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“Sky save me. Sky above save me.”

“Sky’s not going to answer. Here now, eyes on me. I said pressure.”

“I don’t want to die.”

“You won’t. You don’t get to.”

“There’s more coming.”

“Eyes on me. Pressure, dark take you. I need more bandages.”

“No. No, it’s all right. There’s more coming. You go. No use both of us—”

“One more word like that and I’ll gut you myself. Do you hear me? I’ll flay you, you steer, you damned coward. You won’t get any quiet death, no gentle fading. I’ll make it hurt, I’ll make you scream, I swear by the sky. You fight. You don’t get to give up. You don’t get to leave me. Pressure. Now.”

“They’re almost here.”

“They don’t get to take you, either.”
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The attendant went to speak with the lord, but no one saw him arrive. Without footfall or the scuff of boot on stone, he passed through the halls of the keep. Mayhap a curious ear turned his way or some servant thought they half glimpsed a passing figure. But when they turned, they found nothing.

He passed through the door into the lord’s personal chamber and gave a weary sigh.

The windows were fitted with thick shutters of iron, but these were now open, as were the heavy curtains. Thus the sun was free to spill across the lord’s desk, illuminating the map upon which he gazed. Through the open window poured a thousand fresh scents of the countryside, turned leaves and mulch on forest floors and ever-chilling breezes carrying the scent of hearthfires far away. The walls of the room were mostly covered up by shelves of books. Mighty tomes bound in leather bore the scuffs and stains of history, but with no speck of dust to be found on their well-used covers. The floor was laid with thick rugs of fine make, which helped to retain the heat of the large hearth on the southern wall. But autumn was not yet well advanced, and the hearth was empty now, for only at night were its light and warmth required. Cold, too, were the candles upon the lord’s desk, though the attendant knew they would be lit that evening, there to burn until long after the midnight hour had passed. The lord did not have to sleep if he did not wish to, and he rarely wished to.

The lord glanced up and noticed his attendant at last. His full lips split in a smile that shone through his beard, which was black but greying heavily.

“I am glad you have come,” he said. Thick and warm was his voice, full of power but gentle.

The attendant fell to one knee. “Of course, Lord,” he said. “I shall always come when you require me. It is only my duty.”

“And the fulfillment of one’s duty is worthy of the highest praise,” said the lord. His children heard this from him often. “You never lack for obedience, though I know the journey taxes you. It is only one of many reasons you deserve great favor.”

The attendant bowed his head lower. “I thank you, sire.”

“Come.” The lord gestured at the map. “Look upon this with me.”

The attendant was by the lord’s side in the blink of an eye. The map displayed all the nine kingdoms of Underrealm, from Calentin in the northwest corner to Hedgemond in the frigid south. There could be seen across the parchment the remnants of many old markings in charcoal, now wiped away and replaced with others. 

The lord’s finger fell upon several marks in southern Dorsea. As his sleeve slid back along his forearm, it revealed a tattoo on the back of his hand. The design twisted in and around itself, a never-ending knot. But thorns sprung from it in all directions, as though the weave had been made with brambles.

The attendant’s gaze followed the lord’s finger. There were many marks there, and they had been recently scratched. In the city of Wellmont was drawn a large cross, with an arrow pointing east along the Dragon’s Tail river. Many leagues east of Wellmont was a circle, drawn in the woods near the town of Brillig.

“She is here,” said the lord.

For a moment the attendant simply stared at the map, nonplussed. “Forgive me, Lord,” he said. “Who is there?”

“The one I have long sought.”

It seemed as though the sunlight through the window dimmed for a moment, and a cold wind blew in. The attendant had gone Elf-white.

“That cannot be,” he said quietly. “She was lost.”

“I have never believed that,” said the lord, his tone a gentle chide. “You alone were convinced of it. I knew she would surface.”

“How do you know it is her?” said the attendant. “Forgive me, Lord, but even the sight has limits.”

“The sight is not the only way secrets reach my ears,” said the lord. “Messages come to me by mundane routes from every corner of every kingdom. You know of the Battle of Wellmont.”

The attendant snorted. “If you wish to call it such.”

“I do,” said the lord. He smiled. “That is where she took her first step towards the truth. Just as you helped me to do long ago.”

Again the attendant gazed at the map. Now all his focus was bent upon the name of Wellmont. “Then she must be destroyed. If she should come into her power—”

His master raised his hand, and the attendant fell silent as quickly as if he had been slapped. 

“Our plans are secure,” said the lord. “I am dispatching Enfil to deal with her. But even if he should fail, it changes nothing. Our every stroke in the coming war has been planned for years, while our foes do not even know the war approaches. Yet I would not have you carry on as a mere spoke in my wheel. I wished for you to learn this first among all my children.”

Again the attendant fell to one knee. “I am undeserving, Lord.”

The lord placed a hand upon his head, but the attendant could not feel it. “On the contrary. No one is more deserving. Now go.”

The attendant left. The lord stared after him for a long while. His fingers gave a gentle tap-tap on the map, over and over.

Finally he shook himself and took a deep breath. His hands stilled on the desk, and he leaned back into the soft cushions of his chair. Closing his eyes, he stilled his breathing and let calm slide over him like a warm blanket.

When his eyes opened again, they were glowing white.

“Enfil. I have a task for you.”
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In the early morning some days later, Oris sat on a log by her campfire. Her fingers toyed with the crystal amulet around her neck, as they often did when her thoughts were troubled. A few paces from the fire were two tents. One of them was hers, and between them they held three sleeping figures.

The little clearing was tucked deep into the woods close by the town of Brillig. The trees had not yet cast off their greenery, but merely traded it for red and gold. The morning’s sunlight fell all in dapples across the ground, and Oris held her hand in the larger patches of it, letting the sun warm her blood. She had thrown just a bit of fresh-hewn pine into the fire, and its scent burned her nostrils in a pleasantly acrid way.

The day was warm enough that the fire was not strictly necessary. But building it had kept Oris busy, and that was much needed. These woods were quiet, but they did not lend her thoughts any peace. Nothing did, these days. 

Nothing since Wellmont.

She gave a little growl. Her fingers clutched harder at the crystal amulet. It was plain enough, carved in a shape like a pyramid with small notches at the base. Around the notches had been tied a thin leather thong to hang the amulet on her neck.

