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      Hello, friend, and welcome to the fifth and final volume of my 52 Stories In 2023 project!  The previous four volumes each contained ten stories.  To properly round out a year’s worth of weeks, this final volume consists of twelve, spanning genres from heroic fantasy to time travel romance to mystery.

      

      2023 was a great writing year for me thanks to this challenge and all the people who made its success possible through their support on Kickstarter and elsewhere.  I thoroughly enjoyed writing these stories, and I hope you will enjoy them as well.

      

      Thank you for your readership and support!

      

      
        
        Warm Regards,

        Michael Kingswood

      

        

      
        March 2024

        San Diego, CA
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      The Glimmer Vale Chronicles is a heroic fantasy series of mine.  I’m currently putting the finishing touches on book seven of the series, but I also enjoy writing shorter pieces from time to time set in that world.

      

      This story takes place concurrently with book six, and though it references events in book five, it has only mild spoilers.  So new readers can venture forth without fear of harm.

      

      Enjoy!

    

  


  
    
      The sun was rising above the peaks of the Saddleback Mountains above Glimmer Vale, still far away to the west.  And though it felt early, Melanie Klemins knew that was an illusion.

      Autumn was growing old, leaning toward winter, and already the days were noticeably shorter than they had been back when she, Julian Hinderbrook, and Jared Tolburt arrived in the vale beneath The Falconer’s Stairs.

      It seemed strange that months had passed during their time within the labyrinth that an ancient archmage had constructed to test the son and heir of his liege lord.  And all the stranger since she had experienced most of the little subjective time they had spent there in a form of suspension, able to think and observe but not move or act.

      But it was true; the alignments of the stars had testified to that fact during their first night’s camp after they successfully escaped.  And since they had set out back home to Glimmer Vale, the weather had given corroboration to what the stars had declared.

      Her body, at least, had not adjusted to the shift in time, normally so gradual as the year turned in its pattern, and she had taken to waking well before dawn each day.  Much to Julian’s consternation.  The man could sleep anywhere, through anything it seemed.  And didn’t much appreciate being kicked awake for the day’s journey before there was light in the sky.

      He’d come around.  Eventually.  Probably because Jared had more closely followed Melanie’s lead and had no difficulties getting up and about almost as early as she did.

      They may have patched up whatever issues had kept Julian so distrustful of him, but Julian clearly still did not like the idea of Jared one-upping him at all.

      Silly.  But then, as she looked away from the rising sun over toward where Julian was pulling the cinch tight on his horse’s saddle, she had to admit silliness was one of Julian’s many charms.

      He was about average height for a man, but well muscled.  He kept his brown hair cut short on the sides and back, and was clean-shaven.  His coat had been deep green when they left Glimmer Vale, but it was fading from extended exposure to the elements, his pants light brown.  He wore a longsword on his left hip and a shorter blade on his right, a “gift” of sorts from the archmage.

      Julian caught her eye and grinned quickly, then bent to pick up his bulging saddle bags.  “Should make Mangin City around nightfall if the weather holds.”

      Melanie nodded.  If.  That was the question at this time of year, in these altitudes.

      Though there were few clouds in the sky at the moment, that was no guarantee of things to come.  Already the snowcaps on the peaks of the nearby mountains—never fully melted even in the peak of summer—were beginning to grow, and the few trees surrounding their campsite for the night that were not evergreens had only a few yellow-brown leaves clinging to their branches.

      “Then it’s just a couple weeks in the pass up to the Vale and we’re home,” Jared said from behind Melanie.  “What could go wrong, right?”

      She sniffed and looked back at him.  Bearded, with curly black hair that hung to his shoulders now, he wore a sardonic smile that said he very much doubted things wouldn’t go wrong, at that.

      He had a curved blade on his hip, the same as Julian’s short sword in that he had obtained it from the labyrinth: a gift from the archmage.  His tunic was dark blue, his pants and boots black.  His cloak was too thin for the early morning chill; but then all of theirs were.

