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Song of the Thunder Lord




Across the plains will he come riding; winds of change shall bear him hence. Clear skies will roar with thunder; lightning's power heed his call.




Long will be his birthing; pain and sorrow stamp his youth. Fear will plant the seed of power; fear again will stunt its growth.




Revenge shall send him on his quest; torture feed his growing strength. But evil cannot mold him nor thwart his destiny.




Not for him, the pit of vengeance—Truth herself will fuel his flame. Reluctant hero of all peoples, he fears the strength within.




He will come to us a stranger; we shall set him on his path. Teacher, guide, and purpose among us he will find.




Then will come his testing, peril he alone must face. Through thunder, fire, and water, the right path he must seek, finding truth and strength through suffering, healing spark and deadly flame.




Restorer of the Empire: His fame spreads throughout the land. His destiny awaits him, shaped by many hands.




Then one of us will claim him, bind him for all time. With love and honor call him. Restorer of the Empire—victim of his fate.




Names in The Hidden Labyrinth

People, Places, and Things







Aatin (ah-tin). Guardian Yurst's cat.

Abhelam (ah-bell-ahm). Officer in the Lalantrian Navy. 

Acree (ah-kree). One of Temar’s underlings.

Aelenor (el-a-nor). The East Wind.

ahgbed (og-bed). Flesh-eating fish in Lake Lalantris.

Ajah (ah-zha). An employee of House Chazane in Triam.

Akara (ah-kar-ah). Imperial City of the Akelides on the Kar Peninsula.

Akelides (ah-kel-ah-deez). The royal family.

Amisseram(ah-miss-ah-rom). An honorary title bestowed on friends of the Erramus.

Annin (ah-nin). Bookkeeper for the Chazane family.

Ardurand (are-duh-rand) Mountains. A rough and dangerous land.

Ardwill Sea (ard-will). Southern waters bordering Orale and the Kar Peninsula.

Asties (ass-teez). An officer in the Ivornian Guard.

Bakharud (bah-ka-rude). Wild men; scourge of the plains.

Barabi (bah-rob-ee). High lands at the end of the world.

Beni (ben-ee). A resident of Lan.

Bentel (ben-tell). God of liars and tricksters.

Blumgar (bloom-gar) the Fat. Kenrad’s friend.

Boba (boh-bah). One of Garn’s underlings.

Braken (brak-in) oxen. Draft animals used to pull the Hiagh wagons of the Erramus.

Brias (bree-ahs). Goddess of trade and commerce.

Brias, Marketplace of. Commercial district in Orale.

Brias, Square of. Location of the Drunken Ox in Triam.

Brubaber (brew-bay-ber). A soldier in the Army of Mironius.

Caratha (ka-rath-ah). The South Wind.

Cheelah (chee-la). A pirate captain.

Chu (chew). An island in the Ardwill Sea off the coast of Orale.

Citha-by-the-Sea (sith-ah). The northernmost city of Narne.

Clyatt (kly-aht). An officer in the Lalantrian Army.

Clyoh (clee-oh). A pirate.

Cusseta (coo-set-ah). A member of the Lan Palace Guards.

Davi (dah-vee). A young scribe in the Great Library. 

Denja (den-zha). One of the Freemen of Suluth.

Distant Lands. Mironius.

Dref (dref). The Governor of Mironius’s cat.

Drunken Ox. An inn on the Square of Brias.

Dwar (d’wahr). Head genealogist for and steward of the Library Cats.

Dzenis (den-is). Head of House Chazane.

Elkines (el-ky-ness). An Erramtrix.

Ena (ee-nah). An island in the Ardwill Sea off the coast of the Kar Peninsula.

Ern (urn). A Master Scribe in the Great Library. 

Erramtrix (eh-rahm-tricks). A Listener who interprets Narne’s Song.

Erramus (eh-rah-moose). The oldest race to still inhabit Narne; closely allied with the Akelides.

Errandra (eh-rahn-drah). A young Erramic woman. 

Estal (ess-tal). Goddess of assassins and the night. 

Fajima (fa-hee-ma). An elderly Erramtrix.

Fenistra (fin-ess-trah). The leather cards used by Listeners in interpreting Narne’s Song.

Fernweh (fern-way). An officer in the Lan Palace Guards.

Fisher Cats. Cats that inhabit swamps and riverbanks.

Fotareh (pho-tar-ah). The North Wind. 

Fotor (pho-tor). God of winter. 

Garn (garn). A Bakharud chieftain.

Gaynel (gay-nell). A Master Scribe in the Great Library.

Glenmoth (glen-moth). The capital of Mironius.

Grastar (grass-tar). God of thieves, cutpurses, and beggars.

Graydon (gray-dun). The Governor of Mironius.

Great Library. The repository of documents and artifacts of and about the Empire.

Grey Sea. Northern waters bordering Citha-by-the-Sea.

Grinja (grin-zha). An Erramtrix.

Gwilyn (gwill-in). A young scribe in the Great Library.

Hahira (hah-here-ah). The steward of the caravan guard guild.

Hanah (han-ah). A resident of Suluth.

Haragdo (har-ah-gah-doh). God of beer and ale. 

Harobed (hare-oh-bed) Bry (bry). An Erramic caravanmaster.

Hashi (ha-she). Scout for Harobed Bry’s caravan.

Hegga (hegg-gah), Square of. Location of the Spitted Ox.

Hewit (hew-it). A member of the Ivornian Guard.

Hiagh (hi-yah) wagon. An Erramic house on wheels.

Hoislum (hoy-slum) the Usurper. A traitor. 

House Chazane (sha-zane). A merchant family in Orale.

House Deami (de-mee). A merchant family in Orale.

Ibowan (ib-oh-wan). Officer in Mironian Army.

Imra (em-rah). Military ruler of Lan; “the Iron Fist.”

Indaba (en-dah-bah). One of Temar’s underlings.

Ivornian (eye-vor-nee-un) Guards. The Imperial Army of the Akelides.

Ivory Throne. A symbol of Akelidean power.

Jana (jah-nah). An employee of House Chazane in Triam.

Jhordur (jor-dur), Square of. A residential square in Triam.

Jormal (jor-mal), Colonel. An officer in the Lalantrian Army.

Justin (jus-tin). A soldier in the Army of Mironius.

Kar (car) Peninsula. Home of the Great Library and the ruins of Akara. 

Kenrad (ken-rad). Son of Kynsa and Margil of the house of Sokhal; the Thunder Lord.

khrystal (kree-stahl). A magical substance wielded by magicians of old.

Knic (nick). The river connecting Lake Lalantris and the Ardwill Sea.

Krezan (kray-zan). Hell.

Kynsa (ken-sah). Kenrad's mother. 

Lalantris (lah-lan-triss), Lake. Where Lan and Suluth are located.

Lan (lan). A city on Lake Lalantris.

Lekelia (la-keel-yah). Errandra’s cousin. 

Lettorrand (let-or-rand), Plains of the. The great plains.

Liote (lee-oh-tay). An employee of House Chazane in Triam.

Lira (leer-ah). A spy for hire.

Listeners. Erramic witches who seek to interpret Narne’s Song.

Lofi (low-fee) the Source. A seller of information. 

Lylas (lie-lus). One of Temar’s swordbearers.

Maccorus (mah-core-us). Last Emperor of the Akelides.

Magness (mag-ness). The steward of Sokhal’s Keep.

Margil (mar-gill). Kenrad's father.

Marlah (mar-la). Neevah’s pet capybara.

