
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Skate the Seeker 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   This book is a work of fiction. The characters, incidents, and dialogue are drawn from the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 
 
      
 
    SKATE THE SEEKER 
 
    Copyright © 2023 by Jeff Ayers. 
 
      
 
    Cover design by Nada Orlić. 
 
    Map by Md. Shah Alam, Fiverr user @shah_alom1 
 
      
 
    All rights reserved. In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from this book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at contact@thinklingsbooks.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights. 
 
      
 
    Thinklings Books 
 
    1400 Lloyd Rd. #552 
 
    Wickliffe, OH 44092 
 
    thinklingsbooks.com 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   VISIT  
 
    www.ThinklingsBooks.com 
 
    TO 
 
    DISCOVER MORE GREAT READS!  
 
      
 
    Fodder of Humble Village is a soldier for the plot of each new story, and, frankly, he’s really sick and tired of getting speared, disembowelled, and decapitated so the good guys can look glorious. In fact, he’s not going to take it anymore. 
 
    The Plot Bandits (series complete): The Disposable, The Merry Band, The Narrative, The Taskmaster 
 
    by Katherine Vick 
 
      
 
    One is blessed, the other cursed. Neither is entirely sure which is which. 
 
    The Blessed by Remy Apepp 
 
      
 
    The Agency combats literary genres trying to take over our world, from Mystery to Humor to Fantasy. Agents Daisy and Lawrence work in the most dangerous genre of all. 
 
    The Midnight Files by Deborah J. Natelson 
 
      
 
    Aboard the S.S. Turkey, Janet has a chance to save two planets . . . or to doom them to permanent chocolatelessness. 
 
    The Cosmic Turkey and The Star-Crossed Pelican by Laura Ruth Loomis 
 
      
 
    Crafted as a slave to serve Time, the clockwork man escapes to seek out his imagination, his purpose, and his name. 
 
    The Land of the Purple Ring by Deborah J. Natelson 
 
      
 
    Theodora is determined to unravel the mysterious Seth Adler’s secrets. No matter how many thousands of years old. 
 
    Painter of the Dead by Catherine Butzen 
 
      
 
    Endlessly attacked by accursed beings, the kingdom of Ordyuk relies ever more heavily on four siblings. Under such a weight, their only choice is to grow into monsters themselves— 
 
    Or to shatter like glass. 
 
    Sand to Glass by Remy Apepp 
 
      
 
    College is tough? Try getting bitten by a werewolf. And being hunted by madmen. And being stalked by a very suspicious secret organization. 
 
    Hunter’s Moon by Sarah M. Awa 
 
      
 
    Plans seldom survive contact with the enemy, a truth thrown at Mercedes when an ordinary trip turns into a battle for survival. 
 
    Bargaining Power by Deborah J. Natelson 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    For my mom,  
 
    who showed me that the search is the point. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   The Kingdoms of Jero and Galragad 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Many villages in both kingdoms have been omitted; most major and noteworthy settlements are labeled. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Contents 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    About the Author 
 
    
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    The Rag and Bone Chronicles, Book 2 
 
      
 
    Skate the Seeker 
 
      
 
      
 
    by  
 
      
 
      
 
    Jeff Ayers 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Thinklings Books, LLC 
 
    Wickliffe, OH 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Prologue 
 
    In which a conspiracy is formed, a peace accord is accepted, and a dropper of eaves is overlooked. 
 
    Barrison Belamy’s door slammed open with a bang. Pale light cut through the doorway to illuminate a tableau of ruin. Mechanical devices on the windows ticked and clicked away, oblivious to intruders.  
 
    Holding forth the light at the end of her cane, a graceful woman in fine furs stepped in and surveyed the wreckage: a bookcase overturned, the desk missing a leg, the logs for the fireplace strewn about. Another bookcase stood askew, revealing a downward passage into a basement she hadn’t known existed.  
 
    Laribel Ossertine shook her head. Her boots were tracking in snow, but that was the least of Barrison’s worries now. “He has no worries,” she muttered. They were stolen from him, along with his life. 
 
    “What’s that? What’d you—” Jack Gherun followed her in and groaned at the destruction. “King’s breath, what a mess.” He picked up a piece of splintered wood. “The vermin that did this are the lowest of low, Bel. The worst kind of—” Unable to find the proper epithet, he settled for throwing the wood down where he’d found it. 
 
    “Thieves,” a third voice finished for him. Bakurin Gemhide entered with his arms crossed. His wide jaw was set in his customary frown. “The worst kind of thieves.” 
 
    “Murderers.” Laribel turned to her companions. “Thieves and murderers. They killed him. He’s dead. It was a coordinated effort.” In the days since the explosion in the Baron’s district, she had pursued every lead through magical means, spying on conversations and peeling back layers of the minds of unsavory witnesses. “It was the girl. The one who stole from me. From us. She was one of them.” She sneered and all but growled, “Skate.”  
 
    Laribel placed a gloved hand on a corner of Barrison’s broken desk. “He let her in, and she repaid him with theft, lies, and death.” Every thief she had managed to find had confirmed one or the other of two things: the criminal cartel was targeting the old wizard for kidnapping or assassination, and the girl Skate had been a member of the gang, working to put the wizard in the Ink’s control. The audacity and injustice of the betrayal brought bile to Laribel’s throat. “That such a great man was undone by such—common brutes is unconscionable. Unforgivable.” 
 
    Jack and Bakurin came closer, picking their way through the debris with care. “As you say,” Jack said, straightening his robe for dignity’s sake, “it’s an end that such a man did not deserve to meet. His killers should be brought to justice.” He dusted the hem of his robe off and cleared his throat. “However, I have not been able to find the girl. My hired magic has failed me.” 
 
    “It is the same for my own spells,” Bakurin grumbled. “She’s vanished. I say she perished in the attack that took Barrison, and good riddance.” 
 
    Laribel shook her head. The spectacle of the Iron Wind’s bared power had been the talk of the city, and the events had grown wilder and greater with each retelling. However, her own interrogations had led Laribel to the truth: Skate had run away. “She’s alive. Out of the city, perhaps, and protected from our magical prying, but alive. She lives, and Barrison is dead.” She bit the last word off so hard that her teeth clicked together. She took a steadying breath.  
 
    There was a knock on the doorjamb. The trio turned to see an angular man with shoulder-length black hair, dressed in a fine red doublet. A wicked scar creased the left side of his face. He wore rectangular spectacles and stood with an upright posture, his hands clasped behind his back. His shoulders and hidden hands reminded Laribel of a hawk, perched and waiting. “Good evening. I believe I’m expected.” He made his way around the mess to join the trio.  
 
    Jack flinched. “You!” He pointed an accusing finger at the man. “You’re one of them! The criminals. Bel, this is the one I told you about. He was one of the—the—the scoundrels who demanded money from me!  He—”  
 
    He stopped when Laribel placed a hand on his arm.  
 
    “Peace,” she said. “I know who he is. Jack and Bakurin, meet Haman Vaerion. He may have used a different name when you knew him, Jack, but that’s how he introduced himself to me.” 
 
    “It is my given name, madam.” Haman gave a brief bow to each of the men in turn. “I won’t deny the title of ‘scoundrel.’ I am a criminal—or rather, I was.” He brought a gloved hand with an extended finger up to trace the angry red line across his cheek. “The battle with your late friend convinced me that a life of crime might be too brief for my liking. His power was…immense. I assure you, I am no longer associated with the gang of thieves that I was before.” His blank expression flashed into one of discomfort. “In fact, the Ink has all but disintegrated. Your friend decapitated our leadership in that encounter, and various factions have been scuffling to fill the vacuum left by his absence. Better to get out of that life with my own still intact, I should think.” He gestured at the men. “Your contracts are herewith dissolved, gentlemen. I don’t speak on behalf of any group or in any official capacity, of course, but there is no official capacity. The Ink is gone.” 
 
    Jack stomped a petulant foot. “You killed Barrison. You and your Ink. His blood is on your hands.” 
 
    Haman pulled the glove off his left hand with ginger care. The hand beneath was raw and red, with a jagged scar running up his wrist and out of sight. “I bear the mark of my involvement in attempting to bring down your friend. The blood spilled was the blood of battle. Of war. A war that I lost.” He replaced the glove and sniffed. “I was unable to stop Barrison Belamy or capture him. The only blood that stained my hands was my own.” His hands were behind his back again. “For whatever it’s worth, his destruction was not my purpose. We were trying to press him into our service, not kill him. At least, that was what we were told. Our leader clearly had other plans.” 
 
    Bakurin turned his head and spat. “There’s what I care for your purpose, and for your dead master. Our friend’s gone, and you had a hand in it. We ought to finish what Barrison started.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to try.” 
 
    Bakurin raised his hands at once, but Laribel stepped in front of Haman to face her companions. “Enough.” She tapped her cane impatiently on the floor. 
 
    “But, Bel—” 
 
    “Enough.” Jack blinked at the harshness of her rebuke, but Laribel pressed on. “His part in Barrison’s death was a mistake, one that he has paid for. Furthermore,” she continued, raising her voice over both of her friends’ objections, “Haman Vaerion is in the employ of the Baron’s Guard, and thereby under their protection. An attack upon him will be taken as an attack on the city and barony itself.” Jack’s mouth fell open, and Bakurin’s ugly grimace further twisted in disappointment and agitation. Laribel joined them and faced Haman once more. She thought she saw a trace of a smirk at the corner of the captain’s mouth.  
 
    Haman cleared his throat and said, “As I said, myself and my friends have left our life of crime behind us. With the unrest in the criminal underworld, it is only a matter of time before there’s open violence in the streets. The turf war will be disastrous, and the Guard needs all the help they can get.” 
 
    Bakurin’s derisive snort made a fine mist in the cold. “And who better to catch a thief than a thief?” 
 
    “As you say,” Haman agreed. “Which, I believe, brings us to our point of meeting tonight?” 
 
    All three turned their attention to Laribel. She met their eyes in turn. “There is one whose hand in Barrison’s death has not been burned. There is one who reached into his life with the intent to end it who has faced no punishment as a result.” 
 
    “You speak again of the girl.” Jack’s jaw was set. “But she’s out of our reach. We cannot find her.” 
 
    “No,” Haman said, “you cannot. This is no fault of yours or a failure of your magical aptitude, which I am sure is quite impressive. The girl is protected from scrying by magic—probably some trinket or other that she took with her. Utterly impenetrable.” He raised the sleeve of his right arm to reveal a tattoo of a quill pen ending in a vicious point with a drop of dark liquid hanging from the end above his wrist. “Utterly impenetrable, unless you have a way around it.” He smiled and pulled his sleeve back down. “I know exactly where Skate is. I’ve seen her.” 
 
    Bakurin barked a humorless laugh. “You’re out hunting for the Guard.” 
 
    Haman shrugged. “Me or someone like me. It was my former Boss’s insight. Boss—Sergeant Marshall realized with the leadership taken out, conflict would be inevitable, and the first one into the Guardhouse would be the best received. He has quite a mind for opportunities.” 
 
    “We can hire Haman’s services,” Laribel said. “The Guard wants any information it can get on anyone involved in the disturbance. We can send people after her.” She brought her cane down again. “We can bring her to justice for Barrison’s death.”  
 
    Bakurin frowned and grumbled but did not object. Jack cut his eyes at Haman, but he eventually gave his assent.  
 
    Laribel’s light made Haman’s glasses appear as two white rectangles in the gloom. He was smiling. “Name your price,” Laribel told the younger wizard.  
 
    No one noticed the two red circles in the gloom outside the door. They flashed in the dark and were gone. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    In which an orb is pilfered, a horse is spooked, and a wound is healed. 
 
    The morning sun was bright, and the camp was warm despite lingering patches of snow. The porters and merchants were busy packing up tents and bedrolls, while the mercenaries guarding the caravan helped one another into their armor. The driver from Caribol swore as a kettle slipped from the back of his wagon and landed on his toe. He and his passengers had joined up with the small caravan a day after leaving the port city, glad for strength in numbers on the road. 
 
    His two fares were off to the side of the dissolving camp, a boy and a girl of an age with each other. Skate, the girl in a comfortable black coat, held a blue glass ball close to her chest, with a yellow book open on her lap. Twitch, the boy with a jacket no less fine, was sprawled out in the grass after a hearty breakfast, watching her strain and struggle in silence.  
 
    “Focus,” the steady voice of Petre said again. The man trapped in the glass ball had been repeating that word as a mantra for days. 
 
    “Yeah, I got it. That’s not helping.” 
 
    “I’m not just saying it to say it,” Petre replied. “You do need to focus. This is no easy text you’ve chosen for an early reader.” 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” she muttered through gritted teeth. She went back to staring at the book. Petre said nothing more. Twitch put a leg on his bent knee.  
 
    A slight breeze picked up, and the bare trees gave a rattle in response. By the end of the soft wind, she had made it to the end of the line, but not the sentence. Skate growled in frustration.  
 
    “You’ll get it. It takes time.” It was an attempt at conciliation, but it felt more like condescension. Petre continued, “Reading is hard, and reading a text for learning magic is harder still. If it were easy, everyone would do it.” 
 
    Before Skate could respond, their driver sauntered over. Skate slipped the glass ball inside one of her coat pockets, and the eyes within disappeared in a swirl of fog. “Wagons are moving. We’d better get going, unless you wanna be at the back of the line again.” This driver, Corrin, had warned them that behind the caravan was an unpleasant slot, and they’d found the truth of that when they’d joined the group half a day out from Caribol; the smell of trampled horse, ox, mule, and donkey manure on the road had been overwhelming.  
 
    By the time Skate reached the wagon, Twitch was already in his accustomed spot, nestled snugly between two bundles wrapped in canvas. When she sat down, a spindly black leg slid out of the top of her bag, patting her on the back. “Thanks, Rattle,” she said gloomily.  
 
    The wagon jerked forward with a snap of Corrin’s reins. The children waited until the wagon was clacking and creaking on the road before speaking. Twitch pointed to Skate’s bag. “You think w-we’re on track?” 
 
    “Pretty sure.” They needed to let Rattle out with the statue to really check their progress, but with all of the people in the caravan mulling about the camp, she hadn’t found the opportunity. Rattle, the flying eyeball with bat wings and spider-like legs, would cause a panic with its appearance, or at the very least would have drawn unwanted attention. Even a glowing statuette would have been an uninteresting sight compared to that. “Petre doesn’t think Belamy’s hideout would be very close anyway. Rattle was pointing south, so we’re probably going that way for a while.” 
 
    Twitch shifted closer. “I th-think this group is h-headed to Herzeschal. I overheard some of the m-merchants last night.” 
 
    Skate thought that sounded right. Corrin had said he was headed south but hadn’t given specifics. It made sense that a lot of the merchants were making their way to the capital; Caribol was a busy port, but Herzeschal was larger and more centrally located. This group had wanted to take advantage of the thaw to cart their goods over land instead of sea. Twitch checked over his shoulder to make sure their driver wasn’t listening to them before he continued. 
 
    “You know who r-runs the capital, right?” 
 
    “The king?” 
 
    “Y-you know what I mean.”  
 
    She sighed. The Claws. The rival crime syndicate had been trying to make inroads into Caribol for years, but the Ink’s retaliations for any attempted incursions had been swift and brutal, securing its stranglehold on crime in the city. “Yeah, I know. You looking to join up when we get there?” 
 
    “Very f-funny. We can’t st-stay long. Every day we stay in the city will be a chance that our t-tattoos will be seen.” 
 
    “I wasn’t planning on staying any longer than it took us to find another cart to take us further south.” Maybe a night in a nice warm bed first, but that’s it. She cleared her throat and shouted over the cacophony of the line of carts, “Corrin! Are we stopping anywhere before the capital?” 
 
    “A-yuh!” The driver coughed and spat off to the side of the road. “Takes a sev-day in all to get there. Be a small town ’tween here and there tomorrow, but I already talked to the one who’s runnin’ this whole thing.” He gestured vaguely at the carts ahead. “He says we ain’t staying in that town more than a night. Lilypad, it’s called. That’ll be about the halfway point, young miss.” 
 
    “Thanks, Corrin.” He called her “young miss” and Twitch “young sir.” He had taken the “no questions asked” stipulation of their deal rather literally, never hinting at wanting to know so much as their names.  
 
    Twitch nibbled on one of his fingernails. “I wonder how far we’ll g-go.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Belamy had hidden his refuge somewhere distant, Petre had assured them; the entire time he had been his guest, Belamy had only been absent from his home for an extended period once, and that occasion had been for two months. “Probably really far. He can fly, and he knew where he was going, and he was traveling alone, and he didn’t have to stop to sleep or eat or anything, and it took him half a month to get there and half a month to get back.” She put her head in her hands. “It’s probably really, really far.” 
 
    Twitch spat out a fingernail. “If the going’s as easy as it’s b-been these last couple days, I’m not complaining.” He smiled and patted the bag at his hip. “Plenty of c-coin to see us through, thanks to the old m-man.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that,” she said, taking her hands away from her face. “We may have to do something about the money if we go too far.” 
 
    The boy’s face fell. “W-what do you mean?” he asked, voice tight with dread. 
 
    “Those’re Jero coins. They might not use them if we go beyond the kingdom. To be able to spend, we’ll need to trade in for stuff that can be used anywhere.” Twitch’s hand jerked reflexively toward the bag again, as if she’d made a grab to take it.  
 
    “Do y-you think we’ll be l-l-leaving the kingdom?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” The shout made Corrin jump, but he kept his eyes on the road ahead. “I don’t know, okay?” How am I supposed to know? She felt bad for yelling and lowered her voice. “I need to know where we’re going. I need to see a map, or something.” 
 
    “You can read maps?” 
 
    “Okay, I need a map and I need someone who can read it. I need to know how far away someone would be able to travel in a straight line if they were able to fly like Belamy can. I’m hoping to find a mapmaker in the capital.” She put a hand on Twitch’s knee. “We have to know what we’re getting into. We can’t travel blind the whole way. We might be facing rivers or mountains or swamps. We have to know what’s ahead. And who knows? Maybe you won’t need to trade the gold after all.” 
 
    He relaxed at that and became lost in thought. “I wonder how this was s-supposed to work if we weren’t there.” Seeing Skate’s curiosity, he went on. “I mean, Belamy’s…r-return, or whatever. If this s-statue and Rattle both have to be in a p-place however many miles away…” He shook his head. “How did he p-plan on coming back before he met you?” 
 
    The question made Skate sit straight up. She realized her mouth had dropped open, so she closed it. “I don’t know.” He must have had a plan. That’s what becoming a lich is, a way to plan for and avoid your eventual death. She opened one side of her coat and placed a hand on the glass ball. She whispered, “Petre.” 
 
    The blue fog in the sphere parted and Petre’s eyes peered out. “What is it? Aren’t we moving?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “but this isn’t about reading. Did anyone but you know that Belamy wasn’t alive anymore? Did anyone else know what he was?” 
 
    Petre squinted. His eyes shook side to side. “No. His friends think he is a very old but mentally active man. A powerful wizard, and a war hero, but I don’t believe any of them have ever suspected the change he went through.” 
 
    “Would they have tried to hide that from you?” 
 
    “They didn’t know about me,” Petre said. “I was only ever a cloud in a glass ball around them all, nothing more.” 
 
    Skate bit her lip. “Do you…do you think Belamy meant for you or someone else to go on this trip in an emergency like this?” 
 
    Petre considered the question. “I wouldn’t do it. He knew that. Perhaps he expected me to do so when my term of imprisonment was up; I don’t know if there’s a time limit imposed on a situation like this. As far as the others…” His eyebrows arched and his head shook again. “I’ve no idea how he would expect them to help without knowing what he was. Accidental discovery of the statuette and its relation to Rattle, perhaps?” 
 
    “That’s a plan with a lot of m-maybes in it.” Twitch was scratching his head. “That kind of p-plan goes wrong. Boss Marshall always s-said that a good plan has three steps in it. More than that m-means trouble.” 
 
    “And Belamy’s smart,” Skate added. “He’s good at plans. He must have had one in place. Petre, what if we’re screwing up whatever he was planning?” 
 
    Petre frowned and considered the idea. “I don’t think so. He told you about Rattle for a reason. I don’t know what his plan was before, but in the end, he wanted you to take the statue and Rattle somewhere for him.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Skate put Petre away. “I feel like we’re missing something.” 
 
    Twitch shrugged. “Yeah, p-probably. But I can’t t-tell what it is.” 
 
    The sun was warm on her face, and Skate had to close her eyes against the brightness. Rattle will show the way. That’s what he had said to her, using magic to get her a message only she could hear. He’d had his skull exposed by then, the skin torn off by the vampire Hugo’s wicked blows, but Belamy had been smiling. He’d won. The Iron Wind does not lose easily. The fight had taken him down, but he chose it. It was up to her to bring him back.  
 
    But why? She was surprised to find that the voice of doubt in her head sounded a lot like Twitch. Twitch is right. It doesn’t make sense that he was relying on me. When he got all of this ready, he didn’t know me. I wasn’t even born yet. 
 
    The unseasonal warmth on her face and the softness of her coat were inviting. The cold ground had made sleep elusive the night before, and the rumble of the wagon made thinking slow and difficult. 
 
    She jerked upright; the landscape had changed. The forest along the path had thinned, and ahead it had been cleared entirely for planting crops. The sun had drifted past its zenith, beginning its slow arc downward into night. Twitch was sitting with his arms crossed and his chin nuzzled into his chest, wrapped up in his coat so that only his shock of wiry blond hair was visible above the collar. “How long until Lilypad, Corrin?” 
 
    “Before nightfall, young miss.” 
 
    She turned back to Twitch. He was holding the coat closed, muttering to himself beneath its folds. Her hand absent-mindedly went to her own coat pocket and found nothing to grab. “Hey!” she shouted at Twitch, who jumped and clasped the coat to his chest. 
 
    “What?” he asked. She pointed at his chest, and then back to her own. “Oh.” He opened his coat to show that he had Petre hidden. She breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Talking.” He was excited but trying to hide it. “I want to l-learn letters.” 
 
    Skate smiled. “Good. I’m going to try to practice some more.” She pulled the book out of her bag. Twitch went back to talking into his coat. Focus. Focus. Focus. Without Petre saying the words, they did help to clear her mind of distractions. It helped to read aloud, moving a finger across the page. 
 
    “A student of…arcane…mysteries must draw upon the in-…inherent ener-…energies of—” 
 
    A shout rose up from ahead, and the lead cart turned violently to the right, coming to a halt in a ditch. Corrin’s workhorse whinnied and jumped in turn, and the sudden halt of its momentum jerked their cart into the other ditch. The driver swore while Skate fell forward and bumped her head into the box next to Twitch, who tipped backward onto the ground in a heap. The statuette was poking painfully into her side, but her position on her back made it difficult to disentangle herself from the canvas. Behind them, the other carts were experiencing similarly abrupt stops.  
 
    “Twitch!” Skate bent around and saw the boy already on his feet, confused and jittery. He was holding his jacket closed. Petre’s safe. She finally got herself free and picked her way across the cart to her pack. “Rattle,” she said, giving the bag a shake, “are you all right?” Two spindly legs came out of either side of the pack and wiggled before disappearing. Taking that as a yes, she turned her attention back to Twitch. “What happened?” 
 
    He shook his head and passed Petre back to her. He went ahead down the line. Corrin was busy calming and inspecting his horse, so Skate made sure she wasn’t injured. Nothing feels broken. Probably some bruises on the way. Her gaze landed on her book; it had ended up pinned underneath a box full of something metallic that clinked and rattled as she shoved it out of the way. The impact had not hurt the book. She breathed a sigh of relief and put it back into the pack. She tapped on the glass ball. “Petre.” 
 
    The blue smoke cleared a bit to reveal his eyes. “What’s happened? What’s going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know, some sort of accident, or something,” she said with a wave toward the wagon. “I had it.” 
 
    “Had what?” 
 
    “The words! I had it. I could feel it, like you said. I was calm and focused. I don’t know what some of the words meant, though.” She couldn’t help but smile. “It was there, I was so focused, Petre. I had it, I felt it up here,” she said, poking her forehead, “like warm water, or breath, or…” She laughed, not knowing any other way to describe it. “I had it.” 
 
    “It certainly sounds that way.” Petre’s eyes were excited and upturned, a grin invisible below the smoke. “Practice the words so that when you reach that level of focus again, it feels like a habit for you. I wouldn’t want the opportunity to slip again because you don’t have the steps down.” His eyes narrowed in concern. “Where’s Twitch? We were talking, and then he dropped me. I thought he picked me back up, but I was moving too much to see anything.”  
 
    Skate pointed over the wagon and said, “He went to see what was going on.” The sound of clanking metal caught her ear. She stuffed Petre back in her coat and climbed over the side of the wagon. She could see the problem immediately; a wooden barricade with rough spears embedded and pointing toward the caravan was blocking the road. The caravan guards were alternately trying to help get the barrier out of the way, scanning the roadside for someone to fight, or listening to orders from the caravan master. The master stood on the top of his goods and was bent on getting them all to take the first option. 
 
    “—standing around gawping at the woods, get that thing out the way! Whoever set this up may not have expected us to be armed, so they may have a chance to—” His words turned to a scream as an arrow shot from the tree line straight into his shoulder, knocking him off-balance to fall among his gear. Arrows flew out from both sides of the road as merchants and drivers took cover. The horses were going mad, bucking and rearing in desperate bids to be free of their loads. The guards had started to panic when an unfamiliar voice bellowed, restoring some sense of order to their movements. 
 
    Skate ducked back behind the wagon when an arrow buried itself deep in the wood next to her hand. She watched the woods for any sign of the attackers. It took only a few seconds to find one, a scowling man with a face like melted wax in brown and gray animal skins, loosing arrows into the chaos. Skate opened her bag and shouted, “Rattle!” Out of the bag shot the bat-winged eyeball, its spider legs dangling as it glanced this way and that. Skate pointed to the man in skins. As Rattle darted toward him, she shouted after it, “No killing!” Rattle had been created as a weapon, and those legs were not just for making noise; it had almost killed Kite with them, once. Whoever these people were, she didn’t like the idea of seeing their blood on Rattle’s legs. 
 
    The man saw Rattle coming toward him, and screamed. He tried to duck behind the brush, but Rattle darted into the roughage, and he screamed again. Skate crept around the wagon, trying to find Twitch. The eight remaining caravan guards had coordinated, rallying into the forest after the bandits on that side. The arrows had stopped. Skate scanned the scene, and saw two guards spread out on the ground, wooden shafts fletched with cardinal feathers sticking out of their half-helms as they lay motionless. She didn’t see Twitch. He was hiding, likely as not. Another scream rolled out from Skate’s side of the road. Sounds like Rattle found another one, she thought. Something touched her shoulder. 
 
    She shouted and rolled away from Corrin. “You arright, young miss?” he asked, ducking low on the same side of the wagon. “I set Henry loose, but he can’t have gone too far. He’s a skittish one, but not prone to long runs or nothing.” 
 
    “I’m fine, and I’m sure Henry will be, too.” The horse was a fat thing, more overgrown pony than a proper horse, and wouldn’t get far without wanting more grain and trotting back to the caravan. Corrin leaned back with a sigh against the wagon. “Have you seen T—my friend?” 
 
    The trader pointed to the wagon at the back, the only wagon that hadn’t turned over. “Jumped in there, he did, when all the ruckus started. Should be right as rain.”  
 
    Said ruckus had quieted down to a few shouts in the woods. Some guards had already gotten back to camp, their faces grim. The caravan master was sitting up, clutching at his wounded shoulder and stifling groans. The guards lying on the ground did not stir, and puddles of dark red had formed under their necks and shoulders. “At least two guards gone. I don’t think I knew their names.” Corrin half-crawled, half-crouched over to the nearer one and shook his shoulder before going to the other and doing the same. He began moving the bodies into more dignified poses. 
 
    A skittering behind Skate caught her attention as Rattle returned. It slipped into her bag. “Did you kill anyone?” she hissed at it. A spindly leg poked out and tapped her arm twice before receding. I hope that’s a “no” and not a body count.  
 
    The rest of the caravan guards straggled back, breathing hard and cursing. One, a young man with a thin beard and a surprisingly deep voice, was chattering away to an older, haggard man. “—counted five total on that side of them woods, Vyman, and we only got three, only three, and who knows how many more are out there, we gotta get—” 
 
    “I know,” the older man said, slapping the talkative baritone on the back, “I know. Two run off means ten more here within an hour, maybe two.” He squared his shoulders, and the owner of the booming voice that had rallied the guards in the chaos became obvious. “Arright, lads! Barricades away, wagons righted, and horses hitched! Pick up the fallen, and we’ll see they get buried in Lilypad! Move quick, or the scum’ll be on us again. I said move!” They obeyed, struggling to get the barricade shoved away, while the de facto leader of the guards crouched near the caravan master. Twitch poked his head out from behind the wagon wheel, then crawled out. Skate motioned for him to follow her to join them. 
 
    The caravan master was writhing in pain, and the mercenary’s face was set like flint. When the grizzled warrior spoke, his voice was low. “We’ve got to get it out, Sir Lorrum. You can’t travel with that stuck in you. There will be more than them we chased away, and soon.” He noticed Skate, and his eyes narrowed. “What is it?” 
 
    Skate pointed toward the ditch where Corrin’s cart was stuck. “I think there’s two of them in those trees over there, not dead. I can help with that,” she added, pointing to Sir Lorrum’s bleeding shoulder. 
 
    The warrior drew his sword and searched through the brush on Corrin’s side of the road. He found the first, waxy brigand in short order, and it wasn’t long before a second was found. The old guard brought them to the road and ordered them bound with rope. Meanwhile, Skate had produced Belamy’s pitcher from her bag. 
 
    Twitch was leaning over the caravan master and inspecting the arrow. “At least it didn’t h-h-hit anything that would kill you straight off, right?” The head of the arrow was not visible. “I’ve heard that arrows have to be p-p-pushed out, not pulled.” The caravan master paled, and Twitch groaned. “That sounds really painful, s-sorry.” 
 
    When the guard leader returned, his manner was more restrained. “What happened to them?” he asked, jerking a thumb over his shoulder toward the bandits. 
 
    “I can take care of myself,” Skate said, her jaw clenching automatically. The less she said on the matter, the better. Let him think whatever he wants about it. He didn’t need to know about Rattle. “I want to help,” she said, holding up the pitcher. 
 
    “We’ll need water to clean the wound for sure, so that will be useful,” the mercenary replied. When Skate shook her head, his face hardened again. “If you’re not washing wounds, what good is it?” 
 
    “It’s magic,” she said, lifting it gently toward Lorrum but almost dropping it when the guard blocked her path. 
 
    “Take your games elsewhere, girl,” the guard said. 
 
    “It’s not a game,” Skate said stubbornly. “It’s magic, from a real wizard. It can heal people. It did me.” 
 
    Again, irritation gave way to confusion. Twitch spoke up. “It’s t-true, it d-does magic.”  
 
    Seeing cracks in the old man’s stubbornness, Skate pushed forward with her point. “I don’t know what it’ll do if the arrow’s in there, so that should come out first. This’ll help after.” The guard was about to respond when Sir Lorrum spoke up. 
 
    “Do it,” he groaned, grasping his shoulder in pain. “Get it out of me and let her pour what she’s got.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I appreciate—ah!—your concern, but the fact is, she’s right. You’re right. This arrow has to come out, and I’ll take whatever she’s got to help, even if it is water for a children’s game.” 
 
    Vyman grimaced. “They used barbs on the arrowheads. I’ll have to push it through.” 
 
    Twitch elbowed Skate and said, “Told you.” The wounded man said nothing else as he braced himself against the wagon, his shoulder higher than the side to let the missile pass through. Vyman took hold of the arrow and snapped it off below the fletching. Lorrum grunted at the jostling and took some steadying breaths.  
 
    “A belt,” the caravan master said, “a strip of leather. Something, anything so I don’t bite off my tongue.” 
 
    “A stick?” Vyman suggested, and Twitch picked one off the side of the road about as thick as a man’s finger. Lorrum bit down on it while Vyman began a count. 
 
    “One…two!” He shoved the rest of the shaft through, and Lorrum screamed around the stick, clamping down hard on the wood. Vyman reached behind Lorrum’s shoulder and yanked the offending arrow free, which brought another scream. Skate was there at the wound, pouring the blue liquid into it. As soon as the magic touched the skin, it sought out the hole in the shoulder, eagerly flowing directly into the space vacated by the arrow. Lorrum’s shouts of pain quieted into a sigh of relief. The skin around the bloodstained cloth was red and raw, but the hole was closed. Skate pulled the pitcher back, glad to find plenty of healing liquid left inside. 
 
    “Oh, thank you, thank you. Not you, Vyman, that was awful.” He sighed again and prodded the area, wincing. 
 
    “Had to get it through, boss.”  
 
    “Nevertheless, I owe you a spirited slap about the head.” He turned toward Skate. “I’d have the name of my healer.” 
 
    “I’m no healer. A traveler, that’s all.” Skate had already put the stoppered pitcher in the bag with Rattle. She hoisted it over her shoulder. 
 
    “All right, then, ‘traveler,’ I’d still have your name,” Lorrum said. Vyman set off to help shift the barricades. “Elsewise, I’d be accused of discourtesy.” 
 
    “Dodonna Malthessier,” she replied at once. The name had worked for a cover in Caribol, and she’d decided that it would serve on the road. 
 
    “Ah, I might have known.” The merchant smiled. “There is never a caravan or counting house without a Malthessier nearby. Where’d you get that useful thing?” 
 
    “Can’t tell you. Family secret.” 
 
    “Charming. I’ll not forget your kindness.” Always be open with your gifts, Skate thought as Lorrum shifted his position. “Let no one accuse Sir Lorrum of Hart’s Bane of neglecting his debts. Name a service you need, and I swear if it be in my power to fulfill, I’ll see it done.” 
 
    “I don’t need anything,” Skate said. Should I ask for more money? 
 
    “Best get back to your wagon, Miss Malthessier. Try to think of what you’d like before we reach the capital, yes? I don’t like to leave dues outstanding.” 
 
    He winced again as he stood, and he issued orders alongside Vyman. Corrin was feeding the newly returned Henry the horse. As predicted, the tubby thing had not gotten far before needing another snack and had wandered back to the scene of the battle. Skate and Twitch boarded the wagon. 
 
    “Pretty s-smart, huh?” Twitch said. When Skate shook her head in confusion, he explained, “This setup the bandits did. They must have g-guessed that the thaw would bring wagons out. Fast w-work.” 
 
    “Yeah. Dunno why they attacked with so many guards here, though. Smarter to catch unprotected travelers, right?” 
 
    Twitch considered that. “D-desperate, maybe. Supplies r-running low at their c-camp or wherever. Taking whatever they c-can get.” 
 
    Skate had no answer to that. Desperate people do dangerous things. The guards carried their fallen comrades past, and Skate shuddered. They hadn’t taken out the red-feathered arrows. “Think they’ll get someone less protected?” 
 
    “P-probably. We’re not the only ones t-traveling before the snows fall again.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Sir Lorrum gave a call, and the wagons began to trundle again. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    In which a gate is opened, a wager is won, and a face is recognized. 
 
    The town of Lilypad appeared around a bend in the road right as night was beginning to fall. It was a walled town hedged by a wooden palisade. A pair of torches had already been lit at the gap where the road led. An armored man wielding a polearm stood watch, and he motioned for the caravan to stop. As he conversed with Sir Lorrum, Skate shook Twitch by the arm. 
 
    “Wake up,” she said, shouldering her bag and leaning forward. “We’re here.” 
 
    Twitch yawned and stretched. “Good. I want to make some m-money off the local drunks. Sleep in a real b-b-bed. Traveling’s hard.” The gate guard had turned to Vyman as Lorrum drove his wagon past the gate. The children swayed as Henry plodded forward to follow. 
 
    “Aye, they’ll hang for it,” the gateman was telling Vyman as they passed. “They was getting bolder before the snows came. Not surprised they took their chances with the melt.” 
 
    Vyman, drawn as ever, said, “Good enough for ’em. Is there a bounty out on forest rats?” 
 
    The gateman shrugged. “I heard talk of it afore the snows, but I don’t…” The conversation faded away as they rode past, and the drivers of the third and fourth wagons pulled off to the side once they were inside the gate, ready to unload their corpses and their prisoners, respectively.  
 
    Other than the main road they were currently on, none of the streets of Lilypad were paved or bricked. Muddy lanes forked off from the road, and there were few patches of snow left. No lamps lit the way; the only light came from lanterns on residents’ doors, and for every building with a lantern, there were three without. Corrin was driving Henry straight ahead, stretching his legs and groaning. In front of them was the only substantial edifice in the village: a two-story building with a slanted roof and torches lining the edge of the shallow porch. The first floor was built of solid stones cobbled together, and the second was made of wood. A sign hung on the front, dangling over the road with an etching of a bed and a round bumblebee. Beneath the picture were words that Skate couldn’t make out. I’ll read them in the daylight, she thought, stifling a yawn. 
 
    “Are we staying here tonight, Corrin?” Skate said. 
 
    “I am, young miss. Unless ye’re wanting to pay a local Lilypadder to sleep in their bed or floor, this’ll be the place for you ’uns, too. It might not be as fancy as ye’re used to, mind, but a warm meal and a warm bed is a sight better than camping in the mud. Aye, Lilypad’s a fine stop on the road, no doubt.” He turned the wagon off the main road to follow Lorrum’s cart and pulled Henry to a halt. Sir Lorrum was out of his cart talking to someone in the shadow off to the side of the building.  
 
    “Go on and step off,” Corrin said. “Get yerself a bed or two. I’ll need to square things away with the stableboy there afore I get in.”  
 
    Skate hopped over the side and Twitch followed. They made their way through the sturdy wooden doors into a warm room, hazy with smoke from the hearth and tobacco pipes. Tables were set up throughout the large hall, chairs gathered around them haphazardly. Patrons occupied some of the tables, but most were unattended. One table was engaged in a rowdy game of cards. Twitch elbowed Skate and smiled. 
 
    “I don’t think they’re drunk yet,” Skate said. 
 
    “They’re getting c-close enough,” Twitch responded. 
 
    The pair passed a dwarf at the bar to get the attention of the stout man pouring a drink from a huge barrel. When the man turned around, they saw that it was a stout woman. 
 
    “What’s this ’ere, then?” she asked in a genial tone. “Too young to be in an alehouse, ain’t ya?” 
 
    “We’re not here for ale. We’re here for beds.” Skate fished two silver helms from her pocket and set them on the bar. “A room, if you’ve got one, not the bed hall.” 
 
    The woman picked up the square silvers and inspected them. “Of course,” she said, dropping the coins into a pocket with a smile. “I got four such rooms, all open for the night. Each one’s got two beds and everything. Do ya mind sharin’?” When the children both shook their heads, the woman said, “Arright, then. First door up the stairs.” She opened a cupboard and took out an oil lamp, which she lit, and a key. She handed both to her guests, then went back to her work at the barrel, filling another tankard with dark, frothy drink. 
 
    Skate made for the stairs, but stopped when she noticed Twitch wasn’t behind her. She elbowed his shoulder to keep him from the game table. “Later. Let me put our stuff,” she said, giving her bag a light jostle, “down, and then we’ll come back.” 
 
    “Oh, r-right.” A bed hall occupied most of the second floor. Three of the bunks were occupied by sleepers already. Skate and Twitch went through the first door they saw. The room was long and narrow. As soon as they were both in, Twitch shut the door behind them. Skate went to the bed on the left and dropped her bag on it. Rattle flew out, its leathery wings flapping. It landed with a soft click on the floor and spread its legs out, stretching its joints, before recomposing itself and floating over to the window. Skate let it out and shut the window before too much of the cold could come in. It can wait in the cold with no problems; we can’t. 
 
    Twitch shook his head. “It’s the w-w-weirdest thing I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    “It saved my life today. Yours, too, probably.” 
 
    “S-still weird.” He scratched the back of his head. “I’m gonna g-grab some food.” His shoulder jerked and he stopped scratching. 
 
    Skate considered letting him go alone—the book in the bag was practically screaming at her—but a growl from her stomach changed her mind. She pulled Petre out of her pocket and said, “We’re going downstairs. Do you want to stay with me, or up here in the room?” 
 
    His eyes faded into view. “Oh, go on and bring me with you. I’m getting to hear more than I have in ages.” The eyes darted around the room. “Besides, without anything new to read, my options up here would be rather limited, don’t you think?”  
 
    A thunderous roar of clanking, stomping, and shouting followed Petre’s question as the caravan guards made their way up to their bunks. 
 
    “If we w-want our pick of seats, we’d better g-g-get down there,” Twitch said. He rubbed his stomach. “I want to get f-food before they do, t-too.” 
 
    Skate stuffed the bag under her bed for safekeeping and locked the door behind them. The dormitory was packed with loud and smelly drivers and guards, all arguing over preferred sleeping arrangements, making bawdy jokes, removing chain mail and leather, and comparing stories of battle prowess during the day’s attack. Skate and Twitch made their way downstairs and picked out a small table near the staircase to take their meal, a plate of sausage in brown gravy with salted potatoes. After scarfing the food, the pair sat back to let their stomachs rest. 
 
    “N-n-no wonder these rich people get s-so fat. If I ate l-like this every meal, I’d g-get big as a house.” 
 
    Skate stifled a burp. “No kidding. I guess this is how Boss Marshall ate, huh?” 
 
    Twitch laughed. “Yeah, probably. He drank a lot, t-too. That’s supposed to make a b-belly big. W-wonder what he’s up to?” 
 
    Skate shrugged. “Dunno. Dunno what happened after…after we left. Probably a big mess, right?” 
 
    Twitch leaned forward, scratching his blond head. “I guess so. W-with the Big Boss gone, it’d get n-nasty quick. Boss Shade wouldn’t waste any t-time, doing his best to get everyone else in line. I don’t think Boss Marshall or Boss Kernisk would be able to put up much of a fight.” 
 
    Skate found herself grimacing. “Yeah, he’d be in the best position to take over with the Big Boss gone. ’Course, the Big Boss’s…situation may complicate that.” She dropped her voice down to a whisper. “What about the vampires? You saw his bodyguards, right? Who knows what kind of trouble they could cause.” 
 
    Twitch shivered, then stood up. “D-don’t wanna think about that anymore.” He pointed to the card players. “Gonna go make some money. You in?” 
 
    “No.” Skate wasn’t good at gambling like Twitch was. The cards were fun enough, she supposed, but that’s all it was for her.  
 
    “S-suit yourself.” Twitch sauntered over to the table, leaving Skate alone with her thoughts. Who knows what kind of trouble they could cause. Caribol had faced an upheaval after Belamy’s display, she did not doubt. The destruction from the Ink wizards trying to take the old man down would have caused waves on its own, never mind the politics of gang warfare. A group of monsters could find themselves ready to take over easily in all the chaos. Not wanting to watch the card game, Skate made her way to the bar and sat down next to the dwarf. 
 
    It was a female dwarf. She was reading, hunched over the tall, narrow book in front of her. Her eyes, wholly black and expressionless, showed no sign of moving as she read. Like a doll with glass bead eyes, Skate thought. She had never seen a dwarf this close before. They had no noses, and their faces had a scrunched appearance as a result. She had no eyebrows. Her head was covered with a thin blanket, and no hair poked out from underneath there, either. She turned a page and looked up. 
 
    “Hello, child.” She had a soft, quavering voice. “Why are you sitting next to me?” 
 
    “I wanted to see your book,” Skate replied. It was not in the words she knew. Must be in Dwarvish, she thought, noting the sometimes jagged, sometimes rounded runes on the page. It reminded her of Belamy’s fireplace. 
 
    “Now you have seen it.” The dwarf’s eyes narrowed in curiosity. “Can you read it?” When Skate shook her head, the dwarf smiled. “Not surprising. Not many of your kind learn to read.” 
 
    “I can read,” Skate said, more defensively than she intended to. “I just can’t read…that. The letters are all different.” 
 
    “Runes, not letters, child. It is different from your words, and harder for your kind to learn.” She closed her book and turned to face Skate fully. “You say you can read. Did you pay to learn, or were you taught by parents?” 
 
    “I was—I was taught by a teacher my parents paid.” You’re supposed to be a Malthessier, remember? “They only pay for the best.” 
 
    “Is it so? Well and good. You are young, yes? Much left for you to learn of. Even the runes of my people.” The dwarf patted the book in front of her. “Much to learn in runes.” 
 
    Skate tapped the corner of the dwarf’s papers. “What kind of book is it?” 
 
    “This is a ledger. My employer in the capital wanted a reckoning of funds from an employee elsewhere.” The dwarf smiled, but her glassy black eyes did not change. “This is that reckoning. I’ve been waiting for travelers to come through so that I might join a group to Herzeschal. It is dangerous on the road for a dwarf alone.” 
 
    Raucous laughter broke out at the card table as a player dropped his head on the table in defeat. Twitch was trying and failing to suppress a grin as he picked up a modest stack of copper coins. Skate turned back to the dwarf and said, “It’s dangerous for groups, too. We were attacked on our way into town.” 
 
    “Is it so? By what?” 
 
    “Bandits, I think. They fired from the trees and fled when the guards went after them.” 
 
    “Outlaws.” The dwarf shook her head sadly. “A messy clan filled with the wicked and the desperate. The king must send aid to rid the town of them.” 
 
    “Right you are, Pebble.” A squat, pudgy man took the seat on the other side of the dwarf. His vest was of some fine, dark green material, and his coat was lined in black fur. A ring bedecked a finger on each hand. He had a bushy beard. “Are you planning to ride with this team tomorrow?” 
 
    The dwarf smiled. “I’ve told you, lord mayor, it’s Perubilach.” 
 
    “I’ve told you, my tongue’s not deft enough to wrap around such a name. And I’m no lord.” He then took note of Skate. “Good evening, young miss. I’m Garold Lowfield.” 
 
    “Dodonna Malthessier.” The false name came easy. “Mayor?” 
 
    “Yes, child. He speaks for the town.” 
 
    Lowfield shifted in his seat and grumbled. “Aye, and I mean to do so. Maggie!” he called as the hostess stepped out from the kitchen carrying two plates of food for the card players. 
 
    “Mayor! So good of you to stop by. Here to pay your tab?” 
 
    “Maggie, I’ve no idea what you mean.” 
 
    As the innkeeper and the mayor bickered over debts, Skate leaned in closer to the dwarf. “How do you say your name, again?” 
 
    “Just say ‘Pebble,’ child; it’s easier for human mouths to say.” Pebble smiled. 
 
    “I can speak some Dwarvish,” Skate said, getting defensive. “Gerunk kekondahash.” 
 
    Pebble smiled on, her glass-bead eyes seeing much. “Those are Dwarvish words, yes, but it is almost meaningless, child. ‘Flame of blue’ is an odd thing to say. Your pronunciation of it was passable, all the same.” 
 
    An angry shout broke out at the card table. A drunken man stood and pointed an accusing finger at Twitch. “He’s cheatin’, he is! Gorta be! Little sneak, who d’you think you is?” 
 
    Twitch kept his face a mask. “I d-don’t know w-what you mean.” Despite the stutter, his tone was steady. The drunken man lurched as if to leap across the table, but his companions took hold of him. 
 
    “Here, Karl, calm down.” The mayor had left his seat and was standing with his hands resting on his paunch. “What’s the trouble?” 
 
    “Ain’t no one that lucky!” Karl had calmed somewhat, but there was plenty of heat left in his words. “Ain’t none can win every single hand that way!” 
 
    “I haven’t w-won every hand,” Twitch said, seated and calm. “Only the l-last two, and then one other b-before that.” He spoke over a pile of copper coins bigger than the others at the table. A few silvers glinted in the lamplight, too.  
 
    “He’s right, Karl, it ain’t been every hand,” one of the other players said. There were general murmurs of agreement. 
 
    “He’s a cheat.” Karl swayed on his feet and steadied himself against the table. “I know it.” 
 
    Twitch stared hard at the drunken man. “The c-cards have been what they’ve been. I’ve been l-lucky tonight, that’s all.” 
 
    The mayor joined the table. “See here, Karl. Let’s see if you’re right. I’ll play for you in the next round. I’ll use my own money, not yours. You watch him, I’ll watch him, and we’ll see how he plays.” He frowned at Twitch. “If he wins with us all watching close, then he’s probably honest. Fair enough?” 
 
    Karl considered the proposal, swaying as he thought. Then he nodded. Twitch’s mouth tightened, but he didn’t say anything. The mayor dealt the hand. The players placed their bets. The mayor kept his eyes on Twitch when they weren’t on his own cards, and Karl watched him and him alone. When the hand was over, Twitch had a pile bigger than he had before. 
 
    The mayor stood and pushed his chair in. “All right, the boy’s playing honest.” 
 
    “He ain’t!” Karl stood with such speed that he reeled into a nearby seat. “I know he ain’t!” 
 
    “Did you see him cheating?” Karl stood in sullen silence, and the mayor continued, “Neither did I. With both of us watching, he had no chance to cheat.” 
 
    “Of course I d-didn’t.” Twitch gathered up his winnings into a small sack. Not that time, Skate thought. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve lost my taste for the game t-tonight.” He winked at Skate when he went up the stairs.  
 
    Karl retreated to a corner and sulked. The mayor made his way back to the bar and sighed. The guards were coming down, cursing and laughing. “The roads ain’t safe as they should be. It’s been getting worse for years. If these scum think they got the numbers to attack armed caravans…” He slapped a fleshy hand on the bar. “The crown’s got to deal with ’em. Who else will?” 
 
    “You’ve soldiers here,” Pebble pointed out.  
 
    “Soldiers? No. We’ve got farmhands and their sons with half-rusted polearms and patchy leathers. Fine enough for holding walls and gates, but not soldiers. Nothing warlike.” 
 
    “They talk about war in the city,” Skate blurted out, remembering a conversation that she’d overheard in the coffee shop in Caribol. “Caribol, I mean. They say that war might be coming.” 
 
    “They may be right.” Sir Lorrum took a seat at the bar and doffed his cap. He put a finger through the hole in his coat mournfully before continuing. “If reports of closing off the roads to trade I heard in Caribol are true, the king will have no choice but to call the banners and march south against Galragad.” 
 
    “I don’t know about any roads and I don’t know about any wars,” the mayor said. “Were you able to get your goods secured?” he asked, turning to face Lorrum. 
 
    “Yes, thank you for your help,” Lorrum answered. “After talking with my captain, you should be able to join us tomorrow for the agreed-upon price.” 
 
    “Done and done. Good timing,” Lowfield boomed at the stairs as a pair of booted feet tramped their way into the common room. “You’ve a crowd tonight, you three. Might be you’ll be able to pull a few coins from these weary travelers.” 
 
    “So I see, good lord mayor.” The amicable voice made Skate spasm, knocking her empty plate into Pebble’s ledger as Carsen Tillby took the last step into the room. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    In which a departure is made in haste, a debt is left unpaid, and a farrier’s nephew is reprimanded. 
 
    Skate kept her head turned away from the stairwell. How can he be here? Carsen Tillby and his crew of miscreants had been in Caribol on the very day that Belamy fell and Skate, Twitch, Rattle, and Petre left the city. Carson’s team. Kibo. The self-taught wizard could have sped them along their way, somehow. Maybe he can fly, like Belamy could. That would be faster than horseback, she supposed. Birds don’t have to worry about ditches or bandits. 
 
    However they’d gotten here, the more pressing concern was how to avoid them. Amanda would surely recognize her, though Carsen might not. She had only been a face in the crowd the night she’d seen their mind-altering performance. The confrontation she’d had afterward had been with Kibo and Amanda alone. 
 
    “Where’d this company blow in from, anyway?” Tillby asked, flashing his gold-toothed smile. “Some merchants from the mountains taking advantage of the thaw?” 
 
    Lowfield and Tillby made their way to a nearby table, giving Skate an opportunity to take the stairway. The only people who passed her were caravan guards on the way down to eat and gamble. The swords at their hips clanged and rattled with each step. None took any note of her passing, too focused on joking, cursing, and boasting to notice a young girl. The dormitory was empty by the time she’d taken the last step, though the stink of sweat filled the room. There was no sign of Amanda or Kibo. Lucky me, she thought, bolting into her room and shutting the door behind her. Twitch had the lantern pulled close to count up his winnings. 
 
    “What’s wr-wrong?” Without waiting for a reply, he scooped his stacks into the pouch he’d pulled them from. 
 
    “Your storytellers are here.” She went to the bed and took out her books, hastily stuffing them into her bag. She went to the window and let it open wide. “Rattle!” she called. The sudden blast of cold seized her arms and legs up like a vise. 
 
    “Tillby’s h-here?” 
 
    Skate shook off the cold. “And it’s a good bet that he’s not alone. Heard the mayor talking about his ‘friends’ performing for people downstairs.” While she strapped the bag over her shoulder, a familiar clicking told her that Rattle was coming. She opened the bag and got the eyeball situated as comfortably as she could inside, and she shut the window. 
 
    “How are we g-g-gonna leave?” 
 
    “We’ll have to get Corrin to go tonight.” 
 
    Skate. She recognized Petre’s voice, and pulled him out of her pocket. “He won’t go,” Petre said, eyes darting. “Roads like this aren’t the safest at night in the best of times. Any stray debris could trip a horse, and you know there’s bandits in the area. Corrin’s not going to want to leave a warm inn at night to face brigands in the dark.” 
 
    Skate’s mouth tightened. “We’ll have to steal a horse.” 
 
    The eyes in the blue cloud narrowed. “Do you know how to ride a horse?” 
 
    “No,” she admitted. She shrugged at Twitch, who shook his head. “Is it hard?” 
 
    “If you don’t know what you’re doing, yes, it’s very hard,” Petre answered. “With an unfamiliar beast, in the dark, on a bandit-infested road, it’s asking for a disaster. In fact—” 
 
    She shushed him, her eyes wide. Heavy boots were tromping up the stairs. The owner went past their door, and another door opened and closed. Tillby’s baritone voice rumbled, but she couldn’t make out the words. She dropped the bag and crept up to the wall above her bed. There was a thin spot in the wood where she might have better luck. 
 
    “—enough time here anyway. No sense in taking chances with this lot. The leader of the caravan’s guard is an old lawman if I ever saw one. They killed some bandits on the way into town. Not the kind of audience we’re after, not any way you slice it.” 
 
    “C-can you hear?” To his credit, Twitch was whispering, but it was too much extra noise. She swatted at the air in his direction. 
 
    “—while it lasted,” another voice was saying. Got to be Amanda. “Kibo, can you get us out tonight?” 
 
    There was some muffled response, and Tillby barked out a laugh. “Good man. Get to it, then, and let’s be off.” There was some rummaging and scooting of furniture as the trio gathered their things. Skate took her ear from the wall. 
 
    “They’re leaving,” she whispered, “scared of the caravan.” She offered no further explanation, and she put her ear back to the thinnest part of the wall. Tillby was still talking. 
 
    “…money. And while I’m there, a lookout comes and says to him that there’s another group on the road, like as not to arrive in the morning. Best to be gone. Herzeschal will have plenty of pockets in need of less weight.” 
 
    Amanda groaned and said, “Not that again. We’ll stay no longer than we have to before moving on.” There was a bang as the windows opened. “We had enough trouble there the last time.” 
 
    “Too true.” Tillby laughed and continued, “All right, Kibo, down and away from here, if you please.” Kibo began chanting and muttering, and then there was silence in the room. Hoofbeats receded somewhere outside. Skate stepped down from the bed. 
 
    “They’re gone,” she said. 
 
    “Are you s-sure?” 
 
    “Go check. Kibo got them out through the window.” She pulled the bag off her shoulder and took a deep, steadying breath. “We’re safe.” She explained in better detail everything she’d heard. When she finished, Petre chuckled from inside his cloudy globe. 
 
    “Sounds like they’re jumpy after what happened in Caribol. These caravan guards wouldn’t care in the least to find out what they’d done there, so long as they didn’t pull the same trick on them. Why would they? They’re mercenaries, or else sworn swords to the merchant knight. Either way, they’re not lawmen.” 
 
    “I’m glad they’re scared and gone.” Skate pulled out one of the books from her bag and went to the small table where Twitch had been counting his winnings. The yellow spine was brown in the lamplight. “Hopefully it’s the last we’ll see of them. They’ll get to the capital before we do, and they don’t plan to stay long.” She set the book upright and open. “Good riddance,” she added, taking Petre back out into the open. 
 
    Twitch jingled his bag of money. “I g-guess as long as they’re n-n-not our problem, it’s good news.” He put the bag away in a flash when there was a light knock on the door. 
 
    Skate’s eyes darted to the window. Did they hear us when they left? She dismissed the idea almost immediately; Tillby’s bunch wouldn’t have gone out the window to return and knock politely on the door if they thought they were being watched. She put Petre away and pressed Rattle, who had flapped its body out of the bag for a peek, back down. Skate put an ear near the door and asked, “Who is it?” 
 
    “A friend,” a familiar voice, small and low, responded. Skate cracked the door open, finding herself staring directly into two blank black pools on a noseless face. “May I come in?” 
 
    Skate pulled the door open and stepped back to allow Pebble in. The dwarf woman took Skate’s abandoned chair. She waited for the door to close before saying, “I am thinking you are not merchants’ children. Is it so?” 
 
    “It’s not so. We’re of the Malthessiers of Herzeschal,” Skate said, but Pebble was shaking her head before she finished speaking. 
 
    “You are not, child. A Malthessier would never have paid what you paid here. I have had many a dealing with that family, and one thing they all have in common is a stinginess that borders on obsession. I have never seen a Malthessier pay for anything without haggling for it first. They take pride in it. One once told to me a story of an uncle who gave a copper blade coin to a beggar, only to demand the beggar give him a shaved coin back in exchange.” That strange flat mouth smiled briefly before the face dissolved back into a blank, doll-like mask. “Another thing they are not doing is eating with such desperation. You eat like those who have never been sure of a meal. I have met Malthessiers who were thin of frame, and I have met Malthessiers who were fat of belly. One thing I have never met is a Malthessier who is hungry. You are dressed well, but you are too rough of act and speech for Malthessier children. You have means, but not the graces that should attend. So I ask again: who are you?” 
 
    Skate said nothing. Twitch gingerly set his bag of copper blades down on his bed. He cleared his throat and asked, “Why do you w-want to know?” 
 
    The odd smile appeared and disappeared again. “Dwarves are curious by nature. Some of your kind are saying that we delve into what ought best be left alone. This is so, I have heard it, by and by. But it cannot be helped. When we find puzzles unsolved, we must address them and seek answers. I am thinking you humans are the same, if not quite so dedicated as us, yes?” She lowered her voice and leaned forward conspiratorially. “To say true, I had first thought you might be spies from the south, you see. But now I think not.” She leaned back and resumed speaking normally. “Spies would be better pretenders.” 
 
    Skate felt her face redden. “It’s worked okay so far.” 
 
    “To be sure. The mayor would not doubt such a tale, nor even would most people who have had dealings with Malthessiers. If you plan to be in the capital city, you must either become better actors, act an easier story, or keep to the unknowing for companionship.” She went to the door. “Do not think I have forgotten my question. You will not tell me who you are. Is it not so? So be it. I will enjoy solving the puzzle myself.” She gave another flash of her flat smile, and she was out the door. Skate shut it with a soft click. 
 
    Twitch slid off the bed and let Rattle out. The bat thing clicked a few times and flew out the window. While Skate was shutting it, Twitch asked, “What w-w-was that?” 
 
    “A dwarf,” Skate said, “who will be joining the caravan tomorrow.” She put Petre’s globe on the table. “Let’s do some reading.” 
 
    Time passed, and the moons rose higher in the window. Skate had finished a page when Petre asked her, “Do you know that dwarves must cover their eyes when they sleep? With cloth over their faces?” 
 
    “Is starlight too bright for them?” Skate asked, marking her place on the page. 
 
    “More than that. They can’t close their eyes. Dwarves don’t have eyelids.” 
 
    “What? You’re lying.” Skate thought of Pebble’s eyes. “Do they have to sleep with cloth over their face from the time they’re born?” 
 
    “No,” Petre said, “they’re born underground. Dwarven cities are said to be mostly dark places. Other than torches in areas for visitors and the fires from their forges, they live and work in darkness. They can see in lightless areas, and can stop seeing in the dark when they like. So they sleep with their eyes open without difficulty. Those who stay underground, anyway.” 
 
    “If you say so.” Skate wasn’t sure that Petre wasn’t playing a trick of some kind on her. “Listen, I had a question. What does this mean?” She sat up straighter and put her finger on the page, tracing her finger along the words. “‘No attempt to perform the simplest magic can be under…taken before the pr…practitioner is skilled at harnessing the spark.’ It doesn’t explain what that means, and it’s the second time it’s talked about a ‘spark.’ What is that?” 
 
    “Remember, you’re reading a translation from the Elvish texts. That word can be translated a few different ways, but one related to fire is as appropriate as any alternative could be.” Petre mumbled, searching for the right words. “It’s a kind of focused state that everyone enters into one way or the other. You already graze near a state of ‘spark’ when you read; it’s intense focus. Perfect focus. A wizard or witch who tries to cast spells without that focus will find that the magic is useless at best, dangerous at worst.” 
 
    Skate closed the book and leaned in closer to Petre. “How do I get mine to work?” 
 
    “The easiest way is to get that focus doing something else that you already know how to do. It can be anything that takes a lot of concentration, but that you know how to do intimately. Focused, but without having to think about it. Once you’re used to recognizing that feeling—your ‘spark’—you can start to harness it toward creating magic.” 
 
    “I can walk without thinking about it,” Skate said. 
 
    “You can eat pretty g-good, too,” Twitch piped in. Skate punched his arm. 
 
    “It needs to be something difficult,” Petre explained, ignoring Twitch entirely. “Something that you must set your mind to while also not being fully cognizant of every step you need to take before you take it. That is the ‘spark’ the elves wrote of. For me, when Belamy first introduced the concept, it was carving wood. He knew I enjoyed shaving away the wood until I was left with new shapes and recognizable forms, so he encouraged me to do that for an hour every day until I could isolate the feeling of unfocused focus. After a season of doing that and continuing my reading and studies, I cast my first spell.” His eyes bobbed back and forth in the blue fog. “Of course, it’s different for everyone. There is no set pace for learning magic. I don’t even know how normal my own experience was. Belamy said it was fast, and he would know, but…when I taught Alphetta, she grasped magic so readily that she cast a spell less than a month after finding her spark.” 
 
    If a season is fast, I won’t be able to do it for another year, at least. She felt disappointment at that, but she set that aside for the time being. “What was Alphetta’s trick to getting her spark?” 
 
    “Dancing. She was an exceptional dancer, and had spent hours of her childhood practicing dances from the lands of Eothros in the east. Most of our dancing requires a partner, but Kyth, Morel, Jundland, and Hystos each have many dances that can be performed by a single performer. She knew them all, and she was exquisite.” Petre’s eyes were no longer focused on anything in particular. “When she danced, I saw myself. Carving wood, you understand. Calm, fully intent on the act itself, but unaware of the body’s individual motions.” He snapped out of his reminiscence. “Do you have anything like that?” 
 
    “I don’t dance or carve anything. I…I can pick locks.” She felt embarrassed to say it, but it had been on her mind while Petre described what finding the spark felt like. 
 
    “Th-that’s true,” Twitch said. “It’s something I n-never g-g-got the hang of like you d-did.” 
 
    “Okay, but how am I supposed to practice that? Once I get a lock’s trick figured out, it’s done.”  
 
    “What if you had several of them to go between?” Petre asked. “Say, four or five locks that you could alternate between for practice?” 
 
    “Maybe.” I wouldn’t get bored with the exact same thing for a whole hour. There’d be new stuff to do as I go to each lock. “That might work.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Petre’s smile reached his eyes. “We’ll find a locksmith in the capital, and that can be something you work on each day until you can keep the spark alive outside of the locks.” Skate smiled back. Twitch returned to his own reading. The guards downstairs took up a jaunty drinking tune that Skate recognized from taverns back in Caribol. She returned to her reading amidst the off-key notes, and when she finally went to bed, her mind was on locks. 
 
    *** 
 
    The morning was cold and the blankets were warm. At some point in the night, the innkeeper or a servant had slipped into the room and put a heating pan beneath each bed. Skate was impressed; she’d never heard a sound. I must be more tired than I thought. The chill air made it a struggle to leave the bed. 
 
    Eventually, Skate and Twitch won their respective battles against coziness and packed all their belongings away. After loading everything into Corrin’s wagon, they broke their fast and went strolling around Lilypad. Near the middle of town, they found a frozen pond. 
 
    “I bet there’s f-frogs and lily pads here in the spring and s-s-summer.” Twitch’s breath came out in puffs of fog. “That’s p-probably where they got the name.” 
 
    “Right you are, lad,” a gruff voice called out behind them. The mayor was wearing the same heavy furs he’d worn the night before, with a blade strapped to his hip. He carried a walking stick. As the two joined the round man, Skate saw that the end of the stick was carved into the likeness of a frog. “Our grandfathers weren’t the most imaginative lot. Come the summertime, the night air is full of croaks and splashing and swarming bugs. They like the pond, too,” he said with a knowing wink, “and the frogs are glad of that each year, don’t you doubt. I could do for some fried frog legs.” He sighed. “There’ll be time for that later. Come along, the wagons are lining up. Your driver didn’t want you left behind.” 
 
