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~ Chapter 1 ~

Arrival

Silver bloomed in front of Shiobe, starting as a small ball hovering mid-air before swirling into a tall oval, wisps of energy flicking from the fuzzy edges. Before it stabilized, the frantic, middle-aged woman jerked her hand from Sikode’s grasp and ran into it, her yell cutting off as she disappeared.

Shiobe smiled as the fighter’s disgusted sigh filled the stable. What did he expect from a desperate mother? She tugged on the horses’ reins; Kandari and Rytika Ciri plodded after her through the kick-portal, leaving behind the rain and mud of Greyns. Sikode whisked after them, and the wielding twirled into a tight knot, then vanished.

They stood on the top of a wide, yellow-grassed mound. Four humongous, near-leafless shade trees cast deep shadows around a small, well-kept wooden cottage, which sat to the side of a rustling, piney woodland. A scruffy path led to the front door, a plain affair with a curved, barkless branch as a handle. A dim candle in a cracked iron door lamp glowed a muted welcome. Flickering light peeked past the shutters, the product of a small fire.

The woman slammed the door open, jiggling the structure, and raced inside, babbling in a loud, incoherent voice. Another, startled, then soothing voice replied to hers. 

Kandari and Rytika Ciri whickered and pulled on their reins. Shiobe reassured them, stroking their necks and speaking warmly, and after they calmed down, looped the leather about the saddle pommels. They snuffled about her pockets for a treat, and when they found no suet, they nipped at the bent grass. She patted their withers before pondering the fire-lit doorway, wondering if they should enter unannounced or remain outside until the woman sent for them.

Sikode retrieved a hair tie from his pack, bound the waist-length black strands, and stalked to the cottage. Uneasy but not wishing to stand in the late night chill alone, she firmed her lips and trailed him.

A sweet-looking, plump young woman in a loose white nightdress and robe gasped at their entrance and backed towards the small, flickering kitchen fire, her hand rising to clasp her gown over her chest. Her golden brunette hair fell in tumbled curls over her shoulders and down her back, framing brown eyes that widened in horror as she scrutinized Sikode, then Shiobe. The older woman snorted at her and waved her hands.

“They’re here t’ help, Ara,” she said and whisked to the back room. Ara stumbled into the hearthstones, and she fought for her balance. Shiobe felt sorry for her; strangers had just invaded her place of safety, and she doubted the younger woman believed a word the older one muttered, especially when confronted with a man as intimidating as the fighter. Men who looked like Sikode did not heal—they killed.

She exchanged a look with him before he turned on his heel and strode through the door. She reluctantly followed, unease sitting high in her chest.

A fat, stubby candle planted on a lopsided dresser illuminated a small cot and the lump of a man atop it. He tossed and turned with fever, sweat dripping from his skin. One leg, wrapped in thick gauze, jutted out from under the frayed blue blanket, though blood leaked about the edges as if a recent change of the dressing reopened the injury. She swallowed—in her childhood, peasants residing near Tura who could not afford a healer’s service, or make it to the Sheune temple, died from similar wounds, unable to battle the infection.

Sikode shook his head in disgust and knelt next to the leg, placing his hand on the upper thigh. The woman opened her mouth, but his dark glare made her pause. Instead of saying something, she moved to the bedside, staring at the waxen face with desperation.

Shiobe leaned against the wall, her mind fuzzing, her sight wavering. She did not think she could stay awake long enough to watch the end of the healing. Three rain-filled days of chasing bloodmages did not lend well to restful sleep, and her body demanded rest. She glanced at the Oritan, decided she would not attack Sikode while he cared for her son, and shuffled to the other room. Perhaps walking about in the cold air would keep her standing for a while longer.

The younger woman still cowered next to the fireplace, her bulging, frightened eyes glued to their mounts. The two horses ripped grass from the soil, calm and unintimidating—at least to Shiobe. She supposed Rytika Ciri, whose black fur blended into the shadows, might seem terrifying, though Kandari’s chestnut coat softly gleamed in the moonlight, a lovely, not menacing, sight.

“We aren’t here to harm you,” she told the woman in Siodame. “Why not sit down?” She nodded at the rocker near the flames. The younger woman’s mouth fell open, then her fright faded into extreme confusion.

“You speak Siodame?”

“Yes.”

“But you aren’t from Oritan.”

“No,” Shiobe agreed.

“Yanna found you?”

“Yes, in Merren. Luckily we speak Siodame, not just Jonnese, so we could understand her.”

“Are you healers?”

“Well, Sikode is—”

“Sikode?” Her fear returned in force. “Not . . . not the wielder and Flame warrior who works for the Illenan king. Right?”

Her reaction meant his reputation had already crossed the border into Oritan, and those near it had heard not-so-nice things about King Shiel’s young, ruthless Rakan advisor. Would her terror dwindle if Shiobe told her he reserved his viciousness for bloodmages?

Probably not. 

The young woman groped for the chair and sank into it, trembling, staring into the bedroom as if she expected a multi-headed monster to roar through the door and swallow her whole. Perhaps she should ask her questions; Shiobe had a multitude of those and nothing else to do to keep her body from shutting down. “She claimed her son’s a climber?”

The weight of Ara’s distrust struck like a hammer. “He is,” she whimpered, suspicious.

“What does that mean?”

“He . . . he climbs into the mountains. And up the Black-shine.”

“His mother said something about the hearth witches refusing to heal him because of it.”

She shook her head and sucked in a trembling breath. “Climbers climb to find things.” She swallowed convulsively. “They find money sometimes. A few coins here and there. Other times they find jewelry or statues, things they can sell in Pellindiohal or Shalradioh. The people in the valley . . . they think they steal it all, from graves. There used to be a city at the base of the volcano, with an enormous palace. They think climbers sneak into the ruins and find crypts to rob.” She snuffled. “I went with him a couple of times. He doesn’t loot graves. No climber does. The items, they’re just sitting on a rock, or by a stream. They pick them up and sell them. You can return and find something else in the same place. Sometimes. Sometimes you don’t find anything. Sometimes you find something in a different place, far away from the other one. That’s why they climb, to find those different places.”

Shiobe had read odder stories regarding happenings near dragon lairs. The ones concerning Kykini Cede? Those were bizarre and terrifying; ancient temples housing large cats that walked on ceilings and dropped onto unwary travelers, lizards that hiccupped blood when those of evil intent neared pilgrimage sites, caves guarded by a constant blanket of snow that froze the intrepid before they set foot within.

“If people think they steal it all, then why don’t the authorities arrest them?” she asked.

