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Dedicated to all the
Madmen I know.
Killing myself was going to be harder than I thought.
I looked at the knife in my hand, poised against the flesh of my arm. Six inches long, single edge, ivory hilt. The blade was razor sharp, the evidence running down my arm in warm rivulets from the shallow wound. I steeled myself, and the blade bit further. For several long moments I held the pose, deliberating, contemplating, arguing. Then I lifted the knife from my skin and hurled it across the room. It clanged against the wall and fell to the floor. Again I had failed. The scratch on my arm would join the other scars that marked past attempts.
I didn't fail because I was afraid of death. Far from it, I was intimately familiar with the afterlife, having discovered the ability to speak with the spirits more than two years ago. No, there was one main problem with suicide. The pain of a spirit separating from a body that would no longer support it was said to be the single most excruciating experience a person could have. As much as I longed for the freedom of the spirit world, I wasn't willing to face that.
Not yet.
I slumped against the wooden wall of the small hut I called home and held my head in my hands.
Ever since my parents had died - I say 'died' because it's easier than saying 'my father killed my mother and then himself' - I found myself with the unusual ability to speak with the dead. Imagine coming home one evening and finding your father sobbing over the body of your mother, a bloody knife in his hand. Before you can process the scene, he takes the knife and thrusts it into his own neck, falling to the ground to join her.
Bad enough, right?
Now imagine that you can see their spirits floating above their bodies, misty, hazy representations of the most important people in your life. Within moments, the mist dissipates, leaving you wondering whether you were hallucinating.
It gets worse.
After the law enforcement has gone, after the bodies have been cleared away, after the shock has worn off, and you've convinced yourself that you were seeing things, after you've passed through all the stages of grief, you decide to do some research. And you discover you're a Necromancer.
You flip through the pages of the book, and the words hit you. It says: "Necromancers can bring the dead back to life." You could have saved them, if only you had known.
No wonder I'm so screwed up.
Still on the ground, I tipped my head back against the wall, preparing to enter the realm of the dead. I had learned so much since my revelation. Mostly that I had to be careful.
The process of connecting with the Madness was easier now than it had once been. I had been practicing. My mind snapped into contact with the power, using my own corruption as a channel. The more power that flowed through that channel, the more the corruption would erode at the healthy parts of my mind. Eventually, all Madmen succumbed to their corruption, minds trapped in a state of useless haze. They become a Ratan. A fate worse than death, and the one that awaited me if I continued to visit the spirit world.
But the risk was worth it.
I slowed my breathing, closed my eyes, and allowed my spirit to separate from my body. It only took a moment before the familiar feeling of weightlessness came over me. Opening my eyes again, I looked down at myself, sitting on the floor. My body, my anchor, the only thing holding me back from sailing through the skies without limits.
I sighed - in as much as spirits can sigh - and moved my spirit away from my body, intending to get as far as I could before my body called me back. Moving in this form was easy as thought. I passed through the walls of my hut as though they were made of mist.
For nearly ten minutes I roamed the spirit world. It was empty, which wasn't unusual. There isn't as much death around as you might think, and most spirits dissipate within minutes of death anyway, unless a Necromancer is around to bind them.
The emptiness, the silence, the solitude - I loved it. Nothing could bother me here. It was a place I often used for my experiments. I had tried to work with spirits of animals on occasion, attempting to return them to their bodies. One thing I had discovered: a spirit would not return to a body that could not support it.
If only I had known that earlier, maybe I wouldn't have all this guilt that continues to gnaw at me. Fact is, I couldn't have saved my parents. Knowing that now still couldn't erase the years of suffering though.
A flash of light to the right caught my attention. As bright as it was, there could only be one source: something else had entered the realm of the dead. I knew I didn't have much time left, and curiosity briefly overcame my desire for solitude. Maybe it was a spirit I could experiment on. I still hadn't figured out how to bind a spirit to an object.
As quick as thought, I shot towards where the light had come from. It led toward the graveyard. Odd - not many people die in graveyards. I soared high, and dropped down near the beacon of light.
It was a man, mid-thirties by the look of him, glowing clear and bright in this otherwise murky place. I didn't recognize him. I watched for a few moments; he stared back. I was waiting for his spirit to disappear, to fade back into the essence of this place, to feed back into the world to be born again.
However, I realized with a growing sense of dread, that wasn't going to happen.
This was no recently deceased spirit. This man knew his way around the spirit world. The question was, was he free, like me, or bound to the Asylum?
His eyes narrowed. "So," he said. It wasn't so much speaking as it was a voice that resonated with my spirit. "A Necromancer?"
If he was with the Asylum, he'd be with his Qui. If he was with his Qui, they'd have to come after me, bring me with them, to chain me to a Qui myself. I said nothing.
"I don't recognize you," he continued, "and judging from your reaction, I'll assume you're on your own."
My mind screamed at me to flee, but my spirit stood rooted to the spot. This was worse than becoming a Ratan. This was a lifetime of being chained to another person. Worse, it was a merging of minds. No more freedom. Ever.
"What's your name?" the man said.
With a supreme effort, I focused my will on returning back to my body. Something snapped, and my spirit raced back to my body as fast as thought. I shot up from the floor with a gasp. For a few moments I stood there, staring at nothing, as the adrenaline rush faded.
He didn't know who I was, I rationalized as I tried to calm myself. He only saw my spirit, he wouldn't be able to find me.
Even as I thought it, I knew it wasn't true. Though I had never seen my own spirit form, it was based on my mind's familiarity with my own body. There was very little doubt that I appeared in the spirit realm as I did in life.
Surely they wouldn't even search for me, I thought. I wasn't important enough to put the effort into. They could just leave me in peace.
My nerves were shattered. My hands were shaking. I needed something to calm down.
For years, I had been experimenting with the effects of various substances. When mixed together, burned and the vapors inhaled, these substances had profound effects on one's mind. I searched through the shelves of bottles containing mushrooms, herbs, and liquids, settling on a certain herb known as calenthis. I pulled it off the shelf and tried to recall the effects. A calming sensation. Freedom from worry. Relaxed state. Most importantly, it had a simple preparation.
Satisfied with my choice of herb, I poured some into a small stone mixing bowl. Some of the herb spilled to the floor as my hands shook. I ignored it and placed the bottle back on the shelf. Taking the bowl in my hand, I made my way to the fireplace, where some embers still smoldered. I thrust a dry stick into the heat; it caught almost immediately. I placed the bowl on a small stand on my work table and used the stick to light a small pile of tinder underneath it.
Within moments, the herb had started to smoke. Eagerly, I thrust my head into the fumes and inhaled deeply. The sensation was immediate. I felt my nerves begin to calm, and my hands relaxed. The table no longer shook as I leaned on it. Another deep breath, and my mind was overtaken with calm. I collapsed onto a small chair as the smoke filled the room. I was content.
I don't know how long I slept there. All I know is that I awoke to the sound of someone pounding on my door.
"Bayett Laysen!" A voice shouted. I almost fell off my chair. "We know you're in there! Open this door or we'll break it down!"
They had found me.
The herb's effects must have lingered, because I felt calm as I walked to the far side of the room. They won't take me, I thought as I picked up the knife that still lay on the floor. Not alive.
A few moments later, a hole appeared in the door, filled by a metal boot. I very nearly snickered at the absurdity of the situation. A crash on the other side told me that the boot's owner had lost his balance. The boot disappeared, and a second later, the lock splintered and a heavily armored man stumbled into the room.
I pressed the point of the knife to the side of my neck as two more men and a woman entered the room. One was armored like the man who had broken the door, one was the man who I had seen on my previous excursion. A brief moment of panic flitted across my mind, but it was easily quelled by the knowledge that I was in control. I wouldn't go with them. I would die first.
"Stop," I said. "Don't come any closer." The knife dug into my neck, and I felt a drop of blood trickle onto my shoulder. "I swear I'll do it." The armored men stopped and backed away warily, but the other two held their ground. A small victory.
"Bayett," the strange woman said in a soothing voice. "We're not here to bring you harm. You must understand, we only want to help you."
"I don't need your help," I said. "Leave. Now!"
"I'm afraid," she continued, "that we have no choice in the matter. Madmen such as yourself are too dangerous to be allowed to roam without a Qui. If you were overtaken by the Madness, this entire village could be destroyed. Is that what you want?"
I hesitated. The entire village? "No," I said hesitantly. "But there's another option. I do not fear death."
The woman extended her hand and took a step forward. "Come now, Bayett," she said. "Neither of us wants that."
I almost smiled. Shifting my grip on the hilt of the knife, I looked the woman in the eyes. "That's where you're wrong."
I closed my eyes and took a breath, then in one swift stroke pushed the blade through the side of my neck. The pain was incredible as the steel split skin, opened veins, and pierced my throat, exiting on the far side.
My hand fell from the hilt. My legs lost their strength, and I collapsed to the floor. Warm blood poured from the wound, and I quickly passed out to the sound of feet running toward me.
Having my spirit ripped from my body wasn't as bad as I was expecting. It was worse. The pain was more intense than a thousand knives cutting into me at once. Fortunately, the sensation of being skinned alive faded quickly. I was disoriented for a moment, but soon found myself face to face with the spirit of the same man I had seen earlier. I laughed.
"Thought you had me, didn't you?" I said. I floated in the spirit realm for a few moments, relishing the freedom. Without the anchor of my body, it was an amazing experience. I basked in the feeling, knowing that, in a few moments, my spirit would dissipate and return to the elements. That didn't worry me so much anymore. For the moment, I was happy.
Moments passed, turning into seconds, then minutes. I paused, and doubt entered my mind. It didn't usually take this long for a person spirit to dissipate. I glanced at the other man's spirit, who was still there, watching me.
"You bound me?" I asked.
"Yes."
"Why?" Binding was a way of preventing spirits from leaving the spirit realm. It involved attaching the spirit to a physical object, much the same way it is attached to a body. It lasted until the object was destroyed, and was the origin of more than one ghost story. "You're not going to get me back into my body, what's the point of trying to trap me here? As soon as you leave, I'm going to release myself." It was easily enough done by a Necromancer. As a test, I pulled against the bond, hoping to snap it. Unfortunately, without my body, I had nothing to pull against. But when the other man left, the bond would weaken and I'd be able to free myself.
Probably.
"Only for a moment more," the Necromancer said, glancing down at my body.
Curious, I turned and looked down at the floor. My body, no longer living, should have looked much clearer to me than the woman kneeling over it.
It was not.
I turned back to the man's spirit. "You brought a Healer!"
He nodded. "I know the struggles we face, and I suspected this was a possibility. When she finishes Healing your body, she'll administer a potion to keep you asleep for several days. Then I will return your spirit to your body, and when you wake up, you will be in the Asylum."
"How could you?" I growled. "How could you betray a fellow Necromancer?"
He sighed. "Betrayal was not my intention. If I thought it was best, I would have let your spirit dissipate. But you are strong, and have skill. With training, you could be one of the best. The Asylum will train you."
"And chain me to a Qui, like you!" I spat. "If you truly want what's best-"
"No," the Necromancer cut me off. "You are only Joined to a Qui if you choose to be. If you wish, you may remain at the Asylum indefinitely, training, teaching, or just reading at the library. They will not force you into anything."
My eyes lit up - or they would have if I had eyes. "Library?" I said. I had devoured the few books that I could find in the village, and hungered for more.
"One of the best in the world," the man confirmed. He glanced back to the body on the floor. It was now as faded as the other people in the room. "It's almost time," he said. "While it will make no difference in the end, my conscience would be better satisfied if I knew you were coming willingly."
I hesitated. This village held nothing for me. I had no friends, few acquaintances, and only the study of my alchemy to keep me occupied. The Asylum had a library where I could study and read to my heart's content. They wouldn't force me to submit to a Qui, I could remain free to learn and experiment.
I looked back at my body, now Healed. I would be chained back to the world of the living. But I could visit the spirit realm whenever I wanted. The decision was made, whether I liked it or not.
I nodded briefly before the magic returned my spirit to my body.
***
The first few moments of my life were spent in terror. Shortly after that followed shame, then guilt. At least, that's how I imagine I should have felt. From my very first breath, I was a murderer. But my mother was just the first.
Twelve years later, I claimed my second.
My father, uncle Kollen and I were deep in the Attarnon woods, following a small deer path. We had camped in a clearing a small distance from the trail. After the third day of watching, my uncle finally turned to my father.
"Nothing, Nell," he said. "Not so much as a rabbit has come down this trail. I think it's abandoned."
My father stood and stretched. "Perhaps, but there were fresh tracks when we got here. We just need to be patient."
"What do you think, Sasha?" Kollen asked, flashing me a smile. I paused in cleaning up my tent and blinked in surprise. After a moment, I returned the smile.
"Actually," I said. "I agree with both of you. The tracks were fresh, no doubt. But from what I saw, they were confused." I pondered for a moment. "The part of the trail we've been watching," I continued, "Well, it's difficult to make out through all the prints, but it seems as though these animals were in a great hurry. Tracks break away from the trail at odd and seemingly random locations, and from the distance between the tracks, they were moving fast. I think something spooked them good. And I doubt they'll be coming back this way any time soon."
As I finished reciting my observations, I realized both men were staring at me. I blushed and bent back to cleaning. "It's just what I think," I muttered.
Kollen laughed. "I do imagine you're right!" he said. "Don't know how we missed that."
My father just frowned. "Why didn't you mention it earlier?"
I didn't answer.
"Could have saved us a lot of time, Sasha," he continued.
"I thought you knew." I kept my eyes focused on what I was doing.
We finished cleaning up the camp in silence. Only when we were done did Kollen speak. "What do we do now?" he asked.
"Unless anyone has any better ideas," my father said, "I say we follow the path for a ways. Even if we don't flush out any deer, they probably came back to the path at some point. When we start finding tracks again, we can decide what to do then." He slung a pack over his shoulder, along with his quiver. Kollen and I did the same.
Kollen nodded. "Okay," he said. "You can drive any deer in the woods to the path, and Sash and I will-"
"No," my father said flatly, his eyes hardening. The two men glared at each other for a few moments.
"Fine," Kollen said. "It might be better if we all split up anyway, and get one person on each side of the trail. So I'll go left, Sasha can go right, and you can take the path."
My father hesitated. "No," he said finally, "Sasha goes left, I go right, you stay on the path."
Kollen shrugged. "Fine with me." He winked at me when my father turned his back and I got the feeling that this is what he wanted all along. I couldn't help smiling back at him.
Even then, more than two years after the fire, the faint scent of char and smoke still hung in the air. Unfortunately, it had been just long enough that the forest had begun to regrow, but not long enough for the trees to choke out the underbrush. As I struggled to make my way through the thick vegetation, I began to realize why Kollen had wanted to take the path.
Here and there among the plant life I saw evidence of the flight of the deer. A broken branch, a track in the dirt. Something had scared them, though I saw no evidence of it. As I walked, thoughts ran through my head, each more horrible - and unlikely - than the last. Was it a bear? A wolf? A Madman on the run from the Asylum? A... a dragon?
I started to look more over my shoulder than at the ground. A stray gust of wind caught at my hair and I jumped at the movement. No matter how much I tried to convince myself that there was nothing out here that could hurt me, my imagination wouldn’t let me relax. I clenched my bow and drew a fresh arrow. Just to be safe.
A shout floated through the forest, followed by a sickening gurgle. I was on my way towards it before I thought better, fitting the arrow to the string as I ran. I passed the path and glanced both ways. No sign of Kollen. Moving more carefully, I kept my bow half drawn as I crept through the brush.
I nearly dropped the bow when I saw my father. He was lying on the ground among the brush, on his back. His face was pale, nearly white. I spent a few moments standing in shock before I noticed the arrows. One shaft propped up his shoulder, a pillar from the earth to his shoulder blade. The other was buried in his chest. It was a killing shot. He was already dead.
I fell to my knees by his body and put a hand to his face. I had to be certain. His skin was already going cold. I don't know how long I knelt there, fighting against tears. My father had raised me alone, taught me to shoot, to hunt. He had never allowed a sign of weakness in me, and I wasn’t about to dishonor his death by weeping over his corpse.
Instead, I examined the arrows for some evidence of the murderer. He was going to pay when I found him. I made that promise to myself and sealed it with my father's blood on my hand. Anger drowned out pain and sorrow, and I clung to the rage and held it close.
My eyes were drawn to the fletching. I ran a finger across them. Owl feathers, bound to the shaft with thin cord, the nock perfectly carved out of the end. I blinked. I knew that arrow. I wrapped my fingers around the shaft sticking out of my father's shoulder and pulled. I winced as the arrow came free and the body dropped to the ground, but what would he care? He didn't feel anything any more.
The arrowhead was as I suspected. Metal, razor sharp with four blades meant to cut through flesh. I knew this arrow because I had made it.
I looked up from the arrow to find Kollen standing over the body. I jumped in surprise and fell backwards. A look passed across his face that I couldn't make out. I held the arrow out towards him. "You did this?" I asked.
"It - it was an accident. I thought he was a deer."
"Twice?"
His face shadowed, and I shrank away from his look. "All right," he said, "it wasn't an accident. I killed him." His face took on a hopeful expression. "But it was worth it," he continued. "He was the only thing keeping us apart."
"What?" I stood as I said it, trembling, the arrow forgotten in my hand.
"Now we can be together," he said, stepping over my father's body. "I want to be with you, Sasha."
For a moment I stood, not moving. The way he had said my name made me shudder in horror. Taking my silence for assent, he moved closer and I reflexively backed away.
"Get away from me!" I shouted at him. I tried to hold on to my bubble of rage, but it had popped and I couldn’t get it back. The pain broke through, and the tears I had held back started to fall.
Kollen looked surprised for a moment, but he put on a smile and came closer. "I know you're hurt and confused right now," he said, "but we can make it through this. Together."
I blinked through my tears. "No," I said, backing away. "No!"
He followed. "Just come back to my house," he said. "We can figure things out there." I watched as his eyes drifted away from my face and down my body. He came closer and put a hand on my shoulder. "Sasha," he said. "Don't you trust me?"
I only hesitated a moment, only until Kollen’s hand started to drift down from my shoulder. The anger came back in a sudden burst. It must have shown in my eyes, because Kollen’s hand froze.
"Sasha?"
"Don't touch me!" I shouted back at him. Before he could draw his arm back, I plunged the arrow into it, and ran. His cries of pain followed me as I lost myself in the trees. I knew the forest better than anyone. I should have been able to get away.
But I was twelve. I had just seen my father's dead body and been assaulted by my uncle. I was a mess, and I wasn't watching where I was going. My foot hit a root, and I came down hard on my other ankle. Pain shot up my leg and I crumpled to the ground, clutching my foot. I tried to stand, but my ankle wouldn't support my weight.
As I prodded my ankle for broken bones, I heard a noise from the bush behind me. He was coming.
There was nothing I could do. The brush didn't provide enough cover to hide, especially in the middle of the day. Besides, he'd just follow my tracks this far and know I had stopped. I cursed myself for not covering my tracks, or doubling back and making a false trail.
I dragged myself over to a tree that had survived the fire. The trunk was thick, and would at least provide me with a few more moments of cover. I sat against it, waiting for Kollen to come. During my flight, fear and sorrow had stolen any courage I might have had.
My uncle was like a bull moose in the brush. I could hear him coming the whole way, cursing and crashing. I cowered behind my tree, feeling utterly helpless. Taking a deep breath, I tried to think rationally. I couldn’t fight Kollen with my knife - he would overpower me in moments. But I still had my bow. Could I shoot him to save myself? I raised a trembling hand to my quiver - and met empty air. My arrows were gone.
The footsteps came closer. They were moving slower now, as if he sensed that his prey was near. In a detached part of myself, I wondered if he would kill me, or drag me away, or - no. No, I didn’t want to think about what else he would do. I forced my mind to work. I couldn’t run. I couldn’t fight. Kollen was going to kill me - or worse.