And suddenly, as she clutched it ever more tightly, the crystal began to glow.

Oris froze as light swelled in the crystal. It was bright white, with just the faintest hint of blue.

The light flashed still brighter. The crystal grew suddenly as hot as a poker from the hearth. Oris hissed with pain and dropped it before pulling the thong from around her neck. And then, as quickly as it had appeared, the light vanished.

“What in the dark below?” she muttered.

Her gaze darted to the trees at the edge of the clearing. There was no sign of anyone there. Yet now she could sense something. None of the usual sounds of bird or beast came to her. The forest was too quiet.

Her blue vest lay on the ground next to her. She shrugged it over her broad shoulders before belting on her sword. Then she stole on mouse’s feet to one of the tents and pulled the flap open.

There lay Flip, on his back beside a nude Cara. Under Flip’s golden shirt, his thin chest rose and fell with gentle snores. Cara had curled on her side, her arms wrapped around her tender frame. 

Oris leaned farther into the tent and clapped a hand over Flip’s mouth.

“Mmmrf!” cried Flip, thrashing under her hand.

“Shut it,” said Oris.

Flip recognized her and stilled. Oris lifted her hand.

“What’s wrong, dear?” whispered the mage.

“Has your barrier broken?”

Flip frowned at her. Then his eyes drifted west. “It didn’t break. But it isn’t there anymore. What—”

“Trouble,” said Oris. “Dress yourself, and hurry.”

She withdrew from the tent and stole to the treeline, keeping watch. No danger presented itself, but the silence in the forest had deepened. Whatever was approaching, it was closer now.

Soon Flip emerged from his tent. He trotted towards her, still buckling his trousers around his waist. Oris waited until he had almost reached her. Then she leaped up, snatched the lowest branch, and hauled herself hand over hand up the tree. With a sigh and a groan, Flip muttered an incantation. Light glowed in his eyes, and wind swept him upwards. He passed Oris almost at once. When she came to a stop next to him, he had already settled into a position of rest, leaning back against the trunk.

“This is a great deal of fuss,” said Flip. “What if it is only a bear?”

“A bear did not bring down your spell,” said Oris. “The wood is too quiet. And …”

She fell silent, and Flip frowned at her. “And what?”

Oris’ fingers played with the crystal amulet. It was still cold. “And nothing.”

He snorted. “What about the lovers?”

“They’ll be fine,” said Oris. “No one touches lovers. Constables would drape their guts over six different kingdoms. Do you honestly think I’m a fool?”

Flip closed his eyes. “If I answer, darling, do you promise not to fling me from this tree?” 

Oris smiled and shook her head, turning her attention back to the clearing. The tents stood alone, undisturbed. The campfire burned merrily, sending up a steady stream of thin smoke. All seemed peaceful enough.

And then three figures appeared from the trees to the north.

Oris slapped Flip’s leg. He opened his eyes, scowling at her. She pointed.

The newcomers wore plain clothing, with flashes of blue and grey. A uniform? wondered Oris. Two of them were impressive looking enough, but their leader was a giant. His skin was pale under a tan, and his ear-length hair was shaggy and thick. Several days of unkept beard hung from his chin. Thick bands of muscle wrapped every part of him, so that he looked like he was trying to burst out of his leathers. Oris was uncommonly tall and strong, but she guessed this man was two heads taller than her and mayhap five stone heavier. 

“What noble folk are we honored to entertain today, I wonder?” said Oris.

“No doubt the kindred or comrades of someone we’ve bedded or beheaded,” said Flip.

Oris rolled her eyes.

“Don’t roll your eyes at me,” said Flip, shoving her shoulder. “Do not roll your eyes at me when you know I speak only the truth.”

“Because something is true does not mean it’s pleasant to hear,” said Oris. “Often it’s the opposite.”

“Well, let’s not jump to conclusions,” said Flip. “We don’t know they’re after us.”

All three of them drew weapons and crept quietly forwards. Each of the soldiers wielded a broad blade. Their leader gripped a massive axe.

“All right, so they’re after us,” said Flip.

The leader took position between both tents to prevent escape. The soldiers readied themselves to dive within.

“Oris,” said Flip, “what if they do harm the lovers?”

Oris frowned. “No one’s that foolish.”

“Yet if they are …” said Flip.

“They’re not,” said Oris. But her grip on the tree branch tightened.

The soldiers dove into the tents and dragged Cara and Ombi into the open air. Both lovers were naked. They screamed in alarm, dragging blankets out after themselves and clutching them to their fronts. But when the soldiers saw who they were holding, they stopped. Both of them looked at their leader in confusion, and he lowered his axe slightly.

“What under the sky is this?” he said. Oris could just hear his growl from so far away.

“I thought we were supposed to find them here,” said one of the soldiers, a short, thick man with skin nearly as dark as Cara’s.

The commander turned, scanning the treeline. “They have slipped away.”

The other soldier was a woman with short, flaming red hair and a nasty scar under her mouth. Now she hauled Ombi up by the wrist, brandishing her sword in his face. “You! Tell us where they’ve gone.”

Oris tensed. But Ombi looked at the woman without a trace of fear. “You threaten two members of the Guild of Lovers. Unhand us at once, or the High King’s justice will not be gentle in its punishment.”

The soldier holding Cara’s arm dropped it as if he had been scalded. But the fiery-haired woman only scowled deeper and pushed her face closer to Ombi’s. “We do not serve the High King, and her laws are meaningless to us.”

The commander stepped forwards. With one massive fist, he backhanded the red-haired woman. She fell as if struck with a boulder.

“The laws protecting lovers are older than Underrealm itself,” he growled, “and they are just. The High King desecrates their history to claim them as her own, but that does not mean you are free to cast them aside.” He turned to Ombi and bowed his head. “My apologies.”

Ombi rubbed his wrist with his other hand and bowed his head in turn. “Your apology is accepted, and with my gratitude.”

“Look for a trail,” barked the commander. “This fire was recently built. Go.”

The red-haired woman climbed to her feet with a sullen scowl, but she did as he had bid. She and the other soldier began to pace the edge of the clearing, searching for tracks.

Oris looked to Flip. “We can get ahead of them.”

“Certainly,” said Flip, nodding. “Kill the big one first?”