“With Ceten, it’s because they fear Yanna.” She produced a sad, small smile and a single tear ran down her cheek. “She once wielded great power. It disappeared when she gave birth to Ceten, but no one realizes it. They still fear her and what she might do to them if they cross her.”

“And you are?”

“Her daughter-in-law. Ara.” She looked to the back room, her fingers twining into her nightdress and clenching together. “I’ve been outcast, too, for loving a demon-son.”

Unfortunate, but typical of small rural communities in her experience. “How far is the Black-shine Mountain?”

The question surprised her. “It’s just over that way,” she said, waving towards the west. “You can see the top of it at night, against the sky.”

That did not answer her question, but Shiobe took the invitation to step outside, relieved to have something to do other than fall asleep on her feet. What a terrible first impression that would leave.

She peered at the dark shadow jutting into the shimmering expanse of star-sprinkled sky and the hazier mountains that circled the valley in which it sat. Many names had defined it over the centuries; Black-shine Mountain, Jo khade maja, Vedellesse Sava, the Glass Volcano. All referred to the lair of Kykini Cede, Flame Dragon of Kassak. Her father had dreamed of visiting the obsidian-covered volcano as part of his scholarly study of dragon lairs, and here she was, following that route—only she and Sikode planned more than climbing the Firelit Trail to the crater, marveling at the Khan Dorioalle shrine, then leaving, disappointed nothing marvelous happened during the outing.

A sharp, Grey Hills wind whipped past, carrying the promise of first snows that melted in the air rather than alighting on the ground. Despite her dislike of the chill, she breathed in the scent of spicy dead leaves, pine and damp soil—her Condi blood demanded no less. The act settled something within her, and she sucked in the calmness of hillsides preparing for the snowy seasons as she studied the landscape surrounding her.

The Obsidian River shimmered and wavered as it flowed from the west and around the volcano, heading towards its intersection with the larger Glass River at the Merren border. Golden lights twinkled on its shores, highlighting settlements. Even more sparkled on the flatter valley floor, brightening the homes of farmers. The rich soil provided lush farmland, and the trade moneys from the bountiful harvests had made Pelletin, the capital of ancient Yerrist, a rich and powerful city.

She started at the soft crunch of slippers on pebbly soil and darkly chastised herself for the anxious reaction; how horrible, to have her wielded shields trigger because of unwarranted fear and burn a hapless rural woman into ash. She had left that night’s excitement back in Greyns and she wanted it to stay there.

Ara glanced at her and sucked in a deep breath before coming to an awkward halt several steps away. Her gaze trailed away and to the bottom of the hill where a flare of flame cast an orange sheen across the barren soil. Within the center rode armored men, over half wearing dark surcoats, the rest sporting rugged brown leather she associated with small-town local guards.

“Yanna!” Ara called, her voice tight and terrified.

The older woman appeared in the doorway, and her daughter-in-law pointed down the hill to the nearing men. She hissed and hurried over, eying the group with worried anxiety.

“What’re they doing here at this late ‘mark?”

“I don’t know. Do . . . do you think they’re here for Ceten?”

“Why would they be? He’s been down for weeks,” Yanna muttered. She stiffened her resolve and patted Ara’s arm. “I’ll talk to ‘m.”

Shiobe scurried into the cottage and to the back room, adrenaline driving her into wakeful anxiety. “Soldiers are coming, and Yanna and Ara are afraid.”

Sikode continued to study his patient for several heartbeats before slowly raising his head. His eyes glowed in the flickering candlelight, an unearthly light blue shine juxtaposed against the room’s shadowed dimness. He narrowed them, then stared at the wooden slats as if he could see through the wall. “I cannot leave him,” he murmured. “He is gravely ill and any interruption may end in death. I will shield, as a warning. If they touch me, they will wish they had not.”

“I’ll tell Yanna and Ara.”

He nodded, distracted. “Tell them to refer to me as Kirido of the Kla ra di’neri Caravan, and that we are traveling to Shalradioh to meet up with one of the companies.” He returned to the sick man, stilling in trance.

Ara had reentered the outer room, clutching her arms, fear raging across her face. Shiobe paused before her, attempting the confidence that normally eluded her. In the past she had thought to mimic Kitta’s poise, but after leaving Iova, imitating her ex-friend seemed childish and insufficient. “If they go in back, tell them not to touch Kirido. It . . . won’t end well for them.”

She blinked, collecting her thoughts. Had she heard?

“Make sure you call him Kirido and tell them we’re from the Kla ra di’neri Caravan, OK?” And hopefully, his spy façade held as well in Oritan as it had in Soline.

She hustled outside; Yanna stood, fearless, the wind whipping her unbrushed brown hair and mud-splattered dress about her. If local gossip harped on her birthing a demon-son, her appearance would not help. She knew that intimately, having experienced the retaliation of the irrational in Tura.

“Yanna, Sikode’s going to wield a shield about him and Ceten,” she said, huffing up to her. “And you should call him Kirido, too.”

“Kirido.”

“He’s a member of the Kla ra di’neri Caravan and we’re going to Shalradioh to meet up with a company there. And, um, tell them not to touch him. It’ll not end well.”

“That’ll work on the locals, but the ones from Avadiosha? They’re a nasty sort.”

“So are Sikode’s shields. You saw them in action at the inn, when they burned that blood mage to ash.”

Yanna nodded. “Powerful,” she admitted. “Good thing you got ‘m. Just in case.”


~ Chapter 2 ~

Unwelcome Visit

Just in case. 

Shiobe walked to the doorway and leaned against the side, arms folded in an attempt to look tough, nonchalant. Had they come for Ceten, like Ara said? It would not shock her if rural guards took advantage of a terrible situation and helped a hated community member into an Abyss. Her belief in the general compassion and goodwill of the average human had died on the streets of Iova, though Tura gave it quite the beating beforehand.

When the group arrived, the nervous local guards kept their horses back, looking above them, as if something might plunge from the night sky and attack them. What, made them so afraid? They stood in an expanse of dead grass and cold earth, no cover in sight, but perhaps they assumed the dark hid monsters.

The soldiers dismounted, then demanded the rest do the same. Not a good sign.

The superior, a stiff soldier in over-shined armor and a dark green surcoat that brushed against the dead grass, sauntered to Yanna, chin raised in arrogant aplomb. The center of his chest held a busy coat-of-arms created from a jumble of stylized vines, flowers, books, wildcats and crowns, topped by a bird-of-prey. She assumed it was a family crest because she did not think Oritan marital organizations sported such convoluted designs that inhibited a quick identification.

“We’re looking for Merchant Fen from Hillside and two Solins,” he barked, his voice cracking the peaceful hum of Grey Hills nighttime. No introductions? Did he assume everyone living in the vicinity knew him?