    “He better not. He doesn’t get the rest of his money until we reach Herzeschal,” Skate said with a smile. They chatted on the way back about the weather (the mayor was confident that the ice would thaw again after the cold of night) and the frogs of summer. They parted ways when Lowfield went to discuss something with Sir Lorrum, who was in fine spirits. The carts and wagons were lining up to get out of the town, and Skate and Twitch found Corrin tapping his foot in his seat.  
 
    “Yer carriage awaits, young masters.” Unsaid was and it’s been waiting for a while. They climbed in and took up comfortable spots amongst the goods. While Skate was adjusting the boxes that formed the back of her seat, a call from the east caught her attention. Someone coming in from the same direction we did. She thought of Tillby’s remark about travelers coming in today. As the new arrivals made themselves known to the guards, Skate returned to her boxes. The wagon lurched, and Corrin took his place in line. She sat back and gave the new arrivals another glance. Panic shot through her like lightning. Those are the colors of the Guard. There was no mistaking the blue heraldry on the armored men’s tabards, even from this distance. Their leader was talking to the gatekeeper while the rest of the company filed in. 
 
    “Twitch,” she whispered, though it came out as more of a hiss because her throat was tightening up, “what is the Guard doing here?” The boy dropped the sack of flour he’d been preparing as a footstool and gawked at where she pointed. He shook his head, mouth agape and eyes wide. “We’re way outside the city, closer to the capital than not. They’ve got no reason to be here unless they’re hunting something. Or someone.” 
 
    Twitch shook his head again. “Why w-w-would they be after us? We’re nobody special.” It was Skate’s turn to shake her head. She didn’t have an answer for that. Perhaps she was being paranoid. Tillby’s crew had just blown through town, and they drew far more attention to themselves. Nevertheless, something told Skate the Guard had to be here for either her or Twitch. Had she been spotted talking to Belamy during the fight in the Baron’s district? Even if she had been, that would mean someone had tracked her through the city out on the road toward Herzeschal, and there were few enough who would bother with everything else that had been going on. 
 
    “Just sit down,” she said, picking her way over the goods toward the front of the cart to better talk to Corrin. She pushed a lumpy sack of potatoes over and tapped the driver on his shoulder. “This is it, right? We’re leaving?” 
 
    “Ayup.” Corrin stretched his legs out in front of the wagon. “The line’s moving, and they’re not checking anything at the gate.” Skate checked behind them; the Guards were fully in the town proper, making their way toward the frozen pond at the center. “Places like this don’t bother searching for contraband or smuggled goods. Not that I ever truck with such, you un’erstand, but I’m glad they keep the carts moving.” 
 
    “Listen, can you get further up in line?” 
 
    “Not yet, no. The gateway’s too narrow for more than one wagon to get through. Can’t break the line before that. Worry not, young miss,” he said with a chuckle and patting the air, “we’ll be off toward the capital quick enough.” 
 
    Skate sat down and waited. The Guardsmen were not alone. Another was with them, dressed in heavy furs and sporting jewelry on her neck that glinted in the morning sun. She and the leader of the Guardsmen were conferring at the pond, and both of them were surveying the town. The Guardsman noticed the wagons, and the woman peered in their direction as he pointed. 
 
    Skate got back up. “When we’re through the gate, try to get further up the column.” Corrin mumbled and hummed some tune she didn’t know. Skate scrambled over Corrin’s goods to Twitch. “Trouble,” she said. 
 
    Twitch was already tracking the Guardsmen making their way toward the wagons. “Yeah, t-trouble.” He glanced to the sky; Rattle would be up there somewhere, but not where it could be seen. If something were to happen, it’d be able to reach them quickly.  
 
    They were almost to the gate. Corrin had gotten in about halfway through the caravan; the Guardsmen and their guest were almost to the back of the line. The mayor had taken a seat next to the driver of the rear wagon and had struck up a conversation with the leader of the interlopers. Unlike the rest of the Guards, their leader wore no armor; his tabard hung loose over a red doublet and riding breeches. Instead of a helm, he wore a white-and-blue long tail-cap which hung about even with his shoulder-length hair. Skate couldn’t see his face; nor could she see the face of his companion in the furs.  
 
    Corrin’s wagon passed through the gate as the mayor gestured ahead at them. The captain of the Guard and the woman locked eyes with Skate, and Skate felt panic sink in her belly as recognition set in. 
 
    “Corrin, go!” The wagon hitched a bit as it picked up and turned out of the line, the tubby horse trotting ahead of the cart in front. “Twitchy,” she said, pointing a thumb behind them, “it’s Haman. Haman’s with the Guard!” Twitch’s bewilderment was plain, but she continued. “And he’s got Ossertine with him, Belamy’s friend. They’re after us.” They’re after me, she silently corrected herself. She struggled back up to the front of the wagon to talk to Corrin. “You’ve got to get ahead of the wagons, Corrin. Leave the caravan behind.” 
 
    “Young miss, I know you’re in a hurry to get to the capital, but—” 
 
    “Faster, Corrin! We’re in danger; someone is chasing us right now.” The driver blanched and snapped the reins again. The wagon picked up speed as the stocky horse pulled harder. Every bump in the road made riding in the wagon painful, but the other wagons were falling behind. Getting away is all that matters. 
 
    The Guards—Haman’s Guards—were crowding at the gate, but the row of wagons and carts kept moving forward, and there was no room for them to get through. They will, though. They won’t stay caught for long. Skate cupped her hand around her mouth and shouted to the sky, “Rattle!” She sat back down, watching the skies and the gate. The road took a turn, and Corrin passed the lead wagon of the caravan. Sir Lorrum shouted at them as they passed, confused, but Corrin paid him no mind. 
 
    “Now, young miss, what’s this all about?” Corrin turned his head, and fear was etched on his face like a mask. Sweat beaded on his forehead, despite the cold, and his heavy breaths billowed out in a fog with every word. “Who’s after us?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” The lie came easily, because she was thinking about the more important question: Why is Haman after us? Haman the Guard, for some reason. “But we’ve got help.” The tell-tale clicking of spindly legs and flapping of leathery wings announced Rattle’s arrival, audible over the din of the cart for all the effort it was putting in to keep up with Henry. It landed with a thump on the potato sack Skate had stepped over earlier, and Skate and Twitch screamed when the potatoes shouted in pain. Rattle stepped off, never taking its eye off the bag as whoever was inside it stirred. The hooded small head of Pebble poked out behind a small avalanche of rolling potatoes. 
 
    “What? Why are you in our cart?” Skate fumbled about for any improvised weapon she could find before she remembered that she had Belamy’s dagger. She gripped it tightly to her chest, sheathed. 
 
    Pebble extricated herself from the sack fully, spilling more spuds into the cart. “I told you I would find out who you were, yes?” Her blank black eyes met Skate’s own and she smiled her strange smile. “I knew you were not any merchants.” 
 
    Twitch stammered wordlessly before he managed to get something coherent out. “D-d-did you c-call the Guard on us?” 
 
    “What? No.” Pebble sat down on her former hiding place and rubbed the hem of her dress, sullied by potato dirt. “Is that who is sending you all aflurry?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Skate said, turning her attention back to the road behind. The rumble of the caravan was quieting with each passing yard, but there would be hoofbeats louder and louder soon enough. What will we do? “Guards that are chasing us. And you’re in our cart. Are they after you?”  
 
    “I am thinking you are feeling paranoid. If they are chasing your cart, it would stand to reason that they are most likely here for you.” Pebble turned and saw Rattle. She crouched down and grabbed at something in her boot. “What is this thing?” 
 
    Before Skate could respond, their pursuers rounded the corner. The tabards of the Guards whipped and rippled in the wind as they held on to their mounts’ reins. Ossertine was not far behind them. Haman, the apparent leader, leaned forward and his mount broke away from his companions, gaining quickly on the wagon. He was a cart’s length away when he shouted, never taking his hands from the reins or his eyes from his prey. 
 
    “Skate!” His voice was hard and commanding. “Stop the cart!” 
 
    Skate made no response other than to shake her head and scramble away from Haman and his white horse. Rattle was about to lift off toward the wizard when Skate touched its leg. “No, Rattle,” she said, edging past it, “don’t hurt him. Whatever he’s here for, I don’t want him hurt.” Unless he means to do us harm. She almost fell forward as the cart slowed. “Corrin, why are we slowing down?” 
 
    Corrin chuckled genially and said, “Why, young miss, a good friend wants to talk. There’s no sense in this breakneck tomfoolery, eh?” His voice was soft and detached, as if he were in dire need of sleep. Haman lowered a raised hand, and his white horse slowed to keep pace with the wagon.  
 
    “Corrin, snap out of it, you’re bewitched. He used magic on you.” 
 
    “Nonsense, young miss. He never would. Not my good friend…er…” He fumbled about for a name, then waved at the air distractedly. “Him. He wouldn’t do none of that.” 
 
    Haman got closer to the cart as it slowed. The other riders caught up, flanking the cart on either side, an unwanted honor guard on the road. Surrounded by snorting horses and armed men, Skate recognized none of the other Guards behind their helms, but the woman’s sneer was all too familiar. 
 
    “We’ve caught you at last.” Skate said nothing, and Ossertine frowned all the more. “You’ll pay for what you’ve done. Barrison Belamy was a great man, and I’ll see justice done for him.” Her horse was as white as Haman’s. No mud covered its legs, and if the exertion had troubled it, it showed no signs of distress. 
 
    “The Baron’s Guard will see to that, Lady Ossertine,” Haman said, pulling his own clean white horse around, placing himself between the witch and the cart.  
 
    “As you say,” Ossertine responded, “just so long as it is done. A head on a spike or the hangman’s noose, either one.” Noise in the cart caught her attention, and she frowned. “Rattle? What are you doing here?” 
 
    Haman stared at the spider-legged eyeball with a mixture of trepidation and curiosity. “You know this…thing?” 
 
    “He’s Belamy’s pet. His creation. She must have found some way to control him, some object that gives the owner control.” Her cheeks, already flushed from the cold and the ride, turned an even deeper shade of crimson as she glared at Skate. “Have you no shame? You’ll die as a thief deserves, I swear it.” 
 
    “She’ll be tried by the magistrate in the Baron’s court, Lady Ossertine.” 
 
    “Yes, I know that, Captain. That is the justice I seek.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Haman turned toward Skate and Twitch. “You’ll be coming with us, and our friend here will be on his way.” When neither Skate nor Twitch made to get out of the cart, Haman’s lips tightened. “Skate, we’ve ridden long and hard to catch up with you. My comrades are saddle-sore and tired. If we have to bind you both hand and foot, slung over a horse’s rump like a sack of onions to deliver you back to Caribol, we’ll do it.” 
 
    “Why? Why are you dressed like a Baron’s Guard? Why do you want to bring us back?” Skate wasn’t sure they’d be able to fight their way into the woods, even with Rattle’s help. And what will we do when we get there? It’ll be us against the wolves and bears. And worse. She thought of the red-fletched arrow. 
 
    “You dare—” 
 
    Haman spoke over Ossertine’s hiss. “You stand accused of conspiring to murder the wizard Barrison Belamy, and of the theft of his belongings. Twitch, you’re accused as an accomplice to these acts and must also face the magistrate.” 
 
    “I-I n-never… I mean, I t-t-tried to steal from him once, b-b-but—” Twitch was getting to the point that he couldn’t get anything out. 
 
    “We didn’t kill anyone. Belamy blew himself up to stop the—to end a fight.” If I don’t say “vampire,” I won’t have to think about it. The long fangs and eyes dancing with madness had found their way into enough of her nightmares without having to name the thing. 
 
    “Perhaps. Perhaps not. How did you pay your driver?” When Skate didn’t answer, Haman shrugged. “An investigation and trial before the magistrate will clarify it all. Come on. You can ride with me, or any of the other Guards as you prefer.” 
 
    “Ha! I knew it!” Pebble disentangled herself from the sacks and bags she’d burrowed back under. “You are not merchant children. You are on the run for breaking laws.” 
 
    Ossertine, nonplussed, scoffed. “And who are you?” 
 
    “An account keeper on her way to Herzeschal. These two were not what they seemed, and I was curious.” Pebble spoke as if that fact should explain everything. 
 
    “You’re a stowaway, is what you are,” Corrin said, turning to address the dwarf for the first time since she’d revealed herself.  
 
    “Nonsense. I will pay for passage. Unless you would rather I pay the caravan master and ride with them instead?” Corrin grumbled wordlessly, but turned back around. “I’m satisfied now. Best of luck, children. Safe travels to the capital after your trial.” 
 
    “They’ll be hanged after their trial.” Ossertine’s cheeks were flushed with anger and cold. 
 
    “I should hope not. A monstrous thought.” Pebble settled back down on a sack of potatoes. “Are we free to go on, then? The cold makes idle chatter a foolish prospect.” 
 
    “As soon as we have the children,” Haman said. 
 
    Skate saw the blades at the hips of the riders. She glowered at Haman and landed on the muddy road with a squelch as her boots sank into the wet ground. Twitch followed suit. “We could fight you, or run.” 
 
    “You’re outnumbered, unarmed, and faced with two magic users to boot. Even with…help,” Haman said, darting an eye at Rattle, “a fight will only end in the same result, but with more unnecessary injuries.” Skate winced; he wasn’t referring to the Guards being injured, she knew. “And running is pointless. You don’t have a horse, and if I could find you in a backwater like Lilypad that neither of us has ever been to before, what makes you think I couldn’t find you in these woods?” 
 
    Skate didn’t have an answer for that. The Guards stepped aside and Corrin flicked the reins to get Henry moving. Pebble watched impassively from the back of the cart, her blank black eyes revealing nothing. “Come on,” Haman said, turning his clean white horse around, “it’ll take half a week to get back to Caribol, and we’ve got plenty of daylight left.”  
 
    “I want them chained,” Ossertine said, pointing at Skate. “I want them bound from here to the magistrate’s court.” 
 
    “That won’t be necessary, Lady Ossertine. They have nowhere to go, and they know they’ll be caught immediately if they do anything foolish. It will be easier going if they have use of their hands and feet.” He offered a hand to Skate. “You’ll be with me, Skate. Bart, grab Twitch.” 
 
    “Bart?” Skate wrinkled her nose at the Guard in confusion. “Bleary-Eyes?” 
 
    He gave her a friendly yellowing smile. “Hullo, girl.” He picked up Twitch with one hand. “You ever rode a horse, boy?” 
 
    Twitch crinkled his nose at Bart’s breath. “N-n-no, and I can’t believe you h-h-have, either.” 
 
    “Ha! My dad was a stablemaster and my uncle was a farrier. At your age, I’d ridden and cared for more horses than I could count.” He pulled a flask off his hip and took a swig. 
 
    “Bart, our good sergeant doesn’t want you drinking on duty anymore.” Haman sounded annoyed and tired. 
 
    “Aw, it’s barely more’n water, this stuff, Ham—Captain, honest.” 
 
    Haman rolled his eyes and turned his attention back to Skate. “Up you go, unless you’d rather march through the muck for miles.” Seeing no other choice, she took his hand. He settled her in front of him. The saddle was comfortable and cushioned. “Will that creature be able to travel with us? It may need to stay back for the sake of the horses.” 
 
    “I think so,” she said. Bart is a Guard, too? Is this some sort of trick? “Rattle, go on up. Stay close.” Rattle clicked its legs and flapped upward. 
 
    They set off back toward Lilypad. The rest of the caravan went by, and other than a few curious glances, no one said anything. Even the mayor only frowned at their passing. When they were in the village, Skate nudged Haman. She spoke in a whisper, so as not to catch Ossertine’s attention. 
 
    “Haman, what is going on?” 
 
    Haman said nothing, but he raised a hand and coughed into it.  
 
    You’re under arrest, of course. The voice entered her head and she sat bolt upright. It was definitely Haman’s voice.  
 
    “How?” 
 
    Magic. You don’t have to talk out loud. Think of what you want to say, and I’ll hear it. 
 
    She could “hear” amusement in his words. Why are you dressed as a Guard? 
 
    As a member of the Baron’s Guard, it is expected of me to conduct official business while in uniform. 
 
    Skate chewed her lip. It’s not a trick? She had not meant to “send” that thought, but Haman’s response revealed that she would have to be careful. 
 
    It’s not a trick. Boss Marshall made a deal and added much-needed bodies to the Baron’s forces in exchange for pardons. The Ink fell to pieces with the removal of the Big Boss, and the Guard was happy to have informants to help gather the less savory and uncooperative members. Most of Boss Shade’s crew has managed to evade us; none of the old safe houses are occupied anymore. 
 
    As they rode and talked in this way, Haman filled Skate in on the rest of the goings-on when he had left the city: there had been fighting in the streets as the new rival gangs brawled with old Ink members and Guards alike, wealthy merchants had received threats veiled as offers of protection, and it was said that the Baron himself had fortified himself behind the walls of his mansion. Boss Marshall’s deal had earned him the hatred of all the Ink members who refused to take the same offer, and the word in the alleys was that Boss Shade had put a price on his head. 
 
    Skate mulled over that information. I can’t believe he’d do it. They hate us, and most of the crew’ve spent their lives running from them or fighting them. 
 
    A matter of survival, Skate. I have no love for the Guard, nor they for us. They don’t trust us, and the only reason I could leave the city to come fetch you is because Sergeant Marshall has some information on certain fellows among the Guard. Ossertine is wary of any deception or treachery. 
 
    “Are they going to kill me?” she whispered aloud. 
 
    “No,” Haman whispered back, “I’m going to break whatever enchantment that old monster put on you and clear your name.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    In which a horse is not fed, a lie is concocted, and a commotion is raised. 
 
    The sun was setting when they found a spacious enough clearing for camp. Bart and the other Guards—all Ink defectors—were setting up tents while Skate and Twitch sat around the fire Haman had started. Haman and Ossertine were near the road, talking quietly. They both dismounted; when both reached the ground, their clean white horses disappeared, saddles and all.  
 
    “Magic again,” Twitch said, huddling close to the flames. “We can’t do n-nothing against magic. R-r-regular people, we can run from easy enough. B-but not people l-like them.” 
 
    Haman made his way toward the fire. He was convinced that Belamy had put Skate under magical thrall, and would hear no objections or explanations to the contrary. I’ll check you over for magic when we make camp, he’d thought at her, to better understand what he’s done to you. 
 
    “He thinks he’s helping us,” she explained, wanting to get Twitch updated before their captor could interrupt. “He says Belamy—” 
 
    “Has y-you under a spell, yeah.” Twitch smirked at her, but there was no humor there. “B-Bart told me.” He did not meet her eyes. 
 
    “I’m not magicked, Twitch. I’m not!” Her shout got the attention of the Guards. When they saw that nothing was wrong, one of them muttered something, and they laughed as the tents went up. 
 
    “We’ll see,” Haman said as he got near the fire. He was carrying a log, which landed with a heavy thump by the campfire. He sat down on it and removed his long cap, shaking his hair loose and rubbing his forehead. His glasses reflected orange and yellow in the firelight. He took a deep breath and began muttering. When he opened his eyes, he scanned Skate over from head to toe. His eyes shimmered blue behind his rectangular lenses. “Nothing on your head or anywhere on you directly. You’ve got something in your coat and at your hip.” His azure gaze fell to her feet where her bag sat. “And in that. Several things in that. Show me.” 
 
    Skate pulled Ungor out of her hip pouch. Haman studied the sculpture and said, “Summoning Statue. Finely made, though a bit grotesque. Do you understand how it works?” 
 
    “Yeah. You call its name with a phrase and it turns into a bigger version of itself.” As Skate said this, a thought occurred to her. I could call him now. 
 
    “A very simplified description that’s missing a few details, but close enough. I take it you know the phrase for this one? Yes or no will do,” he added quickly, offering the statue back to her. “No sense bringing it out here. It might upset the horses.” 
 
    Skate swallowed hard and took the figurine back. “I know how. I brought him out when Kite tried to get me at Belamy’s place. He was bigger than I thought he’d be.” The statue felt damp in her hands, and she realized that was her own sweat. “A lot bigger.” 
 
    “I imagine that’s why Kite thought you could do magic. A clever bluff, that. And a frightful ally. You were wise not to bring it out to try to escape us; a skilled mage can force such an item to revert back to its smaller form with the right magic. Good for you in sizing us up and holding back.” 
 
    In truth, she’d forgotten she had the toad, but Haman’s version made her appear smarter. She was putting Ungor back into her pocket when a slender black cane rapped across her knuckles. Ungor fell onto the frosty ground. Skate glared hatefully at the witch, cradling her hand. 
 
    “That belongs to the war hero and scholar you murdered, thief.” Ossertine’s face mirrored Skate’s for venom. Skate opened her mouth to speak at the same time Twitch gave a shout of protest. Haman held out a hand to silence them both. 
 
    “Lady Ossertine, our investigation found half a dozen witnesses to Barrison Belamy’s death. None of these witnesses implicate Skate as the killer or accomplice to the killer. She was a bystander. A thief she assuredly is, but we don’t know that the old man’s end rests at her feet.” 
 
    “We shall see whether the magistrate agrees with you, Captain. Whatever your feelings on the matter, she should not be allowed to keep the pilfered belongings of the Iron Wind in her pockets. Give it to me.” Haman retrieved the figurine but did not put it in her outstretched hand. 
 
    “If you believe this is evidence of a crime, then I must confiscate it.” Haman opened his own hip pouch and tucked Ungor away, ignoring Ossertine’s scoff. “The one in your coat next, and then we’ll get to the pack.” 
 
    Skate frowned at Ossertine as she produced Petre’s glass prison, full of its characteristic blue smoke. She handed it to Haman and said, “Be careful.” 
 
    Haman peered at it as he had at Ungor. His shining eyes widened as the smoke faded. Petre’s eyes floated into view. “You are trapped in the ball?” Haman asked, turning the sphere in his hands. 
 
    “Yes. Lady Ossertine is wrong about Ungor, by the way. The toad. Skate didn’t steal it. She had Belamy’s permission to use it.” Petre was nervous; it reminded Skate of the night he’d introduced himself to her in Belamy’s library. 
 
    “Who are you?” Haman asked, continuing to examine the ball. 
 
    “Petre Hangman. Barrison Belamy was my caretaker. Whatever else Skate has done, she never stole from the man.” Petre turned to address Ossertine directly. “I know you care deeply for Barrison, and want his killer brought to justice, good lady. But that killer is not Skate.” Ossertine turned away in a huff, not deigning to reply. She stomped over to a tent and disappeared within. The Guards were finishing up their preparations and had another campfire going closer to the road. 
 
    Haman took out the figurine and returned it to Skate. “Her titled word versus yours, my friend,” he said to Petre, “but as far as I’m concerned, the title counts for nothing. I don’t even know you, and I’m inclined to take your word over hers. If she has a complaint about it, she can take it up with the sergeant upon our return to Caribol.” He sat up straighter and the blue vanished from behind his glasses. “Skate’s under no magical compulsion.” It wasn’t a question, but Petre answered anyway. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Haman closed his eyes. The sun had set, and the campfires cast orange lights and dancing shadows over the tents. When Haman opened his eyes again, he turned toward Skate. She felt like she was back in Boss Marshall’s office again. His face impassive, Haman gave Petre back. “Then perhaps you can explain to me what you’re doing.” 
 
    Skate glanced at Twitch, who continued avoiding her eyes, before she answered. Don’t mention bringing back Belamy, she thought. “Running.” 
 
    “From whom?” 
 
    “From everyone. The Ink, the Guard, Belamy’s friends. Everyone.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Skate shook her head in frustration. “A bunch of different reasons for all of them.” 
 
    “Start with the Ink.” Haman’s posture did not relax. 
 
    “I left,” Skate said; “you know that. You know no one leaves. And I was there when the Big Boss burned up. If anyone knew about that, they’d think I’d had something to do with it. That’s a mark I didn’t want on me.” She looked down at her boots, boots bought on Belamy’s generosity. “I didn’t think any of you would follow me if I left, though. Figured you’d have enough to deal with since the Big Boss was gone.” 
 
    Haman shuffled his feet on the wet ground. “The Guard?” 
 
    “They’d wanna know what happened. All this happened in the Baron’s, where it’s supposed to stay quiet. The people that lived there were gonna be mad, right? The Guard was gonna have to figure out what happened. They couldn’t ignore this like they did when stuff happens by the docks, or even in the Old Town. Without the Ink protecting me, it was only a matter of time before someone found out about me and that I’d been staying with Belamy.” She glared accusingly. “Didn’t think any of you would go and join them, though.” 
 
    Haman smirked. “New pages, new chapters.”  
 
    “Old ones, too, I bet. Is Kite running around in one of those ugly uniforms, beating up on his old crew? I bet he’s loving that.” 
 
    Haman’s face returned to his stoic expression. “I’m sure he would. But he’s not in the Guard. No one has seen Kite since your confrontation with the Big Boss.” He turned his head and spat into the dirt. “Go on. Why were you running from Belamy’s friends?” 
 
    “They knew who I was, and none of them liked me. It wouldn’t take Ossertine or Gherun long to point the finger at me for what Belamy did. They’re connected people, and they were gonna be out for my blood before sunrise. That one hated me more than the others,” Skate said, jerking a thumb toward Ossertine’s tent. “Didn’t like my manners, thought I was too low to be working for Belamy. Didn’t like that I was a thief, neither.” 
 
    “Nobody likes thieves, Skate. That’s why we—they have to watch out for each other.” Haman rubbed his head again. “You’re wrong, Skate. You don’t have a lot of reasons for running. You have one reason for running. The old man. The lich. You had to leave because Barrison Belamy was dead, and that fact was going to make a lot of people upset very quickly.” He sighed. “I knew that already, Skate. That’s why I was sure you were under some kind of compulsion, some demand that lingered on to do something on Belamy’s behalf in the event of his destruction. You’ve got no connections outside of Caribol, no family or friends outside of the city you could be running to. And here I find you making a break for the capital city, where that monster could have set some sort of trap for you to fall into, or else had sent you on some dark errand.” 
 
    Skate bristled. “Belamy wasn’t a monster.” 
 
    “No, he’s a kind old dead thing who sends children out for sweets deliveries and soft feathered bed inspections.” Haman shook his head. “You’re not running away, Skate. That’s obvious. Or you’re not only running away. I know that you know who runs Herzeschal. The real Herzeschal, the version of it that matters.” 
 
    The Claws. “I won’t have any business with them.” 
 
    “Everyone in the city has business with them, whether they know it or not, like everyone in Caribol had business with the Ink. They run vice and theft and information, and they’d note a wealthy pair of children riding in on the back of a turnip cart as easy as if you’d announced your arrival with a parade.” Haman poked her shoulder. “You’re too smart to think you’d be safe in Herzeschal. Both of you are. You know how dangerous it is for you to be there, and you were going anyway. Your tattoos would mark you for death as sure as sunrise. If you’re not going to give me the real reason you’re traveling, at least come up with a more convincing story.” He held up a hand to forestall her objections. “I don’t doubt that you were genuinely fearful. What I doubt is that this was your only motivation. If you were merely running away, you could’ve disappeared in Lilypad.” 
 
    Skate said nothing. What would it matter? She wasn’t going to tell him the whole truth, and he had already guessed as much as he could at it. She fidgeted with Ungor in her pouch for want of anything else to do. 
 
    “Have it your way.” Haman sounded resigned as he stood, cap in hand. “Whatever your reasons, it doesn’t matter. You’ll be back in Caribol soon enough, and after you’re found to have had nothing to do with Belamy’s death, you’ll be back under Sergeant Marshall’s protection. You can—” 
 
    There was a flash of silver and sparks. An arrow, sunk deep into the log underneath Haman with the red fletching visible, was quivering from the impact when Haman shouted, “Arms! We’re under attack!” He cast a spell that ended with a clap. A purple glow surrounded him before a small volley of arrows landed among them. One plunged into Haman’s chest—or it would have before dissolving into two, then three, then four copies and fading away. 
 
    Skate and Twitch were crouched down. Haman pointed to a tent. “Inside. Keep your toad handy.” He ran to the nearest Guards, who were being accosted by large men in hides wielding axes. The children half-ran, half-crawled to the tent, dragging their belongings with them. They fell through the flap in a jumble. 
 
    The inside was much more spacious than the simple exterior would suggest—impossibly so. They found themselves inside a cozy log cabin with a merrily crackling fire in the hearth. There was a soft bed in the corner next to a puffy chair and a magical white light under a shade on a side table. Skate set her bag on the table while Twitch did the same on the bed. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” Skate asked, worried about the healing bottle. I don’t know anything about it. I don’t know if it takes time to refill. Twitch patted himself down and shook his head. Skate took out Ungor and breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Why are th-th-they attacking? There’s no g-goods to steal.” Twitch was pacing back and forth, his tics jerking his head to the side with every other step. 
 
    “Maybe they want better armor. Maybe they want fewer people on the road with weapons.” Skate swallowed. “Maybe they just like killing. They’re bandits. Whatever they want is bad for us.” There were several thuds on the outside of the tent, followed by shouts. Twitch eyed the ceiling as if expecting the arrows to fall through the roof. They could, for all we know. 
 
    “Th-this might b-be our best chance to r-run,” Twitch said, chancing a look outside. 
 
    “Run where? You heard Haman. They’ll find us wherever we go.” The truth was that she didn’t want to go out into the arrows again. The thought of the red fletching made her shudder. “You think we’ll be able to lose them in Lilypad? Hide under the pond with the frogs?” 
 
    “No. We don’t have t-t-to worry about all of them. J-just Haman. That’s what he s-said. ‘I could find you.’ Not ‘we.’ N-not Ossertine. Haman.” Despite the danger outside, Twitch was pleased with himself. “If Haman m-meets an axe or arrow that c-can get through his m-magic, we’re clear.” 
 
    “Don’t be so sure,” Skate said. “He’s gotta be using magic to find us, right? Whatever magic he’s got, it’s a good bet Ossertine’s got it, too.” She didn’t like the idea of Haman dying being their only way out, but she mostly wanted to wipe the smug satisfaction off Twitch’s face. 
 
    She failed. “Nope. She n-needs Haman. Why else b-bring him along? Why b-bother with a b-buncha Guards that have to r-ride normal horses? That magicked-up horse w-was fast. I mean, f-flying’s something they can d-do, right? She c-c-coulda f-flown to us and put us in chains herself like she wanted for all that.” His grin was bigger than ever as he crossed his arms in satisfaction. 
 
    “I got news for you, Twitchy,” Skate said darkly. “If Haman dies, we’re dead. Ossertine knows where we were headed. She’ll follow the road, and she’ll catch us way before we can get lost in Herzeschal.” 
 
    Twitch stopped smiling. “But we c-can hide in the woods.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Surviving on what, dreams and smiles? I don’t know how to hunt and neither do you. Plus,” she said, waving at the flap and the shouting outside, “bandits. We’d be lucky to last a day.” She sat on the bed, clutching Ungor close. “Like it or not, we need Haman. If he dies, things get worse, not better.” Twitch sat down next to her. They both stared at their feet while the battle continued outside. 
 
    “C-can’t believe he’s a Guard.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s weird. I get why he did it, but—” 
 
    The sound of heavy footsteps approaching the door made them both leap off the bed. Skate set the statue down on the floor, ready to say the words, and Twitch pulled a knife out of his boot. When Haman stumbled through, neither of them relaxed; his side was red with blood. Rattle followed him in with clicking legs and flapping wings. He groaned and almost fell, but caught himself on the side table. He opened the drawer and pulled out a bottle of blue liquid. 
 
    “Haman!” Skate ran over to him to help get the bottle open. He pointed to the wound. She poured the liquid onto the red spot, and Haman suppressed a yell through clenched teeth. Mine doesn’t hurt when I use it, she thought as Haman slid down to the floor. 
 
    “We pushed them back, but I don’t think…I don’t think they’re gone,” Haman said, shaking his head. “There are more of them than there are of us. Ossertine’s chasing a few of them, but I need her back here to shore up defenses in case of another attack.” He took a deep, steadying breath. “There was something moving in the trees. I never saw it clearly. A shadow, movement at the corner of the eye. But it was there.” Haman began muttering and gesturing. When he finished his casting, the sound of hooves could be heard outside the tent flap. 
 
    “Never mind,” Haman said, tugging them both toward the exit, “you’re escaping, and worrying about shadows won’t help you do that.” 
 
    “Escaping?” Skate asked. She pulled her arm free with a side-glance at Haman’s magic horse, soft white in the night. “You said you were taking us back.” 
 
    “How can I, when you’ve been captured by the bandits and dragged back into the forest? Ossertine will be enraged to hear it, but we’ll follow your trail for days into the woods, and give up hope once the magic stops working altogether. We’ll all be very sad, and Ossertine will have to be content with your demise out on the dangerous road instead of at the headsman’s block.” 
 
    “N-nice one, Haman,” Twitch said, slapping the wizard’s arm and clambering onto the back of the horse. “This saddle’s n-nicer than Bart’s.” 
 
    “That’s because it’s not real, Twitch.” Haman winced and brought a hand to his side. Rattle patted Haman’s head and then scuttled into Skate’s backpack. Haman knelt down to eye level with Skate. “This is goodbye, I think. You’ll never be safe in Caribol. Even if you’re cleared by the magistrate, Ossertine will never accept it. If the law fails her, I don’t think she’d call that an end. Ride the horse straight to Herzeschal. It won’t get tired, it won’t trip, and it won’t stop until you tell it to. It should remain until the next sunset. At top speed, that should get you to the gates of the capital.” To Skate’s great surprise, he pulled her in for a hug. “I don’t know what you’re doing,” he whispered, “but I hope it works out for you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Not knowing what else to say, Skate went with, “I think you’re bleeding on me.” 
 
    “That’s the last thing you need,” Haman replied in all seriousness. He picked her up and put her in front of Twitch. He waved his hand and the blood disappeared from her coat. “Full speed. Don’t stop for travelers or hitchhikers.” He looked her over and clapped her shoulder. “Goodbye, dead thief. I’m sorry the bandits got you. You deserved better.” He gestured at the horse, and it changed to a dark gray color. Haman put the reins in her hands. “Hold on tight.” 
 
    “Haman, I don’t know how to ride a—” she yelped as the horse bolted to the road, jumping over logs and dodging tents to get there. It cut to the right once there, picking up blinding speed toward Lilypad.  
 
    Something ripped through the forest with a blinding flash of blue. Ossertine’s magic, Skate thought. It had not come from where Haman had been. Men screamed in the dark; whatever spell the witch had thrown, it was effective and painful. Her senses told her that something was watching her from that sudden brightness. Was that the frame of a man standing there, or was it the flash in the night playing tricks on her eyes? Another flash shot out in the dark, and there was no one there. Somewhere, a wolf took up a howl. Your imagination, she told herself. That reassurance did not calm her. 
 
    Twitch and Skate were both screaming. He was holding on to the saddle in front of Skate, screaming in terror right into her ear, and she could barely hear him for the wind carrying the sound away. For her part, Skate’s rough fingernails were digging into her palms as she held on to the reins for life itself. 
 
    It occurred to them both at roughly the same time that it was pointless to continue screaming. Whether she had run out of breath or the initial panic had worn off, Skate couldn’t be sure. She caught her breath, though she found it harder as the wind rushed past; she was feeling woozy. For some reason, this was incredibly funny. She laughed, great rolling gales of laughter into the night. Tears streamed down her face from the wind and the laughter and the cold. Twitch was laughing, too. 
 
    “Never rode a horse—before today!” His voice sounded distant, despite his being so close.  
 
    “I haven’t got to ride a real one yet!” she shouted back, and they laughed again. The dread of the shadow man was gone. 
 
    The night and the woods quieted them soon after. It didn’t take long to realize that carrying on any conversation was going to be more trouble than it was worth. The horse worked as promised: no slowing, no tripping. As the legs pumped away, it felt almost like flying through the air, the hooves barely touching the ground. If there were any impediments on the road, Skate never knew of them. The day’s travels were weighing on her. She felt her breaths coming heavier, and even though she had to force air into her lungs with every breath and the chill felt deep enough to kill, she felt herself starting to doze. 
 
    She was in Belamy’s house. The fire was crackling green and casting strange shadows in the corners. Belamy sat at the desk, writing in a notebook and tracing a finger across some tome. Half his face was missing, revealing the ghastly grin of a bare skull. The recognizable half was deep in concentration, unconcerned about the missing flesh. He was muttering to himself and occasionally clicking his tongue. Skate came closer. Each step was an explosion of sound in the silence of the room. She could hear what he was muttering upon getting in front of the desk.  
 
    “Killed…killed…all killed…killed me. Killed me.” His one red eye held Skate’s gaze. “You killed me, Skate.” 
 
    She backed away from the desk, but her legs felt like lead. “No,” she tried to say, but her mouth felt heavy, too. 
 
    Belamy stood, never taking his eyes from hers. “Skate.” 
 
    “No,” she shouted—or tried to, but her mouth wouldn’t form the word. All that came out was a groan.  
 
    “Skate,” Belamy said again, this time sounding younger and much more urgent. He reached his arm across the desk, an arm that cracked and twisted as it grew far too long. He grasped her shoulder and shook her vigorously. “Skate.” 
 
    “No, no, I didn’t—” 
 
    “Skate!” Twitch was shaking her shoulder and shouting. Ahead, the torches of the gateway of Lilypad sputtered and flickered in the light breeze of the night. “How long was I asleep?” she shouted over her shoulder. 
 
    “Dunno—not long!” The gate guards were hesitant. They didn’t block the way, but they were gripping their spears tightly as the horse barreled toward their town. The wooden walls were growing larger and larger with every second. “They—they’ll want us to stop!” Twitch yelled. 
 
    “No stops!” Full speed. Don’t stop. That’s what Haman had said. They’d have to take care of calls of nature on the roadside, she supposed, but stopping to chat with gate guards was the kind of thing Haman meant for them to avoid. The guards were shouting something, but Skate couldn’t hear over the wind. The horse and riders blew past the sentinels, causing one of the guards to dive out of the way. The magical horse charged on, blasting across the small town in a few blinks of the eye and out the other side. There was some commotion; shouts rang out into the night. Before long, the town was out of sight entirely, behind them for good. 
 
    Skate got Twitch’s attention. “Wrap your belt around us both,” she said, “and this time, you sleep. I’m going to be up for a while.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    In which a horse blinks, a snowflake falls, and a thief is caught. 
 
    They rode through the night, kept warm only by their coats and body heat. They alternated fitful bouts of sleep on horseback. When pinkish daylight threatened to wash over them at last, they took their first privy break. The horse was easy to command; pulling the reins and shouting “stop” had been sufficient, though the suddenness of its halting had almost sent the pair careening off its back. 
 
    “I think we passed the caravan last night,” Skate told Twitch as she returned from behind the bushes by the road. “I saw a bunch of fires out in the woods.” 
 
    “G-good,” Twitch said, trying and failing to get into the saddle. Skate went to help, but it was no use. Finally Twitch had the idea to tell the horse to kneel, which worked—with a running jump, they each vaulted onto its back with only minor difficulty. 
 
    “Thing’s f-f-fast,” Twitch remarked as they made their final adjustments. “Made a whole day’s r-ride in…I dunno, l-less than a day.” 
 
    Skate took the reins in hand. “Let’s hope Haman was right about getting to Herzeschal today. If we have to walk, we’re gonna get caught or killed. Ready?” 
 
    “Y-yeah, but if we stop again, m-maybe slow down first?” Twitch said, grabbing the pommel in front of Skate. 
 
    “Right. All right, uh, horse. Let’s go, fast as you can.” It bolted again, but this time, they were mostly ready for it. The forest was difficult to watch as they rode by in the daylight, dizzying brown and gray blurs blended with the dark greens of pines and firs. Between the speed and the biting wind, it was easier for Skate to keep her eyes closed than try to steer the creature. Sleep’s better than hunger, she thought, but shook her head when she thought of the dreams. Visions of half skulls and fire and sharp teeth had given her no real rest through the night. The hunger was insistent, as was the thirst; the water in their skins wasn’t frozen solid, but it was cold enough to feel like drinking fire and glass, so they’d abstained as much as possible. Twitch’s stomach growled. 
 
    So the day passed, uneventful save for a drop in temperature. Skate’s breath came out in puffs of fog. The horse, though it made sounds like a bellows at full gallop, produced no clouds of breath. Throughout the day, the forest gave way to open fields occasionally cordoned by waist-high walls. Carts, wagons, and other riders populated the road. The unreal horse had no trouble navigating around them on its way. Some houses dotted the countryside like huddled beetles in the fields of melting snow. The daylight was a dimming gray when Skate spotted a tower on a small hill. When they rounded the bluff, a city with high walls crowned a higher prominence on the horizon.  
 
    The city—it could only be Herzeschal—put Caribol to shame; it could contain two or three of the port city, slums and all. An expansive building dominated the skyline, towers and walkways visible high above the walls. She had never seen such a thing before in Caribol, but she had seen illustrations of buildings like it in Belamy’s library: a castle. 
 
    “Skate, l-look!” Twitch shouted. 
 
    “I see it! I’ve never seen anything like it!” 
 
    “N-no, the horse!” 
 
    Skate looked down and screamed. The horse was fading, then reappearing, becoming translucent, then almost solid again. Each reappearance was dimmer, each fade closer to nothing. Skate shouted at the horse to slow down, and it complied. Her command didn’t come soon enough, however; once the gallop had slowed to a trot, the horse blinked into nothingness, sending Skate and Twitch tumbling to the frosty road in a heap. Once they had disentangled themselves, they checked for broken bones and lost belongings. Miraculously, aside from some scrapes and what would certainly soon be deep purple bruises, neither was hurt, and their goods were safe. Rattle and Petre were also unharmed, though the latter was muttering some sarcastic quips about riding skill. 
 
    Once again, they paused to admire the view of the city. Aside from the impressive hill on which it was set, the surrounding lands were mostly flat, with only the gentlest rolls in the landscape. The city was beautiful from afar, with long red-and-black banners flapping from the castle’s turrets. If the sun was shining, I bet those walls would, too.  
 
    “Let’s g-get going,” Twitch said. “It’s a l-long way on foot.” 
 
    Skate laughed. “I don’t think I’ll get used to walking again.” They began their trek toward the city. The wagons and riders passed them in either direction, paying them no more mind than they would a broken wheel in the ditch.  
 
    “Smells like it’s g-g-gonna snow,” Twitch said as they passed a large frozen puddle. 
 
    “Of course,” Skate muttered, “now that we’ve got nothing to carry us.”  
 
    Twitch’s prediction proved true when a snowflake landed on Skate’s nose. The harbinger brought more as they walked. Despite the cold, the march made sweat bead on her forehead. She licked her dry lips, her tongue as rough as concrete on her skin. Rattle clicked sometimes, though whether that was from the motion of the moving backpack or its version of idle conversation, Skate couldn’t be sure. She took out Petre to check on him, but he cautioned her against taking him out again in public. 
 
    “A man in a glass ball raises questions,” he said from within his blue fog, “and the last thing we’ll need in the capital is inquisitive minds pointed our way.” She tucked him away and continued on through the falling snow, the icy ground ready to catch and keep it. 
 
    And so it was that Skate and Twitch arrived at the eastern gate of Herzeschal with dun mush on their boots, bellies empty, and reeking of sweat and mud. The sun was not quite down, but torches had already been lit at the gates. Other lanterns started glowing outside the gate. There were shacks and sheds, lean-tos and wide tents outside the walls. People huddled around fires, roasting meat and boiling kettles for stews, talking, singing, laughing, and cursing. The city is spilling out the gates. Like a squashed tomato, and these are the seeds. There were even a few proper buildings of stone and mortar and thatched roofs. Skate counted three of them. They all had signs, but she couldn’t make out the letters in the dim light or identify the images that might give a clue as to their names. Light spilled out of cracked doors into the road. 
 
    The portcullis was open when they approached. An armored guard, gripping a spear, put out a hand to stop them. Near him against the wall were two others at a table throwing dice. The guard was easy to see in the torchlight. Young, bored. Armed. Besides the spear, he also had a blade on one hip and a cudgel on the other. The links of his chained armor clinked as he stepped in front of them. 
 
    “State your name and your business in the king’s city.” He said the memorized words with disinterest. 
 
    “Dodonna and Vyman Malthessier. We…we were attacked on the road.” She allowed a squeak into her voice and took a shaking breath. “On the road from Caribol. Outside some town called Lilypad.” Pity crept onto the guard’s face. Gotcha. “They killed our guards, they took our trunks of clothes…” 
 
    Twitch picked up the act and put a comforting arm around his “sister.” When he spoke, his voice was low and distant, as if reliving painful memories. “It was horrible,” he said, trying to be strong. Skate buried her face in her hands and shook. “We’ve h-had to march the whole way since. No one w-would pick us up. ‘Too d-dangerous,’ they said. We even offered t-to pay them, b-but…” Twitch shook his head. “Those murdering b-bandits even killed my sister’s f-f-favorite horse.” 
 
    “Whirlwind,” Skate said, “her name was Whirlwind.” 
 
    “Please, we n-need to get back to our home. Our f-father w-will know what to do.” Twitch stepped forward, and the guard stepped aside. 
 
    “Of course. Do you need an escort?” 
 
    “No!” Skate and Twitch shouted at once.  
 
    “N-no,” Twitch said again, in calmer tones. “Thank you, but w-we know the way.” He pointed to the weapon in the guard’s hand. “Besides, it was a spear that—” 
 
    “Whirlwind…” Skate heaved dry sobs into her palms as Twitch led her gently through the gate. When they were out of earshot of the guardsman, Skate whispered to Twitch, “You smell like sweat and mud.” 
 
    Twitch gave her shoulder a rough squeeze. “S-same to you, sis. Quick thinking on the story, but ‘Whirlwind’? What w-was that?” 
 
    Skate stole a glance backward. The guard was back at the table with the others. She shrugged Twitch’s arm off of her. “If I ever have a horse, that’s what I want to name it. Always has been.” 
 
    “When are y-you gonna get a horse?” 
 
    “Shut up. I’ll make a magic one someday. Come on, let’s find an inn.” They were on a main road through the city, so it did not take them long to find a place to stay; Skate was proud to read out the letters etched in white paint on a hanging sign by the door: “The Silver Stone.” 
 
    The inside was warm and lit in yellows and oranges from the hearth and candles. A wrought metal chandelier hung above the middle of the room. A young man in a silk cap was reading aloud from a book in one corner to a small audience, while other patrons were scattered around the room eating meals, drinking from mugs, and puffing at pipes. The savory smell of the tobacco knocked Twitch’s stench out of Skate’s nose, however briefly. The same happened to Twitch, who announced through a yawn, “Good to be b-back in a city.” He went to the bar to take care of rooms and meals. Skate went over to the reader. He was young, and his voice was clear and pleasant. 
 
    “…past the point of diplomatic solutions. When the king sent an envoy, Beron Bridgegate, heir to Lord Berov Bridgegate, to treat with the court of Jero, he was kept as a hostage, and his horse was sent back with a courier carrying a note bearing the Jeroan royal seal. At this, the king grew wroth, and it was whispered at court that war was inevitable. Some said it was necessary.” 
 
    “What’s he reading?” Skate asked when the reader turned the page. 
 
    “A book about the Threeblade War,” said an old man puffing at a pipe.  
 
    “It’s titled Coin and Blood: A Report of the Loss of Albadon,” added a teenaged boy in a blue cloak. “It was written by the court wizard of Filtir—Galragad, in our tongue—to the south, translated by some witch.” 
 
    The reader continued. “Calls for decisive action went unheeded, and King Hamanell IV chose instead an economic riposte, escalating these already strained relations by imposing a punishing tax on all goods entering Galragad through the city of Albadon. This action served no purpose but to enrich the crown, anger Lady Staena Tulkis of Albadon (who was allowed to keep none of this tax; it was sent straight to the coffers of the royal family of Galragad), and further antagonize Jero, giving them a better excuse for war than they could have otherwise hoped for.”  
 
    Twitch tapped Skate on the shoulder, and Skate waved at him to wait.  
 
    “This ruinous decision would be the final nail in the coffin of the Thyferan dynasty, as King Hamanell’s line would be ended by rivals to the throne seeking a way out of a hopeless—and wholly unnecessary—conflict.” The reader leaned back and took a deep breath. “Thus ends chapter two of Archmagus Gwalin’s account of the Threeblade War. I will read the third tomorrow at the same time, if it please you all.” There were sounds of assent from the crowd, and each listener came forward to put a round copper coin on the corner of the reader’s table. Skate did the same. 
 
    “It sounds like this Gwalin was against the war from the start,” she said as she put the coin down. 
 
    “Difficult to say for certain.” The reader smiled and tapped the book. “You see, Gwalin served under Hamanell’s successor after the dynastic shift, and it was in the service of this new king—and family—that Gwalin wrote his treatise. How much of this was colored by his original feelings, and how much from a desire to please a new master? I wonder.” 
 
    “It’s said that Gwalin meant to serve the kingdom, not a king, with his work,” said the boy in the blue cloak, setting a silver helm on the table. The square shape of it, emblazoned with a helmet rather than swords, stood out among the circles as much as the silver color did among the copper. “The new dynasty was willing to receive his service.” 
 
    “They were indeed.” The reader’s face had brightened upon seeing the silver coin. “Many trappings of the old Thyferans were kept intact during the transition to the Burrsev family’s ascension. No doubt, they considered Gwalin one of the symbols of that old power worth keeping.” 
 
    “Pity Gwalin proved ineffective in the war itself,” the boy said. He smirked and left the table. The reader shrugged and scooped up his earnings while the old smoking man struggled to rise from his chair in a fit of coughing and cursing. 
 
    “P-paid for the room,” Twitch said. “They had a double. I got us some food, too. I’m g-gonna scarf down whatever they put in f-front of me and go to b-b-bed.” He sat at a nearby table and put his head down on it. 
 
    The reader was sympathetic. “Traveling, eh? At least you beat the snow.” 
 
    “Do you think it will last?” Skate asked. 
 
    “Who can say? Winter’s nearing its end, but that doesn’t mean we can’t have another blizzard to end the season. I believe I’ll also be eating some of whatever they put in front of me, as you said. Beg pardon.” The reader made his way to the counter, carrying the heavy book with him. Skate joined Twitch. 
 
    “I wonder if that was Belamy’s war,” she mused. “The Threeblade War.” 
 
    “M-maybe,” Twitch answered without raising his head. “I’ve heard of that one, s-so maybe it was recent.” He yawned into the table. “You should open up B-Belamy’s memories. You’d know s-stuff like that and also probably have a b-better idea of where we should be going.” 
 
    Skate grunted but didn’t say anything. In fact, the idea had occurred to her already, but she had put off looking into any of Belamy’s memories. She felt like she might have had a dozen good reasons to peek at each one, but without the wizard there, it felt invasive. Like stealing from a dead friend the only thing he has left. The food arrived then, a steamy bowl of meat-and-vegetable stew. It was warm, and after finishing it, the children both dragged themselves up the stairs with full bellies. 
 
    It did not take long for Twitch to pass out on his bed. After letting Rattle out for the night and closing the window behind it, Skate dressed for bed and took out the polished red gemstones, admiring them at the desk. Would you want me to look? One of the memories might have something useful in it. She picked one up—there was an image of a stack of books reflected within—and she brought the gem to her forehead, 
 
    thisisnotrightnotworking 
 
    Flashes of images and words jumbled together into her head all at once, first one way, then upside down, then backwards, tumbling and smashing into each other in a kaleidoscope of  
 
    diditwrongthis HURTS thishurtsno no nono 
 
    pain and shame and pride and talking, someone talking, and she was so young, so very young, and the sting on her cheek was a victory for herself over the 
 
    splittingmy HEAD is splitting nono nononono 
 
    She reeled back from the desk, and had enough time to slam the gemstone back into place on the velvet lining before her head fell onto the desk. She was on the beach, then. A familiar place in her mind, though she’d never been. Belamy was there, staring off into the sunset. He was whole. She knew instinctively that this was true, even without seeing his face. She went to him, her legs heavy with dreamy slowness and the sand sucking at her bare feet. She shouted to him, but no sound came out. He stood there, staring out at a dark shape on the water. He spoke, and even though he was yards away, his words were as clear as if he were standing right at her side. 
 
    “It’s coming, Alphetta.” His voice sounded sad. “I won’t be ready for it, and it’s coming.” He was crying; again, she couldn’t see his face, but the tears were clear in his voice. “The rupture grows in the sight of the dark tower, and I can do nothing to stop it. No one can.” 
 
    “I’m not Alphetta,” Skate said, holding out the small statuette with the sapphire shining bright. “See?” 
 
    Belamy turned to face her. Tears streamed down his face, pooling in the lines and creases of his weathered skin. “I know,” he said. “My Alphie is gone. But you must hurry all the same.” The tears hissed as they ran down his face. Behind him, on the horizon behind the dark shape in the sea, purple flames danced in the sky like lazy forks of lightning. They converged on a single point above the horizon. “Hurry,” he repeated, and clapped her on the shoulder. 
 
    She sat bolt upright. The street lamps threw an orange glow across the middle of the room. The window was open. That’s what woke me. She saw with alarm that Belamy’s gems were not in front of her where she’d been studying them. She bolted to the window to see a boy in a blue cloak step away from the wall below into a bank of shin-deep snow. He smirked at her from the street. It was the boy, the one who’d left a silver for the reader. 
 
    “You,” she said. Without thinking, she leapt from the window. She had time to both regret her hasty decision and take satisfaction in the terror on the thief’s face before she landed on him. 
 
    The landing winded her; they crumpled together in a flurry of fists and knees and snow and shouts. Her hand landed on polished wood. The jewelry box. She pulled it free at the same instant that the boy brought up a foot to push at her chest. She fell into the snow clutching the container to her while the boy leapt through the snow and darted around a corner. She struggled to her feet and gasped in pain; the fall had hurt her leg. I’ve got the jar upstairs. And I got this back. All that matters. She gripped the jewelry box tighter as a man in chain mail bearing some house’s standard on the tabard came running up to her. “Miss, what happened?” 
 
    It was only then that she realized that she had jumped out of the window nearly naked, wearing only a long shift she’d found in the drawer in her room. “I was attacked,” was all she said as she hobbled back to the door of the Silver Stone. 
 
    “You’re hurt.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Who was it?” The guard’s concern was clear, but Skate would have none of it. 
 
    She shook her head and stifled a gasp as she stepped up out of the snow onto the threshold of the inn. “No one. Just some thief.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    In which a bird is spotted, a bird is heard, and a bird is cornered.  
 
    Skate opened the door to the rented room to find that Twitch had heard none of what had transpired. His undisturbed rest served to darken her already foul mood. She had managed to shame the proprietor into half a refund in front of his guests on the way up for allowing her goods to be pilfered under his roof. She slammed the refunded coins down on the desk, but the noise served to make Twitch shift in his bed, nothing more. Skate sighed and fell into the chair at the desk. She dug out the bottle of healing magic from her pack. It felt heavier than it had after healing Sir Lorrum, but not much. She chanced some of it on her leg. The stabbing pain disappeared, but when she stood, an ache remained. Great. She didn’t want to risk pouring more, so after convincing herself that the remaining pain would ease soon, she sat back at the desk, too tired to go hunting for the thief but too active to rest. She pulled out the box of gems and opened the lid. All were present and accounted for. I won’t be trying that again. Something had gone horribly wrong with the magic when she’d tried to use it. Magic can yield marvels, she remembered Petre telling her, but all magic’s dangerous. 
 
    Not tonight, Skate thought with sudden surety, not when I’ve got something more pressing to take care of. Putting the chaotic mess and splitting headache from her mind, she pulled out Belamy’s crystal ball with its stand and the golden amplifier from her pack. She set the amplifier to spinning and concentrated on the glass. “The boy. Show me the boy in the blue cloak. The thief. The boy. Show me the boy in the blue cloak. The thief…” She continued on like this for a while, trying to remember what it felt like to concentrate on the glass, that flash of connection where her mind touched the magic. The room was cold, so she broke her concentration to wrap the blanket from her bed around her. With that distraction dealt with, Skate found the crystal more receptive. 
 
    The boy in blue faded into view. He stalked through the back alleys of the city with practiced ease, steering clear of large snow drifts and guard patrols. Landmarks. Statues, signs, anything. He didn’t stop to chat with anyone in the alleys, made no signs of recognition. He knows the streets but not the people. He stepped out from the shadows and strode confidently across a paved, clean road, his inquisitive eyes darting both ways down the street, his stride and stature self-assured. He placed a hand on a wrought-iron gate with the emblem of a sharp-featured fowl standing with a leg forward and wings wide. Gotcha, she thought right before the image went completely black. She lifted the ball to try to get a better view, but it was no use; the glass could have been a lump of coal for all that it revealed. The amplifier spun, but neither sight nor sound escaped the ball. 
 
    She broke her concentration then, and the ball became transparent once more. The golden trinket came to rest on its own shortly thereafter. A bird of prey on a gate. Shouldn’t be too hard to find. The snow meant she’d have time to go hunting for the thief; dream-Belamy had told her to hurry, but there was nothing she could do about the fresh inches of snow that had fallen so far. If it keeps up, we’ll be here a week. Maybe longer.  
 
    Exhaustion was threatening to take her under again, aching leg and all, but she needed to know one more thing before she fell asleep. She pulled Petre out of her coat. 
 
    “Skate? What happened? I thought I heard you talking earlier,” Petre asked. 
 
    “I’ll—explain in the morning,” she said through a yawn. “I need to know something. Did Belamy ever call Alphetta ‘Alphie’? Like a nickname?” 
 
    Pain flashed across Petre’s eyes, but he tried to hide it. “No, not that I know of. Why?” 
 
    Don’t bother him with your dreams. “No reason. I was—curious.” This yawn was more insistent than the previous had been. “Good night.” She stuffed him back into her coat, then placed the jewelry box, crystal ball, and amplifier in her pack, and wedged the pack next to her pillow. Tomorrow, we try to get out of the city. If not, we catch a thief. Part of her hoped they wouldn’t be able to travel; she needed an excuse to stretch her legs.  
 
    Her sleep was mercifully free of skulls, beaches, and ominous warnings. 
 
    *** 
 
    When Skate told Twitch about the events of the previous night on the way to their baths, he laughed aloud. “You’re l-lucky all you got was a hurt leg. That’s gotta be at least a t-ten-foot drop.” 
 
    “Fifteen.” She pointed to the men’s bath. “It might be our last bath for a while. And,” she said, leaning in closer, “even if we do have to stay a few days, I don’t want to stay here. A still target’s an easy target.” 
 
    She left him and found the girls’ bath unoccupied and the water pleasantly warm. Her leg felt relief as she scrubbed herself down with the nearby sponge. As she soaked in the sudsy water, her mind turned back to Haman. “Dead thief…” she muttered to herself as she dug in her ear. Hopefully they made it to Lilypad before the snows hit them. If Haman’s deception went as planned, they may have been caught in the woods instead. Trapped in the snowy forest with bandits and Ossertine. She shuddered despite the warmth. 
 
    She dried off and slipped on her shirt. When she passed the other baths, she shouted, “Vyman?” 
 
    “Y-yeah?” Twitch sounded nervous. 
 
    “Don’t bother getting a different room. This one will work.” The snows aren’t letting up, Blueboy knows we’re alert, and this place has a reader. 
 
    After they broke their fast on plain biscuits and bacon, they planned their day out. “We’ll leave Rattle to guard our things,” Skate said, wiping the crumbs from her mouth. “We can check the teamsters out near the gates, but I think we’re stuck here for a while.” A better use of their time, she argued, would be to find a mapmaker. “We need to know what’s ahead of us before we go anywhere.” So they spent the morning trudging through knee-deep snow in search of a map. They quickly learned from those they asked for directions that the proper term for a mapmaker was a “cartographer,” and the snows were threatening to bury them to their knees when they found their man. 
 
    “‘The finest…cartographer? in Jero,’” Skate read aloud haltingly from the letters on the window of the building they’d been directed to. 
 
    “Who d’you r-reckon decides that? D-do all the cartagoffers get together and decide which one’s the b-b-best?” Twitch knocked the snow off his boots near the door. 
 
    “I don’t care if he’s the best, so long as the map’s right.” After clearing her own boots off, Skate opened the door. The owner, a squat, hairy man with one eye, greeted them warmly, and was beaming by the time they were done explaining what they needed. 
 
    “Excellent news,” he said, opening a drawer and pulling out a large sheet full of markings, “I’ve got several of them already made up.” He rolled the sheet up and placed it into a metal tube. “The holder and map come out to a helm and a scept. Normally comes out to a full suit, but I’ll knock the copper off, ’cause you’re kids.” Twitch grudgingly handed the gold and silver over, and after turning down an offer to buy a map of the city itself, they were back out on the snowy streets. 
 
    “H-hope we bought s-something useful, and not a load of old r-rubbish.” 
 
    “We’ll find out soon enough.” Skate stopped in her tracks, and Twitch nearly bowled her over. She’d heard someone calling her name. 
 
    “Skate!” the voice cried again, sounding like the screech of some old woman. She turned and saw the source of the call: a great black bird, bigger than her arm, perched on the fence of a coffeehouse’s patio. It turned a beady black eye toward her, directly at her, and squawked her name again. “Skate, Skate!” 
 
    She approached it cautiously. As it got nearer, it stopped squawking and started digging at its leg. Skate saw a red string wrapped around it. 
 
    “I’ve heard of b-birds that can talk,” Twitch said, “b-but I thought they were just stories.” 
 
    “I guess not,” Skate said, peering at the red string. It was holding paper on the bird’s leg. The bird tilted its head, and there was a flash of blue amidst the reflective black in its eye. She reached out to untie the paper. As soon as it was loose, the bird gave a wordless squawk and took flight, disappearing over the rooftops. She unrolled the paper and found words on it. “Come on,” she said to Twitch, and they continued their trip to the room. No point trying to read this with snow coming up to my ears. Skate swatted away all of Twitch’s probing questions. “Not now,” she’d hiss at him each time. After five such shutdowns, he got the message.  
 
    Skate scanned the tables of the common room and shrugged; the reader wasn’t here yet. When Skate and Twitch were back in the room, they found Rattle leafing through a book with Petre, light washing over them through the open window. Skate unfurled the small note at the desk. Parts of the message had been smudged out; whether it was by her own hand or the result of being carried by a bird, Skate couldn’t tell. She read it aloud haltingly. 
 
      
 
    “Oss### knows. Returned from bandit hunt, met sha#### who i############ feared. Brief skirmish, O. fled SW b###########. Beware, and KEEP ######. 
 
    –H.” 
 
      
 
    Ossertine knows. “We can’t stay here.” 
 
    “N-no one’s gonna cart us out with the roads this bad.” Twitch scratched his head as he spoke. 
 
    “I don’t mean the city,” Skate said, stuffing the book and note away in her pack. “I mean this inn.”  
 
    “But you said—” 
 
    “I know what I said,” Skate replied, cutting him off, “but it’s the first inn we found after coming through the gate. If Ossertine can’t find us directly, where’s the obvious first place for her to go?”  
 
    Skate slung the bag over her shoulder and Rattle climbed in. “We need to disappear, and fast.” She scooped up Petre and stuffed him in a pocket over his indignant protests. “And thankfully, I know somewhere that looked pretty hard to get into. We need to find a place with a bird on the gate.” 
 
    Twitch gathered his own gear, double-checking that the money was secure. “What d’you s-suppose that b-bit at the start meant? ‘Sha,’ you said.” 
 
    Shadow. Skate shook her head. “Something bad. Something coming our way.” 
 
    They slipped out without speaking to the owner, who was preoccupied with some discussion with a local at the bar anyway. The word “war” was mentioned several times before they made it back outside. Having no inklings about the layout of the city, they were forced to resort to accosting passersby. Most were in no mood to deal with pestering children, choosing to either ignore them or insult them. Eventually, an amiable man in sable furs explained that any gates with crests on them were likely on the Prince’s Street, and gave them general directions. They thanked him and found the street in the late afternoon. 
 
    The name of the street was not too much of an exaggeration; the manses in the area were borne of wealth that neither of them had ever dared to dream of. 
 
    “Y-your thief lives here?” Twitch asked. Skate shared his incredulity, but shrugged and went up the street. Servants had been busy in the neighborhood clearing away snow, so the going was much easier here. The helpful man in black had been right; all of these mansions had gates, and almost all of them had some sort of sigil or figure somewhere on them, a menagerie of beasts, fruits, and tools painstakingly picked out on posts and handles as they passed. The lamplighters were at work by the time they found the bird with its claw raised. 
 
    The estate was modest compared to its neighbors, smaller and less ostentatious in every sense, with a small garden beyond the gate and no adjoining buildings. It was nevertheless large and luxurious enough to have served as the Baron’s home away from Caribol, and may even have surpassed the Baron’s home for ornamentation. Twitch shook his head and whistled. “So, what’ll we d-do?” 
 