In that moment, I came to a decision. The tears stopped. I drew my knife from my belt as the steps came closer. He was no more than three paces away from the tree.
Trembling, I put the blade to my neck and closed my eyes.
Moments later, I felt the tree shake as he leaned against it. His breath hit me in the face. I hesitated,the knife poised against my skin. Do it, I said to myself. Do it, or worse things await you.
Before I could gather my courage, I heard a surprised grunt from in front of me.
"A tricky girl, aren't you, Sasha," Kollen said. His voice seemed to be lined with equal parts pleading and anger. "Where have you gone?"
I opened my eyes in surprise to see his face in mine. But instead of looking at me, he was studying the ground. I looked down to see what was confusing him and nearly jumped in surprise.
I was invisible!
Not just me, either, but my clothes and even my knife and bow were invisible to my eye. Afraid to move in case the sound gave me away, I froze in place at the base of the tree. Problem was, he was about to touch the tracks with his hand. The tracks my feet were still in.
In that split second, I made a decision. As much as my heart screamed at me to plunge the knife into the bastard’s neck, fear held more of a hold on me than anger. I scampered away from the tree and through the bush, like a squirrel on three legs. I glanced back only once, but Kollen didn't even seem to notice I had gone.
For three days I lived in the forest. Once I had calmed down, it didn’t take long to figure out that my invisibility was easily controlled - I could turn it on or off with nothing but a flick of my mind, though it seemed to have a limited duration.
I had no tent, but the weather was warm. I watched the men come and take my father's body away. They seemed to believe the story my uncle had told them, since he was the one who brought them there. I wonder if they noticed the arrows were gone. I had taken them both after escaping from Kollen. They were the only ones I had until I could buy more. The food in my pack wouldn't last more than a day, but I had a good knife, my firestarter and my bow. I could live for years on those things alone.
But I had made a promise.
On the fourth night I ventured back into town. My uncle owned a small tanning shop on the east side. He and his family - wife, daughter and son - lived above the shop. Across the street was a small butcher's shop where we sold our meat. It was there that I was headed.
The shop was closed, but I wasn't interested in getting inside. Instead, I glanced down the street and, satisfied that nobody was in sight, climbed to the roof. From here, I could see into the upper floors of my uncle's house. I waited. The daughter - her name was Ciera - went to bed first. Her light came on and she undressed and collapsed in her bed before blowing the light out. She looked no more than sixteen. I hadn't had much interaction with my uncle's family - we only spoke briefly when my father and I had picked up Kollen for our hunting trips - but that sounded about right. His son was about my age, but his room must have been on the other side of the house.
I judged the time to be about midnight by the time the lights in his bedroom came on. Kollen and his wife appeared in the window. I took aim at his chest, but before I could shoot, his wife stepped in the way. I eased up on the tension of my bow. They got undressed, and dressed again in their nightclothes. I was too far away to hear what they said, but she laughed at something before blowing out the light. They both crawled into bed without giving me a shot.
I cursed. I waited for nearly an hour, until I was sure they were asleep, before I began to unstring my bow. My revenge would have to wait for another night.
Before I could get the bowstring off, a small light from the house caught my eye. I crouched back down on the roof and watched as it disappeared from Kollen's bedroom window and into the halls. Was I so lucky that I would get my shot while he was up to go to the washroom?
I quickly nocked an arrow - I still only had the two that had killed my father - and waited for the light to reappear. My stomach knotted when I saw it again. It was in Ciera's bedroom. Sickness roiled in my stomach as Kollen lit the lamp in her room. She turned and smiled at him, letting the covers fall aside.
My jaw clenched as I watched my uncle leer at his daughter. I drew back on the bow. There was no hesitation, no fear or pity or remorse in my heart. He fell to the floor with an arrow sticking out of his chest. Ciera's screams echoed through the house, but I was gone before the echoes faded.
I couldn't stay in town. It wasn't safe. After murdering Kollen, I turned back to the woods. For a year I wandered, surviving on what I could hunt and forage. I was far enough south that I didn't need a permanent shelter from the elements.
After a time, I started exploring my new abilities. I could turn invisible, that much I knew, but it wasn't until I sneaked up beside a deer that I realized that the sounds I made didn't even travel so far as my ears. I reached out to touch him, and at my touch he bolted. So, I reasoned that sound, sight and even smell - I was upwind from him - were blocked when I was in this state.
I probably would have stayed in the forest for the rest of life if I hadn't lost my firestarter. Not a fan of raw meat, and lacking the skills to start a fire without the assistance of flint, I found my way to the nearest town. From the signs posted outside, it was called Ochian, and it was on the coast. I hadn't even realized I had come so far south.
It took a while to get up the courage to go into the city, for a few reasons. First, I hadn't spoken to anyone in a year, and I wasn't sure I could still form the right words. Second, I was a bit self-conscious about my appearance. My hair was in complete disarray, even though I'd trimmed it with my knife; long hair was just a nuisance. My clothes were nearly nonexistent by this point as well, consisting only of a couple of strips of cloth. They were another bothersome item that I hadn't deemed necessary to keep in good condition. The third reason was the buck that hung across my shoulders. Not generally a good way to meet people, especially since I had no idea where I was going. But, if I was going to be in the city, I needed money. The problem was going to be finding the butcher.
I gritted my teeth and stepped onto the road. The city was a lot bigger than the town I had grown up in. I refused to look up at the walls as I entered the gate, and I refused to be distracted by the massive harbor. I walked with my eyes down, staring at the streets, not looking at anyone.
For more than ten minutes, I wandered the streets this way, ignoring the looks and stares of the people. I had no idea where I was going. I kept an eye out for a butcher shop, but the city was larger than I expected. I think I had managed to wander into a residential area - judging from the houses crammed together along the street - when I felt a tap on my shoulder.
I spun - nearly losing my grip on the buck - and shouted. It may have been a slightly harsher reaction than the man deserved, but he took it surprisingly well.
"Kid," he said, "if you're looking for the butcher, you're in the wrong place."
I nodded, afraid to speak.
"Just head back the way you came, take the second street on your left, go down about three blocks, then take a right. A place called ‘Burl’s Meat Shop’ should be on your right. Got it?"
I nodded again. "Thanks." My voice came out rough, and I coughed.
"You need any help with that, boy?"
I blinked, then shook my head. I knew I didn't look my best, but I didn't think I looked like a boy. On the other hand, I supposed most girls wouldn't be hauling around a deer carcass either. I shifted the load and followed the man's directions.
It took another hour to find the butcher.
To this day I don't know if the man deliberately deceived me, or if he was simply mistaken. Regardless, the butcher was not only not where he had said, but was, in fact, in the opposite direction. By the time I arrived there, I was so exhausted I didn't even think about being afraid to speak with the man.
"How much can you give me for this?" I said, slamming the carcass on the counter.
The man scratched his chin. "You shoot this yourself?" he asked.
I nodded. "How much?" I repeated.
He looked over the carcass. "The head's off."
I ground my teeth. "I know."
"And he's been gutted."
"Yes."
A pause. "I'll give you five dachals for it."
I was too tired to argue, though I knew my father could have gotten five times that for it. He shoved the steel coins across the counter and I threw them in my pack. The butcher eyed my bow as he scooped up the small pieces of metal.
"I'll give you ten times that amount for the bow," he said.
I glared. "Not for sale."
He shrugged, and I left the shop. It could have been my imagination, but I could have sworn I felt his eyes on my back.
Without the buck to distract my attention, I noticed the stares I was getting. The last thing I wanted to do was attract attention, so even before I went in search of a firestarter, I bought soap and new clothes.
I had decided it would be easier if everyone thought I was a boy, so I had bought clothes that supported the image - a loose dark blue shirt, and loose fitting black pants. With my short hair, nobody would ever guess I was a girl. Best part was, I still had two dachals, twelve cuvers and six ferits in my pack. The clothes weren't as expensive as I thought they would be.
I managed to find a secluded cove on the coast and took the opportunity to scrub the blood and dirt out of my skin and hair. I considered throwing my old clothes away, but it was against my nature. Instead, I cleaned them as best I could, folded them up, and stored them in my pack. Then I put my new clothes on and headed back to town.
After I found a place that sold firestarters – which cost nearly all the money I had left - I bought an apple for two cuvers and sat by the pier, watching the ships come in as I ate and letting my mind wander.
It was nice not to have to worry if I had enough food for the next day, or whether the location I chosen to sleep was already occupied by something larger and stronger than me, or whether it was going to rain.
Before I knew it, night had fallen, and I realized I still hadn't found a place to stay for the night. It didn't bother me too much. The sky didn't look like rain, and I was used to sleeping out under the stars. But after having spent the money on new clothes, I was reluctant to subject them to the elements.
I hopped off the ledge I had been sitting on, and looked around. There was no inn in sight, but surely there would be one near the pier. As I glanced down the street, my eyes - trained to sense danger - picked up on a slight movement in the dark, no more than ten paces away. Before I could react, two men stepped out of the shadows.
Instinctively I reached for my bow; but it was unstrung. By the time I could string it, it would be too late. I turned to run, only to see another two men coming from the other direction. Cursing my lack of caution, I drew my knife. The men laughed as they approached. One stepped forward.
"Well, boy," he said, "you've got balls, I'll give you that. But don't be stupid. Just give me the bow, and we'll go our separate ways. No need for anyone to get hurt."
I was confused. "My bow?" I said, not moving. "Why?"
The man shrugged. "All I know is there's someone willing to pay me and my men good money to get it. Now, I'd prefer to do this the easy way, but if you insist, it wouldn't be the first time I've killed a kid." With a rasp of steel on leather, he drew his sword. "So hand it over."
With a growl, I lunged at him with my knife. A flick of his sword sent it flying and left a gash on the back of my hand. I clutched at the injury as his other hand came up and backhanded me across the face. I stumbled, but kept my feet and launched myself at him again. Another pair of hands caught me by the shoulders. Two of the men held my arms and another hit me in the stomach as their leader went to my back to inspect the bow.
"Very nice," he said as he caressed the wood. "High quality. Where'd you get it?"
I coughed but said nothing. The man came back around in front of me. "I asked you a question," he said. "Where did you get it?"
Again I refused to answer. He smiled. Sheathing his sword, he drew a small knife instead, and handed the bow to one of his companions. "I was hoping you'd say that," he said. Then he gave orders. "Open his shirt and hold his arms behind his back. I'll carve the question into his chest."
My eyes went wide and I thrashed as best I could, but it made no difference. One of the men took his knife and started cutting through my shirt. Halfway through, his eyes suddenly went wide and an evil grin twisted his face.
"Look at this," he said as he ripped the rest of my shirt open and stepped aside. I debated going invisible, but there was little point. They were still holding me, and my talents didn't extend to touch.
"Ah ha," the leader said softly. "So our boy is a girl. Well, that makes things much more... interesting." He gestured to his men and they threw me to the ground as he put away his knife. "You should count yourself lucky," he said. "I couldn't disfigure a girl. Not when there are other ways of punishing her. Some of them you may even enjoy."
By this point, two of his men had placed themselves on either side of me, and were holding my arms to the ground. The leader stood over me and smiled. Beyond his head, on the rooftop, I saw a flicker of movement. I didn't have time to wonder what it was before I heard the small thwip of a bowstring. A spray of blood hit my bare chest and the man to my left spun and fell, a black arrow protruding from his chest. To my right, another sprouted an arrow from his chest before he could react. The leader holding my bow tried to run. A blur of black hit him in the back and he fell, the bow clattering to the street.
This had all happened in the space of four seconds. The man standing above me cursed and drew his sword, looking into the blackness of the night. I took the opportunity to swiftly raise my foot up between his legs. He paled and collapsed to the street.
In moments, I stood and disarmed him. I sat on his chest and held the point of his knife to his throat. I didn't care if I took an arrow in the back. I just wanted my revenge.
"What's your name?"I hissed in his face. He groaned. "Wrong answer," I said, and plunged the knife into his right shoulder. He shouted and tried to throw me off, but I drew the knife out and held it to his throat again. That quieted him down.
"What's your name?" I tried again. He didn't answer immediately, so I moved the knife blade to his left shoulder and pressed down. When he still didn't answer, I pressed harder and the knife dug into the flesh. When it had gone in about an inch and he still hadn't spoken, I started to drag the knife back towards the middle of his chest. Blood welled from the wound as the knife moved.
"Greyn," he finally said through gritted teeth.
"Good," I said. "Now,who sent you, Greyn?"
No answer.
"I've skinned a lot of animals, Greyn. I will skin you alive if I have to." I began to move the knife again.
"Don't bother, girl," said a voice behind me. "Burl sent them." I spun around, clutching the knife in my hand and ended up kneeling beside Greyn. The man standing behind me was tall and dressed in the strangest clothes I had ever seen. They looked like the camouflage outfits that my father used to wear while hunting, but instead of brown and green, these were colored with gray, black and brown. It covered his whole body and a cloth even stretched across his face. As I stared, he lifted a small black bow from his side and fit an arrow to the string. He drew back, and I found myself looking down the shaft of a pitch black arrow.
"Excuse me," the man said, and released.
The arrow flew past my face and slid underneath Greyn's ribcage. He coughed blood once, then lay still. The arrow had pierced his heart.
Furious, I stabbed Greyn in the chest with his knife and stood to face the man in strange camouflage. "He was mine!" I shouted.
He ignored me, instead walking calmly over to where my bow had fallen. Picking it up, he studied it closely for a moment. "He was right," he said finally. "This is nearly as good as my own."
"So are you going to kill me for it too?"
"Maybe," he said. "It depends. Can you use it?"
"Of course I can use it."
"Prove it," he said, throwing me the bow. Still raging, I grabbed my pack from the ground and drew out a string. Within seconds, I had the bow strung, and I grabbed an arrow from the ground where it had fallen. I hadn't had an opportunity to buy more arrows yet, so it was one that I had made myself, a piece of plain wood for the shaft, owl feathers for the fletching, and a fire hardened point.
"Target?" I asked.
He pointed to the harbor, where dozens of boats were floating in the night. "This row, four down. Hit the mast." I squinted my eyes in the darkness. I could barely see the target. It was easily fifty paces away, and no larger than a hand span.
I drew back on the bow and calmed myself. My hand touched my cheek as I sighted down the arrow. I took a deep breath and let it out. At the end of the exhalation, I released the tension on the bow, sending the arrow sailing through the night. A slight thunk echoed in the air as the arrow met its target. I glanced at the man, but he wasn't watching the arrow. He was watching me.
Embarrassed, I held my ripped shirt together with one hand and glared.
"Don't flatter yourself," he said. "I just needed to know if you'd picked up any bad habits I'd have to fix."
"And?"
"Nothing I can't work with." He began to gather his arrows, ripping them out of the corpses of the men. "Come on, let's go." He turned and strode up the street.
"What? Why? Who are you?"
Silently he spun, smoothly drawing an arrow and fitting it to his bow as he turned. Before I could move, he had the shaft sighted at my chest. "It wasn't a request," he said. "It was an order."
I glared, calling his bluff. He released the bowstring and an arrow sailed past my arm, cutting a groove into it. Before I could even clutch the injury, he nocked and drew another arrow.
"I don't have time for this," he said. "Patrols aren't as frequent as they should be by the docks, but they will be by eventually. I'd like to be gone by then."
I didn't have much of a choice. I couldn't handle being locked in a cell. For the moment, I would go with this man. I scooped up my pack and walked to him as he released the tension on the bowstring and returned the arrow to his quiver.
We walked for a minute before he spoke. "My name's Jaim," he said. "I'm an assassin."
***
For two years I trained with Jaim. He told me about the Assassin's Guild, the organization that employed us. He taught me how to shoot, not just from a standing position, but from any position, even while running. He taught me how to kill for money. My first kill under his instruction was Burl, the man who had tried to steal my bow. He died on the street just outside his butcher shop.
Most importantly, Jaim taught me how to get away. Murderers for hire don't get paid unless they can collect it. I made my own clothes, of the same materials as Jaim's, making me nearly invisible in the night. I had kept my gift a secret, and as long as I was still in training with Jaim, I had to stay invisible the hard way.
I learned the city, the dead ends and the secret routes, the alleys and the rooftops. Killing people wasn't so different from hunting in the forest. I watched my target, figured out his patterns. Examined the area to find - or sometimes create - a suitable ambush point. Waited. Took my shot. The only difference was escaping instead of collecting the body.
But in the two years I had known him, I had never told Jaim about my special talents. I had never had a reason to. Besides, I was afraid of what the Guild might do to me if they found out there was someone who could threaten them. Without the invisibility, I was one of the better assassins in the city. With them, I could be the best.
Perhaps I didn't lead the most moral of lives, but it was a life. The Guild was good to me. The money was better than adequate. The danger was exhilarating.
It was too good to last.
***
It was two years to the day since I had started my apprenticeship that I was finally permitted to take a solo job. Before this, every kill I made was accompanied by Jaim. This time, I'd be doing it myself. Nobody to make the kill for me if I screwed up the shot or lost my nerve. Nobody to pull my ass out of the fire if I didn't get away fast enough. Alone.
I loved it.
My target was a man who worked as a smith. He made many of the coins that circulated around the city. Trouble was, a lot of the coins he made were forgeries. Instead of an arget, he'd just plate a ferit in silver and mark it with his imprint. It looked official, but the metal inside was worth less than copper.
A few merchants had been using his phony coins without knowing it. The coins were tested, and found to be frauds. Once the knowledge got around, nobody would take this smith's coins any more, and the merchants were out a lot of money. The smith refused to refund them.
And now this smith was going to die.
I crouched on the rooftop, watching the crowds. This was the third day I'd been up there, waiting for my opportunity. It was a comfortable location, and I was able to sit for hours, watching the front of the smithy. By this point, I knew his schedule. He'd leave the smithy around sunset and make his way to the nearest pub, which was only a few buildings away. There he'd eat and drink until evening, and then head back to his smithy, where he lived on the top floor. I wasn't told the man's name. In my mind, I named him Smith.
My plan was to catch Smith when he left the pub. It was almost time. I nestled in my hiding spot. I would be nearly invisible here, even without my camouflaged outfit. There wasn’t even a reason to go invisible. Better not to take the chance of getting caught by the Guild if I didn’t have to.
Smith came out of the pub with a group of friends. I hesitated for a long moment as they laughed their way along the street. It was the best chance I was going to get that evening. I wasn't looking forward to waiting another day. Decision made, I drew the bow back and took the shot.
I waited just long enough for the arrow to pierce his back before I took off across the rooftops. Elation filled me. I had just completed my first solo job. The shot had been perfect, taking Smith through the heart and one lung. Now I could start taking my own jobs.
Caught up in my thoughts, I wasn't careful. My foot slipped on the roof, and before I knew it, I landed hard on the street - right in front of Smith's friends.
Panic. I was trained in methods of escape, and killing from a distance. I wasn't trained in hand to hand combat, especially not against three men. I tried to stand, but pain flooded my knee and I collapsed back to the ground. Both my right knee and my right shoulder flared with pain. Wonderful. So I couldn't run, and I couldn't even draw my bow. My first solo job was going to kill me.
The men took in the scene quickly. From my outfit and my bow, they knew I was the one who fired the shot. They left Smith in the street and pulled their weapons. I only had one option.
I vanished.
Amidst the gasps of the men, I slowly and painfully dragged myself up to my feet and limped away, the magic covering my exit. Once I was safely out of sight, I dropped the invisibility.
Jaim would be expecting me to report back, so I headed directly for the small building that functioned as both our living quarters and training area, slowly and painfully. That's where I found Jaim, sitting in his usual chair, his bow by his side. He never went anywhere without it.
"Well?" he said quietly, without looking up.
"Success," I said. "The smith is dead."
"That's not what I'm talking about."
I froze. "What?"
"I was there, Sasha. To make sure you didn't get into trouble on your first job. And what do you do?" He looked up at me. "You get in about the worst trouble I can think of. How long?"