“Why’d you think they’d be here?” Yanna asked, folding her arms and glaring up at the man.

“They came here looking for Ceten.” He pointed at two non-local men. “Search the cottage,” he commanded.

They did as he asked, granting Shiobe a suspicious look as they neared the door. Her sword initially concerned them, but when they studied her, they decided she posed no threat and tromped inside. Ara whimpered, and she sighed; fear never impressed bullies, and they fed on it like a drinker gulped wine.

They inspected the black pot hanging above the fire, opened the doors to the food cabinet in the corner and left them ajar, glanced beneath the small counter at cooking utensils, tangled with the chairs at the round dining table, then turned to the back room and froze. Sikode’s protections gleamed a bright silver, an obvious signal to stay away. They rushed out and saluted the superior, who looked down his long nose at them.

“Superior Lukerik, there’s a man behind a shield inside,” one said.

Yanna snorted. “He’s a healer, from the Kla ra di’neri. Got ‘m t’ heal m’ son.”

“Kla ra di’neri?” the superior asked, surprised, then focused on Shiobe. “You’re from Kla ra di’neri?”

She nodded. “We were on our way to Shalradioh to meet up with a secondary caravan when we met Yanna on the road. Kirido is a healer and offered his services.”

“And you?”

“I’m a translator and—”

The superior did not wait for her to finish her sentence; he entered the small abode, and immediately returned outside, his stubbled face twisted into a disagreeable frown, his brown eyes narrowed.

“That’s a typical shield healers use on a battlefield. Caravan healers do the same thing. If you need to heal people during a bandit raid, you make certain you survive it by erecting shields and tinting them so people know to stay away.” He forced a laugh. “Seems he doesn’t trust you,” he told the older woman. Then he glanced at Shiobe. “Or you.”

The ass.

His men remained unconvinced despite his nonchalant acceptance of the protective wielding, but no one wished to contradict him. She doubted respect kept them silent.

At his command, the soldiers holding torches and wearing white badges with a green shield on their tabards spanned across the southern-facing, nearby hillsides, their lights dimming in and out as they threaded through trees. The local guards hid near their horses, jumping at wind-created creaking and the snorts of their mounts.

“What are you doing? Get out there!” the superior yelled, pointing to the dark slope. “Those Solins aren’t going to find themselves!”

The men huddled in a tight, unhappy group and shuffled down the hill, a single torch between them. They headed to the northwest, searching a barren landscape sporting leafless bushes and dead grass, no cover in sight. If a camp rested there, it had no fire to illuminate the chill night.

Shiobe edged towards those who remained at the cottage, hoping to hear more information about who they searched for. She had a sinking suspicion they went by Rien and Kitta.

Unfortunately they chit-chatted about odds and ends and made fun of the local’s terror of imaginary monsters. They expressed skepticism about Yanna’s past, but she only muttered something under her breath and glared at them.

The soldiers returned, empty-handed. The superior eyed them, then motioned to the bare-leafed trees lining the meadow. “You haven’t searched the pool yet.”

“It’s darker in there,” one protested.

She did not think the superior’s eyes could roll further up into his skull.

“Why’d they be there, anyway?” another grumbled. “It’d be better to camp out here in the open.”

“Just do it,” the superior ordered, exasperated.

Their conflicted choice about finding a pool within a night-dark forest, holding only a torch and a sword, or remaining in the relative safety of the open air, made her giggle. The locals must have some terrifying tales, to make them cower. The superior’s eyes snaked over to her, but he said nothing, only became sourer with each excuse. He opened his mouth wide to yell as another soldier stepped forward. He dressed in a far finer surcoat than the others, which, like the superior’s, displayed his family’s coat of arms. A noble, then, from a house that thought water lines drawn above a mountain, and that jutted up and down like wavy eyebrows, was an appropriate symbol. 

“I’ll go find the pool, then we can get out of here,” he grumbled, waving his hand in dismissal. He snagged a torch from another soldier, the light reflecting off his polished gauntlet causing the man to recoil, and marched to the trees. He made a production of peering through the branches, which irritated his fellows, and with a mischievous grin, took out his sword and batted at bushes, breaking several twigs off the cold plants.

That irked Shiobe, and by the superior’s smirk, she did not quite keep it hidden. She half-hoped the soldier circled to the horses and swatted Rytika Ciri. She had no illusions about what would happen; a gelding brave enough to attack bloodmages without hesitating would never think twice about pounding a smarmy idiot into the ground. 

He discovered a narrow, well-used path leading from the meadow, and receded into the trees with a jaunty step. Shiobe itched to trail him but remained in place, antsy. She needed to be there in case the other men decided to do harm.

During the wait, she pondered the superior’s words. He mentioned Solins. While he might have referred to someone other than her once-friends, she doubted the coincidence. So the two had visited the cottage, and the soldiers looked for them there. Why? Was the merchant wanted for theft? Or had Rien punched a local?

And why had Kitta left without healing the climber whose help they sought? Had she changed so drastically from the girl who could not stand to see another in pain, that she left a man in obvious need to die?

The moon rose high overhead, but the braver soldier did not return. How long did it take to find a forest pool that was probably at the end of the well-worn path? His friends called for him. No answer. A few seemed disturbed, but the superior muttered about his constant refusal to follow orders. No one went after him, though they griped loudly enough about his stupider exploits.

Stupider was a generous description. If his life flowed like most morality tales, he would have died from a horse’s kick to the head long ago.

The men continued to complain while rejecting any attempt to find their buddy. What had he discovered, to keep him in the forest? Surely not Rien and Kitta? What if he had fallen and broken a leg or hit his head on a rock? What if he cut himself swinging his weapon about and had bled to death in the middle of the path? No doubt the soldiers would blame any mishap on Yanna.

Shiobe studied the defiant woman and decided she was safe enough. She pushed from the wall and snagged a torch from the loose grip of the soldier nearest her; he stared in bewilderment.

“Don’t blame me, if he’s slashed himself and is bleeding out,” she told the superior. He snarled but did not stop her as she proceeded to the trail. The other soldiers’ annoyance grated, but not one of them offered to join her.

“Damn Condi,” one sputtered. Ah, they noticed her Condi-green eyes. She laughed, knowing it would trigger shame in the lot, but not enough to follow her and seek revenge. They could hide at the cottage and pretend phantoms did not stay their feet.

A couple of footsteps in, and she heard the crack of branches being damaged. The soldier obviously did not expect to find anyone, because the amount of noise he produced would have frightened his prey into flight. Annoyed, she crept after the echoes, though, considering the ruckus he made, she doubted he would notice her footfalls. Concerned he might attack her if she startled him, she triggered her shielding as Sikode taught her. Her lover did not need to heal a second body that night.