Matanza (mah-tahn-za). One of Temar's underlings.

Merkyn (mer-kin). An officer in the Ivornian Guard. 

Miron (mere-ahn). The West Wind.

Miron’s Warlock. Stefan of the house of Sokhal.

Mironius (mur-own-ee-us). The Distant Lands.

Mizok (mis-ock), Castle. One of Temar’s holdings.

Mosa (moe-sah). A young cat in the Great Library.

Narne (nar-nay). The goddess, some say, whose Song created the world. Also, the world.

Narne’s (nar-nays) Song. The song the world sings. 

Neel (kneel). An officer in the Ivornian Guard.

Neevah (knee-vah). A witch living just outside of Orale.

Neskan (nes-can). An Erramic caravanmaster.

Neuse (noose). A soldier in the Army of Mironius.

Norr (nor). A Sherza, a rare breed of cat.

Oken (oh-kin). Keeper of the animals in Neskan’s caravan.

Olta (ohl-tah). The river connecting Orale and Triam.

Omeras (oh-mer-ahs). A meditative state employed by Erramic witches.

Orale (or-al). Port city south of Triam.

Ortek (or-tech). A soldier in the Army of Mironius.

Pahlee (pah-lee). The steward of the Great Library.

Peyrou (pay-roo). King of Thieves in Lan.

Plu (ploo). Former agent for House Chazane.

Pratha (prah-thah). A Sand Cat; “like a thunderclap out of a cloudless sky.”

Qahreen (kah-reen). A Sand Cat.

quagga (kwa-ga). A zebra of the plains.

Radin (rah-din). Goatherd outside of Citha-by-the-Sea.

Raitch (raytch). Heir to House Chazane.

Rata (rah-tah). Temar's manservant.

Ravena (rah-vee-nah). Jormal's office cat.

Ronah (roe-nah). Queen of the gods.

Sand Cats. Desert cats of the Kar Peninsula; once Akelidean bodyguards. 

Sardis (sar-diss). Peyrou’s cat.

Scribes. Preservers of information and artifacts in the Great Library.

Sharayah (shah-ray-ah). A young woman from Mironius.

Sharka (shar-kah). Goddess of luck.

Sherzas (shur-zus). Cats of the Kar Peninsula; thought to be extinct.

Silver Dolphin. An inn in Lan.

Sinj (singe). One of Temar’s underlings. 

Siren’s Lair. A tavern in Lan.

Sklar (ska-lar). Erramic wagon driver.

Sokhal (so-cal). Kenrad’s family name.

Sokhal's Keep. Kenrad’s ancestral home.

Sokhal’s Star. A five-sided pendant made of khrystal.

Stefan (steph-ahn) of the house of Sokhal. Miron’s warlock.

Street of Swords. Where the best armorers of Triam ply their trade.

Suluth (suh-looth). A village built on stilts in Lake Lalantris. 

Suluth, Freemen of. Rebels who inhabit the swamps of Suluth.

Tafoya (tah-foy-ah). An officer in the Lalantrian Army.

Tania (tahn-ya). A scribe in the Great Library.

Tavares (tah-var-rays). A pirate captain.

Temar (tay-mar). A villain. 

Thordan (thor-dan). One of the Freemen of Suluth.

Thorm (thorm). A tea merchant in Orale.

Thranghed (thrang-head). Lead Braken ox.

Tomo (tow-moe). An Oralean healer.

Torban (tor-ban). God of the seas and inland waters.

Triam (try-am). The city known as the Mother of Trade.

Uhrl (erl). Xedra’s first mate.

Unadilla (oo-nah-dee-ya). A magician from long ago. 

Vanzeck (van-zeck). An officer in the Ivornian Guard.

Varna (var-nah). An elderly armorer living in Suluth.

Wilf (wilf) Thied (theed). An officer in the Army of Mironius.

Wrenthia (wren-thee-ah), Woods of. Eastern border of the great plains.

Xarcos (zar-kos). Teacher of the gods.

Xedra (zed-rah). Ship’s captain for House Chazane.

Xidie (zee-dee). Elkines’s cat.

Xol (zahl). Plu’s secretary.

Yazmeen (yaz-meen). General Imra’s soothsayer.

Yazni (yahz-nee). One of Temar's underlings. 

Yorma (your-ma). A Master Scribe in the Great Library.

Ysabelle (is-a-bell). A Fellow in the Great Library. 

Yurst (yurst). The Guardian of Caratha Gate.

Zalna (zal-nah) Mountain. Overlooks Sokhal’s Keep.

zardoc (zar-dock). A man-eating reptile of Lake Lalantris.

Zebranie (zuh-brah-nee). A gathering of cats on the vernal and autumnal equinox.

Zenae (zen-eye). A Master Scribe in the Great Library. 








1

Miron's Warlock Casts a Spell






The mage dismounted, walked to the edge of the crevasse, and peered down at what lay below. The Broken Lands are a maze, filled with canyons, gorges, crevices, and dried waterways, criss-crossed with spires of rock outcroppings. After a moment, he nodded once to himself and turned to the Mironian Army sergeant behind him. Ortek dismounted and took the reins from the magician.


“One of those accursed swordbearers is coming up this gorge with ten to twelve followers, all on horseback. We’ll ambush them here. It’s narrow enough that they’ll have to dismount and lead their horses. Tell the men to get ready.” He pushed up the sleeves of his tunic. “I’ll see to it our attack is a surprise.”


Ortek watched as the mage moved his hands in patterns that began to hurt the man’s eyes before he could turn away. The sergeant carefully guided the horses across the broken ground that led to the ledge overlooking the narrow ravine below. A ravine, as far as he could tell, no different from the scores of others they’d passed that day. 


But Stefan Sokal, Miron’s Warlock, clearly thought different and that was enough for Ortek.


Magic. He nodded to himself and headed back to where he’d left the patrol.


They saw him coming. Without a word the archers strung bows, adjusted arm guards, and checked quivers—making sure the arrows were close to hand. Others saw to their spears, swords, and mounts.


“A dozen or so of them.” Ortek's voice was little more than a whisper. “They’ll be leading horses.” 


The soldiers all nodded at the warning. Everybody knew how Mage Stefan Sokhal felt about horses. They’d try to keep from injuring them—but things happen in warfare. Things beyond any one individual’s control—as the mage was well aware.


The squad followed Ortek back to the ledge where the magician was standing and took their places along the edge of the crevasse. They’d all ridden with the magician before and knew what to expect.
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“Why do we bother going out on these patrols is what I want to know. We never find any of these blasted Mironians we’re supposed to be hunting—so what’s the point?”


The unfamiliar voice came from somewhere near the end of the line of raiders.


Lylas spoke over her shoulder. “Sinj wants to keep the enemy penned up in the mountains. Squeeze them from all directions. Does that answer your question? Or do you want me to tell Sinj you think his orders are foolish?”


She hadn’t recognized the voice, so her threat was a bluff—but an effective one. Whoever had spoken fell silent. In the first few days here in the Broken Lands, their leader, Sinj, had made it brutally clear how he felt about anyone who dared question his orders.


Lylas glanced around. She had led the scouting party into this canyon—out of the many that crossed this part of the land—more or less at random. Hoping it might lead them through the mountains to Mironius. This one had narrowed so much that they’d had to dismount but still showed no signs of ending. The floor of the canyon had twisted and turned, dropped and climbed. So far the crevice hadn’t looped back on itself and had climbed more than it had fallen. Lylas was sure they were headed in the right direction. Into the mountains. To the Mironian border. Perhaps they would be lucky enough to run into the enemy.