“If anyone’s got answers, it’s him,” said Oris. “Kill the other two, and then find out who sent him.”

Light flared in Flip’s eyes again. “Fair enough.” He tumbled back off the branch, air catching him as he fell. Oris climbed down after him.

Oris and Flip stalked through the forest. Their foes had no gift for stealth, and it was easy to outmaneuver them. They took position on either side of the soldiers’ course and drew into the trees.

They came closer. The commander’s heavy footfalls were much louder than his companions. Oris and Flip ducked out of sight as they passed, just a pace or two away.

Oris’ gaze met Flip’s, and they nodded to each other.

Oris darted out from behind her tree to the short man. With one brawny arm she seized his neck and snapped it. Flip lunged, sinking his long knife into the side of the woman’s throat and dragging it out the front. She gurgled and thrashed weakly as her blood gushed down her chest.

Both of them fell to the ground as their commander whirled. His grip tightened on his axe, and he growled.

“Good day,” said Oris cheerily. “Forgive us for surprising you.”

“Though to be fair, you tried to surprise us first,” said Flip.

“An excellent point, Flip,” said Oris, nodding at him as though she had not thought of that. “In fact, I believe you intended to kill us.”

Flip stepped slowly to the right. “Of course, it’s not the first time someone’s tried that.”

“When was the first time, Flip?” said Oris. She started to pace around to the left, so that she and Flip moved to opposite sides of the man. He growled and raised his weapon higher as he tracked her motion. 

“I think it was Corell, down near the Heddish border,” said Flip. “That woman who got possessive of the merchant’s son I had charmed away from her. When was that? 1300?”

“Are you drunk already? We hadn’t even met then.”

Flip snapped his fingers and shook his head. “Of course. Forgive me. 1305, it must’ve been. That was the Hedgemond tour.”

“Ah, of course,” said Oris, tilting her head back. “Fond memories. A more innocent time, for both of us. But do you know what, Flip?”

“What’s that, dearest?”

“Even that fool knew better than to go after you and me with only two swords beside her.”

Though the commander kept his attention on both of them, for the most part his gaze was fixed on Oris. Now he snarled, “Keep prattling if you wish. Your death nears regardless. And when you die, I shall be raised in my father’s estimation forever, and secure my place in history.”

A shadow passed over Oris’ expression. But Flip put his fingers in his mouth and whistled, drawing the man’s attention. 

“I’m sorry, friend,” Flip said easily. “I don’t know that you fully understand your predicament. You’re only alive because we want to know who sent you after us.”

The brute bared his teeth in a savage grin. “Come closer, and I might tell you.”

Flip looked past him. “I don’t think he wants to play, Oris.”

Oris’ jaw clenched. “Then he dies.”

Flip sighed and rolled his shoulders. “Fine. I need a piss anyway.”

A glow sprang into his eyes. The stranger whirled to face him, crouching in a fighting stance. The glow in Flip’s eyes swelled, his feet shifting on the forest floor. Under his breath he muttered words in a strange tongue, and flame sprang to life in his palms. 

With a sweep of his arms, he sent the fire arcing forth. Its heat scorched the ground. The flames rushed to envelop the stranger—

—and then they split as though they had met an invisible wedge. In a moment they had died away, leaving the brute untouched. His bright teeth showed in a grin.

Oris frowned. “Flip? Don’t play with your food.”

Flip gave her a quick glance, his brow a confused twist. “I didn’t … oh, never mind.”

He widened his stance once more, and the glow returned to his eyes. This time when he put forth his hands, they crackled with pale blue lightning. It bounced and jittered around his fingers as he bent them, unleashing the lightning towards his foe.

But the bolt stopped just short. In midair it bent, slamming harmlessly into the ground.

Again the brute smiled. And then he advanced.

“Ah … Oris?” said Flip, his voice shaking.

Oris sprang towards them, but the brute was closer. He seized Flip’s coat and slammed his forehead into the wizard’s face. Flip went slack in his grip, stunned. The brute raised his axe to drag the blade across Flip’s throat.

Oris reached them just in time. She pulled her dagger from her belt and plunged it into the man’s side. He dropped Flip with a roar of pain before whirling on Oris.

Thrice Oris swiped at him, driving him back. The man was larger than she was, but just as fast. She could not land another blow. He had not slowed at all despite the dagger still protruding from his side.

Suddenly he launched a savage swing that nearly took Oris’ arm off. With two hands she drove her sword into the axehead, knocking it away. But he came for her again, and now she was the one who had to retreat. 

A slash came towards her face. Oris had to throw herself aside to dodge it. She rolled and came up with a fist-sized rock in her hand, hiding it behind her back. 

They circled each other. Oris was breathing heavily, but the man did not seem winded at all. Clearly he was more than her match.

So she grinned at him.

“You’re more of a challenge than your friends were,” she said. “Now, before I finish you off—do you have a name?”

He gave a grunt of laughter. “I am Enfil. From this day forth, it is a name that shall be immortal.”

Again a shadow seemed to pass before Oris’ eyes. “Friend, I’m afraid you’ve come for the wrong person. My death shall earn you no glory.”

Enfil’s lip curled. “Are you lying or ignorant? I suppose it matters little.”

Oris raised a finger from her sword hilt. “I’m neither lying nor ignorant. I’m distracting you.”

Enfil’s brow furrowed. Oris lunged with her sword, and he raised his axe to block it. But then she brought the large stone whipping around and smashed it into his groin. 

He crumpled with a strangled cry, just as Flip stabbed him through the spine.

Enfil’s back arched, a choked grunt escaping him. His axe fell from his limp fingers as he reached futilely behind him. Flip wore a grim little smile, despite the heavy bruise now darkening most of his face.

“Apologies,” he said. “Your conversation had begun to bore me.”

Oris drove her sword into Enfil’s stomach. For a moment his plate-sized hands scrabbled for her throat. Then he slumped to the ground, eyes lifeless.

“He had some guts in him,” said Flip.

“Less of them, now,” said Oris, studying the corpse. “What was that business with your magic?” She knelt and drew both her weapons out of Enfil’s body, wiping them clean on his jerkin. Fresh blood leaked out of him, soaking into the loamy ground.

Flip’s expression dampened. “Tell the truth, I don’t know. That’s never happened before.”