"What?"
"How long have you been able to do that?"
I looked down at the floor.
"As long as I've known you?" he said.
I nodded. I don't know why I felt so ashamed, like I had betrayed his trust by not telling him this one thing.
"Do you know how dangerous you are? With your training, if you stretched this power too far and it snapped your mind, do you have any idea what you would do?"
I stood there, saying nothing.
Abruptly, Jaim switched topics. "You okay?" he said. "You took a pretty good fall."
I rolled my shoulder and winced. "I'll be all right," I said. "Nothing's broken."
"Good. Get some rest, then."
As I limped towards my room, I heard his voice again. "I won't tell anyone, Sasha. But I won't be here in the morning, either. You have more than enough training, and you have the contacts you need within the Guild. You're on your own now. Good luck."
It was a few days before I felt up to taking another job. I visited my contact, a small, nervous man by the name of Vini. Almost before I could ask, he thrust a paper at me and sent me out the door.
The task was simple: I was given the man's name, where he lived, and his schedule. It appeared someone had done the hard work for me. Briefly, I wondered if it was another assassin who had failed. I put the thought out of my mind. I had a job to do.
The instructions were precise enough that they even gave the address of an abandoned building that I could use to shoot from. Abandoned buildings were easier since I didn't have to worry about the people inside hearing me clatter around on the roof. The very evening after I received the assignment, I was at the door.
Something was wrong, I could tell that much right away. Everything had been too easy. But foolish, naïve, and trusting person that I was, I pushed the door open anyway.
Fifteen crossbows stared me in the face. I had been set up.
I reacted instantly, throwing myself across the floor and drawing on my power to become invisible. The crossbows followed me. A man came forward from the circle and offered me his hand. I growled at him and stood unaided. My invisibility had never failed me before.
"Who are you?" I demanded.
"I am Prell," he said. "I am a Qui."
"A key?" I sneered.
He smiled. "Your education has been lacking my dear," he said. "But we'll fix that at the Asylum. For now, all you need to know is that your powers are useless as long as I have them blocked."
My powers. He knew. But that meant... it couldn't be."Who told you?" I hissed.
He ignored the question. "Just a little test before we can go. Hold her," he directed the men. I struggled as they grabbed my arms, but it was pointless. A moment later, I felt something touching my mind. I thrashed, my efforts redoubled. More men had to come and hold my feet.
"Get out of my head!" I shouted.
A minute later, the contact cut off, and Prell nodded to his men. "She's the one he told us about," he said.
The men dragged me toward the door. "Who?" I shouted back at Prell. "Give me his name!"
He paused for a moment, finger to his chin as if in thought. "I believe his name," he said as I reached the door, "was Jaim."
***
"Edwin!" Jephro hissed. I jumped. My master had a particular knack for scaring the crap out of me.
"What?" I whispered back.
"You weren't paying attention." We were in the audience at our local inn, called the Rook and Castle. It was the favorite location for performers who came through town, mostly because it had a large stage at the front of the common room. At the moment, the stage was occupied by a storyteller who wove tales like a basket weaver: slow, predictable, and boring to watch.
I passed these sentiments on to Jephro.
"Doesn't matter," he replied. "You're not here to critique his performance. You're here to learn the stories that every Storyteller is expected to know. So you're going to listen, and later you'll repeat it to me word for word. Or else." He left the threat hanging.
I grinned. "Or else what?" I said.
He scowled back. "Just do it," he said. Dutifully, I turned my attention back to the stage. If I didn't learn these stories, my career as a Storyteller would be short-lived.
When the man on stage finished his tale, he made an exaggerated bow to scattered applause and swept off the stage. I thought of the main parts of the story. It was a standard tale of princesses, dragons and heroes. Nothing particularly exciting, but one I had to know nonetheless. As I recited in my head, Jephro took the stage.
He didn't look much like an entertainer. His clothes were drab and colorless, he walked with a slight limp, and his white hair didn't exactly make him look young. But he wasn't just my master; he was a Master Storyteller, and you could tell which people in the audience knew it. They were the ones who sat up a little straighter, eager as children at Sowain.
Some people say that a Master Storyteller uses magic to tell his tales. I don't believe that for a moment. It was all skill, from the way he held himself on stage to the way his voice could vary from a booming shout to a whisper in the space of a second. Or the way he could emulate with crystal precision the voices of a hundred different people. His stories had life where others just had words. And I was lucky enough to be apprenticed to him.
I know what you're asking, because I asked it too: why wasn't I learning my stories from the Master? Those of you who are asking have never seen his performance. When Jephro tells his stories, nobody hears the words. Instead, they see what he wants them to see. He is an artist, and the words are no more than the medium in which he paints. It's impossible to memorize his words when you're caught up in the story.
And he was teaching me to do that.
As Jephro began his tale, I had a moment to glance around. It truly seemed like magic, the way the people latched on to his voice, entranced. A moment later, I was caught in the spell as well.
When the story ended, Jephro's bow was met with applause that shook the room. He grinned, stepped off the stage, and took his seat beside me. "Edwin," he said. "If you stick with me, that's where you're headed."
I nodded. A band took the stage next, and the tables were moved aside to make room for dancing. I sat and watched for a time, while Jephro chatted with the owner of the inn. The two men were good friends, Jephro having performed in the inn for more than fifteen years. The pay was good, and we got a free room and meals as well.
"Excuse me?" a voice came from off to my right. I turned to see a pretty girl with short red hair standing by my table. "Would you care to dance?" she asked.
I smiled, a little surprised. I've never been the most attractive man, being a little heavyset and starting to bald. "Not right now, thanks," I said. "I'm not a fan of dancing."
"Aw," she pouted. After a moment, she brightened up again. "Well," she said, "we could just... skip the dancing part." She winked.
I held my smile. "Maybe next time."
She shrugged, and within moments had latched on to a man from another table. My eyes followed them as she led him to the dance floor. I felt a small pang of jealousy, but that didn't make any sense. I meant what I said. I didn't want to dance, nor was I really interested in taking her upstairs.
I shook my head, drained the rest of my drink and headed for the door. I needed some fresh air.
***
Something strange was happening.
My clothes didn't seem to fit properly. They were too wide in the waist, too short for my legs and torso, and much too tight across my chest. I paused on the street for a moment. There was one tailor who would be open at this time of night. I made my decision to head there and see if he had any clothes that would fit me better.
What was I doing wandering the streets at night anyway?
I shook my head, trying to clear it. It was the weirdest thing. I knew who I was, I knew my name, I knew my life, the places I'd been, my family... But when I tried to remember what I'd done yesterday, it was a blank.
When I made it to the tailor, I still hadn't remembered. I decided it must have been the alcohol. I was clearly slightly tipsy, though I didn't recall drinking. I pushed on the door, and something behind it tinkled, alerting the shopkeeper to my presence. He appeared at the counter moments later.
"Oh my," he said as he looked at me. "You could certainly use a new outfit. Well, come on in, let's get you measured up. I hope I have something in your size. Come over here." He pointed to a spot on the floor in front of a set of mirrors. I moved into position and admired myself while the tailor took his measurements. Despite the odd clothing, I was a stunning figure. Easily six feet tall, long blonde hair, small waist and full breasts straining against my shirt.
"I'm Dain, by the way," the tailor said.
"Clare," I answered.
"Well, Clare, may I ask how you ended up wearing a man's clothes that don't even fit you?" His voice was kind, not mocking, just curious.
"I'd rather not say," I said, embarrassed that I couldn't remember. He appeared to take the blush as evidence of some tryst, which just made me blush harder. For all I knew, his assumptions were correct. He finished the rest of his measurements in silence, then stood.
"I think I have something in your size," he said. "I'll be right back." In moments, he was back with a light green dress in one hand, and something else in the other. He directed me to a small changing room and handed me the dress.
"I thought you might want this, too," he said, handing me the bra he had in his other hand. "Since, you, ah, don't appear to be wearing one."
Quickly, I entered the room and dressed. I must have been more drunk than I thought, because my body didn't quite seem to know what it was doing. With a little difficulty, I finally managed to squirm my way into the dress. Dain knew his job; it fit perfectly. It had come with a small green belt as well. Lacking any other method of carrying coins, I threaded my money pouch onto the belt and buckled it around my waist.
I left the dressing room and admired myself in the mirror for a few moments.
"What do I owe you?" I asked Dain.
"Two dachals for the dress, and thirteen cuvers for the belt and bra," he replied.
I counted out the steel and copper coins and paid the man, glad that I had enough. He smiled and wished me a good evening, and then I was out the door and back on the street.
I don't know what drew me to the inn. I had no recollection of ever being there. But as I stepped in, I immediately knew why I had come.
He was still dancing with the red-haired girl, but a wink and a gesture soon changed that. We danced a few dances, I whispered in his ear, and soon he had exchanged a few of his coins for a key to one of the upstairs rooms.
I wish I could say that it was an evening I'll never forget, except I can't remember it.
All I remember is waking up in the morning, once again the overweight and balding Storyteller, confused about why I was naked in one of the rented rooms, with a woman's green dress lying on the floor and my own clothes nowhere in sight.
***
For years I lived this double life. A couple of times a month I'd wake up with no recollection of the previous night's events. It was strange, but even stranger was the fact that nobody could tell me where I had been. But, as it never interfered with my apprenticeship, I learned to live with the occasional blank spots in my memory.
Jephro died three years after my first adventure as Clare. Heart attack in his sleep. The inn graciously offered to pay for the funeral, and he was buried in the cemetery, encased in rock and stone.
I hadn't yet learned a tenth of what he had known. The innkeeper saw no reason to give me a room any more, as my performances were not the stuff of legends as Jephro's were. I would still be paid for my performances, he told me, but at a more standard rate.
Dispirited, I wandered the streets for a time, lost in my thoughts. I was so out of it that I didn't even hear the men coming up behind me.
It was a basic mugging strategy. Step One: Set up in an area that is neither too well traveled nor entirely abandoned. Step Two: Lure or wait until victim wanders into said location. Step Three: Cut off any escape routes. Step Four: Demand money or death. Step Five: Profit.
The men had followed the instructions to the letter. In my wandering I had found myself in a narrow alley, one end of which was now blocked by three men. The other end, two. Only one of the men had a sword, and he was the one who approached.
"This here's a toll alley," he began. I nearly groaned at the cliché, but wisely kept my mouth shut. "It'll cost you the contents of your money pouch to get through."
I wasn't a fighter. Normally, I would have just given them the money. Or, if Jephro were around, he could have talked them out of it. I didn't have that skill. Part of my mind wanted to just give them the money and be done with it, but seemingly out of nowhere, a rage came over me.
Rage at my own helplessness, fury in my grief over Jephro, anger at the world, they all gathered together and took over my mind, leaving me flailing in the currents. My mind lashed out against the world, and suddenly I knew with perfect clarity what I had to do.
I blacked out.
It must have been hours later by the time I woke up. I blinked my eyes sleepily in the fog of morning. My body was cold and sore. Must have been from where I slept. Stone? Why had I been sleeping on stone?
I raised my head to look around. Vertical lines caught my eye. Trees? No. Bars. Prison bars.
Shocked into awareness, I stood unsteadily and grasped at the bars. Something sticky met my hand. I pulled back only to realize that it was my hand that was covered in the sticky, red substance. I looked down, and when I noticed the splatters on my shirt, I knew it was blood.
Panicked, I shouted through the bars. "Help! Someone, please. What's going on?"
I paused and listened, and heard steps beyond the door. A moment later, it swung open, revealing a short, squat man who I knew to be the head of law enforcement, by the name of Rels.
"Hello, Edwin," he said. "Feeling like yourself again, are you?"
"What- what do you mean?" I tried to wipe the blood off my hands onto my pants. "What happened?"
"I was hoping you'd be able to tell me." He looked at me expectantly.
I shook my head.
"Oh well," Rels sighed. "I guess it's to be expected. I'll fill you in, then. At about ten o'clock last night, one of my men was accosted by a man who claimed he and his friends had been attacked in an alley. His arm was crushed. Not broken - crushed. After calling reinforcements, they discovered quite the grisly scene. Three men had been butchered in that alley. Torn apart, some of them, others thrown into walls. And one man crouched amongst the death, watching."
His eyes narrowed as he continued. "We lost two men bringing him in. He was a monster, at least six feet tall, and solid muscle. His mind was full of nothing but anger."
I shook my head. "But what does this have to do with me?"
"We brought him in, and we put him in this cell." Rels tapped the bars in front of my face.
It all clicked. The blood on my shirt, the blank spots in my memory. It all fit, and Rels' next words confirmed it. "You're a Shifter," he said. I heard the pity in his voice.
I knew what it meant. In Attarnon, things might have been different. I would have been sent to the Asylum for training, the murder forgotten. Here, in Lianti, I would be put to death. There was no mercy for Madmen here. I slumped against the bars.
"When?" I whispered.
"Tomorrow morning. They have to get everything set up." Everything. That would mean the stake they would tie me to, and the kindling to light underneath me. It would also give time to round up the townspeople so they could come watch. Wonderful.
"I'm sorry, Edwin," Rels said. "I wish there was something I could do."
"Send me to the Asylum," I pleaded.
My hopes soared when he hesitated, only to crash back down when he shook his head. "No," he said. "We have to follow our own laws. I'm sorry." Without looking back, he strode back out the door. I heard it lock behind him.
I must have been numb with shock, because the first thing I did was lie on the small, hard bed in the corner of the cell. Shifter, I thought to myself, trying to recall everything I knew about them. It meant multiple personalities. One of them was apparently a very angry man, but I didn't think that explained the other blank spots in my memory. There were a lot of them, and if I was turning into a massive man with violent tendencies on a regular basis, I would have a lot more blood on my hands.
No, it had to be someone else, but try as I might, I couldn't unlock those memories. Frustrated, I turned my thoughts back to Shifters. Their - our - abilities weren't limited to taking the forms of other people, I remembered. I should be able to shift my body around any way I wanted.
I experimented, concentrating on extending a single finger. A strange sort of feeling of connection flowed through me, and my finger obeyed, slowly stretching longer and longer. A moment later, the pain registered, and I screamed and clutched my finger to my chest. I sat on the bed, panting, and examined the point of pain. It appeared fine, but I had lost the connection in that moment, and it had remained at twice its normal length, flopping around like a grotesque eel.
Again, I reached for the connection and attempted to reform my finger back to its original size, this time preparing myself for the pain. I gritted my teeth and found that it was still excruciating, but bearable. Within moments, it was back to its original shape.
I sat on the bed for a few moments more, examining my options. I didn't want to die, burned at the stake. Who would? But the door that Rels had locked was the only way out of the room.
Or was it?
My eyes traveled up to the small window set in the wall. It was only two feet square, and barred with iron. But it might be enough, if I could stand the pain. It was placed just above eye level; if I stretched, I could get high enough to see out. I stuck my arm out the window and felt around, but there wasn't even anything I could grab onto. Gritting my teeth, I stretched my arm slightly. The jail was only a single level, so maybe... there. I let go of the power as I held onto the roof with one hand. Desperately, I hoped no one decided to visit at this particular time.
I took a deep breath and prepared myself for the hard part. Now that I had a grip, all I had to do was pull. Slowly, I began shrinking my arm again, pulling myself closer to the window. The pain was bearable, until it came time to force my head through the bars. I turned my head to face the window; the bars lined up with my eyes.
I thought the pain was bad when I Shifted my arm. Shifting my head gave me new perspective on agony. A million lights exploded in my eyes as my skull compressed to fit through the narrow opening. It felt as though - well, it felt like my head was being crushed. Between two iron bars.
But I was already halfway through, and I couldn't stop. The rest of my head popped through and I took the opportunity to rest, my head still distorted. Tears leaked down my cheeks from the pain, but the worst of it was over. I had to stretch myself out a little bit to get my waist through, but overall the experience was almost pleasant compared to my head.
It took nearly half an hour to get all the way through, but finally I pulled my last foot through and hung from the roof. Free. I dropped to the ground and made sure I was back in my regular proportions. I was tempted for a brief moment to turn my fat into muscle, but any deviation from my standard form felt awkward and unnatural. Still, I could use a disguise.
My face itched as I moved the skin and bone around. Higher cheekbones, stronger chin, blue eyes and full black hair. Subtle changes, but it should be more than enough to avoid suspicion. At least for long enough for me to get out of town.
Satisfied, I cautiously made my way out of the alley next to the jail.
I briefly debated leaving town immediately, but there were some things I needed first. Food. Clothes. Money. I wouldn't get far with what I had on me. My clothes were torn and covered in blood. That made a new wardrobe first priority, as it would identify me no matter whose face I wore. I couldn't go straight to the inn. I had no idea when my escape would be discovered. For all I knew, they were waiting for me already.
The thought came to me in a moment. There was a tailor nearby. I wasn't sure how I knew, but my feet carried me there without hesitation. I stripped out of my shirt on the way there and threw it in an alley. Shirtless men weren't as rare in Shelton as men with blood on their shirts.
The tailor didn't seem surprised at all by my appearance. He took my measurements without flinching at the blood on my pants, and minutes later had brought out a set of clothes for me. I changed quickly - the clothes were a perfect fit - and threw a few coins on the counter before I rushed out. I may have overpaid, but the man's discretion deserved every cuver.
Clad in my new clothes and new face, I strode with confidence through the main door of the inn. I nodded to the innkeeper as if we were old friends - which we were, though he wouldn't have known. He regarded me suspiciously, but allowed me up the stairs without comment. No doubt he had too many patrons to keep track of them all, or maybe he thought I was a visitor. In any case, I breathed a sigh of relief, took the key from my pocket, and turned it in the lock of my room. Determined to get in and out as quickly as possible, I slipped in through the half-open door and shut it gently behind me.
"I really hoped you'd just leave, Edwin."
The voice was instantly recognizable, and I didn't even pause to look at Rels. Instead, my hand shot back to the door handle. It wouldn't move.
"It's sealed," Rels said. "The whole room is. Even you can't get out."
I turned to look at the room. It was nearly empty, my bed and table now missing. A smaller table held a lamp, and Rels sat in a chair near the center of the room. The window that once provided light and a view of the street below was boarded over.
"Doesn't that mean you're trapped too?" I asked.
Rels shrugged. "The innkeeper has instructions to open the door when I shout him the passphrase. Which will be when you're dead."
"What if I kill you?"
"You're not a fighter, and you don't even have a weapon. And even if I somehow trip and fall onto my own sword, you'll just starve to death in here. Now let's get this over with, shall we?" He drew his sword and stood. "I'm sorry I have to do this, but I gave you your chance to run."
My mind raced. "Wait, wait," I said. "I'm not who you think I am. Look, this guy stopped me on the street outside and told me if I came up here to collect his things, he'd pay me two aurits. He didn't say his name, but I bet that's who you're looking for." I thought it was a pretty clever ploy. Rels didn't appear to agree.
"Right," he said. "Look, Edwin, I've dealt with enough Madmen to know how to handle them. Even if your little story is true - which I highly doubt - I'm still going to kill you. I can't take the chance of just letting you get away."
"But you'd take the chance of killing an innocent man?" I had backed my way to the door, and started moving along the wall.
"Yes." As if to illustrate his point, Rels lunged at me with his blade. I stumbled sideways into the corner, as graceful as usual, but it wasn't fast enough. The blade sliced into my side, leaving a wound two inches long.
"Ow!" I said, holding a hand to the injury. On impulse, I tried to use my power to seal the flesh back together again. In my mind, it should have worked. Unfortunately, Shifting the area only moved the wound around. With a start, I glanced back up at Rels, realizing I'd stopped paying attention to the man trying to kill me.
"Didn't work, did it?" Rels leveled his sword at me.
"No." I spoke without thinking. Not that it would have made a difference, but it confirmed my identity in Rels' mind.
"Sorry, Edwin." Rels aimed another thrust at my chest. Trapped in the corner of the room, there was nothing I could do but close my eyes. It was over.