      When they reached The Falconer’s Stairs, it was still summer, and they had been equipped for it.  Now each day was a study in chilly misery as they made their slow way home.  But at least Mangin City would provide a reprieve, a chance to resupply before they tackled the pass up to Glimmer Vale, and the snows that almost certainly would be starting before they made it all the way through.

      “Well,” she said, “clearly nothing, as the gods favor us.”

      Julian let out a little snort of amusement, and Melanie raised an eyebrow at him.

      “Let’s get to it then,” Julian said, and mounted his horse.

      Melanie’s mare was perhaps less than proper for a woman of status, but she loved the animal.  Grey with little streaks of brown that from a distance could be mistaken for gold, Mara was spirited to the point of being compared with a stallion at the stables Melanie had obtained her from.

      She could relate.

      It only took a moment to get settled into her saddle, and then they were off.

      Their campsite was in a little depressed clearing separated from the road by a short stand of evergreens, close enough together that it was easy for a passer-by to not notice the spot.  But Jared had proved adept at scouting out opportune spots, and he had found the place during their trip northward earlier this year.

      So when they came upon it again, it was easy to decide to camp there, even though there still had been two hours of daylight left when they stopped.

      Melanie did not begrudge that lost time, though her breath misted in front of her face as they headed out, and the last lingering scent of woodsmoke from the previous nights’ campfire still lingered on her nose.

      The promise of her home, so many miles distant but drawing closer by the minute, prompted her to motion.

      It only took a few minutes to regain the road to Mangin City, and only a few ducks to avoid overhead boughs on the way, and then they were making way on terrain that was at least well-worn, if not paved.

      Paving such as surrounded the capital was, of course, not to be expected this far north and west from those metropolitan environs.  And despite part of her wanting to protest against that luxury, Melanie preferred it that way.

      Easier to get around meant easier for the crown’s agents and busy-bodies to interfere.  And though mere lack of paving stones or oppressive weather would not be a deterrent against the Magestirium, she still felt a measure of comfort in their lack.

      Besides, she reminded herself, you have an arrangement with the Magestirium now.  Stay in Glimmer Vale and they won’t come after you.

      A smaller voice replied that she was not in Glimmer Vale, and would not be for a couple weeks yet, so that assurance no longer applied.

      She shoved that voice down.  Harshly.

      She had taken every precaution.  Cast every magical ward against tracer spells even before her group had made their way east through Holbart’s Pass to Mangin City, so many months ago.  And since then, she had revealed her presence only to the most trusted agents, and continued counter spells against tracing as well.

      Surely those men could not know she was out here.

      Silently, Melanie prayed to a God that she was not sure existed that this would be the case.

      Not to the gods; her Magestirium study by way of her dead lover had long-ago proved their lack of divinity, even if Loran Haversted’s comments last summer had not.  But there was a deeper theology, almost legend now, that she had uncovered during her study about Kalem and his father the Lord Magus, the Liege Lord who had tasked the archmage with the construction of the labyrinth she and her companions had so narrowly escaped…

      A theology that pointed to a single Source.  A Creator—a Logos—who had no name that could be pronounced by man or woman, whose essence was so far beyond thought that even a glimpse would send a person into the depth of madness, or death.

      She had come across those writings and cast them aside as absurd.

      And yet they tugged at her soul, screamed for her to dig deeper.  The same way her lover Timon’s hints at the truths of his magical art had compelled her to make him cast aside the boundaries of his mage brethren and teach their secrets to a woman.

      He had done it willingly.  And yet sometimes Melanie wondered if she hadn’t manipulated him, knowing he could not resist her feminine wiles; she knew well how attractive she was.

      Her intellect denied it, of course.  But her conscience…

      A small part of her spoke as she rode the downslope of the road to Mangin City: This is why you cast aside Julian’s initial advances so rudely.