Tendrils of fog appeared at their feet, drifting across the rough ground, getting thicker as they climbed.


“Krezan. Where did this fog come from?” A different voice from behind.


“We’ve been climbing. Getting higher and higher in the mountains. There’s always fog up this high.”


Lylas wasn’t sure what she’d said was true but it sounded reasonable. She’d lived all her life in the city called Triam. Until Sinj had given her the sword she wore and convinced her to follow him and leave the city. She hadn’t been that hard to convince once he showed her gold and the promise of more—lots more.


The fog got thicker the higher they climbed until they were enveloped in it. Invisible from one another, following the sound of horses’ hooves as they struck the rocky soil. The fog muffled the sounds, and what sounds they heard came eerily to their ears.
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Ortek and the other soldiers quietly took their places along the ledge overlooking the narrow canyon and watched as the fog grew thicker and deeper, climbing up the canyon walls until it reached them and began to pool around their feet. From below came the sound of shod hooves striking rock. They waited for the warlock’s signal.


Without a word, Mage Stefan Sokhal stepped forward, throwing his hands up in the air. And with that gesture the fog vanished from the canyon—only a few wisps lingering around the feet of the Triamian invaders. Mironian bowstrings twanged sending arrows to their targets below. Shocked cries of pain and alarm filled the narrow divide below.


“Ambush!” Came the startled shout.
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The governor of Mironius stared at the stack of papers on her desk and grimaced. Even while on campaign, there was paperwork. She sighed, rubbed the signet ring she always wore, and decided it was time to leave her tent and step outside. Fresh air would do her good.


Graydon put a paperweight in the center of the stack and stood up. She had learned long ago what chaos a cat could cause by simply jumping on her unattended desk. Dref was nowhere to be seen at the moment but that was no guarantee. She pushed aside the tent’s flap and stepped outside. The two guards snapped to attention.


“As you were.”


The center of the camp lay before her. Rows of tents stretching out on either side. The army of Mironius was bivouacked at the Lindvale pass and had been ever since she’d put the province on a war footing. The source of the attacks on Mironius might be unknown but the danger they presented was not. Securing the major route into the province was proving easy enough. Defending the multitude of minor passes through the mountains was not.


The day had warmed up nicely. Fotor’s season lingers in the mountains but winter was past and spring starting. She glanced up at the sun. It was earlier in the day than she’d thought—there was plenty of time for a short stroll before returning to work. She started walking. Silently the guards followed.


She was halfway across the parade ground when a group of horsemen rode in, leading a dozen or so horses. Obviously one of the squads that patrolled the mountains that bordered Mironius. Graydon noted the number of horses with empty saddles and felt her heart race. Sending soldiers into danger was one of her duties—but not one she had ever enjoyed. As the patrol got closer she was able to identify the lead horseman.


Stefan Sokhal, Miron’s Warlock, a magician of no small ability—and her oldest and closest advisor had returned. She raised her hand in greeting and saw him leave the patrol and head in her direction.


The Governor waited until the magician had dismounted before she spoke.


“Survivors?”


Stefan frowned and shook his head.


“One. All of their horses were unharmed—thank the nineteen known gods.” He shrugged. “The leader got away. The ledge we were standing on sheltered her from our arrows. I waited too long to attack, otherwise we could have caught her in the ambush as well. The ledge gave her the chance to escape.”


“Swordbearer?” Graydon knew that all the invaders had been armed but also knew Stefan would understand her question.


“Yes. The leader was carrying an ensorcelled sword. That’s how I sensed what canyon they were using.” Stefan shrugged. “Kenrad may have destroyed the source of the swords but only the nineteen known gods know how many are still out there.”


“We’ve talked about that before.” Graydon gave her signet ring a twist then gestured toward her tent.


“Let’s get out of the wind. You look like you could do with a rest.”


Stefan followed the Governor into her tent, eased himself into one of the chairs around the fire. He grimaced and rubbed his injured leg.


Graydon sat down across from him. “Now that both you and Kenrad can detect the ensorcelled swords, it’s just a question of hunting the bearers down—one by one if need be. It will go faster when Kenrad returns. Two magicians who can sense the presence of those swords will make the task easier. I doubt any will remain when Kenrad finally restores the Empire.”


Stefan ran his hand through his hair then shook his head. “So you think our Thunder Lord will be successful?”


The Governor chuckled. “Well, of course I do. He called the winds and they responded. You told me so yourself. What’s left for the lad to do?” She began to tick items off on her fingertips. “Only find the true heir to the Ivory throne—and the throne itself, of course. Two things all of Narne has searched for over the ages since the Old Empire fell. It’s time they were found and the Empire restored. Don’t you agree?”


Stefan opened his mouth then closed it. “Yes. Yes, I do. But I don’t see how he’s going to do it. It’s all well and good to say the prophecy says it’s going to happen. But Kenrad’s the one who’s going to have to actually do it! Restore an empire.”


“Yes he is.” Graydon nodded then started counting on her fingers. “Him, with the help of the winds, and Sokhal’s Star, and the Erramus, and—”


Stefan continued, “And Blumgar the Fat, Pratha, the Ivornian Guards, Errandra—”


“And the Governor of Mironius, and Miron’s Warlock, and who knows who else? Somebody out there is going to sit on the Ivory Throne. I suspect the Emperor will be of some help to Kenrad as well.”


A gray-and-black cat entered the tent, brushed against the magician’s legs, and jumped up into Graydon’s lap.


“Hello, Dref.” Graydon scratched the cat behind her ears, and looked at Miron’s Warlock.


“He can also count on the help of all the cats in Narne. Cats approve of Kenrad. Don’t they, Dref?” The cat bumped Graydon’s hand with her head.


Stefan shrugged. “Of course you’re right, Graydon. I know Kenrad’s not alone in this. It’s hard to sit idle when there’s so much that needs to be done.”


“Idle?” Graydon lifted one gray eyebrow. “Here I thought you’d just returned from a skirmish in the Broken Lands where—thanks to you—a raiding party was successfully ambushed.”


“And a sword escaped.”


“My, you’re gloomy today.” She airily gestured toward the entrance. “Go away and come back when you’re not in such a foul mood. I’ve got plenty on my desk to deal with.”


Stefan pursed his lips, shrugged, and stood. “I’ll do just that.”
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The army camp at Lindvale didn’t get many visitors from outside of Mironius. The soldier warily eyed the three horsemen as they approached the gate. Their horses looked spent and the riders themselves didn’t appear to be in better shape. He stepped out of the guardhouse.


“Who goes there?”


“You call that a challenge? Krezan, I thought I’d taught you better than that.” The words came in a low growl.


The guard peered at the lead rider.


“Sergeant Justin? Is that you? And Lieutenant Thied?”


“It is. Now are you going to let us pass or not? We’re tired, our horses are tired, and you’re keeping the three of us waiting.”


The guard hurried to the gate, grabbed the bar, and began to lift, glanced at the third rider and stopped, frozen in place.


“Lady Sharayah?” The soldier’s voice quavered slightly. Officers were one thing—he dealt with them all the time—but this—this was different. Lady Sharayah’s presence did not go unnoticed.


“That’s right.” The rider urged her horse forward, and sat up a little straighter in the saddle. “But you can’t be blamed for not recognizing me. I can barely recognize myself.”


Hurriedly the soldier grabbed the gate, swung it out of the way, and shouted as he did.


“Officer of the Day! Lieutenant Thied and Sergeant Justin, escorting Lady Sharayah! Officer of the Day!”


