as Mat yelped in alarm. Ezra stared back into the alley in mute horror, watching tiny fires flicker into existence, only to be knocked back to the ground as Mat and Sarah followed his lead. With a concussive thump, the alleyway behind them erupted into a torrent of flame.
Heat poured through the empty window as Ezra scrambled for purchase on the blackened floor, trying to get away. The building rattled and moaned as the fire roared toward them, and then suddenly vanished. Oh thank god, Ezra thought, falling to his back and closing his eyes. The air buzzed in the silence left in the fire's wake, and the three friends lay panting in the darkness. Mat coughed weakly. “Good looking out, Ezra.” He cleared his throat and winced, sitting up and checking the railgun as he dusted himself off. “Sarah, how about a truce until we deal with this guy?”
“Don't think you two are getting off that easy,” she grumbled as a breeze lifted her from the ground, setting her gently on her feet. She brushed irritably at the ash and dirt on her clothing as Ezra pushed himself off the floor. A dull thump sounded from the building behind them, and debris rained down into the alley they had just vacated. “But I suppose we can postpone this until we're clear.”
“Right,” Mat said, flashing a toothy grin that was almost shockingly white against his ash-darkened face. “I say we sneak through here and set up where we can see the street.” He nodded to the stairs on the far side of the room. “Ezra covers me in case one of the Beloved's guards follows us in and tries something cute, and I take a shot at the fire-kissed as soon as I get one.” He rubbed at his stubble absently, shouldering the weapon. “We need to draw him out though, or he'll burn this place to the ground without ever showing his face. So,” he shot a glance at Sarah, who was trying to pat her blonde hair clean, “how are you doing with the wind today?”
She sighed and made a vacillating gesture. “It's a little easier now that it's hot, more movement and turbulence for me to play with.” One of her wicked knives appeared in her hand, gleaming in the darkness. She twirled it once, then flicked it out in front of her. It spun lazily forward only to come to a stop in mid-air about two meters away, still rotating slowly.
Sarah stalked forward, snatching the dagger as she went past. “Yeah, I think I'm good.” The building behind them shuddered under another assault. She activated the holographic concealer high on her arm, and the scars covering her body faded from sight. Sarah turned to Mat and Ezra, eyes gleaming in the darkness, lips stretched into a feral grin. “Let's go get the bad guy.”
Ezra wiped his brow as he finished blocking off the room's only door. Nodding to himself, he spoke softly over his communicator, “Everything's ready here.” He glanced around, then amended, “Well, aside from the giant hole in the wall... but at least we'll know where any soldiers will be coming from.”
“I've got my face on,” Sarah answered from where she was hiding by the street below. “It should give me a little bit of an advantage if I can avoid being too obvious. Say the word when you're ready to go, Mat.”
Ezra checked his bolt-thrower, taking a deep breath to calm his nerves, loosening his sword in its sheath and glancing back toward Mat. “Are you sure I shouldn't be down closer to the door?” he asked. “I mean, if a fight breaks out up here, it'll be pretty distracting.”
“Don't worry about it,” Mat replied, clearing away some debris from around the window, giving himself room to brace and steady his weapon. “I'm a pretty good shot. Besides, there wasn't a good place to stand guard in the rooms below, and I'd rather be close if you get overwhelmed.”
Ezra nodded carefully and took a peek out the window to the courtyard. Guards were beginning to fan out through the town, mail shining and casting back light from the guttering fires left after the elementalist's assault. As he watched, one of the soldiers drew his sword, the blade kindling into a sudden flame the moment it cleared the scabbard. Ezra gulped audibly. Flaming swords, right. He shook his head, turning to fix his attention on the breach in the wall. Don't get freaked out, we've dealt with this kind of thing before.
“All set up here,” Mat confirmed, voice taking on a faraway tone as he steadied the railgun, sighting through the scope. “They're all coming out of the Beloved's manor up on that little hill. Thermal reading's not giving me anything definite with all the ambient heat. You're gonna have to bait the blighter. Get him out past the gate, and I'll take him down.”
And all I have to do is watch his back. Ezra glanced over his shoulder to where Mat sat watching the courtyard below, completely focused. No problem.
“Here we go,” Sarah chimed in, sounding nervous and a little giddy. Craning his neck, Ezra caught a glimpse of her blonde hair as she strode out into the open, toward the fire-kissed's fortified position on the hill. The thump of an explosive working rumbled in the distance. “I thought that maybe you could use a hand finding me!” she yelled up at the hill. “Since you seem to be shooting a lot of blanks! Or at least, that's what your wife said!”
Immediately three of the soldiers moved to intercept her, fire leaping to life on their blades. Her laughter rang through the communicators as she deftly dodged and wove her way through them. One went down, clutching his leg as her twin daggers glittered in the light of their weapons. She ducked under the next swing, sweeping the feet out from beneath another man and sending him tumbling to the ground. The third managed to close on her, his sword whipping through a series of graceful arcs, trying to force her back as more guards came running.
Sarah nimbly avoided a blazing slash and caught the next one with her blades. The flames that licked along the sword were suddenly pushed back as a gust of wind kicked up around them, fanning the fire into her attacker's face. He let out a scream and stumbled away. She danced among the soldiers as they entered the fray, always staying just out of reach, turning aside attack after attack with subtle wind workings or darting knives, laughing all the time.
Ezra jumped at a noise from behind him, snapping his head around to the gaping hole in the wall. A soldier stepped into view, scowling at his scuffed armor. His eyes went wide as he spotted Ezra. The man hesitated for a moment, then drew his sword, let out roar, and charged. Fire wreathed the blade, casting dancing shadows throughout the room. Instinctively, Ezra's body fell into one of the forms Mat had spent months drilling into him. The sword at his hip whispered from its sheath, slashing beautifully at his foe.
He nearly ended the fight right there. The guard stumbled, barely catching the swing in a clumsy parry as he tried to reverse his momentum and backpedal out of range. Ezra fell easily into a neutral stance, waiting for the man to make his next move. The soldier's eyes darted around the room, then he took a deep breath as if preparing to yell. Ezra braced himself for another charge. “Help!” the man screamed, voice cracking as he turned and fled for the stairs. “They're up here, I need help!”
Ezra did a double take as his opponent retreated. What had just... did he scare the soldier off? He scowled and took a moment to get a good look at the man fleeing the room. Youngish, maybe a year or two older than Ezra's twenty one. He held his sword awkwardly, like he wasn't quite used to the weight. In fact, he looked terrified. He's probably just some new recruit, Ezra realized with a start. I bet they sent him in to the damaged buildings so no-one else would have to brave it. Not that it mattered by that point. The young man had gained the stairs and was barreling down them, shouting for all he was worth. “Um, they might know where we are,” Ezra coughed, wincing.
“Blighted thunder, Hawkins,” Sarah cursed breathlessly, her voice betraying her amusement. “When I'm done with these twenty or so, I can come hold your hand and show you how to do a simple task.”
Mat barked out a laugh. “Speaking of simple tasks... how's getting the blighted fire-kissed out where I can shoot him coming along?”
Sarah made an exasperated sound. Ezra saw her dive over a soldier's head, rolling as she landed and stopping in a crouch, one hand on the ground. His ears popped, and the flames enshrouding the guards' swords flickered, swaying toward her seemingly of their own volition. The soldiers spun, and almost as one lifted their blades and hacked down brutally, every swing aimed directly at the Sarah's motionless form. The weapons connected in a wash of fire that danced and spun, obscuring her from sight.
Then the courtyard exploded. Soldiers flew backward, swords torn from their grips, caught in a vortex of air and fury that picked them up and threw them like toys. Mat spat out a curse and ducked away from the window as a tempest of wind ripped through the room, powerful and deafening. When the cacophony died down, Ezra peeked back out the window. Sarah stood proudly in the center of the empty courtyard, chin held high, fists clenched at her sides as her singed clothing smoldered and crumbled. The exquisite whorls of her delicate silver scars danced in maddening patterns across her body. There wasn't a guard in sight.
“Strucking hell,” Sarah growled, glancing down. “I liked this shirt, there's no way I'm going to be able to-”
Her head jerked up toward the fire-kissed's manor and she dove to the side, flying at least ten meters as the air around her exploded in a massive ball of fire. Barely managing to stay ahead of the flames, she kicked off a building as a brilliant beam of light and heat streaked from beyond the gates, tracing swiftly after her and leaving a scorched line in its wake.
Something crashed against the door Ezra had barricaded. He whirled around just as two glowing red lines cut their way through it in an X. A massive soldier crashed into the room, leveling Ezra's blockade with a kick. The man's hard, dark eyes darted from Ezra to Mat and he scowled beneath his sandy hair, bringing his weapon up in an aggressive position and advancing carefully.
Ezra fell into a defensive posture, angling to cover Mat. Another guard crested the stairs on the far side of the hole to the connecting room, a bandolier of small crimson and white gems glimmering over his chest. Fire ran along the length of his blade as he casually drew it, a smirk fixed on his narrow face.
Mat cursed and unsheathed his own sword, stepping away from the window to stand shoulder to shoulder with Ezra. The two soldiers stalked forward, circling as they tried to get the measure of their opponents. The charred wooden floor let out an agonized creak, and all four men froze. It can't hold our weight, Ezra gulped, eyes darting quickly to the weakened boards.
Suddenly the room sprang into blinding motion. Mat parried the big warden's first thrust before it could gut Ezra, lashing out with a kick to keep the smaller man at bay. He whirled away as Ezra caught the next blow from the sandy haired man, turning it aside and managing a clever riposte that caught the guard high on the thigh, leaving a superficial wound.
The soldier checked himself and grimaced at the cut. His partner shouted something and a jet of flame leaped out toward Ezra. Heat bathed his face and arm as he spun away from it, even as Mat cursed and drove a fist into the thin man's belly, knocking a fractured gem from his hand in the process.
