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Chapter One - Oscan
A relic of an earlier time, the Silverwood Fair was now more about tradition and community than commerce. Most people arranged a future for their children privately, yet many still made it official at the fair.
Only the Areen Order and sorcerers still selected apprentices there. The Order tested those young men with a strong Gift, marked by twelve fingers. Those they found lacking often became apprenticed to sorcerers.
Since his birth, everyone knew Oscan Greenstone would be apprenticed to either a Wizard of the Areen Order or a powerful sorcerer, and eventually he would become a wizard or sorcerer himself.
As dawn gave way to morning, a drizzling rain began. It dampened Oscan’s clothes but not his spirits. He was on the wagon next to his father as they headed south to his first Silverwood Fair. Smiling, Oscan stared at the road ahead and his sister, Mavin, on her horse.
He only half-listened to their father’s familiar tale of how Taren Greenstone had spent years making glass animals for his own pleasure while supporting his family selling bottles, goblets and mugs.
Even before Mavin became his apprentice, Taren Greenstone had found he could sell his glass animals, and he quickly shifted from making bottles to being a sculptor. The wagon was loaded with his and Mavin’s artworks.
Oscan realized his sister had been riding beside the wagon when their father started the tale. Now she was a distance ahead. Was it intentional? She had gone with their father to Silverwood Fair for the last three years and had probably heard the story every year. Shifting in his seat, Oscan remembered Mavin’s advice to bring a folded blanket to cushion the hard wood. In the excitement, he had forgotten. And the rain was getting heavier.
Mavin and he were supposed to take turns riding Aqualain, but for now Oscan preferred the hard wagon seat. He hated riding as much as Mavin loved it, and horses seemed to hate him. Their mother claimed horses could sense the power within Oscan, and within all people blessed with six-fingered hands.
Mavin joked that was why sorcerers were described as ‘walking the earth’. None of them could ride any better than him.
He shifted on the seat again, reconsidering clinging to Aqualain’s saddle for a little while.
“So, Oscan, should we stop for lunch or eat while traveling and get there before nightfall?”
Oscan looked at his father, not knowing what to say. He desperately yearned to stop and get off the hard seat, and yet he did not want to be outside after dark when strange creatures wandered the land.
He scolded himself for acting like a child, afraid of the dark. He was old enough to be apprenticed, to be a wizard, so he was too old for such foolishness. Certainly, there were skinwearers and vampires, but they were far to the east, in the wild interior. Even boarkar would not come near a large town like Silverwood.
About to answer, Oscan saw that his father was parking the wagon. Mavin had already stopped and was dismounting.
Oscan ate standing up, to let feeling return to his numb rear. When their father was not looking, Mavin grinned at him.
Too quickly they finished eating, and their father climbed back onto the wagon. Oscan stretched. “I might ride for a while.” Mavin laughed openly, receiving a stern look from their father.
Nervously, Oscan struggled into Aqualain’s saddle and tried to get settled. When Mavin walked towards the wagon, her horse followed her. When she took up the reins and started the wagon moving, Aqualain followed without Oscan needing to do anything.
Relieved, Oscan just held tight to the saddle.
Once the road took them in sight of the ocean, Mavin swapped back to riding Aqualain and diverted down to the water. “I want to thank Selmar for our safe journey.”
At sunset, they could again see the ocean clearly. Leaning back to see past his father, Oscan drank in the glorious reds, oranges and pinks The Twelve had painted across the sky.
They reached Silverwood after dark, driving through the empty streets to stop before an ordinary looking building. A weatherworn lute hanging from a thick wooden shaft was the only thing that distinguished it. “Ah, we have arrived.” His father looked over at Mavin. “Can you see to the carthorses and wagon, once Aqualain is settled?”
She nodded, and their father climbed down, gestured to Oscan, and walked away. Oscan dashed after him, and saw stairs up the side of the building.
Oscan had heard much about Alyssa Oakchild, his father’s childhood friend. She crafted musical instruments, and had moved to Silverwood to sell her craft and Greenstone glass sculptures.
* * * * *
Both families, Greenstone and Oakchild, were at the field by dawn. The parents supervised while the children worked. Some of them raised the tent while others assembled a sturdy table and set out a lute, a lap harp, and a flute. Around these, Mavin placed glass sculptures of nymphs, animals and wondrous creatures.
When the work was done, Alyssa’s children all looked at her. She laughed. “Caylene, stay and help me. You other three, enjoy the fair. But only for an hour or two, then return.”
Caylene settled herself, and the other Oakchild children ran off.
Oscan looked at his father, who waved him away. “But only for an hour or so, and be careful.”
Smiling, Oscan set off along the row of tent stalls. By habit, he walked with his hands under his tunic, to hide his extra middle finger. With his hands concealed, he was just another stocky, brown haired boy.
When Oscan saw the swordswoman in brown leather, the rest of the fair faded away. In his young eyes, she possessed both a casual beauty and a raw vitality.
She was a head taller than he was, with long blonde hair. Her dark red shirt, brown leather coat and pants covered an athletic body. To Oscan, these ordinary clothes spoke of faraway places and heroic acts. He was sure her sword, in its patterned black scabbard, was a weapon of power. Even her embossed black leather boots seemed exciting.
As he tried to imagine her voice, Oscan looked at her face again. Her eyes were on him, a clear entrancing blue. He stared, not sure he could look away. His hands fidgeted under his tunic as a smile pulled at his lips.
The swordswoman smiled and Oscan’s heart raced. Her smile made him think of dark pleasures and forbidden places. She put aside a shirt she had been looking at and gestured for Oscan to come closer. Her hand was smooth and the nails short.
Oscan stood there, motionless, staring at her hand. His stomach churned with excitement and fear. What did this amazing woman want?
She moved toward him as gracefully as a cat. He felt his chest was being crushed, tighter and tighter the closer she came. When the blonde beauty was standing within reach, he was unable to breathe. He realized he was staring at her chest, and looked away.
“Blessings of Selmar and Rytal.” Her voice matched her appearance. It was honey and spice, the voice of a lover or a siren. Her smiled grew a little. “I am Thorn Malborn. And you are?”
Oscan moved his mouth without a sound coming out. Faint, he gulped air.
She grasped his forearms, and pulled his hands from his tunic. Her hands found his, and she looked down at their entwined fingers. Her smile slowly widened, lips parting to show teeth.
The beautiful Thorn leaned forward, and kissed his cheek. A delightful shock went through Oscan and he blushed. He nodded. “Oscan Greenstone, son of Taren the Glassblower... the sculptor. Pleased to...”
Her eyes opened wide. “YOU are OSCAN Greenstone?”
He nodded. “At least, my name is Oscan.” There must be another Oscan who was a great hero. She saw his six fingers, so maybe this famous Oscan was an Areen Wizard, and a relative.
Thorn slipped her left arm around his shoulders, and pulled Oscan against her. “I hoped to find you, Oscan.” The boy enjoyed feeling her womanly curves pressed against him. “You may... Your actions may have a great impact on my life.” She started walking, still holding Oscan against her.
They walked around the fair together, Thorn always holding Oscan’s right hand or forearm. At first, she discussed the stalls. He listened silently, nodding in agreement with everything, and then she began asking about Oscan and his family. Finally, she told him about herself in a conspiratorial whisper.
“My parents were killed the night I was driven from my home. Since that night, I’ve lived by my wits and selling my sword arm. Only my skill has supported my younger brother and myself. He was about your age when he was killed by the same people who killed our parents.”