Justin urged his horse forward through the now open gate. “There’s no need to make a ruckus, lad. Just tell us if the Governor is in camp. Lady Sharayah wants to see her.”


In the Army of Mironius, sentry calls don’t go unanswered. A man burst from the nearby guardhouse, looked at the three riders, and started shouting orders. Before she knew it, Sharayah was alone in a tent staring at her reflection. 


She grimaced at that reflection. She noted her sweat-stained leather clothes, ran her hand through her dirty, matted hair, and wondered for a heartbeat how anybody had recognized her. It had been far too long since she’d last had time to color her hair. Now running a wet comb through it made the dark roots that much more visible. Still the comb had gotten rid of most of the tangles that had made her hair resemble a bird’s nest. She sighed and tugged at her tunic. There was nothing to be done about her travel-stained clothes. The news she had couldn’t wait. As it was, the trip from Suluth had taken longer than she’d have liked.


Her mission was a success. She’d learned what the governor had asked her to find out. The name of the person behind the band of brigands that had been attacking Mironius. That couldn’t wait. The governor would just have to overlook her disheveled looks and dirty clothes. Not to mention how she smelled of sweat—hers and the horses she’d almost killed racing to return.


She’d enjoy a hot bath—long and luxurious—and clean clothes later. After she’d reported to the Governor. Who, she reminded herself, was used to receiving messengers coming straight from the battlefields and skirmishes. Messengers who, no doubt, looked much worse that Sharayah did.


“Lady Sharayah?” The voice came from just outside the tent.


“Yes.” She was glad to hear her voice wasn’t as weak as she felt. The journey from Suluth had been long and tiring.


“The Governor sends her regards and will be pleased to see you at your convenience—once you’ve had a chance to rest.”


The young woman took a deep breath and turned away from the mirror.


“I’ll see her now, if she’s available. Resting can wait.”
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Sharayah followed the soldier to the Governor’s tent and stood outside while the guard announced her.


“Send her in! Don’t keep the Lady Sharayah waiting!”


She smiled to herself and entered the tent to find two people looking expectantly at her.


“Governor.” She nodded at the woman behind the desk then turned to the man standing in front of her. “Uncle Stefan.”


The gray-haired woman got to her feet and gestured at the empty chair across the desk from her.


“Come in, Sharayah. You look exhausted. Sit and catch your breath. What about something to drink and eat.” The Governor turned to the doorway. “Food and drink! Right away.”


Sharayah took a deep breath and began to speak.


“I found out who’s behind the attacks. It’s Temar. The magician in Triam who likes to call himself Lord Temar.” The young woman tossed her head and the red streaks in her hair caught the light. “There’s no doubt that he’s the person behind the attacks against us. I overheard General Imra himself name the man as the one who needed the Lan Army’s assistance in his battle with Mironius.”


Graydon and Stefan exchanged startled glances.


“You overheard General Imra discussing this?”


“He was talking to his new soothsayer. Yazmeen I believe his name is. I was being held captive in a suite next door and could hear every word they said.”


“Captive?” Stefan pushed the empty chair forward and Sharayah slowly lowered herself into it. “You were being held? What for?”


“Spying, I guess. It’s the only thing that makes sense.” Sharayah pulled her lower lip thoughtfully. “I was never sure why Imra’s soldiers tried to arrest me in the first place. After the officer in charge got stabbed in the struggle, the reason didn’t seem to matter.”


“Stabbed?” Graydon had taken the opportunity to sit back down as well.


Sharayah nodded. “The soldiers tried to take my knives away from me—after they realized that I was armed. I objected—strenuously.” 


“And where were Lt. Wilf Thied and Sergeant Justin while you were objecting?” Graydon frowned. “You remember, the soldiers I sent with you as bodyguards.”


“Back at the inn where we were staying. The Silver Dolphin. Nice place. If I ever go back to Lan, I’d stay there again. The hostler is really good with animals.” Sharayah took a deep breath and then let it out. “I was on my way to a party and had left Wilf Thied and Justin behind. They were planning on exploring different escape routes out of Lan. A good thing too. If they’d been in the rooms when the squad of soldiers showed up, they would have been arrested and thrown into the dungeons. Kenrad would have ended up having to free them too. As it was they were able to help with my rescue.”


Graydon blinked, looked at Stefan, then back at Sharayah. “Kenrad Sokhal was in Lan? When last we saw him he said he was on his way to the Great Library.”


“Oh.” Sharayah paused for a moment. “I wondered. He came to Lan to save me. Kenrad was in Suluth at the time and heard I’d been captured.” Sharayah looked thoughtful for a moment. “After the battle, he told me that he was headed to the Great Library. Something about finding answers there.”


“Wait.” Stefan raised his hand. “Suluth. That’s the village on Lake Lalantris that’s built on stilts, isn’t it? Sits in the shallow waters at the western end of the Long Lake. What’s there that’s worth fighting for?”


“The villagers had been aiding the rebels who were trying to overthrow General Imra. The rebels call themselves the Freemen of Suluth. They’ve been avoiding Imra’s soldiers by hiding out in the swamp that borders the village. Imra decided to wipe out the village. Punish them and the rebels as well.”


“And he failed?”


Sharayah nodded her head. “Completely, Uncle Stefan. The general lost a lot of soldiers. The triremes ran aground in the shallows before they could cut the troop transports loose. Once grounded, the ships and rafts were easy targets for the village’s trebuchets. The missiles shattered the rafts and ships—knocking soldiers and sailors into the lake. When the flesh-eating ahgbed started swarming…” Sharayah gave a little shudder. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget those screams.”


“No.” Graydon’s voice was low and soothing. “I don’t imagine you ever will. Not completely.


“And did you tell Kenrad what you’d found out about Temar the magician?”


“Yes. He said he’d heard the name before.” Sharayah paused, swallowed once, and turned to look at her uncle. “And that’s the other sound I’ll never forget. Kenrad’s voice. It was as cold as the peak of Mount Zalna.”


Stefan nodded. “Where the snow never melts.”
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“What do you think, Graydon? Is the Iron Fist in danger of losing his grip on Lan?”


Having delivered her message, Sharayah had declined the opportunity to eat or drink in lieu of a hot bath and clean clothes. She’d left the Governor and her trusted advisor alone. As she’d found them.


Graydon stroked the cat that was curled up in her lap before she replied. “It’s common knowledge that the citizens of Lan don’t love General Imra. It’s the loyalty—and size—of the army that’s kept him in power. The loss of that many soldiers has to hurt. And there’s the army’s morale to think of as well. Soldiers are supposed to be able to defeat villagers. Handily.”


“Is there any way for us to take advantage?”


“Maybe.” Graydon paused in her petting. “But I want to know more about how the Army of Lan has reacted to this defeat.”


Stefan frowned. “Who are you sending to Lan? Sharayah can’t go back there without risking imprisonment—or worse. That’s clear enough.”


“No. If she’s willing, I’ll send her back to Triam. I would know more about this man and what he’s plotting before moving against him. That should be easier to find out now that we know his name.”


“Then—”


“There’s no need to send anyone to Lan. The Army of Lan has soldiers camped at our doorstep. They’ll hear of the defeat soon enough.”


Stefan chuckled. “True enough! Bad news spreads quickly when you’re on campaign. Those soldiers will know all about the battle and what a debacle it was before the moon is half-full.”


