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  A Word from the Chronicler

Before we begin...


Meklir is a world of seven corners. A great monolith hangs in the sky above each of the corners, marking the cardinal directions, and perhaps marking something else entirely… 
Access the compass, map, cast of characters and glossary of terms from the table of contents at any time.






  
  Chapter 1
A Plainsman Meets a Demon


An exasperated yell cut across Terwald’s thoughts for the fourth time that afternoon. Something was clearly bothering Orglomax. On hearing the first scream, Terwald had run inside the building to see if some terrible accident had injured the brewer. But Orglomax was standing, legs astride, hands on hips, nostrils flared, staring up at something high on his wall. When Terwald tried to ask if all was well, the brewer dismissed him with an annoyed wave, and so he returned to the stable. A loud crash accompanied the second yell, then several smaller crashes, as if pots and implements were being thrown around in rage. He didn’t bother going inside to investigate. By the third yell, Terwald barely noted it, carrying on shovelling and trying to decide what he was going to do with himself. 
Somehow, he had managed to find work at last, and a place to stay in the city. It was a new start, of sorts. Looking down at the state of his boots, he acknowledged it wasn’t the new start he had dreamt of. But still: it was a start. He thought about all the reasons why he had decided to leave the plains and come to live in Indron; why he had struck out all on his own: the endless feeling of not belonging among the plainsfolk. He bit his lip when he recalled the look on his mother’s face and the stony pretence of stoicism on his father’s. He recalled the disappointment in old Kisok’s voice. And, as for Yolne…
A truly desperate yell came just as he finished his task. He stood, shovel handle poised halfway between his body and the wall where he had been about to rest it. He needed to go inside now to let Orglomax know that the work was done, but he recalled how angrily the brewer spoke to him when he went to check on him after the first yell. This time, though, instead of the familiar crashes and bangs, an eerie silence followed the yell. Terwald stood there, fixed in place by the silence, no idea what to do. He should go and help, but he no longer trusted himself; far from it: he was constantly on edge and suspicious about his own decisions. His instincts were pushing him around, from place to place, like a piece of driftwood battered in the rapids. How else could he have ended up here, of all places? Maybe he should just leave the stable quietly and not look back.
Not for the first time, he questioned why Orglomax was all alone working in such a large building. There were so many vats and tuns, sacks, fires, urns, barrels of wheat, barley, hops, bags of yeast: surely the brewery should be worked by a dozen people or more. When the innkeeper Carmrand had sent him to help out in the brewer’s stables, he had already wondered why Orglomax didn’t have stable hands for that job. Now, standing at the doorway to the main building, he was baffled once more that a solitary worker should need so many tools or be able to run such a large concern by himself. Did the brewery previously have other workers who had now left for some reason?
‘Help!’ Orglomax shouted, an edge to his voice. ‘Help in here!’
There was no one else around: the call could only be meant for Terwald. Gritting his teeth, he let the shovel fall and rushed through the half-open door.
In the dim light indoors, he almost tripped over an upended bucket and other debris strewn haphazardly across the floor. He blinked, eyes struggling to accustom themselves to the dimness. A shaft of Vapour-light from the door illuminated dust particles as they swam in a daze from one patch of dimness to the other. What really caught Terwald’s eye was the complete lack of Orglomax. When he had arrived earlier, the brewer had bustled around the place, checking things, moving things, carrying things, stoking fires, weighing grain, constantly busy. Now only the tiny stars of dust moved, riding their own currents of heat and light. Terwald looked around, noting the buckets, urns, small brushes and tools that lay around the floor like discarded ideas. A faint odour of putrefaction hinted at the presence of old food lying under one of the vats.
‘Hello,’ he called out, cringing at the sound of his own voice. ‘Excuse me.’
A strained groan came from behind the biggest vat. Orglomax? An eerie sense of dread crept its way up Terwald’s spine. He had heard stories about situations like this, where a callow young protagonist would end up in a creepy abandoned building with dim lighting. Instead of doing the obvious thing, that character would go deeper into the building and investigate a spooky situation. Those stories never ended well for the young protagonist. 