I heard the thunk of metal striking wood before the pain registered. A gasp escaped my mouth as it felt like my insides were on fire. My eyes opened involuntarily, only to see the look of confusion on Rels' face. I looked down.
A foot of metal stuck out from my chest, but oddly enough, the pain had faded. Even stranger, I couldn't see any blood staining my new shirt. I shifted to the side, and fire blossomed anew in my chest. The edge of the blade cut a line through my shirt. Rels and I both looked in curiosity and confusion as I pulled the shirt away from my chest.
The blade hadn't touched me. Unconsciously, I had Shifted my flesh, muscle and organs out of the way, making a tunnel through my chest that surrounded the blade. A grin spread across my face as I ignored the pain and stepped to the side, the blade continuing to slice a path through my shirt. The tunnel in my chest moved with the sword until it exited my left side. One more tug freed my shirt as well.
Rels swore and pulled on the hilt of his sword, but the point was firmly lodged in the wall. As distracted as he was, he didn't notice my fist moving toward his face. A simple Shift moved skin away from my knuckles and increased the bone density in my hand in the moment before impact. The effect would have been similar to getting hit with a hammer.
Rels crumpled to the ground.
I scanned the room, trying to come up with some way to escape. I tried the window, but there wasn't so much as a crack to slip through. The door fit the frame so tight I was surprised it closed. Then my eyes fell on the lantern, still burning on the table. I smiled to myself.
Before I could reconsider my plan, I grabbed the lantern off the table and brought it to the door.
"Open the door!" I shouted. "Open it now or I'll burn the whole place down."
I could barely make out the voice on the other side. "What's the password?"
"The password is: open the door, unless you want a pile of ashes instead of an inn." I was bluffing, of course. I wouldn't have hurt the inn - it was like home to me.
But as I jingled the lantern for effect, the handle slipped from between my fingers. With a crash, the glass casing shattered on the floor, splashing kerosene onto the door, the floor - and my pants. Before I could let out more than a startled curse, the fluid caught fire, sending flames running up my shoes.
I leaped away from the door, tripped over the chair and crashed into the table. With the heat still climbing to my knee, I ripped off my shirt and threw it over my leg in an attempt to smother the fire.
For a moment I feared the shirt would burn through, but soon the flame turned to smoke, and I took the shirt away with a sigh of relief. Cautiously I flexed my leg and winced as pain flooded the limb. Before I could examine the extent of the burn, I recalled that my leg hadn't been the only thing to catch fire. I turned to see a wall of flame covering the far end of the room.
The door opened a crack. The fire, glad to have fresh air to feed it, roared as it swept out the door and into the hall. I was glad to see the innkeeper fall back onto the ground with no more injury than singed eyebrows. He scrambled to his feet and started shouting, and soon I could hear panicked screams coming from all over the inn as the residents fled. That was great for them, but I was still stuck in a burning room with the only exit in the middle of a wall of flame.
The air was beginning to become thick with smoke. I dropped to my knees and crawled toward the door. There wasn't much else I could do, but fortunately the fire had subsided somewhat after the initial surge. I flattened myself to the ground as I reached the door frame. Only a few more feet to go.
I made the mistake of looking back into the room, where Rels still lay unconscious. I paused for a moment, then swore, got to my feet, and ran in a crouch back over to him. Despite shaking his shoulder and slapping him in the face, the only response I got was a low mutter.
With a strength that only urgency could lend me, I hoisted Rels onto my shoulders and resumed my journey to the doorway. I quickly realized I wasn't going to make it.
Cursing Rels yet again, I Shifted my body, making myself more muscular. On my hands and knees, with Rels on my back and coughing from the smoke, I managed to reach the doorway for the second time. Not checking to see if I had forgotten anything else, I lurched into the hallway and was rewarded with slightly cleaner air. After gulping down a few large breaths, I rose to my feet and ran in a crouch for the stairs, doing my best to keep Rels from falling. I may have banged his head a few times, but I swear it was entirely accidental. No matter how much he may have deserved it.
I nearly fell down the stairs at the end of the hall, and only my hand catching the banister saved us both. As it was, I wasn't sure we were going to make it, even without broken bones and bruises. The fire hadn't yet reached the staircase, but the smoke was rapidly draining even my enhanced strength.
Lurching forward, I kept one hand on the rail while the other tried to balance Rels, who was doing his best to imitate a sack of flour. Only three steps from the bottom, I lost my grip on the railing for a moment. As I tried to catch it again, Rels slipped from my back and landed hard on the stairs before rolling down to the floor.
I didn't have time to worry about him. Relieved of my burden, I scampered down the last few steps, grabbed Rels by the shirt, and dragged him out the front door.
Nobody noticed me as I deposited the man who had tried to kill me on the street.
After a moment's consideration, I untied the pouch from his belt and attached it to mine. My fee for saving his life.
As I walked away from the scene, I noticed the innkeeper had finally broken out of his shock and was looking for someone to blame. I rounded a corner as he crouched over Rels' motionless body.
Rels carried more money than I had thought. I used some of it to finance my trip to the Asylum. When I reached Insen, I sent the rest back to help rebuild the inn.
I wasn't going to need it where I was going.
***
He was dying, and there was nothing I could do.
I knelt in the grass of the garden, just outside the door that led to my quarters in the palace. Gently, I lifted the tiny bird and tried to make him comfortable in the folds of my dress. His wing flapped uselessly. I suspected that he must have clipped one of the branches of the tree that looked over the high wall that enclosed the garden.
If only we had a Healer in the palace, it would have been different. But no Madmen had been permitted within the walls since Ratans were outlawed, more than five hundred years ago. I could take him outside the palace grounds, but it was unlikely that I'd be allowed out without an escort, which would take more time to form than the little guy had. If they even allowed me out for what my uncle – the King – would consider such a frivolous outing.
So there was nothing I could do but kneel on the ground and care for him as best I could. If it was just his wing that was broken, it might have been possible to set it and splint it, and maybe it would heal on its own. But I could see his body was battered, likely caused by his rough landing.
"Tori!" The voice behind me shouted in alarm. I closed my eyes. Not good. I made no movement as footsteps approached.
"How many times have I told you not to sit on the grass?" the woman demanded. She was the one who hovered over every aspect of the palace, making sure everything was in its place and tidy. I was often the object of her scrutiny.
"I know, Della," I said. "But the bird-"
She glanced at the bird in my lap. "Oh. That. It will be taken care of."
I had the feeling that her idea of "taking care of" the bird differed slightly from mine.
"No, it's okay," I said quickly. "I can handle it."
"I will not allow you to do a servant's work." Della bent down and grabbed my arm in her iron fist. The woman was strong for her diminutive stature, and she easily pulled me to my feet. The bird fell with a chirp to the ground.
I whirled to face her. "How dare you lay a hand on me!" I said, trying to put the strength of authority into my voice. It didn't work.
"Come along, girl," Della said, ignoring me. I braced my feet, but she still managed to pull me along behind her. We got a few steps toward the door when I heard heavy footsteps coming from behind. I twisted in the foul woman's grip to see a heavily armored man approaching. He made his way across the grass toward us.
"Watch out!" I called. The man's head twisted to the side, wary of some attack. Seeing nothing of danger, he took another step forward with a confused look.
With a small crunch, the tiny bird's suffering ended.
He didn't even notice. "Miss Della," the man said, "may I have a word with the young lady?"
"You killed him," I said softly as Della's hand released me. Again the man appeared puzzled.
"Who?" he asked.
I pointed at his foot. "You stepped on him."
He raised his foot and examined the bloody mess of feathers under it. "Oh. Sorry."
I tried to hold back the tears. I had to be strong. For the most part, I was successful. "You had something to say to me?" I said in a voice that wavered only slightly.
"Yes," he said. "My name is Strin, and I come with grim news. Your father was grievously wounded this morning while hunting boar in the northern forests."
My mouth went dry, and all thoughts of the bird were pushed out of my head. "My father?" I whispered.
Strin nodded. "We only just arrived back at the palace. I was asked to find you and bring you to him."
"Of course. Lead the way." Thoughts flashed through my head as we left Della behind and made our way through the palace. The fear and panic were expected, but what surprised me were the thoughts of succession. If my father died, I would only be two steps away from taking the throne of Attarnon myself.
I shook my head in disgust at my selfishness. I didn't even want the power. My father was injured, and likely to die, and I was thinking about taking the throne? It was horrible!
Fortunately, we soon reached the infirmary where my father had been taken, and the thoughts were pushed out of my mind. At first glance, the wound didn't look serious. The doctor had washed the area, so it wasn't until I got closer that I realized how bad it really was.
The wound ripped up his side, exposing bone at his hip and hooking up underneath his ribs. I took the scene in with a detached curiosity. I refused to accept it was my father lying there, and to distract myself, took an interest in what the doctor was doing.
Doctors were rare, especially here in Insen, as there was little they could do that a Healer couldn't surpass. However, the palace had always employed a doctor for the few occasions when a member of the royal family took sick. Anyone with even the most remote chance of becoming King or Queen of Attarnon was not permitted to owe their life to a Madman. As it was, the Asylum held too much power over the country.
But there was only so much a doctor could do. He was crouched like a heron over the wound, his long fingers deftly passing a needle back and forth through the skin in an attempt to seal the wound. If the injury had stopped at the hip, it might have succeeded, but as I leaned in closer to watch the doctor's work, I heard the slight gurgle of shallow breath coming from underneath my father's ribs. A cursory glance revealed red bubbles dripping out of the wound and onto the bed.
One of his lungs was punctured.
With that sudden realization, I lost the tenuous detachment that had kept me separated from reality. I broke down. I don't really remember much except the tears and the doctor having me removed from the room. I guess I caused something of a disturbance.
When I was finally allowed back in, after calming down, the surgery was done. My father was lying under a sheet that barely moved with each breath he took. His face was pale, and he looked years older. His eyes were closed - unconscious or asleep, I didn't know.
I slumped into the chair by the bed. As I did, my father's eyes opened. He tilted his head to look at me.
"Tori," he said. "They said you were here." He coughed, spitting red flecks onto the white sheets. He grimaced in pain and clutched a hand to his side.
"What happened?" I asked softly. "Nobody told me." Or perhaps they had, and I had simply tuned them out.
"Boar," he said, gritting his teeth. "Caught me ... by surprise."
"Father..."
"Don't think I'm gonna ... if I don't ... don't make it ... you need to know about ..." He coughed up blood again. "Your mother."
It was suddenly difficult to breathe. "Mother?" I whispered.
"Midie," he spoke my mother's name, and his voice faltered. "Midie..." He trailed off to sleep, leaving me with eyes full of tears and a mind full of questions.
I didn't want to wake him. His breathing was steady, if still shallow. I quietly rose from the chair and left the room.
I didn't have any memories of my mother. When I was younger, I used to ask about her. But I quickly learned that any mention of my mother's name closed people's mouths faster than my questions about the origins of babies. But as I grew older, some of those childish questions were answered. The ones about my mother were not.
With my father unable to speak, there was only one man who could give me answers right now. Determined, I made my way to the King's chambers. No doubt he would be there, in the richly decorated sitting room. He wasn't the type to visit his own brothers' death bed.
I pushed open the door without waiting to be announced, and my uncle's eyes shot up to glare across the desk before dropping back down when he realized who it was.
"Don't even ask," he said.
I blinked in confusion. "What?"
"We're not bringing in a Healer for him."
I shook my head. "I know that."
"Then what do you want?" He met my eyes.
I matched his gaze. "I want to know about my mother."
"Ah. Yes, I suppose my brother isn't in a state to tell you. Has he passed yet?"
I shook my head.
"Always was a fighter," the King muttered before clearing his throat. "Right, your mother. She was a beautiful and wonderful woman, and your father loved her very much. But, if she had a flaw, it was that she coveted power." He paused and studied my reaction. I kept my face impassive. I had spent too much time in the palace to not know how to mask my emotions.
"I do not believe," he continued after a moment, "that this was her sole reason for staying with your father, as some have speculated. Indeed, I'm not convinced that she even thought of it herself until she arrived at the palace.
"However, when she found herself surrounded by servants to tend to her every whim, and her every desire satiated, she started to fall under the spell. I myself warned her, warned them both about excessive arrogance and narcissism. She refused to listen, and your father was so besotted with her that he defended her with every breath.
"When Midie became pregnant, it was worse. She ran the servants ragged with errands. I tolerated it because I had no choice. I was not going to evict a pregnant woman, and your father convinced me it would pass when the child was born and she turned her attention there.
"About a year after you were born, I realized we were mistaken. Her corruption had spread and taken hold in her mind, yet your father could not see it. I admit, I too was weak. Too weak to sever her from the palace, from her child, as I should have done. After all, I thought, there was no guarantee that anything would come of it.
"Some people can handle the Madness in their minds; others can't. Your mother... I'll spare you the details, but she killed a few people before one of our Quis took her down."
"How many?" Up until this point I had been listening quietly, but I couldn't help interjecting the quiet question. My mind yearned to know the full extent of my mother's illness, even as my heart suffered from the knowledge.
"Five," my uncle replied quietly. "Three men and two women."
"How?"
"She was a Healer. It wasn't pretty. They aged decades in the few minutes she had her power turned on them. You could say they died of old age."
"And then she was killed?"
"Yes."
No wonder nobody would speak of her.
"Anything else?" the King said.
"Who killed her?"
Hesitation flickered across his face. "Nobody you would know." He lowered his head back to the desk, silently dismissing me.
I lingered for a few moments as the silence grew, then turned and stalked from the room. Overcome by conflicting emotions, I wandered the halls of the palace for a time. I returned to my father's room at one point, but he was sleeping, and I didn't want to disturb him. Besides, I wasn't sure I wanted to face him at the moment. How could he keep this from me?
Eventually, I returned to my room and fell into a restless sleep filled with mangled birds, infected wounds and a woman shrieking while the people around her withered and died. Needless to say, I awoke in the morning less rested than when I had taken to bed.
Still, the night had not passed uselessly. I found my anger and frustration with my father had abated somewhat, and early in the morning hours I found myself wandering the halls of the palace, making my way to my father's room. It gave me a chance to think.
I'd always wanted to be a Healer. Now, that dream was solidified by the fact that my mother had been one. If I became a Healer, I knew I could contain the Madness, and devote my life to helping others. I didn't give a thought to how my family would react. For some strange reason, I seemed to think they would be proud of me, support me, for my mother's sake.
I was wrong.
When I arrived at the room, the first thing that struck me was the smell. A terrible odor was seeping into the hallway, even through the closed door. There was nobody else around, so I pushed open the door. I nearly gagged. Covering my nose and mouth with a sleeve, I made my way to the bed. The sheets were wet with blood and pus. I tried to lift them to examine the wound, but they were attached to my father's side. I peeled them away carefully. As I did, I watched for some sign that he was still alive. His chest moved, but barely, and in an irregular rhythm.
Overnight, the injury had opened again. The skin around the area was covered in both dried and fresh blood, and it was very obviously infected. I cleaned it as best I could with a clean part of the sheet and water from the washbasin. Underneath, the skin was the color of death and infection. There would be no recovery from this. I doubted he would survive the next couple of hours.
I took a seat in the chair by the head of the bed and put a hand across my father's forehead. It was cold and clammy, so I wiped it with my sleeve. His face was contorted in a perpetual grimace. He must have been in immense pain. I briefly considered the small knife at my belt. I could use it, and save him at least a couple hours of agony.
My hand got as far as touching the hilt before turning back. I couldn't do it. Despite the secrets he kept from me, he was still a good man, and I couldn't bring myself to take the life of the one who had raised me. Even if it was for his own good. Besides, there was a chance, however slim, that he could still pull through. A glance back down at the gash in his side shook my confidence in that thought, but I had nothing else to cling to.
If only I could bring a Healer in, there would be no problem. She could Heal him up as quick as a thought, and then everything would be right again. He'd sit up and smile, hug me, and tell me he was never going hunting again. The thought brought tears to my eyes. There was no Healer. He was never going to hug me again.
I cried silently as my father's breathing grew shallower and more ragged. If only my mother was around, I thought. She could have made it all better. She was strong, while I was weak, useless.
No, I thought with a sudden determination. No, that wasn't true at all. My mother was strong, and so was I. I may not have been able to Heal, but I had spent years doctoring the birds and animals in the gardens. I wasn't about to give up so easily, not while there was still something I could do. I jumped from the chair to stand by the injury. I tried my best to distance myself from the situation and look at it critically.
The wound was infected. How bad was it? I ignored the smell and probed into the injury. Some of the stitches had ripped through the skin. That was where the fresh blood had come from. The infection ran deep. I shook my head at the shoddy job the doctor had done. It looked like the interior of the wound hadn't even been cleaned.
For an hour I worked, using my knife to cut away the remaining stitches and dig out particles of dirt. I became absorbed in the project. There were little materials available, but fortunately I had a basin of water. I made a small fire on the hearth to heat it, and carefully washed the injury as best I could. As I did, my confidence in my own abilities grew. I was doing a better job than the doctor had done.
It wasn't until after I had finished cleaning that I realized I had nothing to seal the injury with. No thread, no needle, not even a clean piece of cloth long enough to bind it with. And without sealing, the injury would just become infected again. After all the work I had put into it, I wasn't about to let that happen.
As I looked around the room for something, anything I could use, my eyes fell on my father's face. It had softened somewhat, and some color had come back to it already. It no longer had the look of a man at death's door.
I had brought a man back from the brink of death.
I was a better doctor than the one the palace employed.
I was the best doctor in the country.
I was amazing.
There was nothing I couldn't do.
With that realization, I turned back to the injury. I reached a hand out and touched the skin just above the gash. Nothing I couldn't do. At the back of my mind, I felt a small tingle. I focused on it, and it became stronger. I was the best. The tingle filled my mind. With a thought, I directed it down my arm and through my hand, into my father.
A moment later, my mind was flooded with sensations of the man on the bed before me. I was instantly aware of every beat of his heart, every breath he took. I could see, in my mind, the courses his nerves took as they brought sensations from every point of his body into his head. Most importantly, I could control it.
As deft as a sparrow, I threw my mind into the stream of information, and set to work fixing the damage. I don't know how I knew what to do. I only know that I could see everything that was wrong with this man, and when I focused my concentration, could fix it. As I watched, the healing process accelerated. The puncture wound in his lung sealed itself. Bits of dirt and other objects I had missed were pushed out as the flesh sealed itself together. Before long, I had reached the entry point of the wound. A little more focus, and the dead skin dropped away, replaced by fresh cells grown in a fraction of the time it would have taken them unassisted. The new cells joined themselves together, and I promptly dropped into the chair by the bed, the power fading from me.
So I was a Healer.
Before I had a chance to dwell on that fact, my father stirred and opened his eyes. They went wide as he put a hand to his side, then narrowed as he glanced around the room. They settled on me.
"I've always told you," he said, his voice strong. "Not to let a Healer touch me. Why would you allow that? Why would my brother even let a Healer in here?"
"It was me," I said quietly, avoiding his stare. I couldn't help but smile, though I tried to keep it hidden. My father was alive, and healthy. I was a Healer. I didn't know what was going to happen to me now, and I didn't care. For the moment, I was happy. Ignoring the look on my father's face, I threw my arms around him. By reflex, he embraced me - for a moment.
"You?" he whispered. I felt him tense, and he pushed me away firmly, holding me by the arms. "You did this, Tori?" he repeated.
I nodded, still smiling.
"You - no. I don't believe it."
"There's nobody else here."
"You can't. First Midie, and now - why would you do this to me?"
"You mean save your life?" I was starting to get a little frustrated, and I think it showed in my tone. Couldn't he see this amazing thing that I had done? And it wasn't as though I had succumbed to the Madness.
"But at what cost, Tori?" He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. "I made my peace with death. You brought me back from that, but now I'm going to lose you anyway."
"What are they going to do?" I said.