      This is why you keep him at arm’s length even now, after all you’ve been through together.  After he’s proven to be a trustworthy man, and more than that, a man of honor and stature, the kind of fellow you always said you wanted.

      You fear you will use him, and kill him.

      The way you did Timon.

      Melanie shivered more than the encroaching cold could have possibly made her do, and she pulled her black cloak, laced with blue and silver thread, close about her body as she rode.

      The day passed slowly, but her thoughts made it seem fast.

      Memories of Timon, the expressions of torment on his face when she saw him from afar.  The assurance as their eyes met across the distance that he would never betray her.

      Her fear—her certainty—that he could not hold out no matter how strong his resolve.

      Her flight, before she even knew he was dead.

      Months—years now—had passed, and she knew it had been the only route open to her, to avoid the torments he had to endure, and the death that inevitably followed.

      But was she still running?

      She hardly noticed when they stopped for a lunch of jerky and dried fruits, and for the use of nature behind a thicket of trees a way back from the road.

      But as the sun began to lower against the plains to the east, a pristine flatness compared with the jagged peaks of her chosen home ahead, and her own shadow began to lengthen ahead of her and to her right, she looked to the left, to where Julian and Jared rode a bit ahead of her, chatting the way men do about meaningless things.

      “…it could be that way, but—“ Jared was saying.

      Melanie cleared her throat.  Loudly.

      The two men turned to look at her.  For a moment, Melanie was almost taken aback, their expressions were so similar to each other.

      Both had looks of curiosity twisting their lips into half-smiles.  Both right eyebrows were raised, and their heads were both cocked to the side, waiting for her to continue.

      It was the same as it had been their entire journey.  And most of the time since Jared had appeared in Glimmer Vale, injured in the middle of a snowstorm.  He could almost be Julian’s twin, from their reactions, if not from their physiques or their facial structures.

      Melanie considered for a moment—not for the first time on this journey—that this wasn’t the real reason Julian had up until now taken such a disliking to the younger Jared.  Like he had seen the route Jared had taken and recognized it as one he could have taken just a few years earlier.

      Familiarity breeds distaste, she thought as she considered the two men in silence for a moment.

      “A moment please, Jared,” she said, putting a “Give me some space” tone into her words that Jared immediately understood.

      He gave a quick nod, then spurred his horse to greater speed.  The gelding shifted from a walk to a trot, and in a few seconds Jared was far ahead of Melanie and Julian.

      Julian raised a second eyebrow to match his first and just looked at her.  A challenging stare, if ever she had seen one.

      Part of her wanted to look away.  But the challenge of his eyes balanced an earnestness on his face that made her cast aside that part with a contemptuous inward snarl.

      He was still half a horse-length ahead of her, so Melanie urged Mara to greater speed for a second.  Then they were side by side and Melanie felt the weight of his questioning gaze upon her.

      She lost what she was going to say and looked instead toward the road ahead, where Jared was leading the way.  “It’s good to see the two of you have mended your relationship,” she said, and cringed at herself.

      Julian blinked, then looked ahead toward Jared.  After a moment, he shrugged.  “He’s not as complete a scumbag as I thought he was.”

      Melanie looked sharply back at him.  As though feeling her gaze, he looked back. Their eyes met, and after a second Julian shrugged, smiled slightly, and looked away.

      “Ok, fine.  He’s alright.  Good enough to have with you in a tussle.”

      Which basically said Julian trusted Jared with his life.  The way he used to, back when he, Raedrick, and Jared had been in the same army unit together.  Before…whatever had happened had happened.

      “That’s good.  Frankly, you were getting insufferable with your constant needling at him.”

      Julian snorted loudly, but didn’t reply.  He just looked back at Jared silently for a moment.  Then he said, “It was earned.  You know why you hate Loran Haversted so much?”

      Melanie felt her jaw fall open, heard her breath exhale unintentionally.