“Now, don’t lie,” said Oris, sheathing her weapons and walking off towards the tents. “I’ve heard from many lovers that you have trouble performing.”

He punched her in the shoulder, which was a bit like a mouse trying to slap a horse. “Never, not once have you heard such a filthy lie. I pay them too much for them to spread that kind of slander.”

Neither of them noticed the body as it began to stir behind them. But suddenly a powerful itch came across Oris’ skin. She stopped, hissing through her teeth and scratching at her arms. There was a feeling like a vast hole in her stomach, a pit deeper than she could fathom, an emptiness devoid of either warmth or cold.

“Oris?” said Flip, frowning. “What is it?”

“I don’t know,” said Oris. “It’s like a thousand little bedbug bites, all at once. And …”

Behind them, silent and unseen, Enfil rose to his feet.

Oris’ amulet burst into a bright glow again. Flip recoiled, staring at it with wide eyes. “What in the dark below is that?”

Oris stared at the amulet. Then, too late, she tried to cry a warning.

Enfil’s fist crashed into the back of Flip’s head like a boulder. He fell to the ground, senseless.

Oris went for her blade, but Enfil seized her wrist in an iron grip. His other hand gripped her head to slam her face into his own. Stars exploded in her vision as she fell on her back in the dirt.

“You learned no lesson from me,” rumbled Enfil. He knelt, straddling Oris, and his hands wrapped around her throat. “You let yourself get distracted. And now it is time for your end.”

Oris could scarcely understand what was happening. Enfil’s face and body were still covered in sticky red. The cloying scent of gore washed over her, making her gag. But his wounds were gone. There was not even a scratch where she had gutted him. 

His knee pinned her right arm. With her left she tried desperately to pull his hands away. But his thumbs were pressing harder, tighter into her windpipe. Oris’ vision was fading, and a darkness crept into the edges.

“H … how?” she managed to gasp.

Enfil grinned. Blood dripped from his lip to spatter on Oris’ cheek. “My father’s gifts are mighty. But that no longer matters to you. Sleep. Let life end.”

Dark take me if I will, thought Oris.

With shaking fingers she drew her dagger and plunged it into Enfil’s gut. The brute growled, but he held on. Oris dragged the dagger out and stuck him again, and then again. But each stab came weaker, each shallower.

I’m not dying here, Oris thought savagely. I don’t know where I’m meant to die, but it won’t be some backwater forest no one’s ever heard of.

Yet the darkness grew thicker. Her thoughts swam. And Enfil’s grip kept tightening.

Footsteps.

Someone running.

Through the darkness in her vision, Oris saw Enfil glance to his right. Then a heavy boot crashed into his jaw.

The brute fell back. Oris gasped as the darkness retreated from her eyes. She rolled on her side, clutching her throat once more. 

Flip? But that had not been his boot. Oris looked up.

Above her stood a woman. She was short and slim, but wiry with muscle. Her plain traveling clothes looked dusty and worn from many leagues. Around her was wrapped a green half-cloak that ended at her rump, its hood thrown back to reveal golden hair, long but braided and done up. At her sides hung two short swords that looked to be of fine craft.

Wordlessly had she come, and wordlessly struck. Still, now, she said nothing as she drew her blades, swinging them in one quick circle. Their fine steel glinted in the shafts of sunlight that filtered through the trees.

Enfil looked up at her with a savage growl. Blood ran from his nose to join the red streaks of his earlier wounds.

“Who in the dark below are you?”

The woman did not answer. She stalked towards him, blades held ready.

Enfil glanced over. His axe lay a few paces away. Now he dove for it, throwing himself across the ground on hands and knees.

The woman darted for him. As he stretched for the axe, her blade came down and cut off his hand.

Enfil screamed, falling on his back and clutching the stump of his wrist. Before he could recover, the woman kicked him hard in the side of the head. Enfil rolled facedown, still clutching his arm.

The woman flipped her swords around to hold them reversed. With a savage thrust, she drove them into Enfil’s back. The blades pierced through his shoulders into the ground, pinning him.

As Enfil screamed, his voice now muffled by the dirt, the woman knelt and seized his hair. Pulling it up, she revealed a tattoo on the back of his neck. Oris had never seen the design before. It was like a weaving, never-ending knot woven of thorny brambles.

The woman drew a dagger and began to cut the tattoo out of his skin.

If Enfil had cried out before, now he screamed loud enough to tear his throat. But try as he might, he could not rise, not with the blades pinning his arms to the ground and the woman kneeling between his shoulders.

In a moment, the grisly work was done. The woman tossed the tattoo aside. Then she stood and drew her blades from Enfil’s back. His screams subsided, to be replaced by agonized whimpers.

“Father.” It came out as a piteous moan.

The woman brought one sword back around and cut off his head.

The woods fell to utter silence. It lasted for several long moments. Oris stared at Enfil’s body, half expecting him to move again, to rise and take his revenge on the woman.

But nothing happened.

Slowly, Oris levered herself up, rising to her feet.

“Have you any wine to drink?” said the strange woman, turning to her. “I do not often partake, but after a killing …”

“I—what?” said Oris. “Who under the sky are you?”

The woman pursed her lips. “Not very grateful. I just saved your lives. If you have no wine, I shall at least need a ready tent. But you should rouse your friend.” 

Oris had almost forgotten that Flip still lay unconscious on the ground. She went to him and rolled him over, slapping his cheeks gently until his eyes fluttered open.

“Whuzzat?” he grumbled, blinking up at her. “Oh. You’re alive. We won, then?”

“After a fashion,” said Oris. “Come. We have a new friend.”

“I like new friends.” Flip lifted a hand and then groaned as Oris pulled him to his feet. As he steadied himself, he looked the woman over unashamedly, brows slowly rising. “Hello, friend. Have you a name?”

“You can call me Silvin,” said the woman.

“Silvin,” said Flip. “Like the daughter of Renna the Sunmane.”

Silvin inclined her head. “Just so.”

“A princely name for a princely woman.”

“Calm yourself,” Oris told him.

Silvin smiled. Oris decided her brilliant hazel eyes were far too distracting when she did that. “Your tents are this way, I believe.” So saying, she sheathed her swords, scooped up the flap of skin with the tattoo, and marched off towards the camp.