Terwald drew in a sharp breath through his nose, gritting his teeth. It was fair to say that, over the past few years, all buildings had become more foreboding than they used to be. He swivelled his head left and right, like a paranoid owl, straining to look over each shoulder. In all of these stories, the characters seemed to forget about the possibility of something creepy sneaking up behind them. And yet, here in the brewery, Terwald could suddenly think of little else. His skin crawled with the anticipation of something unearthly jumping out at him. To his shame, he felt his lower lip start to quiver. Still, he went on, slowly circling the main vat. On the plains, he would have been armed. He pushed that thought down angrily.
‘Excuse me, sir,’ he tried again. 
When he reached the rear side of the vat, he spotted the portly brewer at last, sprawled on his back, a heavy pan on its side just beside his head. Terwald forgot his fears and rushed to the man’s side. He knelt and took hold of the brewer’s round shoulders, shaking gently.
‘Orglomax, sir.’
The brewer’s beard twitched, and he emitted another strained groan. He was breathing, then. 
Terwald surveyed the scene, trying to work out if Orglomax had tripped over anything or if any danger remained. Remembering what the tradition-bearer taught him, he placed his hands on the man’s head to check for injuries. At once, his right hand alighted on a clump of wet hair. He snatched his hand back with an involuntary start. Old Kisok’s words came back to him: Even when you find exactly what you are looking for, it often comes as a surprise. He rubbed his thumb across his fingertips, knowing well the sticky feel of blood. Nostrils flaring as he fought a sudden wave of nausea, he returned his hand to the stricken man’s head, checking for swelling. This drew another groan from Orglomax, who muttered something without yet opening his eyes.
‘Does that hurt?’ Terwald asked, not expecting a response. 
To his surprise, Orglomax grunted and muttered again, and this time he did open one of his eyes. It took him a moment to focus, but then he turned a fierce glare on Terwald. ‘What are you doing, boy?’
‘I’m sorry… I…’ Terwald took his hands away, absently wiping the blood on his own tunic. He paused, confusion tugging at his brows. ‘But, wait. If you were unconscious, how did you call for help?’
Orglomax winced, and an involuntary hand darted up to the wounded side of his head. He winced again when his fingers made contact, pulling them away rapidly. ‘What are you talking about, boy?’ The grumpy, yet absent, tone was returning to his voice. He squinted, trying to focus on the tips of fingers that were reddened with his own blood.
‘Help!’ came the sound of the brewer’s voice again from behind Terwald. ‘Help, Terrid boy!’
Terwald started, a cold terror like an icy hand inside his stomach. A spectre! He scrambled to his feet and whirled around, dreading what he would see. All he saw was the inside of the brewery, his eyes now accustomed to the lower light. Besides the main vat, there were a few smaller vats lined up. In the far corner, Orglomax kept a stack of casks, which he would use for transporting the ale. One of them was broken, bleeding its ale profusely onto the floor. A small hatchet lay on top of it, as if someone had performed a malicious prank and then simply left the evidence lying there, to add hail to the snow, as the old men said on the plains. It had to be some kind of spectre, Terwald thought again.
‘Curse that thing,’ Orglomax said, sitting up. 
Terwald knew he should tell him not to move until they determined if he had any other injuries, but the words wouldn’t take form. One fist clenched tightly at his side, and he berated himself silently. Why couldn’t he just talk to people?
Orglomax fished a cloth out of his apron and pressed it to the bleeding wound. ‘Cathdrok take you, devil!’ he shouted in the general direction of the casks.
Terwald flinched momentarily. His immediate reaction was to assume any insult must be directed at him. He inwardly cringed at the blasphemous use of a false god’s name, Mahoudna protect him. A moment later, he cringed again, this time at his own reaction.
‘I don’t…’ he said.
‘Help me up, boy,’ Orglomax ordered. 
That, at least, he could do. He stooped and offered his hands. The brewer was lighter than he looked, perhaps bulked out somewhat by his thick clothing and an apron packed with tools, rags and other paraphernalia.
‘Going to have to do something about that wretched thing,’ he muttered.
Terwald wanted to ask if Orglomax was all right, but he found, as so often happened, that the words just wouldn’t come. 
Orglomax bent with a groan and picked up the pot that lay on the floor. He swore again when he noted the dent that it now sported. Handing the pot absently to Terwald, he shuffled over to a fallen urn and picked that up. ‘Finished in the stable?’