She finally reached a small pool surrounded by bare bushes and a couple of large, flat boulders. The man swaggered about and swatted branches that broke under the weight of the sword, kicked small stones and trunks, and made weird facial contortions while complaining about nonsense.

No wonder he had not heard the calls for him. He had not even noticed her arrival, with a torch in hand.

“Your friends are calling for you.”

He paced around the pool, swinging the light about and grumbling incoherently. Had he not heard her?

“Hey!”

A mean expression darkened his face before he kicked the dirt edges into it. Brown filled the surface and floated towards the center. He sheathed his sword and plunked the torch into the ground, intent on uprooting a bush with both hands so he could toss it in as well. Rage beat behind Shiobe’s eyes at the senseless destruction; what reason had he to harm the pool? Did he want to destroy it for the inconvenient nighttime visit?

He eyed one of the flatter boulders that would hold clothing and towels for swimmers, and rammed into it, trying to dump it into the water.

That unconscionable bi a ki. “Leave that alone!” she yelled.

No reaction. Sikode must have enhanced her shielding with his special sight and sound protections. She looked at her hands; she did not want to drop them because of the potential, tedious explanation about their specialness. And if she touched him and he erupted into shadowfire? So much worse. What do to?

Several long-stemmed plants with the sad remains of fuzzy white heads grew near the stream that trickled out of the pool. She plucked one and inched towards him, then threw it at his neck.

He leapt from the boulder and whirled, swinging, then realized no one stood next to him. He looked about, eyes narrowing, and rubbed at the back of his neck hard enough it reddened. Not enough to scare him into flight? Hmm. She glanced about, then wandered over to a fallen log. She slammed her foot onto a decaying branch; it snapped off with a loud crack. He turned toward the sound, then shook his head and swiped his hand up the back of his head before retrieving the torch.

Too foresty. She picked up the largest pieces, which disintegrated in her hand, then pelted him with the greying bits.

The man performed an impressive pirouette. He swatted the air about him with the flame, his movements sudden, frantic. She smacked him in the face with a gigantic dusty chunk before he raised a hand to protect his nose.

He swung his torch in a circle and drew his sword, panting in growing terror.

She kicked at the earth; chunks of dirt rained over at him.

The soldier fled, crashing through the underbrush like a drunken bear. She jogged after him, pleased she had kept him from further destruction. Before she arrived at the meadow, she dropped her shields, then wandered to the cluster at the cottage.

The man babbled to his superior, who stood, unimpressed, looking ready to bash his head with the pommel of his weapon. He looked at her, and deeper anger descended.

“Local tales, Jador.”

“I saw them, Lukerik! Ghosts!”

“You see them?” he asked, jerking his chin at her.

 “I didn’t see anything,” Shiobe smirked, handing her torch back to one of the other soldiers. “No ghosts, shadows or spirits. Just a man floundering through the underbrush.”

Yanna snorted. “No ghosts here,” she muttered.

“They say you’re a witch!” he screamed, thrusting the flaming stick at the woman. Meanness marred his features, and he unsteadily rushed her, raising his sword.

Shiobe stepped between, ready to draw; Ti’torien’s pommel did not blaze to life, so the sword did not consider the man a threat. Interesting.

The superior snagged his surcoat, swinging him to the side. He gagged as his sword clattered to the ground.

“Knock it off,” the man grated, before releasing the material in disgust. Jador tumbled into the dirt, the torch flying from his hand and rolling to the feet of the just-returned local guards. They leapt back as it sputtered and went out; no one retrieved it. “It’s dark and quiet and you spooked yourself on the wind. Fen and the Solins aren’t here. They probably went to Redwater, and that’s where we’re going. Mount up!”

“Tonight?” someone asked in disbelief. The others shushed him as the superior straightened, his nostrils expanding as if he smelled something extremely nasty.

The local guards rushed to their horses, mounted, and trotted down the hill, leaving the others behind. Jador received teasing and mockery, and while his face turned a brilliant shade of red, he insisted on what he had experienced. The superior brought up the rear, his expression of revulsion immutable.

Yanna gleefully turned away and hopped to the cottage door. Ara stood there, wrapped in a ragged, long shawl, and watched the retreat with distrust. Shiobe waited until the orange flicker of torches disappeared before walking to the Oritans; the older woman turned at the crunch of footsteps and gloated.

“They think the Solins kidnapped Fen. He left with them and hasn’t come back, and his wife’s overcome with worry.”

“Fen brought them here two days ago,” Ara whispered, deep-seated fear coloring her tone.

Shiobe’s stomach twisted. “Did you speak with them?”

“Yes. They wanted to talk to Ceten, and Fen was their translator. He’s a trader who sells in Merren and so he knows Jonnese. They wanted him to convince Ceten to lead them up the Black-shine because they didn’t want to travel all the way to Copper Water for a company guide. Fen was . . . he was pleased . . . that Ceten . . .” She sniffled. Yanna narrowed her eyes, irked. “The woman . . . the wielder . . . I think she wanted to stay and heal him, but her husband didn’t allow it. He dragged her to her horse and forced her to mount and they headed towards Redwater.” She pointed to the far left, to a small sprinkle of pale-yellow lights against the blackness. “It’s the nearest village with a climber.”

“What did they look like?”

“The woman had long blonde hair that sparkled and she wore the wispy skirts that the siojhetioxh have in stories. She had on a very thick coat and still looked cold. The man did all the talking, with Fen translating. He had brown hair, brown eyes, and was very muscular, like some of the guards who use heavy weapons.” She shuddered. “He wasn’t that remarkable, but he had so much anger. He was very angry, that Ceten was sick. He was very angry, they needed to go someplace else for a climber. I . . . he . . . I think he wanted to leave Ceten to die as punishment for not being well. I feel sorry for his wife. If he gets so upset over something like that, he probably beats her over every little thing.”

The captain’s brutishness did not surprise her. The self-proclaimed champion of the poor had thrown away all empathy once he reached Iova and sought the attention of the queen. His reliance on a local to translate flabbergasted her, though. Kitta spoke Siodame, and while she did not share Shiobe’s confidence, she could easily navigate a simple conversation with Oritans. Why did the captain trust him over Iova’s Shining Star?

This Fen must be the reason they ended up at the volcano so fast; he had a hook, and Kitta followed it using a kick-portal. There simply had not been enough time for her and Rien to have reached the volcano on horseback if they left Tindrel around the same time as she and Sikode.