“And so will we. Wilf Thied will be interested in a report I’ve received from our scouts in the Broken Lands. About something they’ve found outside the enemy’s camp. While he and Justin are investigating the tracks he can get a closer look at the soldiers—and their reaction to the news.”


“Tracks?”


“Yes.” Graydon glanced down at the cat seemingly asleep in her lap. “Cat paw prints. Six-toed prints.” 










2

The Thunder Lord Visits Suluth






“So, how do you suggest we fix it?” Kenrad spoke to the empty air in front of him. A gust of wind ruffled his hair while the khrystal pendant glowed then faded.


“I’m told it gets very stuffy in the swamp. The stench can be almost overwhelming.”


Kenrad fell silent and cocked his head listening to a sound that only he could hear. He shook his head vigorously.


“No, no, that’s not what’s causing the smell. That’s just the odor of plants rotting in the stagnant water—but the stench makes life there unpleasant. And often there are swarms of flying insects, thick enough to block out the sun. At least that’s what the people who’ve been living there tell me and I see no reason to doubt them.”


A gust of wind tugged at his tunic. Kenrad shrugged. “You know I’ve never yet been in the swamp when it was still. Nowadays everywhere I go there’s a breeze. And I know you’re not the cause. It’s the scattered winds. They are going to keep me company until I can find a home for them—like I promised I would. Now what do you think about leaving one of them here? Giving one a home in the swamp?”


A light pulsed from within the pendant.


“No. I don’t want to try to dry out the swamp. That’s not what I’m trying to do. All I’m interested in is making life a little more comfortable for the people who live there. I’m told that during the summer the inhabitants pray for even the mildest of breezes. Just something to stir the air.”


He paused for a moment then nodded.


“Yes, like I said, one of the homeless winds—the ones that follow me around all the time. When I summoned the winds to Castle Mizok all of them came. Including the ones that were lost. They had been ensorcelled so long ago that they can’t remember where their home used to be—where they came from. Since they obeyed my summons, I promised to find them a home—and I will. What do you think about assigning one to this swamp?


“No! Not as a punishment! I’d like to offer it to one who would appreciate having a swamp to themselves. Can you think of one of the winds that might like to stop wandering and have this as a home?”


Kenrad paused for a moment.


“Speak to that one then.”


After a heartbeat, the magician was engulfed in a whirlwind—his hair and clothes pulled and tugged in every direction. And just as suddenly the wind died out.


Kenrad ran his hand through his hair and smoothed out his tunic.


“I’ll take it the wind said yes, then.”


The magician smiled and nodded. “I see. It wanted to thank me before darting off to its new home—the swamp. I understand. Thanks for your help with this, Jessamyn. Thank Aelenor for sending you to me. I know the East Wind is always busy and I appreciate her cooperation.”
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“Was that Aelenor you were talking to?”


Blumgar waited until Kenrad stopped talking before speaking. He always felt like he was eavesdropping when his friend talked to the winds. If Kenrad had been talking to a person, it wouldn’t have bothered him. After all, anyone could see him standing there just as he could see them.


“No. That was one of the Jessamyn. I call them that but that’s really the name of the clouds they carry across the sky. Messengers of Change. The Erramus have a name for the winds themselves not the clouds. They call them the Mutari. Whatever you want to call them, I cannot tell one from the other.”


Blumgar tugged at the end of his mustache. “Why would you give a name to winds you can’t see instead of clouds you can?”


Kenrad shrugged. “You’d have to ask the Erramus. Elkines might know.”


The big man’s face brightened. “I’d rather ask Neskan over a keg or two of beer.”


“Then you’ll have to wait for an answer. We won’t be seeing that caravan any time soon.”


The two men turned to look out over Lake Lalantris, their backs to the village. Blumgar leaned on the guardrail making it groan alarmingly. Behind them, the village of Suluth was returning to normal. The Freemen had gone back to their camps in the swamp and the villagers to their routines. The village had escaped the battle virtually unscathed. What little damage there was could be traced to the celebration that followed the crushing defeat of General Imra’s Army and Navy.


The villagers had taken the abandoned rafts—after their human cargo had been rescued—and broken them down into the logs they were made of. Logs invaluable to a village built on stilts. They had elected to leave the remains of the trireme where it had run aground—to mark the beginnings of the shallows that surrounded the village. It was, they decided, a fitting memorial to a battle that never should have occurred.


“Looks peaceful enough, doesn’t it?” Blumgar’s voice boomed out over the surface of the lake.


Kenrad gave a small shiver. “As long as you don’t remember what’s lurking beneath the surface.”


As the young magician turned to face him, Blumgar caught a glimpse of sunlight glinting off Kenrad’s khrystal pendant. It had been Kenrad’s decision to openly display Sokhal’s Star—just as years ago it had been his decision to keep it safely tucked away. Having seen how his friend had learned to control the magical pentagon, the change had made sense to Blumgar. Still, it took a little getting used to. Just like the other changes in his friend that were taking place as he accepted and grew into his role as Restorer of the Empire.


“I try not to think about the ahgbed.” Blumgar tugged on the end of his mustache. “You know, I prefer fish I can eat—not ones that could eat me. Speaking of eating—”


“Were we?” The hint of a smile slipped across the magician’s lips and then disappeared. “I hadn’t noticed.”


“We were about to.” Blumgar grinned. “And judging by the sun,” the big man glanced up at the sky, “it’s almost time to eat.”


Kenrad pushed away from the railing and disturbed the big cat lying at his feet. Pratha rose gracefully, stretched, and then bumped her master with her head. The man reached out and rubbed the cat, ruffling her fur then smoothing it out.


“You’re right. And after lunch we’ve got that meeting with Varna.”


The big man sighed. “Can’t I enjoy lunch without you reminding me of what’s coming afterward?”


“Come now, Blumgar. These people are our friends. They deserve to know what’s happening. At least as much as we know.”


“Oh, aye. Friends—and allies too.”


“If it comes to that. If allies are needed.”


“And you’re hoping they won’t be.” Blumgar shook his massive head. “Don’t see it, myself, lad. General Imra’s not going to just disappear because he lost a battle. Not him nor his Army.”


“It might not come to that, Blumgar. The path ahead is still not clear to me. Many more twists and turns await us before we reach our destination.”


Blumgar shrugged his shoulders. “Let’s at least eat lunch first.”
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“You’re the Thunder Lord!” Varna slapped the table and the loud clap resounded in the empty council hall. “And Restorer of the Empire! You didn’t breathe a word about this when I was going on and on about seeing the winds blow from all corners. And now you’re telling me that the winds came at your command! What more are you hiding?”


Kenrad’s cheeks reddened under his tan but his voice was calm. “I’m sorry, Varna. My path is not always clear—even with Narne’s Song to guide me. In the prophecy of the Thunder Lord details are sorely lacking.”


Varna leaned back and eyed the young mage. “What about your revenge? As I recall, you were determined to have it.”


“My revenge must wait.”


The old man snorted. “Hrmph. That’s what somebody who’s destined to restore an empire should say. Have you found the heir? What about the Ivory Throne? Do you know where it is?”


Kenrad tapped his pendant with his forefinger. “The heir cannot be hidden from the Restorer. The Ivory Throne is proving more elusive. The King of Thieves in Lan had some suggestions on where I should look. That’s one of the many reasons why I need to get back to the Great Library and the ruins of Akara.”


“The King of Thieves?” Varna eyes widened.“How did you meet him? I hear he’s hard to find—and well he should be.”


“Blumgar the Fat, an ex-disciple of Grastar, introduced us. His name is Peyrou the Fourth. I asked him for some advice while I had the chance.”