      He kept right on going.  “It was kind of like that.”  Julian looked sidelong at her, his expression deadly serious.

      Melanie arched an eyebrow at Julian.  “Really.  So he slapped your lover in irons and tortured him to death, with you helpless to do anything but watch?”

      He returned the arched eyebrow, and his lips twitched slightly.  “I said kind of.”  Then he grinned broadly at her, and she couldn’t help chuckle at the way her words just rolled off him without landing.  He’d seen through her attempt at a ploy quite deftly.

      When she chuckled, he looked away back toward Jared.  And shrugged.  “Anyway, turns out Jared’s not quite as bad as I thought he was.”  In his tone there was old hurt.  Betrayal.  But also forgiveness and forbearance.  Willingness to move on, and a cheerful looking forward to the future.

      “I was thinking, though.”

      “Oh, did it hurt your head?”

      Julian looked sidelong at her for a second, then he rolled his eyes and continued.  “That gold we found in Feirhard’s play area, or whatever it really was.  It’s five hundred years old.  No one’s going accept it.”

      Melanie had been thinking of that herself, and came up with the answer a while back.  “When we get to Mangin City we’ll take it to Hans Olbermon.”

      Julian’s grin faded a bit, and he rolled his shoulders slightly.  “I don’t mind telling you, that guy is…” he trailed off, clearly searching for the right word.

      “Eccentric?”

      He nodded.  “To put it mildly.”

      Melanie shrugged.  “Very true.  But be that as it may, he is an authority on things unique and esoteric.  I’m fairly certain he’ll be able to determine the gold’s value and exchange it into modern coinage.  In fact, it’s probably worth quite a bit more than the base metal’s value, due to its age and—”

      She cut herself off when she noticed Julian was no longer looking at her or listening, but focused straight ahead with that steady alertness poised on the edge of action that he got when he saw trouble coming.

      The road ahead rose slowly to a short hilltop and a break in the trees, and thirty yards ahead.  Jared was up there already, but he had his horse stopped.  His left arm was up alongside his head, fist clenched.

      Melanie didn’t know all the hand signs Julian and Raedrick—and Jared, she supposed—had left over from their time in the army, but she knew that one.

      Stop.

      “What does he see?” she asked, in a lower tone of voice.

      Julian shook his head.  “Wait here.”  Then he nudged his horse into a faster walk, to catch up with Jared.

      The scolding side of her almost protested and charged forward with him—hadn’t her magics saved him and Raedrick both on any number of occasions?  Why should he presume to be so protective?

      But Melanie reined that in along with Mara, slowing her gently to a halt.  There was no harm in letting him do the protection thing.  It made him feel good, she thought, and in a weird way her as well.

      Julian reached Jared’s side, and the two men conferred for a moment.  Then Julian turned around in his saddle and gestured for her to come up to them.

      She nudged Mara forward, and in a moment she was beside them, on the other side of Jared from Julian.  She immediately saw what had caused Jared to pull up.

      The trees did indeed break here atop the hill, and the road ahead was mostly clear for the next mile or more.  Off to the right, about a third of the way to the next tree line and several hundred yards from the road, was a small farmstead.  Nothing major, just a family’s thatch-roofed house and a larger building adjacent to it, probably shelter for the animals and tools.  Well-tilled fields stretched behind and to the sides of the buildings, mostly bare now as the harvest was complete.

      But the fields and the out-building all flew through Melanie’s consciousness in a flash as she focused in on the house.  Smoke was rising.  Grey and thin, so at first she thought it was just the fireplace.  But the little stone chimney poking out from the nearest edge of the thatching was clearly visible, and lifeless.  The smoke was rising through the thatching itself, and as she watched, it grew noticeably thicker, and darker.

      A flicker of flame showed through the roof now, and Melanie’s heart went to ice.

      “We need to get down there,” Jared said.

      Julian nodded, and the men put their heels into their horses’ flanks.  The steeds shot forward at a gallop.