She pictured the two galloping along the road, trying to outrun the first snows, and almost laughed at the absurdity. The siojhetioh, when traveling by foot or horse, was achingly slow. She always demanded frequent stops to rest and insisted on staying at inns rather than at crossroad firepits. Her loathing of adverse weather was legendary in Tura, and she had no reason to change her outlook, especially if she thought the quest a fool’s errand that an influential court jackass insisted she undertake.

It puzzled Shiobe, why they traveled so far into Merren before kick-portaling in the first place. Surely the Iovan palace had access to at least one mystery artist with the knowledge to send them to Shalradioh. From that famous city, they could have flowed with the pilgrim traffic south on the Dikalari, and reached the Glass Volcano without having to worry about post-war Merren dangers and first snows.

“How far is Redwater?”

“An easy day’s travel. I doubt they had much luck there; Toma’s an old man and he’ll not want to climb up. I told them that, but the husband didn’t listen.”

To insinuate that Kitta held herself in such a poor light as to marry Rien irked her. Of course, just because she wanted to believe that her ex-friend would find his brutality so repulsive she broke with him, that did not mean the siojhetioh would forsake her court standing by doing so.

Yanna hmphed. “Toma won’t leave Redwater. Fen can take ‘m t’ Dorra or The Trees, but they won’t find anyone there, either. Too superstitious, and too late in the season. They’ll need t’ go t’ Copper Water if they really wanna hire anyone.”

“How long will that take?”

“Maybe an eight-day, if they visit other places. And they’ll have t’ convince a guide company t’ take ‘m on. They don’t like losing guides t’ terrible weather, and snows ‘r heavy and bitter cold, up top. They charge the fire sylf cults a year’s wages to get ‘m up during Cold Rains and Frozen Air. Will make ‘m travel the Dikalari and up the Firelit, for safety.” She quieted, withdrawing. “Ceten knows other ways.” Distraught, she rushed past her daughter-in-law and to the back, where the silver shield still encompassed Sikode, the bed, and his patient.

Ara returned inside, and Shiobe stayed on the hillside to make certain the soldiers and guards had truly left. She did not see a hint of orange light at the bottom of the path, nor did she hear any horses but Kandari and Rytika Ciri.

Her eyes trailed up, to view the tall, menacing darkness of the Glass Volcano. Ceten knew other ways? The dragonpriest accounts mentioned several entrances, though they only described the ones in the crater. Someone blocked those tunnels a long time ago, and no one had made it past the door in the Khan Dorioalle. If Rien and Kitta sought a guide company’s help and made it to the crater, they would meet with obstruction and frustration. It served them right, for not staying to heal a desperately injured man.

She wobbled on her feet, the weariness catching her fast. Her eyes blurred in tired tears while she unsaddled the horses, and threw them over a smooth, fallen log that she assumed functioned as a bench for the three Oritans. She staggered to the cottage with the packs, tucked them into the corner between the table and cupboard, sank into a chair, and promptly fell asleep.


~ Chapter 3 ~

Hillside

Shiobe stood with Sikode before the bright green door of the single healing house within walking distance of Yanna’s cottage. The sign nailed to it contained a painted quote from the legendary Condi healer Mephedioh, stating, ‘Bring all to the hands of Greenroot’s power, so they may bloom anew.’ A poor translation of a famous quote, but often used because so few healers and scholars wished to accept the sarcasm and disdain of the original.

Mephedioh had very opinionated views of who should receive a powerful healer’s touch and who should only visit herbalists—and she turned her back on many needy commoner soldiers during the Yerrist incursion. So many lost lives and limbs from her neglect that General-artiste Shaol sent her back to Condioh in shame. Her contempt reflected poorly on her lightarts school; Caphisse nearly failed due to the terrible publicity and only survived by casting out her siblings and cutting all ties to her family.

Her family, in return, cut her off from their wealth and dwindling influence.

Shiobe snarled at the sign. People enjoyed listening to tales of Mephedioh’s redemption and ignored the reasons she sought the sylf-touched healing artifact, the Willow of Waylight, in the first place. 

Ara took a step back, her hands shoved deep into the ragged pockets of her threadbare grey coat. “I . . . can’t go in,” she whispered.

Sikode observed her coolly, so Shiobe smiled and nodded. The woman’s agitation had grown the closer they rode to Hillside, and she wanted to stay in the corral with the horses rather than accompany them to the healing house. She reluctantly guided them, but kept her head down, hiding as best she could behind her tresses.

What had the healers told her, to make her so hesitant to near the place?

Sikode strode to the door and opened it; the bell above the jamb produced a tiny, tinkling ring.

The store section had several shelves of glass jars, each containing a specific healing item. Some held powders, some leaves, some dried berries and roots. White labels with neat writing identified each one, a credible depiction of the plant’s natural form next to the name. The sweet, acidic smell of cleaner filled the air, but did not cover the mustiness. The fighter glanced over the products, then planted himself before the counter and waited.

And waited.

Long moments passed before a woman in a green healer’s robe exited from a cloth-shrouded doorway, holding several glass jars and sternly regarding them as they clanked about.

“Oh!”

She must not have heard the bell. Sikode smiled with warm charm as the woman bent her knees and slid her bundle onto the countertop. She straightened and nervously wiped her hands on the shiny robe, leaving brown, powdery smears behind. Wealthy merchant and lower noble families wore similar materials in Iova, and in Shiobe’s experience, they delighted in aggravating snobbery and unimaginative insults bestowed in piercing tones.

“What can I get you?” Her gaze flicked to the glass jars and her eyes darted about, counting the containers.

“I am looking for whioshil and saovoigerdhin.”

“And why do you need whioshil and saovoigerdhin?”

What an odd thing to ask. Not how much, but why. If he asked for healing supplies, perhaps he meant to heal with them?

“I am caring for an injured man. I—”

Her eyes narrowed. “Which man?” she asked in a hard, suspicious tone.

Sikode did not lose his charming smile, though his demeanor cooled. “Which man?”

“It’s him, isn’t it? We heard someone was helping the witch’s demon.”

“Witch’s demon?” Sikode cocked his head, and Shiobe found her light irritation sinking into a cold, hard knot of disgusted dread. Even if the woman parted with the herbs, she did not want to buy them from such a hateful place.

“We’re not helping evil,” she snarled as she snagged the glass jars and slid them into her embrace; powder puffed from the lids and coated her arms in bitter-smelling dust. She took a defiant step back, bending to protect her load.

“Evil?” Sikode asked. “He is but a man in need of care.”

“He’s not a man,” she insisted.

Sikode raised an eyebrow, and Shiobe anticipated an icy diatribe. Instead, he held his pleasant persona, and she knew, he fought for it. “When I witness a person in need, I must help. It is a strong and binding pull, one you obviously do not experience. I assume this is the difference between those with the wielding ability to heal and those who do not possess it.”