She paused, and looked at Oscan. He stared at her in dismay. “Couldn’t your sworn liege give you justice?”
She stared at him. “Oh. My family... my father WAS my sworn liege. Viscount Malborn. Sadly, the wicked men were a count and his brothers. They wrapped their evil in a silver cloak of false honor. Worse, they had more influence than an orphaned daughter. More access to Lady Azure.”
“Lady Azure?” Thorn must be from Clearwater, to the south. “Why go to the lord’s...?”
“Taran Azure has only been Lord of Clearwater for three years, since the death of his mother.” Thorn stared into the distance for a moment. “In truth, she had just taken an interest in my family’s fate when she died.” Thorn left the implication hanging in the air.
“I wish there was...” Oscan proudly spread his six fingers, the mark of his Gift. “Perhaps when I have been trained, I could...”
Thorn suddenly turned to face Oscan. “Don’t.” She grabbed his shoulders and looked into his eyes. “Please, don’t become a wizard thinking to help me.” He stared at her and she looked away. “I... I’m sorry. Live a quiet life as a carpenter or a baker. Become a sculptor. But don’t, for my sake and your own, become a wizard or sorcerer.”
She released his arms and walked quickly away. Oscan stared at her back for a moment, and then he ran after her. Two paces behind Thorn, he hesitated. Falling into step, he followed her quietly.
Thorn walked towards a grove of birch at the edge of the fair. Turning, she gestured Oscan forward. She put her hands on his shoulders, and then she suddenly put her arms around Oscan and hugged him. Her lips nearly brushing his ear, she whispered, “Perhaps by speaking to you, by even meeting you, I have set the prophecy in motion. Maybe nothing will stop it now.”
“Beautiful Thorn, I would never harm you. If there is anything... Tell me, what prophecy?”
“We must go somewhere private, little wolf cub, for these matters are not for everyone’s ears.” She took Oscan’s hand and led him deeper into the grove, to the base of a large oak.
Thorn stopped and looked at Oscan. When he started to speak, she gestured for silence. Looking at Oscan’s hands, she slipped off her leather coat. Her slender fingers nimbly undid the toggles on her shirt and she was soon bare to the waist.
Oscan stared at her, barely noticing the black fang on a short leather thong around her neck. She stepped forward and began undressing him. Oscan helped, curious why Thorn was laying their clothes out to cover a circle of ground.
Stepping back, Thorn slipped off her boots by holding each heel down with the toe of her other foot. Trying to do the same, Oscan stumbled and fell on his butt, and then while he removed his boots and socks, Thorn finished undressing. She laid her sword beside the circle of clothes, now wearing only the fang talisman.
The young man stood up, naked and excited, feeling the air on his skin. Thorn gestured for him to come to her and enfolded him in another tender embrace, pressing his body against her, skin to skin. Then her hands moved down to caress his buttocks.
On the makeshift bed of their clothes, Thorn wantonly took her pleasure. Oscan tasted the pleasures of the flesh for the first time, a taste of the dark pleasures her smile had promised.
Afterward, she remained naked and let Oscan admire her beauty. She seemed to enjoy his eyes and fingers roaming over her bare skin.
When Oscan moved to dress again, Thorn rolled to her knees. She pushed on his chest so that he fell backward. Pressing her right hand down on his chest, Thorn held him down.
She grabbed his right forearm with her left hand. “Oscan Greenstone, I tell you of your destiny. A destiny, a prophecy, you must avoid.”
Oscan smiled, willing to do anything his beloved wanted. He would drive back The Enslavers themselves, single-handed, if his true love asked it.
Thorn’s smile became subtly wicked. “You will one day slay me...”
Her words horrified him. The image of him murdering this beautiful warrior was unthinkable. Any other life would be better than fulfilling that prophecy. The young man shook his head and tried to get up. He would never harm his beloved Thorn. “No, I...”
Thorn let him sit up, her left hand keeping hold of his forearm. She pressed her right hand to his lips. “You will slay me with Damath, the six fingered art.” Her right hand moved to the black fang talisman and gently held it. “To prevent our shared doom, I defy the prophecy. I curse you, Oscan Greenstone.” She inhaled, and stared into his eyes. “Gaitfar pansa vela Damath. Shevashet Panek.” Her left thumbnail pressed painfully into Oscan’s forearm. “You will wield no Damath from this day on. Tinnece dina tas pansa, alev boldina, vela pansa.” His skin burned where her thumbnail pressed into it. “Your bones will no longer gather Qi. Your hands will not harness the force of life. I take from you all the mystic energy you would gather.”
After a moment, Thorn released him and stood. “I am sorry, my fierce wolf. I know you would do anything for me, but to turn aside my dark fate this had to be done.”
Lying there, Oscan could feel a chill emptiness inside him. There was a strange mark, like a twisted triangle, where her thumbnail had burned into his flesh. Though he had not believed such a thing was possible, he could feel all the Qi was gone from him.
Oscan watched as she gathered her clothing and dressed. Thorn turned away. “Oscan, we will meet at least once more, thanks to the prophecy.” Fastening the sword belt around her waist, she walked away through the trees.
* * * * *
Lying in the shadow of the mighty oak, Oscan felt cold. The few hairs on his goose pimpled body seemed to be gone, and then he realized his body hair had faded to very pale yellow, nearly white. He plucked a few hairs from his head, the slight pain cutting through the numbness. The hair on his head was the same pale yellow. Was this a mark of Thorn’s curse?
Even dressed, Oscan still did not feel warm. Wandering toward the fair, he suddenly realized Thorn had gone that way, and he stopped.
“I’ll go straight to my father, and tell him...” Tell his father that the son he felt so proud of had lost his precious Gift, that a beautiful stranger had taken it and Oscan would now never be a wizard or even a sorcerer?
Oscan began walking slowly through the trees. He did not quite go toward the fair, heading slightly to the left. His family would understand about his lost Gift. He was not much of a glassworker but he would apply himself to the craft, although he would need to move away to avoid competing with Mavin. He would live his life as only a craftsman, not a sorcerer or wizard, never learn Damath, and never threaten Thorn. He would never do anything that might hurt Thorn.
His wandering feet turned further to the left. Oscan knew his parents would not yell at him. They would both quietly accept his failure. His mother would be supportive while his father withdrew into his workshop.
Oscan slowed down, images of the next decade unrolling before him. He saw his mother, sad and yet understanding, and his father silently disappointed and distant.
He stopped, unable to face telling his father. Not today. “I’d rather be struck dead than face his quiet disappointment.”
Oscan considered his words. He could pray to one of The Twelve to be struck dead. “Would the goddess of de... Might the Whi...”
He could not even to say her name.
Oscan started walking again, away from the fair and his father. Unable to decide what to do, he just kept slowly walking.
Reaching a road, Oscan turned south, away from his family and toward the capital. His speed increased. He walked until dusk turned to night, and then he slept on the ground.
* * * * *
Oscan woke before dawn, stood and looked north and south. He felt trapped between the shame of telling his parents and the fear of never seeing his family again. Finally, he started walking slowly north, towards home and his mother.
As the sun rose, his footsteps slowed. He stopped, and looked south. Turning, he retraced his steps, finding the fear easier to face than the shame.
As the days slipped away, Oscan’s shame increased and his fear ebbed.