A voice from the door answered. "Preferably, we'd like to take you to the Asylum," it said. I whipped my head toward the voice. It was Strin. "But you must realize that I have little say in the matter. The King has the authority here, and he will do what he feels is right."
My father sat up on the edge of the bed, and started to stand.
"Sir," Strin said, raising a hand in protest, "are you sure you should be doing that?"
"I feel better than ever," my father said. As if in demonstration, he stood tall and walked confidently around the bed to where his clothes had been laid. He held up his shirt, which was ripped and stained with blood. "They must not have had much faith in me," he said. "Didn't even bring me new clothes."
"Amazing," Strin muttered, peering at me. "I felt something draw me here, but it must have been an amazing amount of power to heal that injury so well. This makes it even more important that I get you to the Asylum. If it wouldn't instigate a civil war, I'd consider sneaking you out of the palace now."
"Don't even think it," my father growled. He had pulled on his bloodstained pants and mail shirt - with nothing underneath - and thrown his cloak around his shoulders. "We're going to see the King."
His room - an office, you might call it - was unchanged from when I had seen it the day before. I wasn't convinced that the man had moved, as he still sat at the same wooden desk facing the door. We were let in by guards who seemed more than a little disturbed that my father was up and walking about the palace. The King showed the same apprehension.
"I was led to believe you would not survive the night, brother," the King said, raising an eyebrow.
"Sorry to disappoint you," my father said.
"And to what do we owe this miraculous recovery? Did someone manage to sneak in a Healer?"
"Not quite. Turns out the situation created a Healer instead." He gestured toward me.
The King closed his eyes, as if in pain. "Quite a dilemma," he muttered. "I assume you have her under control, Strin?"
"Yes, sir."
The King nodded. "Very good." He scrubbed a hand through his hair, a mimic of my father's action earlier. "If it was anyone else, it would be an easier decision," he said. "Though it's never easy to put someone to death."
My heart skipped a beat.
"But obviously that's not an option, now is it?" he continued. I started breathing again.
"Sir," Strin said, "if I may interject-"
"I know. The Asylum wants to get its hands on her."
"She is very talented, sir."
A moment of silence followed.
"If I may-" my father began, but was cut off when the King raised his hand.
"She will renounce any claim to the throne. It would not be suitable for a Madman to rule Attarnon. She will no longer be recognized as part of the royal family. She will be permitted to train her talents in the Asylum. That's all I have to say."
The three of us bowed and left the room without another word.
In the hallway, I was prepared to face my exile with silence - to therefore preserve my dignity - but my father caught my arm.
"Tori," he said.
I paused in the hallway. I didn't want to look at him, for fear I would turn emotional. "Yes?"
"Thank you. And I'm sorry I had to do this."
"Don't be. I have no regrets." As much as I tried to keep the tears from my eyes, they formed anyway. Before my father could see my weakness, I nodded to Strin, and we left my father in the hallway behind us.
Whispers from the people just beginning to fill the halls followed us as we marched through the palace. They couldn't know what was going on – not yet. But they would. I didn't care.
To be able to heal people. It was what I always wanted. And I was willing to pay any price for that chance.
***
The shout from the alley caught me by surprise.
I was out for a walk, not unusual for me, at the request of my partner in the inn business, Tinai. She was frustrated with me - again - for one or another of the business decisions I had made.
It was evening, the city not yet blanketed in the complete darkness of night, but late enough for the shadows to be stretching across the dirt roads. The smell of the sea was heavy in the air, as it usually was. Shelton was, after all, a port town.
The streets were far from deserted, which was why the shout truly surprised me. Had it been later at night, or had the streets been empty, it would have at least been - well, not expected, but perhaps more logical.
Normally I would have just kept on walking while someone else investigated the disturbance. I'm not one for playing the hero. But as I glanced at the others on the street, nobody else seemed to want to intervene either. None of them even so much as acknowledged the shout.
Maybe it was one of my rash decisions, but before I knew where my feet were carrying me, I had dashed down the alley. Another shout of "Help!" spurred me on. The voice was female, and from the terror in it, I expected to find an alley full of thugs. So it came as quite a shock to find nothing at the end of the alley but a dog digging in the garbage.
I looked around in confusion. Had I taken a wrong turn? Was I missing a side alley somewhere? I glanced around, but nothing but wooden walls surrounded me. There were windows, but they were higher than anyone could possibly jump. I turned a full circle, shrugged, and turned back towards the mouth of the alley. Maybe I was hallucinating?
The voice spun me around again as it called out. "Hey, come on, don't just leave me here," it said. I could've sworn it came from the garbage pile the dog was digging at, but there wasn't enough there to hide someone. Still, the voice sounded desperate enough that I had to try something.
"Hey," I said to the dog. "Hey!" I whistled and it turned its head toward me. You may have realized by this point that this was another of my foolish decisions. The dog growled, but I held my ground. I had nothing to fight with, and I was now pretty confident that there was nobody hiding in the trash. I should have turned and run.
But when have I ever done the logical thing?
The dog approached slowly, apparently wary despite the fact that it weighed nearly as much as I did. So, I did the only thing I could do. I started talking.
"Hey," I said. "So, I get that you were looking for something over there, and I know I probably interrupted you, and the rat -" I swear I heard an offended grunt from the garbage pile "- or whatever you were chasing is probably gone now, but I really don't think that attacking me is a good idea."
"Why not?" the dog said in a gruff voice.
"What?"
"Why not... good idea."
"Um." At this point I was sure one of two things was happening. Either someone was screwing with me, or I was hallucinating. The dog growled again, and I jumped. "Okay, well," I said. I figured I might as well play along. "The main reason is that I'm not going to fight fair. If you lunge at me, I'm going to protect my throat, at which point the best you're going to get is an arm or leg. And the big problem with that is it leaves your eyes exposed. Is the meat you'll get off of me worth going blind, or is it a better idea to go after something easier?"
The dog actually looked like it was pondering the question. Then, without another word, it trotted past me and out the mouth of the alley. I let out a breath of relief.
The female voice returned. "Dogs never were the brightest animals," it said. "All that breeding and domestication must have done something to their minds. I mean, you'd think that living around people, they'd pick up on a few things. Like bluffing." I still couldn't see where the voice was coming from, but by this point I had resigned to the fact that I was hallucinating. For all I knew, the garbage was going to get up and give me a hug for saving its life.
A flicker of emerald green caught my eye, and I watched as a small lizard crawled out from amongst the trash. The creatures weren't entirely unusual this far south, but this one seemed different. For one, the scales covering it had an almost metallic sheen, even in the quickly fading light. For two, it seemed slightly larger than the others I had seen. Plus the fact that I'd never heard of a lizard talking before.
"Well," the lizard said in its feminine voice. "Didn't think I was going to make it out of that one. Thanks, Druid. I should be going now." It skittered past me and toward the mouth of the alley.
"Druid?" I chuckled. "I'm no Druid. My name's Nik. I'm an innkeeper."
The creature paused. "Well then, thank you... Nik."
"You're very welcome." I smiled. After a pause, I asked "Would you like to come back to my inn and rest for a bit?" Hallucinations were kind of fun, I had realized. Might as well make the most of it.
A long moment passed while the lizard considered the offer. "Very well, Nik, I will take you at your word. Is it far?"
"No, not too far. About twenty minutes to walk there."
"I realize it might sound odd, but would you mind carrying me? If I walk, it'll take five times that long."
"No problem," I said with a smile. The lizard crawled up my leg and perched on my shoulder. This close, I could examine it more fully. It was about eight inches long, with a tail that made up about a third of that length. Bright green scales covered it, as I had noticed before, but it seemed to have a strange hump that started at the shoulders and spread down its back. It had four legs tipped with claws that demonstrated their sharpness on my shoulder. Its mouth was about as wide as my finger, and drawn into a permanent smile, while two green eyes poked out above it. I didn't know much about animals, but I could tell this one was made for hunting.
"What should I call you?" I asked, half to myself.
"My name," the lizard said, sounding offended, "is Keela."
"Keela," I repeated. "All right. And, I don't mean to offend, but you are a female?"
Hesitation. "For now, let us say that I am," she said. "The truth is too complicated to be discussed in a dark alley. Shall we go?"
We said nothing on the way back to my inn. Me, because I was half afraid of looking like a crazy person talking to an animal - and that was if she actually existed in the first place. As for Keela, well, I'm sure she had her reasons for silence.
Tinai greeted me just inside the entrance. I was glad to see that she had lost her expression that said "you're an idiot" and replaced it with the one that said "you're an idiot, but I cleaned it up for you". I grinned at her. She didn't look impressed.
"Well, Nik," she said, "you're lucky I'm around, or you would have had half your inn torn down by now to make room for the new fireplace you ordered."
"It seemed like a good idea at the time," I said. I was somewhat unnerved by the fact that she hadn't yet commented on the green thing perched on my shoulder.
"A new fireplace would have been a good idea. Putting it in the common room would have been a good idea. Tearing out an entire wall and replacing it with a monstrosity that would have extended halfway across the dining room? Not a good idea, Nik."
"Noted."
She sighed. "I talked him down to a small little fireplace to replace the one we have in the common room. It'll be overly ornate, but at least it'll fit in the space we have without making our customers sleep on the street."
"You see, Tinai, this is why I love you," I said with a grin.
"Save it for someone who falls for it. And you're welcome. On another note, what's that thing on your shoulder?"
I let out a sigh of relief and beamed at Tinai. "Oh good, you can see her," I said.
"Of course I can. Why, is it a chameleon or something? It better not make a mess." She stretched out a finger to touch Keela, but quickly jerked it back as sharp teeth clashed together where the finger had been.
"I think she took offense to that," I said helpfully.
Tinai's glare alternated between Keela and me. "Whatever," she said. "I'm going to bed. Just make sure you keep it locked up, okay? Last thing we need is some customer complaining about being attacked in the night by the innkeeper's pet."
At the last word, I felt Keela stiffen. Before she could do anything foolish, I turned toward the common room, blocking any path between the two females. I heard Tinai mutter something as she went up the stairs, but I ignored it and inspected the common room. No damage had been done yet, but I could see where the wall had been marked around the old fireplace and hearth. We might lose a few customers during the construction, but a new fireplace would bring even more in. I hoped.
I nodded to the two muscular men who stood guard, alert for any trouble that tended to brew when alcohol and pretty women mixed with travelers and merchants. A few of the aforementioned pretty women wandered among the tables, serving drinks and food. They flashed smiles my way. For once, I ignored them. Seeing that everything was running smoothly, I turned back to the stairs and ascended to my quarters.
"Pet?" Keela said after I closed the door. Disdain dripped from her voice. "I am nobody's pet." She crawled down my arm to the table, leaving a trail of red beads from her claws. If we were going to continue this relationship, I was going to need to invest in a leather jacket.
"Then what are you?" I asked gently.
She glared for a moment before dropping her eyes. "Fine," she said. "You did save my life and all. I suppose you deserve some answers."
I settled myself on the bed as she started to talk.
"I am - well, there really isn't a word for what I am."
"Lizard?" I ventured.
"No," she snapped. "I probably shouldn't tell you this, but... well, you remind me of someone."
"A Druid?"
"Very perceptive, yes. A Druid. He was the one who created me. You might call him my father."
It took a moment to take this information in. "Created?"
She nodded, her tiny green head bobbing up and down. "Did you know that cows used to be just like other animals? They used to have emotions, feelings, thoughts. But the Druids in Ganyan started playing around with their minds - removing things, altering other parts, and so on. It sort of became a specialty of theirs. They called it "genetic manipulation", and their work created many of the biological machines we see today. Cows, horses, oxen, even some domesticated animals, were all created this way, manipulated for a specific purpose."
Keela looked at me closely. "Still with me?" she asked.
I nodded. "So you were one of those?"
"In a way. I was created as an experiment. Version one of a series of experiments to develop a creature for combat. I have something to show you." She stepped back to the center of the table. At first I thought she was just taking a deep breath, but a moment later the hump on her back expanded and exploded into a pair of massive green wings. Their span was easily a foot wide, and they were attached at her shoulders.
"A dragon," I breathed.
"I wish," she laughed.
After a moment of gazing in wonder, my mind starting working again. "So why didn't you just fly away from the dog in the alley?" I asked.
Keela shrugged her shoulders and pulled her wings back in close to her body. "I was just a first version. Some things were bound to not work properly. Turns out the wing shape they gave me was entirely impractical for anything more than gliding. Not enough muscle to flap. Even holding them in position is straining. But they got the intelligence right, and the claws, and the teeth. Project was shut down by the Quis before they could move on to the next version though."
"Why?"
"They didn't like what the Druids were doing. Making animals more useful was one thing. Making them for war was another thing entirely. Darill, and Ganyan especially, have never been as close to the rest of the East as the Quis would have liked. I guess they were worried about invasion."
"So why are you on your own?" I asked.
"I told you," Keela said, looking me in the eye. "They shut the project down. I was the only one who survived. The Druid I told you about - he gave his life to save me."
"And I remind you of him. How?"
"Nik - when I was created, they didn't give me features to form human speech. The only reason I can talk to you is... you're a Druid."
I laughed. "Well, I guess that would explain it," I said. "Better than hallucinating, I suppose."
"No doubt," Keela said with a smile. "So, what are you going to do about it?"
I shrugged. "Not much I can do. We're in Lianti. If they find about this, they'll kill me. I suppose I could leave my inn and venture north to Attarnon, but I'd rather not. I've grown somewhat attached to this place."
Keela regarded me for a moment. "Much as I hate to admit it," she said. "You're dangerous as you are. The Druids I knew were mostly Ratans. They're safe, as long as they're controlled. But you... well, my father was consumed by the Madness when he saved my life. I've never seen such destruction before, and I'd rather not see it again."
She fell silent for a moment, and for once I didn't feel the need to speak.
"I'm tired," she said finally. "Is it okay if I sleep on your table?"
"Of course. Would you like a blanket or something?"
"That would be nice, thank you."
I grabbed one of the extra blankets off the bed and piled it on the table, forming a small nest. Keela sighed and curled up inside it.
I stripped off my shirt and pants and crawled into bed myself.
"Keela?" I said before I turned out the light.
"Yes?"
"So you can't breathe fire?"
"Myths and exaggeration. Don't see how it would be possible, myself."
"Oh." I turned and blew out the light.
I couldn't resist asking another question. "So, are you a female?"
"Good night, Nik."
***
I awoke four hours later with a little green form snuggling into my chest. "Keela?" I said.
"Huh? Oh." She shifted slightly. If lizards could blush, I got the feeling her face would have been bright red. "Sorry," she said. "Cold-blooded, you know, and it was just so warm over here. I'll go." She slithered off my chest and onto the bed.
"It's fine," I said quickly. "I just don't want to crush you or anything."
Keela bared her teeth in what I took for a smile. "Thanks," she said. "Are you getting up now?"
"How'd you know?"
"I'm familiar with Druids. It's been theorized that - never mind." She cut herself off with another embarrassed look.
"No, tell me. I should probably know these things, after all."
"Well, some people say that Druids get their energy from the earth. From what I've seen, it's true. I've never seen a Druid get more than five hours sleep. Yet they always seem to wake up with more energy than anyone else and somehow manage to keep it through the day."
"What can Druids do?" I asked. I'd heard stories, of course, but you never knew how much of them were true.
"Um," Keela said. "Maybe that can wait for a little later." She looked uncomfortable again. "Would you mind, well, opening the window for me for a second or two? I have some, er, business to take care of."
"Oh. Oh! Yes, of course, I'm sorry I didn't think of that earlier." I climbed out of bed and wrenched open the window. Keela threw me a grateful look as she climbed out and down the wall, her claws digging into the wood.
I stood in the cool breeze of the early morning and gazed out the window at the slowly brightening sky. Keela returned after a few moments and perched on the windowsill beside me.
"So what are you going to do?" she asked after a minute.
"I'm staying here."
"It's dangerous."
"I know. Can I ask you a favor?"
"You can ask."
"I'd like you to teach me about Druids," I said. "What I can do, what I have to watch out for, those kind of things."
The sun was peeking over the horizon by the time she answered. "Nik," she said. "You have to understand that I'm not really in a good position here. I want to help you, I really do. But I have to watch out for my own skin too. You're a good man, but I don't think I can stay here. You understand?"
"Of course," I said. "Well, come on down and have breakfast at least. Our cook is amazing."
Again, she hesitated. "Sure," she said finally. "I haven't eaten since yesterday afternoon."
"You want me to bring it up here?"
"I'd rather come down with you, if you don't mind. There's a lot of food I won't eat."
"No problem." I smiled as she crawled up to my shoulder.
The common room was virtually empty, as I expected it would be at this hour. While many patrons stayed well into the night, few remained until sunrise. Even fewer would awake this early.
Still, some figures remained seated at tables. I ignored them for the time being. Another day, I might have wandered over and introduced myself, maybe solicited some comments on the service. Today, my mind was occupied with other thoughts. Besides, the only ones in the room appeared to be either intoxicated or obviously wouldn't have preferred my company.
As I began to cross the room towards the kitchen to pay a visit to the cook and see what was on the menu for the morning, I felt a frantic scrabbling at my shoulder and a whispered string of curses. Before I could comment, the scrabbling moved swiftly down my back, and Keela jumped to the floor.
"What - Keela!" I shouted after her as she darted across the room to an open window. With a flash of green, she disappeared, leaving me scratching my head in confusion. Turning back to the common room, I almost ran into two of the men who had occupied one of the tables earlier.
"Excuse me, gentlemen," I said. They didn't move, blocking my path. They both towered over me, and I was suddenly very aware of the swords at their hips. "Can I help you?"
"Where did you learn that name?" the man on the left asked. His voice held a wary tone to it.
"What name?"
"You called that creature Keela." Now I knew I was in trouble.
"No I didn't," I lied easily.
"We heard you."
"No, see, I said..." My mind raced furiously. "I said 'Come here'. That damn lizard's always running away from me."
"I think you should come with us," the other man said.
"Ah," I said.
The conversation was interrupted by another voice from behind the two men. "Excuse me," it said, and I was relieved to recognize the voice as Arter, one of the inn's bouncers. "There any trouble over here, boss?" he continued.
The two men turned to face him, and I took advantage of the distraction to bravely scramble for the front door. I heard a crash from behind me as I opened the door, and my mind automatically started to tally up the cost of the fight in the common room. Distracted as I was, I nearly ran into Tinai, who was on her way in.
"What was that noise?" she asked suspiciously.
"Ah, Tinai, dear, could you take care of this for me? Thanks, you're amazing. By the way, if I don't come back, the inn is yours, gotta run, bye." The words were barely out of my mouth before I tore down the street, leaving Tinai with a bewildered expression as she tried to decipher what I had said.
I hadn't gone more than a few buildings down when I heard my name called by a familiar female voice. I glanced at the ground and spotted a small green form on the ground ahead of me. I paused long enough to scoop Keela onto my shoulder, then continued my flight through the streets.
Energy from the earth, Keela had said. It certainly felt like that now. I raced through the streets like the wind, and it was only when I was completely and utterly lost that I stopped to catch my breath.
"So," I wheezed to Keela. "What was the idea, abandoning me back there?"
She had the grace to appear ashamed for a moment, but defiance was strong in her voice as she answered. "You would have been fine if you hadn't said anything. They were Quis, and they knew my name. The only way you would know it is if you were a Druid, so they wanted to catch you and bring you to the Asylum. They weren't going to hurt you, so why did you run?"
"It seemed like a good idea at the time," I muttered.
"Nik, I can't go with them. They'll kill me. But you can. You must. Only they can help you to learn. I don't know anything about how a Druid's power works - there's nothing I could teach you. But they can. Go to the Asylum."
"What about you? What are you going to do?"
"Hey, I survived without you, you know."
"If I recall, you were about to be dog food."
"The point is," Keela continued, "splitting up is best for both of us. Trust me, I hate to do this. It's been nice actually having someone to talk to."