      Melanie didn’t even think about staying behind.

      Mara’s muscles bunched and heaved beneath her, and despite the situation they were charging toward, the probability that the family was injured or worse, Melanie felt an exhilaration building within her; the sheer speed of her horse, the joy that seemed to flow from Mara into herself as she was able to just run.

      She quickly caught up to the heavier men on their more burdened steeds, and then began pulling ahead.  She noted Jared’s look of amused chagrin as she passed…

      And then they were pounding down the little beaten track that led from the road to the front of the house and the storage building.

      The smoke was much thicker now, nearly black, and flames were easy to see engulfing the thatching on the left-hand side of the house.  There were two windows adjacent to the open front door of the place, and she could see more flames within.

      But what drew her up, made her pull Mara to a halt still a good fifty feet short of the building, was the body lying on the doorstep.

      He was a mature man, early into his fourth decade she thought, and clean shaven, in homespun woolens that were dyed blue.  He was sprawled out with his head lying on the step, his eyes starting straight up into the sky and his flaxen hair haphazardly flounced all around his head.

      And he had been stabbed.  It was immediately obvious from the blood staining his tunic and running into the dirt around his body.

      “Bugger me,” Jared said as he and Julian pulled up next to her.

      Julian leapt from his horse, and Jared followed.  They ran to the man and the burning building.  Jared bent over the man while Julian went into the doorway itself.

      He was almost immediately beaten back, holding up his hand to shield his face and eyes from the heat and glare of the flames inside.  He looked back at Melanie and waved for her.

      He needn’t have.  She was already opening the little book that she kept, holding her magical notes.

      Some spells she performed so often she knew them by heart and didn’t need to look them up.  But for this, she would need something…  There!  On a page near the back, one that Timon had taught her years ago and she hadn’t used in a while.  But it would probably do nicely.

      She flipped open the satchel that was hanging from the right side of her saddle and fished around inside.  The components for the spell were common, and she had them bundled up already for immediate use.  The green and white paper marked them…there it was.

      Melanie checked the incantations and gestures of the spell one more time in her book.  They weren’t complicated.  In seconds she completed it, and crushed the component bag between her palms in the final gesture.  A flash of heat announced the components’ destruction, the fuel for the spell’s action.

      The chill of the morning seemed to lessen, then grow almost warm around and behind her even as the heat from the fire in the house faded, the spell drawing the heat away and dissipating it.  In moments, the flames were gone, only grey smoke of residual embers rising anymore.

      But rising from everywhere in the building.

      Julian nodded at her, then ducked back into the house, unimpeded now.  Jared rose from beside the dead man, scowling.

      “Stabbed through the heart,” he said, turning to look back at Melanie as he raised his eyebrows meaningfully.  “Fellow never had a chance.”

      She nodded.  “So this was no accident.”

      Jared shook his head and spat into the dirt.

      Julian emerged from the house, looking grim.  “No one’s inside, but there’s a wardrobe that hadn’t burned yet.  A couple dresses in it.”

      “So whoever did this killed the farmer and made off with his wife,” Jared said through gritted teeth.  “Bloody bandits, and this close to Mangin City?”

      “Or she killed him, and fired the house to make it look like bandits,” Melanie said.

      The two men looked askance at her, but after a moment Julian nodded.  “Could be,” but his tone was doubtful.

      And in truth, Melanie highly doubted that’s what had happened as well.  But it was a possibility.

      “Well whoever did this can’t have left too long ago,” Julian said.  “Let’s look around for tracks.”

      He and Jared split up, moving left and right to the edge of the house and then around, scanning the ground closely as they went.

      What they thought they were looking for Melanie wasn’t sure.  To her eye, the packed dirt between the house and the storage building, and out to the fields, was a mass of contours and prints, dents and divots.  How they could get any information from that…

      She shook her head.  A long as she had been away from the Capital and other large cities, and despite the small village where she grew up, woodsmanship, tracking, and the like were magics that she could not begin to comprehend.