‘Uh, yes.’
‘Get yourself cleaned up, then, and you can help me with this mess.’ Then he muttered under his breath, ‘Before it happens again.’
Terwald wondered what that meant, but he complied with the brewer’s instructions, as Carmrand had ordered him to do. He wanted to seem as biddable and useful as possible: the more helpful he made himself, the easier it would be to carve out a lasting niche for himself. At least, that was the working theory.
While he cleaned himself up, Orglomax found something to use as a bandage and tied it around his own head. Then the two of them worked in relative silence for a while. There was no way to save any of the ale already leaking from the split cask. By the time they upended it, only the dregs remained.
‘Cursed thing,’ Orglomax muttered again. ‘Such a waste.’
At last, though, everything was back in its place and the brewer visibly relaxed. He absently rubbed the bloody bandage he had wrapped round his head. Terwald waited to be dismissed during a long, awkward pause.
‘Going to have to do something about it,’ he said, a heavy tone dragging at his voice.
Terwald took a step back, his body language hinting at his desire to be allowed to leave. With his task well and truly completed, his stomach was starting to complain at being empty. He associated hunger with life in the city, for reasons he couldn’t explain.
‘You’ll have to help me, Terrid.’ Orglomax nodded, as if coming to the conclusion of an argument he had been silently having with himself. 
Terwald’s heart sank when he heard that Orglomax had more tasks for him. Mucking out a stable was nothing out of the ordinary for someone who had lived among horses for years, but he couldn’t help worrying that something worse lay in wait for him. His stomach rumbled loudly, and he rested a hand there.
‘Been getting worse. None of the advice works.’ Orglomax slipped a hand into an apron pocket, his fist clenching around something in there. A grimace overtook his already-sour expression. ‘They won’t be back, you know.’ He jutted his beard in the direction of the street. ‘Took their things and cleared off.’
Terwald frowned a moment. ‘You mean your journeymen?’
‘Can’t say I blame them,’ the brewer shrugged. ‘Just hope I get the horses and cart back.’
Terwald was starting to get lightheaded, and his stomach felt forlorn.
‘Don’t want to go to the stupid wizard, but what else can I do?’
‘I’m sorry…I don’t understand.’
Orglomax looked at him properly. ‘Hungry, boy?’
He couldn’t deny it. His stomach growled like an angry dog.
‘Do a task for me and I’ll pay you coin that’ll buy you a meal.’
Saying that, he went to a cabinet that was fixed onto the wall. He opened the door and took out a small money pouch. He placed the pouch on the table and returned to the cabinet, from which he pulled a wooden trencher. On the trencher, Orglomax arranged a loaf and a huge lump of cheese. He proceeded to cut a big wedge of cheese and tear a hunk of bread off the loaf. ‘Your stomach reminded me. Starving.’
He poured himself a mug of his own ale and dragged a stool across to the table. Then he sat with a loud sigh and started on his rough meal, ignoring Terwald for a time. Terwald stood there awkwardly, desperate to be told he could just leave, or at least to be offered a bite of the food. His stomach fluttered emptily, and he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the cheese.
‘A week it’s been going on now,’ Orglomax said at last. ‘Cursed for my success, I am. Heard of the brewer Elrad, boy?’
Terwald shook his head. It was hard to believe Orglomax actually thought brewers were famous enough to be known outside of their own circles.
The man stuck out his lower lip for a moment, knitting his brows, then he nodded, as if satisfied with that answer. ‘Exactly. Man’s a nobody. Jealous of me because my ale’s better, so he is. Sells better, too. You’ll see.’
Terwald doubted that he would see any such thing, but he said nothing.
‘So, what does he do about it? Does he buy better gear? Change his method? Hire better journeymen? Sell on the other side of the river?’
He paused for a long moment, and Terwald panicked in case these were not rhetorical questions. He did not feel at all equipped to answer any of them. His skin prickled with the discomfort of the situation. The smell of the spilled ale was starting to make him nauseous.
‘Only goes and gets me cursed, doesn’t he?’ At that, he spat a gob of bread paste onto the floor. ‘Cathdrok take his name!’
Terwald’s fingers started to curl into the ward against false gods, but he forced them to be still. ‘Cursed?’ he asked.