Maybe not so pleasant.

“There are others who will accept a few guiren for supplies, of that I am certain.”

The woman looked at his purse; enough coin edges pushed against the leather to create small lumps. Her expression turned ugly, and she tightened her hold on the jars. “Get out,” she said hoarsely. “To the Dark Abyss with you, for aiding an evil man with evil coin.”

Sikode dropped his pleasantness; icy venom radiated from him. The woman backed up and slammed against the shelves behind her, knocking them ajar and sending the product to the floor with resounding crashes and shatters. Dust from the powders burst into the air, coating the healer in musty-smelling bits.

Surprised calls came from behind the curtain.

“And who here is evil? The one who protects a life or the one who hungrily wishes to take it through spite?”

The healer’s hatred followed them out of the store, like a dark little rain cloud intent on dumping its contents on them all at once.

Ara had disappeared. She must have heard the exchange and fled, an attempt to salve her emotional turmoil from Ceten being denied life-saving care. How horrible, to know the healing house possessed the items needed to heal her husband, yet withheld them out of malice.

“Bi a ki,” Sikode said in Catak, glaring back at the healing house door. “If there are as many random merchants as Ara claims in Pilgrim’s Square, perhaps one sells healing odds and ends to tourists.”

“They might be just as hateful,” Shiobe said as they turned towards the adjacent market, where free-standing booths inhabited a large area of saggy yellow grass and soft, dusty earth.

“Perhaps. I have the feeling few others know of Ceten’s injury, especially if Ara expected the same reaction from them and kept the information secret.” His anger laced the air. “I experienced much the same, traveling through the empire countries after I left Rakan. It’s very simple to deny help to a desperately ill person through prejudiced excuses, all the while claiming moral superiority. It’s odd, how doing the right thing is so difficult for so many, even when it’s as simple as placing a few herbs in a packet to sell.” His eyes frosted. “Though, I’ll never knowingly aid a bloodmage in any manner, so perhaps I’m not so different.”

“Bloodmages aren’t poor climbers you refused to heal because of superstitious nonsense,” Shiobe muttered, offended he placed himself in the same category as the woman they just left. “They’ve harmed and killed people for terrible ends and show no regret for any of it.”

“As with most cultists, they believe a sylfaone’s hand blesses the atrocities, which allows them to commit them joyfully. In other contexts, their devotion would be holy.” Sikode shrugged. “It’s much the same with my people. Aki n’di ori history is not a pleasant exercise in tribal goodwill.”

“All Seari peoples have bloody and cruel histories at some point,” Shiobe said. “I’ve read about several of them. We’re in an unprecedented time of peace.”

“Having fought in both the Illenan and Merren wars, I disagree.”

“Civil wars are nasty, and so are bloodmages. But King Shiel didn’t don the mantle of warlord and rage through all neighboring lands, leaving destruction in his wake. He’s interested in getting Prince-designate Cilair settled, not swallowing more and more territory to salve a hunger that he can never satisfy.”

“I think you give him far more credit than he deserves.”

“How so?”

He did not answer as they entered the trampled pathway between the first rows of stalls.

Shiobe glanced over cheap merchandise as Sikode made his way to the aki n’di ori sellers. She perused polished rock, plain chains, metal items either carved by not-so-skilled hands or cast in a worn mold. Before they left the cottage, the fighter had told her to purchase a few items in keeping with their tourist guise, so she bought a couple of stones, including one with rich red streaks in dark rock and another with bright blue across a light grey matrix. They reminded her superficially of Kykini Cede and Lajaka, Flame Dragon, Ice Dragon, and she smiled as she obtained a small leather pouch to hold them.

Ah, dragons. She could not erase them from mind.

She wandered to a larger, over-bright tent that radiated heat as she thought about the letters between King Cliovan, his wife Shelethios, and the dragonmaster Kalthrenmehnraoh. Which Iovan Palace School library collection did they come from? Might her father have access to them? Knowing Trin, he had already contacted him about her translation, and they conspired to get more information on a subject that would attract all sorts of scholarly attention.

She broke from her reverie, annoyed. A man followed her about the long tables, not bothering to hide his suspicion as she perused the items displayed. Did she look like a thief? She wore a comfortable jacket, thick sweater and warm pants, and while unadorned and functional, the material was of excellent quality. Did the idiot believe all wealthy people preferred eye-searing colors, heavy coats that made their shoulders droop, and gleaming jewelry that blinded those nearby?

Sikode meandered up to her, drawing an extra bit of mistrust. He held a cloth bundle that she assumed contained healing herbs, and she hoped he had found all he needed from the stalls. He smiled warmly and held up a necklace as he reached her; the merchants near them gaped, shocked.

The exquisite silver dragons wound about each other, their faces meeting just below the clasp. Their manes flowed back from their necks and curved down to form an oval, twisting into a knot at the bottom. The two eyes were gemstones, a ruby for one, an aquamarine for the other.

Kykini Cede and Lajaka.

A sharp and delighted tingle raced through her chest as he hooked it about her neck. Another gift! Rien never bothered to buy her anything, though he showered Kitta with nice things. Zaiden had given her pretty stones he found in the forest near Tura, and while she cherished them, receiving them was not quite the same as acquiring an ancient dragonmaster history or this lovely piece. She presented her two stones, and he chuckled and smoothed them before kissing her forehead.

One woman studied the necklace intently. “Where did you find that?” she asked.

“An aki n’di ori silversmith creates them,” Sikode replied. “He has several items he wishes to sell before the first snows.”

The woman perked up and hiked her skirts, heading for the artist’s stall. A harried-looking young man followed, hunched over under the weight of packages and pouches. Her son or servant?

Shiobe turned back to Sikode, about to ask him if he wished to leave, when a commotion at three larger tables in front of wooden display screens caught her attention. The keep and a tourist had a heated, if low, verbal scuffle, and the tourist lost because he stormed away, piqued.

The tables and screens held several maps, books, documents, and items that targeted a more sophisticated audience than the travelers who shopped there. Behind the annoyed shopkeep and hanging from a triangular string, was a large map reminiscent of the ones that held the images of Kykini Cede, Lajaka, and their masters. The creator had used far more of the surface for the map part, and the poem below, while shorter, flowed better than the other two. It still contained the odd symbol here and there, beyond what she had translated in the other documents.

The shopkeep looked at her, chewing his nails, then straightened when he realized her genuine interest.

“Is that for sale?” she asked.

He nodded, then made a show of skeptically looking her up and down. “Usually scholars buy what I sell,” he told her. 