    “Knock and introduce ourselves,” Skate replied, opening the gate. It came shut with a clang behind them. Skate pulled the cord for the bell. They didn’t have to wait long before the door opened a crack. Instead of having to look up into the eyes of the servant who greeted them, Skate was surprised to find a pair of blank black dots staring at her own eye level. A dwarf. His smooth, noseless face, despite being mostly featureless, conveyed a clear sense of mistrust. 
 
    “Can I help you?” His voice was small, but forceful, and his tone made it clear that helping them was not high on his list of priorities.  
 
    “Yes,” Skate said, “we’re here to see the master of the house.” 
 
    “He’s not in.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” Twitch said, “we don’t m-mind waiting.” 
 
    “May we come in?” Skate asked, preempting the dwarf’s retort. He scrunched his face up, and then let them by. He ushered them to a small den near the front door. He offered to get them both refreshment, which they accepted with thanks.  
 
    As soon as he stepped out of the room, the children got up to inspect the fixtures and decorations. Everything was either trimmed in gold or cleanest white. Marbling, floral patterns, or intricate geometric designs covered almost every surface. Nothing appeared false or carried an air of imitation. The wealth of the house was real, wherever it stemmed from. “You’d think we’d soiled the carpet and drapes for the look he gave us,” Skate muttered when they had both returned to their places. “Did you see his face when we said yes to the drinks? If we were milk, we’d have curdled.” 
 
    “B-based on our smell, he m-might think we already have,” Twitch said, giving himself an undignified sniff. “I don’t think one b-bath was enough.” Skate laughed right as the dwarf reappeared at the door carrying a tray. 
 
    “I’m afraid that the master will not be returning for many days.” He set the tray down and revealed some small pieces of bread next to coffee in porcelain cups. “He is away on matters of state.” 
 
    Blueboy’s dad works for the royal family. That’s interesting. “That’s too bad,” Skate said, taking an overly delicate sip of coffee. “However, we can’t talk to anyone about our business except the master of the house.” 
 
    “Or his f-family,” Twitch added, taking a healthier gulp of the dark brown drink.  
 
    “The young master is also out of the house.” 
 
    “But not with his father?” Skate asked pointedly. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Good,” Skate said, picking up a bit of the fluffy white bread and popping it into her mouth. “Werr wa’ heah for him, theh.” The bread stuck to her teeth. She washed it down with the coffee. “It’s good, this,” she said to Twitch with another piece of bread in her hand. 
 
    Color rose up in the dwarf’s smooth cheeks. His voice had become more strained than before when he managed to get words out. “Now, really, I must—” He was cut off by the sound of the front door opening. He darted into the hallway and said, “Young master, there are—” 
 
    “Oh good, you’ve got coffee going. I’ll have a cup, thank you, Urgannôn.” 
 
    “No, young master, I mean—” 
 
    “No, that’s not coffee?” 
 
    “Yes, it is, but—” 
 
    “Don’t be stingy, Urg. I’ll buy you more if it’s some private holding of yours.” The boy rounded the corner and stopped in surprise. “Oh, guests! Urgannôn, you should have told me. And whatever did you put them in here for? We’ve got…” He trailed off after seeing Skate. Recognition washed over him, and he stood agape. Skate tensed, expecting him to run from the room or leap through the door to attack her. Instead, he threw back his head and laughed. 
 
    “It’s you!” He pointed to both of them. “From the inn. Come on,” he said, beckoning them out of the room, “we’ll talk in the dining hall. Urg, bring their coffee in with us, won’t you? And what is that, bread? That won’t do—get some sweets, or at the very least, some sandwiches. Come now, you’ve better hospitality than this.” Skate and Twitch passed the very grumpy dwarf on the way through the hall. They followed the young master of the house into a spacious room lined with magical white lights under shades. A heavy wooden table dominated the center of the room, polished to such a sheen that it reflected the lights like glass. 
 
    “Come, sit,” the boy said, motioning to two heavy wooden chairs with the same polish as the table. In this light, the boy’s features were different. For one, he was older than either of them, though of a height with Twitch. He had also led a refined life; his face was smooth, with no mark of leanness. He was not plump, but he had never known hunger. He took his seat opposite them while Urgannôn placed the silver tray down with a firm clink and stood behind his master. 
 
    “I’ll return with…something sweet,” the dwarf said with a tone suggesting that poison would be more appropriate. 
 
    “Thank you, Urg,” the boy said, either not recognizing Urgannôn’s distaste or not caring about it. When the dwarf left, the young man said, “What did you tell him? How did you get in the door?” He was all smiles and genuine curiosity; there was no accusation in his tone. 
 
    “We, uh, said that we had to have words with the master of the house or his family.” The conversation had taken an unexpected turn, and it put Skate off-balance. 
 
    The boy laughed again. “Dressed as you are, he couldn’t turn you away. These are fine clothes, if a bit road-worn. You could be important messengers from the border, carrying state secrets in great haste. Ha!” He covered his mouth with his hand. “Forgive me. Well done, an excellent bluff.” 
 
    “Th-thanks,” Twitch said, sounding as confused as Skate felt. 
 
    The boy clapped his hand to his smooth forehead. “How rude of me! Introductions.” He stood up and bowed ever so slightly, sweeping an arm off to the side. “I am Parzival Gustin, third son of Thaddeus Gustin, of the House of Lain.” He stood straight and continued, “You’ve already met Urgannôn, my tutor, a wizard of some small skill—his own assessment, not mine. And you are?” 
 
    Not knowing what else to do, Skate and Twitch slowly stood next to their chairs. Twitch spoke first, bending into a strained bow in imitation of the young noble. “Vyman Malthessier, s-second son of…Bart Malthessier.” 
 
    Skate also bowed, with no more grace than Twitch had. “Dodonna Malthessier, second daughter of Bart Malthessier. Of the House Malthessier.” They both lingered beside their chairs, unsure how to proceed. Parzival returned to his seat, so both of them did the same. 
 
    “Where is your father? I know the Malthessiers have taken an interest in establishing themselves in Hethfeld, in the west.” Urgannôn set a second tray down next to the first, this one bearing more coffee and laden with small cakes with frosting. Gustin took the offered cup and pinched a cake delicately with his other hand. He smiled expectantly, though the smile did not reach his eyes. He knows. 
 
    “Yes, i-in the west. H-Hethfeld.” Twitch stole a glance at Skate after he answered. Skate shook her head. Parzival smiled wider. 
 
    “I’ve heard of Hethfeld,” Skate said with a sigh, “but it’s not in the west, is it?” 
 
    “Only if you travel farther west than anyone ever has before,” Parzival said with a chuckle, “all the way west, so to speak. It’s straight across the Weltering Sea, due east and south of Caribol.” 
 
    “You knew before your trick—” 
 
    “That you were lying? For a certainty. There were so many holes in your brief account that it would almost be easier to note the aspects of it that were believable. But let’s catalog the obvious falsehoods anyway.” He ticked off points on his fingers. “Malthessier’s not a house, it’s a merchant family with no standing amongst the nobility. Second sons are traditionally named after the fathers in the Malthessier family, so Bart’s second son would be a Bart as well. Your courtesies are, frankly, atrocious—graceless bowing from ‘Vyman’ and any bowing at all from ‘Dodonna’ are completely out of sorts for the Malthessiers, who pride themselves on educating their young in courtly manners, despite the aforementioned lack of titles. And naturally, any merchant family would know both the location of Hethfeld and that the Malthessiers trace their ancestry to that land. I did know well enough before I laid my trap, it’s true, but ‘Vyman’ sealed my suspicions. Tell me true: who are you?” When neither of them answered, Parzival clicked his tongue. “Come, don’t be shy. If I were going to have you arrested, it would have been done already.” 
 
    “You’d have us arrested?” Skate was on her feet before she realized it, pointing an accusatory finger at the boy. “The burglar of the Silver Stone Inn, having someone else arrested?” 
 
    If being confronted with his crime bothered him, Parzival showed no sign of it. “I assure you, the Silver Stone is not my most impressive theater. I do apologize, for what it’s worth; I had assumed that both of you were of highborn stock, or were at least children of some rich merchant.” He smiled and nodded at Skate. “I continued assuming so right up to the point that you jumped out of the window to catch me.” He leaned back and drummed his fingers on the table, amused. “In my experience, merchants’ daughters and those of noble stock don’t do that when they’ve been robbed. They scream for guards and raise a fuss. I don’t claim to know what they’d do in a scuffle, but I assume they wouldn’t think to bite.” He raised up his other hand. A small pink rash was faintly visible below his thumb. “As far as having you arrested goes, I’m afraid my grandfather wouldn’t have it any other way.” 
 
    “I don’t care who your grandfather is; no guard likes a thief.” Skate sat down and crossed her arms. 
 
    “Like it or not, they wouldn’t disobey orders.” Parzival took a careful bite from his cake, wiping the crumbs from the corner of his mouth. 
 
    Of course. “What, your dad has some job serving the king, and your grandfather’s in charge of the city’s soldiers?” 
 
    “Something like that.” Parzival popped the rest of the cake into his mouth. It took all of Skate’s self-control not to leap across the table. 
 
    “You’re a b-bully. A r-rich bully.” Twitch was suppressing his spasms as best he could, but Skate knew it was harder for him when he was angry. 
 
    Parzival’s smile faltered. Twitch had struck a nerve. “I try not to be. Truly. If I’d have known you were of low birth, I wouldn’t have dreamed of targeting you. I make a point of never taking from anyone who would be genuinely harmed by the loss.” 
 
    “Why?” Twitch and Skate asked at the same time. In the large room, the question reverberated several times before the rich young man answered. 
 
    “Because the highborn deserve it.” Parzival’s voice was low and his face was blank. “Every one of them. I have known lords and ladies too fat to leave their beds while commoners starve on their streets, young highborn cads and wastrels more concerned about seizing whatever next debauchery they can while stepping over bodies in the gutter, bodies they were sworn to protect by virtue of their station.” Skate thought of Ossertine, then. He sounds like Haman, or Boss Marshall. 
 
    “The merchants are no better,” he continued, his voice rising as he stood up and paced around the table, “lying and cheating whenever they can get away with it, stealing from people who do honest work in order to hoard every blade, helm, and scept they can get their claws on. And all of them, the wealthy and powerful, titled and untitled alike, all of them are after ever more. More power, more wealth, more land, more titles, more control over people they would sacrifice to their own hungers without hesitation.” 
 
    “Now, really, young master—” 
 
    “Don’t deny it, Urgannôn. You know the histories better than anyone in this room. How many assassinations has the royal line survived? How many noble families were eradicated to preserve the family? Come, tell us, why did the Threeblade War come to be called that?” 
 
    The dwarf shuffled on his feet. “The immediate cause of the war was a tax increase on imported flour, an increase that raised the price of bread by three copper blades. But you know that wasn’t the only cause.” 
 
    Parzival scoffed and said, “No, merely the cause most felt by the common man. And were any of the other reasons any better? A noble’s insulted pride, a disagreement about lines on maps? How many died for these lofty causes?” When Urgannôn raised his hands in defeat, Parzival answered his own question. “Thousands. Thousands butchered because enough highborn people convinced an old man on a tall chair to say the words. The nobility got their new lands, and the rich got wealthier while the bodies piled around their feet. Lunacy. This new war they’re plotting won’t be any different. Let them all lose whatever they take.” He retook his seat and straightened a lock of hair. He took a deep breath and said calmly, “That’s why. They deserve it.” 
 
    Skate and Twitch sat in stunned silence. Skate already felt much of the substance of the tirade slipping from her grasp. Finally, she managed to string a thought together. “But…you’re noble. Highborn, like they are.” 
 
    Parzival frowned. Urgannôn cleared his throat and said, “King Rajian of the high house of Lain founded the Kingdom of Jero five hundred years ago. His direct descendant, King Biram III, reigns from the Throne of Gold here in Herzeschal. Anyone of that house is named among royalty, not the nobility.” 
 
    Twitch stood up slowly. “So th-that m-means you’re a…prince?” 
 
    “Technically, though I’ll never sit on the throne. I’m the third son of the fifth son of the king. There are some dozen and a half in front of me in the succession.” Parzival stood and came around the table as Twitch fell to his knee. 
 
    Skate’s tongue was so dry she felt like she was going to choke on it. “I fought a prince?” 
 
    “You bit a prince, and you may even get away with it. All that’s required is to answer a question you’ve so far avoided: who are you?” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    In which a tale is told, a cook is mortified, and an angle is formed. 
 
    Skate took a deep breath and stood from her seat. She did not bow. “We’re thieves from Caribol.” She pressed on over Twitch’s sputtering. “We left because my teacher blew up, and he took our Big Boss down with him. We’re trying to find a way to bring him back. My teacher.” 
 
    Parzival’s face was dispassionate, blank. “Back?” 
 
    Skate steeled her nerves and said, “Yes. Back from the dead.” 
 
    Gustin said nothing at first. He took a deep breath through his nose and closed his eyes. The exhale was slow and deliberate. When he finished, his eyes snapped open and his mouth split into an exuberant grin. He turned to Urgannôn and said, “I told you, didn’t I? I told you they were interesting! I knew it, I knew it, I knew it.” He pulled the dwarf away from the wall, into which he had been doing his best to meld, and said, “Go on, check them out. Do your spell to see what magic they’ve got. You have some, don’t you? Of course you have. Go on, Urg, tell me what you see.” He stepped back from the dwarf, who gestured and said some words.  
 
    The dwarf examined them with much muttering and throat clearing, a blue tint to his black button eyes. “You were right, young master. They do have magic, and a considerable amount for two young self-admitted thieves.” Skate and Twitch showed them all they had, including the gems that Gustin had tried to steal. Urgannôn was most interested in Rattle and Petre, but Parzival was distracted by the crystal ball and amplifier. 
 
    “You found me with this?” he asked, poking the golden amplifier. “Urg, I thought we were protected here from this sort of thing.” 
 
    “We are, young master. You can be sure of that,” the dwarf said as he examined Rattle’s eyeball body. 
 
    “I found you before you got here. This,” Skate said, pointing to the ball, “stopped working when you went through the gate.” 
 
    “Marvelous.” The prince could not contain his glee. “Simply wonderful. And why did you come here? Why did you track me down? Revenge? Extortion?” 
 
    “W-we n-need a place t-to hide.” Twitch had gotten to his feet during Urgannôn’s examination, and had spent the time gawking at the prince. 
 
    “Ah, so it was extortion,” Parzival said. “You meant to threaten me with exposure unless I gave you shelter. Wouldn’t work—no one would take the word of a pair of thieves over that of a royal—but you weren’t to have known that.” 
 
    “Boss Marshall always said that ‘extortion’ was an ugly word. ‘Offering a service of discretion for a price,’ he called it,” said Skate in her best imitation of Boss Marshall’s gravelly baritone. This led to a brief description of the Ink and their defection from it. By the time they had finished explaining the criminal network and their former place in it, it was the prince who sat with his eyes wide and his mouth open. 
 
    “That settles it,” he announced with a clap, “you’ll be my guests, and you can tell me the rest over dinner.” 
 
    “Young master, I don’t think—” 
 
    “Oh, shush, Urg. You’re positively drooling over the prisoner and the…spider-bat. You want them here as much as I do.” 
 
    “Rattle can cook,” Skate added. Rattle clicked its legs together. 
 
    “It can cook? No, no,” Urgannôn said and closed his eyes, “what if they’re seen? Lords and ladies will want to know why they are here. Your family will want to know why they are here.” 
 
    “We c-can stay out of sight,” Twitch said. 
 
    “They can be foreign dignitaries or minor nobles from elsewhere in the kingdom,” Parzival suggested. “Royal words can paper over flaws in their stories.” 
 
    “And we won’t stay long—we only need to wait for the snows to melt,” Skate said. 
 
    Parzival’s face fell at that, but he quickly recovered to add, “There’s the family dealt with; Father and the rest won’t be getting home before the snows are gone.” 
 
    Urgannôn opened and closed his mouth, searching for words that would not come. Finally, he groaned, and Skate knew they had won. Skate, Twitch, and Parzival stayed in the dining hall while Urgannôn took Rattle down to the kitchens. “Lana won’t be happy about losing control of the kitchen, but I must see this thing at work,” he said on his way out the door while Rattle clicked and flapped behind him. 
 
    “I’m afraid we’ll mostly be serving ourselves what it cooks,” the prince said with an air of apology. “My family took almost all of the servants with them on their journey.” 
 
    “We’re u-used to eating without s-servants.” Twitch was eyeing the cakes on the serving tray. 
 
    Parzival smiled. “Of course you are,” he said, sliding the tray across to the boy. “Now, the story. I’ll have it all, as I’m sure it will more than pay for a few nights and meals under my father’s roof.” Twitch and Skate explained how each had come to be orphaned and used by the Ink, and they described their partnership on various jobs. When their recollection got to Belamy, the prince leaned forward with increased interest. 
 
    “This is the teacher?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Skate answered, nibbling on the last cake. 
 
    “He blew up?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re getting there,” she said. They did their best to explain his unliving situation, and Skate regaled them with the details of her burglaries on his behalf. “Ossertine’s who we’re hiding from. She thinks I killed my teacher, and won’t listen to us about it.” 
 
    “She did catch you stealing, yes?” Parzival said as Urgannôn and a servant with wide eyes and a complexion like curdled milk entered with a serving bowl and plates. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s working on dessert, a pie,” the dwarf said as the pair disappeared back through the door. 
 
    “She caught me returning what I stole,” Skate said, lifting the lid of the serving bowl and grinning. “I told you it can cook.” They spooned out the warm soup into bowls, and the story continued amidst the clatter of silver and porcelain. As they neared the end of the story of Belamy’s immolation, Skate talked less and let Twitch fill in the details as best he could. She didn’t want to talk about Belamy’s death. 
 
    “Wait,” Parzival interjected, “the leader of your gang was a vampire?” 
 
    “Y-yeah, and he knew who B-Belamy was.” Twitch got through the telling of the fire and their departure from the city with the most precious and useful of Belamy’s treasures, Rattle leading the way with its strange connection to the statue of Alphetta. By the time Lilypad was left behind a second time, Rattle’s dessert arrived with new bowls. The pie disappeared quickly as Skate rejoined the conversation to describe the second bandit attack. The two former Ink members ran out of story at the door of the Silver Stone Inn. 
 
    “That’s where we met you,” Skate said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. The prince offered a handkerchief.  
 
    “That’s good enough for me,” Parzival said, dabbing delicately at the corner of his mouth with a napkin produced from some other pocket. He pushed his half-full bowl of flaky pastry aside. “You must stay here until you are ready to leave. Have you tested the eyeball and statue again since you arrived?”  
 
    “Not yet. Between needing rest and being robbed, we haven’t had the chance.” Parzival tilted his head and chuckled in half-apology for his contribution to their troubles. Skate hadn’t even thought to try testing Rattle again. Whatever it points to might be in the capital. We may be closer than we thought. The idea that Belamy might have put whatever was necessary to bring him back this close was an enticing one, but Petre had indicated the lich’s rare absences from the house in the Old Town of Caribol were lengthy affairs lasting weeks at a time. “We’ll try it out when Rattle gets back in here.” She tried to keep the doubt out of her voice. “I want to know more about our host, though. Does your family feel the same way you do about nobles and merchants?” 
 
    Parzival scoffed. “Hardly. Father loves to drone on and on about the family’s honor, and royal privileges, and the ‘proper order of things.’ That last bit has been a particular favorite of his of late. My brothers and sisters have fallen in lockstep with his views, so I’ve had no one to confide in save Urgannôn, and he thinks I’m half-mad. Though, as I love to remind him, if that’s true, he has no one to blame but himself for teaching me history. No, my family has no part in my political opinions and no knowledge of them. As far as they know, I’m a loyal royalist.” He aimlessly dragged his spoon across a bare spot on the table. “They probably hate the merchants as much as I do,” he mused, more to himself than Skate, “but for…pettier reasons.” 
 
    “D-do you know if anyone thinks l-l-like you?” Twitch asked, scooping out the last remnants of his own pie. 
 
    “Father has talked before of ‘troublemakers’ at the Academy in Revel. Do you know it? To the west, the last city in Jero before you reach the Ridge of Teeth. He’s never been specific, but if there’s to be thinkers like me, who know the histories and see the senselessness of it all, they’d be there. Grandfather keeps spies aplenty in Revel, so there’s never been any direct or open trouble. Yet.” He got to his feet when Urgannôn returned with Rattle clicking happily behind him. “Urg, go fetch your compass. We need to test something.” 
 
    “Yes, young master.” The dwarf’s features were hard to read, but Skate thought she was starting to recognize curiosity as a tightening of his mouth. “It may take some time; it’s behind some of my alchemical tools.” He left, muttering to himself.  
 
    “Compass? That thing sailors use?” Skate had never seen one, but the sailors at the docks of Caribol talked about them. 
 
    “Yes. We need to know exactly which way your flapping friend starts to go when you test it out again. Urgannôn’s compass is one of the most precise in the world, to hear him tell it, the type kept aboard flagships that kings show off to one another.” 
 
    “Thanks for the food, Rattle,” Skate said. It floated over and patted her head. “We need to see where to go next, okay?” It clicked its approval. “I hope you didn’t scare the cook too bad.” 
 
    “She was terrified,” Urgannôn said, slightly out of breath as he carried a large wooden block the size of a watermelon to the table. “Even after I assured her it would do her no harm, it took a remarkable amount of restraint to keep her voice and hands steady. Thankfully, Lana is nothing if not professional. Threats against my person aside for bringing it into her kitchen, of course.”  
 
    The device was a hollowed-out polished construction of wood full of water. Atop the water floated a disk with letters on it. As they watched, the disk gradually came to rest as the water stopped splashing beneath it. The disk stalled and then turned with painstaking slowness to rest again. Urgannôn was satisfied. “It is ready, young master. Whatever your test is, feel free to begin.” Skate pulled Alphetta’s statuette out of her pack. As expected, Rattle stopped all motion and stared at the blue light. When Skate touched its eye with the statuette, it turned and flapped away. 
 
    “There,” Parzival said, shaking Urgannôn’s shoulder, “what direction is that?” 
 
    The dwarf examined the compass. “South by southeast. Almost exactly.” 
 
    “Rattle,” Skate called, and put away the statuette. Rattle shook its legs and came back to them. “What’s south by southeast of here?” 
 
    “Hills. After that, the Whale Bones, a mountain range. Beyond lies Galragad.” Urgannôn grimaced. “If either is your destination, you had best give up, whatever your goal. If it comes to war between Galragad and Jero, no traveler can be sure of safety, especially foreign interlopers.” 
 
    “We don’t have anything to do with that,” Skate said. 
 
    “No army will care,” the dwarf replied. “You’ll be caught. If you’re very lucky, they’ll bring you to whatever lord or magistrate is nearby before they hang you. More likely, they’ll run you through on the spot.”  
 
    The prince said nothing, but stared at the table in disgust. 
 
    “Wait,” Skate said, pulling the metal tube out of her pack and taking the cap off. She stood on a chair and unrolled the paper; the corners kept curling back up, so they weighted it down with bowls and Petre. The paper had dots and curving lines, with pointy triangles in rows. The dots all had words near them. Some of the lines did, but not all. Across the top in straight, unadorned letters were some words: The Southern Regions of Jero. Smaller text below read and the Northern Border of Galragad. “If we followed Rattle’s path, what would we run into?” 
 
    Urgannôn stood on a chair, and Parzival rose to read the map for them. “Let’s see,” the prince said, placing a finger carefully near the top of all the markings, below the title. His finger landed on a five-pointed star within a circle. Next to the finger, Skate saw the letters “schal” uncovered. “Here we are. This is Jyskal’s Road,” he continued, tracing the line from the star down and left. “Named after my ancestor, who ordered it built. Rajian’s grandson, if memory serves. It goes all the way down to Albadon.” The line passed through black dots, veered around some triangles, and went through a black dot labeled Albadon, itself flanked by triangles to the left and right. “However,” Parzival continued, returning to Herzeschal, “your flying thing’s path went this way.” He drew a straight line down and very slightly right. It passed through blank space and several unmarked black lines, through a patch of straight fuzzy lines (Black Forest) before it hit the line of triangles two-thirds of the way down the page (The Whale Bones). “Nothing much of note that way, and no major roads to get you there. Some swine trails, perhaps. Do you have any reason to think the Bones to be your destination?”  
 
    “I’m not sure.” Skate didn’t remember Belamy giving specifics about that. “He said it was to the south, I think. The fighting he did.”  
 
    The triangles of the map stared up at Skate. Her original plan had been to keep going south, which she supposed would mean taking Jyskal’s Road toward Albadon. But if Rattle was pointing the way to the open country before the mountains, that might need to be the new target. 
 
    “If you’re going to continue on your journey,” said Parzival, “you’ve got a decision to make. Southwest or southeast? Albadon or the open hills?” 
 
    “If you had a compass, you could discover the correct course of action with a relatively short journey.” All eyes turned to Urgannôn, who was surprised to find himself the center of attention. He pointed to the black dot closest to Herzeschal on Jyskal’s Road. “The town of Sunrise is fifty miles from Herzeschal. If you were to go there and activate your contraption, you could find the intersection.” 
 
    “Intersection?” Skate was lost, and Twitch was no help, but the prince and Petre nodded along. 
 
    “Of course, Urg, well done.” 
 
    “Yes, that would point you in the right direction.” 
 
    “See here,” the prince said, pulling an unused knife to the map and laying it down to stretch along Rattle’s path. “This is the way it’s trying to go, more or less, right?” 
 
    Skate, not sure how reading maps worked, said, “If you say so.” 
 
    The prince picked up another knife. “If you were to travel to a distant enough location—say, fifty miles to Sunrise—you could do that trick again to see which way Rattle turns. Trace the line on this map, and if they intersect at the hills before the Bones…” He laid the knife across the other and said, “Then you’ve got your destination. If not…” He turned the second knife so that they no longer touched. “You may need a bigger map.” 
 
    Urgannôn added, “Triangulation. The elves found—” 
 
    “B-but if we go t-to Sunrise,” Twitch said, interrupting the dwarf, “and Rattle points t-to the mountains again, that means we w-went the wrong way.” He pointed to the map as he spoke. “We’d have to turn around.” 
 
    “True enough,” Parzival said, “but the same is true if we went the other way and it didn’t fly toward the castle.” Stunned silence met that declaration, to the prince’s confusion. “What, have I said something silly that I haven’t realized?” 
 
    “You said ‘we.’ Like you’d be traveling too,” Skate said with polite confusion. 
 
    “Yes. Naturally, we’re going with you.” As the prince finished speaking, everyone else spoke at once. 
 
    “Young master, I don’t—” 
 
    “P-pretty handy to have—” 
 
    “It’s none of your—” 
 
    The prince silenced them all with an upraised hand. “I’m afraid this is not up for debate. You will stay here as my guests until the weather allows us to leave the city. Then Urgannôn and I will accompany you on your journey with…oh, let’s say ten to twenty house guards. Father took all of our personal garrison, but my cousins won’t miss a score of armored men.” 
 
    Urgannôn sputtered before finally forming a coherent sentence. “Young master, I really must protest. We cannot go gallivanting across the kingdom with a pair of common street thieves—pardon, no offense intended,” he added hastily. 
 
    “We’re pretty good street thieves. Better than common, I’d say,” Skate said, nudging Twitch, who laughed. 
 
    The tutor was undeterred. “Nevertheless,” he continued, “we cannot leave. Your grandsire will object.” 
 
    “Will he?” The prince looked away. “These two need us, Urg.” 
 
    “We do?” Skate said, and she grunted when Twitch elbowed her in the ribs. 
 
    “A royal could b-be useful,” he muttered. 
 
    “Of course you do,” the prince answered over Twitch’s interruption. “Can you read a map? Use a compass? Say a word and show a ring to get every lord and officer to do whatever you say instead of holding you up at every turn?” He presented the ring in question, a gold band with the familiar bird sigil etched into it, before replacing it on his finger. “And, Urg, you know they won’t be able to find a compass like this, let alone pay for it. Not one that can make the delicate measurements they need.” 
 
    “Young master,” the dwarf said patiently, “I do not deny that you could ease their way. But I was not carved from stone yesterday. Let us not pretend that any of these reasons are why you want to go.” 
 
    The prince’s lips tightened. “I said it’s not up for debate.” 
 
    “Young master…” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” Parzival’s eyes were wide in fury. “So what if you’re right? The reason I want to go is that I’m bored. I hate this house, I hate this city. I have no prospects in my future, nothing worthwhile to anticipate but whatever vapid marriage my uncles, father, and grandfather choose for me. If I have to attend one more of Cousin Purtifoy’s interminable masquerades and endure another clumsy flirtatious proposition, it may kill me.” He knelt down and took the dwarf’s hand in his own, his face softening and his voice calming. “This is my chance to do something worthwhile, Urgannôn. Something with more impact than taking baubles and trinkets from nobles and merchants to sell for alms. These are subjects who need help, who need my help. Is it so bad that I happen to also want to help them?” 
 
    Urgannôn smiled like Pebble had smiled. “No. No, it is not bad, my prince.” 
 
    “I have always told you that the only times the endless histories of knights and nobles have filled me with anything other than disgust or rage have been those of heroics on behalf of the common people. Sir Kevon the Just. Lord Clerval Ossertine. Gathwaine the Blessed of Bridgewater. You cannot expect me to ignore the one opportunity of my life to make a real change. A peasant girl wants to bring back her teacher, himself a hero of old. Don’t deny me that quest. Please, Urgannôn.” 
 
    The dwarf’s black-button eyes were shinier and more reflective than usual. “You have always been different.” He took a heavy breath. “From your siblings, from your father. I taught each of them in turn. None of them are like you. Alchemy suggests it must be your mother in you—a part of one mingles with another, but some traits remain. I never knew a more compassionate human.” He brought a sleeve to his eyes and wiped them delicately. “Very well, young master. I hear and obey. On one condition,” he said, bringing a finger up before the prince’s surprised face. “You mustn’t order the children to accept us. If you are to do this on their behalf, it must be by their leave.” 
 
    Off-balance, Parzival stood and turned to face Skate and Twitch. “Yes, of course. May we aid you on your journey, Skate and Twitch of Caribol?” He ended his question with a slight bow. 
 
    Twitch’s words echoed in Skate’s head. A royal could be useful. They needed a compass, and having the royal seal open doors and gates at every turn would make the trip easier no matter which way they went. He’s trying to help, she told herself. “Yes, we’ll gladly have you, Your…Princeness.” 
 
    “It would be ‘Highness’ or ‘Greatness.’ We’ll work on it,” Parzival said, beaming as he rose from his bow. “I don’t care, but the perfumed and powdered bores we’ll be lodging with along the way would start asking unwelcome questions if they heard you calling me Parzival. Right, then!” The prince was bursting with energy. The toes of his fine leather boots tapped on the polished stone as he talked. “We’ve much to do, Urgannôn. You start packing what we’ll need—clothes, books, tools, and so on. Pack whatever of your powders and leaves might be useful. I’ll go see Cousin Andrew about taking charge of the Hall until Father returns. He’ll jump at the chance to get away from Andranna—you know how much they despise one another. I’ll also need to see Sir Cendrik about our honor guard. And I’ll borrow one of Andrew’s runners to deliver a message to Lord Hestain about Lilypad’s bandit problem. The letter’s most urgent, so I’ll start there.” Turning to face Skate and Twitch, he took their hands and grinned wider than ever. “I’m sorry I haven’t given you a proper tour. Please, make yourself at home in any of the unoccupied bedrooms. Oh,” he said with widening eyes and an even wider grin, “Hector would have a fit, an absolute slavering fit if he knew—well, never mind that. Make yourselves at home. We’ll have three meals and coffee each day, and leave as soon as the snows melt. You’ll be safe here from any interlopers, so long as you don’t leave. I don’t expect I’ll see you again this evening, so I’ll say good night.” He realized he was still holding their hands. He let go somewhat sheepishly and left. 
 
    Urgannôn also bowed and made his exit, muttering to himself. “Pack the gillfoil, surely. Blackcap, frog’s foot, singer’s bane. Porter’s knell? No, doesn’t travel well…” 
 
    Twitch scratched his head and said, “What do w-we do n-now?” 
 
    Skate picked up Petre. “I want to continue my lessons.” 
 
    Twitch grinned. “And I w-wanna start mine.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter 8 
 
    In which a grandfather appears, an ambassador is appointed, and a tour is given. 
 
    The snows continued for three more days. By the second day, Prince Parzival had made all of the necessary preparations. He engaged Twitch and Skate in conversation at every break in their studies and was delighted to find that Twitch was a card player. The prince promised to teach the boy the basics of chess on the journey. By the third day, his royal energy could find no suitable outlet, and he became prickly. He avoided everyone, and everyone avoided him.  
 
    As promised, breakfast, lunch, and dinner were served each day, with coffee in the afternoon. Lana had insisted on banishing Rattle from the kitchens, and though Skate found the fare delicious, she made sure not to show it in front of Rattle. 
 
    Parzival’s mood was much improved when sunlight broke through during their coffee on the third day. “Finally,” he sighed. “Have the soldiers ready to leave at first light. If there’s to be a thaw, I want us gone without delay.” As if to spite him, the snow on the ground lingered another day. That delay brought an unexpected visitor. 
 
    Skate and Twitch were studying with Petre in a library upstairs. Parzival was brooding over an economic treatise near the window. He started at the sound of hoofbeats and all color drained from his face. “Grandfather?” His voice cracked. Skate and Twitch ran to the window. 
 
    In the street, five armored men on horseback went ahead of a carriage the size of a shed pulled by four horses of its own. Five more armored men trailed behind. The horses and carriage were all bedecked in the red bird of prey on white and black that adorned Parzival’s gate. It was in front of Parzival’s home that the carriage lumbered to a halt. As a footman jumped from the carriage to prepare for others to disembark, the prince scrambled from his chair. “What is he doing here?” He ran from the room calling for Urgannôn. The children stayed by the window. Urgannôn puffed by and poked his head in. 
 
    “Stay here. Best if the king doesn’t know of you.” He shut the door on the way out. After the footman finished his preparations with the carriage, a herald stepped out. His booming voice could be heard through the window. They can probably hear him the next block over. 
 
    “All hail His Most Royal Highness, King of Jero, Protector and Master of the Whale Bones, the Ridge of Teeth, the Forged Coast, and the river Thraunduin, wielder of Justice and Mercy, Biram of House Lain, the third of his name.” 
 
    “Hail!” shouted the armored men. The soldiers all dipped their heads atop their steeds as the curtain of the open carriage door swept aside to reveal an old man in magnificent dark-red furs. His hair was white and flowed past his shoulders in wavy ringlets beneath a crowned silk cap. His steps were slow but graceful, his head held high, fighting the insistent stoop of age. Beneath the folds of his cape, which was kept from the wet snow by three servants, he had a long blade on each hip. Around his neck was a sturdy chain and pendant of gold holding the largest emerald Skate had ever seen. He did not use a cane or staff for support. He took the shoveled path to the prince’s door. If he had noticed the children in the window, he paid them no mind. 
 
    “Never seen a king before,” Skate muttered. 
 
    “Come on,” Twitch said, pulling her away from the window. “W-whatever he’s here for, Parzival isn’t happy. Didn’t sound n-n-normal for the king to make a visit like this without w-warning.” 
 
    “Yeah, did you see Parzival’s face? Like he’d seen death at the door.” It bothered her more than she’d thought it would to see the prince so unnerved; she’d seen him petulant, but not scared. 
 
    Twitch said in low tones, “Either something b-bad’s happened, or s-something’s about to.” 
 
    Skate didn’t disagree. “I want to know what’s happening down there.” 
 
    “We c-can’t sneak in—they’ll have g-g-guards at every door.” Twitch was flummoxed, but then he snapped his fingers and smiled. “The b-ball.” 
 
    “Rattle?”  
 
    “No, n-not that,” Twitch said. “The seeing b-b-ball.” 
 
    Skate shook her head. “This place is protected, remember? Urgannôn said so, and it went black when I tried to use it to see in here.” 
 
    “Yeah, it went b-black when you tried to l-look in, right?” He spread his hands out wide and turned. “We’re in here. Maybe it’ll w-work.” 
 
    “Maybe.” She didn’t know anything about the rules of scrying. Petre does. They asked the man in the hazy blue ball whether it would work. 
 
    “Could be, could be,” he replied. “Some spells block all attempts, but some have gaps in what they do and don’t allow through. Try it and find out.” Skate set up the clear ball and set the golden apparatus in motion.  
 
    “Parzival Gustin. Show me Parzival Gustin.” Whether it was from repeated practice or that she had a name to use, the magic worked faster this time. By the second utterance of “Gustin,” his face came into view. 
 
    “I guess it did have a gap,” Petre said. Someone was speaking in the ball, so Skate shushed her teacher. 
 
    “…servants?” The voice was reminiscent of a croaking frog, rattling and rumbling even on that single word. 
 
    “Father took them all.” Parzival’s face was neutral as he spoke, though the shine on his forehead revealed his concern. “All but Lana, our cook.” 
 
    “Of course he did,” the rumbling voice said, and he set off a coughing fit. It was a racking cough, and took several heartbeats to subside. “He doesn’t know the difference between a diplomatic mission and a sight-seeing tour. He’ll take twice as long to get to the Holdfast than he should, no doubt. And he took most of the family—what did he hope to accomplish by doing that?” 
 
    “He said that he had to arrive in the Holdfast in a position of strength; he said that bringing his family would show he did not fear the Holdmen.” Parzival’s tone was passive. 
 
    “Folly,” the old voice complained. “He has much to fear in the Holdfast—and the Holdmen know it. His household guard will be of no use should the Holdfast decide to descend on him in numbers. ‘Position of strength,’ indeed. I may have been wrong to send him on such an important task.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t presume to question your choices, Grandfather.” 
 
    “Hmph. Not out loud, at any rate. I know you’ve got a brain in your head. More than any of the rest of your household.” Parzival said nothing, but bowed his head in acknowledgement of the compliment. When the king spoke again, he sounded amused. “That brings me to the point of this visit. Where are you planning to go?” Parzival’s face dropped at that. “You weren’t expecting to leave without my knowing, surely? My Shadow has ears across this city. Admittedly, none in this manse for the time being, but word reached me of all else you’ve been up to. Guards, provisions, getting Andrew to stay in your absence. You’ve even sent Hestain some trifle about a village’s bandit problem.” The king chuckled again, and Parzival’s mouth tightened. “No matter. You’re staying here, whatever your plans.” 
 
    “What?” Parzival lost all sense of propriety. “Why?” 
 
    “Is it not enough that I am your sovereign and patriarch, besides? No? Oh, fine, I shall stoop so low as to explain my reasons to a boy, as a token of my affection for you. Leave us and secure the doors,” he said to someone else in the room. The sound of armored boots and shutting doors almost covered Parzival’s next words. 
 
    “Has something happened to Father? Has the war already started?” 
 
    “No and no. Your father has been in contact with Nilbid every evening, at my insistence. Your immediate family is safe and en route to their destination in the Holdfast. Your instincts point you in the right direction, however. Our house has already suffered a blow. Fabian and all of his brood were lost at sea. We do not yet know whether storms, pirates, or Galragad are to blame, but Nilbid assures me they are lost. He has seen the bodies in that mirror of his.” 
 
    Parzival tried to be stoic, but the pain was clear in his eyes. “Uncle Fabian and Aunt Runa? Petil, Gavan, and little Biram?” 
 
    “Gone. Hiram is safe, of course. His affliction may have saved his life. I’m having him and all of his caretakers brought to the Emerald Keep, where he may be cared for under our watchful eye.” If the king felt any emotion at the passing of his descendants, his voice did a better job of concealing it than Parzival had. “Whatever the case may be for why their ship sank, I don’t want any more of the family outside the walls of this city. Preferably, you’d confine yourself to the Prince’s Street, but I know that some expeditions are unavoidable.” 
 
    “Do you fear that I would be a target outside these walls?” 
 
    “I know that you are a target outside these walls. Whether Fabian’s loss was the work of Galragad or not, you can be sure that they would sink a Lain ship if they got the chance to do so. The war may not have begun, but the wheels turn inexorably toward it.” The king sounded grim. “With your father and siblings beyond my reach, it would be an error to have you gone, too. We cannot lose any more of our stock, and a lone child would be an easy target for any force of sufficient size—or even a scout that’s managed to sneak into our realm who spies a golden opportunity to put an arrow through your neck.” 
 
    “I’ve never known you to be so cautious, Grandfather.” Parzival’s face betrayed only a hint of the rage carried in that word. 
 
    “Is he c-calling the king a c-coward?” Twitch asked. Skate swatted his arm to keep him quiet. “What? He c-can’t hear me.” 
 
    She swatted him again and said, “No, but I can. Shut it.” The image and sound in the ball wavered until Skate put her full attention back on it. The king was responding in harsh tones. 
 
    “—necessary. For too long have I let you all run amok, doing as you please. The realm needs stability. Our house needs stability. These accursed Claws get bolder by the day, and the increased patrols have done nothing to dissuade them. I have hitherto contented myself with the knowledge that should calamity befall any of you, Jero need not suffer a succession crisis after my passing. The time for such complacency is over. None of you are to leave the city unless by my direct command. I’ve even a mind to recall Stefan from the south, but he’s too useful where he is, keeping the southern lords cowed. I’ve lost four of my line this week, boy. Five more are at risk because of your father’s buffoonery, and six others are scattered about the kingdom chasing after one flight of fancy or another. I half-expect to receive word each dawn that they’ve been dispatched by assassins or felled in another ‘hunting mishap,’ like Kayle.” The name meant nothing to Skate, but it took some of the fight out of Parzival; his teeth unclenched and his shoulders sagged. A cloud of grief fell over the boy’s face. 
 
    When Parzival spoke, it was in delicate tones. “Grandfather, what happened to Kayle was monstrously cruel. We all miss him dearly. I’ll never forgive the Drakes, whatever innocence they claim. I know more than whatever loss to us, the loss of Uncle Kayle was an even greater blow to the kingdom. But—” 
 
    “You know nothing.” The king’s voice was iron. “You are a boy—” 
 
    “I’ve seen sixteen years!” Parzival’s anguish and anger made him sound far younger to Skate’s ears. 
 
    “—a boy who will learn to do as he’s told.” There was a clatter of steel and leather. “This discussion is over. Your king has spoken.” There was a scuffling of doors opening and armored feet moving across polished floors. The last image of Parzival in the ball was of him dipped in a bow, his face inscrutable. Skate pulled away and the image faded. 
 
    Skate hastily tucked the crystal ball and golden enhancer back into her pack. “He can’t know.” 
 
    “Who can’t kn-know? What are you t-talking about?” 
 
    “The prince can’t know that we saw or heard any of that.” She went to the window to watch the king’s departure. “Nobody wants to get dressed down like that in front of anyone else. You know how he is—emotional—and he may give us the boot while he’s pouting. We have to hide from Ossertine, remember? Act like you didn’t see or hear anything.” King Biram III was climbing back into his gargantuan carriage while his soldiers mounted their horses. “We’ll have to get to Belamy without his help.” 
 
    The king and his entourage rumbled down the street through the dirty wet mush. A long time passed before Parzival rejoined them. His face revealed nothing, and his movements were stiff and formal. He took an unoccupied chair and stared at the opposite wall lined with books. “The king has departed.” 
 
    Twitch glanced at Skate and said, “Y-yeah, we saw.” 
 
    Parzival seemed not to hear. “He brought ill news. I won’t trouble you with the details, but I…must remain here. In the city. I cannot join you on your journey as we planned.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay,” Skate said, hoping she sounded surprised. “That’s…bad, but okay.” 
 
    “Yes.” He gazed resolutely at the wall. “It is bad. Have you decided on your destination yet?” 
 
    “Yeah. We were gonna go to Sunrise.” Traveling the route to Hart’s Bane would have put them on a route that could intersect Ossertine’s if she hadn’t already entered the city, so Skate and Twitch agreed that it was better to go the opposite direction. If they got to Sunrise and found that Hart’s Bane was their intended destination after all, they could double back and more easily escape notice in the city than on the road. 
 
    “Good. Then you must go there on the morrow.” 
 
    So he is kicking us out anyway. “We’ll get some wagon or cart out of town first thing in the morning.” 
 
    “No.” His tone changed for the first time since entering the room. “No, that won’t do. I cannot go with you, but I can…help you.” He arose from the chair and spread his hands on the map. “No royal may leave the city. The garrison is not royalty.” He traced the line from Herzeschal to Sunrise. “You could go on a mission. Delivering an important letter, perhaps.” He smiled, and it was a fierce and wounded smile, but he was no longer defeated. “Yes, you must go on the morrow, no question about it. You’ll have my carriage and an honor guard. Grandfather won’t begrudge me five soldiers as insurance for safe delivery of a letter. I’ll write it tonight. Urgannôn must also be informed at once.” He swept from the room with purpose. When he was in the hallway, he turned and said, “Get some rest tonight. The carriage is better than riding, but it causes soreness of a different kind.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The morning was bright and crisp. The courtyard behind the house was crowded with guards and stableboys. By the time Skate, Twitch, Urgannôn, and Parzival stepped out under the open sky, nothing remained of the snow but puddles and blackish piles of slush. The horses smelled of hay and earth. It might have been pleasant except for the odor of manure.  
 
    “I hope the journey to Sunrise is uneventful for you,” the prince said with a tightness in his voice once he’d taken his seat. “Jyskal’s Road should not be dangerous. There have been enough soldiers moving up and down the length of it in preparation for war that you need not fear overmuch of bandits and highwaymen.” Nevertheless, the prince’s face betrayed worry. He would be taking them to the gate, but no further. 
 
    “Don’t fret, Your Highness,” Urgannôn said after climbing into the carriage, taking his seat next to the children. “With your sealed notes and guards, they’ll be safe all the way to Sunrise and beyond.” 
 
    “Captain Arun Sindale leads your soldiers,” the prince went on, “as fine a fighter as you could hope for.” 
 
    “His Highness is too kind,” one of the soldiers said from horseback as a stableboy led her horse forward. She cut a menacing figure in her armor gleaming in the morning sun. A sword rested comfortably at her hip. Her words carried a lilt to them that Skate had never heard before. “I’m sure there are plenty of knights who could beat me in a fight.” 
 
    “Like who, Cap?” One of the other soldiers was leading his own horse nearby. He’s a big one. The soldier was youthful, and a head taller than his fellows. 
 
    “No idea, Jem. Never met one who could. But I’m sure they’re out there.” There were guffaws and shouts of support from the other soldiers. Sindale didn’t laugh, but there might have been the ghost of a smile on her face. “All right, you lot,” she shouted, “shift it. I want Jem and Pits up front with me. Ryker and Block in the back.” Four grunts of assent rolled around the messy courtyard. “By your leave, Your Highness.” She bent forward in the saddle and rode her horse around to the Prince’s Street. 
 
    “They’re doughty soldiers.” The prince’s anxiety was plain, despite his own words. “One and all.” He poked his head out to speak with their driver, a mild man with more salt than pepper in his hair. 
 
    “I trust His Highness’s judgment,” Urgannôn told Skate and Twitch. “He handpicked them himself, you know. He wants your journey to be successful.” The driver climbed into position and Parzival himself closed the carriage door. 
 
    “The soldiers are loaded with provisions to see you through to Sunrise,” he said. “You should arrive this evening and get fresh supplies. There are clothes packed under the carriage. You have weapons hidden in compartments, should you need them.” 
 
    “I doubt we will,” Skate said. 
 
    “Y-yeah,” Twitch said, bouncing on the cushioned bench he and Skate occupied, “this is g-gonna be the easiest p-part of our trip so far.” The prince smiled distractedly but said no more. 
 
    “Your Highness,” Urgannôn said gently, “it’s time.” 
 
    “Yes. Yes, of course.” Parzival knocked on the carriage wall behind him, and they began to move. 
 
    “I’m sorry that you have to stay,” Skate said to Urgannôn and the prince. The dwarf, who had been staring ahead, lost in his thoughts, turned his attention to her. His bead-like black eyes displayed no emotion, but his mouth stretched back into a smile. 
 
    “I know, but it really is for the best.” Urgannôn peered out the curtain of his window. “With the king keeping all royals in the city, we have no choice.” He pulled the window curtain open wide. “As I understand, you’ve not seen the city proper. You won’t find a better view.” 
 
    They gasped. The city was huge. They’d had some sense of its size as they’d approached from the road, but seeing it from on high within the city itself was another matter. Behind them, atop the hill, the king’s palace stood tall and proud, red bird banners flapping fitfully in the wind. Below, Herzeschal sprawled to the walls, and again Skate was struck by the idea that the city was spilling out of a bowl. The buildings were packed so tightly that some of the taller ones appeared to be arching over the streets. She saw domes, graceful towers, and sharp steeples. The roofs were pitched and mostly thatched, so that the landscape was a patchwork of gray stone and brown hay.  
 
    “I didn’t know there was a river.” The water cut straight through the middle of the city. A wide bridge spanned it, with wagons, riders, carriages, and pedestrians crossing over. 
 
    “The River Thane. It’s labeled on your map.” Urgannôn pointed a stunted finger at the bridge. “Hyskal’s Bridge, commissioned by King Jyskal’s son, the longest and widest in the kingdom. Official royal surveys claim it to be the longest in the known world, but such claims are doubtful at best.”  
 
    They passed a semipermanent stage where tumblers were practicing for a small, fashionable crowd. The acrobats leapt through the air and landed with grace to appreciative applause and exclamations of wonder.  
 
    “Archmagus Plath wrote that ‘to see Herzeschal from above is to truly see it for the first time.’ He was speaking of flying over it, but a high vantage point will serve for us, I think.”  
 
    The road ran alongside and curved with the imposing outer walls of the city. As they descended, the buildings and their occupants grew larger and louder. Though sunlight was barely breaking over the walls, already calls for wares and goods were going out.  
 
    Parzival saw it all, but said nothing. 
 
    “I’ve never seen a city this big,” Skate said as they passed a juggler. 
 
    “Nor will you again in this kingdom,” Urgannôn replied. “Herzeschal cannot lay claim to being the most populous or sprawling city on the continent—both honors belong to Reykhal, far to the south and west—but it can stand proud as one of the contenders for second place.” 
 
    “I’d believe it was the biggest,” Skate said, craning her neck out the window to watch the juggler run through the rest of his routine. The smell of coffee filled her nostrils; they must have been passing a shop. “Do you think the war is going to happen?” 
 
    Twitch shrugged and nodded at Parzival. “His Highness is p-pretty sure of it.” 
 
    “I share our prince’s pessimism on the matter,” Urgannôn said. He lowered his voice and continued, “From his conversations with the king, I can assure you that the Crown views the outbreak of war as only a matter of time. When, not if. I hope that you can find your destination before then.” The dwarf’s black eyes were focused on Skate. “He shared another theory with me, one that is perhaps even more disturbing.” He leaned forward and whispered conspiratorially, “The prince believes that the Claws, a criminal element in the city, might be working along their illicit pathways of power to drive the approach of war ever closer.” Parzival turned from the window with a look of warning. 
 
    “Why would they want war?” Skate had never heard Boss Marshall pining for conflict. 
 
    “Unclear to me.” Urgannôn scratched at the place a human’s nose would have been, unaware of the prince’s gaze. “However, I would not be shocked to find their sharp hands at work in this if they could see some profit in it. That’s the only reason the merchants hate it so much; the blocking of roads and seizure of foreign goods will hurt—” 
 
    “You might want to avoid such idle chatter outside our walls, Urg,” Parzival said. “One can never be sure who might be listening out here.” 
 
    Skate thought of Belamy. He wouldn’t want there to be war. She couldn’t be sure of much, but that was as clear as anything she could think about the old man.  
 
    Rattle reached a spindly leg out of her bag to tap around the floor. “Not yet,” Skate told it. “We’ll let you know when it’s safe to fly.” The crowd being shocked into panic was a possibility that they did not need on their relatively simple exit from the city. Ossertine doesn’t need a free crack at finding us, either.  
 
    Everyone’s thoughts turned inward or else toward the city itself. Skate was inclined toward the latter. She held her breath as they rode onto Hyskal’s Bridge. The bricks did not so much as creak under the enormous weight of their entourage.  
 
    A ragged man was standing on a wooden box halfway across the bridge. His hair was gray and his skin was leather, and he was talking in excited bursts to anyone who passed by.  
 
    “…tower! The rift opens. We cannot stop it. The dark tower…” He kept repeating his mantra as they left him behind, and Skate realized with a start that he was blind. He stared forward, unseeing through bulging milky-white eyes, repeating his short sermon. The rift is opening in sight of the dark tower, Alphie. Skate suppressed a shudder. 
 
    “What is the Dark Tower?” Skate asked. “Some building in the city?” 
 
    The dwarf shook his head. “No edifice in Herzeschal bears that dreadful name. Some of the histories mention the Tower in passing, but in wildly different locations. Some claim it to be somewhere in Jero, while others put it somewhere in one of the mountain ranges.” The dwarf waved a hand. “I don’t believe it exists. A myth from bygone days, nothing more. Best not to put any stock into the ramblings of madmen on the street.” A shadow passed over them as the carriage passed by a real tower. 
 
    “You ever see a building that tall?” Skate asked Twitch. 
 
    He shook his head. “N-never.” 
 
    “Otho Barrantalla’s abode. One of the city’s premier magic scholars.” The rest of their trip passed similarly. Skate or Twitch would ask about some piece of local history or architecture, Urgannôn would happily prattle on about this lord’s gifts to the city, or that lady’s hesitancy to sell her property, and Parzival would stare gloomily out the window, saying nothing unless asked.  
 
    From the Actor’s Well to the Arch of the Magus, no landmark went unremarked upon. After a while, Skate stopped paying attention to the dwarf, instead focusing on taking in the sights, sounds, and smells of the city proper. Children played games in the street while washerwomen dumped buckets of foul liquid into the gutters. Porters loaded their shoulders with goods, hawkers clanged bells to sell their foodstuffs, and the coffeehouses’ first customers of the day were stepping through their open doors. Bits of song occasionally caught her ear. 
 
    All too soon, they reached the gatehouse. There was a snaking line of exiting carts and wagons, each of which was checked thoroughly by the gate guards. “They don’t want anything illegal leaving the city, huh?” Skate asked. 
 
    “No, they do not.” Urgannôn was even more serious than usual. “No contraband, and no princes.” The letter with the red seal had appeared in his hand at some point. “Messengers should be fine.” The carriage lurched forward as those ahead were cleared to leave. 
 
    “Is it normally like this?” Skate asked. “We were stopped by a guard on the way in, but I thought that was because it was dark.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t normally like this,” Urgannôn replied. “I suspect it may have something to do with the king’s edict regarding the royal family. Perhaps he didn’t fully trust his grandson to stay put.” He held up the letter. “It is no matter. You’ll be out of the city shortly, and into Sunrise by dark.”  
 
    The sun was above the horizon of the city walls when they reached the gate. The guards spoke to the horsemen, then knocked on the carriage door. Twitch opened it. The bearded guard noted each face inside and cleared his throat before speaking. “Good morning, m’lords, m’lady. Your Highness,” he added with a bow. “I understand this carriage is bound for Sunrise bearing a message?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” the dwarf said, holding the letter forward to show the royal seal. He handed the letter to Skate and stood. “I’m afraid this is where we must leave you. Do not allow any but the Thalls of Sunrise to view its contents.” He disembarked, and the prince sighed deeply. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you’d consider forgetting that I was here, would you?” Parzival asked, not looking at the guard. 
 
    “I’m afraid I can’t, Your Highness.” The guard’s tone was polite, but unyielding. 
 
    With another resounding sigh, Parzival stood. “Do send word when you’ve found success.” He leaned forward and whispered in Skate’s ear. “I trust Arun Sindale with my very life. Do the same.” He stepped off the carriage onto the muddy ground and turned to face them. “If your tormentor comes through the city, I’ll have her detained for as long as I can to give you time.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Skate said, standing at the door of the carriage.  
 
    “We’ll send an escort with you back to your home, Your Highness.” The guard then turned toward the carriage and said, “Safe travels.” They all muttered their thanks as he stepped back and closed the door. Soon after, the carriage jerked forward, and they passed out of the city proper. The sheds and lean-tos outside the gate were all the more meager after the splendor of Herzeschal, but Skate was glad to see them. Closer to getting Belamy back. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    In which visitors are received, a memory is tested, and a toe gives warning. 
 
    It was past dark when the gates of Sunrise opened to let the carriage into the town. Sunrise had proper walls, though compared to the tall and broad barrier of Herzeschal, the stones were stunted and fragile. When Skate said so, Twitch chuckled. 
 
    “They p-probably don’t n-n-need them as big,” he said. 
 
    There were few lanterns lit in the town. They passed three on their way to the central keep, seat of House Thall. Taverns and inns, Skate supposed. One of the lanterns was tinted a deep red. “I wonder how they get that color in there.” 
 
    “N-no idea.” Twitch’s ears flushed to match the lantern, and he quickly changed the subject. “I h-hope they’ve got s-some food for us. I’m s-starving.” 
 
    “The rations aren’t filling, are they?” Skate rubbed her own stomach. “I’ll bet they’ll feed us. We’re here as messengers from the Crown, so it’ll be the least they can do.” 
 
    Twitch grunted in the passing shadows. “Yeah, and we’re supposed to b-be the baron’s relations, so th-that might help.” 
 
    “And you think we’ll be able to test Rattle tonight?”  
 
    Rattle poked its leg out of the bag to tap a few times on the floor of the carriage. It’d returned to them a mile outside of the town, and the appearance of the flapping eyeball had given the horses another fright. 
 
    “Morning. Sindale s-said to wait ’til morning.” 
 
    “Then on to Buckhollow or back to Herzeschal.” They had consulted the map during their trip, and Skate had memorized the names of the dots and squares along Jyskal’s Road. Sunrise, then Buckhollow, then Albadon. South of Albadon, there were a few towns and castles marked in the southern kingdom of Galragad, but Skate hadn’t wanted to commit them to memory yet. She hoped that they wouldn’t have to leave Jero.  
 
    The carriage rumbled past another gate. Sindale knocked on the door of the carriage as it slowed. “We’re in the courtyard of the Pumpkin Keep.” Sindale was tired from the ride but still managed to sit tall. “Lady Brynn of House Thall will want to meet with you tonight. A message from royalty needs a quick response.” 
 
    “What does the letter say?” Skate asked. 
 
    “I’ve no idea. Whatever the prince wanted it to say, I expect.” The carriage halted, Sindale closed the door, and the soldiers dismounted noisily at Sindale’s order. There was chatter about the horses. When the carriage door opened again, a young man in browns and oranges stood aside wordlessly to let them off. Skate went first, then Twitch—or Isabella and Mikel, as they were supposed to be. The man bowed and said, “Lady Brynn awaits you inside, m’lord and lady. Follow me, if it please you.” He led them through the heavy wooden doors of the keep, where two guards stood at attention. The image on their tabards was a ripe orange pumpkin on a blank brown field. The same pumpkin was wrought in iron on the metal bands on the doors. 
 
    Thall’s symbol is the pumpkin on brown. Richefort’s is a red crab on blue quarters. Lain is the red raven on black with the white striped border. Urgannôn had made sure she and Twitch knew all this, drilling them on the symbols and houses that might come up the night before they’d left. The servant in Thall colors led them through a high-ceilinged hall, past the dais and raised table at the end. The back room that appeared behind the door was a parlor, with small tables, soft chairs, and a few bookshelves. A fire crackled in the corner, where an old woman in a high-necked brown dress sat with a book open in her lap. She spared a glance from her reading as they entered the room. She marked her place with a strip of silk, removed her glasses, and smiled politely as the servant announced their presence as “the travelers from Herzeschal,” and left with another bow. 
 
    “Isabella Duq of House Richefort of Caribol,” Skate said with a bow, “and this is my older brother.” 
 
    Twitch gave a bow of his own, and did his best to recite his practiced introduction. “Mikel Duq of House R-Richefort. A pleasure t-to meet you, my lady.” 
 
    Lady Brynn’s smile did not waver. “Welcome, the both of you. Please, join me,” she said, gesturing to two empty chairs nearby. The chairs were child-sized. She knew we were coming, Skate thought. Did word get ahead of us from the gate that quickly? “I hope your journey was a pleasant one.” 
 
    “Yes,” Skate said. “Very quiet.” 
 
    “That’s good to hear. As spring approaches, there may be more trouble on the road, or less. Who can say?” Lady Brynn Thall seemed perfectly happy to carry the conversation on her own, and Skate was glad for that. “Yes, our granaries are more full than not. Our only difficulty is the same as it always is in winter: the inevitable impassibility of the roads once the snows come. My magus tells me we should not expect another snowfall before the spring, and all the better for that. Now then, let us get down to it, past all these courtesies about grains and travel and weather. What brings you all to my humble keep on the heels of this welcome thaw?” 
 
    “We’re here because Prince Parzival Gustin wanted us to deliver a message to you from the capital.” Skate offered the sealed letter to her as she spoke. Lady Brynn put her spectacles back on and took it. After examining the seal, she broke the wax and unfolded the letter. Her eyes scanned the page. By the time she was done, confusion was plain on her face. 
 
    “The prince sent you to deliver this?” Her tone had lost none of its politeness; it carried only a hint of skepticism. The old woman folded the letter back up and removed her glasses. She set the letter, book, and spectacles on a nearby table and gazed at each of them in turn as she spoke. “The prince sent two Richefort cousins to deliver a letter of scant gossip to the ruling family of Sunrise at the very first possible opportunity after the snows melted enough to allow travel.” When the children said nothing in response, Lady Brynn’s smile took a sharper edge. “You come on behalf of the royal family; of that there can be no doubt. This letter bears the royal seal, and your soldiers and carriage bear the royal standard. I have no reason to doubt that you are who you say you are, but I cannot fathom what you are truly here for. Forgive me, but you must see why I find this somewhat peculiar.” She sat back, her eyes narrowing. “When you failed to send a rider ahead to announce your approach, I assumed you must have been sent to check our military readiness, a surprise inspection. You need not worry on that front,” she said, waving the unasked question away. “With rising tensions to the south, I’ve had scouts patrolling the roads and wilds. When they informed me of two children riding with an escort, my assumptions scattered to the winds, and I was left unsure.” She faced Skate directly. “Is this some scheme of that wretched Lord Marbrand? Do we have the Shadow to thank for your travels?” 
 
    “No, mil—my lady. A Shadow didn’t send us. I’ve never met… that.” Skate hoped that the old woman did not catch her lowborn slipup. Urgannôn had drilled them on that before their departure, too. “My lord,” never “milord.” “My lady,” never “milady.” 
 
    “Rest assured, he saw you,” she said knowingly. “The Shadow keeps all the king’s secrets and seeks to find him more and more. It’s said that he knows all the goings-on in the capital. Wherever two or more conspire, the Shadow stands among them.” 
 
    “You make him sound like a ghost,” Skate said. 
 
    “Aye, a malevolent spirit that haunts the kingdom. Only the unwise would doubt it. He keeps his spies in Caribol, too.” Lady Brynn sniffed disdainfully. “A man who trades in secrets and lies.” 
 
    “Why d-does the king k-keep him if he’s so b-bad?” Twitch asked. 
 
    “The crown needs servants, and some of them are more… distasteful than others.” She sighed. “No matter. If you’re not working for the Shadow, then you might be here on an errand from the prince. Your stated purpose is unlikely, but I cannot deny that the young princeling has sent you to me.” She sniffed again. “Now, tell me, sweetling. Why are you really here?” 
 
    Skate froze. The letter was supposed to keep this from happening. She swallowed. “We’re delivering messages.” 
 
    “You have not stopped glancing at the doors in and out of this room since you entered. You are on edge, and nothing in this letter gives the slightest hint as to why. The truth, dear, if you please.” 
 
    The truth. “We’re running. Running away.” 
 
    Surprise flickered over Brynn’s face. “From what?” 
 
    Twitch spoke up. “Someone t-terrible.” 
 
    Skate shifted in her seat. “We were attacked on the way to the capital,” she said. “A witch from Caribol bent on revenge for something she thinks we did.” 
 
    Lady Brynn sat back in her chair, letting her posture bend slightly. “You’re running from something. Something awful has happened to you, and you’re fleeing.” She patted the letter. “And the young prince has seen fit to help you run while trying to disguise your purposes. This is…kind of him. I see.” She stood ponderously, with popping of joints, though she herself made no sound of protest. Skate and Twitch stood as well. Brynn retrieved her slender cane. “For the night, you are under my protection. I shall have a meal sent to your guards. I will send your own to your room. My youngest daughter’s quarters have been unused since her marriage in the spring. You can stay there until morning.” She reached out a leathery, spotted hand to brush the children’s cheeks. “You will be safe under my roof. I hope you may rest easy tonight. It’s a shame, though,” she said through a wistful smile; “my grandson should have liked to make new friends.” Lady Brynn picked up a small bell to summon the servant back into the room. “Shander, has Oda’s room been cleaned recently?” 
 
    “Just last week, milady.” 
 