"Well," I said, "I suppose you're probably right. You'll be safer on your own, if you're careful. Why don't you head for the Mountains? They'll never find you there."
She nodded. "I'll consider it. Thank you, Nik." She paused for a moment. "I should go. Head back to your inn. The Quis will escort you back to the Asylum. Don't worry, it's their job to protect you. As long as you're not a Ratan, they won't hurt you." She grinned suddenly. "In fact, having to escort you will get them off my back. May I ask you a favor, though?"
"Don't tell them about you?" I guessed.
She shook her tiny green head. "They already know all about me, it seems. You can't tell them anything new. No, I would ask you to go to the Asylum and learn everything they have to teach, but do not join them. Use them, but don't let them use you. That's all."
"Can do," I said.
She nodded again, then turned to leave. "I hope we'll meet again, Nik."
"Me too, Keela."
In a flash of green, she leaped from my shoulder, scaled the wooden wall of the nearest building, and disappeared over the top. I stared at the spot for a few seconds, briefly hoping she'd change her mind and come back. When I had convinced myself that she was truly gone, I headed back to the inn.
The place was surprisingly calmer than I expected. No crowds milling outside the door, no guards poking around and making themselves a nuisance, and perhaps most surprisingly, no damage to the inn - at least, not that I could see from the outside. I took a deep breath and pushed the door open.
It had been too much to hope that Tinai was as calm as everything else seemed to be. The moment I walked in the door, she threw herself at me like a storm. Lost amid the flurry of shouts and blows the diminutive woman rained down on me, I could barely pick out what she was trying to say.
"How dare you leave me here to deal with your mess while you run away! And what was that whole thing about not coming back? You think I want to deal with this place on my own? It's hard enough just taking care of the problems you create-"
She cut off abruptly as I gently picked her up and set her to one side. Her expression changed from upset to shocked and back to furious in the space of a few seconds. I ignored her for the moment - I was going to pay for that later - to focus on the two men approaching from the common room.
"Where's the lizard?" one of them asked. I smiled to myself when I noticed the bruise forming underneath his left eye. My bouncers knew their job well.
"The what?" I said, attempting innocence.
"Keela," the other growled. "Where is she?" The look in his eye was dangerous enough that I abandoned my innocence tactic.
"Ah. She's gone."
"Gone where?"
"I couldn't say."
"Don't screw around with me-"
"Calm down, Chad," the other man said. "It doesn't matter now anyway. Our cover's blown, and we have to get out of here before we have a mob descend on us. The lizard is someone else's problem now."
Chad ground his teeth. "Fine," he muttered. "I'll get our stuff, then." He stormed up the stairs, two at a time.
The other man watched him disappear around the corner at the top of the stairs, then turned back to me with a smile. "Sorry about that," he said. "We've been looking for Keela for some time, and Chad has trouble letting go. My name's Orden." He stuck out his hand, and I took it tentatively.
"I'm Nik," I said.
"I know." Orden smiled again, and gestured at Tinai. "The lady informed me after she broke up our little scuffle. It looks like she'd like to have a word with you, so I'll only take a moment more of your time." His smile widened at that.
"I want to go to the Asylum," I said.
He blinked once. "That was easier than I expected," he said. "Very well. We leave in an hour. I expect you'll be ready." Without waiting for a response, he turned and strode up the stairs, leaving me alone with Tinai.
I turned cautiously, half expecting another physical assault. Instead, I was met with tears.
"You're really leaving?" Tinai asked. Without waiting for an answer, she threw her arms around me. I didn't react. I couldn't react. After a moment's embrace, she pulled away and slapped me across the face. "And you're leaving me in charge of the inn?" she said in an accusing tone.
"Well, at least you won't have to deal with my stupid ideas anymore," I said with a grin, ignoring the sting of my face.
"Did it ever occur to you that I might like your stupid ideas?"
"Um, no, not really." My grin faded slightly. I'd never thought of Tinai having any sort of feelings toward me other than near-constant irritation.
She sighed. "I give up on you, Nik. You're impossible. When are you coming back?"
"I don't know. Tinai..."
"Stop." She looked me in the eye. Tears still glistened. "You do what you have to. I'll do what I have to. And when you're done, I'll be right here. And then we'll have this discussion again."
I smiled. "You have a deal."
She hugged me again, and this time I returned it. Then, without another word, she disappeared into the common room, leaving me standing alone in the entranceway. It took a long moment before I realized I had a lot of things to take care of before I left.
But even as I raced around the inn in a flurry of activity, my thoughts - for once - remained fixed on a single point: Tinai.
And I couldn't keep the smile from my face.
***
The sound of the door slamming behind me held an odd blend of satisfaction and fear.
I'd hated the orphanage, for just about as long as I had been there. But now that the wide gray building was behind me, I suddenly felt like I had nowhere to go. They had been kind enough to give me a few coins, maybe enough for maybe a dozen nights in one of the cheap inns, along with a couple of plain gray dresses and shoes that pinched my toes, but other than that, I had nothing.
My feet carried me down the street while my eyes kept a lookout for places where I could make a coin r two. I wasn't hopeful. I wasn't strong enough to swing a blacksmith's hammer, or talented enough to sing. Too proud to beg or whore, too pretty to fight, not pretty enough to perform.
It was no wonder that, in the fourteen years I had spent in the orphanage, nobody had wanted to adopt me. Time and again, my friends had gone off with beaming families, leaving me with nothing. As I got older, I only grew more and more isolated. Was it my fault that I started to lash out?
Lost in my thoughts, I nearly missed the inn I had been looking for. The building itself was in poor condition, with a sagging roof that tended to pool water, wooden walls that hadn't been painted in at least a decade, and window hinges so rusted they wouldn't even open.
But the price was right. If I was careful with the money I had, I could survive for a week, maybe two. If I didn't have a job by then - well, I tried not to worry about that.
I pushed the door open, and winced at the squeaks it made. The last thing I wanted to do was draw attention to myself. I had learned that much from the orphanage. Fortunately, the only one who noticed my entrance was the man behind the counter. The rest of the inn was relatively empty, which wasn't surprising considering the sun had come up just over an hour ago.
I stepped up to the counter with more confidence than I felt. "Could I get a room, please?" I asked quietly.
The man stared at me for a moment. "You a runaway or somethin'?"
I shrugged in embarrassment and shook my head. "No," I said, staring at the counter.
"Hey, whatever. Long as you can pay, I don't care. It's two cuvers a night."
I fished the coins out of the small pack that carried the few possessions I had and placed them on the table. The man scooped them up and carefully inspected the smith's stamp.
"All right," he said. "They seem genuine." He turned and grabbed a small key off the wall behind him. It felt surprisingly thin and delicate as he pressed it into my hand. At least some things in this inn were high quality. "Room 26, up the stairs to the left."
"Thank you," I said. I quickly scooped my things from the counter and headed up the stairs to the room. It was small, with little more than a bed, a table, and some chairs, but it was surprisingly clean. I dropped my meager belongings to the floor and collapsed on the bed. I needed a chance to think.
In my head, I mentally prepared a list of the places I knew I had a chance of finding work. Much to my chagrin, most of the places turned out to be ones where I would have to interact with people - not my favorite activity.
Grimacing, I decided to put the search off until the next day. Surely I could get away with enjoying a single day of freedom. I remained in my room for the rest of the day, relaxing.
Later that evening, my stomach was insistent enough to make me leave my self-imposed solitude. I ventured out of my room like a nervous rabbit seeking food. I jumped slightly as I heard a loud crash from the direction of the common room. Still, hunger outweighed my shy nature, and forced me down the stairs.
The common room was packed with people. I hadn't expected the inn to be popular enough to fill three of the tables during peak hours. From what I could see at the bottom of the stairs, not a single table was unoccupied, and people were even standing, waiting for a place to sit. Young girls in matching green and white outfits weaved among the crowd carrying trays bearing food and drink.
But what drew my attention was the girl kneeling on the ground beside the only floor space in the room clear of people - only clear because it was covered in shards of broken pottery, food, and wine. The girl was cleaning the mess and clearly trying very hard not to cry as the innkeeper towered over her, berating her for her clumsiness.
Abruptly, the man's eyes swung up and met mine. "You!" he shouted, pointing. "Can you carry a tray without spilling it?"
"I, uh- yes?" I stammered.
"You're hired." He directed a look back to the girl on the floor. "Finish cleaning that up, then get out of my inn. You've screwed up for the last time." Now the girl was crying.
Leaving her there, the innkeeper came up to me. I cringed slightly away from him. He noticed, and smiled. "My name's Taith. I'm not the ogre I appear," he said. "This is the third time that girl's been drunk at work. I can't employ girls who can't stay sober enough to walk straight."
I watched the girl stumble toward the kitchen. Indeed, she seemed barely able to stay on her feet. I relaxed slightly.
"I meant what I said," Taith continued. "You can have a job here, if you want it. The pay's decent, at three dachals a week, plus tips, minus expenses like room and board. One condition, though. You have to start now."
A war raged in my head. On the one hand, it would save me from having to look for a job. On the other, it meant working with drunken, leering strangers on a daily basis. But with Taith staring at me, I had to make a decision quickly.
I nodded. "Okay."
"Good. You just saved my ass, girl. What's your name?"
"Ellise."
"There are some spare outfits in the back of the kitchen. I'm sure something will fit you. The girls'll tell you what to do. Get moving!"
I jumped at his sudden shout, and darted into the crowd of people in the common room. I reached the door to the kitchen and pushed it open, not sure what to do next. The kitchen smelled strongly of spice and cooking meat. Four fires raged along one wall, each one heating a large pot. At a counter, a man was chopping a piece of meat that I didn't care to identify.
"You the new girl?" one of the men asked.
I nodded.
Gesturing with his head, the man indicated a door along the far wall. "Change in there. Don't worry 'bout the other girl, we kicked her wasted ass out the back door already." Chuckles passed through the cooks at the remark.
"Thank you," I said. I'm not sure he heard me over the clatter of pans and dishes. In the small back room, I quickly slipped out of my dress and into one of the green uniforms. It was a tight fit over my chest and hips, and the skirt didn't even reach my knees, but I think that was intentional. It had a small white apron attached to the front as well, which I assumed was for holding coins.
There was no mirror in the room, so I adjusted my braid by feel, hoping that it wasn't too frayed. As satisfied as I could be, I stepped back outside the room, only to be swept up by a girl who seemed to be bouncing even though she was just standing.
"Hi," she said. "You're the new girl, right? What's your name?"
"Ellise," I murmured.
"Okay, Else," she said. I ignored the fact that she got my name wrong. "Here's the deal: you walk around the floor, and take orders. Then you come back here and give the orders to these guys. They give you the food and drinks, you bring it back to the table that ordered it and take their money. Got it?"
I nodded, slightly overwhelmed by it all. She smiled at me, then pushed me out the door and back into the common room.
The one thing I remember of that night was the suggestive comments, leers, and gropes from the men. I tried to ignore it, on the advice of the other girls, but I couldn't hide the blushes that spread across my face. This, naturally, only increased their attention, which increased the color in my face. By the end of the night, I had earned the nickname of "Red" among the patrons.
Some people would have adapted, would have hardened themselves to the constant stream of degradation. I wasn't one of those people. With each passing day, I withdrew more and more. By the time the third week had passed, I was well known among the regular patrons.
"Hey, Red!" I heard the shout from across the room, and turned to find the source. If I didn't get to the man fast enough, the calls would get more obscene. My face grew warm just thinking about it. Glancing across the room, I saw a man beckon me over. I recognized him as a guard for one of the merchants that frequented the inn. He was one of the ones who had started my nickname. I had learned from the other girls that his name was Paterik. It was a Northern name, and he looked the part, with his short black hair and prominent jaw, though his average height dispelled any rumors of him being a true Northman.
I quickly found my way through the crowd to Paterik's table. There were several other mercenaries sitting around, playing a game of some sort that involved spinning a knife on the table and rolling dice. I didn't pretend to understand how it worked, but there were a considerable amount of steel coins being exchanged between the men.
I stood beside Paterik and waited for him to acknowledge me. I had grown even more hesitant about speaking than I was before I started working here, and that was saying something.
"Well, Red?" Paterik said without looking up at me. "Ain't you gonna say hi?"
"H-hello," I managed to respond.
He laughed. "See, guys? Told ya she can speak on command." The other men around the table laughed along, and I felt my face flush.
"So, Red," he continued, "be a doll and grab us another round of ales, would ya?" He kept his eyes on the game, but his hand still managed to grope its way to the hem of my skirt. I moved away quickly to get the drinks before he could get any further.
For the rest of the evening, I was turned into Paterik's personal servant. As I brought more and more drinks to the table, his groping became more frequent, and more insistent. The other serving girls were no help - they were glad he had focused on me, and weren't anxious to have the man's attention back on them. Complaining to the innkeeper wouldn't accomplish anything either. These men were spending a small fortune on booze, and weren't causing any serious harm to the inn. I was on my own - as always.
At around two in the morning, when most of the other patrons had stumbled home or to a bed upstairs, they finally appeared to have finished their game. The other men around the table were gathering up their coins, though I noticed with some satisfaction that Paterik had nothing but the dagger on the table in front of him. I dropped the most recent round of drinks at the table as he was pleading with the others.
"Come on, guys," he said. "The night's just getting started. Let's play one more round."
"You're broke," one of the other men said. "What are you gonna gamble with, your clothes? No thanks."
"No, not my clothes," Paterik said, looking around the table in search of an alternative. His eyes latched on me, and his hand shot out and grabbed me by the arm. "Her," he said, grinning. "Whoever wins gets the girl. That's gotta be worth something. You don't have a problem with it, do you, Red?"
"I-"
"You see?" Paterik interrupted. "No problem. What do you say, guys?"
Twitch.
I snatched the dagger from the table and plunged it into Paterik's throat before he had the chance to react. His grip clenched on my arm for a moment before falling away. Clutching the hilt and ripping the blade out, I turned to face his gambling partners, ready to fight my way past them if I had to.
"Nice moves, girl," one of them said.
"Can't say he didn't deserve it," said another, nudging the body collapsed on the table with distaste.
It was far from the response I had expected. "What?" I said. The adrenaline had already started to drain, and the knife nearly fell from my shaking grip as I realized what I had done. I clenched my hand around it as though it were the only thing keeping me alive. Now nervous, I started to back away from the remaining men and glanced around the room. All eyes were on me.
"But now we have to replace him," the last man said.
By this time, Taith had been informed of the incident, and now raced into the room, nearly falling over himself in an effort to apologize. Not to the men standing in front of me, but to another man sitting in the corner a few tables away.
"I am so sorry, Rolan," I could hear him say. "Nothing like this has ever happened before, and I promise you-"
"The question is," Rolan said in a quiet voice, "what are you going to do about it, Taith? I'm short a guard now."
"I'll pay for another, of course."
"We leave tomorrow. There's no time." Rolan moved towards the table where I still stood, and looked down at Paterik's corpse.
"Take one of the bouncers! They're obviously no use here." He spared a glare for the men who were standing along the wall, watching.
Rolan's voice grew icy. "You want me to take a man you yourself say is useless? What kind of fool do you take me for?"
"I-I'm sorry, I didn't mean they're useless, I mean, nobody could have done anything, we had no idea the girl was so-"
"Dangerous?" Rolan said softly, eyes meeting mine. "I'll take the girl, Taith. She's the only one in this room - including my other guards - who has killed a man. That's worth more than anything else you can offer me."
Taith hesitated, but only for a moment. Apparently the loss of one of his employees who murdered people didn't overly upset him.
"Deal," he said. "And you won't tell anyone about this?"
"Paterik fell to a bandit's arrow," Rolan lied. "We had to leave him on the roadside to make our escape."
Apparently I was to get no choice in the matter. Though, really, what choice did I have? Any option other than going with Rolan would lead to my imprisonment for murder, or worse. I shrank back, trying to make myself small and unnoticeable.
Rolan fixed his eyes on the remaining three men and jerked his head toward the body. The men took the hint, and proceeded to gather up the corpse and haul it out the back door. When they were gone, Rolan pulled Taith out of my earshot and whispered something to him. The innkeeper nodded, and whispered something back. Rolan came back to the table where I still stood. It was covered in blood, so he guided me to another table, gently, as Taith exited the room, gesturing to the other serving girls that they were done for the night.
"So, Ellise," Rolan said as we sat alone in the room. "You're okay with working for me? I know we didn't give you much choice in the matter."
"I-I guess." I kept my eyes on the table as I spoke.
"Perhaps I should at least tell you who you're going to be working for. My name's Rolan, and I'm one of the leaders of the Mercenary's Guild. Merchants and other travelers hire us to protect them on their journeys through the Attarnon forests, from bandits and such. A mercenary's life is not a difficult one, I assure you. The pay is good, and the fights are few." He paused for a moment, perhaps expecting me to say something. I remained silent. "I must say you impressed me earlier," he continued. "Have you had any combat training?"
I shook my head. "Just some fights at the orphanage," I said.
"Some fights?"
"A lot of fights," I admitted.
"I thought as much. You have instinct, and you have speed. It wouldn't be enough against an experienced fighter, but for most bandits, you'd prove more than a match. Since we'll have to equip you, what weapon would you prefer? Most of us favor swords, but with your speed and relative lack of strength, well..." He eyed the blade I still clutched in my hand. "Daggers may be the obvious choice. Lack of range, true, but with enough speed - well, it's up to you."
The man sure liked to talk. "Daggers," I said quietly, watching the blood drip from my arm onto the table.
Rolan nodded. "Good choice. Even better that you already have one. I'll find you another before we set out tomorrow. I'm sure one of the other men will be more than willing to share."
"Thank you."
"Get some sleep now, Ellise, if you can. I'll meet you down here in the morning. Don't worry about Taith punishing you. I made it very clear that I would be extremely displeased if anything should happen to you, and he wouldn't want to lose the Guild as customers. We're the only ones keeping this place alive."
I nodded, and rose from the table. I felt Rolan's eyes on me as I left the room. "One more thing," he said. I paused at the door. "Make sure to pack your things. You won't be coming back here."
***
Rolan was right about the Guild - the work was easy. On that first trip, we didn't even see anything more dangerous than a squirrel. Which was good, since I was absolutely terrified. The Guild had provided me with a second dagger, as well as some simple hardened leather armor that hung so loose I could pull it off without having to unbuckle it. My job was to walk by the wagon, looking menacing. The trip took four days, ending at a small village near the Mountains. The Guild only had a small presence there, which meant that most of us would be accompanying the merchant to his next location as well.
We had a few days to spend in the village while the merchant did whatever it is merchants do. Rolan suggested that I get to know the men I was working with. I tried. I even sat at their table once or twice. But their conversation was coarse and pointless, and if I tried to speak, I quickly found my voice drowned out by another. I found myself isolated again, as I had been at the orphanage. But at least I was used to it.
There was one thing that interested me, and I focused on it with all my energy - combat training. Rolan had insisted that we train as often as possible, and I took advantage of the opportunity. The Guild owned several small buildings in the village, including the training center.
The morning after we arrived, I found my way there.
Not many of the mercenaries had taken Rolan seriously - either that, or not many of them were up so early in the morning. When I arrived, only two others were there. One was Rolan. The other was a man I didn't recognize. Both had removed their armor, and fought in simple clothes.
I watched for a few rounds as they sparred with wooden weapons I had spotted laying around the room. Rolan was the clear victor each time, swatting the other man with hits that would have killed had he been using a live blade.
They finally noticed me after a few minutes and broke off, to the strange man's obvious relief. He took the opportunity to sit on a small bench to the side of the room and gulp down some water. Rolan approached me. He didn't even appear to be winded.
"So," he said. "At least someone followed my advice. You'll find some practice daggers around here somewhere. Let's see what you've got."
After locating the weapons, I strode out to meet Rolan in the middle of the floor. Before I reached him, he charged at me, swinging his weapon. He must have pulled back at the last moment, or else I would have been knocked unconscious as the blade struck my head.