Orglomax fixed him with a glare, as if Terwald had somehow cursed him right then by saying the word. He poured more ale into his mug and downed it in a long gulp, wiping his mouth with a careless sleeve. A narrow burp escaped as he set the mug back down on the table. ‘Look around you, boy,’ he said, jutting his beard in the general direction of the brewery. A sour expression had settled on his face.
Terwald did look around. He took an astonished half-step backward. Where he and the brewer had tidied away the mess, the floor was once again covered in gear. Overturned stools, upside-down buckets, urns, measuring tools, taps, casks and weights lay all over the room, as if a mad toddler had unleashed an almighty tantrum. And yet all of it had happened in complete silence, and over the span of mere moments.
‘But…how…?’
‘Told you. Cursed.’
Terwald was at a loss. He had heard stories about curses, but he had never encountered anything on the plains that made him believe they were more than a story. Plains lore was different. It was more…real…more grounded. He realised his grimace would irritate the brewer even further, but he found it hard to take in. He would have put the man’s mutterings down to superstition, the nonsensical religions and beliefs of the Brandorans, except… He looked around again. It was hard to dismiss the evidence of his own eyes.
Orglomax reached into a pocket of his apron and pulled his fist out again, clenched tightly around something as if trying to crush it to nothingness. He slapped his hand down onto the table. Then, slowly, he removed his hand to reveal a narrow strip of paper. As soon as he let go of it, the paper began to flutter nervously, as if agitated by a non-existent wind. A bar of cold dread plunged right down the centre of Terwald’s body, and an involuntary puff of air escaped his mouth. The air in the room suddenly felt dead, flat, chilled. The shaft of light coming in through the door illuminated dust specks that no longer moved: they remained fixed in place, poised, afraid to move.
‘Paid curse. Brotherhood sent a devil. Wretched thing is ruining me. Started off just annoying. Little things now and then. Putting the mockers on things, don’t you know? Giving the lads the knees. Got worse and worse all week.’
Terwald didn’t like to wonder what giving the lads the knees meant: he had never heard the expression, and it struck him as very ambiguous. A mask of fury suddenly took over the brewer’s face and he snatched up his mug, throwing it with a mighty overhand. Terwald flinched to one side as the mug barely missed his face. He spun on his heel just in time to see the afterimage of… something. Something with horns on its head. Something that disappeared into nothingness, leaving just the hint of a red smile and the suggestion of a wicked laugh. Terwald’s knees were starting to shake.
‘Never done anything dangerous. Not till now.’ Orglomax motioned towards his head wound, fingers brushing the air nervously.
‘That thing did…that?’
Orglomax fished in the money pouch he had placed on the table and pulled out a copper coin. He fiddled with it, turning it round and round on the tabletop. His beard twitched and his thick eyebrows bristled. He shook his head, lips moving silently. The coin described slow circles on the gnarled wood. 
Terwald folded his arms against the eldritch chill that hung over the brewery. He didn’t know if he was relieved that the paranormal activity was not the work of a spectre or even more spooked by the fact that it was something Orglomax described as a devil. He chewed the inside of his cheek briefly and decided, then, that the word devil definitely did not sound more comforting. The brief hint of an image he had seen also did not look at all comforting. That thing looked nothing less than wicked.
‘Need you to fetch me the wizard, boy.’ Orglomax looked at him for what seemed the first time. He gestured vaguely in Terwald’s direction, as if his hands were making an unfavourable judgement. ‘Know you Terrids don’t get along with the wizards, but can’t be helped. Thing won’t let me leave here, don’t you know? Tried.’ He snorted and shook his head. ‘Not like I haven’t tried.’
A sour taste filled Terwald’s mouth, perhaps a result of the mix of hunger and nausea or perhaps something else.
‘I… what can I do?’
Orglomax sighed. ‘Fetch me the wizard. Heard he has a house on Elakon Avenue. You know the area? Good. Tell him what you saw here. Offer five groats.’
Terwald almost choked at the princely sum. Brewing must be more profitable than he had realised. Either that or it showed the level of the man’s desperation. He looked around the room, his brain rapidly calculating what five groats would be worth in relation to a business like this. It was more money than he would see in half a year. Probably. He still hadn’t got accustomed to money. When he left the city in the first place, he was too young to have any use for it. Now that he had considerable use for it, any money that came his way tended to be of the copper variety, and scarce.