Ezra's opponent slashed in viciously, and seemed utterly surprised when Ezra deflected the blow and danced away. Then again, Ezra was rather surprised himself. Didn't... wasn't there just a fire? He glanced at his shoulder and saw his shirt was smoldering sullenly. I must have gotten clear of the worst of it, he realized, grinning as he caught the soldier's next thrust, turning it aside and forcing the man back a few steps. Well, that was certainly lucky.
“Uh, Mat?” Sarah panted. “It's not that I don't enjoy trying to stay ahead of this guy, but you are planning to shoot him eventually, right?”
Ezra shot a quick glance out the window. The fire-kissed was walking slowly toward Sarah, hurling fireballs that seemed to chase her, closing the distance. He snapped his attention back to the fight just in time to block another savage blow that rattled his arms. Mat's battle had moved into the other room, but judging from the near constant sound of clashing metal, it was progressing fast and furiously.
Ezra managed to heave the big guard back, stepping in with a quick jab to keep the man at a distance. The soldier gave a grim smile as he swatted away the thrust, coming in with a blurring combination that sent Ezra into a steady retreat. He's pushing me back, trying to get me into a corner, Ezra thought, grinding his teeth. And there's nothing I can do about it. He's better than me and he knows it.
Dodging another flaming strike, Ezra sent a slash at the man's head and took a dancing step to the side, trying to skirt around his foe and get to a more open space. The big soldier had obviously been expecting the move. He caught the sword in an expert parry and bulled in, shouldering Ezra hard and sending him stumbling back to crash against the wall. His sword clattered to the ground, and the guard nodded decisively, moving in to finish the job.
That's when the floor gave way. The big man cried out in surprise as his leg went through a charred board. He brought his sword down to catch himself, but the fiery weapon cut through the blackened wood like it was butter. Ezra blinked down at the man, not daring to believe his own good luck.
The guard struggled to pull himself up, dropping the sword and reaching desperately for something solid, but it was already too late. With a resounding crack, the floor collapsed, sending the man plummeting into the darkness below. I... did that really just... Ezra stared at the hole in the floor, trying to think of something to say, until the sounds of Mat's fight snapped him back to reality. He scooped up his fallen sword and raced to help his friend.
In the neighboring room, Mat's opponent had gained the upper hand. Forced back nearly to the stairs, bleeding freely from several cuts to his arm, face and torso, the man had somehow managed to drive Mat to a knee. The wiry soldier bore down grimly on Ezra's teammate, their swords locked together as the floor beneath Mat groaned in protest.
Slow down a second, Ezra thought, coming up short. Running over there probably isn't the best idea right now. A charred board cracked under Mat's knee, and Ezra ground his teeth together. Okay, I just need to think. There must be something that I can do, something to get Mat out of the situation without making things even worse. Think, Ezra, think! What if I... Something bumped against his leg, and his eyes darted down to see the bolt-thrower, still loaded, swinging gently from his belt.
In retrospect, using that might have made everything a good deal easier, Ezra thought academically. Chastising himself, Ezra grabbed it, leveling his sights on the soldier as he yelled, “Mat, down!” Ezra's teammate dropped as the bolt blurred through the room. The guard glanced up, startled, just as the shot took him in the shoulder, cutting through the bandolier and sending it clattering to the floor.
The man stumbled back, clutching at the dart as Mat let out a roar and came up swinging. The soldier's sword went flying from his hand and Mat lashed out savagely with the pommel of his weapon, right into the man's head. The guard crumpled under the blow, tumbling down the staircase and out of sight.
A dull thump shook the building. Mat and Ezra exchanged glances as Sarah's voice filtered in over the communicators. “Struck me,” she moaned, accompanied by the sound of falling rubble. Mat dashed to the window and hoisted the railgun back in place, quickly scanning the courtyard below for his target.
“Sarah, where-”
A rich, cultured voice cut him off, thick with satisfaction, “And so it ends, girl.”
“Lady Ariella,” Master Windon gestured to where Ciela was still prostrated on the floor. “Allow me to introduce apprentice Ciela de Leon. She has only just completed her time at our Temple and will be embarking upon her pilgrimage today. Our final pilgrim for the year.”
Ciela worked up her nerve and glanced up, trying to look hopeful. Seer Ariella continued to stare down at her impassively, face completely unreadable. “A little young, isn't she?” Ariella's quiet tones were somehow impossible to ignore, as if the world itself hushed at the sound of the woman's voice.
“Indeed she is, High Seer,” Windon beamed down at Ciela and gestured for her to rise. She slowly complied, trying to act natural while keeping a wary eye on the lady seer. “She finished her initiation after only a year of study and has since lost but two patients. A prodigy by all accounts, completing her apprenticeship in only five years; I have high hopes for this one. Perhaps you have some words of wisdom for our young apprentice on the eve of her pilgrimage?”
Ariella looked her up and down, then smiled gently. Or at least, it looks like a gentle smile, Ciela thought to herself as her mind screamed incoherent warnings. I'm not certain this woman has ever had a gentle thought in her life. “Hm,” the High Seer mused, tapping a finger against her chin. “It is always refreshing to see a competent young apprentice. I can offer you only this: keep your wits about you. Show no weakness. Dark things move in the world, daring to raise their hand even against us, the keepers of life.”
The elementalist blurred forward silently, one hand darting out to catch Ciela's chin before she could even think of flinching away. Ciela fought back a scream, her eyes going wide. Sweet Mother, but she's so fast! The seer's smile turned mocking, almost predatory. “See with your eyes, and keep watch for anything out of the ordinary, my daughter,” she intoned softly, her eyes capturing Ciela's in their impossible depths. “A pilgrimage can be a dangerous thing. It would be a shame to lose anyone with such... promise.” Ariella's attention flickered back to Master Windon. “Seer Windon, I will call upon you for this evening's meal.”
The water-seer released her and spun away, stalking to the doors. Ciela sagged in relief, quietly letting out a long breath and trying to get her racing heart back under control.
The moment the huge doors swung shut, Master Windon collapsed back onto his stone bench. He ran a shaky hand through his wispy hair and gave Ciela an understanding smile. “Mother of the Elements, but that woman frightens me,” he laughed weakly. “I tell you truthfully, apprentice, I would sooner spit on Valerie Estavon's shoes or stand trial before the demon Gaav than have a conversation with High Seer Ariella. I would sooner trade blows with Lightning himself in the Church of the Twelve Storms than share a meal with the Left Hand of Water.” He took a deep breath, regaining his composure and straightening his back to sit proudly. “But, duty makes slaves of us all.” He smiled at Ciela again, face wrinkling. “And your duty, my daughter, must carry you away from here.”
Ciela bowed to the Master of the Temple, too shaken to argue further. But before she turned, she asked, “Left Hand of Water, Master? What does that mean?”
“Ah, well, I suppose you wouldn't know much of the social standing amongst the seers,” Master Windon stroked his thin beard thoughtfully. “Well, I suppose you know that a Master at a Temple of Life is a rather prestigious appointment, correct?” His eyes, the color of a calm stream on a cloudless day, twinkled merrily as Ciela nodded. “Good, I was afraid I may have failed to impress upon you exactly how impressive I was.”
His eyes sobered as his voice lost its jocular tone. “There are, however, two seers who stand above the rest: the High Seers, Right and Left Hands of Water. Lady Ariella,” he nodded toward the door, “is the youngest High Seer in over two hundred years. You must be careful around her, and always, always respectful. Hers is a difficult and dangerous path, and one I would not wish upon my most bitter enemy. For you see, my daughter, we water-seers are the keepers of all life. And what one Hand gives,” he met her eyes, deadly serious, “the other takes away.”
==
That was entirely too dramatic of him, Ciela thought bitterly to herself as she packed her belongings into a travel sack. He could have just said that she was in charge of killing people and left it at that.
“Well, it certainly got me moving, didn't it?” she mumbled under her breath, carefully stowing her set of needles, antiseptics, and her precious supply of metal-thread. Last, but certainly not least, she added the three tomes of human anatomy and physiology Master Windon had entrusted to her care.
Painstakingly copied down by a countless legion of scribes from time immemorial, the knowledge they contained was mind boggling. How anyone had ever amassed so much information about the internal workings of a human body beggared the imagination. She was under explicit orders from the Master Seer himself to conduct the books to the Great Temple of Life in Silverfall, the shining city on the sea.
Her heart thrilled at the thought. How long had it been since she'd seen the ocean, heard the waves breaking and the gulls calling? And passing so close to home... what would her father and brother think of her now, a pilgrim entrusted with some of the most amazing knowledge in the world? She smiled fondly, running a finger over one of the tomes. Maybe... maybe there will even be something here to help Francisco... She shook her head, biting down on the thought before it could transform into anything more.
She took a moment to inspect her license, the badge that would guarantee her safe passage anywhere she wished to go. As a licensed pilgrim, she would be provided with food and lodging, treated with every courtesy. In return, she would not turn away any patient, and do everything in her power to heal the ailments of those she met on the road. So basically, a snide little voice in her head snickered, they're just tired of feeding you here.
Hush, Ciela thought to herself sharply. Only twenty licenses were given out by each Temple every year. It was a great honor to be chosen. She smiled at the little leather and metal talisman. It was a contract with the world, Master Windon had said, one that stretched back to the earliest days of the water-seers. It would protect her from harm as little else could. Ciela had never even heard of someone breaking the sanctity of a pilgrimage.
Because if anyone ever did, you can be sure they wouldn't let word get out, a mean little thought snickered. She shook it away and scowled into the mirror, slipping the license on its leather strap over her head. This was a great day. Ciela looked around her little room, her home for the last six years of her life, and a lump formed in her throat. A great day. Maybe if she kept reminding herself, she'd actually believe it.
Stepping out into the hall, she nearly ran into a finely dressed young man. Percy, she thought, smiling to herself. Perfect. “Oh, look who it is, the little beggar girl running about on her errands.” A chorus of laughter answered his jest, and Ciela rolled her eyes.
“Out of my way, Percy,” she shut the door firmly behind her. “I don't have time for you or your cronies anymore.”