Oris and Flip looked at each other.

“Do you …?” said Oris, waving a hand in the direction Silvin had gone.

“Never seen her before,” said Flip. “At least not that I recall. But I sometimes get quite drunk behind the blue door.”

“She isn’t a lover, Flip,” said Oris, rolling her eyes. “Come on. Let’s get after her. It’s past time we checked on Ombi and Cara, besides.”

Ombi and Cara had dressed themselves, but only partially, and they were enjoying the fire. They glanced up curiously as Silvin entered the clearing. Ombi smiled.

“Good day,” he said to her. “You seem friendlier than the last uninvited guests who came here.”

Silvin smiled. “I can be very friendly. I am Silvin. You are lovers in the employ of these two, are you not?” She pointed back to Oris and Flip, who had just reached the clearing.

Cara glanced at Ombi. “We are.”

“And what are they paying you?”

Again the lovers looked at each other. “Three silver a night,” said Ombi.

“I thought the going rate was twice that,” said Silvin.

“They are protecting us in these wilds,” said Cara. “Their payment is the difference.”

“I wish to end your service,” said Silvin.

“I beg your pardon?” said Flip, his casual smirk vanishing in an instant.

Silvin ignored him. From a pouch at her belt she drew six gold weights. These she tossed to Ombi and Cara, three each, and they caught the coins deftly.

“I think you will agree three weights a night is more than generous,” said Silvin. “You shall have to pay them their three silvers’ difference for safe transport, but you still come out quite well.”

“Indeed,” said Cara, nonplussed. “But we are in no need of charity. We are happy with our service and have no wish to cease it.”

“Oh,” said Silvin, placing a hand to her chest. “Forgive me for not being clear. I am not paying you to stop entertaining them. I am paying you to start entertaining me instead.”

The lovers’ eyes widened. Flip and Oris had gone stock still.

“You can’t do that!” cried Oris.

Silvin smirked at her. “Oh, come now. You must know the guild rules as well as I do, or better.”

Flip’s face had taken on a pained sort of twist. “She, er … she can, in fact, do as she says. But only if the lovers agree.” He turned pleading eyes to Cara and Ombi. “Have we not been good to you, my loves? And generous?”

Cara raised the coins. “Not this generous.”

“If the arrangement is satisfactory, then let us retire,” said Silvin. “Comfort is especially sweet after a fight. We can use that tent.”

“That’s my tent!” said Oris.

“Oh, I am merely borrowing it,” said Silvin. “My thanks.” She looked so innocently grateful that Oris’ next angry outburst died on her lips. 

Silvin strode to the tent and threw back the flap. Ombi and Cara hurried inside. Silvin paused, giving Flip and Oris a final smile and a wave. Then she clambered in after the lovers.

Oris and Flip stood there for a long moment, rooted to the spot and looking at the tent.

“Who in the dark below is this sow?” cried Oris.

“Language!” came Silvin’s voice, slightly muffled by the tent. The lovers giggled.

Flip shook his head ruefully. “Come, love. Let’s get those bodies in the river before they start to stink.”
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As Enfil’s life fled him, far away, in a forgotten castle, the glow of magic left the lord’s eyes.

His fingers splayed across the desk, and he leaned back in his chair.

“Oh, Enfil,” he said softly. “My poor child.”

For a moment he allowed himself to bow his head and weep. But soon he forced himself to focus.

He had found her at last. But she did not show any sign of her power. And she had not recognized anything Enfil had said to her.

The lord had guessed correctly, then. She did not know the truth about herself.

That meant she was doomed.

It would have been preferable for Enfil to succeed, of course. His loss was a grievous blow, for the lord loved all his children. But destiny was more important than any one person. It was greater than any of the lord’s adherents, greater even than the lord himself.

This was not a threat. It would only require a slightly different set of steps, now.

With a weary sigh, the lord bent over the map, trying to guess where she was heading. But hardly a moment had passed before there was a loud pounding at his door. The lord looked up, frowning. 

“Come.”

The door swung open, shuddering as it struck the wall behind. In strode a man—young, but massive, taller and wider in shoulder even than Enfil had been. His face would have been beautiful were it not so often twisted in a scowl, as it was now.

“Barrick,” said the lord in mild surprise. “You are supposed to be on your way to the border of Wadeland.”

Barrick’s shoulders tensed. “Waiting in a cold stronghold, for who knows how long? I am not meant for such things, Father. When I learned you had found her, I had to come and see you at once.” He fell to one knee, bowing his head. “Please, Father. You must recall Enfil and let me hunt her down for you.”

His lord sighed, and his voice was heavy with grief. “It is too late for that, my child.”

Barrick looked up, his eyes shooting wide. “Do you mean … is she dead?”

“No,” said the lord quietly. “The mission claimed Enfil’s life. An unforeseen player joined the game. She knew Enfil’s gift and how to defeat him. She is one of theirs.” He practically spat the word.

Barrick rose, clenching his fists. “Then let me avenge him, and secure your victory at the same time. Send me, Father. None can stand against me in the training yard, not even Rogan.”

The Lord’s expression turned dour. “You received my gift not only because of your prowess, but also because of your loyalty to the cause. That loyalty must rule your strength. Power is one thing, but focus and cunning are needed now.”

Barrick fumed for a moment, and it seemed he would argue. But at last he bowed his head. “Of course, Father,” he grated. “I only ask you this: that if the chance should come for me to prove myself to you, you will grant me the opportunity.”

“You have nothing to prove to me, my son,” said the lord. Barrick started to speak, but the lord raised a hand to stop him. “But I will remember what you have said. If the time should come to send you on that hunt, I will. Leave me now.”

At last Barrick gave a satisfied smile, and he left.
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Enfil’s body threw up a tremendous splash of water as Oris and Flip heaved it into the river. The current dragged him downstream, floating with his back up. Oris lobbed the head after the body. They had already thrown the brute’s lackeys in, and their bodies were now out of sight, carried off by the water. 

Flip had taken something from Enfil’s belt before they flung him in. Now he picked it up from the riverbank and turned it over in his hands, examining it. It was a long dagger, and as Flip pulled it from its sheath, Oris could see a rune carved in its blade.

“What’s that?” she said.

“Something interesting,” muttered Flip. “See here? This rune is one of cancellation.”