‘Here,’ Orglomax said, pushing the strip of paper across the table. He glanced up at Terwald with a strange glint in his eyes: it looked like a kind of malicious hunger. ‘Take this. Show him. Probably recognise it.’
Terwald found that his feet were rebelling. One of them wanted to step forward and comply, while the other expressed an interest in the door. His body even moved slightly, a sensation that reminded him of those dreams where he would be falling off a horse and wake up lurching into his pallet. As he forced his rebelling foot to step forward, a dizzy sensation made him stumble…

      [image: ]All at once, he was back on the plains, a wide blue sky spinning above him. The Vapour burned in the heights, turning the plains tired and dusty. The jend-lith turned slowly far above the distant hills, glinting redly against the blue of the sky. Grass browned and trees bowed beneath the Interdiction. Terwald bent to retrieve his dropped bundle, and the viper struck. Uncoiling with unearthly speed and violence, the snake bared its fangs, mouth wider than he would ever have believed. Terwald screamed. But he was no longer in that scene… He was at the edge of Drakwin’s Watch, a pinnacle that soared above the Green Vale. He tried to catch his balance, but somehow, he could not. One foot, then the other, tripped, stumbling, sending him inexorably over the edge. His stomach lurched into his throat, stifling a scream into a hard croak, and the ground hurtled up towards him. But he was no longer in the scene. He was in the combat ring. Peers lined the ring, mixed weapons in hand, mixed grimaces and lusty grins on faces, blood and bruises mixed on skin. His turn came round again. Blunted short spears this time. And, yet again, he faced Gebwar. Gebwar was the strongest of them, already well capable of holding his own against the fully-fledged war hawks. He would be pronounced a hawk any day now, and should hardly still be in the combat ring with the younger teenagers. Not only was he strong, but, as Terwald knew only too well, he was vicious. It wasn’t that he actively wanted to hurt you: he just had to win, no matter what it took. It was a good trait in a war hawk, the war master always told them – usually moments after Gebwar had pulped someone’s face. Wearily, Terwald circled, wishing for all he was worth to be anywhere but here. He was still trying to decide which angle to strike from when Gebwar’s spear jolted into his shield, knocking him backwards. Terwald’s own spear angled off to the side, instead of being point-first between the two combatants, where he knew it should be. It left him wide open. Gebwar came driving forward, strike after strike smashing against the shield, never letting him get his balance, never giving him a chance to think what to do next. The last thing he saw was the blunted spearhead shooting straight at his face…


      [image: ]He stumbled again, almost bumping into the table.
‘Been drinking the ale, boy?’ Orglomax asked, suspicion darkening his tone.
‘Sorry,’ Terwald blinked. ‘Sorry, just…’
He reached for the paper. As his hand closed around the narrow strip, an inaudible shriek shot all the way up his arm, like a viper striking. He gasped.
‘Felt the same thing,’ Orglomax admitted, bushy eyebrows rising quizzically. ‘First time I touched it. Hanging on the door, it was. Didn’t want to touch it, but couldn’t stop myself, don’t you know?’ He spun the copper coin in Terwald’s direction. ‘Elakon Avenue, mind. And don’t just run off with my money, see. Carmrand will keep you honest.’
Terwald took the coin in his other hand. Cold paper, warm coin. His balance felt totally out of kilter. He was reminded of the riddles the lore masters would spin to trick youngsters on the plains, riddles about whether a pound of feathers or a pound of rock were heavier, and such like. Terwald was always the first to see the trick: no doubt, that was what marked him out for training as a tradition-bearer or mystic. No doubt. His lips clenched into a tight line, and he turned away from Orglomax, tacitly accepting the assignment. As always, he acted as if he had no choice. Perhaps he really had no choice.