“Oh, what's this?” Percy poked at her travel pack. “Finally decided to pack up and leave, did you?” He flicked hair over a shoulder, turning to the young men and women behind him. “I always said that it took a certain class of person to succeed here. I have it on good authority that beggars never really learned to use their brains, you know.”
“Well, you would know about not using your brain,” Ciela sniped back, stepping around him and continuing down the hall. “After what, twelve years as an apprentice?” She turned and grinned, walking backwards. “But I guess money can pay for all sorts of things, when you're a Beloved's brat.”
“Like you would know anything about it,” Percy scowled at her. “This is what I get for training in Besmirched territory, I suppose. No standards at all. Who'd your mother have to take a roll with to get you in here, anyways, beggar girl?”
Ciela came to a stop, staring back at the boy. “You know, some things aren't said in polite society,” she spoke softly, fist clenching.
Percy laughed his rich laugh. “And what would you know about polite society, beggar girl? My family practically invented the words.”
“Is that so?” Ciela cocked her head and smiled sharply. “Maybe I'll have to ask them about it if I pass through.”
“Like you'll ever see Beloved land,” Percy scoffed. “The beggar apprentice, out to see the world. Ha!”
“Something isn't right there,” Ciela mused, tapping a finger to her chin. “Oh, that's it!” She snapped her fingers. “You've got the wrong word. It isn't apprentice anymore.” She pulled out her pilgrim license, ostensibly to inspect it as she turned and sauntered down the hall. “It's pilgrim. Better luck next year, Percy!” she called back with a laugh, leaving him sputtering incoherently behind her.
Ciela reached the doors to the Temple and paused, glancing back inside. An apprentice spoke with an elderly woman in hushed tones. An initiate mopped the floors, scowling absently. One of the older seers caught her eye and gave her a kindly smile. She inhaled deeply, taking in the good, clean scents of the place. It smelled of safety. It smelled of comfort. It smelled of home. And just like your first home, you leave at the whim of a water-seer.
Stop that, she thought firmly to herself. They are not glad to see me go because it means they don't have to feed me, no-one out there is planning to kill me and hide my body, and Master Windon was just trying to look out for me as best he could. You do not have to be so negative all the time.
The silence in her head seemed answer enough. Ciela nodded firmly, hoisted her belongings, and strode out into the late afternoon light. Traveling had really never been her thing, but if this was the road laid out for her, she would just have to make the best of it. After all, it wasn't like it was-
A huge raindrop landed squarely on Ciela's head, rudely cutting her inner monologue short. She glared up at the sky as thunder rumbled in the distance and the clouds burst, drenching everything. She looked back at the Temple, only a dozen steps behind her. You are not going back inside, she reminded herself, and stomped down toward the town to look for a ride. Preferably something with a roof.
“You don't have to do this, you know,” Sarah gasped, voice tight with fear. “You can just walk away.”
“Ha!” The fire-kissed barked a harsh laugh. “And why would I do that, little scarred girl?”
“Bad things happen, bad things happen,” Mat chanted under his breath. “Just keep him talking, Sarah, I haven't found you yet.” He switched on the thermal scanner and began sweeping the edges of the courtyard.
“Because it might save your life,” Sarah answered defiantly. “You have no idea what you're up against.”
The fire-kissed snorted derisively. “As if you're in any position to threaten me. I would worry more about myself, were I you.”
“Got him. Blight and thunder, that's a lot of fire,” Mat cursed softly, sighting toward a nearby building. “I can't even make you out in all that heat, Sarah. I'm ready to take the shot, if you can move safely, say something.”
“It's not safe here,” Sarah said, almost sadly. “If you only paid attention, you would know what I meant.”
“Damn it,” Mat slammed his fist against the wall next to the window. He took a deep breath, collecting himself. “Bad things happen,” he whispered his mantra. “Okay, just sit tight, we'll...” He shook his head, glancing back to meet Ezra's eyes. “We'll think of something,” he finished weakly.
Ezra was already working on the thinking bit. He needed to get the elementalist's attention. But how? He could try yelling! No, wait, they were on the far side of a building, across the courtyard. That would probably just get more guards coming for them. Ezra shuddered at the thought, hand absently flaking off bits of his charred shirt. An explosion, maybe? With that guy burning so hot down there, it would probably really go up. What did they have? No gunpowder, obviously, not when they knew there was a fire-kissed around. The left shoulder of his shirt crumbled away, and he glared down it in annoyance.
And remembered the bandolier of gems. Leaping over the hole in the floor, Ezra snatched up his prize, smiling madly at the odd stones with their swirls of white and red. He counted nine gems remaining, each warm to the touch, but not unpleasantly so. What had the soldier done? That's right, he broke it! Ezra held the bandolier up to Mat and said, “Sarah, distraction incoming in three...” Mat nodded and sighted along the railgun. “Two...” He flung the band of fire gems from the window with all his might. “One...” The first gem clinked as it struck the cobblestones. “Now!”
One of the gems had shot a gout of flame as thick as a man's waist when fractured. Shattering nine of them at once was like watching a wormhole generator overheat. The shock wave nearly knocked Ezra from his feet and the sound of it stole his hearing. Buildings rattled and shook, and for a moment he wondered if maybe that had been a bit too much.
A gasp came over the communicators. “What was-”
Bits of debris exploded out from behind the far building, Sarah close on their tail, riding a wave of wind. “Mat now!” she screamed, but he didn't need any prompting. The railgun buzzed and a neat hole appeared in the brick wall opposite them.
Half a heartbeat later, an explosion that beggared the gems' ripped through the structure. Ezra saw Sarah throw a shield of air up to protect herself, bouncing along as the blast hit her. He stared dumbly at the wall of fire rising toward them even as Mat grabbed his arm and hauled him toward the stairs.
They barreled down the first flight, taking the steps three at a time, as the building finally began to crumble under all the punishment. The stairs cracked and splintered as the walls collapsed. On the second floor, Mat hurtled himself through a broken window without a word, Ezra a split-second behind him. Tucking into a roll, he somehow managed to avoid impaling himself on his sword or bashing his brains out on the cobblestones. He lay on his back, breathing hard, as the building rained down all around them.
Metal scraped on metal as Mat hissed out a warning, drawing his sword in a smooth motion. Ezra rolled to his feet, frantically reaching for his own weapon, then froze as a blade came to rest on the side of his neck. “You're going to put down that weapon, nice and slow,” a man's voice growled from behind him. Mat raised his free hand and gently placed his sword on the ground, eyes never wavering from the man holding the blade.
“Gut the little prick, Gabe,” a wheezy voice said. “You see what he did to my shoulder? It was Forbidden magic I tell ya!”
“What then, huh?” the man with the sword spat. “Who's gonna take in a couple of guards who let their lord get killed? No, we know that these two were responsible, so we tie 'em up and take 'em off for some justice. I'm sure the Beloved would just love to-”
A blast of air threw Ezra forward as a meaty thump punctuated by a strangled cry sounded behind him. He caught himself and spun just as Sarah blocked the big warden's downswing with her bare hand, throwing a vicious right hook into his jaw. The man collapsed into a senseless lump. Ezra winced in empathy; he'd felt that punch before.
“God, I leave you both alone for five minutes and you nearly fail to do the one thing you were supposed to do while getting captured by some random thugs.” Ezra gawked as Sarah took a dainty step to the ground, giving the thin soldier she had a flattened a disgusted look before glancing toward Mat and Ezra. “So unprofessional.”
“Not all of us have unbreakable scars and can fly around ignoring flaming swords, Sarah,” Mat said happily, leering at her. “Of course, I doubt anyone else could make it look that good, either.”
Sarah glanced down at what remained of her clothing after her battle with the fire-kissed. It wasn't much. “Blighted hell,” she swore, blushing from head to toe as she reached down and began stripping the smaller warden of his jacket. “I managed to push the fire off my skin, but I missed the thundering clothes again.”
“You managed to cover a lot more than back in Milton, though,” Mat shook his head sadly. “Really, really disappointing.”
“You're disgusting,” Sarah replied matter-of-factly as she shrugged into the jacket, wrinkling her nose at the smell. “Also, the concealer gave out again once my heart-rate picked up. I think we may have found the upper limits of cosmetic technology in the workplace.”
“Speaking of things that may be giving out...” Ezra scanned the burning ruins of the town of Stonerill and shivered. “It's possible that the townspeople may not, ah, appreciate everything we've done for them.” He gave his teammates a weak smile. “Maybe it's time to go?”
Sarah glared at Ezra as Mat let out a booming laugh, clapping him on the back.
==
“So,” Sarah began, once they were back aboard their ship. “We've been out here about a month and a half, and so far we've managed to alienate ourselves from five Beloved towns and take down, what, three fire-kissed, a wind-scarred and two thunder-struck?” She wriggled into a fresh set of clothes, tossing the stolen jacket over the side of the skiff. “Now, that's better than most teams manage in a year, but it's not really what we're supposed to be doing, right?”
Mat sighed and rubbed a hand through his hair. “Maybe we should reconsider this plan, you know? Take a step back, or something.” He gave Ezra an imploring look. “What do you think, man?”
Ezra tinkered idly with a screen on his wormhole generator. It had seemed like such an easy plan. Just go to the Beloved, tell them about how the Sons and Daughters of Lightning were trying to destroy the world, and get their help. Then, with the backing of a legitimate world power, they could recruit this mysterious group of wind-scarred that Mr. Blair had called 'the Eye' into helping as well.
“I don't know,” he mumbled. “We don't seem to be getting through to anyone out here. Maybe we should be looking into the thunder-struck more directly, try to find a weak point or something. Or go talk to the Eye, see where that leads.”
“But you agree that we're not getting anywhere with the Beloved,” Sarah stated as Mat keyed up the skiff's engine, bringing the ship to life.
“Yeah,” Ezra nodded his head in defeat. “I mean, I wouldn't be surprised if they came looking for us... but probably not for the reasons we want.”
“Right then,” Mat eased them out of their hiding place, heading away from town. “It's decided, we'll go check out these wind-scarred that Blair has some kind of relationship with. Eastpoint, here we come.”