“So you think someone stole the Ivory Throne and the Great Library contains the clues you need to find it. How long before you and your friends leave?”


“Tomorrow morning. We’ll sail down the River Knic and pick up the trade route at the ford.”


Varna nodded. “Better that way than trying to go through Lan right now. Lots of unrest in the city. Imra’s got his hands full. Did you hear the Palace Treasury was robbed? Several chests of gold were taken. I’ll bet your King of Thieves is jealous of that feat.”


“Really?” Kenrad blinked. “The Treasury robbed? Since we’ve been in Suluth?”


“Just before you got back. Somebody made off with the Army payroll. Must have been right around the time you rescued Sharayah.”


Kenrad looked thoughtful. “Under cover of the storm I called. Of course.” He snapped his fingers. “Peyrou knew our plans. By the Throne, he came up with half of them. So that’s what he was up to—besides helping us rescue Sharayah. The Treasury.”


Varna gave a low whistle. “The King of Thieves, indeed. A theft worthy of his title.” He sat back in his chair. “And you plan on leaving tomorrow. I assume Captain Merkyn will be going with you. Does Denja know?”


“Merkyn was going to speak to her while I talked to you. Why do you ask?”


“Oh,” Varna winked at Kenrad, “just a little something Hanah observed. The Captain has been spending a lot of time with our invalid.”


Kenrad’s eyes widened. “He has, hasn’t he? Now that you mention it. I totally missed it.”


“I would have too—if it hadn’t have been for Hanah.”
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“Kenrad is certain he needs to return to the Great Library. There’s something there he needs to help him fulfill his destiny. We’ll be leaving tomorrow. Blumgar the Fat, Pratha, the Thunder Lord—and me.”


After a moment or two of silence, Denja gingerly sat up in bed and cleared her throat. “Let me see if I understand all that you’ve told me. There’s an Erramic prophecy that predicts Kenrad is going to restore the Empire? Our Kenrad?”


“The Song of the Thunder Lord.” The Ivornian Guardsman looked intently at Denja. “We Erramus believe that Kenrad is the Thunder Lord—Binder of Lightning, Hurler of Thunder, Caller of the Storm. He will be the Restorer of the Empire.”


The young woman blinked once. “Whether he wants to or not?”


“Restorer of the Empire—victim of his fate.”


“And your General Neel has ordered you to stay with Kenrad and help him?”


Merkyn clasped his hands together. “My assignment as well as my desire.”


“Doesn’t that make you a victim of Kenrad’s fate as well?”


“Perhaps.” A small smile tugged at Merkyn’s lips. “A fate that includes restoring the Akelides heir to the Ivory Throne. Not a shabby fate for an Ivornian Guardsman.”


Denja bit her lower lip. “How are you supposed to help Kenrad—a magician as powerful as he is—restore something that ceased to exist ages ago?”


“I don’t know how he’s going to restore the Empire or how I’m going to help. By the Throne, Denja, the man himself doesn’t know—but he’s determined to try.”


“And you’re—”


“Going to help him any way I can.”


Denja sank back on her pillows. Her face was pale. “There are other places that could use your help. Places in danger of being destroyed.”


Merkyn leaned forward and took her hand. “Don’t you think General Imra learned his lesson? That it’s in his best interests to leave the village of Suluth alone? Even if he hasn’t, it will take time to recover militarily from this disaster. You don’t replace that many troopers with a wave of your hand.”


“Do you think the Iron Fist might be willing to negotiate with the Freemen of Suluth? Enter into discussions with us? Captain Abhelam thinks so. He’s offered an emissary safe passage to Lan and a meeting with General Imra.”


Merkyn let go of Denja’s hand. “The Lan naval officer? That’s right, the Freemen and villagers worked with him under a flag of truce to rescue what few Lan survivors there were.”


“He seems an honorable man. By the way, Imra has made the Palace Guard responsible for maintaining order in the city.”


“Instead of the Army? His losses must have been worse than I realized.”


“The people of Lan respect the Palace Guard.” Denja shifted her position in the bed. “It’s the Army they fear. Imra had Colonel Clyatt thrown into the palace dungeon. Without Colonel Jormal, the General doesn’t have a senior officer to put in charge of what remains of the Army.”


“In the dungeon?”


“So I’m told.” 


Merkyn frowned thoughtfully. “Considering what a debacle the attack on Suluth was, that might have been the wisest course for Imra to take. The Army survivors know who was responsible for the bad decisions that were made. Decisions that their comrades paid for with their lives.”


“You think a meeting would be worth the risk, then.” Denja rubbed her shoulder and grimaced.


Merkyn eyed the young woman carefully. “A truce with Lan would be a good thing. A very good thing. How much risk are we talking about? And who would be at risk? Thordan? One of the other Freemen?”


Denja blushed. “Captain Abhelam made the offer to me, personally.”


“Of course.” Merkyn swallowed. “When you’re fully recovered, I’m sure.”


“Well enough to travel, anyway. If all goes as planned, he’ll send a ship for me in a few days time.” She leaned back on her pillows and spread her hands on the bedspread. “By then, you’ll be on your way to the Great Library. You and the Thunder Lord. Tell him that I wish him well. In the meantime,” Denja yawned, “if you’ll excuse me, I need to rest.”



[image: ]


A place to call its own. No more wandering Narne with the other lost winds—wondering where they had come from so long ago—where once they had called home. The Restorer had done as he’d promised. He’d found the breeze a place to call its own. But what was it like—this place the humans called a swamp? The breeze thanked the human as best it could. Then it left the wizard and the other lost winds behind and began to explore its new realm—no longer lost.


The cattails growing at the edge of the lake were the first to catch its attention. They marked the beginning of the land that it would now call home. Their brown cylinder-shaped tips were easily bent by its passage and marked it in an oddly satisfying way—springing back in place once the breeze had passed by.


Next came the marsh grasses. They were shorter than the cattails—closer to the soggy ground. They formed broad stands of vegetation—stretches of growth that grew at the edges of still pools and slowly flowing streams that crisscross the swamp. The wind was delighted to find that they were easier to move than the stiff stems of the cattails. Pressing on the grasses made them bow down until their tips almost touched the ground.


Parting the grasses revealed a Fisher Cat—crouched by a stream. Using the grasses to hide from others’ eyes. Startled by the sudden exposure, the cat hissed at the breeze as it passed.


The water in the stream rippled under the caress of the wind, forming swells that ran along its surface as, together, they headed deeper into the swamp. A cloud of small insects hovering above the water scattered, swept away by the force of moving air.


Then came the trees, tall and dark. Casting shadows on the black water below. Together they slowed down the flow of the stream—blocking the channel—forcing the water—as well as the breeze—to go around. Tree roots jutted out of the brackish water looking like knees on bent legs. Long strands of moss drooped from their limbs—long enough to brush the water beneath. The breeze set them swaying then lifted itself up to reach the tops of the trees and rustle the leaves it found there. Pleased with itself and enjoying all it was learning, the breeze headed deeper into the swamp.


What else lived in its swamp? What more could it find?


The wind passed over a zardoc lying beneath a tree. It snarled at the wind’s passing, exposing its long teeth.


Grateful for the home it had been given, the small wind continued to explore. Searching for what other inhabitants it might find, stirring the still air as it did. There was something ahead.
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Thordan stood on a hummock and glanced around. Something was different and he wasn’t sure what it was. Something had happened—or was happening. He’d picked the highest point of land around but, in the Suluthian swamp, that didn’t mean much. It was a handsbreath or two higher than the land behind him—where the Freeman of Suluth had set up their latest camp. Like most campgrounds in the swamp it was barely above the water line.