    “That will have to serve. See our guests there, and send them something warm from the kitchens.” She picked up the letter and went with deliberate steps to place the letter in a desk drawer. “Good night, and thank you for the conversation.” 
 
    Shander led them to their room, leaving the ancient lady of Pumpkin Hall alone with her books.  
 
    After requesting a large pitcher of water and closing the door after the servant left them, Skate sighed. “It didn’t take her long to figure out we weren’t being honest.” 
 
    “She s-said we’ll be s-safe,” Twitch said, testing out the larger bed in the room. There were two other mattresses with smaller frames on two walls. “Unless you th-think she’s lying.” 
 
    “No,” Skate said, “not lying. I think she doesn’t understand how determined Ossertine will be.” 
 
    After Skate and Twitch had made their claims on the larger and smaller beds, respectively, Shander returned with a trio of other brown-clad servants bearing food, drink, and their luggage. Skate asked them to bring Sindale to their room. The captain arrived bearing the compass lent to them by the prince’s dwarf tutor. They filled it with water and, with Petre’s help, aligned it properly for reading. 
 
    “We’re gonna need a bigger map,” Skate said with a groan. The lines from Sunrise and Herzeschal were nearly parallel, coming to an intersection beyond the scope of the southernmost regions of their map. Rattle was leading them into Galragad, and deeply so. 
 
    “H-how are we g-going to g-get into a kingdom that we’re about t-to go to war with?” Twitch was crestfallen. 
 
    “We’ll have some time to figure it out,” Skate said. “It will be a week to Albadon. We can come up with a plan along the way.” 
 
    “M-my plan is to get some sleep,” Twitch said. “Can’t sneak into an enemy k-k-kingdom on n-no sleep.” 
 
    “Wise, milord,” Sindale said with a knowing chuckle. 
 
    Once everything was put away and everyone in bed, Skate found herself tossing and turning. Her thoughts strayed to the red jewelry box. What did I do wrong? she thought in the dark. I put it on my head, like Belamy did. She rolled over and reached down into her pack, retrieving the box. When she opened it, the red gems sat there in a sliver of moonlight, glinting with unnatural perfection as they always did. 
 
    He must have left clues in here, she thought. There’s something to it, a trick to get them to work right. Private memories or not, I need practice. She lifted a gem at random and placed it to her head. The 
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    racing through the forest, fires erupting around, screams of dying horses and men, tongues of flame whipping her face, the thrill and rush and fear 
 
    ag stopit no 
 
    bloodied man, straining to be heard, shouted a warning, face blackened and cooked, silenced by an arrow, dropped the banner 
 
    es STOP 
 
    rushed through her head in a confused jumble, nothing in order. She tried to scream, but her chest was tight with wordless horror, and she had to fight for each breath. Tears filled her eyes as the bed enveloped her. All faded to black. 
 
    ***  
 
    She was alone. The beach was silent save for the slow wash of the waves. No birds called. No sails flapped in the wind. Salt and seaweed filled her nostrils. There was no fear. The memory of fire and screaming was far away. Someone else’s thoughts, not her own. Not here. She sat with her toes buried in the sand, watching the cloudy horizon. The distant island was a black spot between a red sky and a red sea. 
 
    “You’re not Belamy,” she said. The man was sitting next to her. There was no sound of his approach, no shifting of sand. He had not been there, and then he was. “You’re not. He’s gone away, and your words are wrong.” The man who wore Belamy’s features neither faced nor answered her. He raised a hand and pointed. Behind the island, a purple rip appeared in the sky. “I know,” Skate said, “the rift and the Dark Tower. I know, and other people know. Why are you telling people?” The jagged purple tear did not spread this time. “If we can’t stop it, why tell anybody about it?” 
 
    Not-Belamy turned to face her. “To prepare you. To make you ready.” He stood and shook the sand from his robes. “None of you is ready.” He faded into the same shade of red as the sea and sky. His face became the horizon, and the rift became his eye. The pupil elongated to a black slit in a yellow sclera. A roar of metal and wood came from the horizon. “None of you.” 
 
    Skate sat up in her bed. Not my bed. Oda’s bed. I’m in the Pumpkin Hall. She shook the dream of the beach and images from the gem from her head. There was still moisture in her eyes, and she wiped it away. She knew the dream wasn’t what had woken her. Rattle woke me. The eyeball was poised above her bed, gently poking her forehead. She could see it in the moonlight, pointing to the door. Voices in the hallway drew her closer to the door, and she made out two men muttering in low voices over the rumbling of heavy armor.  
 
    “…this time of night, expecting to be…a sit-down with her ladyship. I said to piss off down the inn until…not happy.” The voice was raspy and irritated. 
 
    “I expect not, but…the owl’s hour.” This voice belonged to Shander. “…can’t have truly expected to get into the keep this time of…lucky to get in the town gate. Make sure the others are paying attention during the watch.” 
 
    “What, you…sneak in?” Raspy asked. 
 
    “Probably not…foolish to try it, but still…to be careful…” Shander’s voice faded and the raspy guard’s armor clinked as they strolled away from the door. Skate stood frozen. The hair on the back of her neck was standing up. We’re in danger. She couldn’t say why, but she knew this guest was here for them. For me. She sprung away from the door, scooping up the dropped red gem from where it had fallen from her grasp. You’re being paranoid, a voice said in her head as she shook Twitch awake and began packing everything haphazardly in the dark. 
 
    “W-what are you doing?” Twitch asked. 
 
    “We have to go. Someone’s after us.” 
 
    “What, in the k-keep?” Twitch asked through a groggy yawn. 
 
    “No, in the town. I think it’s Ossertine.” She hadn’t thought it through, but Skate knew it was right as she said it. “She’ll be let in the keep at dawn. We have to be on the road before then.”  
 
    “I’ll t-tell Sindale,” Twitch said, throwing on his clothes and leaving the room on silent, practiced feet. 
 
    “How do you know she’s here?” Petre asked as Skate got dressed. 
 
    “I heard Shander talking about it in the hallway. It sounds like she showed up a few hours after we did.” Skate laced up her boots and blew out a slow breath. Her fingers were shaking. 
 
    “You believe she’s followed you? How?” 
 
    “No idea. Magic. We can try to figure that out later, but we gotta get outta here first.” Skate pushed her case toward the door and threw Twitch’s things into his bag. Skate picked up Petre and the jewelry box and stuffed them both away. In the hallway, she crashed into Sindale. 
 
    “The guards are up and gearing their get together—or getting—you know what I mean,” the soldier said, lifting Skate back to her feet and stifling a yawn. “The horses will be saddled shortly. I’ll escort you to the courtyard.”  
 
    They stepped out into the cold night air. The soldier and stable hands were saddling the horses. The two heftier beasts were being corralled into position for the carriage. Their gray-haired driver was there, yawning and coughing into his hand. Sindale had gotten much in order in a short period. She took Skate’s bag. 
 
    “Should be a fair morning, milady.” She managed an awkward bow with the armor and baggage. “Or near enough, I suppose. Is your brother ready?” 
 
    “He’s on his way.” 
 
    “We’d be ready to leave if this lot were quicker to wake. Shiftless louts,” Sindale muttered before remembering that Skate was there, adding, “but more than fair in a fight.” She lowered her voice. “I understand we may be in danger.” 
 
    “Yes,” Skate whispered, “I think we are.” Sindale marched off with the luggage, as images of fire and death flashed across Skate’s mind. Her breath caught in her throat, and her arms began shaking. Her stomach threatened to empty its contents, but she took several slow, shaky breaths to keep them down. I don’t know how to use the memories, and if I keep trying, they’re going to drive me mad. She shook the violent images away. 
 
    Twitch made it out not long after, with Shander trailing behind him. Metal plates and ring mail banged and rumbled as the fighters mounted their horses. Sindale inspected the group and gave her approval. “We’re ready, I think, milady,” she said to Skate while the men fell into place around the carriage. “We won’t be able to go very fast. The horses got some rest after a day’s pulling and marching, but not as much as we’d planned. I doubt we’ll be able to outrun any pursuers.”  
 
    Skate and Twitch got in the carriage. A breath later, the driver flicked the reins, and they were on the move again. “I explained everything to S-Shander—as much as he n-n-needed to know, anyway—and he’ll t-tell it all to the lady when she wakes.” Twitch sighed and put his head back. “Shame. That b-bed was really comfortable.” The carriage rumbled through the gate. “You kn-know this isn’t going to do much. R-running like this, I m-mean. If Ossertine’s already f-found us, she’s j-j-just gonna chase us d-down on the r-road.” 
 
    “So we should’ve just waited ’til morning so she could get to us in the keep?” Skate asked. 
 
    “N-no. B-but I don’t think this’ll w-work either.” Twitch curled up on the bench to try to get more rest, leaving Skate alone in the dark. The passing trees cast shadows in the moonlight as they went, and Skate stared out at them, wishing for sleep but knowing it was not going to come back tonight. You could force it to come, she thought, red gemstones dancing in her mind’s eye. The smell of burning flesh and the sounds of screams were too fresh for her, however; she wouldn’t return to the memories yet. 
 
    Despite Twitch’s fears, there was no pursuit through the early morning. By the time the sun reached its zenith and the company stopped for a meal, even Twitch began to show signs of hope. “M-maybe she got arrested in Sunrise. G-got impatient and tried to sneak into the k-keep, yeah?” 
 
    Skate shrugged while biting into a hunk of bread that Lady Thall’s servants had packed for them. “Whatever happened,” she said around a mouthful, “I want to get farther away before dark.”  
 
    Sindale stepped away from the soldiers to join the pair of children. “We’re going south of the Bones,” she said by way of greeting. “That’s what your map said, yes?” When Skate nodded, Sindale continued, “Then know that I will need to do the talking when we go there. It’s my homeland, and I know the tongue of the Galri.” 
 
    Skate swallowed and said, “Thanks for telling me. I don’t know how to speak it at all.” 
 
    “I believe this is a reason His Highness chose me to accompany you,” Sindale said, resting her arm on the hilt of her sword. “He knew we might go south, so he sent a southerner to help you.” The soldier nodded and joined the other soldiers again. 
 
    “She s-scares me,” Twitch muttered when Sindale was out of earshot. 
 
    “Good,” Skate said with a laugh. “Maybe she’ll scare away any bandits, too.” 
 
    The company finished their meal in the shade of a tree beneath the noonday sun, and embarked again. Jyskal’s Road was smoother and straighter than the path between Caribol and Herzeschal, and the children alternated between dozing in the sunlight and reading. When the sun set with no sign of Ossertine, the mood around the campsite was jovial. 
 
    When the sun rose, there were no more smiles or jokes. The carriage driver was missing. His gear lay by his bedroll, but he was nowhere to be found. After an hour of searching, it was Twitch who called everyone to show what he’d discovered. Under a pile of leaves and freshly dug earth, the toe of a black boot stuck out in silent vigil over a fresh grave. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    In which horses are heard, shadows are seen, and a maw is entered. 
 
    The soldiers and the children buried the driver properly before returning to the road. I never even knew his name, Skate thought with dull dread as she scooped black earth on top of the dead man. The sun was above the trees by the time they completed their labor.  
 
    “Pits, Block, you had the watch,” Sindale said. “Why did this man die?” 
 
    “Cap, he never got up when I was on watch,” Pits said, his face a sickly white.  
 
    “Me neither, Cap,” Block said. “No one was up; nothing happened last night. There was a fog, and after a while, it cleared up. Never even heard a squirrel in the bush.” 
 
    “Rattle didn’t see anything.” Skate stood on a stone to be closer to eye level. “If it had seen, it would’ve made a bunch of noise with its legs and done something about it.”  
 
    Rattle clicked its legs in response, and fluttered away from the nervous horses. 
 
    “Two soldiers and a…Rattle didn’t see a man leave camp and die.” Sindale let the statement hang in the air. “And I suppose he buried himself afterward?” Pits and Block shifted under her steady gaze. “You saw the wound at his neck?” 
 
    “Torn out,” Pits said. “Like he’d been savaged by a wolf.” 
 
    “A wolf,” Sindale repeated, her eyes never leaving Pits’s face. “Did you see or hear a wolf last night? Either of you?” she clarified, staring down Block in turn. Both soldiers shook their heads. “Then it wasn’t a wolf. A wolf growls. A wolf howls and always attacks with a pack. Something worse than a wolf did for him.” Sindale turned. “We’ll get through Buckhollow before sundown. Ryker, you’ll drive the coach. Pits, you’ll take Ryker’s horse.” 
 
    Skate and Twitch sat in the carriage in anxious silence. “What did it?” Skate finally asked.  
 
    “Something that Rattle couldn’t s-see,” Twitch said, turning one of Belamy’s golden scepts in his knuckles. “S-something smart enough to avoid being noticed. M-maybe some m-monster sent after us by Ossertine.” 
 
    Skate sat with that unpleasant thought. “Why did the driver leave his bedroll?” Skate wondered.  
 
    “Make w-water in the trees?” Twitch suggested. “But…n-no one saw him go, either.” The carriage lurched forward. “Which m-means he w-was really unlucky, or—” 
 
    “Or he was trying not to be seen.” They discussed the matter at length through the afternoon, but neither could make sense of why the driver would want to sneak away from the camp, or why this perfidy should lead to his violent death in the forest. The soldiers tried to keep their spirits up outside, laughing and boasting as they made their way to Buckhollow. Block even started whistling a marching tune that got the soldiers singing along. 
 
      
 
    The old man and the tree, 
 
    The young man working free— 
 
    These are the sights of my land and home, 
 
    And I’ll not be there this year. 
 
      
 
    The hero with his shield, 
 
    The roses in the field— 
 
    These are the sights of my land and home, 
 
    And I’ll not be there this year. 
 
      
 
    The verses went on, the soldiers making some of the lines up as they went. Twitch laughed at some of the verses, but Skate couldn’t bring herself to do more than smile. The voices were strained to her ears, attempting to be jolly with no heart behind it. Or maybe not. Maybe I’m imagining it. They’re used to death. Maybe it doesn’t bother them anymore. 
 
    A knock on the carriage door interrupted Skate’s brooding. “Riders ahead!” Sindale shouted over the creak of wheels. “A lot of them, by the feel of it. We need to pull off to the side of the road to let them pass. We can’t hide the carriage, but you should get into the brush.” Sindale sped her horse ahead to issue instructions. 
 
    “They c-can’t be c-coming for us, can they?” Twitch asked. 
 
    They braced themselves as the carriage left the road. “Dunno,” Skate said. “Could be more bandits.” The carriage stopped and the Caribolians shot into the greenery by the road. The soldiers lined themselves up in front of the empty carriage. The riders coming down the road were not at full gallop, nor were there dozens of them. Only two, bearing a white owl on a blue circle on their tabards, rushed down the muddy road. They approached the soldiers and halted their steeds. 
 
    “What news from the capital?” the first rider said, taking off his helmet. 
 
    Sindale rode forward and removed her own helmet. “Talk of a coming war and some of the royal family lost at sea.” A host appeared around a distant bend in the road, marching northward. “What news from the south?” 
 
    “The same talk of war, though I’d not heard of any royal deaths. I’m Sir Monfreyd Hask. This is Sir Bonfreyd, my younger brother.” The brother bowed on his horse and smiled as Monfreyd spoke. 
 
    “Captain Arun Sindale, in service to House Lain.” She bowed in return, less deeply than the other two. “If there’s to be a war, your host goes in the wrong direction.”  
 
    Sir Bonfreyd muttered something to his brother and broke off back the way they’d come. 
 
    “We’ve been called to go west. We’re to join a larger group approaching Herzeschal. There’s been some trouble with the Holdfast. Or there will be; the message was frustratingly vague.” Monfreyd nodded at the carriage. “I do hope we haven’t inconvenienced your lord?” 
 
    “He’s resting within. The road tires him overmuch, and he won’t want to be disturbed until we stop for a meal.” Sindale lied well, hiding falsehood behind authority to discourage questions.  
 
    Sir Monfreyd nodded. Through the leaves, Skate thought his eyes might have lingered on the sigil of the red raven, but a gentle breeze broke her line of sight as the bushes rustled in response. The conversation shifted to other topics, eventually on to Sir Monfreyd’s family. The names meant nothing to Skate. 
 
    Monfreyd smiled at Sindale as she offered her best to the Hasks. “I’ll pass the well-wishes on. Ah, brother,” he said as Bonfreyd returned and muttered something else in his ear. He faced Sindale. “The head of the column’s been given warning of your presence, so you won’t be overrun. We must return to our duties as the vanguard of our forces.” 
 
    “Before you go,” Jem said, stepping his horse forward, “did you go through Buckhollow?” 
 
    “We did. We left before dawn this morning.” 
 
    “It’s our next stop. Is there anything we need to know?” 
 
    Bonfreyd muttered something to his brother, who laughed. “Stay away from the riverfront, I’d say. All sorts of ill-favored ruffians find their way down the river to Buckhollow, and that’s no place for a young lord and lady’s entourage.” Monfreyd chuckled at Sindale, and added, “Your boys may need to steer clear of those houses with red lamps, though.” 
 
    “Understood,” Sindale said with a barking laugh. With that, the knighted brothers kicked their horses into a gallop to search the road ahead. The first footmen came later, the heavy tramping of boots and clanging of steel rolling down the road and through the trees. The noise made conversation difficult, so Skate and Twitch retreated back into the carriage to read with Petre. The soldiers kept their vigil, but there was no need; the column gave their side of the road a wide berth. 
 
    “N-never seen so many soldiers,” Twitch said, retrieving his board and chalk. 
 
    “Pray that you never do again,” Petre muttered darkly from the window where he’d been perched. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll have a locksmith in Buckhollow?” Skate asked as she pulled out the yellow book. She hadn’t gotten the chance to look for a smith in Sunrise, and she was eager to work on the locks to find her spark. 
 
    “Doubtful,” Petre said. “Very doubtful. Buckhollow is not Herzeschal, or even like Caribol. Skilled labor is hard to come by there. A blacksmith, maybe, but not one who specializes in locks, I think.” The smoke in Petre’s ball swirled in the afternoon sun. “A dangerous place. It never reaches Lord Keen’s gates, but the town at large is notoriously lawless, and the Red Drum is closed more often than open. Oh,” he said, seeing Skate and Twitch’s confusion, “the Drum is the Keens’ ancestral home, going back for hundreds of years. The Keens are an old family, established before the House of Lain secured themselves a crown.”  
 
    The army had passed by the time Skate finished the first chapter of the yellow book, and their company was back on the road soon after. Behind the army was a long, disorganized trail of wagons and followers, but they made room for the carriage to pass. When sundown came, the soldiers and the children found themselves in the midst of a sprawling constellation of fire pits among the camp followers. Sindale set the watches, two soldiers for each. Their voices were calm, but shifting legs and darting eyes belied a tension among them all. Jem was left to sleep the night through.  
 
    “One of us needs to be fully rested, at least,” Sindale said, silencing his complaints. “It might as well be you. The rest need to be ready for danger, and you must be ready to relieve them. Not that I expect danger here,” she added, gesturing at the lights of the campfires around them. “Whatever attacked the driver will leave us well alone.”  
 
    You hope, Skate thought. When Skate slipped into her bedroll, she did so with the chatter of nearby camps drifting around the trees. Though she was not cold, she shivered. Flashes of fire and screaming threatened to push forward in her mind. No dreams, she told herself, staring up at the stars and the moons, slashes of silver-white against the black. Not tonight. 
 
    *** 
 
    A shout rang out. Block. Skate opened her eyes to the same night she’d left behind. 
 
    “Who’s there? Announce yourself. Stay back.” Block’s blade was drawn, and so was Ryker’s, next to him. The fire in the pit still burned, but Skate saw no sign of any of the other campfires. Throughout the camp, a thick fog had settled, choking off the neighboring travelers from each other’s sight. Sindale, Jem, and Pits were rousing from their sleep, hands darting toward weapons. As Skate scrambled from her bedroll, she thought of Twitch and Petre. The boy’s bedroll was empty—he’d heard the shout and reacted before she had, apparently—so she darted to the carriage to secure Petre. 
 
    “What is it?” Petre asked, his eyes wide and darting. “Who is it? Ossertine?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, scooping him up and gathering the books and her bag for good measure. “But I want you close, just in case.” 
 
    They stepped back outside, and another chill shot through Skate that had little to do with the piercing cold of the night. In the fog, someone was approaching the soldiers. Block called out another warning, and the figure stopped. It stood there for a moment, and Skate could see something in its hand. The man lunged forward and swiped at Ryker, who stumbled backward. Block brought his blade crashing down on the intruder, who crumpled with a stifled grunt. The stranger lay in a heap, dark red seeping out onto the ground.  
 
    “Who is it?” Block asked.  
 
    “Damned if I know,” Ryker said, gaining his feet and rolling the dead man onto his back with his boot. “Some nutter with a knife.” 
 
    Sindale joined the pair. Skate saw with surprise that she was fully armored already. Did she sleep in it? “Not even a weapon. Just a carving knife,” Sindale said, picking up the bent piece of metal. 
 
    “Would’ve hurt well enough,” Ryker said, getting defensive. “Told him to stop, didn’t we? He couldn’t see us for the damned mist, but nothing stopping his hearing.” 
 
    “You did what you should have,” Sindale responded, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Both of you. We need—” She cut herself off with a look into the mist and drew her blade. “More coming.” Dark spots appeared in the fog around the camp, feet crunching twigs and brush with every step toward the camp. 
 
    “He attacked us,” Block said, hands forward in a placating gesture. “We tried to tell him to stop or identify himself, but he didn’t. We don’t want trouble from any of you.” His voice was constricted. If the figures in the fog heard him, they showed no sign. More appeared in the fog.  
 
    We’re surrounded, Skate thought. She shivered; the cold was sharper than it had been in weeks, and the campfire was too low to do much to abate it. The dim light from it cast shadows about the feet of the strangers, making them look like spirits from some madman’s ghost story. Skate thought about drawing her knife, but she abandoned the idea. What could she do against so many? She took a shuddering breath and shrank back. Sindale shot a glance around and said, “Jem, get the horses. Get the children ready.” The soldier kept her blade forward, sweeping back and forth as the crowd closed in.  
 
    Jem pulled Skate back, and she cried out. “Come on, we don’t have time to hitch up the carriage. Where’s your brother?” His breath was shallow, and his voice was unsteady. He guided Skate to a horse and began saddling up one of the destriers while he spoke. The mare was nervous, pawing at the ground and snorting. Her eyes were wide in terror as she jerked her head to keep the crowd in her vision. 
 
    “I don’t know, he—” 
 
    “Here, I’m h-here,” Twitch said, appearing at her shoulder. “I h-hid when I h-heard twigs b-b-breaking.” The boy’s shoulders were spasming wildly, but he did his best to help get the horse prepared. 
 
    “Give me a hand, here,” Jem said to Skate, pointing to the straps of the saddle. A shout from Block rang out, and blows landed, with screams and heavy thuds on the earth. Even a short distance separating them was enough to obscure the forms of the soldiers in the fog, shuffling their bodies amid the strangers. Within ten feet, all was hidden, and the fire from the pit flickered and dimmed, as if losing its own fight against the dark and the fog. The flapping of wings brought Rattle near; it stood on two spindly legs, with the other four splayed out and bent, a monstrous trap taller than Skate’s head for anyone foolish enough to wander nearby. The shifting forms in the fog twisted and fell, but it was impossible to tell whether those falling were attackers or defenders, strangers or soldiers.  
 
    From the dark, there were more shouts and a sickening, wet crunch. Sindale was shouting orders above the shriek of steel and grunting of men. Scuffling feet sent cinders flying from the campfire into a bedroll near the horse’s feet, and it reared and screamed as the sheets caught aflame. Skate fell away while Jem tried to keep the horse from bolting. Images of Belamy’s forest memory flashed through Skate’s mind, and the smell of the smoke filled her with revulsion. Skate’s shaking hand went to the figurine in her pocket, but she hesitated. The horse. She’s too scared already. Skate pulled her hand out of her pocket, and cursed herself when she saw it shaking.  
 
    Jem was making soothing sounds to the horse as he worked, but the dark and the chaos made his hands unsteady. Someone stepped too close to them, and Rattle pounced. Whoever it was fell with a shriek. A moment later, Rattle was back in position, the spikes at the ends of its legs presented in threat. Jem cursed and drew his blade at the sound of advancing steps, but he relaxed when he saw Ryker coming toward them.  
 
    He was bleeding beneath his helm, and dark red had caked down the side and back of his neck, seeping under his armor.  
 
    Ryker turned and spat dark red into the dirt. “It’s the camp followers. They’ve gone mad.” He took some heaving breaths that sounded wet in his throat. It was only then that Skate saw red beneath his arm in the light of the burning cloth. “Pits is dead. They caved his head in with a rock. Block’s still fighting. Cap, too. She told me to…get back here, to see…if you…” Ryker grimaced and fell forward with a groan, his sword sliding from his grasp to land with a thud in the grass.  
 
    Skate rushed to him and shook his shoulder. His armor felt like ice. He didn’t respond, and his breathing became more ragged. Up close, she saw blood pouring from his mouth. The healing water. Skate reached into her pack, but Jem shouted and lunged at someone in the dark, and she had to scramble out of the way. She fell back toward the horse. The fog wrapped around her.  
 
    Twitch and Skate were alone with the horse. Twitch was trying to get the bridle in place, but was having trouble getting the nervous beast to lower its head to his level. Rattle was missing. Grunts and groans pierced the night, and the snorts of the horse sounded more and more desperate. The shapes in the dark were getting closer. The hair on Skate’s neck and arms was on end, and Skate put both hands on her knife to keep from dropping it. Each breath felt like a whine alone in the dark. Horses in the distance were screaming in terror. 
 
    A man stepped forward from where she last saw Rattle, sending ripples through the fog. In the fading light of the campfire, he looked dead on his feet. He swayed back and forth, staring forward through eyes that saw little.  
 
    “Protect the camp…protect the horses…” he was mumbling to himself. He pulled up the weapon in his hand, a dented hunk of metal that may have been a knife. Another man joined him, muttering unintelligibly through his bushy beard. Soon, the mist was more full of solid men than shadows in the dark, and all looked at the children with hazy hatred. They lurched forward, arms raised, growling.  
 
    The leader of the pack crumpled to the ground as a shape shot out of the fog, crashing into him with a flash of steel and a shout of exertion. Sindale, Skate thought. The soldier moved like nothing Skate had ever seen, darting through outstretched arms to strike down attackers. She took them three at a time, moving so fast among the crowd that it would be impossible to know she’d done anything at all were it not for the bodies that fell in her wake. Within a few heartbeats, it was over, and Sindale stood over the fallen, breathing heavily. Without a word, she went to the horse and finished cinching the final two belts. She took to the saddle, then raised both children up and took the horse into a gallop. There was a flapping of leathery wings. Rattle hooked a leg through Skate’s bag, securing itself a foothold as the horse galloped away. 
 
    “What about th-th-the others?” Twitch shouted in a high voice over the rushing of the wind. The fog had thinned, left behind them in the camp, and though the air was cold as it rushed by, it was not the biting shock it had been before. 
 
    Sindale said nothing, but she shook her head forcefully. Dead, Skate thought. The others are dead. She shuddered and leaned in against the wind. “What happened?” she asked. “Why were they trying to kill us?” 
 
    Sindale slowed the horse to a trot. “Madness,” she said into the dark. “Some madness I do not know.” The road was all but invisible before them; the sparse light from the slivers of the moons was enough to make the wall of trees visible as craggy and twisted silhouettes to either side, but all else was darkness. The horse must have known the feel of the road, because they did not ever steer too far in one direction or the other.  
 
    They did not stop through the night, nor did anyone sleep in the saddle. Skate thought often in the dark of how tired she was, but her body would not consider rest. The attack in the night had left her alert, and it would be hours before she’d be calm enough. When dawn started to break, far in the east, rising purple and red like an infected wound in the sky, Skate asked about camping. 
 
    “We cannot camp,” Sindale replied, urging the mare to keep her pace. “We are hunted, and we must put space between ourselves and the hunter. The night is their ally, and resting in the day will only mean fighting blind in the dark. Hopefully, your witch must rest; we can flee for as long as we can before we’re cornered.” 
 
    “So we have to run until we d-die?” Twitch asked. 
 
    “No, we run until Buckhollow. The Keens have a strong garrison. We will be safe behind the walls of the Red Drum.” The mare snorted and huffed like a bellows, its back slick with sweat. She’s killing it. Skate felt the jerking exhaustion of the beast beneath her and knew it was true. Sindale was pushing the horse well past its limits. 
 
    We weren’t safe near a marching army. We won’t be safe behind walls. Despite her misgivings, Skate couldn’t think of any better ideas out of their predicament. Two nights in a row drenched with death and no explanation meant it was time to run as far and as fast as they could. Even if it won’t do any good to hide there, we can at least get to a bed before we die. 
 
    The horse sounded like a bellows by the time night fell again, ragged breaths deep and strained. The dark brought the sleepiness that had evaded her throughout the day behind Sindale. Real horses aren’t as good as magic ones, Skate thought groggily as she bounced painfully in the saddle. Or carriages. Though her thighs were aching, the pain was no longer enough to keep her awake. She thought of sleep, and then of dreams. Her mind drifted to the red gemstones, and she pulled back in revulsion. 
 
    What am I doing wrong? All Belamy did was touch the one memory to my forehead, and it came through in order. Are there words? She didn’t think he had said anything while he showed her the memory of Alphetta, but she couldn’t be sure. The girl had been running through a field—or was it a beach? 
 
    The beach was wet, gritty sand. It spread between her fingers, clinging to her and dropping in clumps as she scooped and dropped, scooped and dropped. She wasn’t alone, but she did not turn to talk to her company. She worked in silence for hours that stretched into days and weeks. The days and nights sped past, the sun arcing overhead and replaced by the moons in their own path, only to rise again in the east before she had dug her hands into the sand once more. After a month of digging, her uninvited companion spoke. 
 
    “You cannot ignore the signs.” The sand felt like jagged rocks under her nails as she scooped another handful away. “The Dark Tower grows darker as the gate widens.” 
 
    “Is this about the war?” Skate asked with sand in her hands. 
 
    “War. Yes.” 
 
    Skate turned to face him. This time, it was not Belamy speaking vague warnings at her, but the carriage driver as he’d been in death, pallid and caked with stains of earth. Tears were streaming down his pale face, leaving streaks in the grave soil on his cheeks. 
 
    “It is about war.” The tears became dark and red. “The rupture grows in the sight of the Dark Tower, and I can do nothing to stop it.” The island at the horizon erupted in flames, billowing ash into the sky, crashing into the clouds. Smoke and fire spread across the waves, speeding toward the shore. Skate stood and instead of sand, she held a book. When the flames surrounded the driver, his arm shot out for her throat. “No one can.” Skate fell back from the flames, and his blackened hand dug into her shoulder. She screamed, but no sound came from her throat. 
 
    “Skate!” She woke up at the sound of her name to find a hand shaking her. The air was colder than it had been. The hand was not cracked and split by heat—it was Twitch. “We’re in t-trouble.”  
 
    Rattle was over his head, two legs hooked into the back of his clothes and facing backward. Behind them was only darkness, as there ever had been. In front of her, Sindale leaned forward over the neck of the horse, urging it faster into the dark, and each breath of the beast sounded like a pitiful wheeze of a dying man. 
 
    “What is it?” Skate shouted, her words muted by the wind.  
 
    “Dunno, but it’s s-s-spooked the horse and R-Rattle.” Twitch sounded as tired as she felt, but even in the dim light of the moons, she could see that his eyes were as wide as hers. Skate strained her eyes to see something behind them or in front, but saw nothing in the dark. Ossertine’s found us. Skate turned to the front and saw a flicker of orange in the distance.  
 
    “Look!” she shouted, pointing ahead and tapping Sindale’s back.  
 
    “I see it,” Sindale said, turning her head back to avoid shouting in the horse’s ear. Skate leaned back in the saddle more to give Sindale room to do what she needed to do.  
 
    “What?” Twitch’s words sounded distant, though he was only inches from Skate’s ear. 
 
    “Buckhollow. We’ve made it to Buckhollow.” The orange lights couldn’t be anything other than the flicker of torches in the night, and torches meant a town, a town with walls, guards, and blades. Skate let herself feel a glimmer of hope. Maybe it’ll be enough. Maybe we can keep away from Ossertine, or whatever monster she’s sent after us. Rattle retracted somewhat, pulling itself closer to Twitch, who tried and failed to keep himself from grimacing.  
 
    The fortifications of Buckhollow emerged from the trees like the scalloped spine of some swamp reptile the color of mud in the torchlight along the walls. The closed gate before them was even reminiscent of a gaping maw, metal teeth clamped down tight to bar their entrance. Sindale called out for the gatekeeper for several minutes before he emerged, cursing and scowling. 
 
    “What’s this, then?” he asked, leaning against the parapet above the gate and brandishing a nocked arrow. 
 
    “Messengers,” Sindale said, and she sounded tired. She led the horse closer to the gate. “Messengers from the House of Lain.” Sindale’s armor bore the royal crest, as did the tabard on the horse’s tack. Might be hard to see in the dark, Skate thought. 
 
    The guard frowned, but he did lower the weapon. “Message? Is it about the war?” He turned and shouted to someone below him. The teeth of the stone beast rose up with laborious clangor. The bowman met them as they passed beneath the threshold. “I got me a son what went and joined the fight. Is it news about the war?” 
 
    “I do not know, my friend,” Sindale said, rubbing strained eyes. “It’s not a message I’ve read, and it’s not meant for you or me to know.” The guard looked dour again, but he nodded.  
 
    “Told him not to go, I did,” he said. “Told him I’d get him in the guard here if he wanted to swing a sword. He wouldn’t listen.” 
 
    “If we meet him on our travels, we’ll tell him you were asking for him,” Sindale said with a cracked voice as she rode past the man. “We must get to the Drum.” 
 
    “Keep to the road,” the porter said. This side of the gate, they could see the red circle on black of House Keen stamped on his chest. “You’ll get right to it.” The teeth of the gate sank into the ground with a heavy thud, and the travelers rode the path. The horse panted and took pained steps, the muscles in its legs jerking from overexertion. 
 
    The road was easier to follow here, even to Skate’s tired eyes. A handful of grimy lamps had been left to burn all night, marking the path up a hill. Atop the hill was a squat, round edifice of red stone that could only be the Red Drum of Buckhollow. In the orange torchlight, it looked anything but welcoming, the black-and-red banners on the walls flapping lazily with each spurt of wind. Another gate barred the courtyard of the Drum, and Sindale had to make her exhausted introductions again. 
 
    “Lord Keen will want to speak with you before you rest,” a knight explained to them as a team of stablehands rushed out to brush and feed the horse. It whined and collapsed in the mud. 
 
    “Of course,” Sindale said. “Lead on, Sir…?” 
 
    “Devhan, madam.” 
 
    Skate and Twitch snorted at that, delirious from sleeplessness.  
 
    “‘Captain’ will do, Sir Devhan,” Sindale said, cutting her eyes at the children. 
 
    They were led through a side entrance to the castle into a modestly appointed waiting room, furnished only with plain wooden chairs around a low, long table. The smell of cooking meat wafted in through an open door.  
 
    “Near the k-k-kitchens,” Twitch mumbled, closing his eyes and sniffing the air. “Roasting something for the lord’s b-breakfast, probably.” 
 
    They did not have to wait long before a man in leathers and red cotton entered the room and greeted them, yawning behind his hand. “What news from the capital?” he asked in a low drawl. Skate pulled the letters from her bag and found the one with “Keen” written on it. She passed it to the servant without a word. “Is it urgent?” the man asked. 
 
    “Not a matter of life and death,” Sindale said, “though we were bid to bring it with all haste. I don’t know its contents.”  
 
    The man’s eyes flickered between all three of them before he examined the letter. He wiped crust from the corner of his eye. “I see. Will you be staying with us?” 
 
    “If we can,” Sindale said. “There’s more. You need to alert your guards along the walls. We were being chased by someone on the road. They harried us all the way up to the gate.” 
 
    The servant’s eyebrows flickered at that. “A poor sign, if the road is not safe for a rider bearing the red raven.” He stood from the table and gestured toward the door with the envelope. “You’re welcome to stay in the keep…” He trailed off expectantly, and Skate realized they hadn’t introduced themselves. They gave their false names, and the man’s eyebrows flicked up again. “My apologies. I should have known you were not common messengers from your raiment. I’ll have suitable accommodations prepared immediately. My name is Oswend. Do not hesitate to call on me if you have any need.” He smiled and led them to a parlor upstairs.  
 
    Plates were sent up from the kitchen, with apologies for the fare. No one complained of the quality. By the time they’d downed their food and had made their way to the room prepared for them, none of them had the energy to do more than disrobe and collapse on their beds. The last thing Skate saw before exhaustion took her was the clouds passing in front of the moons through the window. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    In which a bedroom is vacant, a smith is paid, and stream water is imbibed. 
 
    The morning broke cloudy. Skate took a shuddering breath, thankful that it broke at all. We’re safe, she thought, swinging her feet onto the floor. Rattle poked its eye out from under the bed and flapped up to eye level with Skate. “Did anyone try to come in during the night?” Rattle jerked itself to the left, a sign that Skate took as a no. Skate smiled. “Good. Stay hidden.” She looked over at Sindale’s bed, and her throat tightened. Sindale was gone.  
 
    Skate shot out of bed and dressed. “Rattle, we have to go.” The carriage driver drifted into her memory, a splash of red and brown over his face. “Twitch, we have to—” She looked at Twitch’s bed, and her next breath abandoned her. He’s gone, too. “No, no, no, no…” She rushed to get her boots on. You’re alone. You’re gonna find them dead somewhere in a shallow grave; you’re alone again. She cursed herself for sleeping and letting them walk off without noticing. “Stupid,” she admonished herself. Stupid to think I was safe, stupid to let your friends die, stupid, stupid, stupid. 
 
    She flung open the door to the small parlor room and her knees buckled. At the small table by the window, Sindale and Twitch were devouring fried eggs and buttered rolls. Petre’s globe sat on the windowsill. Twitch looked up at her and smiled, pointing to a plate and chair next to him, his mouth too full to talk. Skate leaned against the doorjamb and took a steadying breath. She noticed for the first time that her heart was beating hard enough that it must have been audible from across the room.  
 
    Twitch’s smile disappeared and his eyebrows furrowed with concern. “Waffamada?” he asked through a mouthful of bread. 
 
    “I…I’m hungry,” Skate said, and she took her place at the table. Her companions returned to their own plates. When Skate looked out the window, she realized it was later in the day than she’d originally thought. Closer to noon than dawn. “We were safe.” 
 
    “For a night, at least,” Sindale said. “I’m afraid we may wear out our welcome quickly, however. The castle may have kept out whatever caused the madness on the road, but the keepers of the castle may be less…hospitable than the widow Thall was. Oswend’s manner left me doubtful of a trusting nature.” The soldier looked at Skate as she spoke, and the girl understood. Keep your mouth shut around everyone in the Red Drum. Sindale shifted in her seat, looking at ease without her armor on. She brushed her hair from her forehead and sighed. “Still, if we can avoid too many probing questions, I’d like to rest another day before pushing her out again. I need to check if the horse survived.” She flinched as she brought her cup to her lips, and that’s when Skate’s eye was drawn to a bruise on the soldier’s upper arm. The skin was a purple blotch in the creases of the muscles, swollen and painful. 
 
    “I’ve got something that’ll help that,” Skate said, pointing to the spot. 
 
    “This? Don’t worry. It’ll heal fine. I can tell you that I’ve suffered worse before.” Sindale sat up straight before speaking again. “Besides, the wounds of battle are the mark of a tested soldier. Still,” she continued, “I’d rather not have to face such a battle again. Those people…distant. Foggy. And it was…cold. Too cold.” Sindale shook her head and brushed the hair away again. “Four Lain soldiers lost in a single night to porters and camp followers. And I never saw who set them off.” 
 
    “We know who. It’s got to be Ossertine or something she sent after us. Some magic she sent to catch or kill us since she was delayed in Sunrise.” Skate swallowed a hunk of bread. 
 
    Twitch responded with a shrug, “Probably. I d-d-don’t know how m-magic works, but whatever it was targeted us, and it w-wasn’t an animal. Made p-people act weird. S-sounds like magic. Like the k-kind Tillby was using.”  
 
    Petre’s eyes appeared in his globe. “Such magic exists—commands and suggestions both, though the former is much more powerful and difficult. Spells exist to cloud the mind, to make people see and hear things that are not. Belamy told me of a fellow mage in a separate arm of the army who excelled at using mind-addling magic to sow chaos in the ranks of the Galri forces. It’s possible that Ossertine has such spells at her command, but I cannot say for sure. She rarely discussed her magic with Belamy in my hearing.” 
 
    Sindale was staring at her empty plate without speaking. Skate realized they hadn’t talked about the men who’d died. She hadn’t known Ryker, Jem, Pits, and Block for long, but the loss of all four of them hit her harder than she would’ve expected. Skate thought she recognized a deeper loss in Sindale’s face. 
 
    “Captain, I’m…I wish they were still here. Block, Jem, Pits, and Ryker. I wish they hadn’t…you know.” Skate shifted uncomfortably. The Ink had treated death as the occasional cost of doing business, and so it had either gone unremarked on in the dens and hideaways or joked about. Skate always opted for the former. She didn’t know how to talk about friends dying. “They didn’t deserve it,” was all she could come up with. 
 
    Sindale smirked at that. “No. No, they didn’t. They were good men, one and all. That’s not always true of them who take up the sword, but these were good. It’s the life of a soldier, though, girl. We fight, we kill. Sometimes we win, but eventually we lose.” Her face hardened, and the knuckles around the handle of her tankard went white. “But I’d have a few words with your witch who got them killed. Sharp words.” The shadow passed from Sindale’s face, and she stood. “Get fully dressed. I expect you’ll be getting a visit from our host today to discuss our messenger mission, and it wouldn’t do for the merchant children to be found unkempt.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before Sindale’s prediction proved true. Oswend escorted the children into the parlor where they’d eaten their sparse meal the night before. Sindale was allowed to stay posted at the door. Lord Keen was an old man, and round. Age and weight made him look like a candle melted by the sun in his chair. When he spoke, he sounded as if he’d been gargling gravel. He did not bother hiding his annoyance at being bothered over the trifles in the letter; Skate suspected that the lord was not a man to hide his grievances. 
 
    “This makes no sense at all,” he said, waving the royal letter above the table. “It’s a damned long journey to send envoys on, especially with the war brewing. I had thought you might have meant to tell me something in private that couldn’t be put onto paper, but you say not.” He leaned forward, and looked out at them with one dark eye; the other was milky and gray. “I think you’re here with other purposes in mind. Spies sent out by the Shadow, on some fell mission of espionage or skulking reports.” 
 
    Skate and Twitch exchanged a glance. “You’re the second person to say that this Shadow’s telling us what to do. I promise, we’ve never met him. We don’t know who he is. We’re here because the prince sent us. No one else. My lord.” Skate still wasn’t sure when to use the titles when addressing these people, but hoped she was doing it well enough to avoid suspicion. 
 
    “Hrrm.” Lord Keen leaned back in his chair. “Maybe you are, and maybe you aren’t. Do you plan to stay long under my roof?” 
 
    “Only another n-night, m-my lord, if we c-can. The horse—” 
 
    “Needs rest. It survived by some miracle. I was told of your frenzied flight into my town. I would offer you one of my own instead, but I wouldn’t dare to presume to swap a royal horse for one of my own. Very well,” he said, rising ponderously from his seat, which creaked in protest. “On your word that you’ll depart my castle in the morning, you may stay another night. See that you do not go wandering the halls of the Drum, or I’ll take you for spies regardless of your damned excuses.” With that, Lord Keen left the children in the parlor. Oswend swept in as he passed and offered his arm to Skate as escort back to their room. 
 
    They spent the rest of the day in their quarters, as ordered. Meals were brought, eaten, and cleared away. Skate and Twitch worked with Petre on reading and writing, and Sindale sharpened her sword while she listened to the children read aloud.  
 
    A few hours before the sun set, Skate put her book down and tapped Sindale on the shoulder. “Can you teach me?”  
 
    Sindale sheathed the sword and looked at Skate. “Teach?” 
 
    “To fight. To use a sword. We were in trouble at the camp the other night, and if it weren’t for you, they’d have killed us both. I need to know how to fight.” 
 
    “Me, t-too,” Twitch said. “I can hide, but that’s not always gonna c-c-cut it.” 
 
    Sindale ran a hand through her hair. “I suppose.” She stood and strapped the blade to her hip. “The master-at-arms may lend us some training gear. It’s not a bad idea that you learn to hold a blade, but I must warn you, it will hurt.” She pointed to the brown-and-purple bruise on her arm. “I said I’ve had worse. Much of the worse came from training. I’ve no wish to trade blows with someone who cries when she—or he,” she added, cutting her eyes at Twitch, “gets a swat from the sword. Do you understand?” 
 
    Both children nodded enthusiastically. Sindale left, and returned a short while later with Oswend. The steward led them to the courtyard, where a man with soft eyes and hard cheekbones stood waiting next to a barrel with three hilts poking out. He introduced himself as Sir Herryk, and distributed the heavy wooden pieces to each of them. He’d be handsome if it weren’t for the scar on his mouth, Skate thought as he parceled the shorter, lighter swords to the children.  
 
    Sindale made sure they both knew how to hold the swords properly, then took a stance opposite the children. Twitch went first. The soldier ordered the boy to attack her, turned his blade away with ease, and then slammed him on the arm. They went through this process two more times before Sindale held her hand up, and Twitch used the pause to hold his tender upper arm.  
 
    “The bruises will heal. You did well not to cry out. If you’re going to learn to fight, you will learn that these are the hits you want. These hits teach. Real ones take. Come again, and don’t throw your entire body behind the swing. It leaves you off-balance, and it’s why it’s so easy to whack you on the arm when you’re done. Swing, then step back.” Twitch took a deep breath, then swung. He tried to step back, but was not quick enough when his blade was turned aside. The blow hit him with less of the blunted blade, though. “Good,” Sindale said. “Practice that, and you’ll be able to step back quickly enough to avoid the blade entirely. If we were using shields, you could use that to defend from the counterblow, but that’s the way to do it blade-to-blade. Take a seat.” She turned to Skate. “Now you.” Twitch grimaced and sat in the dirt.  
 
    Sir Herryk chuckled and ruffled the boy’s hair. “I asked if you wanted pads, but she insisted that it be done this way.” 
 
    “You’re sure it’s bruises?” Skate asked, taking up Twitch’s position.  
 
    “Nothing broke,” Sindale answered. “We’d know if there was a break. All right, same as him.” A pair of soldiers were eating their roasted meat in the yard and watching the lesson. Sindale held up her blade and waited for Skate to approach. Skate lifted the blade. It felt heavier as it went up. Skate took a step forward and stopped. Twitch had attacked the exact same way each time. Maybe Skate could find a better way to try to hit the soldier. She stepped toward Sindale and swung the sword in a hard swipe at Sindale’s left, where the sword was not. Sindale spun and batted the sword aside, driving Skate off-balance as the expected resistance never came. Sindale took advantage of the girl’s surprise and whacked her across the shoulders, driving Skate to her knees. 
 
    Skate muffled a cry and tried to stretch her shoulders to ease the pain. It did not work, so she stood and faced Sindale again. Try to do like Twitch did. She swung, but taking the lesson Twitch had been given, she didn’t put all of her weight behind it and stepped back from Sindale’s stinging retort, fast as a cat. To Skate’s surprise, the soldier did not pause, but instead she swung once more. Skate, thinking the dodge was the end of the lesson, was not quick enough to dodge again, and caught the painful blow on her upper arm. The shock was almost enough to make her lose her grip on the sword, but she somehow held on. She took a wild swing at Sindale in retaliation, but the soldier stepped back, safe from the arc of the practice sword. 
 
    “I thought you were gonna stop,” Skate said through gritted teeth.  
 
    “Why would I stop?” Sindale said, pointing to Skate’s arm. “You attacked, and left yourself open. An opponent isn’t going to give up because you dodge one swing.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell—” 
 
    “I did. You did not pay attention.” Sindale tapped her boots with the blunted blade. “My feet told you everything you needed to know. Here, stand to the side. Both of you watch my feet, not the blade.” Skate and Twitch rubbed their sore arms while Sindale ran through the motions of the attack and response alone. She reset herself each time she was done, and after three iterations of the ghost battle, she dropped her sword arm at her side. “Well?” 
 
    Skate shook her head, but Twitch spoke up. “You shift b-before each s-swing. Your feet m-move.”  
 
    The soldier said, “Yes. Swinging a sword uses the arms, but before that happens, it uses the legs. Watch the feet.” 
 
    “How are we supposed to watch feet when there’s a sword coming for us?” Skate asked. 
 
    “You’re supposed to watch everything. When steel sings, your neck’s on the line, so you’d better see everything you can to protect it,” Sindale replied. She pointed to Twitch and said, “Again.” 
 
    They took turns practicing for what felt like hours, with the Keen soldiers shouting encouragement and laughing with each blow. The first blue shadows of twilight were just starting to creep across the grounds when the combatants returned their training weapons, nursing bruises on arms, shins, and backs. Sindale hadn’t been touched nor broken a sweat, despite the relative warmth of the evening.  
 
    “Will we continue tomorrow?” the soldier asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Skate and Twitch answered at once. 
 
    “Sir Herryk, may we keep these arms? We will pay to have them replaced.” The knight considered the offer, then smiled and nodded. 
 
    “They learn fast. Faster than some of the louts I have to train. We can afford to be without three practice swords for a week, I think.” Sindale and Herryk discussed the price, while Twitch and Skate gathered to compare injuries. 
 
    “We need those pads on our arms,” Skate muttered. Twitch could only groan. 
 
    *** 
 
    That night, as everyone was settled in their warm beds and Rattle kept watch between the door and window, Skate stirred and stared. Her mind wandered. Rattle had flown in the same direction as before; even without Urgannôn’s device, abandoned in the carriage, the course being due south had been plain to all. 
 
    I don’t know where we’re going, she thought, draping an arm off the bed. Five people died to get me here, and I don’t know where we’re going. She knew that there should be some hint in Belamy’s memories, but after the last memory in the flaming forest and the inevitable nightmare on the beach, her stomach turned at the prospect of trying another. She ran her hands along the bag anyway and found herself holding the jewelry box. The dim light streaming through the windows was enough to set the gems glinting in the starlight. Rattle stopped its slow turns between the window and the door to stare at the jewels. Its wings drooped behind its round eye-body. 
 
    It’s sad, Skate realized. It knows these are chunks of Belamy’s memories. The realization surprised her; sadness wasn’t something she’d ever thought to see from the construct, but there could be no other interpretation of the droop and look in the eye as it observed the gemstones. “We’ll get him back,” she whispered. Rattle flapped its wings once, then resumed its turning. A patch of fog wandered across the window, and the moonlight disappeared. We’ll get him back, she thought, steeling herself for whatever was about to happen. “Come on, show me what to do,” she muttered, picking a memory stone at random and bringing it to her forehead. The red 
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    gold filigree in patterns on the walls, branches and twigs upon which perched ravens, dozens of ravens, etched in the same gold. Some pecked at one another, others nested together, and still others stood alone. There, standing wrapped in reddish furs along the other wall and looking like a fox who’d made his home amongst the hens, was 
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    smiled a joyless grin. “You’re too kind, Barrison. I serve according to my skill. I just happen to have a penchant for having ears and eyes in the right places at the right time.” He brushed a strand of stark white hair from his face. I’ve seen men and women of eight decades with more color in their hair, she thought, but this boy can’t have seen more than twenty summers. He spoke again, and Skate felt she was being watched by a stalking cat in the brush as his eyes bored into hers. “I need your help with something.”  
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    stone was cold, and Skate had to jerk it away from her head as the room swam and smashed into itself, the memory collapsing into a jumble of black nothing. She fumbled the stone back in with its fellows and snapped the box shut. She fought through a splitting headache to stay awake, but failed, and fell into darkness on the mattress. 
 
    There was the roar of the waves on the sand followed by the brittle sound of their retreat. There was nothing before this, and this was familiar. Skate sat and gazed over the familiar sea, the distant island providing the only variation in the scene. 
 
    Skate had not been alone since seeing the ocean. She knew that, but knew that there was no reason to talk to whomever was there, behind her. They wouldn’t be able to offer any help or clarity. The same vague warnings, she thought. To her surprise, she felt the ground beneath her rumble, and she thought she could hear a voice beneath the rumbling. The voice was impossibly low.  
 
    SAME…WARNINGS…  
 
    Skate turned away from the sea, and there was no one behind her. The sand curved upward into a hill. I will see the other side, she decided, so she climbed the sand dunes. Her fingers grasped brittle dead grass as she crested the top of the sand. Below her was a field strewn with bodies. Living men warred and tore at each other with blades and cudgels and hands, until they became mere beasts, their weapons claws and talons. Banners stuck out at odd intervals everywhere, flapping fitfully in the gales rolling in from the sea. Red raven on black, green horse on gold, red oval on gray, orange leaf on black stripes—the standards were torn, but the shapes were clear. There were more, many more, but there were too many of them, too far away. Overhead, the vultures circled. Skate fell to her knees and screamed when one of the vultures roared and descended; it grew larger and larger until it landed on the battlefield, no bird, but a great winged beast, terrible and powerful. It scooped up men in its jaws and devoured them, smashed horses and riders with its claws, and blew fire across the field. The fighting went on and on.  
 
    The crash of thunder behind her made Skate turn again. The sky over the sea was slashed through with purple, cracking gashes across the dark sky. From her kneeling position on the ground, Skate shrank back, witnessing the end of the world. There was a tugging at her sleeve. A gray cat stared up at her. Skate picked the feline up and brought it close to her face. It spoke with the voice of Laribel Ossertine, and Skate was not surprised. 
 
    “The rupture grows. The gate widens. There is nothing—”  
 
    Skate squeezed her hands together, and there was only sand in her fingers. It slipped through to sprinkle on her knees. She felt sick. She leaned forward, supporting herself with her hands buried to the wrist in the sand and rocks. Out of her stomach came sand and rocks and mice. Hundreds of them, thousands of them, scurrying and scuttling across the ground. A new wind buffeted the back of her head as she pulled herself from the sand. She turned slowly, so slowly. 
 
    The monster stared at her with eyes of molten steel and bits of charred flesh between its knifelike teeth. The thing which was not a bird craned its head up into the sky and belched fire and death into the air with a horrifying roar, black-scaled wings buffeting sand into her eyes until she screamed.  
 
    Skate sat up in her bed, swatting away the buffeting wings. She felt leathery skin and opened her eyes in horror. The monster was gone, but Rattle was there frantically trying to wake her. “Okay, I’m up, stop,” she mumbled, rubbing the sleep from her eyes and sweeping her legs off the side of the bed. As they had been the day before, the other beds were already vacated.  
 
    Rattle did not calm down. It pointed to the window with a frantic energy that sent a chill down Skate’s spine. Something’s wrong. She rushed to the window. It took no time for her to see the problem. There, below them in the courtyard on the back of a pristine white horse, was Laribel Ossertine, talking with a Keen soldier. Her sable furs ruffled in the wind, and she looked up at the Red Drum.  
 
    Skate fell to the floor. “I have to tell the others,” she muttered, scrambling to her bed to get dressed. Sometime yesterday, a servant had placed clothes out for all three of them, courtesy, she assumed, of Lord Keen. Rattle must have stayed hidden, because there had been no screams down the halls. Skate laced up her boots and ran into the small parlor room attached to the bedroom. A plate had been left for her, but there was no sign of Twitch or Sindale. She turned back into the bedroom and saw that their bags were also gone. 
 
    Skate opened the door and saw the guard posted outside in the hall. “Where are my companions?” she asked bluntly, trying to hide her nervousness. 
 
    “They’ve gone to load your horse for the road, miss. I can escort you to the stables, if you’d like.” 
 
    “Yes! Yes, let me get my things,” she said, running back into the borrowed bedroom and coaxing Rattle into the bag. 
 
    She stepped into the hall and felt the door close behind her with a click. “Let me get that for you—” 
 
    “No! No, it’s fine,” Skate said, yanking the bag out of reach of the guard’s hands. “I, uh, prefer to carry my own things. But I’ll need help with the heavy doors,” she added, trying to remember to stay in character. The guard deemed that sufficient, and took Skate to the southern courtyard. Skate could hardly believe their luck. Ossertine was in the northern courtyard. Their paths need never meet in the Red Drum at all, if they were quick. 
 
    Sindale was securing her pack to the animal when she noticed Skate. She waved the girl over, but needn’t have bothered; Skate was already making her way over. The guard took his leave, and Skate handed over the bag to get secured. 
 
    “Good morning, young miss,” Sindale said with unconvincing politeness. “I hope the extra rest was fruitful. We’ve got the rest of Jyskal’s Road before us, and we—” 
 
    “Ossertine’s here,” Skate said in a low voice without moving her mouth. “Other courtyard.” 
 
    To Sindale’s credit, she didn’t react with panic as Skate had done. “We may be able to be gone before she’s aware of us.” She pulled the final strap of leather around the mare’s chest and led the horse out from the barn they were in.  
 
    “Isn’t it tired?” Skate asked. The beast had collapsed from exhaustion the day before yesterday. 
 
    Sindale shook her head. “A royal horse, descended from an ancient line of beasts that bore heroes. Slow to tire, quick to recover. Lord Keen did not jest when he said he would not dare to take her from us.” 
 
    “Where’s Twi—my brother?” Skate asked, shouldering her bag and quickening her pace to catch up with the soldier. 
 
    “He said he needed to take care of something.” Sindale scanned the battlements of the gate ahead, which had already been raised to allow them out. “He said he wouldn’t take long, but that was before he knew how quickly we needed to get out. We can’t—” 
 
    “I’m h-here,” Twitch said, and both Sindale and Skate jerked in surprise. He’d worked hard to conceal his steps; when he wanted to, the boy could be quieter than even Skate could manage. He put a small bag in the horse’s satchel, and the clang of metal was unmistakable. Skate stared at him but didn’t ask what he’d done. Best to wait until we’re well away from the Drum and Ossertine. Sindale asked no questions, but mounted the mare and held out a hand to help them each in turn. They rode to the gate under a bright morning, and the guard did nothing to impede them as they passed out of the Drum and back into Buckhollow proper. The daylight showed what the night had hidden when they’d first arrived in the town: a small collection of proper stone, mortar, and wooden constructions surrounded by a crowd of huts and shacks, the slums of Caribol writ large. Once through the gate of the Red Drum, Sindale kicked the horse into a faster trot. The cobbled wall of the southern gate of Buckhollow was open ahead of them. 
 
    “What did you do?” Skate asked Twitch. 
 
    “I got s-something that you need,” Twitch said, and she could hear the smile in his voice. “Turns out, the Drum does have a s-smith, and they were w-willing to p-part with a couple of locks.” 
 
    Skate laughed. She had forgotten about the locks in the chaos of the past week. “How ‘willing’ was he?” 
 
    “Five s-silver helms willing,” Twitch said, laughing in turn. Buckhollow’s gate opened out to the familiar sight of Jyskal’s Road, heading south and west through hills and trees. Past the gate, Sindale urged the horse on into a gallop, putting as much distance as possible between the Red Drum’s newest arrival and themselves. The road stayed mostly straight throughout the day, though some hills had to be climbed or woven around. 
 
    “The plan is to get to the Whale Bones as quickly as we can,” Sindale said when they took a break after hours of riding. The road had bent near a stream, and the horse gulped down the water while the riders drank from their skins. “It’s a three-day ride at a steady pace from Buckhollow to the Frost Gate of Albadon. I want to get there in two.”  
 
    “We won’t be able to get away from Ossertine,” Skate said flatly. “If she asks questions, they’ll tell her who we were and where we were going. If her horse is anything like Haman’s, it’ll run through the night and day as fast as it can.”  
 
    Skate looked back up the road, half expecting to see the white horse come charging down at them as she spoke. “I don’t think there’s any castles to hide in this time, is there?” 
 
    Sindale considered the question, then told Twitch to get the map out. “Let’s see,” she said. “I’m not as familiar with this part of the kingdom; I’ve spent most of my time in the west as part of the king’s campaign against the mountain brigands. Those hills and crags I know well, but here…” 
 
    Twitch rolled out the map on a dry patch of ground, and Sindale held Petre out to help read the words. They found Buckhollow and traced the line of Jyskal’s Road. Past the seat of the Keens, nothing interrupted the bent line of the road until the range of triangles near the bottom of the map. 
 
    “Our path is laid out for us, then, however desperate,” Sindale said, sounding grim.  
 
    “Maybe not,” Skate said, pointing to a set triangle of three dots. The symbol was not on the road itself, but placed right beside the road roughly halfway between Buckhollow and Albadon. “‘Green…hold,’” she read aloud haltingly. “What is that?” 
 
    Petre shook his head, sending eddies of blue fog swirling about his globe. “The dots indicate a ruin, but I’ve never heard of that one,” he said. “An old village, most likely, or some minor castle that fell into disrepair and was abandoned.” 
 
    “Then that’s where we should go,” Skate said, tapping the three dots. 
 
    “Y-you want to go t-to some old empty village?” 
 
    “Yes,” Skate said, smiling as the idea formed more fully in her head, “yeah, I do. If we leave the road, Ossertine and her monster may shoot straight past us, thinking to hound us all the way to Albadon.” 
 
    “Then, we’d start following them when we joined the road proper. Clever,” Sindale said. 
 
    “If it works,” Petre added darkly. “If she’s using magic to track you, your deception will fail. She’ll follow you to Greenhold and take you there, with no easy way out.” 
 
    “W-worth a shot,” Twitch said. “They’ll t-t-take us on the road if we do nothing, and there w-won’t be any running anyway. Besides, we think she needed Haman’s help to find us before.” 
 
    “Best try it, then,” Sindale said, rolling up the map and pulling the horse away from the water. They were riding toward Albadon along the river, the mare beneath them huffing and sweating from exertion. Midday fell to afternoon, then twilight. In the fading purple light, Sindale slowed the already sluggish horse to a stop, and pointed to the side of the road.  
 
    “There,” she said. “Do you see?” When neither of them saw whatever Sindale was pointing to, the soldier turned the horse that direction. The mare snorted at the edge of the road and stepped forward, walking in semi-darkness. The trees were thick here, but there was a thin trail, just wide enough to accommodate perhaps two riders, side by side. The horse picked her slow way through the trees until they emerged in a grove. Greenhold was not an abandoned village, nor a proper castle. It was a stout tower—or rather, the ruins of one. At its height, it might have reached forty feet into the sky, but an old battle or errant wind had toppled the upper parts of the edifice many moons ago. Moss and vines covered the remains, and the grove had sprung up patches of tall grass and saplings, some of them as thick as the horse’s neck near the base. The tower had been fashioned to look as if it had grown from the earth itself, a great stone tree crumbling by time and chance, walls as smooth as the trunk of a beech. 
 
    “Wait here,” Sindale said, dismounting and approaching the ruin. The heavy iron door of the tower still stood in its proper place. When Sindale took hold of the heavy ring and pulled, there was no obvious movement, but a heavy groan rang out through the trees. She pulled harder, and the rusted iron ground against itself in protest. Still, it opened. Skate looked behind them into the dark, wondering how far away that sound must have carried through the hills and trees. Sindale disappeared through the door, and Skate idly patted the horse’s neck while they waited. 
 
    The soldier eventually emerged and crossed the grove in the silvery moonlight. “There’s room inside for all of us, and the horse besides. The way up is impassable, and I wouldn’t chance it even if it weren’t, but for tonight, at least, we get to be the owners of our very own tower.” She took the reins and led the horse to the tower. “Welcome to Greenhold. May it serve to hide us from our enemies.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    In which a tower is sieged, a furry creature is petted, and an accord is reached. 
 
    The horse did not want to enter the dark room inside the base of the tower, but it was eventually coaxed with soothing words and feed from Sindale. The base of Greenhold had been dug into the earth a few feet, so that they were no longer on a level with the ground. Once inside, there was no light to speak of save through the open door. Sindale pulled it almost closed, but stopped when the screech of the iron began again. The remaining crack in the door let in only the faintest trail of moonlight, and once the horse lay down, everyone picked a spot in the dark to try to sleep for the night. Rattle took up a watch near the door.  
 
    The evening was not silent. In the forest, the night fowl called, and a wolf took up a howl. Wind rustled the trees, and though the walls of the tower were a shield against it, it still made Skate shiver in the dark. Twitch suggested a fire, but Sindale dismissed the idea immediately.  
 
    “No light,” she whispered from the dark. “Nothing to draw attention.” 
 
    So they ate rations in the dark, and tried to stay quiet. The horse, for her part, was content to rest and snort, and Skate guessed she must have already fallen asleep after her breathing became intermittent and deep.  
 
    No sounds of hoofbeats met their ears, but Skate guessed they may have been far enough away from Jyskal’s Road that if their plan had been successful, they wouldn’t be able to confirm it. With no light to read by, Skate resigned herself to resting on the hard stone floor of the ruin. 
 