"You're going to have to be faster than that," Rolan said as I tried to stop my ears from ringing. I had dropped one of my daggers in shock at the unexpected attack, but I quickly scooped it back up and faced the man again. This time I watched him warily as I assessed the situation.
I had won fights against larger opponents before. Even the men at the orphanage had learned not to attempt to quell my outbursts alone. This wasn't so different from those fights, except now I wasn't powered by rage, we had weapons, and I was knocked half to unconsciousness. Rolan's biggest advantage, with his sword, was going to be reach. Well, that and years of training.
This time, I didn't let him take the offensive. I rushed in, trying to take him by surprise and slip past the range of his sword. A flick of his wrist brought the tip of his wooden blade into my stomach before I could reach him. As I crouched, coughing and trying not to empty my breakfast on the floor, he spun and brought his blade down on my back, driving me down.
"Dagger fighting's not easy, is it?" Rolan said. He made no attempt to help me to my feet. With difficulty, I regained my breath and stood, still clutching the practice daggers. "But you have the right idea. Get in close, strike quickly and get out. Like a snake. But next time, don't impale yourself."
All morning I practiced fighting, both against Rolan and the other man. I don't think I scored a single hit. Time after time, I ended up with a wooden blade at my throat, or lying on the floor clutching a bruised shin, or swatted in the ribs. Both men fought brutally, even deviously. There were no rules and no honor among the mercenaries. But every time I was struck down, I rose and fought again. It was only when we took a break for lunch that the abuse finally caught up with me.
Bruised and beaten, I found that food would be provided to the mercenaries at the inn where we were staying. Of course, the cost came out of our wages, but it was still a nice surprise. I think I caught a few surprised glances at my condition as I ate, but I ignored them. Likely they just hadn't expected a girl to get quite so involved with the training.
The afternoon brought in a few more sparring partners. I was still outclassed most of the time, but I felt better about my abilities. None of these men were anywhere near Rolan's skill. I think I even managed to strike one or two of them, though neither were killing blows. Fortunately, I don't think I gained any new bruises.
I fought anyone who was willing to spar with me. I didn't speak, and the few moments that I wasn't in combat, I still felt my face flush whenever anyone so much as looked at me. Good thing talking wasn't a requirement for fighting.
I stayed and practiced for as long as I could still stand, which turned out to be remarkably close to dinner time, once again provided generously by the inn and paid for out of our pockets. After I ate, I remained alone at my table for a time, slightly dazed from training all day. A few of the mercenaries tried to talk to me, to comment on my skill, or lack of it, but all eventually turned away from my table and went to join others who were somewhat more welcoming.
Alone in the crowded room, I turned to the one thing I had to keep myself occupied: training. There was just one problem - everyone else had chosen to remain at the inn, and I had nobody left to spar with. Even Rolan, it seemed, had chosen to spend the evening drinking. However, since I didn't want to remain among the crowd any longer than I had to, I sneaked out the back door and found my way to the training grounds. Night was falling, but I lit a couple of torches and hung them from sconces on the walls to provide enough light to see by.
Having nothing better to do, I decided I should get more familiar with my own weapons. I drew the daggers from the sheaths at my sides to examine them. I hadn't given them much thought before, other than to keep them in a death grip as we escorted the merchant to the village. The two blades were nearly identical. The one I had used to kill Paterik must have been a standard issue for the mercenaries, made by the same smith. Each dual edged blade, slightly shorter than my forearm, was dull, I noticed now that I was inspecting them. Not dull as in it wouldn't cut butter, but dull as in it would probably take a few tries to push it through a piece of heavy leather. That would have to be fixed.
The hilts were made of steel covered in rough leather, with a small crossguard. It was a simple design, but it was more effective than the twisted gold inlays that the merchant's weapon had. I hefted the weapons, one in each hand. They were heavier than the wooden blades I had been training with, though not by much.
I swung them through the air a couple of times, getting a sense for the feel of them. Though my muscles protested, I began to slash faster and in different directions, fending off imaginary opponents. After a short time, I started to get into it, twirling inside the reach of my foolish adversaries and slashing throats with abandon. It was no substitute for true combat training, but it allowed me to improve my speed an endurance in preparation for a real fight.
"You could probably throw some kicks in there, too." The voice surprised me so much that I lost my balance and sat down hard on the floor. I was on my feet in a second, glaring at Rolan, who stood by the door. "It would increase your reach," he continued, "though you have to be careful not to get your foot hacked off."
I said nothing, and he shrugged. "Just a suggestion. I'll see you tomorrow. Don't wear yourself out." He left without another glance in my direction.
I decided I'd had enough practice for one day.
***
"Keep your eyes open," Rolan warned us. "There's something wrong." He walked beside the cart, following his own advice and keeping a careful watch on the woods around us. The merchant had finished his business, and we were journeying back the way we had come.
The words had barely left his mouth when an arrow whistled out of the trees and caught him in the throat. Before the body hit the ground, the men had formed a protective circle around the merchant and his goods. The mercenaries knew their job, even when their leader was gone.
The arrows flew like rain. Some of our men tried to string their bows, but were shot down before they could fire a single shot. I watched as some of the men tried to run towards the attackers - others tried to run away as their discipline broke in the face of the unrelenting fire. All were shot down.
I was frozen. Amidst the shouts and confusion and sprays of blood, I stood motionless. An arrow flew past my ear, and a moment later I felt a sharp punch in my chest. The world went black. I don't even remember hitting the ground.
I woke to a hand pressed to my throat. "This one's alive!" a voice shouted. I forced my eyes open and found myself squinting in the light. Odd, since we had been attacked in the evening. How long had I been out? And why wasn't I dead?
The arrow had hit me full in the chest. There was no way the leather armor would have stopped it. I sat up slowly, and found a skin of water pressed to my mouth. "Drink," said a voice. I looked over at the source, a young man I didn't recognize. I nodded in thanks and took a long swallow of the liquid.
I finally took in the scene around me. It had been a massacre. Bodies littered the ground, both mercenaries and merchant full of arrows. Blood stained the ground, a dark red against the brown of the road. Other men and women wandered around the scene, talking quietly amongst themselves.
"You're the only survivor, it seems," the man said as I drank. "What happened?"
I handed him back the water skin. "Who are you?" I asked.
"My name's Roi. We're mercenaries from Tellar, the next town you were to pass through. When you didn't show up, we came looking."
"How did you know we were coming?"
He shrugged. "Each Guild office employs a Communicator so we can stay in contact with each other." His eyes narrowed, and I saw his sword hand twitch. "Why don't you know about that? What's your name?"
"I-I'm Ellise. I'm new. This-this was my first... Rolan - he said-" I swiveled my head around, hoping that he had somehow survived.
"Dead." Roi paused for a moment. "All right, I believe you," he said. "Come on, get up. We'll need an official statement from you." He extended his hand. I reached out to take it, but a sharp pain in my chest made me jerk my hand back down. Cradling that arm, I stood on my own.
"So you did take an injury, then," said Roi. "Let's take a look." I glanced down at my chest. A small hole pierced through the leather, slightly to the right of center. I poked a finger through it. It should have been a killing blow.
With difficulty and Roi's help, I worked the chest piece off and threw it to the ground. The hole continued through the cloth. Aware that I had now attracted the attention of the rest of the mercenaries, I peered down the neck of my shirt to assess the injury. There was no blood, but a large bruise had begun to form on top of my breast.
"It's okay," I said quietly, rolling my shoulder and grimacing at the pain.
"It's okay?" Roi repeated. "Seriously? You take an arrow to the chest and walk away without a scratch? Do you have boobs of steel or something?" My face grew warm at the comment and I studied the ground.
"Back off, Roi," another voice said. One of the women among the group came to my side, and stooped to pick something up off the ground. "Look," she said, holding the arrow in front of his face. "The tip's off. This must have been the arrow that hit her. It would hurt like a bitch, but she'd live. She's a very lucky girl."
"Fine," Roi muttered. "Sorry."
I said nothing, continuing to focus on the man's feet.
"I'll take over from here, Roi," the woman said, dropping the arrow. "You go start collecting bodies. I want us out of here by nightfall."
"Yes, Jes." He gave a sharp mock salute and pivoted on his heel.
I gave Jes a brief outline of everything I could remember of the attack. It wasn't much. But there was one thing that tugged at the back of my mind. How could an arrow without a tip punch through leather and make a hole in my shirt?
I kept that observation to myself.
***
For the next two years I worked for the Mercenaries Guild. Training continued to be my main focus, and I eventually gained a reputation as one of the best fighters in the Guild. Some may question how I gained so much skill in such a short time - it's easy for one to do when one has no social life or other distractions. I would advise against it though. It's a lonely existence.
The last mission I took was a dangerous one. The route took us through the lands closest to the North - to the very guard towers themselves. Those towers were the only thing standing between the Northmen and the rest of Attarnon. They were the victims of constant raids, yet always held strong.
Our job was simple - to protect a group of Madmen on their way to the tower, and then a different group on their way back. Apparently they didn't want the Madmen to waste their power fighting off bandits when it would be better used at the towers. It was about two week's journey each way, and was likely to be as boring as watching grass grow. The towers never let any raids past.
We set out on the fourteenth day of Third. Spring was just beginning, and I hoped that the weather wouldn't be a problem. I decided to bring along some warm clothes, just to be safe. It was a good thing I did - the wind was colder than I had imagined.
We reached the tower without incident, as I had expected. As soon as we were given leave, I headed off to find the warmest place I could. The tower was larger than I thought it would be, with every inch of it devoted to defense. The gate we had come in was at least a foot thick and reinforced with steel bars, and the walls surrounding it thicker still. The tower itself was in the center of the ring of walls, and it housed the Madmen who defended it. A small town had formed at the base of the tower, consisting of the regular soldiers, mercenaries, and the others necessary for keeping the tower functioning.
The Guild had a presence here as well, of course. It was small, just an inn and a training area that we shared with the Quis. Cold as I was, I was curious to see the Quis spar. They were said to be faster and stronger than normal humans, and I assumed that was exaggeration.
It wasn't.
Even clad in their traditional gleaming plate armor, they moved faster than my eyes could track. Massive blades flashed and swung, with the occasional ringing clang when a hit connected with another blade - or another Qui. There were no holds barred in this contest. Of course, the tower had both a Healer and a Necromancer, as was necessary. They were the main reason the towers never fell in combat, but during the long stretches of silence along the border, they were also infinitely useful. Combat training is far better when you know you can't permanently damage your opponent. It makes it far more realistic, and I was immediately enthralled by the concept.
I didn't stand the slightest chance of competing with the Quis, so I sat and watched, trying to absorb as much as I could. But the more I watched, the more I noticed that strength and speed were the only things the Quis relied on. Their technique was sloppy, with no more skill than a farmhand. There was no reason for them to perfect their technique when they could send any man flying across the room with a single blow.
But it was enough. I wasn't confident enough in my own abilities to challenge them, so I left before they could question why I was there. Sitting in my room at the inn, I contemplated the Quis. Imagine - just imagine - what it would be like to have that kind of power. For a brief moment, I considered joining up with them. The only thing holding me back was reluctance to join my life with another's. I couldn't handle that. It was so... open.
I curled up in the bed, trying to conserve what little heat radiated from the heating pipe running through the room. It didn't take long to fall asleep.
***
We left the next morning, and I was glad to get out of there. I longed for the more moderate temperatures in the south, where snow didn't last for more than a day or two before melting to slush in the rain. Or even further south, where it didn't snow at all.
Impatient, I found myself waiting at the gate for the Madmen to get their things together. The sun was just rising over the frozen horizon, turning my crystallized breath into golden glitter. Having no idea how long I was going to have to wait, and realizing it was best to keep moving, I drew my daggers and began moving through the forms I had long since mastered.
For a time, the only sound was my feet crunching on the snow as the blades whistled through the air. Before I had finished the third form, I became aware of someone watching. The rush of heat to my face was a welcome reprieve from the cold. I finished the form as best I could under scrutiny, then turned to face the man.
His gleaming breastplate immediately marked him as a Qui, likely one of those who would be coming with us. I glared at him for a moment. He shrugged.
"Sorry to interrupt," he said. "You were doing well."
"Thanks." I sheathed my blades. Since he was here, we were likely leaving soon.
"I'm serious," he continued. "It's not often I see someone of such skill - and so young, too. You could probably give some of us a challenge."
I scowled at his condescending tone. He laughed. "I meant no offense," he said. "I just..." He trailed off, cocking his head. "You hear something?"
I listened for a few moments. A low roar, like a rumble of thunder, caught my ear. Was there a storm coming? The sky was clear.
"Shit," the Qui said. "It's a raid. Get back inside the walls. We'll take care of this." He grinned. "They picked a poor time to attack. We have twice as many men as usual." He raised his voice to a bellow. "Raid!" he shouted.
"I'm staying," I said as I drew my daggers.
"This isn't something you can handle, girl. These Northmen aren't what you're used to sparring with. They're nearly as strong as we are, and if one goes into a rage, even I might not be able to beat him. Go!"
"No!"
"Fine. But don't expect me to protect you." The Qui drew his sword. By now, the message had reached the Madmen in the tower, and the rest of the Quis joined us, blades drawn. I felt a few looks thrown my way, but nobody else bothered to question my presence.
They fell on us like a storm. I wish I could claim to have been on the front lines, toe to toe with the savage Northmen, but I was forced back as the Quis became the wall that broke the waves of attackers. Again, I was astounded at their strength, but also at their discipline. Not a single one fell in the first assault, and there wasn't so much as a gap in their formation. It was only when the enemy regrouped and came at us for the second time that I found the opportunity to prove myself.
This time, the wall of Quis broke. The first enemy through the gap found himself tangled in vines that grew from the ground faster than should have been possible. One wrapped around his throat while another relieved him of his weapon. Glancing over my shoulder, I found the young man who must have been controlling them - a Druid, obviously. The second enemy through stopped abruptly and looked around in confusion for a moment before a Qui's sword took off his head. That would be the work of the Illusionist, projecting voices into the Northman's mind and images in front of his eyes.
The third was mine.
The man was at least seven feet tall, wearing nothing more than a leather vest and trousers. It was a wonder he didn't freeze to death. He didn't seem to think me much of a threat, merely sparing me a glance before heaving his massive sword at my head. I had long since learned not to block blows with my daggers. Instead, I simply moved out of the path of the blade.
But the man was quicker to react than I had anticipated. While the swing was too far committed to stop completely, he managed to change the angle of the swing by the slightest amount, just enough to nick my shoulder before the momentum carried it past. The blow didn't do any serious damage, but it was enough to throw off my balance. Now aware that I was worth more attention than a fly, the man brought his blade around in a smooth horizontal swing at my chest level.
His reach was too long, and I was too off balance to jump out of range, so I dropped to a crouch in the snow. I glanced up to see the blade pass over my head, and I tried to take advantage of the situation to stab him in the belly. Before I could strike, the man altered his blow in mid swing and the pommel of his sword connected with my head.
Dazed, I fell backward on my elbows in the snow. The Qui was right. I wasn't ready for this. Desperate, I glanced around for help. There was no chance of that. The Northman didn't even hesitate, or take the time to raise his blade for the killing blow. Efficiency at its best, he simply pointed the sword at my chest and thrust it forward. I dropped my back flat onto the snow, but that only gained me a few moments. The blade continued on its path.
And struck the snow on my right side.
The shock I knew was in my eyes was reflected in the face staring at me. There was no way he could have missed. At the same time, I felt a rage building within my mind. There was a power sitting there, waiting to be unleashed.
To his credit, the Northman recovered quickly, raising his blade for a powerful downward blow. I wasn't about to let that happen, but I still wasn't quite feeling up to rolling out of the way. Instead, I grabbed a hold of the power in my mind, and drew it around myself in a protective bubble. I have no idea how I knew what to do, but it worked. The blade flew toward me with all the strength of the Northman behind it, and slid off the bubble, injuring nothing but the earth and snow as it struck.
I stood, somewhat unsteadily, as the man attacked again and again. Each blow was either turned aside or rebounded off the bubble. The power flowed within me. I attacked. The Northman didn't know what to do. With all of his attacks blocked, he wasn't fast enough to defend against my strikes. Within seconds, his arms were bleeding from various stab wounds, though I hadn't managed to get close enough to land a killing blow.
Furious, I gathered the power and threw it outwards. It hit the Northman and threw him into the air, where he hung for a moment before crashing down on his back. His sword skittered across the snow, and I took advantage of the opening to leap onto his chest and drive my dagger into his throat. Panting from the adrenaline, I ripped the blade out and crouched on the large man's chest, scanning for another target to focus my power on.
The power cut off so abruptly I reeled from the shock of it. Alarmed, I tried to grab it back, but it was like there was an invisible wall in front of it that I couldn't get through. It was then that I noticed the battle was over, and everyone was staring at me.
One of the Quis stepped forward. "What's your name?" he asked in a gentle voice.
I glared at him. How dare he be so condescending!
"Okay," he said. "Maybe if I explain a few things, you'll be more willing to work with me. What you just did - that was magic. You're a Madman. A Warder, to be specific. I need you to answer a few questions to ensure the Madness didn't destroy your mind before I blocked you. If it did - if you're a Ratan - then I have to kill you. Understand?"
The anger drained out of me, leaving me exhausted and shivering as the cold froze my sweat on my skin. I nodded to the Qui and took two tries to sheath my daggers. They still had blood on them, but I didn't care at the moment.
At my acquiescence, the Qui relaxed visibly. "That's a good start. My name's Vairn. Yours?"
"Ellise." My voice came out almost as a whisper.
"All right, then. Ellise. You understand what happens now?"
I nodded.
"Good. I'm going to keep you blocked on the way to the Asylum, to prevent any accidents. Do you have everything you need?"
Another nod.
"Then we should move as soon as possible. I expect you to stay close to me until we get there, Ellise." Vairn turned away to talk to one of the other Quis, who had begun to pile the bodies of the Northmen. I had to suppress the urge to plant steel in his back. I calmed myself. It was only a week. Nothing I couldn't handle.
Despite our required close proximity, Vairn had little to no interest in interacting with me over the course of the trip. Added to that, the mercenaries wouldn't even look at me. But that was okay.
I'm used to being alone.
***
"Millian!" The whisper echoed in my ears, making me jump. The room was empty, which meant one thing.
"Stop doing that, Angeli!" I sent back. "You want me to get caught?"
"No, but listen," the voice whispered in my ear again. I did my best not to react as one of the Healers passed by the door of the room. Gritting my teeth, I turned back to the bed and ripped the sheets off, stuffing them in the basket by the door. Holding my breath, I turned to the bedpan. With any luck, it would be empty.
Of course it wasn't.
"Okay, so, I'm working with the horses, right?" Angeli's voice continued. I hoped she had remembered to limit her voice to my ears this time. I didn't want people to think I was talking to myself. Again. Especially around here, that was dangerous.
"And?" I replied while dumping the contents of the bedpan into a large bucket. I turned away to keep from gagging. That done, I rinsed the bedpan with a bit of water from another bucket and slid it back under the bed.
This was my life.
"Well, they're just so cute!" Angeli continued, oblivious to what I was doing. "They have these little pointy ears, and-"
"Wait, stop," I answered while gathering up the buckets and basket to move to the next room. "You opened your mind to the Madness, risking your own sanity and my discovery by the Quis, to tell me that the horses are cute?"
"Yeah!"
"You don't even work with the horses! You clean up after them!"
"They're still cute, though."
I rolled my eyes and didn't reply.
Another voice from the doorway caused me to jump. "And what was that look for?" it said.
"Oh - nothing," I said, regaining my composure. The voice belonged to Seraine, one of the Healers that worked at the clinic.
"Come now, Millian," Seraine said, coming into the room. "We both know you despise this work. You can admit it."
"You're not going to goad me again," I said with gritted teeth. "Don't you have patients to attend to?"