Life here was unpleasant. There was no getting around that. The air dense and still, heavy with moisture. Mold and mildew were endemic and added to the stench of rot that permeated the air. Campfires were hard to start and even harder to keep burning. Dry fuel was next to impossible to find.


Thordan shrugged. His tunic clung to to his shoulders with the weight of not-quite-dry cloth—a feeling he’d grown used to—more or less. All the unpleasantness associated with living in the swamp was more than balanced by the safety the location offered. Particularly if you were hiding from Lalantrian soldiers. General Imra had periodically sent patrols into the Suluthian swamps to hunt for the rebels that were hiding there. A futile hunt more often than not—and sometimes costly to the soldiers.


The Freeman idly rubbed his chin and felt the stubble of a day-old beard. Recent events had made it very unlikely that General Imra could spare any of his surviving troopers for an excursion into the swamp. Still the Freemen hesitated to leave the relative safety of the swamp. The Iron Fist’s moods were hard to predict and the recent defeat of his army at the hands of simple villagers was bound to enrage him. Thordan reminded himself—this was no time to grow overconfident.


Marsh grasses surrounded the campground. From his elevated lookout he could see past them to the open stretch of water that oozed its way around their camp. A line of trees bordered the other side of the stream, casting deep shadows beneath their foliage.


A swarm of gnats had collected over the one of the stream’s eddies. Nothing unusual there thought Thordan. Clouds of bugs were a common sight in the swamps. Yet another thing that added to the unpleasantness of living in a swamp.


Thordan frowned. What was it that had made him uneasy? He’d learned to trust his instincts. More often than not, it wasn’t until later that he would realize he’d seen or heard something that explained his feeling.


Across from him the tops of the trees began to move. He shaded his eyes and squinted. Dark leaves flashed their lighter undersides as they were tossed by a breeze. Then the moss hanging from the limbs of the trees began to sway. The cloud of insects lifted then scattered, swept away by the freshening weather.


Maybe that was it. A storm he’d sensed forming. A change in the weather making him nervous. A feeling of change in the air? While he watched, ripples formed on the surface of the stream and raced straight toward him.


A breath of fresh air struck his face. Startled, Thordan felt the air lift and toss his hair. Instinctively, he ran his hand through it—combing his hair with his fingers only to have the wind disturb it again—and again. The breeze tugged at his clothes—pulling them this way and that—before dying down.


He smoothed his hair with his hands then straightened out his clothes.


Behind him he heard gleeful shouts as the breeze swept through the camp. Thordan turned and smiled at the joyous sounds. A reason to celebrate.


Then it struck Thordan. He’d seen something similar. Watched as the winds treated someone else like they just treated him. Kenrad. The Thunder Lord. The Restorer of the Empire.


When the young magician was outside, the winds never left him alone. Always tousling his hair and tugging at his clothes. Thordan nodded to himself. That must be the connection. And that was what had changed. Kenrad was leaving Suluth tomorrow. There was time to get there before he left.
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Kenrad stepped out of the council hall into the sunlight and stopped to let his eyes adjust. He thought the meeting with Varna had gone well.


“Kenrad! I just saw Blumgar getting your ship ready to sail. He tells me you’re heading for the Great Library.” Squinting, the mage saw a familiar figure striding toward him, outlined by the morning sun.


“That’s right, Thordan. We’ll be leaving later today.”


“Good. I’m in time then.”


“Time?”


“I’d planned on thanking you for your help in defending Suluth. Without it General Imra would have destroyed the village—plain and simple.”


Kenrad held up his hand. “No thanks needed, Thordan. I was glad to do what I could.”


“And now I’ve got another thing to thank you for. That breeze you sent to the swamps.”


Kenrad gave a little smile. “Varna mentioned to me what you’d said to him long ago. How pleased the inhabitants of the swamp were when any breath of air passed through.”


“One showed up at our camp yesterday. It’s still in there as far as we can tell. Everywhere you look you can see the swamp grasses and the moss on the trees swaying back and forth. I figured it was one of your lost winds and you sent it.”


“It’s no longer one of the lost. It’s found a home—that is, if it pleases you.”


“Pleases us? Why of course it does! It’s been widely appreciated, I can attest to that. Not just the humans either. I swear even the Fisher Cats enjoy the breeze. Playing with the grasses as the wind tosses them around.” Thordan smiled. “Not sure what the zardocs think about it.


“Only I was wondering if you should take the breeze with you. After all, the Freemen won’t be spending as much time in the swamp as we used to—now that we’ve defeated General Imra. And I wasn’t sure if you might not need it.”


A gust of wind swept across the pier, tugged at the men’s clothing and hair, and disappeared.


Kenrad smiled and shook his head. “If it’s serving its purpose—and the cats like it—I’m inclined to leave the gust where it is. I’ve still got a number of winds I’m trying to find homes for and that one seems happy enough in the swamps.”


“Happy?” Thordan looked amused. “I’ve never thought of a wind having emotions before.”


“Maybe happy was a poor choice of words. Content? Suited!” The young magician ran his fingers through his hair. “The scattered winds don’t remember where they used to live—before I came along and summoned all of them to the Ardurand. Aelenor thinks they had been ensorcelled and my call broke whatever spell they were under. Over the ages their ancestral homelands changed so much that the winds don’t recognize them any more. But this breeze I left with you appears to be thriving in the swamps. It seems to be getting stronger as it settles into the environment.”


“We wondered if it was getting more powerful. Is that possible?”


Kenrad shrugged. “We know the air in the swamps is heavy—filled with water. That’s why the swamp feels stuffy and a breeze is so refreshing. Maybe the breeze is getting stronger the more air it moves—or maybe the air is getting easier to push around. My guess is that this breeze will continue to grow stronger as it learns the swamp and how to move air through it. At some point it will reach a balance.”


Thordan rubbed his recently shaved chin then smiled. “All right. I’ll stop worrying and enjoy the breeze. On behalf of the swamp’s inhabitants, thank you.”
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Blumgar sat at the stern, one hand on the rudder the other on the pier.


“Kenrad. It’s time we were on our way.”


“Indeed it is, old friend.” Kenrad sat down in the small ship and reached out to touch the pier. “On the count of three, push off.


“One, two, three.”


As the small ship rocked back and forth, a breeze filled the sail—billowing it out until it was taut and the ship began to make headway, slipping out into the shallow waters surrounding Suluth.


Kenrad waved at the figures still standing on the pier—Varna, Hanah, Thordan, and a few others—likely members of the trebuchet teams come to see them off. Denja had come to say goodbye as well. Hanah had insisted that her patient not stand, going so far as to have a chair set up dockside for her. The magician glanced at the expression on Merkyn’s face and remembered the first time he and Errandra had parted.


Kenrad patted the Ivornian Guardsman on the shoulder. “You’ll see her again, Merkyn. Maybe sooner than you think.”


Merkyn couldn’t take his eyes off the pier. “What makes you say that, Kenrad? Are you trying to make me feel better about leaving?”


The magician shrugged. “Denja is in Narne’s Song. I hear her there. What part she plays in the restoration isn’t clear, as yet. But we will see her again. That much is certain.”


A smile eased onto Merkyn’s lips but his gaze never wavered. Eyes fixed on Denja as the dock slowly receded into the distance. “Then this sight will have to last me until then.”


Kenrad turned back to the stern. “You know where we’re headed don’t you, Blumgar?”