    She did not remember falling asleep, but she jerked awake at the sound of Rattle’s clicking against the floor.  
 
    “What—” 
 
    “Quiet.” Sindale’s voice in the dark was thick with warning. A shift of boots on stone told her that Twitch was awake as well. The moonlight outside looked darker, a fact that made no sense until Skate realized that there was another fog outside. The haze made it impossible to see anything behind the immediate threshold of the door. Skate’s stomach dropped when a voice called out to them from outside. 
 
    “Hail,” the person said, sounding calm and friendly. “Is there anyone inside the tower?” The horse chose that moment to stand up, and the sound of its hooves on stone was a cacophony. “Hello, in there. Are you hurt? Do you need help?” 
 
    “No. Leave this place, stranger.” Sindale’s voice was iron. 
 
    “Ah, well, I can’t. My wife took a bad fall in the forest, and there’s nowhere else nearby I can bring her. If we just have a place to rest for the night, we can be out of your way as early as daybreak. There are healers in Albadon, you see. May we come in?” 
 
    “No, stranger,” Sindale said, “you may not. Leave, and be quick about it.” 
 
    “You’d condemn an injured woman to suffer the forest?” 
 
    “Tonight, I would.” There was a scrape of metal on leather. “Leave, stranger. Do your best to make her comfortable in the leaves.” 
 
    There was a pause and a shadow appeared in the doorway. “I could force my way in.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” Sindale answered coldly. 
 
    “Where’s your t-torch?” Twitch asked. Sindale tried to shush him, but it was too late. The stranger had heard. 
 
    “I don’t have one, boy. That’s why she fell, tripped on a root that we couldn’t see. Hurt her leg something awful, poor thing. Sweet boy, please let us in.” The stranger’s voice tickled something in Skate’s brain, a memory or a person she should know but couldn’t identify. Skate stood and, staying clear of the horse by the sound of clopping hooves, felt her way over to where Twitch had spoken from. Twitch didn’t answer the stranger, but yelped when Skate made contact with his arm. 
 
    “Do you recognize that voice?” Skate asked in a barely audible whisper. “Who is that?” 
 
    “Is that another voice I hear in there? A girl?” The stranger’s voice took on an almost manic edge that Skate did not trust at all. “Sweet girl, let us in. My wife, she’s hurt. She needs a place to stay, just for the night.” 
 
    “Begone, stranger,” Sindale said again.  
 
    The shadow came close to the door, blocking most of the moonlight. He must have been pressed right against the door, because when he spoke, he sounded like he was in the room with them. The horse was growing more nervous, snorting and pawing at the stone floor. “At least come to the door to speak to me before you cast me away.” His voice was softer and warmer. I know that voice.  
 
    Sindale’s armor rattled as she took a step toward the door. “Captain, no,” Skate said, putting an arm out in the dark. She felt the cold metal of her armor and pulled her back. “You can’t go to the door. We’re safe here.” 
 
    Sindale stopped moving. She groaned in the dark. “What…yes, of…course. Of course.” She took a deep breath. “I say again, begone, stranger.” 
 
    The stranger growled and slammed a hand on the iron door, causing the horse to start in the darkness. “You trash, you think you’re better than me—you always thought you were better, with your sword and armor.” His voice had lost all of its cloying and pleading. “Come out and let me show you who’s better now.” 
 
    “Do you know who that is?” Skate whispered to Sindale, not taking her hand off the cold links of her armor.  
 
    “There’s something familiar.” Sindale sounded as confused as Skate was. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “And you, girl? Will you not come out to talk to me? If you won’t let me in, at least come to check on my poor wife.” The stranger’s voice had become sweet and sad again. Skate felt a tug in the back of her mind, a tendril that she recognized immediately. He’s trying to use magic. He’s in my head.  
 
    “Stay out!” Skate shouted, and the horse whinnied again. “Whoever you are, get out and stay away from here.” 
 
    “You don’t recognize me?” he said, his voice going icy with hate again. “Of course not, why would you? You never bothered to learn my name, with your fancy clothes and jeweled knife and magic trinkets. But I know you, Skate. You’re no merchant’s whelp at all, are you? You’re a gutter rat, a thief, and a liar. I know all about you, and your ‘brother,’ too. I was told.” He growled, a bestial and feral sound. “He told me everything.” 
 
    “Pelka?” Sindale’s question was soft, and unsure. She sounded afraid. “It can’t be you.” 
 
    “Oh, you did learn my name. I’m so flattered. Come and see, Arun Sindale. I have such secrets to tell you.” The fog swirled in random patterns around the shadow, though the wind was dead. 
 
    There was another clink of metal as Sindale shook her head with such force that she brushed Skate’s hand from her arm. “No. Begone, whatever you are. You are not Pelka. He’s dead and buried by the road. We buried his body.” 
 
    The driver. The carriage driver. “Stay far away from the door,” Skate said to everyone. 
 
    Pelka—if it was the driver at all—groaned. “It’s not working. I tried, master, I really tried.” He was pleading, and more scared than he’d been pretending. “It’s not my fault, they’re so stubborn, master, they—” 
 
    “Be still, now,” another voice said, quiet and echoing. Skate couldn’t tell where the second voice came from, though she was sure it was not in the room with them. “It is harder when they are on guard. Do you remember how easy it was in the camp? A gentle touch, a look in the eyes, and they went from dream to dream, putty in your hands. It will get easier with practice.” The fog receded all at once, and the shadow stepped back. The second voice, when it spoke again, lost its strange echo and softness. “And against less-ready foes, it’s as easy as clenching a fist or taking a bite.” 
 
    This time, recognition came quickly, and Skate’s knees buckled under her. “No, that’s…you’re dead.” In her mind flashed Belamy’s half-destroyed skull, a twinkling sphere of light, and a flash of fire, deep and black and red. “He beat you, and you’re dead.” 
 
    “If only saying things made them true,” the second voice, the vampire’s voice, said outside the tower. Laughter sharp as ice shot through the room. The master’s body now blocked out most of the moonlight from the door. “Come outside and see how dead I am, child.” 
 
    Even though she was ready for it, the force of this assault on her mind almost overtook her. It was a tempting feeling, a promise of comfort and ease. Let me in, the feeling said, and your worries will be gone. Let me in, and let go. 
 
    Skate said through clenched teeth and with eyes closed, “Stay out of my head.” 
 
    Skate. This was not the vampire. Skate pulled out Petre from her pocket. “Why aren’t they coming in? They could easily force the door, but they aren’t.” 
 
    “How clever,” the master said. “I did not know you had a fourth person with you. I don’t see anyone else in there. Curious.” Skate thought she heard the scurrying of something small in the dark, but the noise was gone as soon as she heard it. “Tell me, perceptive stranger, do you know that I can get you to come out to me, even if I cannot touch your minds?” He took a step back from the door. “When a great man wants something done, he does not always have to go himself.” There was definitely something skittering in the dark with them. As Skate watched, dark shapes shot across the threshold of the tower, darting across the slash of moonlight like an arrow loosed from a bow and disappearing into the room with them. “He may send his servants to do his bidding.” 
 
    Something bit Skate on the leg, and she kicked out. Whatever it was flew off of her and landed with a squeal in the dark. The horse was going mad, stomping and throwing its body around blindly.  
 
    “Get off,” Twitch said, and Skate realized that everyone in the room was being bitten by something. Skate put Petre away and stomped in the dark. Her foot connected with something solid and crunched. 
 
    “If you stay there in the dark, you will be eaten alive. Come out to the moonlight, and they will leave you alone.” The master sounded bored. 
 
    “Yes, under the sky,” Pelka said, with a laugh. “It is sweet to drink and laugh in the moonlight.” 
 
    More paws and nails ran up Skate’s legs, gnawing at boots, searching for areas where her clothes were not hard enough to protect her, and latching on. She kicked and stomped, grabbed and threw. They squealed as they were torn from her, bit her hands as she clawed them off of her, the sour smell of wet fur and rotting teeth almost suffocating as she stomped and threw and kicked. Still they came, running up her body and into her boots in search of flesh to bite.  
 
    The horse screamed and charged at the heavy iron door, throwing its bulk against it in a mad bid to escape, and the door crashed open with a terrible screech of metal. Moonlight flooded in, and with it, Skate saw at last what they were fighting: swarms of brown and gray rats were pouring over each other in a river to get into the tower, their pink noses and red eyes glinting with each wave coming in.  
 
    Twitch was the first out the door, and Skate followed. I will die if I stay here, she thought. She had a vivid image of one of the little brutes reaching her eyes and nose and biting, sinking teeth in and tearing— 
 
    She broke out of the tower over a carpet of rats, which spilled over her feet as she ran. They retreated from her now that she was outside, and she saw they had done the same for Twitch, falling off of him like fat muddy water droplets, only to scurry away when back on their pink feet. Sindale was the last to emerge, and Skate gasped; she was bleeding from at least a dozen bites, and her feet and hands were covered in dark red blotches. She had taken a much more active approach in fighting the swarm, and had paid for it. Her rats, too, left her alone as soon as she left the tower, joining the mass of wet fur that surrounded them in a wide circle. The horse ran screaming in its blind panic into the forest, dropping rats from its body with every galloping step. Rattle was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    The grass of the grove was all but invisible now, teeming with a writhing pond of brown and gray fur. They jumped and crawled over one another, scrambling to get around and under and over their fellows, but none now attacked the travelers. At the outer edge of this undulating stream of fur stood two dead men. The carriage driver, Pelka, wore the clothes he’d worn in death, sullied forever by his own blood and grave dirt. His eyes shone red in the dark, and his mouth hung open in an indecent grin as he watched with delight. Next to Pelka was his master, eyes narrowed, face expressionless. Hugo was not destroyed. Belamy died for nothing, Skate thought, and she sank to her knees. She thought to reach for Ungor, only to realize she’d left her bag in the tower. 
 
    The erstwhile Big Boss of the Ink began to stroll around the outer edge of the swarm of rats. “They hear and obey.” One of the rats ran up Hugo’s body and nestled in his hand. “Flesh and blood, but they know when to submit to a power greater than them.” He stroked the rat’s head. He was dressed in finery; it was not as extravagant as his wardrobe in Caribol had been, but next to Pelka, he looked noble and refined. “When on the road, they can serve as a meal, if they must, and they come willingly, without fuss. They infest the forests and villages.” He set the rat down, and it rejoined its fellows in the tumultuous circle. “They submit.” He turned to face Twitch. “Don’t they?” 
 
    Twitch’s eyes were unfocused and his mouth was hanging open. “Yeah,” he said dully.  
 
    “Twitch, no,” Skate said, running to him and shaking him. He didn’t respond, his arms flapping uselessly at his side. The circle bent inward, and a wave of teeth and small pink claws lunged at Skate. She fell away with a scream, and the circle tightened, running around Skate and Sindale. Twitch stood and stared at Hugo as the vampire got closer.  
 
    “I thought I understood why you fled Caribol. I assumed it was because you feared the gang you’d abandoned, running from the choices you’d made. And maybe you were.” Hugo knelt down to look directly into Twitch’s face. “But that’s not all you’re up to, is it?” 
 
    “No,” the boy said dully. “We’re running from Ossertine, too. And you, I guess.”  
 
    “Yes, I thought so. She was chasing you in the beginning, but she’s not anymore. She gave up finding you after the fight in the woods. That’s still not all, is it?” 
 
    “Don’t say anything, Twitch!” Skate shouted. “Don’t tell him anything. Fight!” 
 
    “Shut up, girl,” Pelka said, shooting through the rats toward Skate. Skate blinked, and Hugo stood between them. He drew a hand back and slammed Pelka away with a sickening crack. Pelka landed in the dirt outside the ring of rats, and Hugo was back in front of Twitch, as if he’d never moved.  
 
    “Be still, Pelka,” Hugo said with the same detached calm. “She can’t reach him now. He’s mine. Right?” Twitch nodded slowly. “What else are you up to?” 
 
    “We’re…we’re after something.” Twitch’s brow furrowed for a moment before he continued. “We’re after someone. Trying to find them.” The heap on the ground that was Pelka stood with a groan. His head twisted at an odd angle, and snapped back into place with a wet crunch.  
 
    “Who, Twitch? Tell me.” Hugo kept eye contact with the boy, his voice calm and soothing. 
 
    “Twitch, don’t,” Skate muttered, but she knew even if Twitch had managed to hear her, it would have done no good. 
 
    “The wizard in Old Town. We’re bringing him back.”  
 
    Sindale put herself between Pelka and Skate.  
 
    Twitch’s voice was steady, more than Skate had ever heard it. “Belamy.” 
 
    Pelka growled again, resetting his jaw in place. His head shot up, like a dog that had caught an unfamiliar scent or sound. “Master—” 
 
    “Be quiet, Pelka. I’ll not tell you again.” Pelka cringed and choked. Hugo softened, his gaze never breaking from Twitch’s. “How? How will you bring him back?” 
 
    “I…I…” Twitch’s eyes showed concern. “I feel wrong. I feel…like I’m in a dream, or s-something.” 
 
    “Twitch, my boy, don’t fret,” Hugo said, reaching out and taking hold of Twitch’s arms. “All is well. You were going to tell me how you’re going to bring the old man back.”  
 
    “I…I can’t. I c-can’t,” Twitch said, straining slightly against the vampire’s grip. “I can’t, I can’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” Hugo’s sharp teeth clamped down hard at the end of the question and flashed in the half-light of the moons. 
 
    “Because he doesn’t know.” The words were accompanied by a brilliant flash of light, a beam of yellow sun that shot from the tree line to pierce the heart of Pelka, who arched back in pain with a horrendous scream as the radiance spread across him like a golden fire. His dead flesh sparked to cinders before falling to ash in a roiling web, until he burned away to nothing, his scream only an echo in the night. Something fell on top of the pile of ashes and soiled clothes that had been Pelka, but it was impossible to identify in the dim light. 
 
    Hugo turned toward the source of the light and spat in rage. He was no longer holding Twitch’s arms—or anything at all. His body dissolved into a fog spreading around the grove. His voice came forth from the fog, echoing and soft. “Feed, children. Strip the flesh from their bones.” The rats’ squeaking and gnawing grew to a frenzy, and as one wave of wet fur and jagged teeth, they lunged toward Sindale and Skate.  
 
    Sindale stomped and stabbed, and Skate did the same with her knife. It made no difference; the rats came on, driven as much by their own animal urge to feed as any compulsion from their dark master, red eyes wide with fear and rage. For each one crushed under heel or skewered by blade, two more rushed in to crawl up a boot or leap to an exposed bit of skin on the arm. They were endless… 
 
    …and then they were aflame. 
 
     The fire sprang around Sindale and Skate in a circle, roaring to life in a burst of orange and red, and the writhing mass of rats broke apart. The smell of burning hair and charred meat filled the night air. The voice of Hugo screamed, though it sounded distant, fading. The flame dissolved the fog, though the smoke that followed was worse, stinging the eyes and choking the throat. Sindale continued to stomp on vermin as she found them near her feet, but the rats had lost all cohesion—they ran in random directions, clawing and biting at each other, and even leaping through the flames to escape.  
 
    Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the fire was gone, leaving a ring of blackened grass and hundreds of charred rat corpses. Twitch sat where he’d been cozened by Hugo, eyes wide in confusion and fear. In front of him was Rattle, feet stabbing down at fleeing rats as they scattered to the forest, now caring nothing for the people they had meant to gnaw down to bones.  
 
    The voice rang out again in the dark. “The tower. Go.” Another familiar voice, Skate thought as Sindale picked her up and carried her down into the dark. Rattle came after, dragging a panicking Twitch under the ruin. The wide-open iron door let in more moonlight; rubble marred the opposite end of the room, but it was otherwise clear of debris, and the walls and floor were as smooth as the outside had appeared. The travelers said nothing to one another as they caught their breath and wiped the gore from their boots and blades. Skate rubbed her eyes; the bright flashes had left spots that were slow to leave her vision.  
 
    Another light appeared at the doorway, this one a pale and constant white. It was set at the end of a short cane, slender and black. Over the threshold stepped their savior, who pulled the screeching, resistant iron door shut with a forceful gesture of an outstretched hand. She held the cane out before her, sweeping it around the room to shine in the faces of the three humans and the construct. Satisfied, she pulled the cane to her side and left the white light to float lazily about the room. Skate’s heart sank when her eyes adjusted. 
 
    “I’ve finally caught up to you,” Laribel Ossertine said, tapping her cane on the stone floor. 
 
    *** 
 
    Skate poured the blue liquid from the carafe onto the worst of the rat bites on Sindale after the soldier had insisted she take care of Twitch and herself first. From the fixed stare she gave the item, it was clear that Ossertine had questions about the magic jar, but she kept them unspoken while Skate worked.  
 
    If I make any moves she doesn’t like, I’ll end up like the rats. Skate replaced the jar in her pack, and sat down next to it without a word. Let her talk first, she thought. She doesn’t need to know everything. Rattle stood near the door, waiting and watching. 
 
    Ossertine was happy to let her stew in her own uncertainty, at least for the moment. Skate used the silence to take stock of what she could see. Ossertine had opted for more sensible clothes in Buckhollow; since Skate had last laid eyes on her, she had done away with the heavy furs from Caribol and was now wearing a plainer, loose dress of brown and white. She otherwise looked much as Skate remembered: proud, confident, and generally annoyed. She’s exhausted, Skate realized with a sudden jerk. The black pouches under her eyes told the story as plain as day—she hadn’t been sleeping well, if at all, for days.  
 
    Ossertine cleared her throat. “You chose a reasonable spot to take your final stand against the vampire.” For all the effort she put into her words, she might have been describing the weather. “Defensible. Close to your previous sanctuary.” Skate had nothing to say to that, so she nodded and looked at Rattle.  
 
    The construction stood guard at the door, motionless aside from the occasional flap of its wings. If they were going to have company again, they’d have warning. If it was leery of Ossertine’s presence, it showed no sign.  
 
    “Rattle brought me to you,” Ossertine said, following Skate’s gaze. “I had already doubled back after hearing the grinding of the door, but I did not know where in the forest to find you.” 
 
    “You’ve been following us.” Skate did not phrase it as a question or intend that it should be mistaken for one. 
 
    Ossertine understood her perfectly. “Your involvement in what I have been doing after you slipped away outside of Lilypad has been largely incidental. I’ve been chasing the vampire, not you.” Despite the exhaustion evident on her face, she managed a magnificent sneer with the last word of the sentence. “He’s been elusive, traveling faster in a night than I would have thought possible. His feedings have been…troublesome as well. The spawn of his dark affliction have been rising from graves in his wake, fellow parasites bound to his will after falling to his thirst. Herzeschal, Sunrise, Buckhollow. Murdered men and women in each village who rose from their fresh graves black of heart and long of tooth a day after you—after he passed through.” Her eyes fluttered and her breathing slowed as if she were about to give in to her exhaustion, but they shot open again. “I thought at first that you were aiding one another. Not hard to imagine—the witnesses in Caribol identified him as Belamy’s most direct murderer, and it was known you were in league with that larcenous band of cutthroats he commanded in less-savory corners of the city. However, while the speed at which you were both moving suggested that you were fleeing from something, none of the cursed souls I put down on my way to you seemed to expect my coming at all. I surmised from this that while you might have been fleeing, the vampire did not seem to be running away from me.”  
 
    Ossertine nodded once, and shot her head up again. “Needless to say, the nature of my search changed somewhat after Buckhollow. I meant to either overtake you before the vampire could reach you, or else intercept the vampire before he finally cornered you. I would interrogate you or destroy the monster. When you fell into his trap, Rattle tried to pull me into the fray, but I delayed. I’m glad I did.” She squeezed her eyes shut and opened them again. “Obviously, the boy’s words during your confrontation changed things. You will explain to me what he meant when he said you meant to bring Belamy back to us.” The unspoken threat was heavy in the air. Or else. 
 
    Twitch leaned against the wall of the interior of the tower, massaging his forehead and rubbing his eyes. Whatever Hugo had done while inside his mind had not been pleasant, and shaking it off fully was taking time. “I’m g-g-gonna sleep, I think.” He fell to the floor, spilling Belamy’s gold from the torn bag at his hip. Skate ran to him, while Ossertine spoke. 
 
    “He will be fine. The guile of a vampire is broken soon after his presence is no longer felt. The self-styled ‘Lord’ Hajime is gone, for now, and the boy’s mind will recover.” Ossertine stood to her full height. “Now, sorely tempted as I am to join him in a well-deserved reprieve, you must tell me what I wish to know.” 
 
    Skate’s eyes darted to the door. I could take my chances with Hugo, she thought bitterly. Having no escape, she explained their plan, such as it was. Ossertine demanded a demonstration of Rattle’s reaction to the statuette when Skate mentioned it, and she also wished to see the red stones when their part was mentioned. For the most part, however, she sat in silence, absorbing the tale of their travels and purposes thus far. 
 
    Sindale had fallen asleep in an upright position against the wall by the time Skate had finished her recounting. Ossertine took a deep breath and sighed. “I must think on this. More importantly, I must rest. I suggest you do the same. The protections I have placed around the tower will protect us entirely from any intrusion…or excursion.” She punctuated this last word with a tap on the floor with her cane. A very poofy bedroll appeared from the end of it, unrolled and inviting. She slipped into it, confident in her magic and her threats, and soon drifted off into a gentle sleep.  
 
    The horse ran off with our bedrolls, Skate thought, before she too spread out on the smooth stone floor and went into a sleep of her own, fitful with images of burning rats and sharp teeth.  
 
    When dawn came, the room stirred awake in stages. Sindale was the first to rise, and her movements alerted the others in the early morning blue. With no bags to pack or stakes to pull up, there was little to do while everyone recovered from the previous night. The soldier stepped up to the surface in search of a wild hare or a sign of their missing royal mare. Twitch looked less worrisome, glum instead of agitated. When Ossertine spoke, she did so with the air of a parent out of patience with a pugnacious child. 
 
    “This plan of yours to retrieve Belamy. Following Rattle to wherever he’s going. You believe it will work?” 
 
    “We wouldn’t be doing it if we expected it not to, would we?” Skate did not bother trying to hide the ice in her voice.  
 
    “Yes.” Ossertine sniffed again. “I might have once thought you were lying. My present concern is that you are mistaken.” The closest she can get to an apology, Skate thought. 
 
    “We’re not.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “What else could Rattle be moving toward?” Skate asked. “What other direction would it be taking us to?” 
 
    “I don’t know. And neither do you.” Ossertine stood, leaning against the wall to give herself support, and went on, “You don’t know where we’re going, you don’t know what you’re to do when we get there, and you don’t know how you’re going to get wherever Rattle sends you. You don’t even know what Rattle is, do you?” 
 
    “It’s…magical,” Skate said, forcing the weak answer out. 
 
    “Yes, but that’s not enough to explain him, is it?” Ossertine pressed her point. “You’ve brought your friends and protectors on a quest you don’t understand to try to save a man you barely knew using a magical construct even trained wizards can’t identify or explain properly. What if you’re wrong? What if you’ve completely misunderstood everything you’ve done?” 
 
    Twitch shuffled awkwardly next to Skate. The girl thought about Ossertine’s questions. Could I have misunderstood Belamy? Could I be wrong about what Rattle is doing whenever we touch Alphetta’s figurine to it? Somehow, she thought—no, she knew she was right. “I’m not wrong,” she said, finding strength in her conviction to save her friend and teacher. “I’m not. He can be saved, and Rattle’s the way to do it. That thing has brought him closer to us with each mile we travel on the lines it guides us towards. I know that’s what it’s doing. That may be what it was made for. I can feel us getting closer with each step.” 
 
    Ossertine remained silent for many seconds after. “Your feelings do not reassure me in the least,” she said. “If that is what we have to go on, we are in a sorry state indeed…but it’s a hope. A faint hope, a fool’s hope. You tell me with sincerity that you’re on the right path, and so I swallow my doubts and help. Not for your sake, or the sake of your…companions, but for one of the wisest and greatest men of his generation, whatever he’s done to protect himself from the ambush you led him to.” 
 
    Skate bit back a retort about Belamy’s choices being his own. She said, “We’re on the right path. We’re on the only path there is.” 
 
    Ossertine considered the girl’s words. “So be it,” she said. “We go together to save Barrison.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    In which Bones are passed, dice are thrown, and clothes are traded away. 
 
    Sindale found the horse. She did not give details, but said only that the royal mare was dead. “We still have our gear, but we’ll have to travel on foot,” she said, spitting into the burnt grass. 
 
    “We most certainly will not.” Ossertine sounded as if the soldier had suggested that they bathe in filth. With a muttered series of phrases and a pass of her hand, she summoned a white horse. A repeated pass and muttering created another. “You may make use of the second. It will bear the weight of all three of you and your remaining gear.” Sindale was unsure of what to make of the new mount, but Skate and Twitch went to it quickly, stroking its head and neck. 
 
    “She c-could make it disappear beneath us as we r-rode,” Twitch muttered, taking pains to look as if he were not speaking. 
 
    “She could fry us where we stand, Twitchy,” Skate responded. “Nothing for it.” 
 
    When the first rays of yellow sunlight dappled the ground through the leaves, the travelers were well on their way to Albadon. With their mounts not burdened by such concerns as growing weary or needing to stop for water or meals, the landscape passed them by in a blur. Talking was pointless, so the riders pulled themselves close to their mounts and waited. They passed farmland and patches of trees, a few villages off the main path and groves of evergreens, but the most interesting thing by far was the mountain ridge that was visible over the tops of the trees to the south. When she first glimpsed the peaks clawing at the open sky, Skate was enraptured. 
 
    “Nothing can be that big,” she said, but Sindale had only laughed in response. 
 
    “The Whale Bones,” the soldier shouted. She slowed the horse near a break in the trees with the Bones more clearly visible. Ossertine pulled up beside them.  
 
    “We get the name from an Elvish translation,” the lady said. “They had a story of a great beast from the sea that leapt so far from the waves that it landed across the land. It died, and when the flesh rotted away, the land was divided by the spine of the monster. Come,” she urged them, “staring won’t bring them closer.” They rode on. 
 
    The Bones grew larger and larger throughout the day. By the late afternoon, the land cleared considerably. The road passed through a thicket of trees to reveal a gentle slope downward into wide open fields stretching for miles in all directions. At the cusp of spring, nothing grew yet; the land was brown and lifeless, save for early weeds and the occasional tree dotting the land leading to the Bones. Sindale and Ossertine both pulled their horses off the path to take in the view and draw from waterskins. 
 
    “The farms used to be on the other side of the mountains,” Sindale remarked. “When I was a little girl.” 
 
    “They still farm over there,” Skate said. “They have to. How else would people in the other kingdom get food?” 
 
    “They do,” Sindale said, “and many of them trade and sell their goods in the markets of Albadon, but the war will put a stop to that.” The soldier pointed to a low spot in the mountain range. “The Tulkises won’t be able to keep the gates open in both directions. They owe allegiance to House Lain, and if they don’t seal the gates against invaders, they can’t claim to be faithful to Jero.” A spot of gray down by the mountains, a wall crossing between the low points of the range, smudged the landscape. The brown road led down to the construction in a more-or-less straight line, a streak to a low point in the Whale Bones. 
 
    “What’ll th-they do if the w-war starts before they can s-sell their food?” Twitch asked. 
 
    “Eat what they can and watch the rest rot,” Sindale said. Her voice was grim. “The money’s in the city, and they can’t all get to another city before the food spoils. War before autumn will mean ruin and a starving death for hundreds.” 
 
    Skate shifted in the saddle before she spoke. The magical horse was not the source of her discomfort, but shifting around seemed the natural thing to do. “That’s awful.” 
 
    Sindale never took her eyes from the wall below. “Yes. The king and nobility will have their answer ready. ‘Better theirs die of hunger than bearing weapons against us.’ Galragad will be an open enemy soon, and the crown won’t care what happens to peasant farmers on the other side of the mountains.” She turned the horse toward the road. “We’ll reach the Frost Gate tonight, and Albadon too, if the lady’s horses keep.” 
 
    “They’ll keep, Captain,” said Ossertine, turning her nose up and leading her horse back to the road proper. 
 
    “That’s not Albadon?” Skate asked Sindale, pointing to the distant wall. 
 
    Sindale shook her head and turned the horse to follow the witch. “The Frost Gate. Albadon’s a few miles into the mountains.” When Skate groaned in disappointment, Sindale only chuckled and prodded the horse back into a trot along the sloping road. 
 
    The sun was nearly down when they reached the Frost Gate. The fortifications were almost as large as the walls of Herzeschal, but they looked small compared to the Bones on either side. When the travelers approached the heavy gate, they found it open, though guarded. None of the guards halted their progress, but they stared as the alabaster horses rode past. A sprawling patchwork of tents and firepits greeted them on the hill. The road continued up the rocky incline, and all around were soldiers and horses, the pack animals gathered in makeshift pens nestled into the rocks. Some soldiers shot curious glances at them as they passed, but more ignored them, too focused on their gambling, storytelling, drinking, and sparring to notice four people going by, even on such splendid mounts. 
 
    The camp went on and on, though the soldiers had the good sense not to block the road with their encampment. A few riders were going north, some moving urgently, others at a trot. One older man was leading a donkey with piles of goods strapped to its back.  
 
    “So many,” Skate said as they passed a group of men singing and knocking cups of dark liquid together. “There’s more of them here than what we saw on the road.” 
 
    “Another army,” Sindale said quietly. “With orders to await word from the capital, no doubt.” They took the horses a bit farther up the worn-and-rocky road until the camp thinned. Here, there were fewer armed men and women. Eventually, the camps bumped against another wall, and Skate knew they had at last reached the border city, Albadon in the Mountains. 
 
    The gate had already been lowered, and the guards were not happy to be bothered. “It will open in the morning,” came the call from above. The banners of House Tulkis, bearing an emblem barely visible in dusk, flapped in the wind overhead.  
 
    “It will open now, man,” Ossertine said, trotting the white horse forward. “Open for Lady Ossertine of Caribol.” 
 
    “And for the envoy of House Lain,” Sindale added, pulling up next to Ossertine closer to the gates. There were some mutterings above at these proclamations, and the gate raised up, leading the travelers into the tight streets of the city. Flames burned in lamps in doorways and at intersections. The streets were so narrow that at points it seemed as if the buildings that rose two and three stories high began to meet in the middle. The horses made travel through the streets easier for them, but the people on foot shot them nasty looks as they pushed past.  
 
    “Perhaps we should dismount,” Sindale suggested. “We need to find accommodations. Fast.”  
 
    The last word was heavy with meaning that Ossertine did not fail to catch. “Quite right, Captain.” When all had dismounted and taken possession of their gear, Ossertine swept an open palm in front of her. The white horses dissolved like smoke from a snuffed candle. “In practical terms, it doesn’t matter where we rest. Anywhere with four walls and a roof will do.” 
 
    Their accommodations came from a dwarven proprietor behind the bar in a crowded and smoke-filled ale house. “Main room’s full up,” the dwarf said thickly, scratching at the chest of his faded purple doublet. “Not a bed left in there. I’ve got a private room open, though it’s only got two beds.” 
 
    “That will serve,” Ossertine answered. 
 
    The dwarf reached under the bar, producing a black iron key. “It’ll be a gold piece for a night. Scept or rugal, it’s no matter.” There were several objections from the group about the price at once.  
 
    “That’s absurd,” Ossertine said, almost shouting to be heard over everyone else. “Staying here for five nights would cost as much as a horse at that rate.” 
 
    The dwarf shrugged. “You can try other inns if you like. Might be you’d find a room. You won’t find one cheaper, though.” His glassy beetle-black eyes met the witch’s. “The city’s packed full. Places to sleep are hard to come by. A gold coin for a night is the price, and it’s the only price you’re like to get.” 
 
    Ossertine clenched her teeth. “A gold coin it is, then,” Sindale replied before Ossertine could interject. The dwarf smiled as the six-sided scept passed to him. He felt it in his hand and, satisfied by the weight and feel, pocketed the money. 
 
    “First door on the left at the top of the stairs. Might be noisy at sunup. Pleasant rest to you.” The dwarf yawned and rubbed his neck at the collar of the shirt. 
 
    The upstairs room was plainly furnished, not unlike the room in Lilypad. Everyone unloaded their gear, but hesitated to rest. Rattle emerged from Skate’s bag and wandered around the small room on its slender legs. Only Ossertine appeared to be at ease, setting her cane across the fluffier of the two beds. “Best prepare for an early morning,” she said to the room at large, finally noticing that no one else was rushing to sleep. 
 
    “Aren’t you worried about the—about what’s chasing us?” Skate asked. 
 
    “No, and neither should he concern you.” She smoothed out her sheets. “After Barrison’s death, I took it upon myself to research the nature of his chiefest murderer.” Skate did not miss the insinuation that there were other murderers of the old man besides Hugo, but she ignored it to let Ossertine continue what she meant to say. “The vampire is a mighty foe, but if a witch is prepared, the parasites can be navigated around and protected against with a great measure of success. First,” she said, holding up her fingers and ticking off items one by one, “the vampire cannot enter a private building without permission from someone within. This, incidentally, also includes privately held rooms in otherwise public spaces. So long as none of us invites the vampire within this room, we have nothing to fear. Second, there are spells to protect against the type of attack he launched at you in the elven tower ruins. No vermin will enter here tonight. Third, if we do not look at the vampire’s eyes, none of us will be at risk of falling to his beguiling vision.” 
 
    “So, we’re safe.” Skate sank down on the unoccupied bed and felt a tightness in her chest she hadn’t known was there loosen ever so slightly. 
 
    “Yes. Keep the curtains shut.” Ossertine’s tone carried much satisfaction. “Now, I suppose we should discuss our course. Once we cross into Galragad, what is our path?” 
 
    “Wherever Rattle takes us,” Skate answered. 
 
    “Naturally,” Ossertine said, annoyed, “I meant the path through Galragad that we must take.” When silence met her clarification, Ossertine stood straight. “You don’t know our path through the southland.” 
 
    “W-we only have a map of Jero,” Twitch said. “We don’t know w-w-what’s south of the Bones.” 
 
    “I see,” Ossertine said. “Very well, we’ll find a map before we leave in the morning. Assuming Rattle gets us to our destination, how will we be bringing Belamy back? What mechanism did he provide for you?” Skate tried to invent some answer, but only silence greeted Ossertine’s question once more. “I had thought the ignorance lay squarely between the ears of the boy. It did not occur to me that none of you knew what you were doing. You have no idea what Barrison had planned? No idea whatsoever of what he expected you to do to save his life?” 
 
    “He didn’t have time to give me all the details,” Skate replied, her ire rising with her voice. “He told me that I’d need Rattle, that’s all.” 
 
    “And he gave you no other methods or instructions to find out what else you needed to do?” Ossertine sat on the bed in stunned disbelief.  
 
    Twitch cleared his throat. “He m-might’ve done.” He pointed to Skate’s pack. “The way forward might be in those gemstone things. The memory stones.”  
 
    Skate shook her head, but said nothing.  
 
    “Why are you shaking your head? What is she shaking her head about?” Ossertine asked Twitch.  
 
    “Belamy locked his memories away in stones.” I can’t admit that they don’t work like they’re supposed to, full of nightmares. “He kept them around to help him—to help him remember who he was in case he forgot. They’re not instructions,” Skate said, throwing the word at Twitch mockingly, “they’re personal and private memories of his life. I’m keeping them safe for him, not peeking into his life.” 
 
    Ossertine stopped to think about the information. “I have heard of such magic, but I do not know it. It’s powerful. If anyone could do it, Barrison could.” She took a steadying breath. “Your restraint is admirable. That you wish to protect Barrison’s privacy is to be commended. But we must view the memories nonetheless.” 
 
    Skate was so taken aback by Ossertine’s words that she opened and closed her mouth several times in search of some response. Finally, she found the words to express what she needed to say. “I won’t.” 
 
    An unfamiliar expression passed over Ossertine’s face. It might have been mistaken for sympathy, if Skate didn’t know how much hate the woman had stored up in her. “You do not wish to dishonor his memory, or to take advantage of him in his absence, but if it is the only means we have to reach him from where he’s gone, then it must be done regardless. Such sentiments will not help us if we are stranded in a foreign land against unknown threats.” 
 
    This is my out. “You do it, then.” Skate took out the jewelry box and handed it to Ossertine. “Show me how easy it is.” 
 
    Ossertine took the offered container delicately, as if being handed a priceless heirloom. She opened the box, and Skate saw the all-too-familiar glow of surprise on her face, and every face that had seen them so displayed. It wasn’t long before that wonder congealed into uncertainty, then suspicion. Ossertine cast a spell over the gemstones, then closed it shut with such fury that Skate thought she meant to crush it in her spindly grip. 
 
    “Is this a trap?” she asked Skate. “A deception meant to coax me into making a deadly mistake? After all I’ve done to help you? After I’ve sworn to aid you in your mission to bring Barrison back, you hand me this…this—” Ossertine struggled to find the word, eventually settling on “—this snare.” 
 
    Skate, at a loss, took the offered jewelry box back. “What snare?” 
 
    Ossertine narrowed her eyes, wary of mockery. “There is a magic on these stones meant to push away any mind that attempts even to touch them. Push away violently,” she added. “The magic in those stones has two—only two—deliberate exceptions to its protections. Your face appeared in my mind’s eye as clearly as it lies before me. None here can touch the stones themselves but you.” She watched Skate closely as she finished speaking. “And you didn’t know that.” 
 
    Skate shook her head and stared at the closed box. 
 
    “Have you attempted to use the stones?” Ossertine’s eyes relaxed in curiosity. 
 
    “Yeah,” Skate said, pulling the jewelry box closer, “and it’s been horrible. Belamy showed me a memory once, and it was good. It was a good memory, and I understood it so clearly. But the others…” She shook her head. “The other memories aren’t good. And they’re mixed up. I can’t tell what I’m looking at or hearing half the time. And the other half, I don’t want to see or hear.” Skate set the box on the floor and stood. “It makes my head wrong after, and I have bad dreams, dreams almost as bad as what’s in there.” 
 
    Ossertine sighed and her lips tightened. “However bad your dreams may be, you must—” 
 
    “You don’t understand!” Skate hadn’t meant to shout, but her hands were balled at her sides and her teeth were clenched. “You can’t make me.” 
 
    Ossertine huffed. “Listen to me, girl. The exception in the protection of the stones was made for you deliberately. Barrison meant for you to view the memories. Just you.” The witch’s voice tightened on the word, and Skate realized why. She’s hurt. Jealous. “Why would he have done that unless he knew it would be necessary to get you where you needed to be?”  
 
    Skate was ashamed. Whatever hurt Ossertine felt at being excluded from the magic, she was willing to set it aside to get Belamy back. And I’m not willing to risk a nightmare. “If we get to a point where we can’t figure anything else out, I’ll…do it.” 
 
    Ossertine’s face softened. “Good. It may not come to it, but we must be ready for the possibility.” She began preparing for bed, claiming the one she’d sat on as her own personal quarters for the night. Sindale, who had been watching the confrontation closely, began to extract herself from her armor. Skate and Twitch used the lamps in the room to read by, but it did not take long for the night to make their eyes heavy. Though the windows were shut, it was brighter outside than it had been; the moons were fuller and shining overhead to bathe everyone and everything in silvery light on their descent through the night sky. Skate and Sindale shared the remaining bed, while Twitch made a simple pallet on the floor with plenty of grumbling about the ensuing discomfort. To no one’s surprise, he was snoring before anyone else. 
 
    Last to sleep was Skate. She looked at the jewelry box on the floor where she’d left it. Ossertine’s words ran through her head, sounding more like an accusation than a statement of fact. Just you. There had to be some trick to making the images and symbols make sense within the memories, but Skate had no idea how to do it. Even Ossertine would not be much help, she realized. She’s only heard of this kind of magic. That means she doesn’t know how it works or how to do it right. 
 
    Skate turned away from the jewelry box and closed her eyes. If we can’t figure anything else out, she told herself, then I’ll try again. Until then, we follow Rattle. And find a map. 
 
    *** 
 
    The map proved easy to find. The cartographer in Albadon, one Garibald Tybalt, was happy to part with some of his stock.  
 
    “Been selling these almost as fast as I can make them!” the walleyed old man said through gapped teeth. “I think the war’s been making people curious. And the curious like their maps, hee!” Unfortunately for the travelers, the only map he had of Galragad at that moment was not yet complete, but he did offer them a discount for that. He accepted the pile of silvers from Twitch, who held the map glumly in front of them as they left the map shop. 
 
    “Come on,” Ossertine told them as they got closer to her, “and we’ll meet the good captain at the southern gate.” Sindale had left them that morning to get her standards on her armor replaced; she’d torn off the red raven of Lain. The royal crest won’t help us anymore south of the Bones. Even the letter they’d mentioned to get into the city could result in undue attention in Galragad, and none of them had any desire to deal with whatever delay the reader of the letter might cause for them with their incessant probing about what the prince wrote and why. The last of the prince’s letters would go undelivered.  
 
    While they waited for Sindale at the gate, Skate and Twitch watched the people of the city going about their business. Ossertine also watched the crowded streets, but what she was looking for, Skate couldn’t say. What Skate noticed was petty crime. Pickpockets weren’t hard to find, darting through crowds against the flow of traffic to find easy marks, then suddenly turning to join the flow of people uninterrupted. Skate saw each time a purse or bag was lifted, and she felt a wave of professional admiration for the thieves.  
 
    “They could give Boss Kernisk’s crew a few pointers,” Skate said, nudging Twitch. 
 
    “They’re f-fast, b-but kinda sloppy. I g-guess they can afford to be in these crowds,” said Twitch with a sniff, doing his best to sound unimpressed.  
 
    “What are you two talking about?” Ossertine looked down at them in confusion. “Is this something to do with the map?” 
 
    “No,” they said in unison. Ossertine wanted them out of the city before consulting the map. She had been worried about potential spies planted by the vampire in the night, pointing out that just because he couldn’t enter their room didn’t mean he’d be idle before the sun rose. 
 
    “Good.” Ossertine returned to her sullen scanning of the comings and goings of Albadonians, and the children returned to watching the pickpockets at work. When Sindale emerged from the crowd, the witch muttered, “Finally.” To the soldier, she said, “Well met. I hope your efforts have been successful.” 
 
    Sindale pointed to her chest and shoulders and nodded. “The sign I wore before joining the Roy—before I became a captain,” she said, barely catching the slip. The heraldry was a black lizard with wide claws on a green-and-gray quartered field. “It served me well before, and may it do so again. I also learned that we can exchange our coins at the other side of the southern gate. When we go south, we will no longer be Jeroan, and must try to pass as Galri.” 
 
    Skate and Twitch looked at each other. “I don’t think that will work. We don’t look Galri at all.” 
 
    “You’d be surprised,” Sindale responded. “Galragad is large and old. The bloods of many peoples mingle in her fields and sands. Still, maybe there’s a better story.” 
 
    “Merchants, again,” Skate suggested. “Scouting out potential new markets.” The lie was believable enough and would satisfy anyone curious enough to ask. We hope, she thought. 
 
    The southern gate was busy that morning, and there was a line to get out of the city. The guards, bedecked in the silver and green falcons on a yellow field of House Tulkis, were checking every cart and wagon as they passed—for contraband or hidden passengers, Skate supposed—and more-or-less openly accepting bribes to ignore whatever they were not meant to see. All were stopped at the gate, and none were detained. Everyone pays, Skate realized, watching every leader of five different groups sliding silver coins into the palms of the guards before leaving the city. 
 
    The bribes didn’t escape the notice of anyone else in the group. “Smart,” Twitch said, gripping a small sack of silver with a grimace. “Th-they know p-p-people are desperate, s-so they’ll t-t-take what they can before they g-go. Bet the l-l-lord and lady are in on it.” 
 
    “I should hope not,” Ossertine said, sounding repulsed. “I’m sure Lord Tulkis doesn’t condone this grasping avarice. If our work were not so vital, I’d confront these blackguards—” 
 
    “Forgive me, lady, but it is vital,” Sindale said, allowing her accent to thicken, “so it might be best not to see so much on the way out, yes?” 
 
    “Of course,” Ossertine muttered, glancing about to make sure no one nearby had heard her. They reached the guards shortly after, and Sindale answered their short questions in her newly choppy Jeroan before slipping the pieces of silver to the guard. All curiosity vanished and the Tulkis men waved them through, while their captain sat nearby throwing dice and laughing with another man in armor before the gate. Ossertine grimaced and looked away as they passed.  
 
    They moved to the right side of the road to let the wagons and carts go by, the mules and horses snorting as they went. Once past the sight of the gates of Albadon, they deemed it safe to cut away from the road around a hillock to observe the map and talk among themselves. The path through the gap in the mountains was easygoing enough, though somewhat rocky. They found a boulder large enough to serve as a table along the way, and took Rattle out of Skate’s pack. 
 
    The sun and Rattle confirmed that their path went southward. The map proved helpful, despite the blank spots at the edges, and daunting for its scale. “Galragad’s bigger than Jero,” Skate observed. 
 
    “It is, though the difference is exaggerated between the two maps. Plus, much of what Galragad lays claim to is the wasteland in the southeast.” Ossertine pointed to a large section in the bottom right of the map, pocked with flecks and scratches of ink. 
 
    Across this wide scar, Skate read aloud the words, “‘Korvun’s Folly.’ What’s a wasteland, and who’s Korvun?” 
 
    Sindale said, “It’s rocky dirt and sand. Nothing grows there. No trees, no grass. Sparse, prickly bushes every few miles. Water’s as scarce as rubies, and few beasts manage to survive. Never been there, but I’ve talked to some of the old graybeards who have. To hear them tell it, the place is death itself.” 
 
    “Korvun,” Ossertine said after a pause, “is a name I know, but I can’t remember why. He was a…general, I think. Or maybe a wizard. He served under some southern king.” She shook her head. “Barrison would know.” 
 
    “He was a wizard,” Petre said from the corner of the map he held down. “It’s said that the devastation to the land was his doing. Some magic gone wrong.” 
 
    “Ancient history,” Ossertine said, “before Jero existed. I’m afraid what the captain said is going to be more pertinent to us, however.” Her tone suggested bad news was coming. “Rattle’s paths take us to the other side of the Folly.” The lady tried to explain her process of determining this across both maps, but the mathematics involved were too confusing. “Never mind,” she said after seeing three blank faces staring at her. “The point is, since we’re using two separate maps where the shape and size of things are shown differently, the lines aren’t going to be identical across the maps. I can estimate where things would be on either map, and when I do…” She placed two twigs across the new map. They crossed south and east of the Folly, where the map was blank. The lady sighed. “We must pass through death itself,” she said, and glanced at Sindale. 
 
    “So be it,” the soldier responded. They spent a few more minutes discussing their plans. A town near the Folly labeled “Ghalrone” was a promising destination.  
 
    Ossertine was particularly supportive of it as an eventual target. “If my measurements are off,” she said, “it could be where we’re trying to get to. If they aren’t, it’s to be the last civilized place to regroup and resupply.” The road they were on was no longer labeled “Jyskal’s Road” but “Joyous Road,” and it would take them straight through the capital city of Galragad. 
 
    “Lion’s Den,” Sindale translated for them, “named for the Thyferans of old, who bore a roaring lion on their banners.” 
 
    “A dangerous place,” Ossertine said. “Too many curious eyes and ears that might wonder why these strange folk are passing south through the capital with war on the horizon.” 
 
    “Speaking of horizons,” Skate said, “can we get a move on before the sun sets?” It was not close to noon yet, but her point was taken. They were far enough from the gate that they didn’t need to avoid attention with Ossertine’s horses, so she summoned them, and they were ready to go. 
 
    “The nearest settlement is a village called Brightside,” Ossertine announced to the group, “past the gate out of the mountains. We’ll exchange our coins at the Sand Gate, then make for the village before sundown.”  
 
    Skate didn’t appreciate her commanding tone, but had nothing of substance to add to or correct about the plan. The horses will get us there, and we’ll be safe from the vampire.  
 
    They rode south, and the horses blew past pedestrians and carts with ease, their movements closer to flying than galloping. Ossertine’s fine, dark cloak blew behind her neck, splaying up and out with the wind. The Sand Gate rose before them just after noon, and the exchange of money accompanied a change of attire. Stalls of peddlers offered Galri fashion choices to any heading south and Jeroan clothes to any headed north. 
 
    With Sindale acting as interpreter, they were able to secure some simple, airy clothes better suited to the warmer Galri air by bartering away their heavier fare. It was not hard to find the coin trader; he was the finest-dressed man in the small bazaar set up before the gate, his stall made of sturdier stuff than his neighbors’ and guarded by two brutal-looking men in leather, armed with long blades and various knives. 
 
    “D-doesn’t make any sense,” Twitch said to Skate after the transaction was finished, their scepts, helms, and blades traded for unfamiliar coins of the same material. Fewer coins, Skate noted, feeling that the weight of the money was lighter. “Why d-does he get to k-keep some of the money and g-give us less back?” 
 
    “Charging for a service,” Sindale said, guiding their mount to the gate. 
 
    “W-what service? Owning m-money that you can s-swap for other money isn’t a service.” Twitch was sullen; some of that lost money had been his winnings from as far back as Lilypad. “Just f-feels like robbery to me.” Sindale chuckled but offered no further explanation as they passed through the Sand Gate into open fields, not so different from the fields they’d seen before the Frost Gate the day before. 
 
    “Welcome to Galragad,” Sindale said, and she urged her mount back into a gallop, with Ossertine keeping pace along the Joyous Road. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    In which villages are toured, entrance is denied, and glass shows nothing. 
 
    The going was easy south of Albadon as the land tapered off once they’d gotten away from the Bones; no hills slowed them. Flat grasslands spread as far as they could see, with outcroppings of trees occasionally blocking the view. They reached their destination before sundown.  
 
    Brightside was not very different from the villages of Jero. The most immediate and obvious change was the fact that people were not dressed in heavy coats here. It was plain why; ever since descending from the mountains, Skate had felt the air grow considerably warmer. Everyone sported a sheen of sweat by the time they arrived at the wooden palisade surrounding the village. If we hadn’t changed clothes, we’d be baking already, Skate thought as they dismounted.  
 
    With Sindale acting as interpreter for the unfamiliar Galiri tongue, the guards and the soldier negotiated entrance to the village before sunlight abandoned them completely. While they haggled, Skate took in the town. No soldiers. There were guards here and there protecting shopkeepers or important citizens, but there were no armies in Brightside, nor had they passed any encampments south of the Sand Gate. She had gotten so used to seeing banners and tents that their absence was striking. Do they not know what’s happening on the other side of the Bones? Do they not know what’s coming? The villagers were unconcerned, as far as Skate could tell; they went about their evening chores, hauling the last water from the well, shuttering up windows, and chatting with neighbors in their tongue by stalls and doorways. 
 
    Maybe they’re more nervous than they let on, she thought, eyeing a pair of mothers talking while their children slurped greedily at something hot in their bowls. Maybe they’re talking about the coming fight. However, the relaxed composure and smiling faces she saw told her that they weren’t concerned about something catastrophic.  
 
    “I don’t think these people know about the war,” Skate muttered to Twitch. The boy watched the faces and conversations that Skate pointed out. “They don’t care if they do.” 
 
    Twitch scratched his cheek before answering. “N-no armies, were there? There m-must be some on the w-way f-from down south. They d-don’t know it’s thawed on the other s-side of the mountains yet.” 
 
    “I feel this is painfully obvious,” Ossertine said, stepping between them, “but traipsing through town talking about armies in a foreign tongue is the exact sort of thing we should be avoiding south of the Bones.” Sindale was finishing her conversation with the guard, who was waving them all through. “Especially this close to the border on the most important road of this kingdom—we’re unlikely to be the only ones here who know our tongue. Did you not notice in Albadon how many people were speaking Galiri?” She swept an arm to take in the whole town. “Half the people living here may be able to pick up snippets of Jeroan, and woe betide us if one of the words they know is ‘war.’” She went to speak with Sindale, and Skate and Twitch sheepishly followed. 
 
    “It wasn’t like anyone was paying attention to us,” Skate muttered.  
 
    “I don’t think h-half of them could really know Jeroan,” Twitch added.  
 
    Sindale and Ossertine discussed in low tones where they might find lodging, and the group eventually made their way to the town center, where the soldier could speak to someone willing and able to offer directions. Skate suppressed the instinct to jump at every passing shadow in the torchlight. He won’t be here yet, she told herself. The sun just set. He has to catch up, at least. 
 
    An old man with a bent leg sat by the fountain at the center of town. Sindale approached the graybeard with a soft word and a copper Galri coin in his cup. A repal. The copper coins are repals. She pulled out a copper coin of her own and examined it by the torch set near the fountain. It featured a word in Galiri on one side and the stamped face of some young, frowning man she did not know on the other. 
 
    Skate put it away and watched Sindale. The old man pointed her toward an open alehouse yard across the way, and the soldier said something in return with a nod. Words of thanks, Skate assumed, but it was impossible to know. 
 
    “There’s a man who will let us stay in an empty house of his for a fee,” Sindale explained when she joined the trio of travelers. “Brightside boasts no inn, so we’re not like to get another offer. Frei Pai is our contact.” 
 
    Frei Pai was not difficult to find. He was a behemoth of a man, half as wide as he was tall. Even sitting, he was nearly at eye level with Ossertine. The hood of his fine pale green tobe hanging loose around his head and soft linen slippers marked him as a man of means, though his generous paunch would have done the same even without these ornaments; Pai did not look like a man who missed meals. He was finishing his dinner as they approached, and the ugliest man Skate had ever seen stepped between them, arms crossed over his chest. He was missing an ear and a chunk of his nose, and his skin was marred with jagged scars. Pai looked around his guard’s bulk and waved him off, saying something in Galiri that made the others at his table chuckle. 
 
    “Welcome, my Jeroan friends,” Pai said as they stepped onto the small landing his table was set on. “Ah, you need not worry overmuch,” he said, seeing the concern evident on their faces; “your bearing and aspect mark you as foreigners before you speak a word. Anyone can tell that you are not from our country. South of the Bones, you may as well accept that you’ll be spotted and marked as outlanders among us.” He spoke the Jeroan tongue in the same accent that Sindale slipped into, though stronger. “Until your king’s war breaks out, none will trouble you for it. After that, though, you might try to avoid such…obvious methods of travel.” 
 
    Sindale frowned and said something in Galiri. Pai chuckled at that, his belly rolling with each puff of air. “You speak the tongue well, kishai. You learned it young, I wager. The obvious method I speak of is your magic. Pure white horses that vanish with a word will attract attention anywhere, and that is truer here and now than it might be elsewhere.” He’s got someone at the gate working for him, Skate realized. Skate found herself sizing up the ugly man, who now stood by Pai’s side as they spoke. The fat man is dangerous. 
 
    Pai went on, sopping up the last of a spicy sauce in a pale slice of bread. “Our Wise King has called magic users to the Bones recently, you see. Anyone using magic and traveling elsewhere will certainly require questioning on the road, especially from the peers in red.” 
 
    “Why are you telling us this?” Skate asked, forgetting that she was not supposed to interrupt any discussions. 
 
    “You travel south, and you will pay to continue south. Eventually, you will come back north, and you shall pay then, too. You, my doves, are worth more to me if you’re aware of how best to stay alive. To keep you uninformed would be to squander future money, and I desire that nothing should be wasted.” 
 
    Ossertine spoke up then. “How did you guess that we’d need lodging?” 
 
    “It is my business to know everything in this village. Your need is as plain as the head on your shoulders.” The gate guards again, Skate thought, or some other rat I don’t know. “The house you seek is uninhabited, and has been since a bout of red fever took off the family that lived there. Thankfully, they had signed ownership to me before their untimely parting, and their empty domicile may still see some use.” He leaned his bulk forward and nodded with a wink that was conspiratorial and indecent. “In these uncertain times, it does my heart good to know that I can relieve the burdens of travelers in a land unfamiliar by providing this service.” He leaned back and waved his plate away. “Nerul will set you right,” he said, sipping wine that threatened to trickle out of the corner of his mouth to his neatly trimmed beard. 
 
    Nerul was the ugly man, who led them away from Frei Pai’s table. “A felal for house and to not questions,” he said, holding his hand out as he spoke in the thickest accent Skate had heard yet. His voice was surprisingly soft; Skate had been expecting a hoarse growl from such a man. 
 
    Ossertine bristled. “Why should we be concerned about questions?” 
 
    “A g-good question, but for s-someone else,” Twitch said, passing the square silver coin to the enforcer. “The h-house, please.” 
 
    The house on the southern end of town right off the Joyous Road was little more than a hovel of sticks and a thatched roof, but it did boast four walls and a door. “Will it work?” Skate whispered to the witch. Ossertine’s face suggested that she’d discovered a new and unwelcome smell, but she nodded. 
 
    Twitch passed a pair of copper chips to Nerul at the door. “G-give our regards t-to the big man.” Nerul took the coins and departed without so much as a word. “F-friendly,” Twitch said, easing the wooden door shut. 
 
    Ossertine went about her work, flashes of light shooting through the cramped room as she cast her spells of protection. When the last flew from her hands, there was the hurried sound of tiny feet and squealing. Feels wrong to kick a rat out of its home, Skate thought. The hut secured, Ossertine waved her hand one last time and produced a floating ball of pale light. Rattle emerged from Skate’s pack and scuttled around the room. 
 
    “Are we to buy new horses?” Sindale asked, unhooking her sword from her belt and sitting down. “The fat man seemed to think your magic too easy to notice.” 
 
    “The color can change,” Ossertine said. “They still won’t get filthy like the real beasts would, but brown might not attract attention so much as white. The brute’s advice will not convince me to slow our journey. Can you tell us anything of our destination at the edge of the desert?” 
 
    Sindale peeled her gloves off and rubbed the back of her neck, collecting her thoughts before she spoke. “The Ghalroni are…strange,” she said at last, letting her hand drop to her lap. “They are known to trade with the nomads of the Folly, and the city is not held by any lord or prince. The Pallid Ones rule there, said to reside in the half-buried spine of a giant before the sands begin. Wizards and witches of great power and dark interests, if the stories are true.” 
 
    “Maybe they know of some magic place in or across the desert,” Skate suggested. 
 
    “Then it would be better to try to face the Folly as we are now, blind and unknowing,” Sindale said with no hesitation. “The Pallid Ones are the topic of every Galri child’s nightmares from the time they’re old enough to learn what fear truly is. It is said that those unfortunate enough to be dragged into the White Spire are never seen again.” 
 
    “We would do well to avoid attracting their attention,” Ossertine said. “That city, we shall enter into on foot. I see no call for such caution until then. Let the locals of other villages gawk, if they will.”  
 
    With nothing else to be said on the matter for the moment, everyone settled into their evening activities. Ossertine pulled a small notebook from her satchel. Sindale and Twitch managed an improvised training exercise. Skate practiced on the locks secured by Twitch in Buckhollow. 
 
    Ossertine put her notebook away and watched the girl working at the devices. “What in the name of the king’s blood are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m learning magic.” Skate said it defensively. “Petre’s been teaching me at night,” she said, pointing at the foggy blue orb near her. “He says I’ve got to find my spark before we can go any further.” 
 
    “You plan to find your spark by practicing thievery?” Ossertine asked. “By now, you ought to be able to defeat me in a duel, if that’s meant to help.” 
 
    “Picking locks, not stealing. Something to help me focus on—” How had Petre put it? “—not focusing.” Skate watched Ossertine’s face in the pale light. “I want to get started.”  
 
    Ossertine seemed to consider her words. “Your idea may work,” she said at last. “The spark should get easier to reach with more and more practice with the locks.” 
 
    Skate was taken aback by her acceptance. “The first thing I want to learn is that horse spell. Magic horses are much better than real ones.” Ossertine did not manage to smile at that, but Skate thought there might have been a flicker at the corners of her mouth. 
 
    Flying would be good, too, she thought as she tapped on the lock. Outside, the moonlight blanketed the town of Brightside. I could fly with Rattle. She looked over at the eyeball, and saw that it had taken out the jewelry box containing Belamy’s memories. It stroked a slender, pointed leg across the top, and Skate realized with mad certainty that Rattle was petting the memories. She set her locks down and went to the construct. 
 
    “You miss him.” Rattle looked up at her, then returned to its petting. 
 
    “Naturally,” Ossertine said. “They were bound together. One soul to another, creator and creation. The emptiness must be unbearable.” 
 
    “We’ll get him back,” Skate assured Rattle. “With your help, how could we not?” 
 
    “And if we n-need anything slashed or s-stabbed along the way, I’ll be there, too,” Twitch added around almost ragged breaths, taking a seat next to Skate and wiping away beads of salty moisture from his forehead. “Your turn,” he said, jerking a thumb back at Sindale, who had once again refused to break into a sweat while training with the children.  
 
    “No chance of those pads, huh?” Skate asked. 
 
    “Pads dull the lessons,” Sindale said dryly, “and the best lessons are sharp.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Skate shot up from her spot on the dirt floor of the hovel. She’d been dreaming—truly dreaming, not experiencing some vision or message from an unknown source—of riding. She hadn’t been running from anyone, and she hadn’t been in a hurry. The wind in her face and the rumble of the hooves on solid ground were still fresh as she got to her feet. Something had woken her up, but she couldn’t see what. The room was mostly dark, lined with streams of silver light through the thin gaps in the walls. When Skate saw fog outside, she froze. 
 
    “Don’t look out.” Ossertine’s whispered warning cut through the dark, her voice a razor. Skate turned to the sound of it and saw that the lady was sitting upright. A line of moonlight fell straight across her closed eyes. Skate immediately shut her own eyes and stood in place. 
 
    “Is he here?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Skate was poised to jump at the slightest sound. 
 
    “Nothing. Go to sleep. He cannot enter. We are safe.” Ossertine did not sound worried; if anything, she sounded annoyed by the questions. “The protections hold.” 
 
    “Can he hear us?” Skate asked, slowly bending down to find her blanket, groping in the dark with tightly shut eyes. 
 
    “Yes, I believe he can.” No discussing plans. No mention of where we’re going. Skate climbed back into her sleeping position and peeked out long enough to see Rattle prowling along the walls, watching the bulk of the smoke outside. “Is Rattle safe?” 
 
    “Yes,” a different voice said, and it took Skate a few breaths to identify Petre. “I am too. His mind cannot reach through my glass, and I don’t think Rattle can be touched by such magic at all.” Petre sounded as unconcerned as Ossertine had been. “Try to sleep, Skate. I’ll shout to wake you if you need waking.” 
 
    Skate went silent and tried to take Petre’s advice, but she couldn’t rest. The idea of the vampire prowling outside the paltry walls of the shack she found herself in did not inspire any comforting feelings, magical protections or no. She dared not open her eyes, and sleep wouldn’t come. Every snore from Twitch sounded like teeth crunching through wood, and every shuffle of Sindale sounded like the creak of the door. He’ll want to feed again. Will there be a fresh corpse in the morning? They’ll blame us for it if there is, no doubt about that.  
 
    The light in front of her closed eyes got a little brighter, and Skate chanced an open eye. Rattle no longer prowled, and the fog outside was gone. Ossertine was where Skate had seen her, though she had a notebook open on her knee, and her eyes were not shut. Sindale started stretching under her blanket, and Twitch slept on, oblivious to it all. 
 
    They left the village of Brightside before the first rays of dawn had risen over the landscape. There was no sign of Hugo or any trouble. Ossertine’s brown mounts carried them over the Joyous Road with the same prodigious speed as ever. 
 
    The rest of the day across the flatlands was uneventful, though the Joyous Road brought them past wagons and riders. A particular color of cloth and headwrap caught Skate’s eye; while most tobes, like the ones she and her companions wore, were of plain, light colors, every once in a while a rider wearing scarlet would pass them, on their way to Brightside or beyond.  
 
    When the sun was starting to set, Ossertine called to Sindale to hang back so they might confer. “It would be three days from Brightside before the next village on more traditional mounts, according to the map. Another hour of riding, and we’ll be there.” When the time came, Sindale secured lodging for everyone, Rattle and Petre kept guard, and Twitch and Skate read and talked by magical light; Sindale didn’t bother telling them the name of the village, and no one asked. Ossertine studied the map and remarked on their course and next destination.  
 
    “Lion’s Den will be three days away at this rate,” the witch said. “We’ll spend as little time there as possible before heading through to the south.”  
 
    Those three days were much the same on the way to the capital city of Galragad as they had been before: rising with the sun, leaving a village behind, riding through the day with few breaks, then lodging again in whatever shack they could find in the next outcropping of huts. The nights were accompanied by fog, without exception.  
 
    At Ossertine’s suggestion, Skate attempted picking her new locks as she rode. She found that she didn’t need to hold on to the pommel as much anymore—her legs were doing much of the work to keep her stable. She had tried reading while riding, but found the attempt frustrating; every bouncing step set the words to jumbling and moving. Lockpicking, on the other hand, turned out to be very easy to do in the saddle, so long as the horse kept relatively steady. As her body jostled, the lock jostled with it, so there was nothing to jumble or rearrange to her eyes. However, after three days of doing this, she did not feel any closer to her spark than she had before. 
 