Chapter Two - Halona
Halona Cattail reluctantly pulled her right arm from under the blankets and held it straight up. The light streaming through the window nearly reached her elbow. So, she had only a few more minutes. She pulled the blankets up to her chin, trying to deny the truth.
The young redhead found she could not relax. Besides, hiding from her duty was no way for a Tagin-mathi to behave, especially not now she was an officer of the Ironoak Guard.
Throwing off the blankets, Halona got up and washed her face to wake herself up. She was already halfway through putting on her uniform when the servant knocked to wake her, so for once Halona was not the last person to come to breakfast and she had her choice of seats. She went to sit next to her new mentor, Countess Birchgrove’s court sorcerer. He cleared his throat and subtly shook his head.
Offended, she sat next to Captain Carpenter. As she did, Countess Birchgrove arrived and sat in the empty seat next to her court sorcerer.
After breakfast, Halona and Captain Carpenter found the rest of his squad, and walked east to the town walls. Without prompting, Halona cast her piece of Damath to hear the pain of nature. “Alev Maldoz gen G’nai K’chen. Tagin tas Tobara wer Silvan.” If any plant or animal within her sight were troubled, she would hear a moan. If they were in pain, they would scream.
The squad began walking the walls. Not relying on her Damath, Halona looked for anything amiss. After a few minutes, Jasan asked the usual question. “So, Halona, do you hear anything?”
She shook her head. “No, nothing.” Actually she heard many moans, but none were anything most humans would care about, just the quiet moans from trees dying from lack of water or sun and the occasional cries of pain from those that were attacked by animals or parasitic plants. Many of these trees would die, be felled for their wood and make way for other trees. And, with Countess Birchgrove’s permission, packs of woodcutters preyed on the forest to the west like wolves attacking motionless stags.
As the patrol approached the northern tower, Halona heard an unexpected chorus of moans from one small patch of the wood. All were from trees, none from an animal or bird. Halona stopped, aware of the squad gathering around her, many staring. The smarter warriors, including Captain Carpenter followed her gaze. “What is it?”
She considered how to put it. “Something seems to have driven the birds and animals from those trees. And the trees are moaning.”
“Can you...?”
Halona nodded. She cast more complex Damath, to understand the voices of nature. The moaning trees had been disturbed by a pack of animals, light and heat. The only light a tree disliked was fire. Together, fire and ‘animals’ indicated people, enough people to drive away all the animals and disturb all the trees. Why were a lot of people camped just outside the walls of Ironoak to the north? And why had the guard not been told?
“There are people camped in those trees. I can’t think why...”
“You, back to the last tower and tell them.” As the guard ran off, Captain Carpenter turned back to Halona. “Do you want to stay here or come with me?”
He started towards the north tower without waiting for her answer. Halona knew the captain was going to report her suspicions as fact, so Halona followed, dissolving all her Damath to save her Qi. If they were attacked, she would need it.
* * * * *
Captain Carpenter reported to the guard commander, who stared at Halona. “Are you certain of this, Cattail?”
She took a deep breath. “There is something in the woods. Something extraordinary.” She felt Carpenter’s accusing stare. “Enough fire, and enough animals or people to disturb a large area of the woods.”
The commander nodded slowly. “They are in the woods and you are a nature witch. Can you and your squad investigate?”
Halona glared at the commander, offended by the term ‘witch’. She was a sorceress, and no one respected her because she had only five figures and a talent for...
“Well?”
She brought her thoughts back to the question. “Yes, commander.”
He smiled. “I will alert the entire guard.”
Carpenter and Halona headed down to ground level and towards The North Gate, discussing how to investigate. They were disturbed by a gong sound from ahead. Halona stopped, as Captain Carpenter started running. Feeling foolish, Halona tried to catch up.
The gong was repeated, coming from The North Gate, which was actually to the northwest. Carpenter pulled further ahead of Halona and out of sight around a building.
As Halona came close to The North Gate she heard fighting. Reaching the gate, she was startled to see it opening. Was Ironoak being invaded? No, it was being pushed open from inside by warriors of Ironoak. She grabbed someone at the back of the group. “What is happening?”
“We’ve driven them back and we are going out to render aid.”
Halona called to the warriors on the wall, “Anyone up there need Damath healing to survive?”
“No.”
When the gate was wide enough for three people, warriors advanced through. A voice yelled from above, “They retreated into the woods.” The warriors spread out across ground littered with blood, bodies and broken wooden ladders. Halona was pleased that none of the motionless bodies wore Ironoak uniforms. Of course, dead and injured defenders would be on the wall.
Captain Carpenter gestured to the warriors on his left. “You are our guards.” They started to form a defensive line around the blood soaked ground.” Carpenter turned to his right. “The rest of you, tend to the enemy wounded.” The warriors scattered, checking who was dead and who was wounded. Halona looked around. “Who won’t survive without healing?” One of the searching warriors raised his arm, and she dashed over.
* * * * *
Halona depleted much of her Qi saving lives until it was possible The White Crone would take no one else. Then she rested, and went searching through the wounded for the enemy liege, to ensure he lived to answer for this attack.
“The leader? I don’t know about the man in the shiny breastplate, but I think the blonde woman led the retreat.” The Ironoak warrior pointed away toward the original moaning trees. Halona considered using some of her depleted reserve the Qi to listen to them. She went back inside the walls and inside the gatehouse, finding the guard commander. “We didn’t capture the leader.”
“It’s fine. He was caught trying to storm the walls. He’s speaking to Countess Birchgrove now.”
Halona suddenly felt tired. “Would you like to sit, commander?” He shook his head, and gestured for Halona to sit, so she did. “Was the leader also the liege? Was it...?”
“The leader, and liege, is our neighbor, Count Bralon Seamist. He seems to have had no honorable reason to attack, just more power than he knew how to handle.”
“More power than... Oh, he took Countess Ironspear’s lands, to avenge some old injustice.”
He nodded. “Count Seamist is a cunning man.”
“He’s a fool. Why else would he attack without honorable reason? He must know Lady Stormrider would not let him keep land dishonorably gained.”
The commander frowned. “A cunning man advised by fools?”
Halona nodded. “Or a fool with cunning advisers.”
A guard entered. The commander smiled. “Lunch is ready?” Halona frowned. Was it midday already?
The servant shook her head. “Soon, commander. I am here to announce a visitor, Thorn Malborn, a companion of Count Seamist who wishes him released. She asks for entry, under hospitality.”
The commander frowned. “I will take her to speak with our liege.” The guard walked out and returned with a blonde woman dressed like a noble, wearing armor and a sword.
Halona watched the blonde stranger follow the commander down the street, and tried to place why Thorn looked like a common warrior in noble’s clothing. Perhaps it was the way she constantly scanned her surroundings, looking for danger? Or the way she seemed to be following the commander rather than permitting him to lead her?
Soon, Captain Carpenter gathered their squad and led them back to the keep for lunch.
* * * * *
When Countess Birchgrove came to lunch, the blonde woman and an arrogant dark-haired nobleman accompanied her.
The countess asked to see her advisers, including her court sorcerer. He gestured for Halona to accompany him into the liege’s chamber.
“I’m uncertain whether to make peace with Seamist or to send him to the capital and let Lady Stormrider decide his fate.” She sighed. “He’s offered a large ransom for his freedom. He’ll give me two entire towns, literally doubling my lands. I’m not sure I shouldn’t accept. He will, naturally, swear not to attack me for five years. At least, not without provocation.”