“Ah,” said Oris, arching a brow. “Of course.”

Flip rolled his eyes and sighed. “It means it can stop spells. Some of them, anyway.”

“Really?” said Oris. “So that’s how he avoided your magic?”

“No, it … he …” Flip’s mouth twisted in frustration, and his eyes flicked back and forth. He often struggled to explain magic to Oris. Its concepts were taught only at the Academy for Wizards, where he had trained, and Oris had picked up very little of such learning over the years they had traveled together.

“It only works on some spells,” said Flip. “And it’s cancellation, not nullification. Nullification is stopping a spell as it’s being cast. It’s immensely difficult to perform, and even harder to work into a rune. I don’t even know if you could. A dagger that could do that … it would be priceless. It certainly wouldn’t hang from the belt of a brute in this backwater wood.”

“All right,” said Oris slowly. “So this one …”

“Cancels,” said Flip. “It stops a lingering spell that’s been cast to stay put.”

Oris understood at last. “Like your walls of air.”

“You have it,” said Flip. “It broke my wall without alerting me. A neat trick. I think I’ll keep this.” He flipped the dagger over the back of his fingers before sliding it into its sheath and looping it onto his belt.

Blood from all three corpses had gotten on Oris’ hands and arms. Flip had cast off his coat to avoid staining it the same way. Now they went a little upriver where the water was calmer and, stripping down, they climbed in to bathe. Often, Oris’ gaze turned southwest towards the camp. 

“Staring won’t make them hurry any, love,” said Flip.

“What will?” growled Oris. “We need to be getting on our way.”

“I do not think we should hurry her at all,” said Flip. “After what she did to that brute … well, I, for one, have no wish to disturb her.”

Oris sniffed, picking at some gore that had gotten under her fingernails. It had likely come while stabbing Enfil over and over again. The memory made her throat ache. She could feel his fingers there.

“What do you suppose this is all about?” Flip went on. His tone was light and airy, but Oris could hear the worry that underlaid it. “I don’t just mean folk trying to kill us. That’s not unheard of. But the way Enfil found us all the way out here in the wilds, and then Silvin almost at the same time. That’s strange, isn’t it?”

“It’s a good question for her,” said Oris. “Hence my eagerness for her to emerge.”

Flip’s mouth worked for a moment. “It’s got something to do with Wellmont though, doesn’t it?” His hand rose to rub at his bare chest. Oris’ eyes went there, but then they sharply jerked away.

“No,” she said. “It doesn’t. It can’t.” Her voice held more denial than conviction, but that was all she could summon.

“Enfil said—”

“I’m clean enough,” said Oris. She climbed out and threw on her clothes. Just before heading back to the camp, she met Flip’s gaze. “Shed your worries. No one knows what happened at Wellmont.”

She turned and walked off. Flip watched her go.

“Least of all us,” he said sadly.

Oris rebuilt the campfire and sat by it. When Flip returned, he did not mention Wellmont again. They ate some food silently, both pretending they could not hear the muffled noises coming from Oris’ tent, where Silvin and the lovers had retreated.

The more time that wore on, the more anxious Oris became. Who knew but that someone else like Enfil was coming? She might not be so lucky twice, to notice something was amiss before they arrived.

The thought gave her pause. In fact, she had not become aware of Enfil without help. She lifted up the amulet and looked through it, letting its shape distort her view of the surrounding woods. It had been inert since Enfil’s rise, and no trace of a glow shined from it now. Yet it seemed suddenly a foreign thing. She could not look upon it the same way she always had.

Flip noticed her studying the crystal. His eyes lit with interest, and he scooted closer. “I’d almost forgotten. What was that business with the amulet earlier?”

“I don’t know,” said Oris. “But it happened twice. The first was just before Enfil arrived. It was what made me realize the woods had grown too quiet.”

“Has it ever done that before?”

“Never.”

“Might I take a look at it?” Flip extended a hand.

She hesitated. But it was Flip. So she lifted the leather thong from around her neck and pressed the crystal into his palm. He turned it over in his hands, inspecting it closely.

“There are no runes,” he muttered.

“Why should there be runes?”

“I thought it might be enchanted. Like the dagger. Nothing holds magic better than crystal. But enchantment requires runes, so far as I know. Where did you get it, anyway?”

Oris felt a tightening in her chest. Before answering, she held out her hand and waited for Flip to return it to her. He did so at once, and she put it around her neck again.

“I barely remember,” said Oris. “I’ve had it since I was a child. It was the only thing I had for my own.”

“From your parents?” 

Oris’ jaw clenched. “I wouldn’t know.”

Flip nodded kindly and turned his gaze from her. She was grateful he did not press the matter. Flip knew more than anyone about her childhood, but he never asked for more than she gave him.

Before they could speak further, Silvin emerged from the tent at last. She squinted up at the sun as she shrugged into her green cloak. She had not laced up the front of her jerkin, and Oris’ jaw clenched.

“Good of you to join us,” said Oris. “Are you sure you’ve rested enough? By my reckoning, you’ve been in there for at least three hours.”

“I know,” said Silvin, who seemed not to notice Oris’ needling tone. “I even slept for one of them.”

“We heard,” said Flip, grinning.

“I’ll have a few answers from you now,” said Oris.

“Will you?” said Silvin. “Very well. But I will have a bath, because if I do not, I might have to find something else to kill. The Dragon’s Tail is off that way, is it not?” Without waiting for an answer, she set off to the northeast.

Oris blew a heavy, irritated breath through her nose. Flip’s smile had only widened. 

“Go on, then, dear, and question her,” he said. “I’ll stay with the lovers, just in case.”

“Fine,” said Oris. “But we need to leave. Would you pack my things?”

Flip glared at her. “I’m no manservant.”

Oris had to smirk. “Come now. You never complain when Cara and Ombi order you around.”

As if on cue, the lovers came out of the tent. Ombi came first, and then he turned to help pull Cara out. The girl was still a bit flustered, her dark cheeks darker still with a flush, and she leaned on Ombi’s arm as she came to join him by the fire.

“Sky above,” she said, sitting. 

“And dark below,” said Ombi with a grin. “That went longer than I expected.”

“I as well,” said Cara, giggling.

Flip folded his arms. “And do the two of you feel any shame whatsoever for abandoning the two of us so easily?”