    “Patience,” Petre told her one night in a shack near a patch of dark-leaved trees. “It will take time. No one can access and isolate their spark that quickly.” Skate went to sleep with bitterness. 
 
    The Joyous Road was livelier than Jyskal’s Road had been. Carts were driven north and south, and many travelers went on foot, hastily making room for every horse and wagon that needed to pass them. Though busier, the Galri road was less tended, or else much older than its Jeroan counterpart; rocky breaks were a common obstacle, and parts of the road were overgrown with grass. The latter obfuscation was never severe enough to make a traveler lose the road, but if left unchecked, Skate thought, it would eventually wipe the road away. The red-robed riders were more common, always heading north. They never stopped to talk to anyone, and they ran their horses hard. When one of them rode by on the second day on a white horse untouched by dirt or mud, Skate realized what they were. 
 
    “Wizards!” Skate shouted at Twitch long after the rider had passed. “The red riders are the wizards and witches Frei Pai mentioned.” Skate felt Sindale shuffle in the saddle behind her. 
 
    “Can’t be,” the soldier said, straining to be heard over the wind whistling past. “The fat man was lying. We’ve seen more than half a hundred riders in red since we left Albadon. If they were all witches and wizards, then we’ve seen as many as half the wizards in all of Jero outside the Academy.” 
 
    “That one was,” Skate said. The rest probably are, too, no matter what Sindale says, she thought. Maybe Galragad is getting ready after all. Only once did they pass a column of soldiers, and their numbers were not even as large as the contingent that they had seen on the way out of Albadon in Jero. A few of the soldiers noted the group’s presence on the side of the road as they marched by, but for the most part, they found the travelers uninteresting, foreign or not. The line of soldiers was broken up occasionally by pairs or trios of red riders. Some, she noticed, rode spotless white horses.  
 
    I knew it, she told herself as they bedded down in a sturdy home that night. I knew I was right. Despite the welcome warmth during the day, the nights carried a stubborn chill, so they continued to make use of their blankets while the two sentinels who needed no sleep kept watch over them. Half a kingdom’s magic users all in one spot. As she drifted off to a restful sleep, she was sure that Galragad had not been found surprised by the army camped near their northern border and had raised a formidable army of their own. “Just doing it differently…” she muttered to the night. 
 
    As the sun set on the third day, a walled city appeared ahead, lined with torches along its parapets. Behind it, the landscape got somewhat more varied, with low hills rising behind it, but nothing as dramatic as the Whale Bones or even the hills of Jero. A tower on one of these modest hills rose like a stunted tree on the horizon. Though some distance away, it made an impression bathed in the purple twilight; sloping walls soared up to a crenelated top, rounded and smooth, almost appearing grown rather than built. The only thing more impressive than its size and design was its utter disrepair. Even from this distance, it was clear that the tower had seen better days. Chunks of stone were missing along its face, and part of the tower was completely torn away halfway up the side; that it remained standing was impossible, yet there it was, a dilapidated ruin taller than anything around it for miles. 
 
    “An elven ruin,” Ossertine said. They had slowed the horses down to a comfortable gait when they got in sight of Lion’s Den, so they did not have to shout here. “The tower there. It has been there since before Galragad existed, and this kingdom can trace its ancestry back at least seven centuries.” 
 
    “How d-do you know?” Twitch asked, squinting to try to see it clearer. 
 
    “The design and shape of it are elven—the curve like a tree growing from the ground, the almost-sharp crenellations at the top. Barrison always said there are more elven ruins the further south you go. They are present in the north, but the elves never got around to building much in the way of fortified settlements that far—or else almost all the ruins were wiped away by the humans who came to power after them, torn down brick by brick and scattered like so much sand in the wind. That’s all the evidence you need, there, though.” The lady pointed at the tower to clarify her point. “Nothing we could build would hold up after a gash that size was torn from it. Only the elves could build something to last through that, and the secrets to their construction are lost to us. The tower you took your stand in was much the same—likely just as ancient, though less fortunate than its cousin here.” 
 
    The connection to the elves made the tower more sinister in Skate’s eyes. Too old, she thought. Yes, that was part of it; Belamy had said that the elves had vanished a thousand years ago, and that they had been brutal conquerors who’d left ruins and books behind when they vanished. An old tower built by vicious monsters. It loomed large in her sight; as they got closer, she saw that it was outside of the capital, less than a mile west. With some difficulty, she ignored the tower and focused on the city ahead.  
 
    Lion’s Den was walled—stone walls, not wooden palisades, and thicker than any she’d ever seen. Outside these walls, there were tents thrown up around fire pits and open spaces. Is it like that everywhere? Skate wondered. It must be; every city she’d been to had a space where the poorest camped, ate, drank, lived, and died outside the consideration of the rich and the powerful. Some of the rich and powerful, anyway. The Ink in Caribol had taken note; the Claws in Herzeschal probably did, too. Whatever criminal powers there were in Galragad were sure to follow suit. Frei Pai and his wine came to mind, and Skate wondered if that element, too, was common to every civilized place in the world. 
 
    The gate was already closed for the night. The guards atop the walls looked down at the travelers on their brown mounts with suspicion. Sindale said some words, and the guards above the gate spoke back. Within a few exchanges, Sindale’s face had hardened and the guards’ voices had gotten harsher. We’re not getting in. 
 
    Ossertine evidently had the same thought. “None of these will serve,” she muttered, scanning the line of tents outside the walls. “These will not stop our foe. A stray wind is all it would take to blow them away, or the tug of an enslaved neighbor on the canvas.” 
 
    Sindale asked a question in Galiri, and one of the guards said something that made the others laugh. Skate couldn’t tell what was said, but she understood derision clearly enough. Sindale turned their horse to the side, muttering curses under her breath. “They’ll not open the gate to foreigners after dark,” she said at last, spitting on the ground. “I explained that we needed shelter, and they suggested that we take up residence in the fizhaph. The tower,” she clarified, jerking her head toward the elven ruin on the hill. “A great wit, they seem to think.” 
 
    “It will serve,” Ossertine replied, turning her mount toward the west. 
 
    “Milady, it was not a serious invitation,” Sindale said, turning the other horse to follow. 
 
    “Nevertheless,” Ossertine said, “what is it the brutes at the docks of Caribol would say? ‘Any port in a storm’? The vampire will not leave us unperturbed if we try to stay in this…camp.” The look on her face as they passed the tents made it clear what her opinion of the meager settlement outside the walls was. “It will serve,” she said again. 
 
    Smells and sounds poured over the top of the wall and perforated the encampment. The smoke from the pots had an unfamiliar scent, though the broth that the people drank out of small bowls looked no different than the fare served north of the Bones. Sindale breathed in the scents and sighed. When Skate looked at her face, she seemed lost in memory. 
 
    The top of the tower’s hill leveled off gently, putting Skate on mostly flat ground before the ruin. There was no door to the tower, only an open archway. The stones fit together without seam.  
 
    The Jeroans dismounted and Ossertine dismissed the horses. Skate ran a hand along the outside of their new shelter; she could not feel where the mortar was on the sloping wall.  
 
    Skate stepped through the archway. There were no lanterns or torches, but the missing masonry above allowed moonlight to blanket the interior of the tower. There was nothing here. No wood, if it had ever been part of the construction, remained. Leading up to the next landing were protrusions of stone from the wall, acting as a set of unconnected stairs. The floor was as smooth as the outside, and Skate saw as she got closer that the steps were equally smoothed in connection to the wall. There were no sharp corners anywhere. Even the steps shooting from the wall were not cut sharply, and they would have to be careful climbing up. 
 
    “Best not,” Ossertine warned as Twitch and Skate discussed going to the second floor. “There is nothing to see up there, and it would be pointless to risk a fall.” Her warning issued, Ossertine fell into protective spellcasting. 
 
    “What d-do they put in their f-f-food?” Twitch asked, flopping onto the stone floor and kicking off his boots. He rubbed his feet. “I was almost c-coughing just b-being near it.” 
 
    Sindale laughed and unhooked her sword from her hip. “Galri food is meant to be hot. Peppers love southern soil; on the other side of the mountains, farmers try in vain to get them to grow. Some dishes are less seasoned than others, but all of them are hotter than what is common in Jero. The nuts, berries, and meat we’ll restock for the road will have the heat on them.”  
 
    Twitch groaned. 
 
    When Ossertine finished her protections, everyone settled into their now-familiar routines of reading, lockpicking, and drilling with blunted blades. Skate watched Ossertine do her readings while Twitch and Sindale began to drill.  
 
    The moonlight was sufficient for the witch to read. Skate meant to learn by observation; as her own studies continued, Skate would eventually be doing what Ossertine was. The yellow book had described the process of memorizing the magic through a variety of metaphors—filling a page with words, pouring water into a bucket a drop at a time, dropping seeds into a sack to achieve the correct weight—but watching Ossertine, Skate saw that all the noblewoman was doing was reading, albeit very slowly. She spent a lot of time on one page, reading and rereading it, before turning to the next one.  
 
    The magic will begin to work its way into the mind during preparation, the yellow book had said, only if the mind is sufficiently ready to receive it. The spark was what made the mind ready. Despite Petre’s encouragements, Skate worried that she wouldn’t find her spark. Each night, she spent time by moonlight or magical light working at the contraptions, trying to let her mind go elsewhere while she worked. It did wander, but never toward anything productive or special. She never felt a sense of “clicking,” as Petre described it, where the mind suddenly felt different than it had before.  
 
    She worked at it then, the soft ticking of her tools barely perceptible over the exertions of Sindale and Twitch. The process was almost automatic for her. She knew the mechanisms in intimate detail, and it wasn’t long before she could let her mind wander as she practiced. You’ll need to get back into those memories, she told herself. You know you will. The smell of smoke and burning flesh filled her nostrils, and she pushed the thought away. She thought she heard a scream, too, but she knew it was only a memory. His memory. A memory I caught the wrong way and in no order. She tried not to dwell on it; whenever she did, her dreams were invariably unpleasant. Again, she had found a state where she wasn’t focused on her work, and again she felt the disappointment of there not being something more to find in the dull haze. 
 
    When everyone prepared for sleep later, Ossertine put a hand out for Skate. 
 
    “Hold a moment,” she said, coming to sit by the girl. Petre was set near the door, and Rattle was prowling around upstairs. 
 
    “Will he be back?” Skate didn’t bother naming the vampire; they all knew what they faced each night. 
 
    “For a certainty. He tests the barriers. I think he believes I’ll make a mistake in the casting one night. If so, he waits in vain. We are safe from him and his vermin. This place is ours for the night.” 
 
    “I haven’t s-s-seen so much as a spider in a week,” Twitch said through a yawn before turning his back to them. 
 
    “The monster is not what I came to you about,” Ossertine said, ignoring the boy’s commentary. “It is our quest that concerns me.” She shifted on the floor, uncomfortable. “I haven’t asked you about this before now because it did not occur to me until our ride today. I was looking at the moons. They are almost full, and the shape brought to mind one of Barrison’s treasures.” Twitch was already snoring, though the witch was doing her best to ignore it. “I wonder if it is among the items you…liberated from his home before leaving. I did not see it in his house, you see. A clear crystal ball in a gold wire stand.” She held her hand in front of her, balled into a fist. “It would have been about that big.” 
 
    “I know it. I have it.” Skate did not see the point in lying to Ossertine about the fact; if the lady wanted to, she could search her belongings. Skate brought out the crystal. We’re on the same side. “Mr. Belamy had taught me how to use it, before he—when I was living with him.” She placed the ball on the ground in front of Ossertine. “If you’re going to try to find him with it, don’t bother.” It was one of the first things Twitch had suggested after they were beyond the walls of Caribol, and though Skate tried until the embers of their campfire had blackened to pinpricks in the dark that first night, the ball showed nothing of Belamy. She told Ossertine as much now. “Wherever he is, this won’t help us.” 
 
    “I’d like to try,” Ossertine replied. “I’m sure you did your level best, but you are not a practitioner yet. Perhaps in the hands of someone more skilled?” 
 
    “Be my guest,” Skate said, slipping into her blanket. “Just be careful. Belamy said looking can be dangerous.” 
 
    “I’m aware of the dangers. Have no fear.” Skate left her to it and went to sleep shortly thereafter. 
 
    Her dreams were her own, and though they weren’t pleasant, she was glad to avoid the voice on the beach. Hugo’s teeth flashed, and Ossertine’s horses screamed. Skate was running but couldn’t run faster than the slowest crawl. She sat up in the elven tower. Kite was chasing me? Really? She didn’t know why she’d thought of the bully in her sleep, or why he should appear as such a menace. 
 
    She looked around and once again saw that Ossertine was not at rest but bent over the crystal ball. She never went to sleep, Skate thought with a shot of panic. She scrambled out of her blanket and shook Ossertine’s shoulder.  
 
    “Leave it,” the lady mumbled. “Go to bed.” 
 
    “You need to go to bed,” Skate said. 
 
    “Almost got him,” Ossertine responded in dull tones. “A few more minutes.” 
 
    Skate looked down at the completely blank crystal ball. “There’s nothing in the ball. You need to get to sleep in case the vampire shows up.” Skate looked out the door and saw with some surprise that there was no fog. Does he not know where we are? 
 
    “Let him come,” Ossertine muttered, rubbing her eyes and pulling back from the glass. “Oh, king’s blood,” she groaned. “I didn’t want to believe it, but you’re right. It’s like looking for someone who doesn’t exist. Here, take it,” she said, handing the crystal ball back to Skate. “But I meant what I said: you needn’t worry about the vampire. He cannot enter, and neither can those rats of his.” 
 
    Ossertine rubbed her eyes while Skate placed the ball in her bag.  
 
    “Wake up!” Petre shouted, and Skate and Ossertine turned toward the door. Rattle shot down from the second floor and spread out like a trap in front of Skate.  
 
    Shadows appeared at the door of the tower, blacking out the lower half of the entrance. There was the sound of heavy breaths and panting, and a low growl came forth. A black paw stepped over the threshold, and red eyes—large red eyes—shone in the dark. The smell of rotten meat and blood washed over them, and Skate almost gagged. 
 
    “Your spell repels only vermin,” the familiar, silky voice said from somewhere out of sight. “I have greater servants than that.” 
 
    A howl pierced the night, and more padded feet lunged into the elven ruin. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    In which fur is felt, an offer is proffered, and a desperate dash is made. 
 
    Sindale shot up from her bed, blade in hand, just as a snarling mass of black fur enveloped her. The soldier grunted in pain and struck her attacker. The wolf died with a yelp, and Sindale pried its jaws from her arm in time to slash at the next animal. Another beast lunged at Ossertine, but she dove aside. Rattle lashed out with its dagger-like legs, piercing deep into flesh and bone as the witch scrambled behind the eyeball. Skate drew her knife and looked at Twitch’s blanket, crumpled and lumpy beneath the hazardous stairs. How is he still asleep?  
 
    She didn’t have time to consider the question. Rattle lunged again, and a wolf dove past it straight toward Ossertine. The witch held up a hand and another blinding ray of light shot forth, striking the wolf full in the face and knocking it back. Unlike Pelka, however, the wolf did not dissolve into ash. It had been burned, but it shook its head, teeth bared, and began to prowl around the limits of Rattle’s range. 
 
    Three wolf corpses littered the floor around Sindale. Two of the pack were snapping at the soldier’s feet, darting in and out fast enough to avoid Sindale’s blade. The smooth stone floor was slick, the dark red beneath the soldier’s feet all the darker for the pale light of the moon. Sindale took a step back and slipped. The wolves saw vulnerability and lunged—only for one to be sliced across the throat. The other took a glancing blow and pulled back. Skate was amazed by the soldier’s speed and cunning. The burned wolf in front of Rattle prowled and growled, but did not attack.  
 
    “Why aren’t you frying them?” Skate asked Ossertine beside her. Skate held Belamy’s knife in her hand, but didn’t know what to do. She gripped so hard her hand was hurting. 
 
    The witch was breathing heavily and clutching at her slender black cane. “I can only prepare so many spells a day. Between the horses and the protection magic, I—oh, no.” She cut herself off as three more wolves entered the doorway. One joined the press against Sindale, and the other two went toward Rattle, taking no notice of any of the corpses of the pack as they stalked across the floor with deliberate stride. 
 
    The laughter rang out again. “I can call them off,” Hugo said from outside the tower. As if to prove his point, the five wolves in the tower took steps backward, disengaging from Rattle and Sindale to block the doorway. None of them sat down; all were poised as if to lunge at the slightest provocation, snapping and growling at the air. Skate looked into ten red eyes and knew that they were in trouble. “No need for you all to die tonight. Give me the girl and her pet monster, and I’ll be on my way, out of your lives forever.” His silhouette appeared behind the wolves, seeming to grow blacker and larger, a power beyond any of them in the room. His eyes glinted as red as the wolves’, and fear turned Skate’s insides to jelly. 
 
    “Look away,” Sindale grunted, taking advantage of the lull to take up a position next to Rattle. Skate obeyed, turning her attention toward the beasts before them, which were pawing the ground and gnashing their teeth. 
 
    “Refuse, and I’ll feed you to the pack. Give me the girl and live, or throw your life away to let me chase the old fool down alone. I’d love to see the look on his face when his little pet greets him long of fang, but I’ll settle for presenting her savaged corpse to him instead.” For a moment, there were no sounds but the snapping of lupine jaws and the ragged breathing of the living humans in the bottom floor of the tower. Hugo took the silence for the answer it was. 
 
    “Have it your way, dead girls. Give my regards to the rotten soul of the old man, if you see him, would you?” Three more wolves filed in from the night. 
 
    Eight beasts lunged forward as one, a wave of black hair, yellow teeth, and frenzied red eyes. Ossertine screamed and withdrew, going flat against the wall behind them. Sindale suffered another bite to her bleeding arm, and took the life of the beast that did it. Rattle stabbed out, but got caught in the jaws of a wolf. With a sickening crunch, Rattle spun back into a defensive posture with two stubs hanging uselessly at its side. We’re dead, Skate thought. 
 
    There was scuffling upstairs as the wolves pressed on. They climbed the walls. They’re going to land on us from the second floor and take us down one by one. 
 
    She was only half wrong. Something did crash down to the first floor of the tower, but it was no wolf. In the light of the moons and with panic threatening to drive all sense from her head, she thought it was a boulder of lumpy flesh that crushed two of the wolves beneath its bulk. Skate looked at Ossertine, expecting her to have done something, only to find her staring wide-eyed and speechless at the chaos in front of her. It was only when Skate turned back to the fight that she recognized the patterns and bumps on the fleshy mound. 
 
    “Ungor,” she said. The monstrous toad gave a throaty croak and shot its slimy tongue out to wrap around the head of another wolf. The beast tried to bite the tongue, only to yelp as Ungor lifted its body off the ground in a terrific backward leap, jerking the wolf forward with it. There was a snap of bone, and Ungor relaxed whatever muscles it had to in order to bring the bloody tongue back into its mouth. The four wolves left were split between this new threat and the ones they were sent in to kill. 
 
    Rallied by the appearance of the toad, Ossertine came forward and blasted the burned wolf in the face with a final burning light. When the wolf fell back this time, it did not stir again.  
 
    Sindale had her sword arm pinned to the ground and was trying to pry a wolf’s teeth from her wrist. Skate screamed and jumped on top of the wolf, stabbing blindly at matted black fur, her eyes squeezed shut in exertion and fury. 
 
    She did not know how many times she pulled back the knife before a hand was put on her shoulder. 
 
    “Skate,” Twitch said, and from the sound of it, this wasn’t the first time he’d said her name. She jerked away and wiped her eyes, where moisture had clouded her vision. Her hands were wet, too, and sticky. She looked down and saw the red there. Her vision swam again, and her breaths felt ragged and sharp. She tried to stop the quaking in her arms, but couldn’t. The jeweled knife fell from her hands to clatter on the stone. Outside, Hugo laughed, a rolling, hateful sound that faded away.  
 
    Skate sat down and knew only the rise and fall of her chest, the shivering of her arms and legs, the heat in her throat and hands. Though her eyes were open, she saw nothing. She heard nothing. 
 
    The world—the room—came back to her in stages. She saw the red on the floor and walls. She saw the blanket beneath the staircase, exactly as it had been when the wolves had come in. Ungor sat by the door, wide eyes darting where they would, another sentinel next to Rattle and Petre for however long it could stay. Ossertine was helping Sindale wrap her wounds in strips of cloth torn from the hem of her tobe, the soldier propped against the wall. Finally, Twitch’s face wavered into her sight, shaking her shoulder and looking into her eyes. Her hearing returned with sharp acuity all at once. 
 
    “—move? Are you h-hurt? Skate. C-can you—” 
 
    “—best to staunch the flow, but I fear it struck where the blood flows easiest. You need—” 
 
    “—should have seen them sooner, they came from nowhere, all at once, and there—” 
 
    Skate leapt up and swatted away Twitch’s hand. She dug into her bag and found the pitcher of bright blue liquid, full once more. She brought it over to Sindale, whose normally dark complexion had gone a shade of gray that Skate did not care for at all. She moved Ossertine’s hand from the wounds at the soldier’s wrist and poured. Sindale groaned, then sighed.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said, too quietly. “I feel…cold. I need a…rest.” Skate said nothing as she poured more of the liquid onto the other arm, and those wounds closed before her eyes, skin stitching together to stop the flow of life. Sindale sighed again, and laughed. “When I first took Jem out on the road,” she said, running her tongue over her lips, “he got nervous when we camped near the woods. He thought…he thought I might bring danger. He asked if my moonflow was going.” She chuckled again, weaker. “Idiot thought the wolves would smell the blood and come hunting.” Sindale smiled and closed her eyes, and her breathing was deep and steady.  
 
    Ossertine stood and leaned heavily on her black wooden cane. She looked older than her years. “She should be…she should be fine,” the lady of Caribol said. “We’ll have to keep the wounds washed and cleaned as they heal completely, but your magic saved her.” She looked down at Skate, and it felt as if her eyes were seeing through her. “You saved her.” 
 
    The smell of the fur and blood and perforated innards within the tower was overpowering, so Skate and Twitch did their best to drag the bodies out of the tower. The coppery smell of the blood was still there, but so long as she didn’t take any deep breaths, Skate found she could head off the worst of it by stuffing her face into her blanket. Twitch sat near her while Ossertine slept by Sindale against the other wall. 
 
    “I took your b-bag upstairs before I went,” Twitch said. “I remembered you m-might have stuff in there that could b-be useful, and I didn’t w-want whatever came in to get the s-statue.” He winced and held his head in his hands. “I d-didn’t remember the toad until the Big Boss started t-talking, and then I c-couldn’t remember h-his name.” He brought his knuckles to the side of his head. “S-stupid. If I’d thought of it s-s-sooner, Sindale might n-not have gotten hurt.” 
 
    “You did great,” Skate said. “Better than I did. Didn’t even think of Ungor.” The toad took that moment to revert back into a miniature stone version of itself with a contented croak. Skate got up and put him back into her bag. “We’d all be dead if it weren’t for you thinking and hiding.” Unlike me, she thought, who stood by and let Rattle and Sindale get hurt protecting me. 
 
    “Sindale would b-be dead if not for y-you. S-saving her from the wolf, and the b-bottle.” Twitch pointed to her hands. “You killed a w-wolf with a knife. That was b-brave.” 
 
    “It was…” Skate trailed off. She was about to say that it was an accident, but she’d meant to do it, meant to kill the animal to protect her friend. “It was what I had to do,” she said finally, curling up with her blanket around her.  
 
    “Brave,” Twitch said again. “B-braver than me.” 
 
    Skate got to her feet. She carefully picked her way across the room to Rattle. Its two ruined legs looked like broken twigs stuck into a freakish moving sculpture. The construct turned from the door to look at her, flapping down to her eye level and settling on its remaining good feet. She reached out toward the legs and gingerly lifted them up to get a better look. There was nothing inside them, no organs or blood. They looked like nothing more than broken rods of black glass. Rattle didn’t pull back as she poked and prodded the legs. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” Skate asked, letting the legs go. In response, Rattle clicked the two nubs together, then looked back at her. “I guess not,” Skate said, and she managed a smile. “Even when you’re hurt, nothing hurts you. Lucky.” She grabbed its body and turned it around in a moonbeam. I’ll check again in the morning, she thought, but it looks fine. “Do you want me to use the magic bottle on you? Would that…help?” 
 
    Rattle shook free of her grasp and turned its body left to right, right to left, setting its legs to clacking. Skate held up her hands to settle it. “Okay, I’ll save it.” Rattle clicked its two nubs together again. “You gonna be okay?” When a third nub click came her way, she smiled again. “Good. We can’t get him back without you, and I—I don’t want you to miss it when he comes back. He’ll know how to fix you.” Rattle looked at her for a few moments, then tapped her on the head with one of its undamaged legs. The construct flapped back up into position, while Skate found her way back across the room. 
 
    Twitch was already snoring where he’d been sitting, so Skate covered him with his blanket before wrapping up in her own. I need a bath, she thought before drifting back to uneasy sleep.  
 
    When the sun rose in the east, Skate woke with it and groaned. She didn’t feel rested, and the horror of the previous night did not look any better in the light of day. 
 
    “I didn’t know he could do that,” Ossertine said glumly while they waited for Sindale to return with the necessary supplies for their continued journey south. They sat outside, having nothing to fear from the open air now that the night was over. The carcasses of the wolves, piled like timber near the door, looked ragged and gaunt in the morning sun. Skate wondered if her mind had played tricks on her in the dark to make them seem greater than they were. “Rats, I read about. Turning to mist, shunning daylight and silver, captivating gaze, I read about. Nothing ever mentioned controlling packs of wolves.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can’t be blamed for that; your research was rushed, the time constraints wouldn’t let you be as comprehensive as you could have been,” Petre said in mollifying tones from his spot near the center of their gathering. “It’s not surprising that there would be things that you missed, and that’s assuming someone else even wrote it down anywhere or knew about it. For all we know, Hugo’s the first to do such a thing.” 
 
    Haman would know, Skate thought, remembering his books with skulls drawn on them, and how quickly he’d been able to deduce what sort of thing Belamy might have become all those months ago. “Hugo’s not special,” she said. “He’s just a monster.” 
 
    “And a crafty one,” Ossertine said, her head in her hand as she sat on the ground. “He knows what we know, knows how the defenses work. He’s tested them, poking and prodding until he was sure he had a way through.” She sighed and said, “I should have known about the wolves.” 
 
    “Can they b-be blocked out l-like the rats?” Twitch asked. 
 
    “The magic exists. I don’t know how to do it, but if I could find a witch or wizard willing to sell me the instructions and theory of it, then it could be done.” She dropped her hand and shot a glare at Lion’s Den to the east, bathed in pale yellow. “I don’t think that’s likely, though. The fat man in Brightside was right—suspicion follows us, here. I don’t expect to find any magician who’d be willing to deal with us. I could have secured such a thing easily enough in Caribol, but—” 
 
    “You didn’t know about the wolves,” Skate finished for her. 
 
    Ossertine’s fears were bolstered when Sindale returned, injured arms straining to carry the relatively light load of their supplies. “We were overcharged. We might not have been, but I was recognized by one of the gate guards who was milling about the market. When they’d heard I was serving foreigners who’d taken up residence in the elf-tower, few would sell, and them that did squeezed every copper chip out of me they could.” 
 
    “Scum,” Ossertine muttered. “They don’t know what they’re impeding.” 
 
    “If they knew what they were, I think they’d probably double their efforts,” Petre said quietly. “How many parents and grandparents of those in the capital were blown away by the Iron Wind all those years ago? There’d be some who’d remember that name today, and it wouldn’t endear us to them. Not here.” 
 
    “Does no good to dwell on it,” Sindale said, stuffing rations into bags. “We need to focus on what comes next.” 
 
    “We go around the capital, and on to Ghalrone,” Ossertine answered, “though the going will be harder now. Four walls and a roof will no longer be enough to shelter us. Where we stay must needs have a door. Not a curtain, not a flimsy wicker windshield, a solid heavy door. Preferably of metal, but at least of solid and well-fit wood.” 
 
    “Why can’t we go through the city?” Skate asked. She did her best to keep her annoyance out of her voice, something she found singularly difficult when talking to the lady. 
 
    “I’ll not give any an excuse to accost us. Safer to go around, especially if we might be marked as foreigners.” 
 
    “And if we can’t find a place to stay with solid walls and a door?” Sindale asked. 
 
    “Then we have no choice but to ride through the night until we find one.” Ossertine rose to her feet, using her black cane for support. “I’m confident we can outpace him if we have to. The horses won’t tire, and we can sleep on their backs if we must, though the sleep won’t be comfortable.” 
 
    “Will it be restful enough? For you and your magic?” Sindale looked at Ossertine with concern, and Skate understood what she meant. Magic requires focus, she thought. The less-than-peaceful nights were clearly taking a toll on the lady; the bags under her eyes were darker than they had been even a few days ago, and the skin around her lips was starting to crack and blister at the corners. Even her hair was thinner than it had been only a week ago. 
 
    “I will be fine, Captain.” Ossertine swept past the soldier and summoned their mounts. While everyone packed their gear, she said, “It will be two days from the capital to Ghalrone. Let us leave the monument to lions and make for the sands. If we have to ride through the night, we will do so.” 
 
    “I d-dunno about lions, just so long as there’s n-no more wolves,” Twitch muttered. 
 
    “Will the horses last that long?” Skate asked, her hands fidgeting with the dark mane of the ruddy creature she sat upon. “Haman’s only lasted a day before it vanished.” 
 
    Ossertine sniffed and turned away. “Not all who take up the art are equal in skill.” Without another word, she willed the horse forward, and Sindale followed suit.  
 
    The Joyous Road ended at Lion’s Den; to the south, the road had no name upon the map. It had more bends this side of the capital, and their going was slowed. They passed no suitable shelters throughout the morning, and by midday, Skate had decided looking was pointless. Every shack or village we pass looks like it’s made of wood a hundred years old. If the vampire attacked again with another pack, such a shelter would be no shelter at all. The wolves would tear the flimsy door off, or chew and claw through the walls, and then Hugo would just walk in. 
 
    The road here was almost as busy as it had been before the capital. Riders in red passed them, and merchants with formidable guards traveled toward Lion’s Den, some shooting curious glances at the travelers from Jero, but more often ignoring them completely. When the sun was half a hand’s breadth above the horizon, they stopped to talk and eat their rations, which were, as promised, flavored generously with the spices of Galragad. 
 
    “What’s it m-mean?” Twitch asked, blowing air as quickly through his mouth as he could to stave off the heat from the nuts and berries. “Ghalrone.” 
 
    “It’s ‘Sandshield,’ or ‘Sandblock,’” Sindale explained, chewing on spiced dried meat and savoring the flavor. 
 
    “How appropriate,” Ossertine remarked. “Given it’s the last town before Korvun’s Folly, it will be the place we need to restock. I have never crossed a wasteland before, and I gather neither have any of you. We may need help when our path takes us across the desert.” They all knew it would; their last test had confirmed that the lines from the Jero map and Rattle’s new trajectory were not meeting before the desert rose up like a cancer at the bottom right of the Galragad border. 
 
    “I don’t envy you,” Petre said from his bauble set on a rock. “If the desert is as bad as they say, you’ll face heat and dryness like nothing you’ve ever seen before.” 
 
    “Why would your dead man send us to such a place?” Sindale asked Skate. 
 
    Skate shrugged. “He must’ve wanted privacy for whatever he was doing. No one’s going to bother you if you stay out there, are they?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s true,” Ossertine said. “If he did build something out here in which to recuperate, he will have done so away from any known water source. Water would attract…guests.”  
 
    Rattle clicked its nubs together, and Skate saw with astonishment that the injured legs were twice as long as they had been that morning. “Did he make you immortal?” she asked with a laugh, tugging on the healing appendages. 
 
    “No,” Ossertine said with all seriousness, “he did not. He mentioned as much to me once. Rattle is hard to kill and quick to repair, but he is capable of being destroyed. See that that does not happen.” The lady looked around them. “We have no shelter here. It seems as though we will find none until we reach the edge of the desert. We ride through the night. Sleep in the saddle if you can. We shouldn’t meet many travelers on the road in the dark, and the magic that guides our mounts will steer clear of obvious obstacles.” She took her seat and sighed. “So long as I’m awake.” 
 
    There were some murmurs of concern about that, and Skate said, “You need sleep. Do you think you’ll be able to stay awake through the night in your state?” 
 
    Skate expected an outburst or a sneer at that, but Ossertine only smiled. “I’ve fought tougher battles against an unwelcome shut-eye. Worry not. If I spot a suitable shelter in the dark, we will stop. If I do not, I can get us through ’til morning.” When Sindale nodded, Skate supposed the matter was decided, and they took to their mounts. 
 
    The night air was cool, and the rhythm of the horse was as inviting as it had been weeks ago on Haman’s summoned horse. Skate drifted in and out of sleep, catching glimpses of the passing countryside. The hills were there, and then they were not. The flat land was less fecund here, the grass seeming to struggle to grow into more than a dull carpet dotted with spiny bushes. Skate had snatches of dreams, but upon opening her eyes, she found that she couldn’t remember anything of them. Too many, too quick, she thought after one wakening. She thought she saw another elven tower pass them by. No door. She drifted back to sleep. 
 
    Skate woke fully with the rising sun. She rubbed her eyes. “Can we stop and rest now?” she shouted ahead at Ossertine. 
 
    “No need,” the witch answered. Her voice sounded creaky and thin, but when she pointed ahead with her black cane, Skate understood what she meant. 
 
    The air was already warm, though the sun was only just above the horizon. The earlier hills of Galragad, already flattening south of Lion’s Den, had sloped down all at once to reveal a gradual fade from the crunchy brown of dead grass to a more foreboding environment. The grass couldn’t continue into the waste, an endless expanse of brown as far as the eye could see on the horizon. At the border of this unstoppable wave of barren dirt rose the town, walled and bleached white by the sun. The buildings all had flat roofs, and only one structure loomed above the walls—a tower as white as any bone, jagged in shape, piercing through the air like a primitive dagger through a brown cloth. 
 
    “Ghalrone,” Skate said. 
 
    “M-must be,” Twitch replied. 
 
    “We will need a guide to get us across that catastrophe,” Sindale said, pulling up next to Ossertine, and they both slowed the horses down to a more comfortable speed. “We must be cautious, though,” the soldier said. “The Ghalroni have a reputation for treachery.” 
 
    “That much I know,” Ossertine said. “Even in chilly Caribol, the traders and sailors tell tales of them. It is said that they’re descended from one of the clans of raiders that roam the wastes, preying on the unprotected and the foolish. Mayhap they’ve found the rambling to be too much work, and they’re happy to steal through other means.” 
 
    “Whatever they plan on doing, we’ll be ready,” Skate said. The adults and Twitch turned to look at her. She shrugged. “We have to be.”  
 
    Sindale and Twitch laughed, and they all set off again on the road under the rising sun. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    In which wood is strained, a wall is dodged, and the tangible is made invisible. 
 
    Ghalrone, situated at the border of the vast desert of Korvun’s Folly, had a reputation for being hostile to outsiders. Skate’s opinion, after two weeks of staying there, was that this characterization was only half true. A stranger to the city, she had found, must stay on their guard. A stranger must be careful not to cause offense, lest blades be drawn and the dust made wet, dust that took no effort to keep free of sprouts and seedlings. A stranger must be wary of cutpurses, liars, toughs, thugs, swindlers, smugglers, killers, kidnappers, and mercenaries. These considerations belonged to all visitors to the city, Skate could attest after watching and learning. What made the reputation of dubious reliability was that these dangers applied just as much to locals. 
 
    These hazards, however, were of little consequence to the true danger of Ghalrone: the Pallid Ones. Through the window of the room Skate found herself in, she could see the spire where the wizards studied and plotted and learned. The Tower of Rhakhis looked much as Sindale had said it would, curved a few floors up and back again, with points ridging its sides. It was a spine, or else so cleverly designed to look like a backbone that the architect wanted it to be mistaken for one, and it towered high over everything else in the city. Skate had never seen a building so tall, hadn’t known such a thing could exist. From there, the wizards ruled over the city—insomuch as they cared to interfere with it at all. The Pallid Ones styled themselves by the title of “Wisdoms,” with every gray-skinned and white-cloaked witch or wizard receiving a wide berth and many bows and nods in the streets as they went about whatever their business was, always flanked by personal guards.  
 
    There was no law in Ghalrone, as Skate knew it. There were armed men at the gates who demanded tolls to enter the city, but they bore no insignias or standards, no tabards or sigils to mark their allegiance. There were no patrols through the streets, no powers to redress grievances against fellow citizens. The Pallid Ones held no courts and offered no justice. The streets of Ghalrone were effectively ungoverned. Those who could take, took. Those who could keep, kept. As a result, mercenaries thrived here.  
 
    The bazaar of Ghalrone was resplendent with silks and cottons of many styles and colors. Trade, drawn by the unique desert fruit shuilrisa, occurred because anyone worth anything to sell or trade took pains to keep what they had until they were ready to part with it. It was just such an arrangement that had allowed Sindale to find a dwelling for them to buy. Ossertine paid for it, handing over two hundred golden rugals to the broker, who smiled through broken teeth as he passed the key to the house to the lady. When Sindale had explained that the house would be forfeit as soon as they left the city, Ossertine had waved her hand in the air as if swatting away a troublesome insect and said only, “For Barrison.” 
 
    The house was no mansion, but it was sturdy, built two stories of brick and mortar, sporting glass windows to offer privacy as needed, though the heat of the day usually made keeping them closed a foolish idea. There were enough rooms for everyone to get space to themselves, which Skate hadn’t realized she’d missed on the road until she became reacquainted with it.  
 
    They settled quickly into a daily rhythm: breakfast courtesy of Rattle, splitting off into pairs to see what they could of the city, reporting back well before sunset, dinner (Rattle-made, again), then sparring, reading, and practicing. Ossertine’s spells protected against everything they always had, and the reinforced door at the front of the house protected against the threat of wolves. 
 
    No more wolf attacks since the tower at Lion’s Den, Skate thought while she ran a finger along the text in front of her. It was Twitch who had suggested that they didn’t need to worry about wolves here anymore. 
 
    “N-no forests, n-no wolves,” he’d declared on the second night with a snap of his fingers. “As long as w-we’re still protected against rats, h-he can’t get in at all.” Sindale was skeptical of their security, but Ossertine hadn’t commented on it. Ever since reaching the city, she hadn’t responded to much without being directly addressed.  
 
    Skate looked over at the woman now, turning pages in her notebook. She’s still not sleeping. The cracking at her lips was more pronounced than ever, and her eyes were more bloodshot by the day. She insisted that her magic was not suffering, and deflected any questions about her rest. Skate suspected that she’d been sneaking looks into Belamy’s crystal ball, though she had to admit to herself that she had no clue how Ossertine would be able to pull it off; Skate had taken to sleeping with her arms wrapped tight around her bag each night. 
 
    A man—or woman, it was impossible to tell beneath the white wrappings they wore—crossed the corner below her. Skate kept a wary eye on the Pallid One as they went. When the Wisdom was out of sight, Skate closed her book and stood. 
 
    “Are we ready?” she asked the room. The upstairs sported an extra, smaller common room, and that was where everyone had gathered. Light glowed from a lamp in the deepening twilight. 
 
    Twitch put his slate and book aside and nodded. Sindale did the same, sheathing her blade and standing to join Skate at the window. Ossertine said nothing, but she looked up and nodded. 
 
    “T-tomorrow morning. After breakfast,” Twitch said. Rattle clicked its legs together downstairs. 
 
    “We’ve pulled enough water from the wells that we can get across the desert and back, if that’s where your creature points us,” Sindale said, rubbing her wrist where the wolf had gnawed at her. The wound had healed the rest of the way without magic, at her insistence. 
 
    “Not as secretly as I’d planned,” Skate muttered, casting a sideways glance at Ossertine. If the woman noticed, she didn’t show it. The fountains of Ghalrone were under watchful eyes, careful to make sure no one was hoarding the water springing forth. Water was rationed here, and it had taken them weeks to gather enough to fill up the canteens they’d purchased, unwieldy tubs that would hang on the sides of Ossertine’s summoned horses. 
 
    Their first day in the city, Ossertine had started an argument over the practice. 
 
    “We didn’t attract unwelcome attention,” Sindale said, looking back and forth between Skate and Ossertine. “No one has bothered us since that first day.” 
 
    Skate didn’t argue. As far as she could tell, Sindale was right. No one had tried to accost them in any way after Sindale had defused the situation with a threat to the Ghalroni and a quiet word to Ossertine. 
 
    “None have any reason to impede our travel to the Folly,” Ossertine said, standing from the pallet of cloth and pillows she’d been resting on. “All should be fine.” 
 
    “And if the pasty wizards do decide to try to stop us? You can beat them in a fight?” Skate asked. 
 
    “Leave them to me.” Ossertine did not deign to explain further, bidding them a pleasant rest before disappearing into her chosen room. Sindale shrugged and followed suit into her own room. The old floor creaked with each footfall. 
 
    “I s-still don’t like her,” Twitch muttered once he and Skate were alone in the room. 
 
    “She doesn’t make it easy,” Skate said, and they chuckled. “As annoying as she is, we need her. I just hope whatever she’s got planned and isn’t telling us won’t get us killed.” Ossertine had tried to buy the magic to create water, a spell she’d never bothered trying to learn, only to find that the local vendors refused to traffic in magic for fear of upsetting the Pallid Ones. When that track failed, she’d suggested their present course. 
 
    “Wouldn’t b-be the f-f-first time we’d have to d-deal with the idea.” Twitch sounded contemplative, and Skate joined him on the pillows he sat on. 
 
    “No, it wouldn’t.” Since leaving Caribol, they’d faced bandits, vampires, and wolves in the night. Any of these threats could have killed either or both of them. She turned to consider Twitch, who was avoiding looking out the window, and scratching his head. “Why’d you do it all, Twitchy?” 
 
    “Do what?” he asked. 
 
    “Come all this way. Getting out of Caribol, I can understand. After what we did, neither of us had much choice. But you could’ve cut and run with the money anytime, at least before we crossed through Albadon. Why go all this way?” Skate watched and saw with concern that he suddenly looked anxious. 
 
    “I—uh, I w-wanted to help b-b-bring him b-back. The w-wizard. Belamy.” He stood and swung his arms at his sides awkwardly. 
 
    “He wasn’t anything to you,” Skate said, standing with him. 
 
    “W-well, I-I-I needed—” He pointed downstairs. “I n-needed Petre to t-t-teach me to r-read.” He shuffled toward his door, and the red at the top of his ears was easy to see through his flaxen hair. 
 
    “You could’ve hired a tutor with the money.” She didn’t follow him or try to keep him from leaving. 
 
    “Ah, I d-d-didn’t think of that. Anyway, g’night.” With that, the boy disappeared behind his own door. Skate snuffed the light and made her way to her own room, thoroughly confused. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter,” she muttered to herself as she sank into her floor pallet. “He’s just got nerves about tomorrow.” She had her own anxieties about the plan, though Sindale insisted that the two heavy skins downstairs would be enough to supply them with the moisture they needed to survive the wastes. Skate looked out the window to see the silhouette of the white spine tower against one of the moons, a pale brown crescent in the sky. No matter where one stood, the white spire could be seen towering over the other construction, or else framing the edges of the cityscape if you were close enough to a nearby building. It was the most striking and obscene thing Skate had ever seen, as incongruous as a flayed man shopping for desert fruit in the bazaar.  
 
    Something outside caught her attention, though she couldn’t say what. There were no shouts or loud noises on the street. After Skate stood up, she realized what had drawn her curiosity: there was no noise from outside at all. She looked to the street; even at night, there were usually trios and pairs making their way through the dusty alleys. The night was silent as the grave, and Skate felt the hair on the back of her neck stand up.  
 
    A dark figure stepped out between a curer’s shop and a tanner’s house across the way, leaning against the wall. Skate felt his eyes on her. Others followed, darkening alleyways one after another until every path leading away from the house was occupied. There was a whistle in the night, and the shadowy men moved forward as one toward the house. 
 
    “Awake!” Skate shouted, falling back and lunging for her door. The common room was dim and empty, lit weakly by the moons. “Get up!” she shouted. “They’re gonna kill us!” There was scuffling in the bedrooms, and Skate pulled her tobe over her head before grabbing her pack.  
 
    Twitch burst into the common room, eyes wide. “Who?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Skate said. There was commotion downstairs, and a cry of pain in the dark signaled that Rattle had engaged the intruders. Skate reached for Petre, and after stuffing him into the pack, she brought out Ungor. The toad grew at her call, swelling to his monstrous full size at the top of the stairs with a resounding croak. Sindale came out then, armed and armored. Ossertine’s door did not open. 
 
    “What is—” Sindale’s words were cut off by the landing of feet by the window. Skate looked into the face of a Ghalroni, haggard and scarred. He looked down at Skate, and she felt that he looked past her, not seeing her directly as he raised his blade over his head.  
 
    Sindale crashed into him, leading with her shoulder to shove him back through the hole into the night. He fell with a yelp, and Sindale grabbed Skate’s arm. “With me,” she said, and Skate obeyed, her blood running cold as she crouched behind the soldier. The telltale sound of Rattle’s legs sounded close to the bottom of the stairs, and Ungor watched with a hungry look in his wide black eyes.  
 
    Ossertine’s door smashed open, and the witch joined them, leaving dark red spots behind her on the wooden floor. Skate thought she was wounded until the glint of steel revealed the thin knife in the lady’s hand. Ossertine wiped the stiletto on a cloth and discarded the soiled rag before placing the blade back into the handle of her black cane.  
 
    “We go now,” Ossertine said to the three in front of her. Ungor leapt downstairs with a raucous crash. 
 
    “I do not know how to get down to street level,” Sindale responded, taking Ungor’s place at the top of the stairs. “There are at least half a dozen down there, and they’re pushing forward.” 
 
    As if hearing Sindale’s summary of events, Rattle appeared at the top steps, turning away blades with its spindly legs, too engrossed in defense to be able to retaliate against the two intruders pressing it. Sindale lunged forward, and that gave Rattle the opening it needed to stab down, and the resulting scream revealed that it had struck true. The construct disappeared again, rejoining the scuffle below. The trespassers were talking in Galiri, and their voices were barely audible. 
 
    “We go now,” Ossertine repeated, and began to move her hands, muttering words Skate couldn’t make out. A red horse appeared in the room, its hooves clomping on the wooden floor. “With me, boy,” she said and, without waiting for an answer, began to cast again. Twitch took his place behind her on the magical saddle by the time she finished her second casting, and Sindale didn’t wait to be told before swinging herself and Skate onto its back. The floor groaned. 
 
    “Will they take the stairs?” Sindale asked, watching Ossertine lift her cane to guide one of the large canteens, floating on nothing, to attach itself to the back of her beast. 
 
    “They’ll take the window.” The second canteen floated up. 
 
    “We aren’t leaving Ungor,” Skate said. 
 
    “We have to. There—” Ossertine’s response was cut off as Rattle flapped up the stairs, three blades spinning wildly about its body. The three men took the top floor. If they were surprised to see horses up here, they showed no sign of it, looking past each of the room’s occupants in turn. They stepped forward, and the floor gave way beneath them. 
 
    The horses, creatures of magic that they were, showed no signs of fear in the collapse. Their riders, however, shouted and screamed as the first floor rose up to meet them. Sandy dust billowed around them. Choking and coughing, Skate called out for Ungor. There was no answer. She saw through the grit that the toad had returned to its statuette form. She leapt off the back of the horse to gather him up, and she almost tripped on a piece of wood on the way back to Sindale. She looked again and saw that what she’d thought was a plank was an arm that had been reaching toward Ungor when the floor fell, its owner crushed beneath the falling wood.  
 
    She clambered back onto the back of the horse and they shot out into the night. Ossertine’s followed soon after. The commotion of half a house collapsing had brought curious eyes to doorways. More crouching figures emerged at the end of the street, and doors shut as quickly as they’d been opened.  
 
    Familiar laughter rang out in the night. 
 
    “They’re his,” Ossertine muttered as the two approaching from the end of the street drew blades and stalked forward. “Through bribery, threats, enthrallment, or murder, they’re his.” 
 
    They turned their horses the other way, and saw two more men coming from that direction.  
 
    “Ride them down,” Sindale said, kicking her horse into a gallop. Ossertine cursed in a most unladylike fashion behind them and followed suit. The ruffians slashed at them as they passed, but the power of the horses’ charge sent them rolling into the dirt. 
 
    “To the Folly!” Ossertine shouted, pointing her cane to their right. One of the main thoroughfares of the city opened that way, leading straight to the southeastern gate—the Folly Gate, Sindale had named it. “We must—” 
 
    A line of jagged iron erupted from the dust ahead of them, spraying rocks and dirt as it breached. The horses pulled to a stop, nearly throwing their riders from their backs. “Lady!” Sindale cried out, a plea for the witch to use magic to defeat this trap. 
 
    Ossertine watched the skies. With an outstretched hand, she muttered an arcane phrase, bringing forth a bright beam of light. It struck someone in the air, and the flying woman fell with a groan onto a nearby roof.  
 
    “Around,” Ossertine said, pointing down a wide space between two brown buildings. They shot through the corridor, and Ossertine bid Sindale halt her mount. “As we planned,” the lady said to Sindale. 
 
    The soldier nodded and dismounted. She took Twitch from the saddle and placed him behind Skate, who sputtered in confusion. 
 
    “What’re you—” 
 
    “We have to get out. We have to get Rattle and the gems—and you—out.” Ossertine spoke with iron surety. Skate tried to protest, but the witch cut her off. “Belamy must be brought back. Our enemy has not been idle these two sevnights. I had hoped that he had lost us or given it up, but no. This is his hand at work. These are his creatures, enthralled or slain. Our delay has cost us dearly.” She looked to the skies again. “I think the one I burned, the one that raised the iron in our path, was one of the latter.” Sindale swung back into the saddle. 
 
    “What?” Skate asked—or rather, tried to ask as their summoned horse turned abruptly and shot away. There was a shout, and Skate looked down to see that the horse was gone. She screamed, and so did Twitch. While Sindale tried to shut them up, Skate realized she couldn’t see her own hands in front of her, though she felt she was still clutching the mane of the summoned mount. The horse isn’t gone, she realized. She turned behind her to see that Ossertine and her still fully visible horse had gone the opposite direction with a shout, and a dark shape followed after, taking to the air. Sindale turned the horse back onto the main street on the other side of the wall of sharp iron. The mercenaries at the gate were perplexed at the dust stirring toward them, and they moved to bar the exit to the city but were shunted aside as the invisible horse barreled past. One of them swiped out blindly, and there was a dull thud. He hit the saddle, nothing more. 
 
    And so Skate, Twitch, and Sindale left the city of Ghalrone, charging straight ahead through the streets and into the unknown regions of Korvun’s Folly. None chased them out of the city. 
 
    “What—is she doing?” Skate had grown used to the shouting required to be heard over the wind passing by. 
 
    “She’s distracting them long enough to cover our escape,” Sindale explained. “A distraction meant to get us out of the city if we had to go quickly.” 
 
    The sky was clear behind them as they trampled over sparse, brittle grass. The southern gate of Ghalrone remained open, like the skeletal maw of some fell beast left to rot to nothing in the desert receding with each galloping step of the magical horse.  
 
    “That was the emergency p-plan?” Twitch asked. “Why d-didn’t we know ab-bout it?”  
 
    “The lady thought you might object,” Sindale answered. “Rather than argue, she wished to just be done with it.” 
 
    “Where will she meet up with us?” Skate asked.  
 
    Sindale grunted only a single word: “Sands.”  
 
    Skate felt the blood drain from her face. “I hate this plan,” she said. 
 
    “As I said, she knew you would,” Sindale shouted. There was little else to do but ride the horse into the desert. If she’s caught, we’re dead. Hugo will kill us in the desert, and we have no way of holding him off. 
 
    The night was long, and sleep far away. The sun crested in the east, bringing warmth that grew oppressive in short order. The Folly was dusty and brown; Skate could feel grit in her teeth every time she opened her mouth to wet her lips, with a salty, metallic taste to make her wish she could have stayed behind to draw water from the well.  
 
    By the time the sun was at its highest, they and their horse had become visible again. Skate found herself checking behind them as they rode throughout the day, scanning the horizon and the sky. Even by the time the sun was low in the west, no one had given chase. She had better have gotten away, she thought as Sindale brought the beast underneath them into a slower pace. The lady’s backup plan—and Skate had no doubt whatsoever that this entire leg of the journey had sprung directly from Ossertine’s mind—had worked, but the witch was the only obstacle between the vampire and them. 
 
    When the sun had started to hide behind the horizon, the three of them dismounted to drink and take care of the calls of nature.  
 
    “Fires,” Sindale cursed. The children saw the problem. Something—a stray splinter of wood, the gate guard’s slashing blade—had pierced their water supply. The hole was not low in the canteen, but they had lost precious water on their mad dash away from the desert city, a third of the supply. Sindale assured the children that the way forward was not hopeless. “With the lady’s supply, we’ll make it. We’ll have to be careful, but we’ll make it.”  
 
    The soldier pulled out the map of Galragad and pointed to a spot near the middle of the Folly. “There’s where we’re to meet,” she explained to Skate and Twitch, pointing to a set of three dots with some Galiri script beneath it. “Some ruins called ‘Filraic.’ It means something like ‘Golden Reach,’ or ‘Golden Hand.’” 
 
    “Can we get there before this disappears?” Skate asked, patting the red horse. “And can you get us there, wandering without a guide?” 
 
    “I think so,” Sindale answered, pulling herself back up on top of the horse. “And we have a guide.” She pointed to Skate’s bag. “Your friend’s path takes us straight to the ruins. If it weren’t for the earlier measurements back in Jero, I’d have guessed the ruins were where we were meant to go all along. Come, best get going. You two try to sleep, and I can get you to guide the horse if I get drowsy later.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    In which a scorpion is dispatched, a star is consumed, and a shelter is dissolved. 
 
    The desert was unforgiving. 
 
    Skate learned this the second night as they rested on the dry, cracked ground. The horse began to fade, so they all dismounted and watched it go. They all slept in a hastily made camp right at that spot, with Sindale keeping an early watch. Skate awoke in the dark to the sensation of something crawling up her leg. She swatted whatever it was into the dirt. She drifted off to sleep, thinking nothing of the beetle she’d killed, but the morning brought a sober realization. The “beetle” had been no bug, but a scorpion. Sindale told her that if she’d been too slow or too forceful in killing the thing, it would have injected her with enough venom to stop her heart in ten breaths. After that, they set Rattle to watch for all sizes of intruders into camp, including deadly crawling vermin unfazed by the harshness of desert climes, always on the hunt for flesh and hosts and warmth in the night. 
 
    On the third day, they began to trudge across the dirt on foot. They would periodically test Rattle’s direction and follow accordingly. The heat made conversation too wearisome, but Skate knew of the unspoken concern driving them all forward. We’ve got a lead on the vampire, but if he’s following us, he’s going to catch us soon. She looked behind them and saw not the barest hint that anyone had been pursuing them. Vegetation was sparse, but wherever they stopped that night, it might be possible to find enough dried leaves and stalks of crunchy grass to get a small flame going. The best candidate for the campfire they would build, Skate thought, were the bizarre round brush plants made entirely of spikes. Skate saw them blowing past on the dust and the dirt throughout the day, usually traveling amidst smaller satellite brambles following the larger like ducklings after their dam. The dim campfire they would contribute to would make the night more tolerable, at least for a short while. 
 
    Their water was their life. Skate could feel moisture being sapped from her body with each stride beneath the glaring sun. Korvun’s Folly left nothing untouched by blinding light and overwhelming heat. No clouds ever passed over them for longer than a scant few seconds before evaporating into nothing. There was no sign of water anywhere as they trekked through the wasteland—no greenery, no camps, nothing. They had to be careful with their supply; until Ossertine reunited with them, it was all they had. Sindale claimed that the spined brown tubes they occasionally passed were called cacti, and that these painful plants were renowned for carrying water within the hollow pockets that made up their body. Skate had not had the chance nor desire to test that suggestion, and she reasoned that if something had managed to find a way to store water out here, it could keep its wet treasure for as long as it liked.  
 
    They camped near a large, solitary boulder jutting out from the dunes. There was nothing nearby to burn here, not even the spiky brambles, so the night would pass in darkness. The moons were visible again, but only as thin slivers in the sky. That small light was enough to see far; Skate and Twitch climbed to the top of the boulder to scout their surroundings. The dim light from the moons showed a landscape of complete desolation. 
 
    “What a nightmare,” Skate said. “No wonder people die out here.” 
 
    “It’s p-pretty, too,” Twitch said. “In its own w-w-way.” They sat on the rock in silence. Far off to the north, dark clouds rolled. Skate thought there might have been a flash of lightning in the distance, but she couldn’t be sure. What she could be sure of was that the storm was not over the Folly. This land did not know rain, and it had never known rain in living memory. East of them was an interruption in the endless dirt. The dim light played off of something oddly curved and smooth, broken by points and jagged edges across its surface.  
 
    “Must be the ruin on the map,” Skate said, pointing to it. “Golden Reach. That’s it, we’re here.” 
 
    They climbed down to tell Sindale what they saw, and she went up herself to take a look. “Hey!” she shouted from the top of the boulder and laughed. When she got back down, she said, “I see a rider on a dark horse. Too far away to hear me, even out here, but she’s coming. I think we’re far enough away from the vampire for another night, but if not, at least we’ll have her to help keep him away.” Ossertine arrived a few hours later, announced by the clicking of Rattle’s legs and a shout from Petre. 
 
    The witch was not well. It was plain on her face, and Skate didn’t think that it was all down to the harsh environs. They saw at once that Ossertine had lost her own water supply. Twitch and Skate exchanged a glance. We won’t be able to cross back, she thought. 
 
    Ossertine spoke haltingly, asking first for a refill of water, then news of their journey, and she spent much of the time listening and staring out across the desert. She needs sleep, Skate speculated, watching Ossertine stare at nothing while Sindale explained their escape from Ghalrone. Then again, she reasoned, maybe it was the travel. There were times when Skate felt how Ossertine looked. The chafing from walking, the heat, and the dryness were supremely unpleasant reminders of their situation, made worse by the dried meats, berries, and nuts they’d procured in Ghalrone. The food would keep them alive, but it was not filling, and the lack of variety was tedious. Skate found herself daydreaming of pancakes and bacon and meat pies as she sat on the cracked ground beneath the boulder.  
 
    No, Skate thought while Sindale prodded Ossertine for descriptions of her own escape, it’s something more. Ossertine had not taken Belamy’s death in stride—that much was clear; it had driven her from her teas and books and pushed her to join up with a common soldier and two children she had much reason to hate. She wasn’t ready to learn that he wasn’t gone for good, Skate decided. She’ll get better after a while. The sooner the better, with the monster they all assumed was at their heels. 
 
    Hugo had stayed out of sight in Ghalrone. When the telltale fog failed to appear, Ossertine had suggested that he may have thought they’d gone into and stayed in Lion’s Den. They knew the truth of it, now. He’d followed them and had begun to set his trap. Now, she assumed, he followed them out here.  
 
    When she considered the logistics of his trek across the desert, she shuddered. He probably buried himself in the rocky dirt sometime before the sunrise, as Twitch suggested. The thought of him lying in wait, hiding from the sun in a makeshift grave every night, filled Skate with dread. She found it easier not to consider the fact that a vampire traced their steps, found it easier to focus on the heat and the bad food and the distance ahead. With the moons dragging like cat’s claws across the sky, Skate thought she could feel him out there, prowling around them all as they prepared to sleep. She said as much to Twitch. 
 
    “He is hungry,” Ossertine said when Skate worked up the courage to ask the witch about it. Ossertine’s voice was flatter than it had been at the start of their journey, a fact that affirmed Skate’s assumptions about her mental state. Her lips were cracked, and her throat was dry, and she was distant while speaking. “I suppose ‘thirst’ may be a better description. If he does follow, it will be some time since he last drank.” 
 
    “Will it kill him?” Skate asked, kicking a clod of sand. 
 
    “No. Vampires are driven by their need to drink blood, but the need will never kill them. It becomes more…insistent over time. It is said by those who have studied the monsters that the thirst can eventually drive a vampire insane, though I have my doubts as to whether sanity is a concept one can apply to the unliving in the first place.” Ossertine eyed Skate with some curiosity while Twitch gazed at the approaching sands ahead. “Would you prefer if it did kill him?” 
 
    “Yes,” Skate answered without thinking, and Sindale chuckled behind her. 
 
    “I agree,” the soldier said through cracked lips of her own. “The monster would be better off permanently underground or reduced to dust in the sun.” 
 
    “Be that as it may,” Ossertine replied, “he’ll endure. Perhaps he can survive on the blood of vermin found in the desert.” She looked around at them all. “Gather yourselves against the boulder. I’ve work to do tonight to create our shelter, and I’ll need you out of the way.” As they gathered their things and rested against the rock, Ossertine began her casting. 
 
    “Haunted,” Sindale said. “That’s what the Ghalroni called this desert. Haunted by ancient spirits and the ever-lingering dead.” She shivered in the chill desert air. “How can a place so hot get so cold at night?” 
 
    “Ossertine would know,” Skate said. Or Haman, or Belamy, or even the prince’s tutor, she thought but didn’t say. The last weren’t here, and she couldn’t turn to them. 
 
    “I’ll keep it to myself, thanks.” Sindale lowered her voice. “She’s gone mad since we left Ghalrone.” 
 
    So I’m not the only one to notice. “She was already off before then,” Skate said, barely above a whisper. “She’ll get better. Having people around and something to work for will help.” I hope. 
 
    “H-help g-get us killed, you mean,” Twitch added, shuffling closer to the other two. Their eyes were drawn north and west, where the unseen specter of the vampire was making his way toward them. They saw nothing but the desert. Ossertine finished her casting, and there was a rumbling beneath their feet. A great, flat wall rose from the desert sands to join the overhang of the boulder. Where the summoned masonry met the rock, it folded around, making a tight seal between them. The wall wrapped around them in a rough semicircle, and as the last bit of wall shot up, the moonlight winked out, leaving them trapped in a darkness as deep as the grave. With a word and a gesture, Ossertine produced a glowing white light to float over their heads. 
 
    “The shelter is made. We cannot easily leave, but neither can our foe enter so long as none of you invite him in.” She pointed her cane at her bedroll, and when it unfurled, she fell down upon it without further word to anyone, her white light drifting lazily over all their heads. 
 
    Though the others were tired, they took the time to test Rattle, and found it continuing resolutely south and east. It bumped against the stone wall before coming back to its senses and rejoined the wakeful three. They consulted the map and did their best to estimate where Rattle was taking them. They thought they were moving along the last dotted line traced in Ghalrone, but nothing of any note marked their passage or destination in the endless sands, and the map held no clues as to what lay beyond the Folly. Exhaustion took them all at once, and they wordlessly fumbled out bedrolls and joined Ossertine in desperate slumber. 
 
    Skate awoke to a sound like nothing she’d ever experienced before, as something huge was howling just beside her ear. The others were already covering the sides of their heads and looking around—except for Ossertine, who was as unresponsive as a corpse. Skate made sure the woman was still breathing but gave up trying to rouse her. She tried shouting, but she could barely hear her own words over the cacophony. She resorted to curling into a ball near the boulder wall and trying to muffle the sound with her blanket. It wasn’t until she thought her head was going to split apart that the sound stopped, all at once. That did it. I’ve lost my hearing. She pulled the blanket away to find that she was wrong, and she couldn’t remember ever being so glad to be mistaken. She could still hear the sound of Rattle’s flapping wings, and though it was magnitudes quieter, the sound of the roaring was still audible. It was merely muted. 
 
    Ossertine had sat up and placed a hand to the masonry stone. “There is a sandstorm,” was all she said. The rest, however much it had been, had not been enough to erase the weeks of travel and days without sleep; she was haggard. They all were. “For the moment, we are trapped here. Get comfortable,” she added, returning to her bedroll to try to get back to sleep. 
 
    There was some chatter among them as they ate rations. Afterward, they sat or stood in turn, everyone trying to find something to occupy their minds, though every one of them, including Skate, kept stealing glances at the walls and at Ossertine. Sindale had removed her armor and was cleaning it against the rough sand at their feet. Skate and Twitch tried to read with Petre, though Skate couldn’t focus amidst the endless low drone of the windstorm. Ossertine eventually rose again, and spread out the map of the desert by her feet. Skate saw her mouth moving as she drew her finger across the sheet, though whether she was at work on some spell or was merely talking to herself wasn’t clear.  
 
    Hours passed. The world outside grew either darker or lighter—they knew not which—and the winds quieted; slowly at first, then all at once. They all ate more food, and everyone got a scant helping of their dwindling water. This will be buried, like everything gets buried out here, Skate thought, looking at the summoned walls. More ruins for some later travelers to find and study. 
 