The guard commander frowned. “Define ‘provocation’?”
The countess smiled, and nodded. “Exactly. And he’d want fairly free passage through my lands, so I might end up surrounded by Seamist’s lands.” She stared at her court sorcerer. “Perhaps I’ll try again to reach...”
Halona stared into space, seeing a dread consequence. “Free passage for his warriors?” The countess turned to her and nodded. “So, he could attack your southern neighbors and retreat through your lands if it fails. Do you give those who pursue him free passage? Can he fight them on your land?”
The countess frowned.
* * * * *
“Count Seamist, I have decided to send you to the capital to be judged by our liege. You will remain my prisoner and your safety will remain my responsibility. You’ll swear not to escape from my representatives.”
Everything was silent for several heartbeats, and then Count Seamist nodded. “I have sworn not to escape. I swear not to escape while being taken to Lady Stormrider, provided I AM being taken to our liege.” The gaze of the two nobles locked. “No more than two consecutive days without travel toward Kelden City.”
“Agreed. Your oath lasts until you are confined as Lady Stormrider wishes.”
“Agreed.”
Countess Birchgrove settled herself in her chair. “You may have three companions, including personal guards. We will prepare tomorrow, and you will leave the next morning.”
* * * * *
“Halona, I would like you to accompany Seamist.”
Why was that a request, not an order? “I would be honored, my liege. I have long wanted...” She paused, and the countess smiled. “To visit the capital. How many warriors will escort him?”
“Two squads, as well as Captain Wolfslayer, yourself, a cook and an animal handler, so a total of sixteen. And Seamist and his three comrades.”
* * * * *
The day they left, Halona was able to sleep in and still be ready before Count Seamist. He rode out, followed by a delicate, dark-haired woman, probably his lover, and flanked by two personal guards. To his right was the blonde woman, Thorn Malborn, and to his left a muscular male warrior. Only Seamist and Captain Wolfslayer would be riding.
They traveled west, through fields and villages loyal to Countess Birchgrove, but the most direct path to the capital would take them though the untamed Wolf Hills. Early in the afternoon, they reached the edge of the villages, and Wolfslayer slowed his horse until Halona was beside him, matching her pace. “Cattail.”
“Yes, captain?”
“Carpenter told me about the magic that saved the town. It lets you hear danger.” He leaned down from the saddle. “Can you cast that, and have it running day and night?”
“Yes, captain. Until my Q...”
“Good. Do it.”
“Captain Wolfslayer, I advise that...”
“When I wish advice, you will be informed. Can you cast the magic or not?”
Halona nodded, and Wolfslayer rode a little faster, returning to the lead. Halona prepared herself, muttering under her breath. “It isn’t magic. It’s Damath. It has rules, and limitations.” Hearing nature’s pain used Qi faster than she recovered it, so her Qi would steadily reduce. When they NEEDED her Damath, she might not have any Qi left.
However, she was a guard officer and she had received an order. She cast the Damath to hear nature’s pain.
* * * * *
They stopped for the night by a fast flowing stream. The delicate woman and the muscular warrior set up Seamist’s tent, and then the woman served Seamist, Thorn and the male warrior their meal.
After dinner, the delicate woman waited on the other three while they talked and drank, seeming like drinking buddies. It was only Thorn who slept inside Seamist’s tent.
Around midnight, her Qi exhausted, Halona’s enchantment ended. As she slept, her Qi recovered.
Next morning, while breakfast was cooking, Wolfslayer’s commanding tone rang across the camp. “Halona, come here.” Approaching him, she saw a brown bear wander towards them on the other side of the stream.
When she reached him, Wolfslayer pointed at the bear. “I thought I told you to keep that warning magic running?”
Halona sighed. “I will deal with this, Captain, and then may I advise you?”
He grunted.
She walked to the stream edge and cast Damath to speak with the bear. Its growls became muttering. ‘Mmm. Smell humans. Means food. Like humans.’ Did this mean humans fed it, it stole food from them or it fed ON them?
‘Bear. You know humans food. Food near human? Humans are food?’
‘Humans near food. Humans scent near food.’
Halona considered that for a moment. ‘Humans gone, food left behind?’
‘Yes.’
So, it probably ate the refuse humans left in piles near their camps. ‘You no bite, no claw humans, you get food. Bite or claw humans, get burn and pain, hurt, death.’
‘Yes.’
Halona walked toward the cook, and she noticed the horses were frightened. They were looking across the stream. Her Qi was all but exhausted. Perhaps she could bribe the bear to investigate before her Qi was… She stopped, looking at the bear, and blushed. That WAS what the horses were worried about. Annoyed, she was curt with the cook. “Pile any food refuse on the edge of the stream.” The cook nodded.
Still annoyed at herself, she walked over to Captain Wolfslayer. “Captain, may I explain?”
His angry tone matched hers. “You had better.”
“My Damath,” she emphasized the word slightly, “Doesn’t hear danger. It hears nature’s worries. So it is little help at warning of natural threats.”
“Why didn’t you tell me...?” His words trailed off. “I will listen next time.”
Halona doubted that. “I’d like permission to cancel the Damath. It uses up a resource we might need faster than I can gather it.”
The captain nodded. Halona turned, cancelled all her Damath, and went to breakfast.
* * * * *
As they reached the far edge of the Wolf Hills, three boarkars charged from a clump of trees. They were armed with nothing better than tree branch clubs. The largest boarkar fell to a pair of crossbow bolts, and the other two were no match for six warriors with swords.
Two days later, on the road between a pair of Stormrider’s villages, a single boarkar attacked them. Armed with a stolen axe, it was still no match for the humans.
Later that day, they were passing an orchard. A pair of spiderkar leapt from the trees into their midst, cutting down three Ironoak warriors.
“Warriors, surround them, but stay back.” At Captain Wolfslayer’s yell, Halona and the other nine Ironoak warriors surrounded the creatures, half of them with crossbows ready. “Halona, see to the injured.” She fell back, and noticed Count Seamist and both his female companions were moving away from the fight, while his male companion moved towards the half-woman half-spider creatures.
The spiderkars hissed. The larger creature had two knives held in two of her four hands. For the moment, the spiderkars did not attack and neither did the humans. Halona cast healing Damath on the two most injured warriors, pressing a hand to each one’s chest.
“Cowards. Let a warrior at them.” Seamist’s muscular friend pushed through the line of warriors and attacked the larger spiderkar. The smaller spider creature flexed her four spider legs, sprang at muscular warrior and knocked him to the ground.
Wolfslayer gestured with his sword. “Fire.” Grabbing the blonde man’s shoulders with her lower hands, the creature slashed open his throat with the talons of her upper hands. The five warriors fired, with two bolts striking the smaller creature and one the larger one. One bolt hit the dying human.
Dropping their crossbows, the five warriors drew blades. While the larger creature yelled in some strange language, the smaller spiderkar licked her talons and stalked forward. The Ironoak warriors retreated before her, and the circle stretched into a narrow oval then split into two circles. Halona dashed over to the muscular warrior, who she knew would be dead.
The two warriors behind the smaller spiderkar slashed at her human-like back. She screamed, and spun in place. Those attackers jumped back, and the two warriors she had turned her back on attacked.
The larger spiderkar turned warily, making feints at various warriors. Then she dashed forward, slashing at two warriors as they dodged aside. Outside the circle of warriors, she spun to face them. The creature’s human mouth opened wide and produced more incomprehensible words. With a strange screech, it spun again and leapt back into orchard.