The rain pounded down on Ciela as she frantically beat her way through the brush, brandishing the old ax at every shadow. “Francisco!” she called, voice cracking with fear. “Francisco, where are you?” Thunder rolled ominously overhead as she shielded her eyes against the biting wind and stinging rain. She shivered, and not just from the cold. Everyone knew that there was a big cat up in these hills. Sometimes people just disappeared, and everyone would whisper about the Old Ghost in the foothills and make signs to ward off evil. Where was her brother?
She had heard them bragging about it down in the village. “You should thank us, Ciela,” Philip had snagged her arm as she wove through the crowded tavern, serving drinks. “We got rid of that useless brother of yours for good,” he chuckled drunkenly, leering at her. A dull rumble of thunder in the distance gave way to complete silence in the run down little bar.
“What did you say?” Ciela whispered, the tray of drinks slipping from her fingers as a sense of dread welled up inside her.
“We told him that all his family's bad luck was because of the lion up in the hills,” Jacob laughed, clapping his friend on the back, too drunk to notice the harsh glares from everyone around them or the cool quiet that had settled over the tavern. “The big idiot went running up there without a second thought. Didn't even grab a weapon!”
“I think you boys have had enough,” the barkeep growled, yanking their cups away and turning his back.
“Hey now, we paid for that,” Jacob exclaimed loudly. “You can't just treat us that way. Do you know who we are, old man? Huh? Do ya?” Someone jostled the belligerent man off his stool, depositing him unceremoniously on the floor.
“My brother,” Ciela asked urgently. “Where did you-”
“What d'ya think yer doin?” Philip slurred, reaching to help his friend up. “It was just a lil' fun, no harm in it. Besides, the boy's a rambling simpleton on the best of-” A fist connected with his face, sending him sprawling to the ground.
“Lord Barus will hear about this, you can be sure!” Jacob yelled as a fisherman's sun-darkened hand closed around the collar of his shirt. “He's a personal friend of ours, you all know it! A-and he knows that we're down here!” A knee to the stomach shut him up.
“Tha's right,” Philip managed to lever himself to his feet, holding his jaw and looking fearfully around at the angry room. “We grew up together, the fire-kissed and us. You think he'll just let you get away with this? You think- Hey!” Another grim looking man grabbed Philip by the collar and threw him bodily from the little tavern.
“Please,” Ciela turned to the room, eyes brimming with tears. “Please, that storm's coming in, and my brother's out in the hills, you have to...” She trailed off, eyes darting from face to face. No-one would meet her gaze.
“Oh come off it, girl,” Jacob wheezed. “We all knew it was only a matter of time, what with your father always off at sea and your mother-” Chairs all around the bar grated against the floor as men stood and glared at him, murder in their eyes. Jacob quickly raised his hands in surrender, stumbling out of the bar after his friend.
“Listen, Ciela,” a gnarled old fisherman began, “Mother knows we feel for you and your brother, but here you are working yourself to the bone day and night, and sometimes you just have to... hey, hey wait, girl!”
Ciela was already dashing for the door. She didn't have time to care. If they weren't going to help her, she'd do it herself. Her brother was in trouble. Maybe he got turned around and found his way home, she hoped desperately, pulling off her apron and throwing it to the side. She pushed past the two young men collecting themselves on the street, eliciting a round of curses.
“Please, Mother,” she whispered pleadingly into the night as she ran for all she was worth. “Please let him be all right. Please don't take him from me, too. Please.”
Something growled off to her right, pulling her back to the here and now. Ciela's heart leaped to her throat as she spun toward the noise, worn old ax held shakily before her. A lean, pale shape stalked out of the shadows, eyes gleaming in the darkness. The Old Ghost, she thought in terror, knuckles turning white as she gripped the ax harder. Oh Mother help me, I'm going to die out here, and then no-one will come for him.
The big cat let out a coughing roar, circling Ciela warily, muscles shifting effortlessly beneath it's tawny hide. “Ya!” she yelled, taking a step forward and swinging the ax clumsily. “Get back!” The mountain lion ignored her little display, continuing its slow, confident prowl. Ciela took a trembling step back, trying to keep some distance between herself and the animal. Why had her brother listened to those thundering Beloved boot lickers?
Something caught her heel and she stumbled back, arms pinwheeling. The Old Ghost darted in, low to the ground and faster than Ciela would have believed. She dropped to a knee, swinging the ax blindly at the savage old cat. Three lines of fire flashed over her right arm as her weapon connected. The impact shook the ax from her numb hands, and it tumbled away into the darkness.
The mountain lion gave another coughing yowl and leapt a few paces back, favoring its right side. Ciela scrambled to her feet, spun, and ran for her life. Wet branches slapped her face as the wind set the trees moaning around her.
And then there was no more ground. She fell, rolling and sliding down a steep incline, only to land splayed on a stone shelf. Lightning flashed overhead, and she saw her brother. He was curled up against a large tree, shaking violently, bleeding from a number of cuts and slashes. “Bad cat bad cat bad cat,” he babbled incessantly to himself, eyes drooping closed then snapping open again to stare wildly into the night. “Bad cat bad cat...”
“Shh,” Ciela pulled herself to her hands and knees and crawled toward him. “Shh, I'm here, it's all right,” she cooed to him. “I won't let anything-”
The low growl rumbled above them, almost mocking. Ciela looked up to see the Old Ghost crouched on a boulder, watching them from above. “No no no... help!” she yelled. “Oh sweet Mother, someone, anyone, please help us!” The mountain lion watched her with calculating, hungry eyes as she pulled her brother close, cradling his head and crying hopelessly. The big cat inched forward, shoulders tense with anticipation, lowering its body, preparing to pounce. “Please no,” she whimpered, grasping at Francisco, trying shield him. Another flash of lightning lit the sky.
The cougar leapt.
==
“No!” Ciela screamed, flailing against the lion.
“My lady,” a worried voice said. “My lady, you were crying out.”
Ciela looked around in confusion. That's right. She had gotten on a wagon headed north, toward the blight line. Light filtered in through cracks in the wagon, catching bits of dust and floating hay as the wood gently creaked in time with the bumpy road. “I'm sorry,” she said to the concerned woman. “I've never liked traveling,” she confided with a weak smile.
This seemed to be enough of an answer, and the woman gently patted her hand. “It's not for everyone, dear.” She rose and stepped back through the curtained doorway, scolding her husband about his driving as she went.
Ciela smiled a bit and pulled back the cloth covering the wagon's rear, peering out into the early morning sunlight. The storm must have broken some time during the night, leaving the sky to stretch out in a flawless expanse of blue. And here you were huddled in a corner, dreaming about dark nights like a child.
She shook her head, pulling out one of the precious texts that Master Windon had entrusted to her. Human Anatomy & Physiology, it was called, and she spent the next few hours poring over the detailed drawings of human musculature and cross-sections of organs. How someone had ever managed to compile a work like this in such detail was beyond her.
And so she was completely surprised when the wagon lurched to a stop and a cultured voice said, “Ah, a woman after my own heart. Pray tell, what are you reading, my dear?” She glanced up and scowled. The man was clearly a fire-kissed. If the little puffs of smoke he exhaled weren't obvious enough, the two crimson-clad soldiers with their blasphemous Besmirched contraptions flanking him clearly would have been.
“Nothing that concerns you,” she snapped, closing the book with a thump and glaring at the man.
“My, my, is that any way to treat someone you've only just met?” the Besmirched asked innocently, inching forward. “Come now, there's no reason to be unpleasant, I simply want to-”
Ciela pulled her license up like a knife, jabbing it toward the man's face. “This book is the property of the Temples of Life,” she said imperiously. “And you will not lay a finger on it.”
“A woman of beauty and science!” the fire-kissed exclaimed to his guards. He turned back to Ciela, smiling broadly. “As it so happens, I am a man of no mean knowledge myself. In fact, I'm putting together a book about the brave physicians who walk Water's path. Perhaps we could take dinner tonight, you and I? I would be fascinated to hear about your experiences. And maybe,” his eyes wandered down her body, and Ciela didn't even bother to suppress a shudder of revulsion. “We could share some other knowledge, in private.”
Oh please, please! He's just a blighted fire-kissed out in the middle of nowhere with nothing better to do than oversee cargo inspections and try to force himself on innocent women, the mean little voice in her head pleaded. “Oh,” Ciela put on her most surprised and compassionate expression. “I didn't realize that you needed my opinion in a professional matter.” She fought to keep the smirk off her face as the Besmirched gave her a confused look. “But I'm sure that I could prescribe something for your...” She glanced down meaningfully, then brought her eyes, all understanding compassion, back up to his face. “Little problem. I can assure you, many men suffer from similar-”
“What? No! I was just, I mean, there's nothing wrong with-”
“A rash then,” Ciela closed her eyes and nodded knowingly. “You really must try to be more careful. I'm afraid there's only so much we can do about things of that nature.”
One of the guards snickered as the other fought to keep his expression grim, eyes twinkling. The fire-kissed whirled on them and snarled, “Just get on with the blighted inspection.” He stormed off to go pout in a corner or something. Ciela grinned down at the two guards, but her amusement evaporated as they cast worried looks after the departing Besmirched.
That may have gone a bit too far, Ciela thought to herself. I didn't want to get anyone in trouble. She gathered her things and hopped to the road, scanning the little town. A local shopkeeper watched the fire elementalist storm past, glanced in her direction, and firmly shut his windows.
She sighed glumly, giving the wagoners a halfhearted smile as she set out to find an acceptable place to spend the night. The fire-kissed entered a building and slammed the door behind him. It looked like the only inn in town. “I hate traveling,” Ciela grumbled, trudging down the muddy road toward her second night out in the world.
“At least pretend like you're trying to hit me, Hawkins!” Sarah barked as a concentrated blast of air smacked Ezra upside the head.