She wanted to roll up the map and smack him upside the head with it, but politely refrained. The keep nervously looked at Sikode; he superficially seemed pleasant enough, but the fiery glint in his eyes proved he did not appreciate the assessment.

“Then we are in luck, since Shiobe is a scholar,” her lover said.

The man cleared his throat. “I see.”

He obviously did not.

“What caught your eye about the map?” the keep from the next display over asked.

Shiobe wondered if she answered truthfully, whether he would gouge them, but she did not want to leave without another dragon map. “It’s written in Archaic Daione, but with odd symbols that aren’t found in the official alphabet. That’s intriguing.”

Every nearby merchant and tourist stared at her, surprised. She could feel the blush rising from her neck and into her cheeks at the scrutiny. “You can read that?” the second keep asked, frowning deeply.

“Yes. It’s the benefit of having a genophyte for a father.” She fought for nonchalance to cover her irritation but did not manage it. “I translate Archaic Daione manuscripts for his broker. It’s a rather nice surprise, to see such a document here.”

“What’s it say?” he asked.

 

“A wandering star did alight

On sandy beach, wings upright,

Malessa rose, fiercely intent

Too long had she in hiding spent

She sought the stone of manic breezes

Among the numerous rock-face creases.

Failed, fallen and fraught,

She had injury and embarrassment brought

To herself, to her cause,

But redemption lay between delicate claws.

 

Shiobe smiled at the keep. “It goes on to describe how Malessa saw the Wind Dragon hide the Wind Stone, and how she climbed down a sheer cliff without equipment to reach it, a feat of bravery her useless companions never thought her capable of. They tried to take the stone away from her after she mastered Sykava, and the dragon put a stop to it—permanently. This version of Malessa’s mastery is the most popular of her myths in Vaur.”

She did not think she impressed many listening, but her spur-of-the-moment translation and explanation were for her and Sikode, not for them.

“No one else’s been able to read it,” the keep said. “You said your father’s a genophyte?”

“Yes. He’s well known in translating circles. Pendarrin of Tura.”

The man stared, dumbfounded. “I’ve sold dragon letters translated by him!”

Dragon letters? Not likely. “Languages and dragonlore are specialties,” she admitted. “Many scholars ask him for translations of documents for their research.”

“I’ve sold items translated by Pendarrin, Sefick and Maquesen.”

She rolled her eyes at the mention of Maquesen. “Everything Maquesen touches is my father’s work with his name slapped on it,” she muttered. “He can barely speak Siodame, let alone any other foreign language he claims to know. The benefits of having noble parents buy your education.”

No one knew what to say, though Sikode laughed, amused.

“Then that map’s really old,” the other merchant said.

“Not as old as Archaic Daione,” she told them. “It transitioned into Temple Daione thirty-eight hundred years ago, but Malessa was Sykava’s master about thirteen-hundred years ago. There’s a twenty-five-hundred-year difference between the subject and when the Condi natively spoke Archaic Daoine.”

“He told me it was written before the Ga Iniria left Yena!” the argumentative tourist declared, glaring. The keep reddened.

“It’s old—” he began.

“Not that old,” Shiobe said. She looked at the tourist. “It’s valuable as a beautiful artwork and as a curiosity, but it isn’t Ciqi expensive. An interested scholar might pay a bit more than the Jonna Historical Collaboration suggests for unique maps just over a thousand years old, but—”

“And would you like to purchase it?” the keep asked, sounding desperate. “The stamp of authenticity is from Lady Jaune qua Shayd.” The tourist did not look pleased, and she wondered how many he had lied to about the origins of the map. She also wondered if Lady Jaune had even looked at the thing. She caused the Collaboration much consternation by not completing a thorough investigation into the older works she claimed were legitimate. She had sent elaborate fakes out her door with a wave of her stamper, and perturbed scholars worked years to unravel her indifference.

Her father was one of them.

“What do you mean? What has the Jonna Historical Collaboration to do with this?” the tourist asked.

“They have a catalog that lists the prices of recent known purchases of authenticated items. Buyers use it to keep from getting swindled, and translators use it to make certain they get the correct payment for their services.” She looked at the nervous keep. “I’m certain our shopkeep checks it regularly.”

He half-laughed with a trembling smile. The suspicious tourist narrowed his eyes at the map. “He said it was worth at least three seneks.”

Three seneks? “Did he now?” She shrugged. “I’m certain some noble pilgrim will eventually pay that price.”

Angry and disappointed, the tourist wandered away, grumbling.

“And do you have three seneks?” the agitated shopkeep asked.

Shiobe stared at him, unamused. “That map isn’t worth one.”

The other merchant laughed gaily, as if he had just won some friendly bet.

“I’m not losing money on it,” the keep shot back.

Sikode glanced at the still-laughing man. “How seriously does the local guard take swindling?”

“Fairly serious,” he chortled. “The town doesn’t want to lose too much business to other places in the valley.”

“What did you pay for it?” Shiobe asked.

“Thirty heken.”

She cleared her throat. “Tourists are not the only ones who should avail themselves of the Collaboration’s catalog.”

The other merchant plopped on the ground and snort-howled loud enough other keeps glanced over, curious, while the tourists unabashedly stared. The document seller’s face and neck became a brilliant ruby, and Shiobe wondered if he planned to spitefully retain the document because she pointed out his deficiency. The only person who would pay thirty heken for the map was one who overestimated his base knowledge, and the trader took advantage of his ignorance.

Sikode kissed the side of her head before having a soft, quick exchange with the keep. 

In the end, the man gave him the rolled sheet in a document case.

She smiled happily at Sikode, aware that all eyes in the vicinity were on her and her lover and she needed to act the part. He kissed her before offering his arm, amused at the second round of dark little rain clouds glared at them. She slipped her hand into his elbow, ready to leave the small, prejudiced town behind. She had enough uncomfortable memories of Tura; she did not need another set to worry over.

Poor Yanna, Ceten and Ara, having to endure the hate.

“The aki n’di ori warned me of the Midem snobbiness,” he told her in Catak as they exited the tent’s suffocating atmosphere and into a crisp, sunlit afternoon. “I didn’t get the impression many knew Ceten but found the refusal of the healing house a typical reaction.” He laughed without humor. “I told them if they convince a good me kesha to stay, they will likely drive that healing house out of business.”

A me kesha would never turn away a patient because they took their oaths to their sylfaone seriously. The hearth healers, as bid by Jhodi in their sacred texts, served anyone who needed help and accepted various sorts of compensation for their services. Aki n’di ori tales about some of the stranger payments had made her giggle as a child. She remembered The Woodcutter, and how a hale and healthy forester agreed to cart a wizened old healer on his back, so she did not have to step in the mud puddles during a harsh storm. Her younger self had imagined the woman using a bridle and saddle, waving about a long stick topped by a nice-smelling flower that spread siojhetioh glitter everywhere. Her father had looked askance at her after she explained it, not quite certain what to do with the fantasy. Her mother had choked on her laughter and escaped to care for Darrin.