      But Julian and Jared—Raedrick too—knew something of it from their army days, so she left them to it.

      Instead, she turned Mara toward the storage building.

      It was taller than the house by a few feet, and longer.  The thatching in the roof was in need to some maintenance—was that a gap up there near the left-hand peak of the roof?—and the swinging wooden double doors that allowed entrance were ajar, hanging slightly skewed from true.

      She had to stop herself from thinking ill of the farmer’s maintenance of the place.  Probably the bandits had done at least some of the damage when they searched the place, because of course they would.

      Mara halted before the double doors and Melanie dismounted.  She pulled the doors fully open and looked within, then frowned.

      It was laid out simply within.  Storage bins and shelves holding various iron implements that Melanie assumed had to do with farming tasks lined the right-hand wall all the way down to the end of the building.  Along the left-hand wall were stalls for animals.  She saw a trio of pigs, another of goats.  And down at the end were three stalls for larger animals.  The first was empty, the gate open.  But the other two were still closed, and occupied by horses, with riding tack hanging nearby from pegs on the wall.

      If the bandits had come through this place, they left it remarkably untouched.

      As she came back outside, she found Julian and Jared returning from their reconnoiter.  Julian’s face was troubled, Jared’s flat like he was annoyed or confused.

      “Did you find anything?” Melanie asked, and Julian and Jared exchanged glances.  After a moment, Jared spoke up.

      “Unsure.  There’s a path leading to the rear of the fields in the back, and then into the woods.  Looks like someone went back there recently, but—”

      “But it didn’t look like a mounted band.  Just one set of hoof prints, a lot of boot prints, and what looks like the tracks of a cart,” Julian finished for him.  “Strange for bandits in this kind of country.”

      That clinched it.  “I’m not sure this was bandits,” Melanie said, gesturing behind her toward the storage building.  “There are two horses still stabled in there.  Would bandits have left good horses behind, especially if they didn’t have any of their own already?”

      Julian blinked, and if anything, his face became more troubled.  “Not any sort of bandits I’ve ever heard of.”

      “So maybe the wife really did do it?”  Jared sounded incredulous, and annoyed.

      Julian looked at him and then spread his hands as though to say, “How would I know?”

      Melanie looked between the two of them.  “Do we follow, or take the story to the authorities down in Mangin City?”

      “If we push real hard, we might get there before nightfall,” Julian said.  “If the sheriff or the Marshals send someone to investigate, it’ll be another day at least until they get here.”  He shook his head.  “In that time the villains will have made a clean getaway.”

      Jared nodded agreement.  “So we follow them.”  He gestured toward the dead man.  “What about him?”

      A valid question.  They couldn’t just leave his body for the animals.  On the other hand, if they took the time to bury him now…

      Julian shook his head.  “We’ll bury him after we find them,” he said, echoing Melanie’s thoughts.

      Melanie nodded agreement, as did Jared.  A moment later they were back on their horses.

      The path the men found led straight back between two of the fields and disappeared beneath the boughs of a pair of maple trees, and then back into the thickening woods behind.  As they approached, it almost seemed like the gap between the trees was soaking in light from all around; the gap looked like a gaping black maw almost.

      But then they were through and Melanie scolded herself for her imagination.  The light was muted here in the woods, yes, but it was hardly deep shadows.

      In fact, the woods were quite lovely.  The lateness of the month meant that the leaves on many of the trees had turned, now yellow and red in a beauteous display, and many leaves had fallen, making a carpet almost, above what otherwise would likely have been bare dirt between the various shrubs and smaller plants that grew in the shelter of the greater trees.

      A few pines here and there freckled green into view from time to time, and added a pleasant, clean aroma to the whole scene.

      At first Melanie thought they would lose the trail, but it was well-worn and clearly visible.  Even the fallen leaves were
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remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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