The smaller spiderkar stood her ground, spinning each time she was attacked from behind and exposing her back to another two attackers who slashed at her back or arms. Covered in wounds, she seemed to be moving more slowly. Her upper left arm was now around her back. Halona thought it was too injured to use, but still that left her three swift-clawed hands.
“Warriors, step back.”
At the command, the Ironoak warriors stepped away from the creature, which watched them suspiciously. Halona wondered who had given the order, since it was not Captain Wolfslayer. Free from assault, the creature had a chance to pause and think, but in that moment of stillness a crossbow bolt struck its upper chest. All four spider legs flexed, sending it leaping over the circle of warriors, but the creature landed in a crumpled heap of limbs.
Seamist’s companion, Thorn, dropped the crossbow and drew her sword. Six warriors dashed forward, surrounding the creature. After a few twitches, the spiderkar stopped moving.
Thorn moved toward it cautiously. Captain Wolfslayer fell into step beside her, sword drawn. “Why did you take command of my warriors?”
She smiled. “Take command? I didn’t take command. I simply suggested they move back because I did not want to shoot one of them like they shot my friend Tar.” She poked the creature’s arm with her sword point. “I thought I could get a clear shot if they left it alone so it would stop for a moment.” She looked at Wolfslayer. “And I was right.” Thorn pulled back the creature’s human head and slit its throat. From the sluggish blood flow, it was already dead.
The blonde woman stood and walked away. Without looking back, she asked, “Is there still a province-wide bounty on spiderkars?”
* * * * *
Since the Kelden City guard asked them to wait outside, Halona had some time to study the capital from just outside the east gate. She watched the streams of people flowing in and out. From the inland side, she could not hear or smell the ocean, and from here Kelden City looked like Ironoak, only larger.
An elderly warrior, his uniform adorned with a silver falcon, came out of the gatehouse and over to them. “I am Guard Commander Axeblood. You are representatives from one of Kelden’s nobles?”
Wolfslayer nodded. “Captain Wolfslayer and warriors from Ironoak and Countess Birchgrove.” He pulled out a fine leather satchel and held it out to the guard commander. “We bring letters from Birchgrove’s court to Stormrider’s.”
Axeblood took the satchel. “I invite you all into Kelden City, under hospitality.”
They all formally accepted his offer, and were led into Kelden and straight to Storm Keep. Unlike Ironoak, this city had many stone buildings, and Lady Stormrider’s home turned out to be a walled complex of stone buildings rather than a single fortress. Out of courtesy to his host, Wolfslayer dismissed eight of the warriors. “Meet us here before dusk.” The eight headed away along the street.
Inside the keep wall, Axeblood sent the animal handler to the stables with the horses. He led the others over to the main building, and gestured to two Kelden warriors. “Take Count Seamist into the entry hall until Lady Stormrider can see him.” Halona noticed Seamist’s smile, and she turned to Wolfslayer.
He was also looking at Seamist. “Be aware, commander. The count has sworn not to try to escape until confined as Lady Stormrider wishes.” Count Seamist stopped smiling.
The commander frowned. “Take Count Seamist to a secure, comfortable room, and guard him until our liege can see him.”
Wolfslayer nodded to the Ironoak warriors. “Assist them, and follow their captain’s instructions.”
Seamist’s delicate servant started after him, looking back at Thorn. The blonde woman gave her a reassuring smile and a nod. Looking relieved, the servant followed Seamist.
Halona, Wolfslayer and Thorn were left with Axeblood. He smiled. “You are all guests of Lady Stormrider and Kelden City. Lady Stormrider will likely speak to Seamist in two or three hours.” He indicated a strange wood and metal sculpture. “Make yourself comfortable until then.”
Thorn smiled. “Thank you, commander.”
Halona walked over to the sculpture, aware of the other two following. It was a copper-bound birch pedestal with an arc of oak sticking from the top. On the arc of wood were two copper numbers: seven and eight.
Suddenly, Thorn nodded and turned away from it. Wolfslayer caught Halona’s gaze. “Why did he point at this?”
Halona looked at Thorn. “Do you know?”
She nodded, and smiled at Halona. “When will Lady Stormrider speak with Seamist?”
Wolfslayer looked annoyed. “What does that...? Can’t you explain in less than two hours?”
Thorn glanced at the sculpture, and said nothing. Halona stared at the sculpture, absently tapping her thigh. “It is after midday, about the seventh hour. She will see us in...” She gasped, and laughed as she understood. “It’s a clock.” Thorn nodded. “The numbers are on a huge disk, which turns slowly to reveal different ones as the day passes.”
Slightly over two hours later, the disk had turned so that ten was at the top. Halona, Thorn and Wolfslayer had gathered before the clock to accompany Count Seamist into the main hall.
Kelden warriors escorted the count. The delicate servant came and stood near Thorn. The Ironoak warriors that had been watching him walked over to Captain Wolfslayer.
When Wolfslayer started to follow Seamist, one of his warriors stepped into his way. “We can’t go in.” The captain glared at his subordinate. “Apparently, Lady Stormrider will speak to Count Seamist alone.”
Halona noticed Thorn look irritated, and that she quickly hid it behind a melancholy expression.
When Wolfslayer insisted on speaking to Lady Stormrider, one of the Kelden warriors summoned Commander Axeblood. The captain rephrased his demand as a request, and Axeblood led him away.
Wolfslayer returned swiftly, alone. “Warriors,” he barked, “Stand when an officer enters the room.”
The four Ironoak warriors leapt up, and the Kelden warriors smiled. Halona stood, wondering what had happened. What had Lady Stormrider said?
Wolfslayer turned to Thorn. “I said stand…”
She smiled. “I’m not one of your warriors.” Once she had made that clear, she stood. “How far did you get?”
He spoke through clenched teeth. “An official, not even a family member or a noble.” He turned and marched across the room to stare at the clock sculpture. The warriors and Halona settled down again.
Thorn remained standing, and turned to the delicate servant. “We’ll wait in the count’s rooms.” She followed the servant through a door further into the building.
Within the hour, the Ironoak visitors were shown to rooms to rest and wash before dinner. Halona was given a room for two, to herself. The Ironoak folk dined and enjoyed an evening of music and poetry, all without seeing Count Seamist, Lady Stormrider or her family.
Returning to her room, Halona found someone there, asleep. Unable to tell who, she took her candle closer. The stranger moved, grabbing for something on the floor, and nearly fell out of bed. Then she got tangled in the sheets. Halona stepped forward to grab whatever the woman was reaching for.
She could see her visitor was Thorn, who had been reaching for her sword. Her breath smelled of brandy.
“Oo har...” Thorn paused, and then spoke slowly and carefully. “Who. Are. You?”
“It’s Halona, and you’re in my room. Are you...?”
“Sot your room. Sow room. Theysem to... May’he that I’m Bitchgrow’s... Least that I’m hers, not woodenhead’s.” She lay back, and Halona tried to untangle that. They had assigned Thorn to this room, believing her one of the Ironoak escort rather than Seamist’s companion. Halona began undressing for bed while Thorn lay back, still tangled in the sheets. Clearly, Thorn had not corrected the mistake.
As the redhead slipped into her bed, Thorn spoke. “What do you call a man who’s foolishly lost his title and his lands?”
Halona shrugged. “I do not...”