He scowled at Sarah's back and raised the gun again. “I really don't see the point of this, Sarah. I mean, we're going to meet with the wind-scarred first, and it's not like we're out here to make enemies of the Besmirched, too.”
Mat snorted, fiddling with the wormhole controller. “Because heaven knows we're good at making friends with fire-kissed.”
Sarah pointed toward him meaningfully. “Exactly. And I don't want to find out that I can't stop bullets after one takes me in the back. I have body armor on, and it's chafing against these blighted scars, so just hurry up and shoot me so I can change!”
Ezra sighed and leveled the gun at his teammate again. He glanced over at Mat and muttered, “You forgot to account for the Vandersloot equilibrium constant,” and pulled the trigger. A blast of air pushed him back a step, and the bullet slowed down, wobbling against the wind, only to arc wide at the last moment.
“Thundering hell,” Sarah cursed. “Again!”
“Hey, Ezra, I don't really get it. I mean, I know that both of the positions are moving, but it doesn't seem like the tunneling equations are taking that into account.” Mat scratched his head, toying with the input parameters. “What am I doing wrong here?”
Ezra fired again, feeling only a puff of air as Sarah deflected the projectile. “I'm catching the next one, I swear. Again!”
“You see, you have to understand that while, spatially, the two points are distinct, the particles that make up the molecules of the matter in those locations can potentially be anywhere.” He took aim again and fired. The bullet slowed down at an amazing rate, but still slammed into Sarah's back hard enough to send her staggering forward a step. Ezra winced, but knew better than to offer concern. “So you see-”
“Again!” Sarah roared.
“-you just need to reconcile each equation with the Vandersloot constant for equilibrium between quasiscopic states.” He fired off another round as Mat gave an unintelligible grunt. The shot hit Sarah again, but this time she didn't budge.
“This was a good idea, Ezra,” Mat said in a low voice as Sarah yelled for another shot. “Giving us an excuse to blow off a little steam by telling Sarah that you needed a back-up for this wormhole stuff, I mean.” He glanced up and smiled. “Thank you.”
Ezra took another shot, and this one came to a stop a full meter from Sarah's back. She threw her hands up in triumph and Ezra started to cheer, then his eyes went wide as the bullet began accelerating back at him. He let out a strangled yelp and dove to the side, hitting the dirt hard.
“Damn it all!” Sarah kicked hard at a rock and stomped around in angry circles as the bullet lost momentum and fell to the ground near Ezra's foot. “Blight and strucking thunder, I had it that time! You both saw!” She made an exasperated noise and got back in position. “Again,” she snarled through gritted teeth.
“Sarah may not be good at showing it,” Mat chuckled, “but she appreciates it too.” He gave the controller a speculative look, nodding. “And I think that should do it.” Ezra got up and dusted himself off, glancing over as Mat engaged the wormhole. A small window into a little thicket of young pine trees about a mile away appeared. Mat grinned as he reached through and grabbed a pine cone, bringing it back with him and tossing it at Sarah. She effortlessly froze it in midair, turning to look at them as Ezra gave Mat an enthusiastic clap on the back. Mat chuckled and flourished a bow as Sarah jogged over to take a look.
“Not bad, Mat,” she said, pacing around the wormhole. “But I don't think you're ready to give Hawkins a run for his money just yet.”
“Hey, it's supposed to be that size, all right?” Mat bristled. “And just because it's only a mile or so away really doesn't matter, not when you understand the formulas behind the-”
“No,” Sarah interrupted him. “I meant that it looks... funny. See? Right there, around the edges.”
Mat squinted at the portal, and Ezra took a closer look. There was a strange distortion around the boundary of the wormhole, almost like it was leaking energy. But that was impossible... it would mean that the controller was overcompensating for angular momentum and bleeding excess exotic matter into the surrounding... His eyes widened in understanding. “Uh... Mat, you didn't happen to apply a planetary shift coefficient to your energy transference equation, did you?”
“Yeah,” Mat gave him a confused look. “I mean, you went on and on about it, I figured it was kinda important.”
“I also told you that the wormhole device handled it automatically!”
Mat shrugged. “I figured you wanted me to get the whole lesson, so I disabled it.”
“You disabled... what?” Ezra sputtered, eyes darting to the wormhole controller. Negative energy spikes were registering around the Minkowskian boundary conditions. “You can't disable that! Oh my god, what did you disable?!” He snatched the controller from his friend's hands and frantically cut the connection. The wormhole blinked out of existence, leaving an odd colorless zone where it had been.
Sarah reached a hand toward it tentatively and Ezra caught her wrist, shaking his head. He picked up the bullet at his feet, made certain he had his teammates' attention, and gently lobbed it into the gray patch of air. The little bullet froze the second it touched the boundary, going gray as the color drained out of it. “That should be back to normal in a week or so. I'm just glad that we were able to shut down our end before-”
The world buzzed for a heartbeat, everything shifting out of focus briefly, setting Ezra's teeth ringing. Mat and Sarah looked around in alarm and Ezra cast a nervous glance in the direction of the little wooded area. “At least we weren't over there, huh?” He laughed weakly. “Nobody likes existence altering events, am I right?”
“What was that?” Mat asked in awe, face pale.
“Um...” Ezra gulped, looking down at the wormhole controller. “My father theorized that unstable wormhole events could... you know what? It isn't important. I'm just gonna go recalibrate this.”
Sarah rolled her eyes. “Hawkins Legacy,” she mumbled, picking up the gun and pressing it into Mat's hands. “Way too dramatic.”
Mat shook his head slowly, staring at the gray blob of space his wormhole had occupied. “Dramatic, yeah,” he whistled softly, face still a little pale. “Bad things happen.”
“You should really stop saying that,” Ezra said absently as he rebooted the controller. Mat gave him an arch look, and he shrugged, doing his best to untangle the mess his teammate had made of the calculations. “I mean, I know that you've been through hard times. I respect that, but think about what we're trying to do here. A being of nearly godlike power wants to destroy the world, and we're trying to stop it. Every time you say 'bad things happen,' it's like you're accepting that there are things we can't change in the world.” He looked up from the calculations, fixing Mat with a piercing stare. “Struck that.”
“Heh,” Mat rubbed his chin in thought for a moment, then flashed a lopsided grin. “Well, when you put it like that... alright, man. I'll trust you on this one.” He checked the gun and turned away, calling back with wry chuckle, “You change the world, and I'll cover you.”
Ezra continued tinkering with the controller as he made his way to the skiff. A report of gunfire told him that Mat and Sarah had resumed testing. He glanced up and saw an airship glimmering off in the distance. Smiling, Ezra grabbed up a scope from the skiff and zoomed in for a better look.
It looked like one of the sailing ships from the oldest histories and fantasies. Massive sails billowed out, catching the air on what he had been told was the skystream, a massive body of turbulent wind that snaked its way around the world. Two huge objects that almost appeared to be stones were tethered to the ship's sides. In fact, they seemed to be straining against their chains. They must be providing additional lift, somehow, Ezra mused. Fascinating. I wonder if we could ride one all the way to Eastpoint?
Ezra snorted at the idea, shaking his head. As if they could give up their ship. Not only did it store their excess food, clothing, weapons and armor, it provided the energy network for the wormhole generator. Without their ship, it didn't matter where they went in the world or how they got there. They would be stranded.
Ezra began running an automated diagnostic program on the wormhole generator's systems, staring off into the distance, reflecting on the past few weeks. There really hadn't been any time to think things over, not since the hectic mission to Helena that had started it all. The awesome power and chilling manner of Valerie Estavon, leader of the Besmirched. He shuddered, remembering how she had calmly incinerated villagers and even her own soldiers on a whim. He remembered the weapons they had used, weapons provided to them by the Chancellor of Sanctuary. Angrily, Ezra began working to re-enable the Casimir stabilizers that Mat had disabled. A set of three rapid gunshots rang out, followed by an explosive round of curses from Sarah.
Then there had been the thunder-struck. Their plot to destroy Sanctuary, and likely the planet along with it in their ignorance. Dropping something the size of the space station on the planet... what kind of a monster would even come up with something like that, not even realizing the full impact of what would happen? Or worse still, Ezra thought grimly, remembering the Chancellor's plan to exploit the attack. What kind of monster knows the consequences and goes along with it anyways? The gun barked twice more and clicked as Mat deftly changed the clip, firing off three more rounds with pinpoint accuracy. Sarah began laughing and clapping. Ezra peeked over his shoulder to see her dancing around a small cloud of bullets suspended in the air between her and Mat.
“Again!” she shouted in triumph, spinning around, arms held akimbo as she anticipated the next shots.
Ezra grinned over at them as Mat lined up the next shot. The wormhole device indicated that all systems were operational, and Ezra heaved a sigh of a relief, tilting his head back and letting the sun warm his face. His smile faded. And then there was Gal. The thought hit him like a fist. Numbly, he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a tiny data card. His fingers automatically slid the card into the controller, and suddenly Gal's smiling face was hovering in front of him. “Hi! I'm having the most amazing Founder's Day...” the image chirped cheerily, and Ezra's heart broke just a little more.
He took a shaky breath, remembering every precious moment he'd shared with Galois Doe. Closing his eyes, he basked in the quiet sound of her voice. He remembered the feel of her pressed against him, holding him like she would never let go. He could picture the mischievous twinkle in her eye when she dragged him to some high class social event, hear the ever present bubble of laughter in her voice. He could almost taste her on his lips, soft and sweet. He remembered every detail, sharp and painful and beautiful all at once.
And he remembered how she had died to save them all.
“What in the world?” Mat muttered, glaring down at the gun. Ezra's eyes snapped open as he dismissed the video, quickly ejecting the data card and hiding it away. It wasn't that he was embarrassed of missing her or anything. He just couldn't stand the thought of his friends trying to be helpful.
“Something wrong, Mat? Or did my amazing display of power just leave you witless?” Sarah called back at him.
“No, it's just... the gun won't fire. Look.” He pointed it at the gray zone and pulled the trigger several times. Ezra nonchalantly set the wormhole device down, wiping briefly at his eyes and squinting at Mat's display.