"That's no way to talk to your employer. Especially one who was nice enough to take you in when nobody else wanted you."
I glared, but wisely held my tongue as I finished gathering up my supplies to move to the next room. Seraine still blocked the door.
"May I continue?" I said in my best fake-sweet voice.
Seraine's scowl deepened.
"You're not in school anymore." she said. "Sooner or later you're going to have to realize that popularity means nothing in the real world."
"Yes, Seraine."
I stood and endured the woman's glare. After a moment, she stepped aside and I continued past to the next room.
I allowed myself a small grin of victory once I was out of her sight. Whatever she might think, the real world wasn't so different from school. I had tangled with girls like her before, and I always came out on top.
"Hey, Angeli." I sent the message to my friend's ears alone. "Let's go out tonight. I need to let off some steam."
"Yeah!" she replied. "There's this new club out east that I've been wanting to check out."
I smiled to myself as I set up in the room. Of course Angeli would know all the clubs in town.
A flicker of movement by the door caught my eye. I turned, expecting to see Seraine, coming to badger me again. But there was nothing there. I stared for a moment, confused. I was sure something had been in the room with me. After a moment, I shook my head and turned back to my job.
***
I arrived at the club shortly after Millian. Fortunately, she was easy to find even without our abilities. All I had to do was look for the crowd of boys - she'd be at the center.
Sure enough, when I managed to shoulder my way through the press of bodies, I saw Millian in the center, preening under the attention. Of course I exaggerate, but Millian's always been able to attract enough attention that neither of us have ever had to pay for a drink.
We had a great time that night - what I remember of it, anyway. The drinks were strong, the dancing was wild, and the music was loud - The club had certainly spared no expense, though I'm not sure they even had a vocalist. If they did, I couldn't hear her over the beat. I think they had hired an Illusionist to enhance the drums, 'cause I could feel it in my chest. If Millian had been willing to go to the Asylum, we could have jobs like that.
Only one thing from that night stands out in my memory. Once, standing in the middle of the dance floor, Millian just froze and stared at one corner of the room.
"What is it?" I asked. I'm not sure if she heard me or not, considering how loud the music was.
After a moment, she looked back at me and shook her head. "I thought I saw something," she said. "Never mind!" The smile she gave me was fake, but I didn't press her.
At the end of the night, we made our way home, giggling and wavering just slightly. We arrived at the inn shortly after one in the morning.
"Shhh!" Millian whispered as we came in the door. "We don't want Folian to hear us."
We crept toward the stairs as stealthily as we could.
"Girls." The voice made us jump, then cringe. Figures that he would be waiting for us. "You do realize that your room fee is due today?"
I'd long since learned to let Millian handle matters like this, so I kept my mouth shut and moved back as she took control of the situation.
"Yes, Folian," she said. "And we still have nearly twenty-four hours to pay it."
"Twenty-two hours and fifty-one minutes. I hope you can still afford it after drinking all night. I'd hate to have to put two pretty girls out on the street."
"Ha," I said. "You think we pay for our own drinks?"
The glare from Millian told me I should have stuck to my plan of keeping my mouth shut.
"No," Folian said. "I don't imagine you do. You know, I think we could work out an arrangement where you don't have to pay for rooms either."
Millian has always had the ability to drain all emotion from her voice, making it colder than ice. She did that now. "You'll have your money tomorrow," she said. "Good night, Folian."
I wasn't dumb, but I was a little naive, so it took me a second to catch on. "Oh!" I said. "You want sex! Sex for free rooms!"
"Let's go, Angeli," Millian said, pulling at my arm.
"Waitwaitwait," I said. "Aren't you with Helina? What does she think of this arrangement?"
For some reason, the question made Folian look like he ate something sour.
"Come on," Millian said, pulling me up the stairs.
***
Folian didn't show up in the common room at breakfast the next day, for which I was grateful. I couldn't help but glare at Angeli across the table as we ate. It wasn't just because of last night - actually, that had turned out rather well, as long as it didn't get us evicted. No, part of the reason was because Angeli had the day off from her job and I didn't. The other part was because she never seemed to show any of the lingering aftereffects of alcohol, whereas I wasn't sure I could keep my breakfast down.
"Hey," Angeli said around a mouthful of food. "So I think I'm gonna hang out in the forest today."
"Going to visit your friend?"
Angeli paused with her fork halfway to her face. "How did you know about that?"
"You told me, last night. You know you can't keep secrets. Even if you could, the food you're stuffing in that pack would raise some suspicions."
I couldn't help a smile at the way she bounced up and down in excitement. "He's so cute, and I almost have him eating from my hand, and I just want to take him home and-"
"No bringing him here," I interrupted. "He's a fox. He'd just as soon gnaw on your hand as take food from it."
"You're wrong, he's sweet and different from all the other foxes."
"Just be careful, Angeli."
"I will. Hey, Millian, what were you so freaked out about last night? At the club?"
I gave her a hard look before answering. "You remember that? I told you it was nothing."
"Uh huh. Sure. Come on, tell me! Tellmetellmetellme!"
"Anyone ever tell you how annoying you can be?"
"All the time! Now tell me!"
"All right, all right. I saw something out of the corner of my eye."
"What was it?" Angeli asked.
"I don't know! It was gone when I looked. It's not the first time it's happened, either."
"You know," she said, lowering her voice. "They say Illusionists see things that aren't there. It's a side effect of being able to do what they do."
I blinked. "Angeli," I said. "Sometimes you say the worst things at the worst possible times. But sometimes you're remarkably insightful."
"Thanks!"
I shivered. "I just could have sworn somebody was watching me though. It was creepy."
The sun glinting through the window told me it was time to get moving. I ignored my nausea and shoveled the rest of my breakfast into my mouth.
"Gotta go," I said, standing.
"Have fun at work!" Angeli said.
I twisted my mouth at the sarcasm. "Thanks," I said dryly.
"I was serious!"
***
"Eddi! Where are you, Eddi? I have food for you!" I wasn't sure if he knew his name, or just recognized my voice, but he always showed up when I called.
A flash of red caught my eye and I froze. Slowly I knelt on the ground and pulled a scrap of bacon from my pack. I held it out in front of me and waited patiently.
After a couple minutes, a small red furry form crept out from behind a tree and sat on his haunches ten feet away. I tossed the piece of bacon out in front of him, and it landed in the dirt a few feet in front of his nose.
"You know," I said in a soft voice, "it wouldn't be so dirty if you took it from my hand."
The fox cocked his head at me for a moment before focusing his attention on the meat. He sniffed it twice, then gulped it down.
"There you go," I said. "Want some more?" I fished another piece out of my pack and held it out. "Come on, I'm not gonna hurt you."
For the next hour I tried my best to coax the little guy closer to me, tempting him with bacon, ham, and even bread and eggs. Even starving as he must have been, he still refused to come close enough for me to feed him by hand.
It was nearing evening when I finally gave up for the day. I tossed the remaining food to Eddi and stood, stretching. Movement at the edge of my vision caught my eye. Thinking of Millian's story from earlier, I ignored it. If she was hallucinating, no doubt I would start, too.
Then I heard the growl.
All the hours I had spent practicing defense Illusions with Millian disappeared at that sound. Had I been able to think, the lone wolf wouldn't have posed a threat.
But I froze. Part of my mind was in denial. I told myself it was just a figment of my imagination, that it wasn't real. His form was murky in the shadows, and I almost managed to convince myself.
Until the wolf stalked closer. My imagination wasn't vivid enough to sculpt the powerful jaws, the raised hackles on the back of his neck, or his cold eyes that glittered in the dim light. As he leapt, the only thing I could think to do was raise my arm. His weight knocked me off my feet and I landed hard on my back as his jaws bit down, flooding my mind with pain. He ripped, tearing the flesh of my arm and splattering my face with blood as he stood over me. Definitely not a hallucination.
Terrified as I was, I had given no thought to Eddi - that is, until he shot past me and launched himself at the wolf, knocking him off balance. The fight was brief. Eddi missed his first lunge at the larger animal's throat, and within seconds landed with a small thud on the ground, neck crushed.
The sight of his body lying on the ground jerked me out of my trance. With a thought, I created two Illusions - one of a blindingly bright light, which I placed in front of the wolf's eyes, and another of a sound like a thunderclap, which I focused on his ears.
That did the trick. The wolf yelped once and scrambled around in the bush, trying to escape the Illusions. I removed the lights from his eyes, created one more thunderclap, and he took off through the woods like a frightened rabbit.
I didn't even notice I was crying until I crouched over Eddi's body, hoping for some sign of life. I poked his chest. No movement. His eyes were open - one had dirt stuck to it. Hope fled, and I with it, racing through the forest with no regard to direction. Grief clouded my judgment, as tears clouded my eyes.
The combination was more dangerous than any wolf.
***
The wail in my ear nearly caused me to drop my bucket. "Millian!" Angeli cried.
"What?" I replied. "What's wrong?"
"He's dead, there was a wolf - my arm - and I was running and I tripped and I heard a snap I think it's broken and now it's getting dark and I think he's coming back and I don't know what to do I can't move-"
"Wait, stop. Who's dead? Where are you?"
"Eddi! Eddi's dead."
"Calm down. Eddi's your fox friend?"
"Uh huh."
"Okay. What happened?"
"There was a wolf," Angeli said, sounding calmer now. "And he attacked us, and he killed Eddi, and then I drove him off. But then I ran away, and I tripped and fell and I think I broke my ankle. I can't move, and it's getting dark and I'm scared."
"Where are you? I'll come and get you, and we can bring you back to the Healers. We'll tell them we were both out for a walk. In the woods. In the dark."
"I don't know where I am. West of town. You need to bring the Healers with you, or I'll never make it back."
"And what do I tell them? They can't know we're Illusionists."
"Millian, please. I don't care if they know. We have no choice."
"I can't. I can't do it. I will not go to the Asylum, Angeli."
Silence.
"Angeli?"
Her voice came to me, so quiet I almost couldn't hear it. "So tired. Gonna have a nap. Wake me when you get here."
"Angeli! Damn it!"
I was backed into a corner. I couldn't just leave her out there, and I couldn't bring her back on my own, especially if she was unconscious. There was no time to gather help outside of the clinic, and besides, word would spread anyway. There was only one thing to do.
Mind made up, I raced down the hall to the dining room of the clinic. I threw open the door - and nearly ran into Seraine.
"Finished your chores already, child?" she said. "Fine, let's go get your money then."
"No, I-"
"Not finished? Then get back to work. Whatever you're so excited about, I'm sure it can wait."
"Let me-"
"Go, now. Shoo. Come back when you're done."
Anger bubbled up inside of me. I figured, well, I was already to committed to this, so I might as well go all the way. A simple Illusion amplified my voice and it echoed through the room full of Healers and Quis.
"I need your help!" I said. That got their attention, as twenty heads swiveled toward me as one. "My friend's injured in the forest and we-" One of the Quis must have realized what was going on and blocked me, because my voice dropped to its normal level. "-have to save her," I finished.
"You're an Illusionist." Seraine said. The room was silent behind her.
"Yes, and I'm sorry for keeping it from you but-"
"You'll have to go to the Asylum for training."
"Yes, I know, but right now we-"
"We have no Quis available right now to take you, but I've been meaning to travel to Insen myself, so Talmar and I can bring you along. We'll leave immediately."
"What about Angeli?"
"Yes, yes, we'll organize a search effort." She waved a hand in a dismissive gesture. "But-"
"I'm going with them."
"What? No, child, you're coming with me."
"No," I said. "I'm not. After we find Angeli, we can go."
"Child-"
"Seraine." One of the other Healers came up behind her. "Let her come. She won't try anything with so many of us around, and she has the best chance of being able to find her friend."
Seraine's glare alternated between me and the other woman. "Fine," she said. I thought I saw her eye twitch as she said it. "But the second we find the girl, we're leaving."
After that, the search organized faster than I could have hoped. We had a group of fifteen people, while the others went to find more volunteers from the town. We set out immediately.
The sun was already setting when we started our search. Unfortunately, tracking was nearly impossible on the hard-packed dirt and patches of grass, so we were reduced to a sweeping search of the entire area. As night fell, the Quis brought out torches. Their light barely penetrated the forest, reducing our search effectiveness.
As the evening wore on, I became more and more worried. I hadn't heard from Angeli since she told me she was going to have a nap. Our search area was so limited that it might take until morning to find her, and by then it might be too late.
Seraine and Talmar, her Qui, walked beside me. They hadn't let me out of their sight since we left the clinic. I turned to Talmar.
"Unblock me."
"Why?" Seraine said.
"I can help! I can try to contact her, or-"
"It's too dangerous."
"I don't care! The sooner we find Angeli, the sooner you can drag me off to the Asylum. I've been doing this for years with no problems yet. What's one more night?"
"You know what? Fine. Talmar, stay ready. If she wants to risk her own mind, I don't care, but I don't want her freaking out and blinding all of us."
As soon as the block was lifted, I tried to talk to Angeli. I got no response. But Seraine's comment had given me an idea.
An Illusion would work better than a torch.
In seconds I had whipped up an Illusion of a ball of light. It lit the surrounding area like a thousand torches, illuminating pairs of searchers in the distance. Seraine and Talmar shielded their eyes, but fortunately didn't decide to block me.
It was only ten minutes later that a shout brought me running.
By the time I reached them, one of the Healers had already laid a hand on Angeli's arm. I only caught a glimpse of torn flesh before the injury started to mend itself. The crunch of rearranging bone told me that her ankle was being Healed as well. In moments her body was well again.
I held my breath. If she was already gone, the Healing would have been for nothing. We had no Necromancer to bring her back from the dead.
"She'll be fine," the Healer said. "She just needs to rest now."
One of the Quis, a massive man with shoulders nearly as wide as he was tall, scooped Angeli into his arms. Too bad Angeli wasn't awake. She would have enjoyed that.
"Well," said Seraine as she came up behind me. "Shall we be off?"
I briefly considered fleeing, but as my ball of light winked out, I knew I had already been blocked. There was no point in even trying to run.
"We're going back to town first, right?" I asked. "I have things to get."
"Yes, yes. I suppose we'll have to wait for the girl to wake up as well. Pallin can't be expected to carry her the whole way to Insen."
"Aww," Angeli's voice whispered in my ear. "But it's so comfy!"
I threw a glare at her. A small smile played on her lips, though her eyes remained closed.
"Shh," she whispered to me as she snuggled against the man. "I need this."
For a brief moment I considered making her walk, but her traumatic evening made me reconsider. Besides, she was my best friend. I wasn't about to take away her last bit of comfort before we both ended up in the Asylum.
***
The voice nearly shook the house.
"Boy!"
I hated that voice. I shrank further into the corner of my room, hoping he'd forget about me. I didn't care what he wanted. It was nothing good. It was never anything good, not for me.
"Get out here, boy! Some girl's here to see you, for some reason."
My heart lurched. She was here? Shitshitshit, no. I jumped to my feet and raced to the door. Nononono, not here, maybe it's not her, maybe it's someone else. Those hopes were shattered when I screeched to a halt by the door.
"Hi, Tarvin," she said. It was her, the most beautiful girl in school, standing on my doorstep, asking for me. Pellia - her very name caused my heart to flutter - was talking to me. Not my brothers. Me. And waiting for me to answer. My father shook his head and headed back to his room without further comment - for once.
"Uh, hi," I managed to stutter. "What are you doing here?" Shit, that was rude. "I mean, what do you want? I mean-" I took a deep breath and put on an apologetic smile. "I mean, what can I do to you? FOR you. What can I do FOR you?" I was doing surprisingly well.
She didn't laugh at me, for which I was immensely grateful. She smiled. I melted. "I was hoping," she said, "that you could help me with our schoolwork. You seem like you know what's going on in class."
"Oh. Yeah, sure! What are you having trouble with?"
"Can I come in?" With a start I realized that we were still standing in the doorway.
"Ah..." The house was filthy, the end product of five males living in a house with no female presence. As the youngest, I was expected to fulfill the role of housekeeper, but with the low standards the rest of the family had - well, to say the cleaning was neglected would be a vast understatement.
"Ahhhhhh," I concluded.
"Is that a yes?"
"Sure. Sure, come on in. Just try to ignore the mess. Please."
Pellia stepped in and I closed the door behind her.
"Is there some place we can sit?"
"Yeah, I usually work at my desk. It's, ah, in my room." I fully expected her to slap me in the face at this point. She comes over to innocently ask for help with her schoolwork, and I invite her into my room? What was I thinking?
Instead, she simply said "Sounds good. Lead the way." I probably blinked in confusion once or twice before instinct took over and kept me from screwing it up. Dodging a pile of trash, I gracefully stumbled my way to my room and held the door open for the vision of loveliness following me.
She smiled in thanks as she passed and for a moment I thought my legs were going to give out on me. Narrowly avoiding another disaster, I stayed upright as Pellia took a seat at my desk and pulled out a thick book. For a brief moment, I was jealous. It looked new.
"That must have cost you a lot of coin," I said, nodding my head at the book.
She shrugged. "My parents said I needed it," she said, flipping it open. "But yeah, I don't doubt it was expensive. How much was yours?"
"Ah, free," I said. "Just like all of my stuff, it's been through three sets of hands before landing in mine. We can't afford what Druids charge for books."
"Here," she said, pointing a finger at a page of the book. I recognized it as a page on optics. "This is what I'm having trouble with. I don't understand how this stuff works. Why do glasses help people see better?"
For once, I knew what I was talking about. "Well, when you can't see, there's something wrong with your eyes. They don't focus properly." To demonstrate, I leaned up against the desk and pointed at her eyes. She fixed them on mine, and I suddenly found my mind blank. "Um," I said.
"Yes?" She moved closer to me. My hand dropped.
"Um."
"You said that part already," Pellia said, moving closer again, keeping her eyes locked with mine. She was close enough now that I could feel her breath on my face. It smelled lightly of mint leaves. "Tarvin," she whispered. My pulse raced.
"Yes?"
"We should go out somewhere."
Some part of my brain must have started working again. "What about your schoolwork?" I said.
"Leave it here, and we'll come back to it. Later."
Hundreds of fantasies infiltrated my mind at once, blocking out any attempt at rational thought.
"Sure," I managed to say.
Had I known what she had in mind, I probably would have hesitated. Briefly.
***
"Are you sure we're allowed to be here?" I asked as I sipped on my second mug of ale. The taste certainly took some getting used to.
"I told you," Pellia answered. "It's not illegal. My dad would kill me if he found out, but it's not like we're going to get arrested. I thought you were the smart one around here."
"I'm not really all that smart, you know," I said. Alcohol had loosened my tongue. "I just don't have anything else to do, so I study."
"You could... hang out with friends?" Pellia sipped on her drink, some concoction of fruit juice and liquor.
"Ha. What friends? Any time I think I've made a friend, my brothers turn him against me. I've just... stopped trying, you know? I can't handle it." The mouthful of bitter liquid that followed the admission accurately represented my feelings on the matter.
"Why would they do that?" She sounded genuinely concerned. I didn't hear that often. More likely, it was some combination of pity and pretending to care while not actually giving a damn.
"Because I-" I took another gulp of ale. "Our mother. She- she died giving birth to me. I killed her. My father blamed me, and took to drinking." I frowned at the ale in my hand before polishing off the glass. "And I think my brothers blamed me for that, too. I wasn't the only one who got my share of beatings."
"That's awful."
"You have no idea. You don't know what it's like, not being able to trust anyone, not even your own family. Even strangers on the street could be part of some elaborate scheme to humiliate you - it's happened."
"So why are you here with me?" Pellia asked.
The question caught me somewhat off guard. People don't normally question their own trustworthiness.
"I don't know," I said, focusing on the empty glass in my hand. "Maybe it's because I can't make myself believe that you'd do that to me. Maybe because I need to believe there are trustworthy people in the world. Maybe - maybe I think the reward is worth the risk."
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