Thorn slapped the bed. “Freeman Bralon Seamist.” She burst out laughing. “He BEGGED to be simply left alive. All will be taken, and he swore to never again rule anything.” She lay giggling for a few moments. “I told him if he couldn’t BE honorable, he should at least act it.”
Halona stared at Thorn. Surely acting honorable was not enough. No ruler would allow a disreputable person to hold land with their authority. “What is happening to Seamist and his lands?”
“Stormrider will rule tomorrow. Perhaps he can name an heir.” She giggled again.
“What do you plan to... Thorn? Thorn?” Getting no answer, Halona settled down to sleep herself.
* * * * *
Thorn accompanied Halona to breakfast, so they both ate with the Ironoak warriors.
Wolfslayer had news. “Seamist’s life will be spared. I don’t know what he’ll do, though. He has sworn not to command others.”
Thorn stared into the distance. “I’ll take care of him. We’ll go somewhere together.”
“Doesn’t his oath to not rule interfere with...?”
She gave a coy smile. “I was never sworn to him.” Her eyes wandered, meeting those of the warriors. “Didn’t you notice he never commanded me?”
Halona nodded. Seamist had never told Thorn what to do. If anything, she had seemed to control him.
The next day, Captain Wolfslayer, as representative of Countess Birchgrove, was asked to speak to Lady Stormrider. He invited Halona and warriors to the audience.
“Now that Freeman Seamist has proved unworthy of my confidence, someone must rule his land in my name. The land taken from the Ironspear family should be returned, once a suitable inheritor can be found. The Seamist lands must be wisely ruled. I would appreciate Countess Birchgrove doing both these things for me.”
“Thank you, Lady.” Wolfslayer bowed. “On behalf of my liege, your vassal.” He bowed again. “For this great honor and responsibility. Will the new lands, Seamist’s, not Ironspear’s, be hereditary?”
Lady Stormrider stared at him for a moment. “Captain, I shall draft a letter to my friend, Countess Tasil Birchgrove, explaining all the required details.” She dismissed Wolfslayer.
Axeblood met him outside. “When will you return to Ironoak?”
“Tomorrow. Commander Axeblood, we were attacked by a pair of spiderkars only two days away.” Wolfslayer looked at the floor. “Can you give us an escort?”
Axeblood nodded. “Lady Stormrider’s roads have become dangerous. We need to do something.”
* * * * *
The next morning, all but one of the Ironoak warriors set out from home, with a dozen Kelden warriors. They carried a second letter to Countess Birchgrove, explaining that Halona was remaining in Kelden City.
Chapter Three - Swiftwind
Halona dropped her blade to defend low, as she realized she had been tricked. Marik Weaver twisted his wrist, shifting to strike her shoulder. It was an awkward blow, easily countered if she had not just committed herself.
The blunt wooden blade hit hard, hurting through the padded jacket. “My love, be glad you were born with your gift for Damath. You’d die if you had to depend on your sword work.”
The young redhead squeezed her sword’s hilt, and then struck at Marik’s head. His sword slipped into the way and knocked her blade aside. Marik’s blade kept moving, towards her throat, forcing her to dodge backward. He stepped back, and nodded. “Better, though you still think and THEN move.”
She stepped forward, and then dodged back as his blade sweep the air in front of her. Then she blushed, since his swing had not come close. She dropped her wooden blade.
He put his own practice blade back on the rack and walked out. Picking hers up, Halona put it away. When she followed Marik into the hall, he had stopped to speak with a servant. The boy nodded towards Halona. “And your... the nature sorceress is also requested to attend.”
Weaver looked tense, and curtly dismissed the servant. “Lady Stormrider has requested our presence.” He looked her up and down. “Not until the ninth hour. This gives you about two hours to wash off the sweat and to change.” Halona started to say that Marik needed to wash, and then realized he had not broken sweat during her practice. He turned away. “I suspect it is some fool mission to the islands. If so, I shall not go.” He walked away down the corridor. “Not even to be with you.”
* * * * *
Halona arrived before the ninth hour, according to the mechanical clock in the entryway. Marik was already there, with three female knights. He was speaking to two of the sword maidens.
As Halona walked over to them, the other door opened and Lady Stormrider entered. She wore her blade. “I’ve asked you all... Actually, I asked one more than is here. Where is Sir Vercela?”
Halona sat down, while the three sword maidens looked at each other. Sir Bekra stood. “Lady Stormrider, I’m certain...”
The door behind Halona opened, and they all turned to watch the missing sword maiden walk in. “I know I’m...” The knight saw Stormrider, paled, and bowed. “My liege, I apologize for my lateness. I intended no insult to...”
Stormrider made a dismissive gesture. “We will speak of this later, young maiden.” Sir Vercela joined the other sword maidens as their liege settled herself in her chair. “I have asked you here to tell you of possible oath breaking. A man, raised as a noble of Kelden may have broken an oath he made to me as the Lady of Kelden.” There was the intake of breath, and then appalled muttering. “Does any here recall Bralon Seamist, once Count Seamist?”
Marik and Halona nodded, as did two of the sword maidens. Halona searched her memory for the name of Seamist’s blond companion.
Stormrider nodded. “I have received a report that Freeman Seamist has conquered an island, Swiftwind Isle.” She smiled. “No, I’ve never heard of it before either. He may have slain the entire ruling family.”
“My Lady.” Marik Weaver stepped forward. “My advice is yours, though pressing concerns prevent me leaving the city.”
She nodded. “I wish someone to investigate the reports and punish any oath breaking. Sword maidens and loyal nature sorceress, I ask you to do this in my name.” She paused, looking at Weaver. “Unless, Captain Weaver, your pressing business involves young Halona?”
He smiled, and shook his head. “Not yet. She still doesn’t admit why she truly came to Kelden City.”
Sir Bekra rested her hand on her sword hilt. “Do we go with wine or with blades?”
Stormrider frowned. “You will travel on a warship with many strong warriors. Try to speak to them with words before speaking with blades.”
* * * * *
The voyage was dull, except for an odd encounter with a swift merchant vessel. It drew close and then turned swiftly away. “Pirates, most likely.”
They stopped at the most westerly island belonging to Kelden, taking on supplies and a local navigator, Gena Seawolf. She had been to Swiftwind and confirmed it had been conquered.
“Swiftwind’s large enough that there is even a farming village as well as the two fishing villages and the town of Swiftwind. That’s where the ruling family lived, and where I’m certain you’ll find the conquerors.”
When the warship approached the town of Swiftwind, a small boat met them. It carried seven people in leather armor and simple tabards, and they all wore swords. One woman, sitting comfortably in the bow, had black trim on her tabard.
The black trimmed woman hailed the warship. “May I come aboard?”
Sir Bekra looked at Halona. She shrugged. “Words before blades.”
The knight commander nodded, and called out, “Come aboard.”
The small boat was tied up to the rear of the ship and the crew dropped down a ladder. All seven warriors climbed up, and the black trimmed woman gestured to the flags on the mast. “You fly the colors of Kelden. There is no treaty between that province and the current ruler of Swiftwind. However, the harbor patrol has been instructed to invite all province warships to dock, under hospitality.” The woman looked at the sword maidens and Halona. “We’ve been told the Lady of Kelden may feel she’s been wronged. And that the wrong has already been avenged.”
Sir Bekra studied the tabard, and then nodded. “I accept your kind offer, of hospitality. I hope that Kelden and Swiftwind can be friends and allies.”