“Huh,” Sarah said, taking a hopping step and floating the rest of the way over. “Well... I don't think any team's ever been outside Sanctuary as long as we have. Maybe something out here is affecting the gunpowder, since it was made inside the barrier? We have been running into more than a few fire-kissed recently.”
Ezra perked up at this. Maybe the fire-kissed affected the world outside in more ways than they had thought. Technically, all the heat in the world was connected, so maybe just by existing, they had changed the nature of gunpowder. Or maybe it's because of the Elements. We've met Wind... he shivered, eyes coming to rest on Sarah and the delicate, silver scars that marked her as one of Wind's chosen. Maybe Fire just doesn't like guns.
“It's just strange, is all,” Mat scratched his head, staring down at the gun. He pulled the trigger once more and suddenly the weapon barked to life, the bullet freezing as it touched the odd colorless blob of air. “Whoa, I guess that's back on. Although I've got to say, I'd hate for it to stop working in the middle of something.”
Sarah nodded emphatically. “We should probably try sticking to more reliable weapons when we can.” She turned and began to walk toward the skiff, calling out, “Hey Ezra, is your toy done blowing up yet?”
“Yeah,” he smiled wryly, “I think I've fixed what the lumbering neanderthal messed up. Of course, if he can't even figure out firearms, wormholes might be a little beyond him after all.”
“Everybody's a critic,” Mat muttered as he jumped on the ship and engaged the thrusters. “See if you get any fever reducers tonight, Ezra.”
“Aw, you know we love you, Mat,” Sarah teased. “Even if you do have trouble making fire.”
“Well, you know what I heard?” Mat glanced at her slyly, then burst into song.
Now I've heard a Beloved girl makes the bed warm
And she'll keep the hearth going with all of her charm
While a fair wind-scarred maiden's better than most know
When she's quick with her tongue and she knows how to blow
“Ugh,” Sarah rolled her eyes as she stripped out of her body armor. “It figures that you'd pick up that stupid drinking song so fast. It doesn't even have a reliable meter! And it's disgusting.” Ezra joined in with gusto.
But you could have them all and still be out of luck
Because as the Sons know the Daughters love to-
“Get him clear of the blighted wreckage first!” Ciela shoved a skinny man aside and dragged the child he had been trying to revive away from the burning building. She quickly listened for his heartbeat and checked his airways, then began rescue breathing, clasping her hands to compress his chest.
Demonstrating the technique once more to the man, she moved back and let him take over. Watching him for a moment, Ciela noticed a tattoo on his inner arm. It looked like an open eye within a circle. So, the man's a criminal, she thought to herself, then shook the thought away. There was too much to do to worry about one would-be rescuer.
The burly tavern owner came crashing through a collapsed wall, smoke pouring out the hole behind him. One of the guards who had inspected the wagon was leaning heavily on the big man's shoulder, and Ciela could see why. A long piece of timber had transfixed the soldier's leg. She grimaced, motioning to the innkeeper and deftly checking the wound.
Nodding to herself, she pulled out her needle and thread, grabbing a towel from the innkeeper's belt and rolling it tight. “Bite down on this,” she told the guard briskly, handing him the rolled cloth. His eyes widened and he nodded, putting the towel in his mouth. “This is going to hurt.” Without preamble, she pulled the piece of wood free and began sewing the wound shut with efficient, practiced motions. She had him closed up in under a minute, and then was off in search of her next patient.
A young woman who had been serving drinks was pinned under a beam, the far end of which was just starting to smolder. With a sharp whistle, Ciela summoned help and managed to leverage the woman free. She was breathing hard and clutching her chest. Ciela frowned and applied gentle pressure just below the woman's neck. The serving girl nearly collapsed in pain, letting out a strangled cry. Bruised collarbone. Ciela began digging through one of the deep pockets of her robes as several men rushed to help, expressions worried. Ignoring them, she pulled out a bit of white willow bark, breaking off a bite-sized chunk.
“Chew this,” she instructed, shoving the bark into the young woman's mouth. “You,” she pointed to the man currently supporting the injured girl. “Take her somewhere out of the way, and try to keep her from moving as much as possible. The rest of you, follow me,” Ciela growled, “we have a blighted fire-kissed to save.”
She covered her mouth with a damp cloth from her medicine pouch, checked that the men were following her lead, and charged into the burning inn. Squinting her eyes against the smoke and heat, she tried to stay low to the ground, scanning the room for anyone trapped inside. Naturally, he's not in the main room, that would just be too convenient, she thought bitterly. If I were a thundering self-absorbed Besmirched waste of a life with a big mansion up on the hill, and I was down in town for Mother knows what reason, where would I be? The thought clicked in her head. Of course, there's really only one possible place.
She waved for the men to follow her and skirted around the smoldering tables and chairs. Up the staircase, down the hall, second room on the left. Just like when the innkeeper had directed her here. The door to her room was ajar, thick clouds of smoke rolling out from within. She carefully nudged it the rest of the way open, and found the fire-kissed collapsed on the floor. He looked around with panicked eyes. “I-I don't know what happened, I just-” he began coughing hoarsely. “I was l-looking for something, and then... there was smoke, and...” he gasped for air, violent coughs wracking his body. “Why is it so hard to breathe?”
Ciela made soft, soothing noises as she reached down to gently feel around his head with her fingers. She found a spot. With a nod, she drew back her hand and brought it down sharply. He immediately slumped over. The men behind her gave startled cries as she checked the Besmirched's breathing. “He'll need less air if he's not trying to talk like an idiot,” she said absently to reassure her helpers. “Now get him out of here.”
As they vacated the room, Ciela quickly searched through her things. They should be right... there! She clutched the precious medical texts to her chest and gathered the rest of her belongings into her pack, throwing it over her shoulder and dashing for the door. She stopped briefly to examine the contents of a spilled vial on the floor, running a finger through the fine powder. Bringing it to her tongue, she quickly spat it back out, frowning ferociously as she fled to safety.
She came out of the building just as the fire-kissed was coming around. “Y-you!” he yelled, pointing an accusatory finger at her. “I knew there was something wrong with you! What kind of horrible poisons have you brought to my city?”
Ciela stomped forward, body tense with rage. She dropped her bag and caught his finger, twisting it around painfully. The fire-kissed bent with the motion, crying out and trying to relieve the strain as Ciela deftly checked his pulse and pulled one of his eyes open, looking at it intently before releasing his hand. “What do you think you're doing, you crazy-”
She slapped him. Hard. The man rolled on to his side, looking dazed. “It was a headache medicine, you strucking fool,” she spat at him. “In small, small, doses. How much do you have in your system? No, never mind, we'll flush you anyways, just to be safe.” She began rooting around in her bag as the fire-kissed shakily sat up, hand to his cheek, fear in his eyes. Ciela emerged triumphantly with a small flask of castor oil. “Here, drink a small swallow of this once a day for a week. It will cause cramps and mild incontinence, but it should move the drug out of your system.” She gave him a critical look then shrugged. “Or don't take it. I'm sure I could find a better use for it. Of course, the hallucinations will get worse and worse, tending toward extreme fear and feelings of hopelessness.” She gave the flask a pensive look, shaking it a little.
The fire-kissed kept his gaze fixed on the oil. “I-I'll do whatever-”
“And you'll begin bleeding from your eyes, nose and ears,” she cut him off, tone bored and slightly detached. “Most likely, you'll slip into a coma in the next day or so. But at least you won't be plaguing these people with your idiocy any longer.” She cocked an eyebrow at him and held out the flask, which he snatched away before remembering himself and stuttering out a humbled apology. Ciela shook her head, turning to pick up her travel pack.
Exhaustion hit her in a wave and she stumbled. “Oh blight and thunder,” she muttered angrily as her vision began to blur. I must have inhaled too much smoke. She caught sight of several people running toward her, arms outstretched, as the world gave way to blackness.
==
Ciela awoke in a soft, luxurious bed. She glanced warily around the room. Elaborately decorated, all flamboyant reds, oranges and pinks. Tapestries of fire and blasphemous machines. This can only be one place then. Lifting the downy blankets, she peeked under. Still dressed. Good, good. With a yawn and a long stretch, she rolled out of the bed, massaging a tweaked muscle in her neck. Who could sleep on something that soft?
Her travel sack had been laid carefully on a chair. Yawning again, Ciela started idly picking through it, checking that everything was in its proper place.
She froze, then began searching more fervently. She checked under the chair, under the bed, in the wardrobe, all around the little table. Throwing back the covers, she frantically looked there too before slowly collapsing to the floor. The books were gone. Her hands tightened into fists. “I'll kill him,” she hissed, leaping up and throwing the doors open, slamming into a servant and spilling hot coffee everywhere. “Where is he?” she snarled at the frightened man. He wordlessly pointed toward an open door down the hall.
“Ah, you're up,” the fire-kissed said amiably as she stormed into the room, taking a small sip of coffee. “You gave everyone quite a scare back there when you-”
“What did you do with them?” Ciela demanded. “If you so much as folded a page I will see it taken from your hide, do you understand me?”
He gave her a tolerant smile. “I haven't the faintest idea what you're talking about. Maybe if you would slow down,” he continued, smile still fixed on his face as the words came out between clenched teeth, “be courteous, and explain what you're missing, perhaps I can offer my assistance.”
“Don't play dumb with me,” Ciela snapped at the man. “You fire-kissed think you can get away with whatever you want, but you've gone too far now. Those books are destined for the Great Temple in Silverfall. Return them immediately and I might forget about what you've done.”
“The books?” he looked surprised. “You lost the books?”
“No,” Ciela grated her teeth, grinding the words out. “You took them. I was the one who saved them from the fire that you started.”
“Ha!” he threw his head back, laughing richly. “I didn't take your books, but it serves you right! Do you have any idea what you put me through? How long it will take me to rebuild my reputation with these people?” He waved his hand toward the window overlooking the town. “Years! And all because you had to go on a little power trip,” he ended crossly, taking another sip of his drink.
