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            THIS SHORT STORY…

          

        

      

    

    
      Takes place before Orion Kuroe-Orseno gets tangled up in anything related to Ryder and his unofficial assignment of sorts. It is set before any of the events in Sands of Time.

      Here, he’s a fledgling information broker at this point and an unfortunate turn of events brings him face to face with a strange, mysterious man…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          1 A SHORT BREAK - ORION

        

      

    

    
      The warm summer breeze changed course halfway across the backyard of Orion Kuroe-Orseno’s home. It blew past him, carrying bits and pieces of broken branches, unusually dead leaves and a fine scattering of pitch-black dirt. It brought a wet, earthy smell that was familiar and a sickly sweet one reminiscent of his favorite fruit-and-nut muffins turning sour before they should.

      Silence followed the initial murmur of rustling grass and waving trees bonding the cleared rectangle that Orion officially declared his backyard. It wasn’t the actual property dimensions, but it was a cleared space among the throng of wild earth that sprouted more grass, flowers and other lively green plant-things than he had the patience to catalogue.

      He waited for another significant breeze—artificial or otherwise—and when it didn’t come, stuck out his tongue to get a better taste of the changed air.

      Of course, the wind took that moment to send another troublesome gust his way. Orion hastily covered the top of his coffee mug with one hand to keep the dirt from blowing into his midday pick-me-up. He waited for the wind to settle again, before reaching out with his free hand to activate the master ward control carving that was hidden underneath the inside edge of the porch railing.

      Smooth wood cracked under the light touch of his fingers, threatening splinters, before he soothed it away with the faintest brush of magic. The uncomfortable prickling feeling that crept up his arm, let him know that his wards didn’t appreciate an unexpected break in their solemn watch.

      Normally, afternoons were quiet and unbothered. Disruption meant disgruntled magic and he was always the one to bear the brunt of it.

      Protective wards were meant to work with him. Shielding wards were meant to protect the house.

      He’d only raised the protective ones in hopes that a reduced energy signature on the property would make it easier to avoid being caught up in any sort of magical search.

      After all, no one would expect him to hide in plain sight.

      Venturing out onto the shaded corner of the back patio was something of a private luxury that he enjoyed after lunch in lieu of his usual afternoon excursions in town. The majority of his day’s work had to be completed indoors and away from all possible potentially prying eyes, magical or otherwise, and when the most sensitive bits were squared up, he was free to tackle the rest of it wherever he liked.

      The back patio, cool and shaded, provided a brief respite from his usual routine. It held three round wooden tables in dark rosewood stain with matching twin chairs and no cushions. Comfortable enough to relax, but not to encourage too much laziness, something that his Third had always scolded.

      Orion inspected his coffee to find a few noticeable bits of blackened dirt floating on the surface, much to his dismay. His instincts prickled to life, sending uncomfortable sensations spiraling through his body. He hadn’t been quick enough, after all and the cup was only halfway-drunk.

      But he hadn’t been quick enough for a great many things in the past week, especially after the insistent demands of his former friend-turned-problematic headache that had driven him to retreat to the safety of home and hearth. Hiding away behind the powerful protective wards of his family home was both a point of pride and necessity.

      For an Earth Elemental like himself, family grounds meant rich, dark earth that was steeped in his family’s Earth magic and a natural reservoir of compatible magic that he could pull on, in an emergency. For an Earth Elemental on the run, hiding away on ancestral property meant that no one could demand that he show his face—or anyone on the premises—without requesting an official summons from the district guardian in charge.

      A softer whisper of wind blew a handful of sounds straight to his ears.

      Something like a groan, a hiss, perhaps, and more of that very odd, too-sweet scent that made him want to sneeze. It reminded him of a perfume that had missed the intended fragrance by a margin so wide, it ought to have been used as poison instead.

      Cheap poison, actually.

      Orion snatched up the coffee to sniff at it and then promptly tossed the contents over the porch railing onto the debris-cluttered yard on the other side. It’d been fine earlier and the only thing that had changed was the dirt.

      Blackened dirt could mean any kind of toxic, organic material, but in this case, it could only mean poison. That was the only additive to his coffee and the wards had made sure it’d actually landed in the cup, which meant his Third’s protective spellwork was hearty and hale.