The black trimmed woman and two warriors remained on board, while the small boat left. To Halona’s surprise, the two warriors acted as crew, using their knowledge of the harbor to assist the Kelden sailors.
Halona could feel the nervousness, in herself and the entire ship as they sailed toward the wharves. The town looked harmless. It was not walled, and both wharves and wharf buildings were the wood brown of ship hulls. Halona thought it looked unattractive. Did Swiftwind have so much ship timber they used it to build?
The warship docked at the end of the wharf and was tied away. The black trimmed woman bowed to Sir Bekra. “If you will kindly wait here, all of you, I will inform the ruler. I’m sure she will send an official welcome party.”
Sir Bekra nodded, and the woman took her two warriors and left the ship. Halona walked over to Sir Bekra, watching the departing trio. “Did she say the ruler is a woman?”
The sword maiden nodded. “So it isn’t Seamist. Perhaps the story about him conquering Swiftwind was just tavern talk.” Part way down the wharf, another person in a tabard stopped the three departing warriors. They spoke for a moment.
Sir Vercela walked over to Sir Bekra. “I wonder who rules here, and where Bralon is? Perhaps it hasn’t been conquered by anyone.”
Sir Bekra shook her head. “Our navigator confirms it, and the Swiftwind captain said ‘no treaty with the current rulers’. I checked. Kelden had an old treaty with the Swift family.”
One of the local warriors ran down the wharf toward the town. The others stayed where they were, watching the Kelden warship.
Halona smiled, and looked at the sword maidens. “Did either of you met Seamist’s companion, Thorn?”
* * * * *
As the minutes flowed by, everyone on the ship relaxed. Most started watching the general to and fro of the wharf and the waterfront buildings. They discussed whether each of the other four ships was a merchant or a warship. All four were some distance away, moored near the land end of the wharf. Most agreed two were merchants and a third was a warship. The fourth was a topic of discussion.
One of the merchants raised sails and pulled away from the wharf. Virtually everyone watched it sail past, when there was a shout from Sir Vercela, “Someone approaching.”
Walking toward them were two women in ankle length scarlet gowns, escorted by a group of tabarded warriors. Everyone on the ship studied the women, discussing whether one ruled Swiftwind. Halona noticed one had long blonde hair and wore a sword. Could that be Thorn, now comrade and bodyguard to a new noble? The other woman had brown hair, the same color as the waterfront buildings, and carried a portable desk.
Sir Vercela looked at Sir Bekra, “Is that woman carrying a lap harp?”
Halona answered her. “No, it is a portable writing desk, a noble’s weapon. It holds pens, inks and paper, and has a smooth, tilted surface to write on.”
“She’d be the ruler, then?”
Sir Bekra shook her head. “No, rulers have aides. This is only a representative and her guards.”
As the group came closer, Halona was certain that the blonde was Thorn.
Sir Bekra saluted them with her sword. “Greetings. Do you speak for the ruler of Swiftwind?” The dark haired woman looked at Thorn, whose eyes were on Halona.
Thorn shook her head. “No one needs to speak for me, I’m here. I, Lady Thorn, rule Swiftwind Isle. And if that woman is Halona of Ironoak, she is invited to my palace.” The dark haired woman whispered something to Thorn, who looked at her. Then she blushed, “Along with whoever speaks for Lady Stormrider.”
Sir Bekra spoke quietly, “Halona, is the new ruler a friend of yours?”
“That woman is Thorn, who was Seamist’s companion when he swore the oath to Stormrider.”
Thorn whistled, and they turned back to her. “Some problem?” The brown haired woman gave a disapproving look to Lady Thorn.
Sir Bekra stepped toward the rail. “We came to investigate Bralon Seamist. Can you...?”
“He’s dead. I killed him. So, can you come, Halona?”
Impatient, Thorn left once she was sure Halona would accept her offer.
“Sword Maiden, may the crew or warriors go ashore while you are away?” The ship’s captain did not sound hopeful.
Sir Bekra shook her head. “You will wait here until you hear from me, or until you decide I won’t be returning.”
Halona, Sir Bekra and the three other sword maidens headed down the wharf and through the town. It was a small and built entirely of wood. A broad main street led straight up the hill. “This place is so dinky that this road is liable to lead directly to palace.”
Toward the top of the hill, away from the smell of fish and sea, many building were painted. In contrast, the palace was smooth, pink stone. Halona stopped and tried to take it all in. “It’s beautiful.”
Sir Vercela nodded. “It certainly is. A sprawling, indefensible work of art.”
They were let straight into the palace. “The representative for Kelden, and Halona, are to go to the audience hall, through those doors. You others are to wait here.”
The audience hall was cavernous, intended for many more than four people. As they walked toward Thorn’s massive chair, Sir Bekra muttered, “A novice, still reveling in ceremonies and huge rooms, though I do like the four-armed bronze statues flanking her chair.”
Halona pulled her gaze from the colored crystal windows to the two statues. She disagreed with Sir Bekra.
They paused before Thorn, waiting for her to speak.
“Greetings, Sword Maiden. Count Bralon Seamist is dead. He conquered this isle, and had the entire ruling family killed, and then I killed the oath breaker myself.” Her smile grew. “I offer you his head to take back to Lady Stormrider in return for peace between us. Have I not done your liege a great service?” She waited until Sir Bekra nodded. “As new ruler of Swiftwind Isle, I wish my people to benefit from my actions.”
Sir Bekra was silent for a moment. “I am glad to hear that Seamist is dead, and will be even gladder to have his head as proof.” She smiled. “Naturally, even knights don’t dictate the action of a true noble, yet I have faith Lady Stormrider will treat you as you deserve.” She looked around. “May we sit, Lady?”
Thorn shook her head. “No, you may go.” She made a dismissive gesture. “Rooms will be provided, or you may stay on your warship.” The two visitors bowed, turned and walked back down the long hall and out to the entryway.
Sir Bekra gestured to Sir Vercela. “We will be staying here in the palace with a squad of six warriors. Everyone else will remain on the ship.” She gestured to the door. Sir Vercela walked out, heading back to the ship.
* * * * *
Halona wondered if Sir Vercela would get back before the servant appeared to show them to their rooms. It felt like they waited long enough.
Eventually, they were settled in a luxurious suite, four bedrooms leading off an elegant sitting room. Halona picked a bedroom and stretched out on the huge soft bed.
She had thought she had slept well enough on the ship, but the next thing she knew Sir Vercela was waking her. “Sir Bekra wants to speak to you.”
Sitting up, she started towards to the door, combing her messy red hair with her fingers. Sir Bekra stepped through the door. “Let’s talk in here.” The other sword maidens followed her in. Sir Vercela was carrying a small barrel.
Halona shuffled along to give the others room to sit. “What’s that?”
“We’re told it is Seamist’s head. Can you confirm that?” Sir Vercela put the barrel down and pulled out a wet human head. Halona walked over and smelled salt. Dead was one thing, this person had been decapitated and preserved in brine.
She studied the face, trying to imagine it as a living person. “That is, or was, Bralon Seamist.”
Sir Bekra gestured Sir Vercela to put it away. “So, we owe this Thorn for killing an oath breaker.”
Sir Vercela sat down on the bed. “You don’t like this woman?”
Sir Bekra shook her head. “Halona, you said this woman knew Seamist?” Halona nodded. “She knew him before he tried to take over Ironoak? And may have heard about his oath?”
“She was there WHEN he tried, and accompanied us to Kelden.”