    “I believe we may chance it now,” Ossertine said, her back to the boulder. Her white light still floated nearby, and the paleness of it made her look ghastly. “Shield your eyes. The sun will be out.” When everyone had done so, the walls disappeared as if they had never been. The witch had been right, and it took Skate’s eyes several agonizing minutes to adjust. Though the winds were no longer the screaming horror they had been, occasional gusts kicked up sand across the wasteland. 
 
    Skate turned to thank Ossertine for keeping them safe, only to find the noblewoman staring at the red rock with rapt attention. Maybe she’s not doing better, Skate thought. Ossertine had a blue film over her eyes. Some magic, for seeing maybe. There was nothing there warranting such focus, as far as Skate could tell. A blank red rock. Skate ran her hand along the stone. It was surprisingly rough to the touch. From afar, Skate might have thought it had been smoothed to a polish. The truth was clear up close: the sand had done its best to weather the exposed rock, leaving it grainy and scratchy beneath the heat of the sun and the sporadic winds.  
 
    “Careful,” Ossertine admonished. 
 
    “It won’t fall,” Skate said, somewhat more sharply than she’d meant to. 
 
    Ossertine waved her hand, and a thick layer of dust was wiped away from the surface of the rock above Skate’s hand. There were grooves carved into the rock a handspan above Skate’s fingers. The lines were clear and orderly, forming part of a larger shape that Skate couldn’t make out. Skate stepped back, her hand dropping from the stone to her side like a dead weight. 
 
    “What is it?” Skate asked. It was huge, taking up most of the face of the exposed boulder. 
 
    “Magic,” Ossertine replied. “Old magic, warding magic, meant to last as long as the stone the runes are carved into.” Her eyes scanned the symbol, seeing something that Skate couldn’t. She shook her head. “I don’t know this magic. It hasn’t released its energies, but the magic is there. Waiting.” 
 
    “Waiting for w-what?” Twitch asked, making Skate jump. She hadn’t heard him approach. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ossertine said, turning away from the stone and rubbing her eyes, the blue cover evaporating like mist. “Do not touch it. Where is the map?” 
 
    They gathered around the map, wiping away flecks of sand as Sindale returned from her perch atop the rock. “You know where we are?” Ossertine asked the soldier. 
 
    “Very near here,” Sindale replied, pointing to Golden Reach. Filraic, Skate thought. Haunted ruin. Ossertine pored over the area south of Golden Reach. 
 
    “Do you know how far?” Ossertine asked, standing straight and gazing at the red rock. 
 
    “The sands make judging distances harder. Maybe twenty miles, maybe fifty.” Sindale shrugged apologetically and spread her calloused hands. “I’m sure those are the ruins, though. If Rattle hasn’t taken us off course, I don’t know what else the stones and toppled buildings could be.” Sindale joined Ossertine by the stone. “What troubles you, Lady Ossertine?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. But we are not safe here. Not in view of the ruins, nor in sight of this colossal rune. We must away from here at once.” Ossertine’s tone brooked no argument, and she summoned the familiar mounts. “It was a mistake to rest here.” With a quick glance at each other, the others followed the lady’s lead, disassembling the camp as quickly as they could and getting the beasts laden for the trip into the unknown. 
 
    They shot from the shadow of the red rock faster than arrows from a bow, and Skate held a hand in front of her eyes to keep the sand out, still being flung at intervals by the restless winds. 
 
    “What do you think’s got her so scared?” Skate shouted behind her once they were all a comfortable distance from the boulder. Ossertine, ahead of them, wouldn’t be able to overhear the conversation, even shouted. 
 
    “Not clear,” Sindale responded, “but unless it’s some form of madness finally taking hold of her, we should take care to heed her warnings. She knows magic, and the magic has her shaken. It is enough for me to follow without asking too many questions first.” 
 
    Skate watched the sand. The errant winds would stir the grit from time to time, but the afternoon was proving to be calm. Sindale remarked that they had been fortunate; the windstorms of the desert were legendary in Galragad for their fury and fierceness. That they had managed to avoid the worst the desert could offer was a mercy. Skate felt herself drifting in the saddle, and she fought the tempting lull of sleep. 
 
    On and on through the evening the sands rolled, like dried waves on the sea. Skate knew waves from her time running along the docks of Caribol, and she preferred those crests and troughs to these. The sands were moving before her like water, and she was alone. The horse grew smaller and smaller beneath her, until she was forced to dismount. Her feet settled in the sand and the horse was the size of a cat, and then a mouse, and then it was a mouse. She put the mouse into a pocket and climbed, hand and foot, over the dune in front of her. When she crested the top of the sand dune, the beach was there, with the slow, rhythmic roaring of the waves washing over her at once. Crabs scuttled over one another in the foam, indifferent to the girl and her mouse. In the distance, the island stood stark against the sky, and the tower shot above the horizon, dark and cruel. A moon rose behind it, and the moon was Rattle. Skate waved at it, and Rattle raised a leg in response, its spider-like legs trailing behind it, knocking stars from the sky in its wake. The stars fell to the beach, as small as the shells they broke when they landed. Skate picked a fallen star up. It was sharp, and it cut her hand. She didn’t care. “The rift opens in the sight of the Dark Tower,” she said. She bit the star, and her mouth filled with fire. 
 
    She woke with a start in the saddle as dawn broke to their left. The orange light cast long shadows on the dunes, making the way ahead of them speckled with orange and gray. “Thirsty,” she said. Sindale pulled the waterskin from her waist and gave it to her, not slowing the gallop of the horse. Skate didn’t remember filling it from the supply, but she must have; the water was sweeter than honey amidst the grating sand and rising heat. “It’ll be hot again, today,” she shouted behind her as she gave the water back to the soldier. 
 
    Sindale’s body shook with silent laughter until it exploded into the desert air. Twitch was laughing, too, and Ossertine looked behind at them with a mix of curiosity and judgment. The laughter couldn’t live long in the desert, but it was comforting while it lasted. When the silence fell again, it did not feel so oppressive.  
 
    “Hugo m-makes up lost ground in the night,” Twitch said, keeping his head low to avoid the glare of sunlight from the horizon. They had stopped for the usual reason, and he wiped the sweat from his forehead. “But I d-don’t think even h-he can k-k-keep up with these things.” 
 
    “I was right to force us to leave that place.” Ossertine’s declaration was in response to nothing, but she spoke as if defending herself from an accusation. “A barrier to keep out the unliving…and perhaps seal it in.” Ossertine adjusted her headwrap. “Whatever lurks within those ruins did not need to know of our presence, barrier or no.” 
 
    “There wasn’t anything about a barrier on the map,” Skate pointed out. 
 
    “It might not be known,” Sindale replied. “The sands shift and bury much in their endless circling of the wastes. They must on occasion unbury what they have covered. Who knows how long that rock has been there, unseen and unknown to the mapmakers and explorers of the dunes?” 
 
    “We have more pressing matters,” Ossertine said, shifting her feet in the sand. “If our estimate of where we are is correct, it will be a day, perhaps less, before we’re off the edge of the map. Eventually, we must run into the eastern coast. What will we do if we find nothing but lapping waves to greet us there? I do not savor the idea of turning back across this blasted hellscape in defeat.” 
 
    “Rattle will lead us where we need to go,” Skate said. 
 
    “No, hear me.” Ossertine pulled her horse to a halt in front of Sindale’s, which pulled short rather more abruptly. “Rattle is pointing us in the right direction. What shall we do if he points us directly into the sea?” 
 
    “I know,” Skate said. “I remember my promise.” Skate fought the urge to say build a boat, not least because none present were shipwrights, and there would be no materials for ship-building in any case where they were going.  
 
    Ossertine smiled, and Skate thought she heard her skin actually crack. “Good.” They tested Rattle, and prepared to follow its trajectory. “We’ve been lucky so far,” she continued. “In the Folly, I mean. The weather has been hot, and we’ve survived one of the fabled windstorms. We’ve even managed to avoid having been accosted by the desert scavengers.” 
 
    “I can’t b-believe anyone lives out here,” Twitch said, wiping sweat from his brow before hurriedly gripping the pommel with both hands again. 
 
    “They must know where water is. A pond or something that’s not on the map.” Skate scanned the landscape. Besides her companions, there was nothing around. The air shimmered at the horizon, making it hard to see anything farther than a few miles. 
 
    “Oases,” Sindale said. “The scavengers—the Gakri—know of them, and they guard them fiercely. It’s said that any who lay eyes on the oases of the Folly forfeit their lives. The Gakri want no one trespassing near their fresh water sources in the desert. Oases do exist, but no mapmaker could tell you where they are.” 
 
    “Why haven’t we seen these people?” Skate asked, scanning the horizon again. 
 
    “The desert is vast, and the Gakri are few. They would not travel more than a day or two away from their waters merely to hunt for interlopers unless they knew a great prize was in store for their efforts.” Sindale pointed north in the general direction of the ruin they’d left behind. “You can be sure they stay away from that place. Our path has protected us at least as much as the desert has.” 
 
    “Why does anyone c-c-come to this p-place? The Folly,” Twitch asked. 
 
    “They have their reasons,” Sindale said. “Desperation, exile. The shuilrisa is valuable, but completely under the control of the Gakri. The sands bury things. Sometimes they reveal them. Sometimes these things are valuable. Treasure hunters come from far and wide to test their mettle against the Folly. Most die. Those who don’t mostly escape with less to their name than when they entered. But a few…” Her voice trailed off as she became lost in thought. “When I was a girl,” she said after collecting herself, “I met such a woman. She told stories of buried treasures in the dunes to the village at night, of those who had gone into the wilderness in search of riches and returned wealthier than they could have ever imagined. At least two of the wealthiest families of Lion’s Den could trace their founding to ancestors whose mettle won out against the deadly sands, the heat, and the Gakri, she said. She meant to go in search of treasures of her own. I don’t remember her name, but I remember the gleam in her eye as she told her tales.” Sindale was watching the horizon. “I never saw her again. Perhaps she found her treasure in the end.” 
 
    They traveled in silence for a long time after Sindale’s recollections, heads bowed against the wind. Skate saw the sands, gleaming tan and yellow in the blistering heat, and tried to think of the dunes hiding something wonderful, something magical. She couldn’t do it. No matter how hard she tried, she only saw gritty, eye-stinging dirt that burned the feet and made every meal a terror. You can’t believe stories when you’re staring at the truth, she thought. She wondered if the same was true of the stories in books. 
 
    The day passed around them, and Skate found herself dozing again. I’ve slept more on horseback than I have on the ground this week, she thought before drifting off. 
 
    There were no dreams. For that, she was grateful. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    In which the beach is found, the beach is remembered, and a jar is discarded. 
 
    The last two days in the desert passed much as the first had, an endless riding through heat during the day and through cold during the night, desperately snatching moments of sleep on the back of Ossertine’s magical horses. By the time the sun threatened to set on the second day out from the red rock near Golden Reach, the sand gave way to dead land, cracked and hard. It was dry earth, the surface an immense web of tiny crossing canals that would never carry more than a drop or two of water at a time. Vegetation returned, prickly brambles and sharp-spined cacti accentuating their passage. 
 
    After the sun descended behind the horizon—Skate could not guess how long it took because she hadn’t stayed awake the whole time—a familiar odor filled the air, a blend of salt and fish. It was brief, only the barest hint of a scent carried on a single gust, but there was no mistaking it, even mingled with the pungent smell of sweat that clung to all their bodies. The sea. That was the sea. She shouted to the others as the horses rode on, and was met with expressions of relief and satisfaction. 
 
    “Excellent,” Ossertine shouted behind her, pulling her horse to a stop. When Sindale rode around next to her, she added, “We may catch a glimpse of it soon.” Though no one else smelled it, they trusted Skate’s nose to be true. Ossertine stared off southward, the emptiness in her eyes back in full force. “I imagine we will reach it tonight. Rattle’s path goes resolutely forward, and we can soon say that Korvun’s Folly lies behind us.” She turned her blank gaze to Skate; her eyes did not focus on the girl. “Hopefully we will find what we have sought there.” 
 
    She’s gotten worse. Ever since the night in her makeshift shelter, Ossertine’s disposition had darkened and grown more distant. Her eyes didn’t focus on anyone or anything when she spoke, and most of her speech sounded like pronouncements more than conversation. Despite her obvious exhaustion, her eyes did not flutter; indeed, she seemed to be straining to keep them as open as possible as they rode, stinging dust or no. It’s the strain of the desert, Skate thought. It’s the heat. Everyone felt uncomfortable, and the miles had to be passed in relative silence, since talking dried the mouth. They still had water, but as potable and sweet as it was, it could not inure the body against all the ravages of the wasteland, where chapped lips stung under beads and rivulets of rolling sweat on every face. When they rode out the next morning, following Rattle’s steady line across the rocks, Skate watched Ossertine’s blank expression with dread. It’s the heat, she thought again. 
 
    The day had been as hot as any of them had been. The land here was flat; there were no hills from which to get a vantage point, nothing to crest or climb over. The cracked ground would crumble on occasion beneath even the light steps of the summoned horses. They left a flat, unbroken line of steps stretching back to the sands behind them. As the crescent moons crested the sea, the horizon changed. It was subtle, but everyone came to see it at roughly the same time. A thin line of blue could be seen above the endless brown. Ossertine licked her broken lips and spoke, her voice as cracked as the earth beneath them all. 
 
    “We should continue. No need to camp yet.” There was no objection to her push forward; the blue promise of the sea was all the encouragement needed. When the moons did crest above the eastern end of the world, their glint upon something in motion ahead became unmistakable. The smell of the sea grew stronger, the intermittent gusts carrying the smell more frequently. Soon, the ground changed, giving way to lone and pitiful patches of browning grass, colonies on the frontier of habitable land, harbingers of further growth up ahead. Sure enough, green appeared ahead. This sad roughage was not the lush green of the fields around Caribol in the spring and summer, but it was green. Soon, the sound of the sea reached their ears.  
 
    The rough and patchy grass ended abruptly, and the land dropped off to a rocky beach. Rocks, Skate thought, not sand. It was the dead of night, now. The horses began to fade, and there was a flurry of boots and bags as everyone dismounted before the mounts disappeared entirely. As one, the four companions turned to face the sea at the end of Galragad. 
 
    “We’ve done it,” Sindale said, awe in her voice as the waves lapped up on the shore. “We crossed the Folly.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ossertine said, “but there is more we must do.” The witch was staring out at the blue sea. The moons and stars provided glimmers in random spots on the waves, fading in and twinkling out at random on its surface. “Rattle was going toward the ocean, wasn’t he?” 
 
    “I think so,” Skate said. “I can test it again.” 
 
    “Do.”  
 
    Rattle made straight over the waves before being called back, returning with a shake of its wings. Skate felt a small pit open in her stomach. She had hoped the bat thing might have been guiding them to something on the shore itself. 
 
    “Do you still have Barrison’s seeing glass?” the noblewoman asked, setting a glowing ball of light to float gently over them. “I shall need it while you all search the beach for something useful. A clue left behind, perhaps. If these measures fail, it will be time for you to make good on your promise, girl.” Skate nodded, though not without reluctance. Whatever her promises, the danger she felt with each botched attempt at a memory and her ensuing collapse afterward made her feel vulnerable. I’ll do what I have to, she told herself. 
 
    While Ossertine sat on the rocks before the waves with Belamy’s crystal ball, Sindale pulled two sticks wrapped in cloth at one end from her bag. She threw sparks from flint onto some dry grass, then dipped the torches into the quickly dissipating flames. Once they’d caught, she gave one to Skate and one to Twitch. “You two, find…something, I suppose. I’ll keep watch over her.” Skate and Twitch took the torches along the beach. 
 
    “If there’s going to be something here, it will be near the path that Rattle took to get us here,” Skate said. 
 
    “S-Skate.” Twitch’s voice was quiet. 
 
    “Petre said it had been a long time since he was gone from the house for months, so it might be buried under some of these rocks. See how the waves shove them around? The tide must reach all the way up to the grass, at least, so it could be kinda deep down.” The words were coming quickly, and she was moving her torch around too quickly to focus on much of anything on the shore. 
 
    “Skate.” 
 
    “’Course, we don’t know what we’re trying to find, so see if there’s anything that shouldn’t be here, y’know?” Her arms felt very sore, and the pit in her stomach was growing deeper with each word. “Anything out of the—” 
 
    “Skate.” Twitch wasn’t shouting, but his voice was firm. It remained steady as he lowered it to a murmur. “I don’t think there’s anything here. I…think this is just a beach.” 
 
    Skate laughed, and her voice sounded high to her ears. The pit inside meant to swallow her whole. “Quit wasting time and help me.” Twitch didn’t start to help, so Skate ignored him. She knelt on the rocks and began to scoop them out of the way. With each pile she scooped, more rocks fell into the space. After a few tries, she gave up on that and shoved her hands beneath the stones, feeling blindly for anything other than rocks. 
 
    “S-Skate, there’s nothing here.” His voice was softer. 
 
    “I think—hold on, I think I’ve got something.” This is it. This will show him. I’ve found it. Skate tugged at her discovery, but it resisted her pull. A message, some magic, some— 
 
    She yanked the piece of driftwood loose and laid it down. It sat on the rocks, the damp surface reflecting the torchlight, bending and stretching the light in odd shapes. “It’s… It might—” 
 
    “It’s n-nothing, Skate,” Twitch said. “It’s s-some wood and rocks. Rattle w-wants us to go farther, and there’s nowhere for us to go.” He sounded sad. “I’m s-sorry, but I think I’m r-right.” 
 
    Skate took deep breaths. The spray from the sea gave the air a salty feel, and it stung her eyes. “He told me to follow Rattle. He told me Rattle would show me the way. He didn’t mean for me to try to swim across an ocean. There has to be something here.” 
 
    “W-we don’t know what he meant. He was being b-beat and about to blow up. He might not have known what he was saying.” Twitch turned to the black ocean. The moons were clear of the horizon, cutting a thin scar of light on the surface of the water. 
 
    “He knew.” She stood up and wiped the salt from her face. “He used magic to talk directly to me. He knew what he was saying.” 
 
    “Then what d-do you think he m-meant for you to do here?” 
 
    Skate had no answer to that. She watched the sea with Twitch. The waves rolled over each other onto the shore, and the foam and the water came closer to their feet. “We have to keep looking,” she said at last. 
 
    “Even if there’s n-nothing to find?” 
 
    “Even then.” 
 
    They overturned rocks and driftwood, hunting for anything that might mark the spot that Belamy had hidden something worth finding. Twitch was trying to wedge open a large oyster when a voice called out from the dark, “Who’s there?” 
 
    Sindale was standing, blade drawn, her back to Ossertine. The lady, if she heard, gave no sign, but stared resolutely into Belamy’s glass. The shadow at the top of the short ridge laughed, the same airy way he’d laughed in Lion’s Den. Sindale said nothing to the vampire, but she did not take her eyes from him as he stepped onto the rocks.  
 
    “We’ve made it this far. Do you know where we’re going next?” he asked. His clothes were filthy and tattered, stained the same color as the sand they’d just traveled. His lips spasmed and his red eyes darted about continuously. 
 
    Ossertine blinked hard and set aside the sphere, which roiled in black and white ripples; the moons had risen fully, and their glow cast new light on the open ocean, in turn creating a chaotic reflection in the glass. When her focus left the globe, she was as distant as ever. “Yes. I have seen where Rattle means to take us.” 
 
    “Lady, stay silent,” Sindale hissed. She looked back at the witch, stunned at her speech. 
 
    If Ossertine heard, she did not care. “Or rather, I have probed the outer edges of it; my sight is blocked if I go further, by a magic at least as strong as that which your tattoos provide your thieves.” 
 
    “Lady, you must stay silent,” Sindale said again, a note of pleading in her voice. 
 
    “Wait,” Skate said, her voice cracking as she backed away from the vampire, “you do know something is out there, then. There’s no point in hiding something that isn’t there. Something hidden right in Rattle’s path? That has to be where we’re going.” Scared as she was, the knot in her stomach loosened, and she laughed. I knew it. “It has to be.” 
 
    “It is,” the vampire said. “The girl is right; it fits. Can you get us there?” he asked Ossertine. She stared wordlessly at the sea and licked her dry lips. She mouthed a word, but no sound came. “That’s good to know.” 
 
    “Lady, what—” 
 
    Hugo pounced on Sindale and buried his teeth into the soldier’s neck, cutting her question short. Skate gasped and tried to run toward the soldier, but her feet would not move. 
 
    Sindale fell back, tumbling with her attacker to the ground in a heap. To her credit, the soldier never lost her sword, but it was no use. Hugo pinned that arm to her side as red splashed over his face and down her shoulder; the crack of bone echoed along the beach. He used his weight to hold her other arm beneath him, and he tore anew at her throat. 
 
    “No!” Skate screamed. Rattle shot toward the vampire like a bolt from a crossbow at the same time that Skate shouted at Ossertine, “Do something!” 
 
    She did. She raised her arm, and Rattle shot to the ground like a stone. The creature squirmed under an unseen weight but could not escape. Hugo raised his head and moaned in exultation. Sindale gurgled wordlessly as she collapsed on the stones.  
 
    Skate ran toward her bag. The damp rocks sent her skittering across the beach, but she didn’t care. The bottle was near the top of her things, and she rushed it over to Sindale. Twitch had a strip of cloth he’d torn from his robes, stained darker than wine in the glow of Ossertine’s conjured light, pressed over the wound; the vampire had almost torn out her throat in his frenzy. 
 
    “Let me pour,” Skate said, and she let the thick blue liquid ooze into Sindale’s throat. The blood flow slowed but did not stop. Sindale coughed red onto Twitch’s arm. “She’ll make it,” Skate said in a voice too low to detect. 
 
     “Not likely.” Hugo’s hearing was unbelievable. “You were so close, too,” the vampire said through a smile. “Such a shame. Take care until I return. Try not to die from the heat. I need those hearts pumping for my return trip.” He took a heavy stone and smashed it down on Rattle’s glassy eye, and Skate screamed. Rattle jerked when the blow landed, but Skate couldn’t do anything about it; Sindale’s torn throat did not close.  
 
    The vampire struck Rattle again, and then again. The construct’s legs stopped twitching. The vampire stomped on its wings, and ripped them from its body, leaving the eye and legs in a broken heap. He joined Ossertine. “Shall we go find your dear old friend?”  
 
    Skate shoved the jar into Twitch’s hand and drew her blade. Her flesh was burning, and she gritted her teeth so hard she felt they’d break. She ran at the vampire and screamed. 
 
    She was on her stomach, then, her open mouth full of beach rocks. She pulled herself up. Hugo laughed, and when Skate blinked, there was a large bat where he had been. Ossertine floated above the beach and the bat hung on to the hem of her robes. 
 
    “He told me the real reason you came here,” Ossertine said, her voice flat and listless. “I know you really mean to destroy him when you find him. I won’t let you do that. I cannot.” Her eyes drifted to each of the people on the ground in turn, and a shadow passed over her face.  
 
    She’s gone, Skate thought. He’s gotten into her, and she’s gone. 
 
    Ossertine left them there, the bat clinging to her robes as she flew over the shoreline waves out into the open sea. The two soon disappeared, at first only a silhouette against the stars, then invisible completely in the dark.  
 
    Ossertine’s glowing ball of light floated around the beach. Twitch poured, though the jar was nearly empty. Skate took back the bottle and poured instead. Twitch wiped away the blood from Sindale’s shoulder, being delicate and ginger near the hole in her neck. The bleeding had stopped, though the wound was nightmarish to behold, muscle and sinew torn and exposed to the desert air. Sindale’s breathing was ragged and wet. She’s going to die, Skate thought. I’m pouring magic on a dead woman. She did not stop. 
 
    “I d-don’t know if…I don’t…” Twitch’s voice was cracking, though his hand was steady as he wiped away the red from the wound.  
 
    “We have to try,” Skate said. Her vision wavered, and she stubbornly wiped the moisture away from her eyes. Seawater, she thought. She upended the bottle over the wound. “Empty,” she said, tossing the bottle into the sand. Belamy had told her that the magic would last only so long as some healing potion was left within. 
 
    Sindale’s breathing steadied. The wound at her neck was a horror, but it was no longer leaking her lifeblood onto the rocks. There was nothing to be done about her arm; it bent from her side at a grotesque angle. Unable to do anything more to help her, Skate went to Rattle. 
 
    Its wings were like crumpled black paper a few feet away from it. Rattle’s long black legs stretched out below it, unmoving, like a bundle of black twigs washed up on the shore. The coming tide did not yet reach the body, but it would not be long. Rattle’s dark brown eye stared up at the sky, unmoving and unseeing. The glassy white surface was shattered. Chunks of its body lay in white shards nestled amongst the stones. Nothing leaked from it; no blood or innards stained the beach. Carefully, Skate scooped up Rattle in her arms. More flakes of white fell from its eye, and its legs were a solemn wind-chime that sounded with each step. Moisture filled Skate’s eyes again, but she blinked it away. She carried Rattle past the edge of the beach onto the coarse grass beyond and stretched it out as best she could.  
 
    “What do we d-do?” Twitch asked from the rocks. He held Sindale’s head above the rocks.  
 
    “We can’t go back.” Skate’s voice was hoarse. “Ossertine took the water. We can’t stay here. We have to find Belamy.” 
 
    “How are—” 
 
    “I don’t know!” Her shout stretched out for miles along the shore. “Why are you asking me? I didn’t plan for this; I’ve never known more than what was told to me.” She could feel her anger boiling over, but she couldn’t stop herself. “You expect me to know what to do, where to go, how to get there. I don’t…” Her voice trailed off. Twitch was staring at the pebbles at his feet, his face a stony mask. “I don’t know,” she said, her anger deflating. 
 
    Skate. 
 
    She scooped Petre out of the pocket of her robe. His eyes in his blue fog drifted about, sad and lost. He heard it all. “If you want to go forward, I think you need to do what Ossertine suggested. Your only hope is to see if Belamy left a hint in his memories about this place. If you stay here, you will die. If you try to go back, you will die.” 
 
    She set Petre on the ground, and his blue eyes were doleful as he gazed at Rattle’s broken body. She dug around her pack and pulled out the jewelry box. She ran a hand over the top, feeling the light bumps of the gold latticework on the top. When she opened it, there was the familiar sight of the ten red baubles, each one holding a memory precious to her teacher. Parzival tried to steal these, she thought. She wondered where the prince was now. I hope he’s stealing something, she thought dully. She examined each gem in turn, the magical light above helping to throw the images into clearer focus. She saw the familiar gem about embracing Alphetta. There was an image of a tree in the snow, another featuring a stack of books and a woman’s hand. There was even an empty one, reflecting her eye as she passed over it. Her eyes fell on the one that she’d avoided at all costs, the image of a beach—this beach, she now hoped, but she couldn’t be sure—and reached to pluck it from the cloth.  
 
    It felt cool in her hand. She took a deep breath, and touched the gemstone to her head. The memory flooded over her. She forced it to her head, muttering, “Order, order, in order, order, in—” 
 
    *** 
 
    The waves rushed to the shore, breaking against the soil. She saw that the tide was high; as far back as she was from the beach, she need not worry about the sea washing away what she meant to bury here.  
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    “Rattle,” she called, and the bobbing construct flapped his way over to her. Her voice was croaky and rough with phlegm. She took the construct in her hands. They were spotted with age, and the bones beneath were like those of some dead man. Rattle stared up at her, his big brown eye scanning her face, searching for some hint of what was coming. 
 
    Pushthemaway notyet notyet that does not happen yet push awaypush 
 
    She took a breath, a deep one that spread her chest out far more than she was used to. She was sure she was about to crack a rib when she began the spell. Her words tumbled out, emptying from her mind as if by their own volition, until she reached the final word like the last note of a symphony. This was the crucial moment, where she must lock the magic in place with a single word: “Bombora.” The magic flowed through her arms and up to her hands, crackling blue and green around the glassy eye of Rattle.  
 
    She released Rattle and sighed heavily. She pulled a sturdy cane from her belt and leaned against it, the point barely sinking into the soil. Alphetta was lost to her, but justice need not be. She hoped she had enough time left to complete her research. After what she’d found at sea, she knew she was close. 
 
    So close. From the rocks, 
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    *** 
 
    The red gemstone came away from her head. It had been there for as long as it took for her to blink, though the memory had lasted far longer. Her vision swam, and she stumbled. The jewels went rolling across the dead grass. She fell to her hands and knees and was sick. 
 
    “What is it?” Twitch asked. “D-did you find something?” 
 
    “I think,” she mumbled. Stay awake. She rolled onto her back. Stay awake. Don’t lose it; stay awake. She took a steadying breath and groaned. Her vision went spotty, and she swatted above her face, trying to slap away the black spots in her mind. “Stay awake!” She was screaming, and she sat up. The beach was as it had been. Twitch was as he had been. No dream, she thought. I’m awake. She swallowed a lump in her throat before crawling and stumbling to Rattle’s body. She understood that that final word was the key to unlocking the magic that Belamy had imbued into Rattle. She also took grim satisfaction in the knowledge that she was right; Belamy had done something here that would allow someone to go where Rattle had meant to take them. The great cracked brown eye saw nothing as she held him in her hands. She could almost hear the distant rattle of his legs again. She pushed the thought away and said, “Bombora.” 
 
    The tingle of anticipation faded after a few seconds. Nothing happened. She tried again, saying the trigger word clearly and more loudly. She tried different inflections in her voice and tone, trying to match the intensity and timbre of Belamy as he’d cast the spell, but the body of Rattle remained inert; no magic issued forth, nothing changed.  
 
    “Are y-you gonna explain?” Twitch asked. 
 
    Skate did her best to describe the memory as it appeared to her. “I think the memory is from just before he…changed. He was chasing after Petre, but he was…very old. I know this has to be it. He put some kind of magic in Rattle to get someone into the sea safely from this area.” The sound of the tide crashed in, and her confidence wavered. She thought this was the same spot where Belamy had been, but it was in reality impossible to tell. The shore had passed through fifty years of subtle shifts and changes; the grass had grown and died and grown again dozens of times. There were no landmarks here or in the memory. “I felt it,” she said, lowering her voice. “I know what magic feels like, what it feels like to have it in your head and to let it out through words.” If nothing else, even if they failed and couldn’t find the way to Belamy’s secret, and they perished on the beach, she could bake in the heat content with that knowledge. 
 
    “Whatever you f-found out, I d-don’t think it’s g-gonna help us. Maybe the magic’s gone after s-so much time, or maybe it’s b-because R-R-Rattle’s…” He left the rest unspoken. His shoulders slumped, casting shifting shadows over the resting soldier as Ossertine’s light floated past. “I think w-we’re done. There’s nothing we can d-do. B-Big Boss and Ossertine have killed us.” 
 
    Skate was barely listening.  She picked up the baubles she’d spilled and placed them one by one into the jewelry box. When all ten were accounted for, she examined each one again. There was nothing in particular about any of the other jewels that caught her attention. She kept getting distracted by the empty gemstone, the eye reflected within reminding her uncomfortably of Rattle lying beside her. Rattle, she thought. 
 
    The red gemstone was not, in fact, empty and reflective. Skate saw Rattle. In the frozen image, the flying eyeball’s body was cracked and broken, as broken as it was in the grass nearby. The needs to chase the witch or discover how Belamy’s magic worked were pushed out of her mind, and she grabbed the red gem and pressed it to her forehead.  
 
    Skate sucked in a deep breath as the memory flooded over her. 
 
    *** 
 
    She held Rattle in her hands. She sighed to see him like this; the construct had flung himself into a fight that he had insisted had to be fought, that could not possibly have been avoided, when he was only supposed to be scouting the enemy’s movements. He stared back up at her, eye unmoving. She 
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    “Will it survive?” her daughter asked.  
 
    Skate spared a glance at Alphetta, and suppressed a smile. “Why, Alphetta, have you come to care for our dear Rattle?” Her tone was mocking and playful. 
 
    “No,” Alphetta said, too quickly. “But I know you need it around. I don’t want you in a fouler mood than you’re in already.” 
 
    “Am I in a foul mood?” She knew that her daughter had not yet dropped the topic from earlier, but she did not want to reopen the wound, so she pivoted back to the subject of  
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    “I’m not sure if he’ll survive. He might be dead already.” Saying it aloud made her feel sad. “I hope he isn’t.” Though she’d only made the thing a week ago, she found herself growing more attached to the construct. Something caught her eye. “What is that?” she muttered, scraping away some of the chunks of Rattle’s body that had cracked and chipped. She smiled when she saw what she’d found. 
 
    “Good news, Alphetta,” she said. “I— 
 
    *** 
 
    Skate groaned as she took the gem from her forehead. She knew nothing but the sight of the world in front of her—the beach, Twitch’s outstretched hand, the stars, so many stars—until it dissolved to black. This time, there was a dream. The dream. Except instead of waiting on a beach, this time Skate was standing in front of ornate jeweled stone doors. The gemstones gleamed in the sunlight. The sun beamed down, not glaring or burning, but pleasant and peaceful. The man who was not a man was behind her. She couldn’t see him, but she knew he was admiring the door, too. 
 
    “You’re here,” he said, and his voice was sad. 
 
    “This place is the Dark Tower.” Skate stated it, knew it for certain. Her voice sounded like it was returning to her through a long tunnel. 
 
    “Yes. The Dark Tower. One of the axles of the world. It is…essential. Foundational. And it is here that the rift started.” The voice was familiar, but not belonging to her companions, friends, allies, or enemies. The figure had not stolen the voice of Twitch, Haman, Parzival, Petre, Ossertine, or even Belamy or Hugo. Nevertheless, she knew the voice, though she couldn’t name it. 
 
    “What is the rift?” Skate asked, admiring the blue gemstones in the balmy day. 
 
    “It is the danger that comes. An old threat, one that once threatened and threatens again. Tear the mountains up by their roots, boil the waters from the seas, fell the stars themselves. The rift is the gate, and it’s opening. It’s opening.” 
 
    Skate turned to the visitor. He was gone. “In the sight of the Dark Tower, you said.” She walked and walked, never putting the gate any farther behind her. “This is the sight of the Dark Tower, and I don’t see any rifts or gates. Just the normal kind of stone and iron.” 
 
    “Because you do not know how to see,” the voice said, sounding as sad as ever. “You chased someone here who could see, but she’s gone from you, forever lost. There is one with you who could see, but who will not remove the fog from his eyes. And there is one not with you who would already see, but will not understand. You must tell him.” 
 
    Skate tried to say, “I will,” but no sound came forth. The sea churned and splashed over her feet, though she was nowhere near the beach. She ran back to the door, chased by the sea; the sea was hungry, and had claws that scraped and tore at the stones behind her, howling and biting at the air. She slammed the great iron door shut behind her and ran upward. The sea crashed through the iron doors, flowing through a tower to chase her up a long staircase to the uppermost battlements. The iron trapdoor slammed shut behind her. The waters scrambled over the sides of the castle behind and around her, rising and boiling with rage as they threatened to engulf, even this high, impossibly high. The sky above had gone black, and the darkness was shot through with radiant cracks of purple and red. 
 
    “IT CANNOT BE STOPPED,” the voice boomed, “BUT THEY MUST BE WARNED. WARN THEM, OR ALL IS LOST.” 
 
    Skate woke to a hand tapping her face. She slapped Twitch’s hand away and stood. She fell again, and got back to her feet with a growl, her toes digging into the crunchy grass shoots. The sound of the surf roared in her ears, and the feeling of the wind on her skin gave her gooseflesh. 
 
    “What are you d-doing?” Twitch asked, alarmed. 
 
    “He’s not dead,” Skate replied, her breaths shallow and hard as she tried to peel away the layers of Rattle’s body. She felt a laugh coming from deep within her belly, escaping her lips like a high-pitched, stuttering pipe. 
 
    Twitch, convinced that Skate had lost her mind, tried to pull her away from Rattle’s body. She shrugged him off and continued to dig. 
 
    “Skate, stop,” he said, tugging at her arm more insistently. She tried to pull away again, scraping at the glassy chunks on the surface of the construct’s body, but Twitch wouldn’t be deterred. 
 
    “Leggo,” Skate said, pushing him off with her free hand. He tugged harder, and she dropped Rattle on the ground. “Let go!” 
 
    “Smashing the b-b-body up isn’t going to help anything!” Twitch said, trying to pull her away from the crumpled form of spider legs on the grass. “Leave it alone!” 
 
    Instead of answering him, Skate stuck a leg behind one of his and pushed backward, sending them both tumbling to the ground. They shouted, grunted, grabbed, and scuffled this way until Twitch stopped. His eyes had landed on Rattle. Near the top of the glassy eye, where Skate had made the most progress in breaking apart the body, thin black lines were poking out, scrambling for some sort of foothold but finding no purchase on the glass. 
 
    Skate disentangled herself from Twitch and crawled over to the body. Twitch followed, making no attempt to stop her, and they both knelt in the coarse grass, watching the needlelike lines coming from the top of Rattle’s body. Skate picked the body back up and helped make room for the spikes to come out. She caught the thing trying to escape in her hands when it fell free from the glassy eyeball. 
 
    Skate held up a small version of Rattle for Twitch to see. “I think he’s gonna be fine,” Skate said as Rattle took flight, his tiny wings flapping vigorously. He patted Skate’s head with a delicate black leg, and his legs sounded like clacking twigs as the waves of the tide rolled in.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 19 
 
    In which magic is released, a path is found, and a phrase is read. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Skate asked the question of Rattle and Twitch, though she could easily turn the question back on herself. She didn’t know exactly what Belamy’s spell was going to do, or if it would even work with Rattle’s new, smaller body. The construct fit—legs, wings, and all—neatly in the palm of Skate’s hand, and every test they could think of to show Rattle to be itself had pointed toward one conclusion: this was the same Rattle, only smaller. Alphetta’s statue still sent him glowing blue in the same direction, he snapped out of the trance at his name, and he generally acted as they expected Rattle to act if he were the size of a mouse. Skate was currently holding the diminutive thing comfortably in the crook of her fingers. “I’m not…really sure what’s going to happen.” She’d collected the strewn memories back in the jewelry box, and did her best to explain what she’d seen. Based on the feelings imparted, she got the sense that something was going to appear, somewhere. 
 
    Twitch glanced at Sindale, resting peacefully. They’d made her as comfortable as they could without moving her and reopening the wound. The rise and fall of her chest in the moonlight assured them that she was breathing. With the healing jar emptied, they had no way of reclosing the wound if it did start bleeding again. Twitch shrugged. “I think she should be safe if something weird happens.” 
 
    “Why would something weird happen?” Skate said, petting Rattle’s small black wings with her finger. 
 
    “I dunno. You said you don’t know what’s gonna happen.” 
 
    Skate conceded the point. “I’m pretty sure it’s nothing—nothing dangerous, anyway. I think the magic’s meant to involve travel.” She shook her head in frustration. She kept searching for a memory or explanation that wasn’t there, a gap in the mind that felt real but had never been filled in her own mind in the first place. “We won’t know until we do it.” Twitch had no answer to that, so Skate cupped Rattle gently in her hands, raising him high as Belamy had done, more than half a century earlier. She cleared her throat and intoned clearly the word of power that should release the magic.  
 
    “Bombora.” 
 
    There was a humming sound that Skate felt in her teeth. Rattle’s tiny body glowed in hues of blue and green. He left her hand, not flying through his own power—his wings were frozen, extended fully out to his sides at a span of the length of a hand—and hovered in the dark. The moons above and Ossertine’s illumination cast a pale light on the scene. The humming increased, and Skate clamped her teeth together to ward off the worst of the vibrations. There was a blinding flash, and she covered her eyes. The flutter of Rattle’s wings about her hand let her know that it was safe to take her hand away. 
 
    When her eyes readjusted to the night, she saw the effect of the spell long ago stored within Rattle. In the water, moored to a column of stone that had not been there before on the beach, was a boat. It was a skiff, large enough only for a single grown person to sit up comfortably, though Skate thought both she and Twitch would probably be okay in it. She felt a twinge of guilt at the thought of Twitch, knowing what she’d have to do. The body of the boat was entirely free of joints or planks, as if carved from a single great tree trunk. There was no sail, and there were no oars. 
 
    Skate caught Rattle in her hand and let him rest on her shoulder. She took her bag from the rocks and set it in the boat. When she turned her attention to Twitch, she saw that he understood. 
 
    “Sindale can’t f-fit in that,” he said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Twitch said nothing. Ossertine’s light finally winked out, leaving them only in a shadowy glow of moonlight. He shifted, and Skate couldn’t see his face. “We’re c-counting on you,” he said. “We still have s-some water in our skins, enough to last us a few days. M-maybe a week.”  
 
    “I’ll be back,” she said. “Belamy will be able to get us back to you, or you to us.” 
 
    “Okay.” Twitch’s voice was firm. He sounded certain. “We’ll be here.” He turned toward Sindale and began to unpack his and her bedrolls. There was nothing more to say. If I fail, we’re all dead. The thought was a sobering one. She unhooked the rope from the stone column and trod into the shallow waters of the shore with shoulders drooping from the weight of the long rope. She swung herself over the side of the boat, the saltwater dripping from the bottom half of her body onto the deck of the skiff. 
 
    She wasn’t sure what to do next. The boat was magical, no doubt, and the lack of any way to propel it forward told her that it probably moved without help. She took a breath to steel herself, and said something she hoped was true: “I’m ready.” 
 
    The boat lurched forward to the starry sea. It was not fast, at first, but once clear of the beach, it picked up its pace. Skate watched Twitch growing smaller as the distance increased. Away from the shore, the waters were calmer. The skiff continued to gain speed, until at last it reached a momentum that sent it skipping over the tops of waves with winds that threatened to take the hood of her tobe off. It reminded her of the ride she’d taken on Haman’s conjured horse, though the spray of saltwater made the journey less enjoyable than that ride had been.  
 
    Rattle had taken shelter from the wind in the hood of her tobe. He nestled on top of her head, intertwining his legs with the knots in her unkempt hair. “Settle down,” she muttered after one of his legs poked her scalp. The eyeball obeyed, coming to rest at last, a bizarre hair ornament near the crest of her ear.  
 
    I’m going somewhere I don’t know to overcome a powerful witch and a vampire. She had her knife, but it was a pitiful weapon against those she was seeking out. She didn’t even know if the knife could hurt the vampire. It doesn’t matter, she thought glumly; he’s too fast for me to be able to hurt, anyway.  
 
    “I don’t know if I can do this alone,” she muttered aloud. 
 
    Not alone, Petre’s voice whispered. Skate patted the bauble in her pack. She also had Ungor. The monstrous toad sat in a pocket in her robe. Skate found the presence of the beast and her teacher comforting, though in truth, she didn’t know how much help they would be against the likes of Ossertine and Hugo. 
 
    The thought of the noblewoman filled Skate with a bitter anger. Her betrayal should have been obvious to Skate, and the shame of being caught unawares made thinking about the witch even more unpleasant than usual. There was something about Ossertine’s actions that did more than irritate her, however. She wasn’t well. After being in the desert for a long time, the witch’s manner had become more distant, more distracted. Had it started before or after the great exposed red stone? She thought it was after. Skate knew nothing of ancient magic, and the days of their journey through the sand blurred together, one to the next. She couldn’t be sure when she’d noticed Ossertine’s odd disposition.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she said aloud. Rattle flapped his wings and nuzzled in deeper. She wasn’t completely out of her mind. She had enough of her mind left to cast spells. She trusted the word of a vampire and left Sindale to die. Ossertine was powerful, but not nearly as untouchable as the vampire appeared to be. 
 
    Time passed. The moons followed their course across the sky. She decided to sleep—a true sleep, not a vision or unwelcome meeting. Huddled on the floor of the boat, she sat in the dark and tried not to think about Sindale, or Hugo, or Ossertine, or Twitch. She was lying there, using her backpack as a thoroughly inadequate and lumpy pillow, when she blinked and the sky began to lighten. Dawn broke onto cloudless skies and calm waters.  
 
    She was tired, but she did not return to her rest. I need to be looking, she thought, pulling herself up to stare at the water. I’m going faster than Ossertine was flying, she thought. I’ll catch up to them soon. The coast had disappeared behind her. 
 
    “I don’t know what we’re getting into, Rattle,” she said, reaching up to tap the thing’s wings. “I hope we’ll find something soon.” The boat had no way to steer, and any attempts she made to push it one way or the other proved ineffective. It knew—the magic knew—where to take them. Belamy’s magic, she thought. “He cares a lot about you, you know,” Skate said. “Belamy, I mean. Always has, as far as I can tell. Maybe—” 
 
    The world exploded into churning waves and blinding flashes of light. The crash of the sea competed with the roar of thunder from the black blanket of clouds above, the clear skies replaced by tumultuous grays in an instant. How? was the only thing she had time to think before another boom from the skies above shook the world, with a crash so deep she felt it in her stomach.  
 
    Despite the insanity of the world around it, the boat persisted. Skate saw a wave rushing toward the boat, thirty feet or higher. The skiff stubbornly pressed on, not on top of the wave but through it. Skate screamed and crouched down on the deck to protect herself from the drowning waters.  
 
    The expected deluge never came; the water washed over the boat, enveloping it entirely, but none flooded in. An invisible bubble wrapped around the top of the vessel, keeping the seawater at bay. The waves washed over the top, the waters above rippling and roiling. The boat came out the other side of the wave, riding the swells ever forward. Skate noted with amazement that she was dry, even from the downpour. The rain collected, briefly, into tiny pools above her before streaming down the sides of the invisible barrier in chaotic, ever-changing rivers. The howling wind tore at her robes freely. Whatever protection the boat provided, it stopped only the water.  
 
    Skate searched for some indication of where they were or where they were going. The wind and the rain colluded to make vision impossible after a few dozen yards, and all was dark skies and darker waters. Again, a towering wall of water enveloped them, and again, the boat shot ahead, unconcerned with the trivialities of the ocean’s wrath.  
 
    The flashes of lightning overhead mostly served to make vision more difficult, blinding in their vibrancy, but once the lightning flashed behind something, throwing a huge dark shape into silhouette. A tower. A tower on an island. The view was gone in an instant, and nothing of detail about it was revealed beyond the immensity of the structure. It soared into the sky as if it meant to strangle the black clouds themselves. 
 
    Into this nightmare of waves and firebolts and booming crashes, Belamy’s boat sped, never drifting off its course toward the island in the distance. It slowed as the structure grew larger and larger, but it did not stop yet. For that, Skate was grateful. She steeled herself for an impact, wondering how they had gotten here. Had she fallen asleep again? Not likely, she thought. I was talking to Rattle. She suspected magic must have been involved, but had no further explanation. At least it’s taking me where I’m meant to go. Belamy’s magic had held true through Rattle’s rebirth, and it would take her where she needed to be. Whatever it is, she thought. 
 
    She scanned the skies for signs of Ossertine, but only dark gray haze was visible beyond the splashes of water on the protective bubble. If the pair had been flying above her by only a few dozen yards, she wouldn’t have been able to see them. The island ahead was visible even when the lightning was not flashing nearby, its outline a hazy gray foundation for the structure above it. The shape of the colossal building became more definite with proximity. The sloping smooth walls, curving upward to dizzying heights, elegant and seamless, told Skate all that she needed to know. The elves built this place. What it had been meant for, Skate couldn’t guess, but Belamy must have set up the location for his return within an abandoned stronghold of the elves on the sea.  
 
    I wonder if Ossertine knows what this place is, she thought. A wave of anger flushed over her at the thought of the witch. Who cares what she thinks?  
 
    As the fortress loomed larger and larger, loneliness crept in. She did not know if she would ever see any of her friends again. If I do, I’m going to punch a prince in the face for sending us here like this. 
 
    “I don’t know what we’re gonna find, Rattle,” she said, “and I don’t know exactly what we’re supposed to do. But I don’t mean to die, and I don’t mean to let those two keep Belamy from coming back or hurt him when he does.” Rattle poked her head in response, which Skate took as encouragement. She didn’t know what would happen when Ossertine and Hugo found whatever was inside.  
 
    I’m in danger no matter what, she thought. The boat slowed further, floating near the shore, and the storm showed no signs of stopping or lessening; the gales ripped through the sky and the rain came down in sheets as thick as ever. The waves near the shore were violent and large, and the boat rode one of these waves to land with a heavy thump onto a shore more sandy than rocky. Before she could make a decision about what to do, there was a grinding below the boat, and a stone column shot up ten feet farther up the beach. Skate disembarked into the downpour, dragging the rope from the boat to secure it to the conjured piling. 
 
    Once it was tied, Skate sought a path. The tower loomed in front of her, a monstrous edifice of arcing stone walls and terraces, thin, dark window slits spaced at odd intervals on its surface offering no hints as to what waited within. Skate saw no entrance, and she was already soaked to the bone, cold piercing her chest with every blast of wind. 
 
    To her right, there were some stairs carved into the rock of the island leading upward and away from the beach. Having no better idea of where to go, Skate climbed the wet, mossy steps to a higher landing and found herself on a path lined by stone markers, chipped in places but standing as eternal sentries along the path carved centuries ago. Skate had to keep her head down to avoid being blinded by the torrential rains, so the going was slow. She did not want to lose her footing; a wrong step would send her tumbling down the old smooth steps or, in the wrong place, could even plunge her into the rocks in the sea below.  
 
    The path wound around the tower. Sometimes it hugged the building close; other times, it cut away sharply to better catch a naturally occurring ledge or wrap around a boulder. When she was near the tower, she would use it to steady herself, for all the good it would do if she fell; the stone was slick with rain, and no masonry or damaged stone provided any handholds, though Skate noted that there was damage elsewhere on the tower where chunks of the smooth stone were missing. The damage was all superficial; none of these scars was deep or severe enough to offer a way into the structure itself. 
 
    She did not know how long it would take to follow the path around the outside of the tower in search of its entrance, but she did think she was making progress. With her head down against the wind and rain, she couldn’t miss the fact that the edges of the narrower parts of the path dropped away to sections that she’d already trod. The sodden weight of her clothes had ceased to be an annoyance; she was used to it before she saw the boat again, two dozen feet below. The initial shock of the water had worn off, and now the water felt unintrusive, like water in a bath. The storm was unchanging; the winds were as strong on the island as they had been when she was on the water. On land, she no longer felt the roiling of the waves, but she saw crests as high as houses rushing into each other in the violent winds. Skate had to brace herself against something solid several times on her way up the path against strong gales that threatened to knock her off her feet.  
 
    The stone steps finally opened onto a wide, flat terrace bounded by jutting boulders. The path, marked by small stone plinths, curved around a bend ahead. What most concerned Skate, though, was that she was not alone in this enclosure. A great beast lay to the side of the path, its bulky, furry frame more than enough to block her way should it decide to roll over in its slumber. Wolf, she thought, but no—it was far too big. She didn’t know what it was, or how it came to be here; she only knew that she needed to get past it without waking it. The rain would serve to make her passage easier by masking the sounds of her steps, but harder for the danger of slipping on the wet stone. She crept forward, dividing her attention between her steps and the animal. Its fur was matted to its body; the rain had soaked it as thoroughly as it had Skate. At least the boulders block some of the wind, she thought with grim satisfaction. The noise of the gusts was unaffected, but her clothes no longer whipped about her.  
 
    The beast, whatever it was, was not bothered by the storm. Even when Skate got within five feet of it, it did not so much as snore or shuffle in its sleep. Skate caught a scent of the animal, and it reminded her of the stench of dogs she’d tussled with in the streets of Caribol over scraps of food. When she was almost past the beast, the wind blew a metallic stench toward her under the smell of soggy hair. Leave it, she told herself; you’re almost clear. Nevertheless, she found her feet edging closer to the animal. It struck her as she got nearer that the only movement she saw on its body was the patter of rain as it poured over the fur. There was otherwise no motion from it. No breathing. 
 
    She saw why. A stream of red pooled on the creature’s other side before emptying between the boulders. The beast resembled some cross between a wolf and a reptile, its long snout leathery and scaled beneath two narrow front-facing eyes, the lids half-closed and similarly tough. Its thick tongue hung out of its mouth. Skate did not know what the dead thing was, but the red gash at its neck told her how it had died. I’m not the first one here. 
 
    Skate left the dead beast there and continued on the path, protected from the wind by more standing rocks. The stairs traveled up, higher and higher over the island and the structure built into it. The smell of wet hair returned, and Skate found more of the strange, dead animals. Once, the stairs dipped down into a tunnel, and the reek of fur and blood from within was almost overpowering. The water that rushed past her feet should have been more than enough to flood the tunnel, but her feet found no more moisture in the dark than they had outside. The sound of trickling water told her that there must be some way for the water to drain away from here. She nudged at bodies in the dark and shuddered to think what would have happened to her if any of them had still drawn breath as she passed through the dark toward the light. 
 
    The return to the rain was a relief from the stench and blindness. The main bulk of the building was in front of her, and Skate picked up her pace. The path continued to snake around boulders moving forward, but she knew that she must be close to getting inside. She pulled up short, however, upon coming face-to-face with a wall. The path ran into the wall and stopped. There was a ledge some twenty feet above her. “Am I supposed to climb?” she muttered. The wall was rough, mostly unhewn stone, but it was slick with water. To her right and left were open cliffs leading only to jagged rocks near the path below. There was nowhere for her to go but up. She took a deep breath, then blew it out, sending a spray of rainwater flying to join its kin.  
 
    The first handholds were easy to find and wide enough that the water did not hinder her grip. Don’t look down. Don’t look down. Each flash of light in the sky made her shut her eyes to avoid being blinded. Despite the wind and the rain, she only slipped once on the rocks, her knee banging painfully against the stone before she found the foothold again.  
 
    When she pulled herself over the top, Skate had to wipe the water from her eyes to make sense of what she saw. She stood in a courtyard of sorts, with more boulders providing a break from the endless gales. Across the courtyard stood a black iron gate, intricately designed with interweaving polygonal shapes, black iron fruits sprouting from black iron vines that wound around every bar. Something had bent and warped the gate, folding it down and twisting it apart to lead up a short stair. Two black platforms flanked the ruined barrier, glittering and dark on the ground. Chunks of that same stone littered the courtyard. Most were unidentifiable, but one near Skate had the distinct shape of an arm bent in effort. Statues? she wondered, approaching the arm and touching its smooth, wet surface. The black stone had been polished to a shine before its destruction. Whatever had demolished this statue, and perhaps the twin that matched it on the other side of the ruined gate, had been very thorough in its violence. The beasts? Or was it Hugo? She left the parts of the statues behind to gingerly step through the torn gate. 
 
    After a short series of steps continued the path, unimpeded and straight, leading to a large set of doors set in the recess of the tower. The walkway to the doors was exposed fully to the elements, with no strategically placed boulders to offer any respite from the wind, which blew sheets of rain one direction before fitfully shifting to blow the opposite way a few seconds later. Skate peeked over the edge of the walkway and saw that being blown away here would only lead to more rocks below. Of course. She took a step forward and stopped. Under the howling wind and crashing thunder, she’d heard a different noise, a new noise. She listened for it again, but heard nothing but the wind, rain, waves, and thunder. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. Rattle readjusted in her hair. Move, she told herself. Get to the door. You heard nothing. 
 
    Skate did not believe that confident voice in her head, but she went anyway. When the wind paused, she heard the sound again, clearly this time. Some sort of whining growl echoed around the boulders behind her. She saw nothing behind her, but over the side of the walkway, something darted down the path, a furtive motion of darkness going as fast as it could. Coming up to me. Move. 
 
    The winds continued their assault as she crossed the narrow path to the door. She had room on either side if she stayed in the middle, but no farther without plummeting down to the rocks below. The keening, guttural howling reached the same intensity as the wind, and it drove Skate to cover her ears as she scrambled toward the tower, each step sending splashes of water rippling over the edge. She reached the ornate entrance, though she felt like it had taken half an hour to cross the span. The sound of monsters dogged her the entire way, and she resisted the urge to try to glimpse her pursuers.  
 
    The doors, twins embossed with blue gemstones in decorative patterns near their graceful joint, were of the same cast iron as the twisted gate behind, though the doors were undamaged. They had no handle. She tried to push and, when that had no effect, to find a hold between the doors with her fingers.  
 
    “Come on,” she grunted, her fingers painfully slipping off the creases in the iron. The howls grew louder, and Skate thought she saw dark figures moving up the path near where she’d encountered the first dead beast. There was some other noise, but Skate could not tell what it was. “Come on,” she said again, pushing against the door but getting only slipping feet for her trouble.  
 
    Skate, the sound came again, and she realized with a start that it was Petre calling out to her from a pocket. That doesn’t sound good. Take me out. She obeyed, turning her back to the door to keep an eye on the walkway. “Find the writing on the door. Elvish script,” Petre said. She yanked her attention away from the path and held Petre up high so that he could search, too. Near where handles might’ve been on another door, she found flowing intersecting lines. 
 
    “Here,” she said, putting Petre in front of them.  
 
    Petre’s eyes roved over the lines, and he said something that Skate couldn’t understand. The doors creaked with a deep groan. She slipped through the opening. Stealing a glance behind her, she saw a dark gray claw reach over the twisted gate below. The long digits looked disturbingly human. No man ever had claws like that. 
 
    “Close it,” she said, as more howling monsters scrambled over the gate. 
 
    “It closes on its own,” Petre responded. “I can’t will it faster.” 
 
    The doors were at their widest by the time the first beast crawled over the top of the stairs, its slavering, elongated mouth biting at the air as it ran forward on all fours. Those behind it carried on the howling, drowning out the pounding rain and wind of the storm. When the leader saw its prey, it snapped its teeth and lunged with manic fury. The monster leapt to tear her limb from limb, eyes wide and white. 
 
    The heavy iron doors shut before the monster could reach her, and a deafening chorus of thuds against the barrier thundered through Skate’s head. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 20 
 
    In which rooms are explored, a toad is hugged, and an introduction is made. 
 
    The room was not dark.  
 
    Pale white lights lined the room’s stone walls, obviously magical. The beasts growled and thumped outside, their powerful arms and bodies battering against the iron doors with abandon. The smooth, bare room echoed the commotion from every direction in a deafening cacophony. Skate pressed her hands over her ears and sprinted across the room to a smaller door. When she thrust her shoulder against it, it opened easily without any squeak of rusty hinges. She stepped through and leaned against it until it shut, cutting off the unbearable noise. 
 
    She lowered her hands and looked around. The hallway was wide and tall, with thin open slits for windows along one wall letting some natural gray light in, though this room was also full of the same white balls of light. The magic reminded her of Ossertine, and the memory made her draw her dagger in caution. I’m not the first one here, she reminded herself, treading a slow, steady pace. She trailed water behind her with each step. The floor was otherwise dry, save near the window, where moisture did not pool, but enough had gotten in to make parts of the floor wet and shiny. There was no furniture in this space, and Skate was not sure what the room was meant to be when it had been occupied. Moss and dark stains occupied corners—or what would have been corners, if the floor and walls had not been rounded to fit seamlessly together. 
 
    The storm raged outside as Skate progressed through another sturdy iron door. The next room had stairs going up and down in addition to other doors. She had no idea where to go, so she asked Petre’s opinion. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Petre said. “This place is strange. The architecture is elven, but it’s…wrong. These windows don’t fit, and I’ve never heard of the elves building anything this massive. This place is sprawling.” He shook his head, sending roils rippling through the blue fog of his glass prison. “Your guess is as good as mine.” 
 
    Big help, Skate thought. “Wait,” she said, suddenly reminded of their greatest—and smallest—asset. She threw back the sopping wet hood of her tobe. Rattle began the unpleasant task of extracting himself from the wet net of Skate’s hair, each tug of his legs stinging Skate’s head. When the eyeball bat was free, he flapped in front of Skate’s face and meandered around the room.  
 
    “You’ve been here, haven’t you?”  
 
    Rattle clicked his tiny legs together.  
 
    “Do you know where to go?” 
 
    Rattle made no attempt to lead in any direction. His small eye went from one door to the stairs and back to the other door. He flapped his wings fitfully.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Skate said, scooping up Rattle and petting him. “It was a long time ago.” She couldn’t say how, but she knew that Rattle hadn’t come with Belamy on any of his return trips. The construct had been here once, the time in the memory, but never again. 
 
    Petre said, “Try the statue.” 
 
    Skate found Alphetta’s figurine in her bag and touched its glowing blue crystal to Rattle’s body. He went rigid and flew slowly toward the stairs. He was on the way down when Skate snapped him out of the trance. “We have a direction,” she said, wincing as Rattle took his place in his makeshift nest in her hair. She cradled Petre and began down the stairs. 
 
    The steps were rounded at the edge, like everything else in the elven castle, so Skate had to be careful with each step downward. The circular stair was magically lit, like all the rooms before it, leaving Skate alone with overlapping shadows in pale white light as she went further and further into the depths of the tower. You’re not alone, she told herself as she went down. You have Rattle and Petre. And there’s Ungor, too. 
 
    A banging echo rolled through the tower, deep and distant. You are not alone, Skate thought again, and this time, the thought did not bring her comfort.  
 
    The air had grown warmer by the time the spiral steps evened off onto the bottom floor. The familiar white lights glowed in an empty room. Across from the staircase, a pair of double doors waited, flanked by statuettes nestled in alcoves. The white light cast the figures into stark contrast against their wide shadows. Skate thought the sculptor had not done a very good job. The faces were jagged, pointy in angles at the cheeks and chin, with pointed ears. They were stern, even angry, though that may have been the artist’s failure to capture a face correctly. Both were armed, spears held almost lazily at their sides. Skate pulled on the ornate, leafy handles of the iron doors.  
 
    Here was what must have been a dining hall from centuries past. A trio of long stone slabs, wider at the top than the bottom, melded with the floor below, as did shorter benches running the length of the tables. The ceiling above was a graceful, smooth dome of solid, seamless stone. A large white light floated in the air beneath the center of this perfect circle. Each table would have fit fifty comfortably. At the end of the hall, on a raised dais, a smaller table with three stone thrones grew out of the floor. The middle throne had the most prominent etchings and height. The storm roared outside, and the thunder boomed through the stone. If that even is thunder, Skate thought.  
 
    She checked Rattle again, and he confirmed that the way was through the doors at the back of the hall. These opened into the upper level of a two-story room. Skate found herself near a plain stone balustrade hanging over a central pool. Though this room was as comfortably lit by the bleached light as the rest of the ancient tower had been, there was nothing visible beneath the black water. The tendrils of green algae on the surface looked thick enough in places to support weight. Gently scaled steps entered and left the pool at both ends, but no one had entered that pool for centuries. A trickle dripped from a thin crack in the domed ceiling, each drip sending ripples in tiny waves across the pool. The moisture in the room gave everything a shiny, slick appearance, and more of the familiar moss gathered in the rounded corners of the room and stairs down to the pool floor, the lip of which was decorated with intertwining vines and shapes. Doors lined the balcony, and there were similar doors below, near the pool.  
 
    Skate made her way down, careful not to slip on the mossy, wet stairs. The doors on the bottom floor led off into what might have been bedrooms. The odor coming from within was rotten with age and mildew, but Skate could not identify anything; any wood had decayed to nothing long ago, and the scraps of cloth that remained were brown, fetid rags. There was nowhere Skate could see immediately that she was meant to go from here. She checked Rattle, and he went toward the blank wall opposite the side Skate had entered. There was nothing there but solid stone. 
 
    When she asked Petre, his eyes went to the brackish pool. “Perhaps there’s a release in the pool to the next room?” he suggested. “Or a tunnel? The elves could hold their breath in the water much longer than humans can. Explorers of their ruins have noted long underwater tunnels connecting parts of buildings as clearly and naturally as a hallway would. There may be something like that down there.” 
 
    Skate watched the black bubbles made by the dripping water and shuddered. “I can’t go into that. I’d drown before I found anything.” She snapped her fingers and reached into a pocket at her hip to retrieve Ungor. The toad grew when she called him, and sat expectantly, shifting his considerable bulk to better take in the room.  
 
    “Can you…” Skate paused, not knowing what she wanted the giant toad to do. Explore and report back? She doubted even Petre knew how to speak toad, so that wasn’t going to work. “Can you see if there’s a tunnel under there? If there is, go down it and come back.” One of Ungor’s wide eyes glanced at the pool. He croaked, then bounded into the pool with a tremendous splash. He disappeared beneath the dark water. Skate sat near a wall and waited for the toad to return. He was gone for a while, which meant Petre’s hunch must have been right.  
 
    The water did eventually stir again, with Ungor’s eyes and mouth poking out from the top. He croaked and splashed his way free of the pool. Okay, time to try to talk to a toad. 
 
    “Ungor, if you can understand me, tap a claw on the ground once.” The toad turned his head to the side. He lifted a front claw and slapped the wet stone one time. “Okay. One tap is yes, two is no.” Ungor turned his head again and tapped once. “Is there a tunnel?” A slap. “Does it open into a room with air in it?” Ungor turned his head several times, his claw hovering above the floor. He didn’t slap. Confused. He might not know what “air” means. “A room like this, where you’re not swimming around.” The toad slapped the stone once, though with hesitation. Okay, last question.  “Was there anyone else in the other room?” Two hard slaps, very firm. “Right. I need you to swim to the room as fast as you can, then swim back as fast as you can.” He croaked and disappeared again with a splash. As soon as he went under the water, Skate sucked in a huge breath and began a count in her head.  
 