Ombi’s smile only widened. “None at all. Come, sit with us, grumpy one. I shall rub your shoulders, if that will ease your grousing.”

“I can’t,” said Flip, giving Oris a glower. “Apparently I have to pack the tents.”

Cara sighed. “Then we will help you, of course. Though in truth I only want to sleep the rest of the day away.”

The two of them rose to help Flip pack, while Oris set off after Silvin.

When Oris reached the water, Silvin was already in it. Here the river dwindled, for it cut a deep trench into a rise in the land. The river’s flow brought fresh, crisp air, and lilies collected in little pools on either shore to sweeten it. The banks were thick, packed dirt, with many rocks to hold their shape, providing an easy climb in and out. Many of the rocks had fallen into the river over time, so that it was all solid footing from one side to the other, and perfect for bathing. It was why Oris and Flip had chosen the spot earlier, and why Silvin had chosen it as well.

Silvin’s wiry frame was even more impressive now, bare as it was, and Oris was struck still for a moment. There were some scars on her, but far fewer than Oris thought there might have been—certainly fewer than Oris herself bore. Now that her hair was undone and flowing freely, Oris could see that it was much longer than it had appeared. Though her face was hard, with an uncompromising look, it was also beautiful, and her hazel eyes were piercing and intense as a falcon’s.

Those eyes suddenly focused on Oris. Silvin paused in her scrubbing for a moment. Oris realized she had been staring and cleared her throat, folding her arms and leaning against a tree. But she did not avert her gaze. Silvin did not seem embarrassed, and so there seemed little reason not to enjoy herself.

“You look cold,” said Oris.

Silvin laughed. It had a strange sound to it, rough, as though she was unused to such a mood. “Did you come to talk, or to stare?”

Oris chose to ignore that. “Who are you?”

“You have my name.”

“You seem a bright woman,” said Oris. “You know I want more than that. Why are you here?”

Silvin pointed to the shore. Oris looked down and saw that a coin purse sat at her feet. “My master sent me to hire the two of you into his service,” said Silvin. She leaned back to float face up.

Oris stooped to lift the purse. She undid the string holding it shut and looked inside. Her brows rose appreciatively, but then she looked back to Silvin.

“It’s not good enough,” she said.

Silvin’s head came up, and she frowned. “You have not even heard the job.”

“I mean your explanation. We don’t know you. So how do you know us? How did you know about Enfil’s tattoo? What was he, anyway?”

Silvin sighed and stood. She climbed out of the river and picked up her cloak, using it to dry off before she donned her trousers and then her jerkin. “I suppose that is safe to answer,” she said, seemingly half to herself. “They are called shadeborn. Nasty brutes. Immune to magic, as you saw, and impossible to kill while that tattoo remains on them.”

A pit had formed in Oris’ stomach. It reminded her of the feeling she had had when Enfil rose from the dead. A voice in her mind whispered in warning, but she did not quite know the shape of the danger. 

“There are more like him?”

“Many, I believe,” said Silvin. Her playfulness had fallen away, and she looked deadly solemn as her fingers fiddled with the laces of her jerkin. “But I can explain little else. I was sent to retrieve, not to educate. My master will teach you more. But you should know this, Oreceot: worse folk than Enfil will come after you, and you will not know how to defeat them.”

Oris’ eyes widened. “Where did you learn that name?”

Silvin arched a brow. “That name? You mean your name?”

“I’m called Oris. Barely a handful of people know it’s short for anything at all.”

“A matron of lovers in Wellmont,” said Silvin with a shrug. “Her name was Kenlin. Forgive her. She did not know you held it as a great secret, and so she saw no harm in telling me. It would seem you have loose lips when you are behind the blue door.” She grinned. “But then, there is no better place to have them.”

Oris ground her teeth, determined to ignore that last comment. “You’ve been following us since Wellmont?” she said. “Why? What do you want with us?”

“I told you,” said Silvin. “To hire you. It is a nobler intention than Enfil had, I think you will agree.”

“And who were they?” said Oris. “What do they want with us?” Her tone was defiant, but a yearning lay beneath it, a desire for something she could not name. 

Silvin’s fingers stilled on her jerkin strings, and she looked up at Oris in surprise. “Not ‘us.’ Just you. Did you not realize that?”

Oris closed her eyes and forced herself to take a long, slow breath. “I’ll tell you the same thing I told Enfil. You’ve made a mistake. I’m no one special.”

“Yes, you are, Oreceot” said Silvin. “Fate chose you long ago, though my master and other interested parties have only just learned of it. You should be grateful. It means you are capable of doing more good than most could do in their lives.”

“But I don’t want any part of that!” insisted Oris. “I’m perfectly happy with my life just the way it is, thank you.”

“Are you really?” said Silvin, frowning.

“I am,” said Oris obstinately.

Silvin slowly shook her head as she finished the knot in her jerkin string and climbed the bank. Just before the top, her foot slipped on a dislodging stone. Her hand swung up, and Oris caught it without thinking to pull her up. Silvin used the movement to draw closer, her face barely a handsbreadth from Oris’. Their eyes met, and Silvin let the silence stretch for the space of a few breaths. Oris was reminded of Enfil’s face close to hers. But now the smell that flooded her nostrils was sweet, all faded wool and soft skin and wet hair.

“I am afraid the choice is out of your hands.” Silvin’s voice was barely above a murmur. “You were chosen, and many folk now know it. Some of them wish to kill you. Some will want to use you for their own ends. And some want to help you achieve your destiny. My master is one of the latter. If nothing else, you should at least be grateful that I am the one who found you first. Or second, I should say, but Enfil no longer counts.”

The pit in Oris’ stomach swelled. “Why?” she said again, and now she was pleading. “Why me?”

Silvin cocked her head. “What happened at Wellmont, Oreceot?” she asked quietly.

Oris swallowed hard. “Nothing. And stop calling me that. It’s Oris.”

Silvin gave a disappointed smile and marched off back towards the camp. For a little while, Oris could only stand there staring after her. At last, when Silvin was out of sight, Oris mustered herself to follow.

Flip had almost finished packing up by the time they reached the camp. The tents were laid out flat on the ground. Flip’s eyes glowed and he twisted his hands. Gusts of wind caught the edges of the tents and rolled them up. The glow died, and Flip smiled with satisfaction as the lovers scooped them up and wedged them into their packs. Then he noticed Oris.