      No mere Air Elemental would be able to weasel their way onto the property, so he was looking for an alternative method. Orion eased his speed-reading glasses off of his face, checking that the lenses were still intact. A quick cleaning charm set them to their usual crystal-clear perfection, before he settled them back on his face. The faintly blue-tinge remained, proof that he did need to make use of his telescopic vision again at some point in the near future.

      Maybe some simple target practice in the next few days or so.

      He reached under the railing again, pressing his fingers against the bulging spot where the ward’s controls were carved.

      The bite of the wood was sharp and sure this time.

      He yanked his right hand back to find the fingertips studded with splinters and welling up with thick, dark drops of blood that splattered onto the rosewood-stained patio. It flowed liberally from his fingers until his natural healing caught up to the mess.

      The wood ate up the blood before he could even think of smearing it away with his booted feet or even a hasty cleaning charm.

      Perhaps he’d spent too many days hiding in the house and not enough walking the perimeter of the property to ensure that all potential entry points were nonexistent. At least the house would look out for him, the way it usually did.

      It took two healing charms to remove the splinters and another to be sure that he didn’t have any poison lurking in his body from whatever had tainted the dirt so thoroughly that he could smell it up close.

      Poison had never been his strongpoint, but he knew enough of the basics. Fine poisons were meant to destroy a target over time and weaker or cheaper variations usually brought about instantaneous results.

      It was probably someone who was tired of waiting and interested in a quick result. Especially if they’d dared to cast that poison on his property, uncaring of the wards he had in place. Kyouka Kuroe’s wards were a thing of legend, after all, when she put her mind to it. She’d specially cast the magic over his house to ensure that it would be a safe haven for him, no matter what.

      Throughout the years, the magic held. Strong, tight and unbreakable in all the ways that truly mattered.

      Rustling leaves and grass drew his attention again.

      This time, more debris slithered in from the corners of the treelined backyard, along with more clumps of unhappy and very dead leaves.

      Horribly Blackened leaves, really. It was more like scrunched up lumps of vegetation that was too dark to be identifiable beyond the slightly pointed or jagged edges that marked it as a leaf of some sort.

      Something that dark though could only mean that someone had leeched the life out of them and converted that energy into something else.

      Not good.

      He smeared the bloodied tips of his fingers on the top of the porch railing, pouring a bit of his magic into it to create a very simple inquiry spell.

      The answers returned in quick succession. Yes, there was an intruder on the property. No, the intruder was not someone he’d warded against.

      Still not good, but manageable.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2 THE CALL - ORION

        

      

    

    
      The prickling unease of his instincts made itself known again. He couldn’t shake the antsy feeling of something being just slightly out of alignment somewhere. It was maddening in a way that made him itch to set something to rights—or to personally tear it apart with his own claws and fangs.

      Orion took to the stairs and stepped onto the debris-cluttered grass.

      Almost instantly, the debris rearranged itself to produce a clear path leading into the woods off to the right. A few simple directional arrows were made out of the small twigs found in the debris, guiding him forward to the knee-high grass. He would have to spend some time cleaning up the yard again, probably in between of the necessary target practice for his eyes and for a bit of mandatory stress relief.

      There were no holidays in his line of work, after all.

      In the woods, a hasty path continued to form with every step he took. The directional arrows trailed off, but the pathway remained, leading him deeper and deeper into the dimming interior.

      Thick tree trunks with rough chunks of bark half-sloughed away, made up the majority of the wooded area. Smaller trees with pale trunks and thin, wispy branches sprang up between the larger ones and fat, round-leafed bushes made up the rest. He’d let a bit of everything sprout, so as long as he didn’t have to personally tend to it.

      The end result was a mixture of all

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        This short story…
      


      		
        1. A Short Break - Orion
      


      		
        2. The Call - Orion
      


      		
        3. Little Details - Orion
      


      		
        4. An Unexpected Developement - Orion
      


      		
        Also by Chera Carmichael
      


      		
        Character List
      


      		
        GLOSSARY
      


      		
        Author’s Note
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Also by Chera Carmichael


      		About the Author


    


  


OEBPS/images/cheraclogo_2019.jpg





OEBPS/images/sot_ss7.jpg