Sikode slipped his hand over her fingers and bent down for a soft kiss. “I spoke with the aki n’di ori about supplies for our adventure into the volcano. They said that typical travel goods run dry before the first snows because so few pilgrims hike up the Black-shine during the coldest seasons. I’ll need to purchase what we need through the caravan.”

“Did you get what you needed for Ceten?”

“More or less. One of the herbs is a far-removed substitute, but they’ll do for now. I’ll contact Lekedi through the glass and order healing supplies as well as the other goods. Don’t worry; I’ll get Ceten on his feet before the first snows.”

She pressed her head against his arm as they meandered out of the square. “I’m glad you’re healing him, Sikode,” she whispered. “He doesn’t deserve to be left to die by people like those healers.”

He rubbed his nose against the top of her head. “No. He’s nothing but a poor man doing his best to care for his family. There’s nothing evil in him, and I’ve fought enough bloodmages to know what a contaminated soul is like.”

Ara waited for them with the horses. She stood on the other side of Kandari, petting her neck, avoiding a large group of chatty people dressed in orange and yellow robes with red hems getting ready to visit the square. Considering the lack of other pilgrims, Shiobe thought the congregation odd. What religious order did they follow?

Sikode pressed his lips against her ear, but the gentle act covered his intent. “Do you recognize their regalia?”

She shook her head as she concentrated on smiling at Ara, however forced. The woman’s relief and eagerness to clamber onto Kandari’s back reminded her of childhood visits to Turan stores and the nastiness her mother weathered while she pulled on her hand, desperate to leave. Sikode mounted Rytika Ciri, who must have already shown his displeasure for the group because an enormous gap stood between them and the black gelding. He patted the horse’s neck, and the cultists moved further away from them. Shiobe wished she possessed a similar presence, but the confidence that prompted it did not live in her.

The Oritan kept her head down, one trembling arm wrapped around her waist, the other planted on the back of the saddle to help keep her balance. “Are you alright?” Shiobe asked as they made their way out of the corral. She nodded but said nothing.

“I found herbs with the aki n’di ori merchants,” Sikode told her. “I will purchase the remainder of what I need in Merren. Who does this healing house serve?”

Ara shuddered at the icy tang to his words. “Better-off townspeople and pilgrims,” she whispered. “They help religious orders, too, if they think they’ll experience retribution for denying their adherents care.”

“Oritan, like every other Midem country, has strict rules regarding healing houses,” Shiobe said. “This one is openly violating those rules. No one will hold them accountable?”

“No one wants to lose access to the only healers nearby,” she replied, her voice muffled.

“Access means nothing if they refuse to treat those in need.” Sikode’s smooth tone did not hide the darkness beneath it. “How will their disappearance affect those they deny service to? It seems they will be in exactly the same circumstance, whether the house is there or not.”

Ara smashed her lips together and kept her answer to herself.

They passed the two tall poles with banners containing a crude depiction of the Glass Volcano, and wound their way around stubby hills to the pathway that led to the small cottage. Shiobe thought she heard horses; Ara glanced behind before returning to her withdrawn state.

“Do you know them?” Sikode asked. Shiobe waited before nudging the other woman’s leg with the heel of her boot.

“Do you know them?”

“Huh? Oh. No. But pilgrims use this road to get to Zephane Diov’s shrine for blessings. It’s in the middle of a meadow, surrounded by spiked poles. A large red stone sits in the center, and there’s always a flame burning on top. The religious think that if you stop there first and pay respects, you’ll have good luck for hiking up the mountain. The pilgrims at the corral, they’re from Diov’s order and were planning to visit before making their way to the crater. These people probably want to get there first. The cultists always conduct a long ceremony and keep anyone not affiliated with them away from the shrine until it’s done.”

Zephane Diov’s order had dwindled in the Midem lands after some scandal in Verad that Shiobe could not quite remember the details of. Mai Cashkhet’s order had absorbed several discontented members, including the rem daal, the ranking priest of the cult. A scramble took place to replace him, leading to a short and vicious civil war that spilled over into Oritan. Avadiosha ended it and sent the discontents back to Verad for trial. A woman now led the order, but half the members did not recognize her as the legitimate rem daal and made a point of openly defying her. Liofan’s advisors had already warned them of consequences if they reignited the war, but as with most things religious, adherents made excuses as to why their sylfaone demanded they ignore the political threats.

“Hmm.” Sikode urged Rytika Ciri into a trot, and Kandari kept pace. They rounded a larger hill before he pulled up and snagged the mare’s bridle. A silver kick-portal swallowed them; they appeared at the doorway to the cottage. Ara froze before glancing wildly about, disbelieving the fast travel.

“It’s a kick-portal, Ara,” Yanna said as she exited the cottage, her eyes roaming the dead grass that surrounded her home. 

“I found herbs that will do, but I need boiling water to make the brews,” Sikode told her. “I must contact the Kla ra di’neri in Merren for the remaining items. I will see Ceten settled before I do.”

Shiobe helped Ara down from Kandari, weariness catching her. The fighter could see to Ceten, and she could get some extra sleep.


~ Chapter 4 ~

Visions

Shiobe woke to soft, cool twilight mists filling the air about her. The wispy clouds contained a soft, sensuous aura absent from her previous trips to the place. She warily studied her surroundings, but only a dirt path, a couple of trees, pastel-petaled flowers, and strands of wavering grass met her eye.

As usual, she needed to find the butterfly. The large, fantasy creature would lead her to the sylfaone, and perhaps he might explain why she visited. She did not have conjurers to avoid or magickal stones to steal or concerned Imps to meet.

What reason had she to be there now?

She wandered down the path, alert for danger, pondering the atmosphere. The conjuration texts Trin gave her concerning the twilight mists described a desert filled with dark clouds and grey haze and nothing else. Had any of the authors visited before they wrote their works? Had they just ignored the soft-petaled flowers, the tall trees, the deep grass, the butterflies?

Just as she thought it, the beautiful butterfly floated through the mists and hovered before her. Its iridescent wings gleamed blue, and the knot designs that decorated them brightened before soft, icy glitter floated from them and to the ground. It turned and zoomed away into the mists, leaving a misty blue trail behind. She ran after it, though most of her attention remained on the ground and potential pitfalls.

She reached the cool comfort of the open space far quicker than she had her previous visits
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