    “Toads aren’t the strongest swimmers,” Petre said. Skate did her best to ignore him. Fifteen…sixteen… “Frogs, on the other hand, can keep up with some types of fish. But a toad likes the water as much as a frog, I think, even though they’re not as graceful in it.” She got to forty and had to blow out. She kept up her count as she took in precious air. “He should be able to move faster than you would in the water, though. That’s your plan, right? Hold on to him as he swims to the other side? It should work. Only a matter of keeping the air in your lungs long enough.” 
 
    When Skate’s count got to ninety-eight, the toad’s head poked up over the top of the black water. He settled in front of Skate with a noisy slap of flesh on the stone, his pale belly resting on the stone. He croaked again. Skate gathered up Petre and made sure Rattle was tight on her head. The bag wasn’t waterproof; the water would drench everything within. She’d left the books with Twitch, so she didn’t worry about it too much. She pulled the strap tight around her, then got on Ungor’s back, doing her best to wrap her arms around his bloated belly. He didn’t object to this beyond an indignant croak. 
 
    “Will you be able to swim like this?” she asked. The toad slapped the stone once. Skate took some deep, steadying breaths. The toad’s skin was bumpy but surprisingly warm. “Okay. Get me there as fast as you can.” The toad croaked and took a flying leap into the pool. The foul water rushed up at Skate, and she had time to suck in another enormous gulp of air and shut her eyes against the spoiled water. 
 
    The chill almost knocked the wind out of her, but Skate managed to hang on to both the toad and her breath. Ungor jerked clumsily through the water. Skate saw nothing and knew she would have seen nothing if she’d tried to keep her eyes open. She concentrated on holding and counting. Nine…ten…  With the struggling toad beneath her, she found keeping her breath more difficult than before. It felt as if Ungor were clawing his way through the water rather than swimming. Twenty-one…twenty-two… Her chest hurt, and her back kept scraping against stone. Each jolt threatened to tear the precious air from her lungs. She felt her grip weakening, so she tightened against the toad as best as she could. The pain in her chest grew hotter and hotter. Thirty-five…thirty-six… 
 
    When she got to forty, she clung to her breath and the toad, but flashes of light popped in and out of her vision behind her closed eyes. Ungor clawed his way through the water. We should be there already, she thought as fifty came and went. I’m slowing him down, I’m not going to make it, I have to let this out, I have to— 
 
    Cold air struck her in the face, and the shock blasted the burning from her lungs. She splashed around in the filthy water, gasping for fresh air. Ungor pushed her toward the edge of the pool so she would stop thrashing. She gathered her strength and pulled herself over the side, where she lay on her back, luxuriating in the feeling of fresh air going in and used air going out of her lungs. She was dimly aware that she was creating a puddle of grimy water on the stone floor.  
 
    When she’d recovered, Skate lifted herself on one arm. The familiar white lights gleamed on damp stone again. This room was plainer than the previous had been: no second story with stone railings hung overhead; no ornate patterns on the lip of the pool caught the eye. In the smooth stone walls, there were only two doors, one on either side of the pool, and an empty recess at the base of the pool.  
 
    Ungor croaked, and Skate put him back into his more transportable form before stowing him in her pocket. She consulted Rattle about their course, but the construct bumped into the alcove that went nowhere. “Can’t go through that way,” she muttered, “so we pick a way and go around.” She chose left. This iron door creaked in protest—the first to do so, Skate noted—and she went through. 
 
    What she expected to find was another mostly empty room. Instead, she found a fully stocked armory. Swords, axes, knives, hammers, truncheons, flails, and polearms lined the walls, interspersed with impressive collections of helms, breastplates, gauntlets, boots, shields, and chain shirts of dark iron, silvery steel, leather, and hide. Everything metal was remarkably free of rust like all the doors had been.  
 
    One of the knives on the wall caught Skate’s attention, its wicked curved edge gleaming sharply in the pale lights of the room. The unnatural white light cast straight shadows across the room at odd angles. The helms sloped gracefully up into points, a style Skate had not seen before, and the armor was without ornament or embellishment save for bands of gold along the edges in the familiar intertwining shapes and vines she had seen on the doors and the pool.  
 
    “My word,” Petre mumbled from within her pocket. 
 
    “Petre,” Skate asked, pulling her teacher out, “what was this place? Why did the elves build this?” A roll of thunder outside prompted an additional question: “Is the storm ever going to stop?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Skate. I don’t know what any of this is. I’ve never seen such a structure built by the elves left so intact. As for the storm, I cannot say whether it is natural or magical. It has been remarkably persistent, though. You sailed and marched through the storm for hours, but it never let up. It rages on as much as it has all day.” His eyes roved over the weapons and armor arrayed along the wall. “This, though,” he muttered. “I have never seen so many elven weapons in one place before.” 
 
    “Are they valuable?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Petre said, not taking his eyes from the wall, “very valuable. The noble families of Jero would pay handsomely to have even a single elven blade to their name. A collection like this would be…” He shook his head, at a loss for words until he came up with, “…priceless. A man could purchase a kingdom with the wealth in this room.” 
 
    She took a short sword, longer than her forearm, and stuck it into a metal sheath nearby. The scabbard had a small chain, which she secured to a loop of the belt of her tobe. Skate considered the weapons for a moment longer, then turned away. “We have to find Belamy.” She kept Petre out of her pocket as they traveled deeper and deeper into the fortress. Hallways led to empty kitchens and abandoned bedrooms, vacant dining halls, and even an indoor amphitheater. 
 
    Nothing rose up to greet them or bar their way, save the walls and the doors. The storm raged outside, but as they explored, the sounds got more and more muted—though whether this was due to the storm moving on or the castle dampening the sound of the rolling thunder and crashing lightning, Skate couldn’t say.  
 
    “The animals can’t get in,” Skate said, passing a pair of statues fashioned into the form of sentries in full arms and armor. “I haven’t smelled them since we got in, not even a little.” 
 
    “No,” Petre said, “I don’t think they can. I don’t think anything can except water, wind, and moss.” 
 
    “And us.” Skate smiled; despite their desperate situation, she couldn’t help but be excited to be in here, to be one of the first in almost a century to enter such a hidden structure. 
 
    Wandering and periodically checking Rattle for direction, Skate brought them through more rooms and more hallways, passing more lights and statues and empty alcoves. Finally, they came to a room that Skate could only assume was the entrance to something significant. The double doors ahead were more ornate than anything they had seen thus far, the iron etchings lined with unblemished gold and studded with gemstones of clearest and deepest blue, yellow, red, and green. These extravagances did not function merely as decoration, but as points of interest in a scene of battle; human forms strove against what Skate could only assume were the elves in their pointed helms. The battle scene was immense, stretching from one edge of the doors across to the edge of the other, with red stones marking out blood, green apparently showing fields of grass, blue dotting the skies and signifying eyes of some figures, and yellow marking the points of arrows in flight, frozen in eternal iron tableau.  
 
    Skate couldn’t tell which side was winning in this battle; red gemstones dotted the doors in roughly equal measure, as did the other stones, save the blue, which were heavily favored on the side of the elves. “Do you know what this is?” Skate asked Petre, holding him high to give him a better view of the artwork and craftsmanship. 
 
    “A battle,” Petre said. “An old fight between elves and humans. I cannot tell you which battle it is meant to represent. It may not even be about one particular battle, but rather a fanciful depiction of the conflict between the humans and the elves—not a historical scene, but an artistic one. I…think that fellow there might be Anazkhebar. See his three-horned crown? But over there is Herbezeial, who was dead for four hundred years before Anazkhebar was born. I think this is a story, not a record of any real event.” 
 
    “What do you think is behind the doors?” she asked, trying not to let her nervousness show.  
 
    “Something important. There’s only one way to find out.” 
 
    Skate pulled on the door’s elegant gold handle. It responded, but only barely. She put Petre down and used both hands, pulling with all her weight. With the door blocking her way, she could see nothing of what was behind it save for a light coming through. Once she felt that she’d pulled enough, she shot around the other side of the door and held it open with her back. The room beyond was larger than the pool room had been, and a grand staircase led downward to a floor she couldn’t yet see. She scooped Petre up and let the door shut behind her.  
 
    Below was a stage with stone benches in widening rings. “Another theater?” Skate mumbled. Atop the platform on a pedestal sat a black ball of solid stone held in place by an elegant stand of black iron wires. The smooth walls of the room gathered above into another dome. This dome bore images, stern faces of male and female elves peering down with disapproval on the room at large. They wore crowns and necklaces and fine robes, and their hands were held up near their faces, holding weapons or scrolls or balances—each some symbol of their office, skill, or authority.  
 
    “Who are they?” Skate asked. The room made her feel unwelcome, and she kept her voice low out of respect. Even so, her words bounced off of the stone and the dome above, repeating and distorting in overlapping waves. 
 
    “Kings,” Petre responded, his voice similarly subdued. “Queens. Wise judges, learned scholars, great generals, peerless artists. Great men and women of the elves, sitting in judgment over their descendants and inheritors.” 
 
    “And what is that?” Skate asked, directing Petre toward the black ball.  
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    Skate went down the smooth, rounded steps with hesitation. There were no other exits from the room that Skate could see. Is this it? Is this where Belamy is being held until he comes back? 
 
    The black stone was polished smooth, reflecting and bending the light on its surface. Where the light did not touch was only black, a darkness so complete that it made her uneasy to look within. She saw her reflection when she did, but the blackness around her in the image was disconcerting, so she did not stare long. 
 
    “Do you see any words on it or around it?” Skate asked quietly, setting Petre down next to the black sphere. 
 
    “No.” Petre’s voice was quiet, but the room bounced his words around in the stirring echo. 
 
    “I think I’m supposed to touch it,” Skate said. 
 
    “I think that’s a bad idea,” Petre warned. 
 
    “Do you have a better one?” 
 
    “Check Rattle,” he said. Skate did so. The blue light shone out of Rattle’s body in its familiar pulse, but the construct did not fly in any direction. Instead, he sat at the base of the pedestal holding the black stone and flattened himself against it. 
 
    “See?” Skate said, pulling Rattle away and letting him reattach to her hair. “I think this is it. I think Belamy might be in or under the stone.” 
 
    Petre dithered, but his half-stated objections never made a solid point. Skate cut him off. “We’re here. If we don’t find a way to get Belamy back, we’re going to die here. Somewhere in this gigantic place, a vampire and a witch are trying to get to him first, and without Belamy, we don’t stand a chance against them.” 
 
    Petre’s eyes darted about the room, hoping to find something to dissuade her from touching the stone. When no answers presented themselves in the benches behind or the stern faces above, his eyes disappeared into his blue fog. “Okay,” he said. “Be careful.” 
 
    Skate steeled her nerves, then reached a hand out to touch the black stone. When her finger met the black surface, she felt herself pulled forward. She tried to yank her finger back, but it was no use. She tried to scream, but that, too, was pointless. The world went silent as she fell into darkness.  
 
    Skate was on her back. She had not landed on anything after falling. She had been plummeting through an infinite darkness, and then she was on her back in an infinite white. She sat up. The floor was white, and there were no shadows on it beneath her. She noted that her clothes were completely dry. She stood up and saw nothing. Bright, endless nothing. Spinning around revealed nothing. Walking forward revealed nothing.  
 
    “Greetings,” a soft voice behind her said, and she turned to face it. There sat a figure at a stone table, a blade laid bare across the plain furniture. His hands were in his lap. He wore a plain black vest over a white shirt, and a black garment about his waist that flowed down to his black boots like a skirt. His skin was very pale but stood out clearly against the endless white. Black ringlets covered the top of his head, wrapping around pointed ears, sharp as knives. His eyes were open, staring at her but devoid of feature. Behind the lids that did not blink there was only pure blackness. 
 
    “Hello,” Skate said. Her voice was as soft as the other’s. Her eyes went to his ears. “Are you an elf?” 
 
    “Not really.” The figure was motionless, not taking his blank black stare from her for an instant. 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “You,” the figure said, “are being tested.” He put a thin, delicate hand on the hilt of the blade. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 21 
 
    In which trials are undertaken. 
 
    “Tested? What do you mean?” Skate also put her hand on the grip of the sword she’d taken from the armory. Her other hand went to her head. Rattle’s not here. 
 
    “You are not of the felhirrim. You are not elf.” The figure’s hand did not leave the sword, nor did he take the blade from the table. “Yet you mean to pass through to the heart of this place. Your spirit, strength, and mettle must be tested. If you pass this test, you will be allowed to pass through.” 
 
    “Where are we?” Skate could make no sense of this place; it felt real, but it couldn’t possibly be. Nowhere was so bright, so spotless. “Who are you?” 
 
    “We are in a place of mind. You are here because your mind is here. Your physical body remains where it was, touching the black stone in the Hall of Ancients. You have not had time to blink between then and now.” The figure tapped the finger of his free hand on his lap. “As for who I am, you may call me Assay.” 
 
    “I haven’t had time to blink? Time is stopped?” 
 
    “No; better to say it has slowed. Greatly slowed, from our perspective, but it is not stopped. Even at the height of their power, the felhirrim could not do that.” 
 
    Light played along the blade on the table. Skate asked, “What’s the test?” 
 
    “Kill me before I kill you.” Assay did not move after speaking, his grip on the blade neither relaxing nor getting tighter. 
 
    A chill shot up Skate’s spine. “I don’t want to kill you.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It won’t hurt me. I’ve been killed before.” 
 
    Skate took her hand from her weapon. “What if I refuse to kill you?” 
 
    “Then you shall not pass.” Assay tilted his head.  
 
    I’ve been killed before. “How many times have you died before?” 
 
    Assay tapped a finger on his lap again. “Once.” 
 
    “An old man? Knew magic?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Assay straightened up in his chair and continued, “I do not think he would have been capable of beating me with a blade, but I am ill-equipped to fight a mage of such skill. It was over quickly.” 
 
    “Did you hurt him?” Skate asked. 
 
    “I tried to, but no.” Assay’s head tilted again. “Did you know him? You are much too young. Time passes slowly here, but that must have been…some forty years ago.” 
 
    “I know him.” Skate pulled the sword free of the scabbard. She held it in front of herself with both hands. “I have to get past.” 
 
    “Of course.” Assay stood and took the long blade from the table in a fluid motion. Skate saw that it was like one of the longer blades in the armory. 
 
    “And there’s no other way to go forward?” Skate asked. 
 
    “None.” 
 
    Skate took a deep breath, then shot forward, closing the distance between them with three running strides. She took a wide swipe at Assay’s side. Assay turned away the blow with his blade, then struck forward at Skate’s chest. She backed away, but Assay did not relent, swinging the blade as quickly as Sindale did. Maybe quicker, Skate had time to think before Assay drew the blade across her upper arm. She cried out and scrambled away from the thing. When she pulled her hand away from the wound, it was covered in red. 
 
    “You may leave,” Assay remarked, dropping the tip of the sword low to the ground and pointing to something behind her. When she was sure this was not some sort of trick, she risked following his gaze. There was a door that had not been there before, a great edifice of stone bounded by columns.  
 
    “I haven’t passed the test,” Skate said. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What happens if I leave?” 
 
    “You will have failed, and you will never be able to pass. Only the strong may enter the deepest parts of this place. It is as my creators demanded.” Assay was impassive. A drop of blood fell from his blade and landed on the spotless white floor. 
 
    Skate closed her eyes and turned back to face her opponent. “I have to pass.” 
 
    “As you will.” Assay lifted the blade, and Skate did the same. She shot forward and stabbed at his chest, then pulled back to stab at the legs. She thought the feint had worked, but Assay’s legs shifted back in time, and he swung the blade at her wrist. She cried out and dropped her sword. She jumped back again, cradling her useless hand. Her arm flared with pain, and her wrist was flowing crimson onto her robe. Assay stared at her with eyes of night, his sword dipping low. 
 
    “I have to pass!” she shouted at him, blinking away tears from the pain.  
 
    “To pass, you must kill me. Will you continue?” Assay’s voice remained smooth and distant. 
 
    Skate didn’t say anything. Assay put a foot on her blade and kicked it over to her feet. She tried to pick up the sword, but her wrist couldn’t support the weight of the blade without flaring up with pain. She could hold it with the other hand, but could barely lift it above her waist without pain in her upper arm forcing her to stop. Okay, she told herself. You can do this. 
 
    She stalked forward, but circled around Assay. He tracked her, never faltering in his gaze, never anything less than precise with the placement of his feet with every turn. Last shot. She continued her slow circle, then jumped forward, leaping upward with a wild, desperate one-armed slash down at Assay’s head. She screamed in pain as her arm went far too high, her wounds pulling apart in protest with her other hand at her hip. 
 
    He caught the arm with his free hand and wrapped his sword arm around her, tossing her to the side with disdainful ease. Skate pressed into him before the sword went flying and clattered to the white floor. Assay took a step forward, blade raised high for a piercing strike into her chest. 
 
    “You’re dead.” Skate said the words as clearly as she could, though she shuddered as the waves of pain from her butchered wrist jolted through her.  
 
    Assay stopped. Buried into his chest up to the hilt was a glittering golden knife. “So I am.” He dropped his sword and pulled Belamy’s knife free of his chest. Black smoke poured from the wound. “Your spirit, strength, and mettle have been weighed in the balance and found sufficient.” The wound in Assay’s chest spread, the darkness crawling across his body like a black flame. He fell to his knees. “You did not run. You fought well.” He fell sideways with a thud as the flame dissolved his body. His head and shoulders were even with Skate’s. The black pits of his eyes grew wide, and he said, “More importantly, you won. You may pass.”  
 
    Skate felt the floor disappear below her, and she was dropped into the abyss again, slowly drifting through an infinite nothing. Assay’s face was below her, impossibly huge. He opened his cavern-like mouth and swallowed her whole. 
 
    She blinked. She was touching the black stone beneath the faces of the ancient heroes of the elves. Her wrist was fine. Her arm was fine.  
 
    Petre’s voice came out of his ball of blue fog. “Did anything happen?” 
 
    The dais shuddered beneath them and began to sink. It went along tracks carved into the stone, not straight down, but at an angle. It twisted around a central column as a slab of stone shut them in from above, leaving them in complete darkness. No magical lights illuminated this place, nor was any sunlight visible. The sound of the stone on whatever gliders it was rolling on was deafening in the enclosed space. Skate covered her ears and waited. I almost died, she thought. That thing was going to kill me. It was done, though. She took a gasping breath—without realizing it, she’d been holding it in. A place of the mind, he called it. It felt real, and her body felt pain in that place, but it was not a physical space. She had not removed her hand from the black stone. You have not even had time to blink. 
 
    She shook her head against the dark, the memory, and the phantom pain in her arm and wrist. Rattle flapped his wings indignantly at the motion. “Belamy came this way,” she muttered, her voice not reaching her own ear over the grinding of the platform, when she took her hand from the stone. Assay said we were going to the heart of this place. The most protected part. Will more block our way? If she did run into any more black stones, she knew what to expect, at least. 
 
    A crack of light appeared and widened. The platform was lowering into a long room. Skate blinked against the sudden intrusion of the light. The platform settled into a recess in the floor and stopped. Skate got off the platform and took stock of her surroundings. The air down here was dry; no moss covered any surfaces, nor did any sound of the storm raging outside find its way here. She was in a grand hallway, the high and vaulted ceiling overhead crisscrossed in smooth stone bracings. A gigantic carpet had been placed on the floor in front of her, though the centuries had darkened it to a sickly brown color. It might once have been red. Four doors lined the walls to the left and right, iron as the rest had been, though these were etched in lines of gold that gleamed, relics from the past shining through to the present. The door at the end of the hall was solid black iron without ornamentation. 
 
    More grinding made Skate turn around in fear. The platform was making its way back up with Petre still near the stone. She snatched him up and hopped down to the solid floor again before the platform cleared the lip of the ceiling and wall above. With a sigh of relief, she carried Petre with her as she explored. 
 
    The first gilded door would not budge no matter how hard Skate pushed or pulled. It was either stuck solid from age and disuse, or it was locked tight.  
 
    The second door opened easily and soundlessly. It was a bedroom, once of fine appointment, though the centuries had turned the luxury to tatters, ash, and dust. There was a bed, shriveled with age and draped with ancient, dun silks. The stone bedframe remained intact, its familiar intertwining vine-and-shape motif, once meant to accent finery, now only throwing the degradation of the room into sharp relief. The rush of air from opening the door caused the first motion this room had seen in decades—centuries, if Belamy had not checked on it during his visits. A rolled-up parchment sat at the corner of the desk, the paper cracked and broken apart around the powdered remains of a wax seal, long ago turned to dust by age. Skate stepped closer. 
 
    “Best to leave it,” Petre warned. “It could be warded against unwelcome eyes, and even if it’s not, the paper will crumble at your touch. It’s worth exploring, but later.” 
 
    “Right,” Skate said, stepping back out into the hall. The other doors led to similar rooms to the first, ancient bedframes standing proud among the ruins of luxurious comfort of the past. Nothing of interest could be found here that would survive being handled, so Skate approached the door at the end of the hall. Above the handle were lines etched into the iron, overlapping and running together. Skate couldn’t read it, but she recognized the script as Elvish.  
 
    Petre’s eyes roved over the text before he read aloud. “It says, ‘Glory and honor to the House of Doriah Adamamaveth, breaker of mankind, conqueror of Shining Hand, Lord of Himbalkar.’ That’s it,” Petre finished. “It’s a boast, as far as I can tell.” 
 
    “Does it mean anything to you?” Skate asked. 
 
    “Not really,” Petre said. “I don’t know this lord, the place he claims to have mastery over, or the place he claims to have conquered. The elves did not always use the same names for places over time, or the names of the places themselves would change with the decades and centuries. I’ve never heard of any of this.” 
 
    “Himbalkar,” Skate repeated. “Is that this place?” 
 
    “Possibly. As I said, it means nothing to me, but if he styled himself the lord of a place and took up residence here, it may be that yes, we have a name for our location. Himbalkar.” Petre disappeared again into his fog. 
 
    Skate tested Rattle and as expected, he ran straight into the door in front of them. Skate pulled at the heavy door and found that she had to put all of her weight behind it in order to get it to budge an inch. When the opening was wide enough for her to slip through, she did so into a spacious circular chamber. Unlike the rest of the rooms, this place had the air of seeing significant activity within the past century. Tracks in the dust swept across the room. Pacing back and forth over and over again, Skate guessed. The room was unappointed, the only features being the light in the dome above and three simpler doors than the one they’d entered.  
 
    Skate tried the door on her left and found the room beyond full of detritus. The familiar sight of stone bedposts was obscured by a mass of ossified wooden furniture discarded more or less at random. It’s like Belamy’s basement. Desks, shelves, bookcases, all either already made of stone or wood that had long since hardened to the same consistency as their lithic companions, lay in an untidy wreck.  
 
    The next room was orderly. A single desk stood next to stacks of books at the far wall. A dingy bedroll lay crumpled in the corner. It was old, but not of an age with anything else they’d found so far. One book lay open on the stone desk. Skate ran a finger over the cover, but could not read the title. Elvish again, she thought. Petre asked her to turn the page several times before offering an explanation. 
 
    “This is about elven healing magic. The author’s preoccupied with undeath. This might have been how Belamy found the way to his…condition. Or at least got the idea.” He shook his head. “I’d need to read the whole thing to be sure, but the topic fits with what we know.” 
 
    “So we’re near Belamy?” Skate couldn’t keep the excitement from her voice. “He’s around here?” 
 
    “Possibly.” Petre disappeared into the fog again. “Or perhaps Rattle is only leading us to where Belamy has been, not where he is.” 
 
    Skate scooped up the ball and pocketed it, leaving the room of decrepit books and making for the last door. It opened up into a spiral staircase going down. “How deep under the rock are we?” Skate asked. 
 
    “Far beneath the waves, I’m sure,” Petre said. “That moving platform went farther than you might think.” The steps led to a landing with an iron door. More script was etched into the metal. “‘Light and dark, life and death, beneath the earth.’ I don’t know what that means, but that’s what it says.” Skate pulled open the plain iron door, resistant and creaking, and gasped. 
 
    A stone bridge spanned a cavern as long and wide as the hallway leading to the quarters of Adamamaveth had been, though not nearly as spacious above the head. At the opposite end of the bridge was another slab of iron. On either side of the narrow crossing were pits of unknowable depth. One was an inky blackness, a solid thing that lurched against the side of the bridge. The darkness was not alive, but a sense of hunger emanated from it like heat from a stove.  
 
    On the other side of the bridge was an endless bright light, flashing with colors before softening to white again. It reminded Skate of a stone she’d once stolen from some merchant’s wife. Opal, she thought. It was an opal. The substance, too, was more solid than it first appeared, bounding and bouncing over itself to slap against the bridge beside it. This side felt alive, and possessed of an endless energy. Rather than hunger, Skate sensed restlessness. Somewhere in the room, there was a persistent clicking, scuttling noise. 
 
    “Petre,” she said, shrinking back from the bridge, “what is this?” 
 
    “I…I don’t know,” he replied, his blue eyes shifting in the fog. “I’ve never seen anything like this.” Confusion silenced him until he managed to say, “Don’t touch them. Either side.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think you’re right.” The bridge was only wide enough for one person. You’ve crossed narrower paths than that, she told herself. You’ve run narrower paths than that. Just go. 
 
    “Just go,” she said aloud. She took a breath and stepped out.  
 
    The sides, the white and the black, stayed in their respective pits. Neither substance tried to leap out at her while she passed, a possibility that had not occurred to Skate until she was already halfway across. She couldn’t shake the feeling that the pools were following her, however. You’re being paranoid, she told herself. When she got to the end of the bridge, she stopped. The clicking was louder, and she knew why. 
 
    On the door in front of her was one of Belamy’s locks, exactly like the ones he’d placed on his windows in Caribol. She watched as it turned, then furtively jerked into a different position as the mechanisms within rearranged. I’m here. This is where he went. Though she didn’t know if she could bypass the lock, she took solace in the fact that she was following her teacher’s footsteps. 
 
    “Okay,” Skate said to the room. If Petre heard her, he gave no indication. She retrieved her wire and got to work. The lock was devious; every time Skate found a latch and tripped it, others disengaged, and nothing within the lock would stay put. However, her fingers worked with precision, and she eventually began to make progress. First, she could get two gears disengaged before the reset. Then three. Then only two again.  
 
    So the work went. After several failed attempts, Skate forgot about the discomfort of the stone beneath her, and the pools of light and dark behind. She forgot about Rattle and Petre. She forgot about the beasts outside, and the distant storm, and Assay, and the vampire, and the witch. Everything drifted from her except for the lock and her hands. They were the world, and the only thing her mind’s eye could see. The secrets of the machine opened to her by degrees.  
 
    She did not know how long she sat there on the floor trying to disengage Belamy’s lock; when the final gear snapped out of joint and the magical security fell to the floor like a stone, Skate’s mouth was dry and her eyes were watering. The defeated lock clicked feebly a few times before falling entirely to pieces on the floor. As Skate watched, the pieces melted down to puddles of water. She took some steadying breaths, remembering where she was and what they were there to do, and pulled the door open. 
 
    Compared to previous rooms, this one was small, almost cramped. To her right was a stone pedestal with shallow pits marring the top. To her left was an open book. The main feature of the room, however, was a stone sarcophagus on which was carved a wide image of an elf. It had features that reminded Skate of Assay: angular chin and cheekbones, dark unseeing eyes, and dagger-like ears carved in stone. It melded into the wall, much as the rest of the elven furniture in this place. The effect was as if the sarcophagus had forced its way through the stone. Skate set Petre down on top of the pedestal. This was not of the same make as any of the other furniture. For one thing, it was separate from the floor. For another, it lacked the smooth texture of everything else in the elven castle; it was rough and undecorated. The pits on its surface appeared to have been put there deliberately, Skate saw; they spiraled out along a line carved from the very center of the pedestal to the final pit. Skate didn’t know what to make of that, so she went instead to the book. 
 
    The words were in the language of Jero. Skate smoothed out the pages, which were not in danger of falling to pieces at her touch, and read aloud. 
 
    “Welcome, friend—for if you are here, then so I, Barrison Belamy, name you. Rattle would not lead an enemy here, and without his guidance, I cannot guess as to how else you might have come to this place. The storms around Him…Himbalkar are eternal and hidden until it is far too late, so I am confident in your good intentions. 
 
    “I trust that you are here because I have been destroyed. It is an unlikely thing to happen, as I intend to take every precaution against such an event…eventuality, but none of us can plan for everything. The secrets of this method of escaping death are an ingenious bit of work on the part of the long-departed elves. I cannot claim to have devised the principal method on my own; my additions and modifications to the process are merely my attempt to stand on the shoulders of the giants of the past, taking for my own what would rightfully be theirs if they were around to contest my pillaging of their vast swaths of magical knowledge. 
 
    “The methods of constructing such a device that I now inhabit are unknown to me. If the elves kept any record of how to create such a thing, I have yet to discover the tome or scroll they used to preserve the knowledge. The use of it, however, is known to me, and I will explain the function of each of the parts that, when each is understood in its particular use, will lead to the successful execution of the purpose of the whole.” 
 
    Skate paused in the reading and flipped the pages. “He took a page and a half to say nothing.” She set the book down on the display stand and approached the sarcophagus. “So he’s in here?” 
 
    “Sounds like it,” Petre said. “We need to read the rest of his explanation to get him out.” 
 
    Skate brought Petre over to the book. “You’re a faster reader than me. Let me know when you want me to turn the page.” She left Petre there, floating in the fog. She stared into the elven face carved into the stone and tried to imagine Belamy behind it. She put a hand on the cold stone. Are you awake in there? She hoped he wasn’t; it would be very dull to be stuck in a rock coffin for months at a time. Petre called for a page turn. 
 
    After she flipped the page, she watched Petre’s face. He was concentrating on reading, but his expression was calm. Whatever Belamy’s plan was, it didn’t worry the man in the ball.  
 
    “I think,” Petre said after a few more page turns, “that he’s finally approaching the point here. We might—” 
 
    His words were cut off by a low grinding sound, distant but strenuous. Skate knew immediately what it was, and saw that Petre had reached the same conclusion. “The black stone,” she said aloud. “Someone got past Assay.” 
 
    “We know who it is.” Petre turned his attention back to the book, reading with fervor. “It’s the gemstones!” Petre had to shout to be heard clearly over the groaning of the platform descending to the floor above. “Place the memory stones on the pedestal, and it should take over the process!” 
 
    Skate rushed to the pedestal and pulled out the jewelry box. She put each gem into place, taking care to make sure they were secure before grabbing the next. She had put the eighth one into an empty slot when the grinding stopped above. She placed the last two gems and stepped back. As soon as the tenth gemstone settled into its slot, the line connecting the stones glowed with a blue light and wrapped downward to the base of the column. The pedestal sank below the stone as if the floor were a particularly wet mud. There was no sign of it once the top sank below the surface, and Skate could see that the floor was as solid as it had ever been.  
 
    There was movement within the sarcophagus. It sounded like something was kicking or punching against the stone surface from within. A few seconds passed, and then from behind the stone, the sound of screaming could be heard. On and on it went, pained and fearful, never stopping for breath, nor lessening in intensity.  
 
    “What’s happening?” Skate asked Petre, keeping her gaze focused on the sarcophagus; the scream was muted by the stone, so shouting was not necessary. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Petre said, scanning the final page that Skate had turned to. “After the reference to the memory stones, there’s nothing else. ‘The process will begin, and you will have done me the greatest service.’ That’s the last line.” Petre shifted his own blue gaze to the stone coffin. “I don’t know what this is.” 
 
    Skate ran her hands over the sarcophagus and tried to find some crease in the stone that she might pull apart to release what she hoped was Belamy from within. The elven stonework was flawless; there was no hint of a break in the stone from the top to the bottom that she could see. The distant sound of a door slamming open pulled her away from her search.  
 
    “Wait here,” she said to Petre. She realized the absurdity of the command and let out a nervous chuckle before going back into the black-and-white bridge room. She was alone; whatever door had slammed open, they weren’t down here yet. She had time to prepare. She took Ungor out of her pocket and considered the form of the monstrous toad’s statuette. She ran and put it in the final room. He was too large and clumsy to be of any use in a fight here, and she did not want to test out what happened if the toad managed to fall into either pit. “If you have to call him, can you?” she asked Petre, and the eyes bobbed fretfully.  
 
    “Skate, what are you planning to do?” he asked. 
 
    The screaming of the sarcophagus did not cease. “I’m not sure,” Skate said. “Stall for time, I guess. Whatever he’s doing in there, he needs time to finish it, so that’s what I’m going to try to give him.” She rubbed Rattle’s wing and got the construct disentangled from her hair. “Stay in here and try to hide. If I…if they come through the door, you’ll have to try to stop them. Can you do that?” 
 
    Rattle clicked his toothpick legs together. Skate took that as a confirmation and left the room again. Might be the last thing I do, she thought, and even though her chest went cold at the thought, she stepped back into the bridge room and shut the door behind her. 
 
    She stood outside it and waited, staring at the bridge stretching across the room. Let them come to me. Maybe they’ll fall in and save me the trouble. That was unlikely, but stranger things had happened. I’m out of friends and out of tricks, she thought as she took out the short elven blade. She tested its grip and its weight with some practice swings and thrusts. Satisfied, she waited for the unwelcome guests to arrive. 
 
    The door at the end of the bridge creaked open. The pale hand of the vampire scraped along the iron, bent into a hateful claw as he urged himself into the room, a walking pit of malice. Dark splotches marked his tattered clothes and stained his chin and throat. He stood before the bridge and examined the pits on either side with a detached curiosity. Ossertine followed him into the room, her gaze blank and cloudy. 
 
    “What is this?” Hugo asked, gesturing at the pit of blackness to his right. 
 
    Ossertine’s focus shifted to the darkness, then to the light, her eyes focusing briefly on each before returning to their distant, empty gaze. “I do not know. It is magical, and likely something dangerous left behind by the elves long ago, but beyond that, I cannot guess. Ancient magic, beyond my knowledge.” 
 
    The vampire growled. “What use are you, then, witch?” He stepped aside and pointed across the bridge to Skate. “Go across and kill the thief before she does something to keep Belamy from coming back. I think he’s close by.” 
 
    Ossertine obeyed, stepping onto the bridge with an alarming lack of consideration for the arcane pits roiling on either side of her. Her stride was as careless as if she were back in the Old Town of Caribol, strolling to the market or a meeting of scholars.  
 
    “Wait.” Skate said the word with much more confidence than she felt, but it did not halt Ossertine’s stalking steps across the bridge. “Lady Ossertine, stop.” Skate pointed with her free hand toward the door behind herself. “Do you hear it?” 
 
    Ossertine did stop, and her eyes widened. She had heard what was going on behind the door. “What have you done?” she asked, staring at Skate with her hands balled into fists. “What is that screaming?” 
 
    “It’s why we’re both here.” Skate put her hand down. “He’s in there. That screaming is Belamy.” I think. “He’s trying to get out.” 
 
    The witch’s eyes darted back and forth between the door and Skate, clearer than Skate had seen them in days. “He’s alive? You’ve trapped him in there? To what purpose?” 
 
    Skate resisted the urge to groan. “I didn’t trap him anywhere. Whatever he’s doing is what he planned to do. He’s coming back, and this is part of that.” I hope. “He needs more time.” 
 
    “Time? Time for what?” 
 
    “Time to come back.” 
 
    “Oh, please,” Hugo hissed from the front of the bridge. He hazarded a step onto the bridge, keeping a wary eye on the white and the dark on either side. “She’s lying. That sound is not the old man. It’s some trick. She’s playing you for a fool.” 
 
    As the vampire spoke, Ossertine’s face became slack, and her eyes unfocused again. 
 
    “Fight him, Lady,” Skate said. “He’s got you under some kind of control. Think—you know a vampire can do that. They make people do what they want.” 
 
    “Vampires…” Ossertine shook her head and closed her eyes, trying to get the words out. “They can control mortals with their gaze and…and their voice, but…” She shook her head, harder this time. “But he’s not in control of me. I control him. My magic binds him to me, and he cannot escape it.” 
 
    “That’s right, mistress,” Hugo said, and Skate could hear his grin as he said the word, the barest hint of mockery in it. “I bow to your will, as always.”  
 
    “Has he been? Has he been doing what you say, or has he been telling you what to do since you arrived here?” Skate let the tip of her sword drop to the floor. “Think, and think hard. Have you been making any decisions for the past day?” 
 
    “Of course,” Ossertine muttered, but she didn’t sound sure. Skate noted that she also didn’t sound addled. She’s thinking about it. If I could fight against Tillby’s stupid magic, she can fight this. “I…I told him to…” She stopped and grimaced, as if the act of trying to think about the topic was causing her pain. 
 
    “Told him to what?” Skate prompted. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Hugo said from the other side of the bridge. “What does it matter what you told me to do, mistress? You know you did it, and I know you did it, and that’s all you need.” 
 
    “I know,” Ossertine said, straightening up. “I know…” 
 
    “Yes, of course you do,” Hugo said, coming up behind her to place a firm grip on her shoulder.  
 
    “I know why I’m here,” she said, and she turned on the vampire with surprising speed, gripping him by the front of his bloodstained clothes. “Can you tell me why I am here?” 
 
    Hugo was off-balance, but he hid his confusion quickly. “You are here to save Belamy.” 
 
    “And you? Why are you here?” 
 
    “For the same reason.” 
 
    “Why?” Ossertine’s voice was sharper than it had been in weeks. 
 
    “Because you command it of me, mistress, through your magic.” 
 
    Ossertine held him, looking deep into his eyes, and Skate saw a flash of red glinting there. “I know no such magic. And you are dead, parasite.” She said another word and let loose a blinding flash of light, the same she had used on Pelka. Skate covered her eyes, and when she had recovered from the flash, she saw Ossertine holding nothing. 
 
    Ossertine gasped several times, trying to gather her thoughts. A groan escaped her throat and she clutched her head. “He…oh, king’s breath, he was…” She beat herself at the temples. “He was in my head, he had gotten in without my noticing, how could I be so—so—stupid! So weak. I—” Her eyes went wide in horror. “Oh, fires below. Sindale. I let him—”  
 
    Ossertine fell to the bridge on her hands and knees. She heaved and choked. “Sindale. Who knows how many he’s killed, and now I—ooooh, no no no no,” she muttered. “What have I done? What have I done?” She coughed and tried to heave, muttering denials all the while. The screams continued in the room behind Skate’s back. 
 
    Skate didn’t know what to say or do. She could offer this woman no comfort, nor do anything to keep the truth away from her. Ossertine had fallen to a monster, and it had acted like a monster. Seeing her huddled on the floor filled the girl with pity.  
 
    “Come on,” Skate said, holding out her hand toward the witch, beckoning her forward. “Get away from there. Sindale’s alive.” Skate didn’t know that, but she had to hope it was true. “Hurt, but alive.” When Ossertine didn’t reply, Skate said, “It’s done. You made a mistake, and people got hurt, but it’s done. Come on.” 
 
    Ossertine stared into the black pit. “Killed.” She faced Skate, her eyes red and puffy. “The monster killed, child. Not hurt. Hurts can heal.” She reached as if to grab something near her. “There is no healing for what I have done. I have…he has been with me for weeks. I couldn’t have explained if you asked, but I know that now. Weeks. How many innocents did he slaughter to slake his thirst, while I did nothing in a daze?” 
 
    “You didn’t do it. He did it,” Skate said, though she knew that technicality would bring no comfort. “I don’t—” She cut herself off. There was something different here. No, she thought, there is something not here anymore. 
 
    The screaming had stopped. 
 
    Ossertine stood. The silence had fallen as noticeably as a clashing cymbal. The woman and the girl stood in that silence for several heartbeats before Ossertine smiled. 
 
    “That must mean he’s back, yes? You did it, didn’t you?” 
 
    Skate smiled back and turned toward the door. “Let’s find out,” she said. “Can you get across?” She looked back…only to see the spray of red from Ossertine’s neck before Hugo threw the witch into the black pit, crimson dripping from his hand. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 22 
 
    In which a threat is made, a threat is answered, and a blade is drawn. 
 
    The vampire licked his dark red fingers. Ossertine sank slowly into the darkness of the pit she’d been thrown into. “I was worried that my performance was not going to be convincing enough, but I needn’t have worried. She was so addled she couldn’t recall one conversation from another if her life depended on it.” Hugo laughed. “As it turns out, it did.” 
 
    Skate’s hand was frozen to the door handle. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t speak. There was a roaring in her ears. Ossertine sank beneath the darkness. Hugo went on, speaking as if he were relating to an acquaintance some amusing anecdote about his day at the market. “She was resilient. The witch’s mind proved more formidable than I’d hoped. It finally broke in the desert. I passed that red stone and felt the control I’d been exerting subtly take its full effect. Tell me, do you have any idea why it happened?” 
 
    Skate’s breathing got heavier. She thought to pull open the door, but she stopped herself. Belamy might not be ready. He might be vulnerable again. She licked her dry lips and turned to face the vampire fully.  
 
    “Some magic. On the rock. Ossertine…she didn’t know what it was, but it scared her.” Her voice was higher than normal, but it didn’t crack. “Old magic, she called it. It’s why we had to keep moving through the night instead of camping again.” 
 
    “Yes. I remember. I was starting to get so hungry.” Hugo wiped his bloody hand on his rags. “Whatever the magic was, I’m indebted to it. It broke the most dangerous mind I’ve encountered since the old man. At that point, it was easy to get the witch to listen to me, to trust my words as I…convinced her to see things my way.” The vampire’s eyes glinted red in the shifting shadows created by the pool of white. “I can be very convincing, Skate. I dared not push it too far before, but I risked little by trying with her fully in thrall. In the heat, she was nothing if not pliable.” Hugo stretched his arms out wide, luxuriating in his victory. “It took nothing to persuade her that you planned to betray the old man at his most vulnerable, that you were telling the truth, but only half of it. I think believing that you were really a traitor after all made her feel vindicated.” He barked out a humorless laugh. “Nothing, girl, weakens a person like their own pride.” 
 
    Skate drew the blade from her hip and stepped away from the door. “You’re not going through that door.” 
 
    “And you’re going to stop me, are you?” He took a step forward. “What did I just tell you, Skate? Pride. Arrogance. Hubris. Step aside and save your own hide. I’m not here for you.” 
 
    “I…I won’t step aside,” Skate said, but she felt the sword in her hand getting heavier. Hugo’s eyes were unblinking and a deep, deep red. “You’re not—” She closed her eyes and shook her head. “You’re not getting through.” She lifted the sword up; it had been lowering while she’d been talking. 
 
    “Stubborn. I wonder what will happen to you here,” the vampire said, gesturing around the room. “Your body, I mean. There’s nowhere to bury you, so I can’t raise you as my new daughter as I’d planned. There’s nothing to gnaw on your bones, so I guess you’d turn to dust eventually. Maybe I’ll come back in a few hundred years to see.” 
 
    Skate shot forward, clutching the grip with both hands. She took a flying leap at the vampire, dropping one of her hands low to her boot to swipe downward at him one-handed like she had with Assay. He caught her by the raised wrist and hissed in her face. She had enough time to see how sharp his teeth were up close before she plunged Belamy’s knife into his chest. He threw her back hard, thrashing and clawing wildly at anything and everything. She crashed into the iron door with a booming crack and landed on the floor in a heap. She pulled herself up to a sitting position and yelped. Her leg flared in pain, but she forced herself to keep her eyes open and focused on the scene in front of her. 
 
    Hugo screamed, a terrible, unearthly wail that echoed in a nightmarish chorus off the stone walls. He slipped in his thrashing and landed in the white light. The scream grew louder and more pained, and a terror shot down her spine that she had never felt before. He pulled himself out of the white light, and Skate saw that his foot was gone below the shin. Hugo gave one final howling screech and lunged at Skate, crawling along the bridge like the beasts on the island had done, using the stump of his leg to propel him as much as his functioning limbs were. 
 
    I’m going to die. The thought made her sad, but she was not afraid. I stopped him. He’s dying, too. If he takes me with him, I still stopped him. I gave Belamy time if he needed it. 
 
    The vampire got to the end of the bridge and wrapped a claw around Skate’s leg. It throbbed with pain, but he didn’t do more than hold on to her. Hugo opened his mouth to scream again, though no sound escaped his throat. His lips pulled back from his teeth again, and he did not scream. He sat there, frozen in pain and hate, until he wasn’t anymore. He collapsed, and all at once his body dissolved into ash, black and horrid, in the shape of a sprawling animal in mid-stride. Belamy’s dagger poked through the dust, its point shining in the white light. All that remained of the vampire were his filthy rags and his stark white teeth, resting together in one set amidst the ashes. 
 
    Skate took a gasping breath, and immediately regretted it, as the dust threatened to choke her. The back of her head felt wet. She covered her mouth with her tobe and tried to breathe normally through it. Her other hand, she found to her own dull surprise, gripped the elven blade. With tremendous effort, she released the grip, and the blade clattered to the stone floor. The clanging sounded dull to her, and far away. Like something from the glass ball, she thought. The darkness from the pit seemed to grow all at once, wrapping the room and Skate with it in a night without end and a darkness as complete as a tomb’s. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 23 
 
    In which a bed is left, a storm is weathered, and steps are taken. 
 
    Skate was aware of nothing but the rumbling of thunder and the splatter of rain on stone. She tried to open her eyes, but found the effort too much too bear. There were no dreams, but she must have slept. Time passed; pain ebbed and flowed. She knew distantly that she was in something like a bed, surrounded by cushions. Can’t be an elf bed. They all rotted away. 
 
    There were lights here, she was sure. When she did catch glimpses of the room, it was not in shadow or darkness, but instead bathed in a faint orange flickering firelight. Gerunk, she thought, and then the rest was lost.  
 
    She knew also that she was not alone. Voices spoke in hushed tones. She thought they sounded familiar, but couldn’t be sure. Sometimes they were voices that Skate could almost identify, but other times they sounded strange, as if conversing in a foreign tongue. Sindale speaks Galiri, she thought once, before all memory and reason left her again.   
 
    Skate didn’t know how long she stayed asleep. She only knew that when she did fully become aware of her surroundings again, she was very thirsty. The orange light was not particularly bright, but she shied away from it just the same, and opened her eyes more slowly to give her eyes time to adjust. The source of the light was a pair of candles at the opposite end of the room. That would barely be enough to see by this far away. There were two open windows in the room, though somehow none of the endless downpour made it through to puddle on the floor. Skate saw that she was in the ancient elven tower-castle; the curvature of everything, even where sharp edges would have been more useful, showed her as much.  
 
    The candles were on a small table next to a bed. Petre was on the table near the candles, a book open before him. Rattle was there with him, waiting for the next page turn. As Skate watched, the time came, and Rattle struggled mightily against the page larger than he, eventually pushing it over to lie amongst its already read pages. Underneath the roar of the wind and the splashing of water, Skate could hear Petre’s voice as he read aloud to the only other person in the room, occupying a simple bed much like what Skate found herself in. 
 
    Sindale, if she was awake, was paying close attention to the words Petre read. She didn’t stir, and her breathing was steady. Her eyes were closed, and her hands lay limply at her sides. There was a cloth tinged with pink resting on her neck where she’d been bitten.  
 
    Skate smacked her lips and found them painfully dry. Her throat resisted her attempts to speak, but she managed to croak out a single word: “Water.” Petre paused in his reading, and Rattle perked up on the page. Sindale’s eyes opened with obvious difficulty, and when she saw Skate lying there, she managed a smile before it wrenched into a grimace.  
 
    “She’s awake,” Sindale said, her own voice sounding as hoarse as Skate’s had been. Skate noted that she winced after she spoke. 
 
    “Right you are,” Petre said as Rattle shot across the room to land lightly on Skate’s chest. He poked and prodded at her face before positioning himself directly in front of her eye and staring at her, as if he was trying to see into her head through her open eyeball. She tried to raise a hand to swat the construct away, but her arms were too weak to lift. Rattle got the message anyway and darted out into the hallway, his tiny wings flapping furiously. 
 
    Skate tried to repeat her request for water, but her voice betrayed her with only a groan instead. Petre disappeared within his blue smoke and said, “Settle down, Skate. You’ll get your water. You’ve been asleep for a day, and we weren’t sure when you’d wake up. Twitch is washing bandages. He—” Petre cut off at the sound of footsteps echoing up the hallway. “Ah, here he is.” 
 
    Twitch ran into the room, haggard and worn, but very much alive and mobile. He had a drenched rag in his hand as he rounded the empty doorway, and it dripped a small puddle as the boy stared at her in disbelief. Rattle perched on the boy’s shoulder and dug into his clothes for dear life. Twitch ran to the side of Skate’s bed. 
 
    “Rattle clicked,” he said, his voice low and respectful of the silence of the room. “He almost n-n-never clicks unless something has to be d-done right away.”  
 
    “She’s asking for water, Twitch. Get her some. Bring the rag first,” Petre said as Twitch rushed from the room to get Skate what she needed, “then get her water.” Twitch brought the wet rag to Sindale and laid it gently across her forehead. She mouthed some words of thanks, and Twitch bolted from the room, Rattle flapping indignantly on his shoulder.  
 
    “He’s been running ragged keeping up with the both of you,” Petre said, “but he’s kept at it. We tried to get him to sleep and wait, but he wouldn’t have it.” Petre didn’t emerge from his smoke yet. “I’ve been reading to both of you, changing tables every few hours to help keep you from getting too restless. I don’t know how much help it was, but you did stop stirring quite so much when it was your turn.” 
 
    Skate had several questions but couldn’t find the words to express them. Since she wasn’t sure her voice would cooperate anyway, she stayed silent, letting Petre say what he would. “Arun will recover…for the most part. Both of you will.” Petre fell silent. The storm continued its eternal raging outside. Petre watched the flash of lightning outside. “Goodness knows you’ll have the peace and quiet that recovery requires.” Skate tried to ask another question, but the cushions and blanket were too insistent. Despite her efforts to jerk awake, she couldn’t keep her eyes from closing again. 
 
    Skate did not jump awake. She was asleep, and then she was not. The room was no longer lit with the dull warm glow of candlelight, but with the stark white glow of magical light that almost every room of the tower had been lit with before. She did not take further stock of her surroundings; her throat was so dry that she couldn’t focus on anything else. 
 
    “Water,” she said. 
 
    “Here,” a voice replied, a rumbling voice weighed with age. A hand in a leather glove reached out to pour water down her throat from a lipped stone cup. Some dribbled out of the corner of her mouth, and the gloved hand wiped it away with the dark blue sleeve of the robe that hung from its arm. 
 
    “Belamy.” Skate felt moisture in her eyes, and she wrenched her arm free of the blankets to wipe it away. “Then…we…” 
 
    “You did it,” the old man said. “You performed splendidly, Skate. I am sorry for the trouble I’ve caused you.” She did not see him; she tried to shift in the bed, but a pain shot through her leg and froze her in place. “Try not to stir. Your leg was injured. I’ve done my best to set it, but I am no physician, nor a healer. You must let it rest, but it may never go back to the way it was before. Time will tell. I’m sorry. For everything.” He rose from where he was and stood in front of her bed, facing away toward Sindale’s bed. He wore his hood over his head. Skate could see nothing of him but his clothes. “I do not know your friends overmuch yet, but they have shown themselves to be no less worthy of praise and honor. That one’s a fine soldier, and will remain so, though she’ll have her own difficult path to recovery ahead. You will have to tell me everything. Petre has supplied much of the story, as has your friend, the boy. Twitch. But they have gaps, and I will need to know everything.” He turned his head slightly but didn’t show his face. “I need to know about Laribel and Hugo most of all, Skate.” 
 
    “She…was tricked,” Skate said, struggling past the dryness in her throat. “She tried to…fix it…before she…before Hugo killed…” 
 
    The hood of Belamy’s blue robe bobbed up and down slowly. “She was the one I’d meant to entrust one day,” he said, talking more to himself than Skate. “The one I’d meant to tell about the statue and Rattle. I never quite got around to it, and…” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. It was quick? She didn’t suffer?” 
 
    “It was…” The red splash happened again in her mind and she swallowed. “It was quick.” 
 
    “You can tell me more about it when you’re up to it.” Belamy sounded resigned and distant. “You’ll need food and water, rest and quiet.” 
 
    “I’ve…gotten enough rest, I think,” Skate said, pulling herself up into a sitting position. “Talking’s…hard, but I can listen.” She pointed to the book that Rattle was skittering across, his eye body roving over each word. “And I can read. I’ll sleep when I’m sleepy, but no more lying in bed doing nothing. I can at least keep my mind working.” 
 
    She thought she could hear a smile when Belamy said, “Yes, you can. I take it there’s something you want me to tell you?” 
 
    “This is the Dark Tower, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is. Himbalkar, an ancient holdfast of the elves, seat of House Adamamaveth. Their line was old and tied to many great deeds when the elves disappeared, but the magic they left remains as strong as ever. Rumors of this place were left behind in stories, though not many in writing. Over time, it became the Dark Tower through rumors and half-remembered tales passed down over campfires centuries before anyone wrote anything down.” 
 
    As interesting as the history of this place might have been, it was not what Skate needed to talk about. “I’ve been receiving…messages. About something opening near the tower. A rift.” 
 
    Belamy didn’t turn to face her. “Messages?” he asked. 
 
    “Visions. Dreams.” She shifted in the bed, careful not to move her injured leg. “It’s the same person speaking to me every time, but they don’t look or sound the same. Always warning about a rift opening near the Dark Tower.” She closed her eyes and tried to remember. “I think…you’re supposed to know about this already. But you couldn’t…see it? Or understand it.” She shook her head; the memory of the dream was already fuzzy and indistinct. “Does any of this mean anything to you?” 
 
     “Yes,” he said after a heavy pause, turning to face Skate fully. “I’m afraid it might.” Skate saw why he had been hiding himself from her. 
 
    She took a breath and said, “It didn’t work like it was supposed to, did it?” 
 
    Belamy reached up and gingerly pulled the hood down to reveal his grinning, bare skull. Red lights shone in his empty, dark eye sockets. No flesh remained anywhere on his bones. “Yes and no. The magic brings one’s body back to the state it was in before being destroyed. My body, being able to withstand quite a lot of wear and tear before its flaming destruction, was like this before it was totally gone. So, this is how it brought me back. Not my intent, of course, but it functioned as designed.” No part of his jaw moved while he spoke. 
 
    “How can you talk without…” Skate moved her hand to her neck to show what she meant. 
 
    “The magic that keeps my body moving takes care of that,” Belamy said.  
 
    With no further explanation forthcoming, Skate changed the subject. “Was the screaming supposed to be part of it?” 
 
    “Ah. Not exactly, no.” It was impossible for a skeleton to blush, but Belamy managed to fidget enough to give the same effect. “Nothing in the elven writings mentioned any pain being involved in the process, and it has been decades since I’ve actually felt the sensation. I wasn’t ready for it, and it was singularly unpleasant. I apologize for that, as well.” 
 
    “You don’t have to apologize for pain.” Skate studied his face. She wouldn’t be able to see him smile again or frown while reading some old dusty book, but it was him. There could be no mistaking it. “Petre’s been helping me read.” 
 
    “Yes, so he told me.” Belamy brought a gloved hand up to his cheekbone and scratched. 
 
    “He’s also been trying to teach me magic.” 
 
    “He told me that, too,” Belamy said. He doesn’t approve.  
 
    “I’m trying to find my spark,” Skate added. “I wasn’t able to before, but I think I can do it now.” 
 
    “Really? Why is that?” 
 
    “Your memory. I did magic in the memory. I know what holding the spark feels like. I think I felt it again. When I opened your lock.” Skate took pride in what she was saying; she had taken hold of it in the memory, and she knew she could recreate it here in the present. “I think I’m ready to start trying it, really trying it.” 
 
    Belamy was silent again, tapping his bony skull, lost in thought. “I think,” he said, lowering his hand, “that I will not make the same mistake I made long ago. I will help Petre to teach you. Both of you,” he said, turning to Twitch, who had come into the room bearing an armload of linens and pillows. 
 
    Skate smiled. “I’d like that. How are we going to get back to Caribol?” 
 
    “We’re not going back to Caribol,” Belamy said, staring out at the storm through the open window, “or anywhere else, for that matter, until you can cast your own flying magic. I have no way to get you across the desert or through the mountains to the north. My magic is gone from me—the permanent price I pay for returning to you. You’re all stuck here until you’ve learned. I’m afraid that goes for you, too, Captain Sindale,” he said, turning to face the soldier, who was awake behind half-lidded eyes. 
 
    Sindale shifted and grimaced. “I’ve always wanted to learn to read,” she said flatly. “How exciting.” 
 
    “You’ve lost your magic?” Skate’s voice cracked when she asked the question.  
 
    “I’ve got books, still. My time will be spent much as it has been these last few decades. I can still use magical trinkets and the like, but my days of working with magic by hand are over.” Belamy turned and brought a gloved hand to his jawbone. “Perhaps I can try to research some sort of long-distance flying spell that affects others for you to use when the time comes. But I’m afraid I have other concerns that will be taking up all of my time. Yes, there’s nothing for it,” he decided with a sweep of his arm that sent his bones clacking together. “You’ll all have to be taught by Petre and myself. Assisted by Rattle, of course.” 
 
    He left the room then, muttering to himself as he went. Twitch watched him go and ran over to Skate. “Did he s-say he’s g-going to be learning us magic? All of us?” 
 
    Skate smiled. “We’re stuck here until we do, so we don’t have any other choice.” 
 
    Twitch smiled back. “What other stuff did he say he has to work on?” 
 
    Skate shook her head and shrugged, but she had her guess as to what would be taking up the lich’s spare time. “Whatever it is, it’s got to be important. Here, bring the sheets over. Even if I have to stand on one leg, I can help.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Skate’s recovery did not take long. After a week in bed proved enough for her to be able to get out of bed with some confidence, she required a wooden crutch to navigate the room and halls. 
 
    “Where are you finding all of this stuff?” Skate asked Twitch as they wandered the hallways one afternoon. “The beds, the sheets, the crutches, the food? I never saw anything like this anywhere in the tower.” 
 
    “Belamy m-makes it. Using cloth squares from a book he has.” This made no sense to Skate, so she demanded to be taken to these cloth squares. They were on a table, bound together as a large book. “He d-does that,” Twitch said, pulling a cloth page loose, “then throws it on the ground near his feet, and it comes up from where it lands.” He threw the cloth down, and it drifted lazily to the floor. Upon landing, it became a comfortable chair, padded with red plush on clawed wooden legs. “Except for the f-food and water. That comes from a cupboard s-s-somewhere, and he says it’ll never run out.” 
 
    The storm, Skate learned from Petre, was indeed magical in nature, and would never end. “Belamy’s books say the elves conjured the rains to last forever. It’s been hundreds of years with no signs of slowing, so job done, I’d say.” The trapped wizard sounded impressed. Skate might have felt more awe at the scope of the elves’ magic if she hadn’t been contending with the pain in her armpit from the crutch. 
 
    “How does the castle keep from getting damaged?” Skate asked, her breath heavy and labored. The castle was drafty, and the wind did blow in from outside, but the effort of moving after being sedentary for a week was almost more than she could bear while holding a conversation. She kept Petre as steady as she could in her free hand.  
 
    “The elves built everything with magic to resist the elements. Storms, earthquakes, winds—none of these will harm the buildings. This one in particular was built with resisting storms first and foremost in mind; even the rain hardly touches anywhere that the architects did not intend. This place is unassailable by any normal means.”  
 
    “Belamy assailed it,” Skate pointed out.  
 
    “He’s not normal.” 
 
    Skate walked with Sindale, too. The soldier had not warmed to the idea of learning to read. “What use will that be to a soldier like me?” she asked once when Skate brought up their lessons. “Generals and princes need to read in order to coordinate plans and send messages between camps, but all a soldier needs is her blade and her armor. What am I meant to do with letters and lines?” 
 
    “Become a general, I guess,” Skate answered. Sindale laughed and helped her down the steps. 
 
    Skate also got to spend time talking with Belamy, though these conversations were fewer than those with the others in the castle. Sometimes, they occurred by accident. One such occasion involved Skate trying to climb stairs to test the limits of her wounded leg. After several pauses for breath along the way up the endless spiral stair, she came upon an iron hatch. She pushed it open with her crutch, and shielded her eyes from the light that shot through. She found an exit out of the castle to the roof, but no rain from the endless storm assaulted her. The rain stopped short of landing on the smooth stone she found herself standing on, landing on an invisible dome to pour down in rivulets over the side, as it had on Belamy’s boat. The waves of water pouring down were a sight to behold, and Skate admired them before talking to her companion on the roof. 
 
    Belamy was staring out through the streaks covering their spot. He and Skate stood atop the second-highest tower jutting up from the rocks below. The slender slopes of the towers and their spare ornamentation gave her the impression of flying above a forest of dead trees. 
 
    “The architecture is ingenious,” Belamy said without turning around. “The water cannot pool anywhere. Hidden drains and tunnels pour everything back to the sea. There are redundancies upon redundancies in that regard; should one drain be blocked by errant pebbles, three more are ready to take care of the load with no strain on the system. I checked for such things before I began the final stages of my research here.” He turned toward Skate, his bare skull expressing nothing. “I didn’t want to wake up in a drowned tomb, you see.” 
 
    Skate smiled, but the smile faltered when she saw one of the dark shapes of the beasts dart along the path below. “What are they? The monsters on the island.” 
 
    The lich turned his gaze down below. “I confess that I do not know. They were here when I arrived half a century ago. They did not have much chance to assault me on my way in as I took to the skies to find the door, but I took note of their presence not long after setting up my small library here. I have never seen their like before, nor have I read of them. They are not the lizardmen of Accrae, nor are they the wolf-kin of Cibola, though there may be a relationship between them all. I do not know if they are native to the island, lost cargo of some seafarers run aground and let loose, or some bizarre experiment of the elves’ that has survived their creators’ exit from the world. I’m not sure how they survive here; I did not take great pains to study them during my research, but I’ve never seen them delve under the waves for fish or crab. I cannot imagine what else they might be eating to survive in the numbers that they do.” 
 
    “They can’t get into the castle,” Skate said. “They can’t get through the doors.” 
 
    “Nor the windows, though that may be due to the windows being out of reach. The stone of the elves is unscalable by design, and they did not put any fenestra low enough to be reached by even an accomplished jumper.” Belamy pointed to a group of rocks on the other end of the island. “I believe there are tunnels below the earth here, separate from the construction of the elves. That must be where they nest. You are quite right. They do not come into the tower.” 
 
    Lightning and thunder accompanied his words in short succession. “Why are you up here?” 
 
    “I might ask you the same question.” He turned to face her completely, taking stock of her condition. “There must be a hundred steps from your floor to this one on the spiral stair alone. Your daily walks are helping.” 
 
    “I guess,” she said, wincing as her weight shifted to her wounded leg, “but I don’t know if it will ever get better all the way.” The endless potion would have helped, she thought for perhaps the fiftieth time that week. It kept Sindale alive. That’s all that matters. 
 
    “It may not,” Belamy said. “I told you, I’m no physician and no healer. I’ve dressed wounds in battle, but long-term care is different. Sindale’s arm will likely be in the same state, I’m afraid.” Belamy opened and closed his gloved hands. “If I could take it away from you both, I would do so.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Skate said, putting more weight on the leg and controlling her face to prevent a grimace. “You did your best.” 
 
    “Yes. And that’s all we can do, isn’t it?” The roiling clouds in the sky above flashed as more thunder pealed out from behind the sheet of rain. They stood there like that, in the rumbling and the rain, for some time before Skate spoke. 
 
    “Is this about the rift?” Skate asked. Belamy didn’t respond. “The dream said you could see it, but didn’t know what it was yet.” 
 
    “I can see it.” The lich’s voice was solemn and low. “After we got you and Arun into your beds, I took stock of the island, and I noticed it up there while I examined the battlements.” He pointed into the sky. Skate followed his finger, but she didn’t see anything but clouds, rain, and lightning. “And your mysterious voice had the right of it. I didn’t know what was there after you brought me back, but I believe I do now, cryptic clues and all.” He strode right to the edge of the invisible dome keeping the rain at bay. “It’s a gate. Or perhaps a…waypoint for a gate elsewhere.” He put a gloved hand on the barrier. “Something is coming through. We need to be ready for it.” 
 
    “How do we get ready? We don’t know what it is.” Skate reached down to rub her injured leg; the ache was down to the bone. 
 
    “In my experience, the best-laid plans go awry, but a vault of knowledge can help you adjust as you need to. Come, let’s begin your lesson for today. Where is Twitch?” He kicked open the iron hatch cover with his leather boot. 
 
    “Probably raiding the pantry again. You never should have told him the food was endless.” Skate hobbled over to the hatch and took Belamy’s offered hand to take the steps down. 
 
    “Oh, he would have figured it out eventually,” the lich said with a resonant chuckle. 
 
    “Will Rattle be able to make pancakes?” 
 
     The iron hatch closed. The winds raged outside, unknowing and unceasing, bearing down with eternal fury on the ancient elven fortress. Somewhere on the island, a howl echoed off the water and stone. 
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