“Away from the kitchens of Suluth.” The big man sounded morose.


“Are you sure you can find where Lake Lalantris meets the River Knic? Once we reached Lake Lalantris we hugged the shoreline all the way here. It’s bound to look different sailing straight to the source.”


“Oh, aye, I talked to Thordan and he told me what landmarks to look for. And once night falls I’ll have the stars to guide me. Once we’re back on the River Knic, we’re sailing downstream. If the wind holds, we’ll be back at the ford before you know it. And on our way to catch up with Harobed Bry’s caravan.”


“And the kitchens of the Erramus.”


“So turn up that breeze why don’t you?”


The mast creaked as the sail grew even tauter.


“Enough!” Blumgar shook his head and laughed. “It will take longer if we have to stop and fix the mast. Or rips in the sail for that matter. Don’t worry, ox-drawn wagons travel slowly—even when pulled by Braken Oxen. Horsemen in a hurry to get to the Great Library will have no trouble overtaking such a caravan.”


Kenrad stepped toward the prow and lifted his hand. After a moment—he felt the warmth of Errandra’s cheek in the palm of his hand, carried there by a breeze. He smiled knowing she had felt the breeze and knew it meant he was thinking of her.
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Kenrad lifted his hand and the sail slackened. The breeze that had filled the canvas since they had left Suluth died. The longship slowed as it drifted down the River Knic.


“Did you want to stop here, Kenrad? The ford is right around this bend.”


The magician nodded. “I could tell we were getting close, Merkyn.”


“I don’t see how either of you can have any idea where we are.” Blumgar gestured at the shoreline on either side. “One part of this blasted river looks the same to me as any other. I’ve been lost ever since we left the lake.”


“I’ve had to scout the land around this ford more times than I can count, Blumgar. This is a major trade route for all the Erramic caravans.”


“Yeah, I should have figured you would know. Ivornian Guards. ‘It’s what you do’ and all that. But you, lad,” he looked at Kenrad who was peering intently at the eastern bank of the river, “how do you know where we are? You’ve only been here once before—same as me—and we left in quite the hurry chasing the pirates. Besides things look different when you’re traveling in the opposite direction.”


“The breeze.” Kenrad pointed at the slack sail then returned to eyeing the shoreline.


Blumgar and Merkyn exchanged glances. The big man shrugged. “What about it?”


“The breeze knows where the ford is located.”


“Yeah? Well, as far as I’m concerned, it could have kept blowing until we got to the ford. Call another one up or we’ll have to row.”


“I’m looking for a place where we can hide the ship.”


Merkyn joined Kenrad and Pratha amidships. “So you decided not to swap it for horses?”


“There will be no need.”


“These ferrymen are also horse traders. They are going to want something in exchange for three mounts. And without horses we’ll never catch up with Harobed Bry’s caravan.”


Kenrad shook his head. “Trust me, Merkyn. It’s too soon to get rid of the ship.” He pointed to the shoreline where there was a small inlet. Its mouth was choked with reeds and tall grasses. “See if you can steer her in there, Blumgar.”


A light breeze filled the sail then died away. The big man eased the coasting ship past the screening reeds into the narrow slip of water where it ran aground.


“You going to leave it here?” Blumgar glanced around the ship. “I think you’d do better to leave it with the ferrymen. Tell them you’ll be back for the ship. They can care for it until then.”


The magician scanned the small cove before he spoke. “I don’t want to do that, Blumgar. Remember, we took it from the pirates. You know they want it back. The pirates would see the longship at the ford if we left it with the ferrymen.”


“You think the pirates won’t see it sitting here? Some reeds and grasses aren’t going to hide a longship from anybody passing by.”


“I know that.” Kenrad looked distracted. “I’ll drop the sail. Then we’ll see what we can do.”


Blumgar watched as Merkyn helped Kenrad secure the sail. Then he lifted the rudder, secured it in place, and stood up. The ship creaked alarmingly beneath his feet.


“Easy, Blumgar. The hull is resting on the bottom.”


“Looks like we’ve got no choice but to get wet then.” The big man stepped over the ship’s gunwale and into the water. Freed of the big man’s weight, the ship bobbed up and floated free. Merkyn and Kenrad staggered at the sudden movement of the deck. The startled Pratha hissed.


Blumgar, standing in water up to his thighs, grabbed the stern of the ship with both hands and shoved it toward the shore. “The ship needs to be almost empty when we run her aground—if we want her to stay where we put her. But being stuck in the mud still won’t keep somebody from seeing her.”


Kenrad sat down on the gunwale, swung his legs over, and dropped into the water with a splash. On the other side of the ship, Merkyn followed suit. Left by herself, Pratha lashed her tail and eyed the shoreline—a short Sand Cat leap away. With a bound, the cat leapt from the ship and landed on the shore where she immediately began to bathe.


Without saying a word, Kenrad and Merkyn grabbed the sides of the ship and started running toward the shore. Blumgar joined them, splashing through the water. In a heartbeat, the longship shuddered, skewing slightly as it slid up the muddy bank. The men stumbled to a stop. 


Blumgar gave the stern a gentle tug. “She’s stuck all right.”


The men waded around the ship, out of the water, and onto the shore. Clothes dripping water, they formed a semicircle around the prow of the longship. Pratha, disinterested in the empty ship, continued her ablutions.


“Now.” Kenrad pushed his soggy sleeves up over his elbows and put his hands on the ship’s prow. “Uncle Stefan has a spell he uses to hide things he doesn’t want people to see.”


The young magician began to mumble under his breath, rubbing his hands along the gunwale of the ship. Sokhal’s Star glowed on his chest.


Merkyn turned to face Blumgar. “How’s this supposed to work?”


The big man rubbed the side of his nose with one thick finger. “Magic. The Warlock says that the spell keeps you from being able to focus your eyes on the object. It’s kind of like your eyes just glide over what’s there without really focusing on it.”


“Uncle calls it a cloaking spell.” Kenrad lifted his hands and stepped back from the ship. “It may not work on you two because you know what’s there. What the ship looks like. But for those who don’t know that it’s there—”


Merkyn turned his back on the longship and took several paces before turning around. Hands on his hips, the Ivornian Guard scanned the shoreline. “Impressive. Good work, Thunder Lord.”


Blumgar crossed his massive arms and pursed his lips. After a moment he nodded in agreement. “Nicely done, lad. Miron’s Warlock would be proud.”




[image: ]


“Looks like the ferrymen have customers.”


Across the river from where Kenrad, Merkyn, and Blumgar were standing, a two-wheeled vehicle was being loaded onto the ferry. Behind it, mounted horsemen waited their turn. Without thinking, Blumgar reached back and touched the hilt of his broadsword where it jutted up past his shoulder. 


“You won’t need your sword, Blumgar. They’re old friends of ours.” Kenrad smiled and turned to Merkyn. “Although I’ve never seen Ivornian Guards traveling with a buggy before.”


“It’s the type of vehicle we use when escorting those who don’t ride horseback—the young, elderly, or injured.” Merkyn’s tone was matter of fact. “The buggy looks empty from here. That’s the driver holding the horse’s head. The squad must be on its way to provide transportation to somebody.”


Blumgar shaded his eyes. “Wait! That’s Lieutenant Vanzeck and Sergeant Hewit.”


“Like I said, Blumgar.” Kenrad chuckled. “Old friends.”


Blumgar rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “It looks like our old friends have brought along more horses than they need.”


“Remounts.” Merkyn didn’t hesitate. “Wherever
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