“I saved your life!” Ciela yelled.
“Yes... well... I'm grateful, of course. Let it never be said that a Besmirched does not show his gratitude. But you have been positively horrible since you first set foot in my city.” He sniffed loudly, glaring at Ciela. “Honestly, I would have left you to the mercies of the townspeople, they seemed fond enough of you, but that man insisted on helping you up the hill to my manor.”
Ciela blinked, her mind working furiously. A man helped her up the hill, and now her most precious possessions were missing... it couldn't be... “A thin man, pinched face, sandy hair?” she asked, dreading the answer.
“Yes, something like that,” the fire-kissed waved his hand dismissively. “A friend of yours, I presume?”
“Didn't you see the tattoo on his arm?” Ciela asked incredulously. “Oh,” she stumbled back, bringing a hand to her eyes. “Oh, you blighted, thundering idiot,” she shook her head in stunned disbelief, turning and walking to the door. “You practically handed the most valuable things to ever pass through this strucking little town to the Eye.”
The Besmirched dropped his drink, spilling it everywhere. “The Eye?” he squeaked, eyes wide with fear and realization. “Here? In my town? No, no you must be mistaken... it couldn't have been... wait! Where are you going? I'm not done-”
Ciela shut the door on him, marched down the hall, and collected her things. She was nearly to the front door when the Besmirched came barreling after her. “I'm not done with you yet!” he yelled, trying to wipe coffee from his shirt. She ignored him, stalking outside and sighing at the setting sun. The thief was probably hours ahead of her already. The fire-kissed came running out behind her. “You will leave when I say you can leave, and not a second-”
“I don't have time for you,” she called over her shoulder. “I need to recover those books.”
“You... but... ugh, at least let me give you a horse.”
Ciela stopped and turned slowly, not sure if she had heard him right. “Excuse me?”
The man stuck his jaw out belligerently, still glaring at her. “I won't have it said that I am not a gracious host.”
Ezra wiped his brow for what felt like the hundredth time. Why did it have to be so blighted hot? He glanced at Mat and Sarah irritably. They weren't sweating. They hardly looked flushed. Ezra went back to miserably watching the scenery fly by as they cruised toward the next little town.
Sarah whistled, looking up toward the clouds. “You see that one? I don't think we've ever been this close to the skystream before, Mat.” She pulled out a scope and peered at the ship floating on air currents off in the distance. “I wonder what it's like up there? They're all so unique, it's hard to believe that we never got a chance to see them before.”
“Well, it's not like we were sightseeing out here,” Mat said with a grin. “Of course, it's not like we're doing that now, but there's bound to be more interesting stuff the closer we get to Eastpoint.”
Ezra tore himself from his misery, giving Mat a puzzled look. “You've never been there?” he asked. “I always figured that you guys had been all over the place.”
Sarah laughed easily. “Dealing with a lone elementalist abusing his powers out in the countryside is one thing. Getting close to a big city? We'd never have a chance.”
Mat nodded sagely. “From what I've heard, Eastpoint is bigger than Sanctuary. It's one of the major trading nexuses in the world, since nearly all of the North American skystreams converge just above it. And once the Besmirched set up shop there, claiming it as their capital city, the place practically exploded with growth.”
“It's just a little funny. You both talk about all these crazy things out here, and you've never even seen most of them.” Ezra shrugged, wiping his forehead again.
“Says the guy who's never seen the ocean,” Sarah snorted. “But Eastpoint's supposed to be special. I mean, aside from whatever contraptions the fire-kissed brought there. Did we ever tell you about the Gift Cities?”
Ezra shook his head, and Mat jumped in eagerly. “Well, one night after we ran a couple of Besmirched out of Faringway, we were at the tavern celebrating our victory when this old codger breaks into story. He tells us about how hundreds and hundreds of years ago, when the planet was still young, the Elements made a pact with mankind. And as proof of this pact, each Element gave us a city, built with their own hands, to show that they would take care of us forever.”
“We just smiled and nodded along with everyone else,” Sarah continued in hushed tones, staring down at the swirling patterns of scars on her hands. “But now that we've... you know, met one of them, it kinda takes on a whole new meaning.” She glanced up at Ezra. “Supposedly, Eastpoint is the city that Wind gave to mankind. But when he was done it just looked like a normal town, nothing fancy or flashy. Even the other Elements wondered about it, but Wind just laughed and said there was a surprise. Or so the story goes.” She nodded to the ship in the distance. “Then, hundreds of years later when the first of the wind-scarred started showing up, they found the skystream right there above Eastpoint, and it became one of the greatest cities on the planet.” She gave a little shrug and a shy smile. “Sorta makes me want to see it, you know?”
“What are the other Gift Cities?” Ezra asked eagerly, curiosity piqued. “And who built them? I mean, which Element?”
“Well, there's Silverfall, built by Water, and Blessing was apparently built by Fire... although I'm not really sure how that works,” Mat scratched his head, as if searching for a memory. “Um... I think that Lightning made something way up north. An enormous church or something like that.”
“The Church of the Twelve Storms,” Sarah supplied. “And they said that Earth created the Forbidden City.”
Ezra gave Sarah a skeptical look. “That's ridiculous,” he said, scoffing. “I mean, we obviously built Sanctuary.” He glanced back and forth between his teammates. “We do know that we built Sanctuary... right?”
Mat shrugged, and Sarah looked thoughtful. “I don't know,” she admitted slowly. “But lets just think about it. Sanctuary is situated up on a pedestal of solid stone in the middle of a crown of mountains that reach into the upper atmosphere. There aren't any records of a place like that from before the Great War... and then there's the mineral that allows for a sustainable barrier. A mineral that isn't found anywhere else in the world. And it's the only thing that could protect us from the Elements.” She met Ezra's eyes and quirked an eyebrow. “It's all a little convenient, isn't it?”
“But remember, that was just one guy's story,” Mat chuckled, “and half-way through, someone else cut him off and said that Minnowvale was Water's gift, and Silverfall was something that Earth made. Then someone else chimed in that his old gran told him that Earth had made some city that got destroyed by Lightning and Fire when they made the blight line, and Wind was responsible for Highmane Pass. One of the barmaids told me that Lightning personally carved out some place with a fancy name from the highest mountain on the coast just to mock Silverfall.” The tip of his tongue poked out of his mouth, brow furrowed in consternation. “E'theronaquise! That was the city Lightning built. Allegedly. I mean, I wouldn't put too much faith in all that stuff. But still,” he said softly, eyes lingering on the distant airship as it swept behind a bank of clouds, “it kinda makes you think.”
Ezra sat back and stared out at the landscape flying by beneath them. It did make him think. The Elements were the bad guys... right? Let's think about this, Ezra mused. They pretty much have to be the ones responsible for the Great War and the state of the world today. Causing the fall of civilization and remaking the world in their image wasn't exactly out of character for godlike beings. And if Wind was any indication, that's what they were.
He shook his head. But that doesn't quite fit... according to what we know, they also protected the world from us when we attacked five hundred years ago. They even granted a measure of their power to people and somehow tamed the world, doing away with natural disasters entirely. Ezra wiped the sweat from his forehead again.
And they never finished us off. The barrier may be strong, but after seeing some of the elementalists in action, he shuddered, remembering the raw power displayed by Gaav and Val. The Elements themselves could crush us with ease. So they obviously care about people, to some extent. But what is it they want? He was deep in thought when his stomach informed him that it hadn't been fed all day. Loudly.
Sarah snickered. “What do you know, Mat,” she teased playfully. “Hawkins's head is overheating from all that thinking, and yet it's his stomach that has the common sense.”
“Yeah, well, you'd already know that if you ever came and worked out with us,” Mat joked back, pulling up a map and checking the nearby area. “But it looks like you're in luck, Ezra. There's a little town that we've had contact with not too far away. No significant elementalist presence, either. We can probably stop by for an early dinner and be gone by sunset.” He gave Sarah an oblique glance. “I've spotted the last three times. It's your turn. We'll try to bring back something warm.”
“Fine,” Sarah huffed, crossing her arms. “But you both owe me for this.”
==
“My god, I forgot what real food tasted like,” Mat muttered around bites of thick, juicy beef. He swallowed and wiped his mouth, leaning back in satisfaction. “This may be the best meal I've ever eaten in my entire life.”
“Well,” the pretty barmaid twisted her apron, gazing at Mat shyly. “I'll be sure to let the cook know you thought so, sir.”
Mat caught the girl's hand, bringing it to his lips and planting a gentle kiss on her fingers. She blushed furiously. “But only because it was brought to me by the most lovely maiden I've ever laid eyes upon,” he said, giving her a smoldering look. Ezra rolled his eyes and kept eating, savoring the little yellow potatoes soaked in the meat's juices.
“I...” the tray she'd been carrying clattered to the ground as her free hand fluttered to her mouth. “Th-thank you, sir. I-I, um... please excuse me!” The flustered serving girl scooped up her fallen tray and fled for the kitchens, cheeks burning a bright red.
“Have I told you recently how much you disgust me, Mat?” Sarah's dry voice came in over the communicators. “That was an incredibly shameful display. Look at the poor girl, she never had a chance.”
“Don't blame the player, Sarah,” Mat responded lazily, leaning back in his chair. “Blame the game.”
“Gag,” she shot back in a perfectly neutral tone.
Ezra tugged at his collar. “I just don't understand why it's so thundering hot in here,” he complained. “I swear it should be cooling off, but it's just as strucking warm as it's been all day.”
Mat frowned at him as several of the inn's other patrons glanced over nervously and scooted away from Ezra. “Doesn't seem especially warm to me. You're still taking those fever suppressors I gave you, right?”
“Yeah, but I honestly can't tell if they're making a difference. I must be allergic to something in this strucking region,” he grumbled. A man passing by winced and hurried out into the early evening. “Remind me never to come through here again.”
“Noted,” Mat said in amusement. “I'll take a look at your dosage tonight. We can probably bump it up a bit, maybe see if we can get you a little relief.”