Bekra scowled. “So, she knew about his oath and let him break it?”
Sir Vercela shook her head. “She might have done all she could to stop him, short of...” she gestured at the barrel, “killing him. Until he ACTUALLY ruled, he wasn’t an oath breaker.”
Halona looked at Bekra. “On the other hand, she was clearly in a position to kill him and take control of the isle.”
Sir Bekra nodded. “It certainly came out well for her. Seamist killed the ruling family before she killed him and took over. She gets the isle, and no one holds his action against her since she killed him.”
Sir Vercela turned to Halona. “Can you find out more about Thorn by mystic means? Use your Damath to...” The sword maiden paused. “Talk to the building, or something?”
The Tagin-mathi shook her head. “Nature. Plants and animals, not stone. I might just manage to take a natural form, though I’ll be depleted for about a week.”
Sir Bekra stared at nothing for a moment. “Let me think about it.”
They had barely settled down again when someone tapped on the door to their suite and a handsome young man stepped in. “Lady Thorn is holding a formal dinner in your honor. You may come when you’re ready.” He waited for a moment, bowed and left.
Sir Bekra gave a smug smile. “Typical Neuve Noblee, indulging in endless banquets and tournaments.”
* * * * *
After the dinner, Sir Bekra put her arm around Halona, and guided her into her bedroom. “I want you to change forms and investigate.”
“While we are under hospitality?”
Sir Bekra bit her lower lip, and then she shook her head. “You’re right. We can’t. Can you become a bird and fly back after we sail out of the harbor?”
“What kind of bird could go unnoticed inside buildings?” Halona shook her head. “It would be best if I swam back.”
* * * * *
The Kelden folk where invited to breakfast with Thorn. Toward the end of the meal, Thorn’s brown haired aide was suddenly beside Sir Bekra. “May I speak with you, at your convenience? There are several lesser matters to be discussed, not worthy of my liege’s time.”
Sir Bekra nodded. “Let us speak after breakfast, in our sitting room.”
Thorn waved a hot cake at the door on her right. “You may speak in the great hall, if you wish.”
The aide nodded, “Thank you, my liege.”
The aide, Larisa, came to Sir Bekra an hour after breakfast, and the two settled down in the sitting room. They spoke for more than an hour on a variety of matters of treaty and trade.
After Larisa left, Sir Bekra stayed at the table, staring at her hands. When Halona walked over, Sir Bekra spoke first. “She is loyal to Thorn, and she told me nothing that would justify Kelden overthrowing the witch.”
Halona stiffened. “I don’t think Thorn is any kind of Damath wielder.”
Sir Bekra stared at her, and then she shook her head. “Sorry. Nothing that justifies overthrowing that cunning snake.”
Sir Bekra sent orders to the ship to prepare to leave. She also sent a request, ostensibly to Thorn but through Larisa, to buy supplies. The messenger quickly returned. “We are glad to supply you with all you need, purely from the generosity of Lady Thorn’s heart.”
The sword maiden scowled. “Thank her ladyship. We are indebted to her for her kindness.”
* * * * *
As the warship sailed away from Swiftwind Isle, Halona sat on deck with her eyes closed. She calmed herself, and considered which of Tigan’s children she should become.
Her preference was always to be a cat, but she needed to swim back to the island. Perhaps she should take the shape of a fox or an otter, yet she also needed to move around the town and palace unnoticed.
She sighed, facing the obvious answer. Rats could swim, and move about human places without causing suspicion, but it would be almost three days before she had enough Qi to change back. She disliked the idea of being a rat for that long.
She removed her coin pouch, sword and belt with its metal buckle. After checking for anything else metal, she opened her eyes. “Sir Bekra, I’m going to change into a rat.”
“You are going to swim back as a rat? Well, we’ll wait here for two days.”
“I’ll return as a rat.”
“Obviously. Would you like a piece of wood as a raft?”
Halona stared at Sir Bekra for a moment, impressed, and nodded.
Five minutes later, she was a large brown rat drifting toward shore on a piece of barrel.
Now the town seemed huge, and full of food. Halona wandered uphill, smelling various threats. She followed rat scents, using the paths other rats safely followed.
Near the palace, she stepped into an under floor, and confronted an angry hissing rat. Backing away, she fled back down the rat hole to the space under another room. Finding another rat, Halona fled the building back the way she had come.
Deciding to keep away from other rats, she stopped following rat trails and carefully found her own way to the palace.
Once inside, she spent hours scurrying around the palace, looking for Thorn. Fortunately, she simply had to keep to the edges of rooms and no one paid her much attention.
Halona found the ruler of Swiftwind Isle sitting at a table in the garden with her aide and a handsome warrior.
Larisa was saying, “…the captain of Kyle’s Voyager, about his tithe to you.”
Thorn gave a bitter laugh. “He objects to me reducing it from what he paid Lady Swift?”
“I think he feels you might reduce it more?”
“What about everyone else? Do they want me to...?” Thorn’s voice was silent for a moment, and Halona crept out to look. “Everyone wants me to... They think I’ll be even softer since I have...”
Something landed on Halona like a furry avalanche. It knocked the breath from her. Suddenly, a barbed club pushed her to the ground. She lay there stunned, wondering if a bear had fallen on her. How had it fallen so hard, unless it climbed a tall...?
She heard a deep masculine laugh. “Midnight has caught something.”
Halona kept playing dead, trying to get her bearings. She was a rat. The barbed club pressing down on her head was a cat’s paw. Suddenly it was gone. Halona stood up on her hind legs without thinking, and two paws stuck her sides, claws cutting into her. She was hurled into the air, to land heavily on her back. She looked up at a huge black cat. Foot falls approached as the cat nudged her with a paw, head cocked to the left.
Halona twisted suddenly and bit the soft pad of a paw. With a satisfying yowl, the cat leapt back. She rolled to her feet and stared into its eyes, ready to kill or die.
Something pinched the skin of Halona’s neck and she was lifted from the floor. “Grab your cat.” Thorn’s voice came from directly above Halona. “If it scratches me, or this feisty animal, I’ll...”
“All right.” The warrior grabbed the black cat under the ribs and picked it up. Halona tried to see where Larisa was or how she could escape.
Thorn shook Halona. “You, rat, stop squirming.”
Anxious, Halona stopped moving.
Everything was silent for a moment. Then Halona was lifted higher and turned to face Thorn. “You understand me, little rat?” Thorn’s blue eyes stared into Halona’s rat eyes. “What...? No. Who are you?” Halona stayed still, hoping Thorn would decide her reaction was coincidence.
Thorn smiled. “Larisa, fetch a cage. Tor, hold this animal, gently.” The warrior dropped his cat, stepped toward them and took Halona. Thorn wiped her hands on her thighs. “I need to find myself a...” She walked over to the table, sat and poured herself a cup of something. It smelled like good wine.
The aide returned with an iron birdcage and Halona was placed inside it. Thorn took the cage. “Larisa, visit the arrogant Captain Firehand, and asks if he has reconsidered serving me. Would he prefer I took his ship and he found a new life? Then...” She stared at her aide. “Then take a few hours for yourself. Everything else can wait until tomorrow.” The aide smiled, and left.
Thorn lifted up the cage and looked at Halona. “I think you’re smart. Too smart not to watch, since this cage was not designed for anything smart.” She looked at the warrior, Tor. “So, it must be watched. Keep an eye on it.”
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