“You’re back, dear,” he said. “And just in time to avoid helping with the work. How very like you.”

“We are ready to go, then?” said Silvin.

Flip arched a brow. “I’m afraid I don’t understand. We are ready to go. I don’t know how that concerns you.”

Oris’ mouth twisted, but she raised the coinpurse Silvin had given her. “She means to hire us.”

Flip’s brow furrowed. “Does she now.” It did not quite sound like a question.

Silvin smiled. “Do not worry yourself,” she said. “I am offering quite a lot of coin.”

Flip looked to Oris for confirmation. Oris tossed him the purse, and when he looked inside, his eyes widened. “Well, that’s … a gracious first gesture, to be sure. And what’s the job?”

“The first task,” said Silvin, “is to come with me to Redbrook and meet my master so that he can tell you the real task—which will come with its own payment.”

Flip’s frown returned. “All of this—” he hoisted the purse “—just to hear what he has to say?”

“He is a man of means,” said Silvin, shrugging.

“I hope you’re aware,” said Flip, “that in our line of work we deal with all manner of characters. Some are a pleasure to work with. Some are less than savory. And one of the things we’ve learned is that an overabundance of generosity isn’t a desirable trait in a business partner.”

Silvin looked incredulous, and her gaze went back and forth from Flip to Oris. “I may not understand. Do you want me to reduce the payment?”

In an instant, Flip had pocketed the purse. “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said. 

“What he’s saying,” put in Oris, “is that someone may well offer a great purse for a small task because they plan to reclaim it later. Say, from our corpses.”

Silvin smiled. “Ah. I understand such caution,” she said. “But I assure you, that is not my intention, nor is it my master’s.”

“I am, of course, glad to hear it,” said Flip, still with his easygoing smile. “But just in case you’re lying to us—and of course you’re not, but just in case—please remember that the only reason you can hire us at all is that anyone who’s ever crossed us ended up on a pyre. I don’t know if you’ve heard of past times we were betrayed, but trust me: it was not quick, it was not quiet, and it was not soon forgotten about.”

The clearing fell silent. The lovers looked rather anxiously back and forth between Flip and Silvin. But Silvin merely appraised Flip with narrow eyes, a thin smile at her lips.

“You are more than you look,” she said at last. “I respect your caution, and I shall certainly remember your words.”

Flip clapped his hands, and the tension in the air evaporated. “Excellent! In that case: through fire and flame, through fight and flight, our service, both in sword and in skill, are yours.” He went to her and held out a hand. Silvin took his wrist and shook firmly. Flip turned from her and went to Oris, smiling. “Cheer up, you great oaf,” he told her. “Work, money, and another day to live! What more could we want?”

“Many things,” said Oris, still studying Silvin. “But I’ll hold my peace about them, for now.”

Quickly they all gathered their things. The lovers had their own packs, but because they were so much lighter than Flip’s and Oris’, they helped collect up anything that had not yet been stowed.

“Thank you, dear one,” said Flip, as Cara tied his sack of travel dishes to his rucksack. “You do much to ease the sting of your abandoning me.”

Cara and Ombi both laughed at that, and Ombi gave Flip a kiss on the cheek. “I shall never grow tired of the way you two speak. Heddish tongues are so odd.”

Silvin’s brows rose. “Heddish?”

Oris’ cheeks flushed. But Flip gave Silvin a crafty look.

“Yes, Heddish,” he said. “Can’t you hear it?”

“I hear a Heddish accent,” said Silvin. “But I did not think there were many Draydens living in Hedgemond.”

The clearing went silent. Cara and Ombi were looking carefully back and forth between Flip and Silvin.

“How did you know he was a Drayden?” said Oris.

Silvin’s eyes widened. “I … forgive me. I thought the lovers would have known.”

“We did,” said Cara simply.

Now Flip looked doubly shocked. “You did?”

“We did,” said Cara. “Us, and every lover behind the blue door back in Wellmont. Forgive me, but to us, it barely seems you are trying to hide it. Your features, your manner … the way you spend coin, the way you talk under the accent. Any lover with some experience can read it in you.”

Flip looked to Oris. “Am I that obvious?”

Oris shrugged. “How would I know? You’re the only Drayden I’ve ever met.”

Ombi stepped closer then, and he put a hand on Flip’s arm. “We have known, and we have not minded,” he said gently. “We came with you on this journey knowing it already. And no lover would ever spread the secret. The guild has rules.”

“Besides, we all have yesteryears we would rather not talk about,” said Cara. “My own cousin is a Yerrin.”

Flip did not answer at once, but a weak smile of relief crept into his face. He gave Cara a nod.

“Thank you for your understanding,” said Oris. She bowed.

“And for my part, I deeply regret having brought up a sensitive topic,” said Silvin. “That is not how I would have wished to begin our relationship.”

“One shouldn’t complain of a rough road when its end is so welcoming,” said Flip. “Only I’d beg you to be more careful with that knowledge in future. I was afraid Cara and Ombi would turn and march straight into the woods.”

Cara and Ombi both laughed at that, and Ombi gave Flip a kiss on the cheek. “How could we dream of abandoning such interesting clients?” he said. 

“Well, if that is sorted,” said Silvin. “Shall we be off to Redbrook?”

Flip hesitated. “Ah, right. There’s a wrinkle there. We’re making for Kanlena by way of Dracmund.”

Silvin frowned. “That is the opposite direction from where I wished to go.”

“We know it,” said Oris. “But we are contracted to take the lovers there safely.”

“Contracted,” said Silvin. “That is a wrinkle. The guild would have your heads, and other parts besides, if you broke faith.”

“Well do we know it,” said Flip, adjusting his stance.

Silvin’s eyes lit, and she snapped her fingers. “Here, then. There is a house of lovers in Dracmund, and it is on the way. We can transfer the contract there. Then I can send word to my master, and we shall lie low while he comes to meet us. Provided everyone is in agreement?”

“That’s up to the lovers,” said Oris, looking at Cara and Ombi. “What say you? It’s not so far from Dracmund to Kanlena.”

Cara leaned close to Ombi, and they exchanged some whispered words. When they looked back to Oris, they nodded, but
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