“Don't pamper him, Mat,” Sarah chided. “I like seeing the little Legacy squirm.”
“Where are you spotting from anyway, Sarah?” Mat glanced back nonchalantly, getting a view of the windows as he did. “I didn't think there was a good place to set up around here.”
“I had to jump up on a roof,” Sarah replied in an off-hand matter, as if leaping a few stories was something anyone could do. “Forced me to leave most of the gear behind, so don't go picking any fights, okay?”
“Cause you know we're just spoiling for some action,” Mat snorted, throwing a dazzling smile at the pretty serving girl weaving her way back toward them. “I think we're just about done here... unless you two want to stay, which I honestly wouldn't be opposed to.”
“I don't mean to be a spoilsport, Mat, but I don't think I'm up for it,” Ezra mopped at his forehead again, then downed the rest of his cheap ale, grimacing at the taste. “Ugh, I'm never going to get used to that stuff. But I swear, it's hot as a blighted thunder-struck's head in here.”
The tray clattered to the ground again, and Ezra looked at Mat in annoyance. His teammate shrugged innocently, hands in the air. The entire room was suddenly eerily quiet. Turning, Ezra saw the serving girl staring at him in horror, shaking her head in disbelief. “Oh sweet Mother, he didn't mean it, sir,” she whimpered, backing away slowly.
A loud, coarse laugh cut through the tavern. Ezra gulped, turning around cautiously. A big man sat at the table behind him, shoulders trembling in what Ezra hoped was more laughter than rage. Dark hair streaked with gray adorned the man's head and face in a thick, untamed mane. “Hot as a thunder-struck's head,” he roared, belting out a harsh laugh and tossing back his drink. “That's funny, I like that.”
“Hawkins,” Sarah's voice held a cautionary edge. “What did I just say?”
“But the mouth on this boy!” The big man slammed his mug down, and several of the tavern's patrons winced, eyes fixed on their meals. “Just going on like I wouldn't believe.” The hairs on the back of Ezra's neck stood up. He heard the distinctive clink of Mat readying his sword. Okay, I can handle this, just need to diffuse the situation.
Putting on his best smile, which was honestly a little shaky at the moment, Ezra half-rose, holding out his hand in a pacifying gesture. “I'm really sorry if I, um, caused any offense. I'll try to be more careful with my-”
The chair grated against the floor as the man rose, turning to face Ezra. His dark eyes glinted maliciously. “Boy,” he growled, any hint of good nature gone from his coarse voice. “I think you need a lesson,” a halo of electricity flickered to life around the grizzled man's head as a maniacal grin stretched over his face. “In religion.”
The wall gave way with surprising ease. I mean, Ezra thought as he pulled himself up to his feet out on the dirt road in front of the inn, wincing in pain, I practically didn't even feel it, what with the massive jolt of electricity and all.
The Son of Lightning strolled through the gap in the wall, cracking his knuckles and smiling insanely. “And so too did I cast out the unclean from the land,” his voice rolled through the night as he thrust an arm forward, sending a sizzling spear of electricity toward Ezra, who was already leaping out of the way.
“For thus is the will of Lightning, He who came first and followed after! Such are His ways, strange,” another bolt of lightning punctuated the word, crackling past Ezra's ear. “And mysterious, known only to His chosen!” Two more bolts flashed out, catching Ezra on the hip and throwing him into a nearby building.
He clenched his teeth against the searing pain and managed to find his feet again, steadying himself against the wall. “Guys?” he muttered, drawing his sword with a shaky hand. “A little help? Please?” Nothing but static came back through the communicator. The thunder-struck must be blocking it.
“Behold!” the thunder-struck trumpeted, lifting his arms to the darkening sky. “My enemies do flee before my righteous wrath, for all know the great power of my Lord! Those who would hide from His eye shall cower before me as they behold the truth of all things!” Thunder rumbled ominously overhead, and Ezra cast a fearful glance upward. “Repent!” the Son roared, extending an accusatory finger, tiny tongues of lightning flickering out around him. “And be judged as a righteous man!” The thunder-struck gave a beatific smile, closing his eyes and turning his face heavenward. “Such is the command of Lightning!”
It probably wasn't the wisest choice. Ezra felt the tip of his blade pierce the man's flesh as he executed a textbook lunge. The Son's eyes flashed open in outrage, and every muscle in Ezra's body locked up as a blindingly painful current coursed through him. The thunder-struck flicked his wrist, sending Ezra flying out into the middle of the road to collapse in a wheezing pile of anguish. I should have said something cool, Ezra thought dazedly. Gone out in style.
The big man held a hand to his chest where Ezra had stabbed him, staring down at the blood in mute shock. Then the huge, crazy grin was back. He brought his shaggy head up, staring at Ezra. “You have made your decision then!” he proclaimed, raising a hand and sending a cascade of lightning up into the night sky. “Die as one of the damned!”
Don't look away, Ezra thought to himself. Face it like a man. The elementalist's hand began to fall. Ezra felt every hair on his body jump to attention. Don't give him the satisfaction of seeing you cringe. A finger of lightning cut free from the sky, falling hungrily toward him.
And it missed. Ezra blinked in confusion as the Son of Lightning suddenly stumbled forward, like someone had pushed him from behind. The bolt carved a hole in the ground about a meter from Ezra. He shook his head, trying to get his thoughts lined up and his limbs back under control. What in the world... A gentle breeze caressed his face.
There's a Daughter of Lightning, pious as you please
She works all through the night and saves souls from her knees
Sarah came sauntering down the street, singing at the top of her lungs. I... must be more hurt than I thought. Ezra blinked at her in confusion as she idly flipped one of her daggers into the air.
Wherever she goes you'll be sure men repent
And they wake in the morning full thoroughly spent
The Son of Lightning growled something under his breath and swung his hand toward Sarah, only to be battered to the side by another gust of wind, sending his attack wide. A house exploded in flash of light and a crash of thunder, raining splinters everywhere. Sarah winked at Ezra, catching her knife and flicking it toward the thunder-struck along with a blast of wind. The Son jerked away, but wasn't quite fast enough as the spinning dagger cut a red line across his cheek, the blast of air knocking him back several steps.
'Tis a thundering blessing to see her appear
When I think of religion it's her voice I hear
“Shut up!” The man screamed, sending a bolt of energy burning madly through the night. Sarah laughed, bouncing easily into the air and soaring to a rooftop as the wild beam of electricity arced after her, carving a path of destruction through the little town. What is she thinking? Ezra began crawling away, trying to avoid notice. All she's doing it making him angrier! Sarah smirked down at the furious elementalist, dancing away as she sang out...
So keep your fiery maidens and water girls all
And give me a lass who will work for my soul
By now Sarah was even with the shaggy man, and all pretense of playfulness fell away. She sprinted to the edge of the building and jumped, soaring gracefully out over the thunder-struck, coming to a stop directly above him. She drew her knees to her chest, hand going to her belt, and pushed off of the empty air, shooting down at the thunder-struck like a bullet. Her second dagger flashed wickedly in the fading light. She's got him! Ezra's mind trilled.
But the Son of Lightning wasn't going down that easily. With practically superhuman reflexes, he dodged out of the way, trailing hand extending toward Sarah as she landed in a crouch. Ezra shielded his eyes as a wall of air blasted out around her, shattering windows and sending the thunder-struck flying, but not before an arc of electricity leapt from his hand, tagging her shoulder. She let out a choked scream, body going rigid with pain, but caught herself before she could fall. The lightning elementalist found his feet a few meters away, electricity coiling around his hands and flickering out to play across the empty street.
Ezra pulled himself up at the corner of the inn, wincing in pain, as Sarah whirled away from the next volley of lightning bolts. She let loose another blast of pressurized air that rattled the town between one step and the next. The other elementalist barked out a harsh laugh and planted his feet, weathering the assault, before sending a crackling beam of energy writhing toward Sarah.
Ezra's breath caught as he saw the attack coming. There's no way she can dodge it! He tried to cry out, but froze when he saw the smile on Sarah's face. Almost before the Son of Lightning moved, Sarah was dropping to the ground, ducking under the searing bolt of electricity. With a sweep of her leg she caught a stack of barrels near the stable in a tiny whirlwind, flinging them out toward the lightning elementalist.
Even as Ezra began to cheer, the thunder-struck flicked an imperious hand toward Sarah's attack, sending another white-hot bolt tracing through the barrels. Ezra wished he could have seen the look on the man's face as they exploded into a cloud of water and steam. Or not steam, Ezra realized, grinning at the whirling vapor. He accidentally performed electrolysis on the water, breaking it down into hydrogen and oxygen. But the lightning is heating the air, and in just a second it's all going to-
Ezra was knocked backwards by the force of the explosion as the lightning ignited the flammable gasses. He fought his way back to his feet just in time to see Sarah charge into the guttering fires left by the blast, a shield of wind clearing a path before her as she closed on the crispy thunder-struck. The stunned man had risen to one knee and threw a hand up toward her in a warding gesture, sparks spinning off it. Sarah slapped his hand aside contemptuously, going in for the kill.
Suddenly she spun, eyes wide and hands extended, catching a projectile in mid-air. Ezra blinked, squinting at the dark object in the fading light. From where he was, it almost looked like there was a small, green light flashing near the top. And the sleek, modern design... if he didn't know better, he would almost think it was something from Sanctuary. But that was impossible, they didn't have anything like that, and there was no way Mat could have gotten to the skiff and back already without-
A strange, tingling pulse rippled out from the object. It dropped heavily to the ground. Sarah stared at it in confusion, opening her mouth as is if to ask a question. A rifle shot rang out, and the thunder-struck jerked violently, falling to the ground, a fountain of blood exploding from his neck.
“Sarah, Ezra, get out of there!” Mat's voice broke in over the communicators. “It's a trap!”
The bone snapped back into place with a wet crunch. Ciela patted the caravan guard absently on the shoulder, slipping her spool of metal-thread into a pocket and staring off down the road distractedly as one of the man's fellows helped him into a sling.
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