As he walked to the door, it grew harder and harder to make progress. With his first step, he was convinced he imagined the difficulty; on the second step, he thought it an echo of the horrible visions he had just experienced; the third step, he started to suspect something else was going on; by the fourth step, one side of his body was being tugged backwards, as if he was wearing a cloak that was stuck in a door. There was no doubt something was pulling him when he forced his foot to take a fifth step. He turned to look, but he saw nothing. Orglomax remained on his stool, watching him intently, a weird expression on his face… speculative? Annoyance added weight to Terwald’s steps as he tried to pull free from what must surely be yet another trick of the devil that was plaguing Orglomax. Despite his increased efforts, his progress grew slower and slower. At last, he reached the door – a journey of no more than twenty paces – and paused there, one hand gripping tightly to the latch. His body shifted and shuddered, as if being buffeted by a gale, and yet there was no wind.
Finally, a force ripped the narrow strip of paper out of his hand. He spun and saw the paper shoot back across the room and slap into Orglomax’s face, sticking to his forehead like a headband. Once again, Terwald heard the man’s exasperated yell. The hand that had been cold until a moment ago was suddenly hot with pain. He stared at the long, thin wound that the paper had torn into his palm. Hot blood appeared at one end of the cut, like a little animal poking its head out of a burrow; then the entire line was inundated, and bright red soaked his palm. Belatedly, he yelped. 
‘I hate magic!’ he said to no one in particular.
Then he turned and yanked the door open. Before anything else could happen to him, he strode out into the afternoon.






  
  Chapter 2
A Music Student Goes Out


From time to time, Gahallaron’s frustration drove a tear from one of her eyes. She jerked the book out of the way: there was nothing worse than getting a page wet. It was one of her favourite books, too, an ancient history of the last great war of powers. It told of the years after the departure of the true gods, and the conflicts between their scions, the kai-lorta. Despite the scary and depressing subject-matter, the Siege of Indergar ordinarily cheered her up. She hoped her ability to be buoyed up by tales of the utter defeat and subjugation of humanity wasn’t indicative of a deep character flaw. Considering whether she might have some psychotic wickedness buried deep within her personality, she allowed a grin to break through her current bad mood. According to her father, Gahallaron was like a summer day in the coastal town of Alith-Orbin: rainy one minute, shining the next, and blowing up a storm the minute after.
She set the book back on its reading pad and looked for her place.
…Even the fabled Spear of Defgammadon came to nothing in the end. The host mustered for the Last Stand of the Defiance. No power of the mortal races could hold against the combined might of kai-lorta, dragons, goblins and undead. And yet, hold they did. For five long weeks, Defgammadon led her allies in desperate battle after desperate battle. Weakened by their internal conflicts, as explored in the previous chapter, the kai-lorta were now only four in number: Narilarn the Cruel, Helver whom we now call the Treacher, Shorovax of Gol-darok, and the elusive Gestamern. According to some sources, Gestamern took no part in the Siege of Indergar, and yet there are others who insist that he fought on the side of the mortal races. At this remove, we can say nothing with certainty regarding the movements of the greatest of all shapeshifters.
In the final moments, Defgammadon, a mere human, marched out to challenge the combined power of the two most potent demigods still to walk the face of Meklir: the self-proclaimed King and Queen of the World, Narilarn and Helver.
Approaching footsteps snapped Gahallaron’s attention back out of her book. She put it to one side and stood up to face her father’s wrath. But it was not her father who opened the door to her rooms. Her heart softened at the sight of Devrix.
‘Sorry to disturb you, Gally,’ Devrix said. ‘But I thought you would want to know your mother is on her way up.’
Gahallaron cringed, not ready for another round of fighting with either parent, even if her mother was likely to be more reasonable than her father had been. ‘Thanks Devi,’ she said, casting a quick glance around the mess that her room was left in after she tore through it earlier, letting off steam.
‘Would you like me to help straighten things up before she gets here?’ Devrix offered.
Expensive clothes lay all over the floor and the bed. Books lay in piles, some of them open. The outfit from Gahallaron’s brief stint as an apprentice with the cartographer lay in a heap on her trunk. Her priestess acolyte robe covered the floor like the mainsail on a cog. Dresses, leotards and dance shoes littered the room like moments captured from her dance practices. The only items carefully and fastidiously in their rightful places were her musical instruments. Gahallaron grinned and shook her head. ‘It’s fine, Devi. I have nothing to hide.’
Devrix excused herself and went off to attend to her other duties. Gahallaron had a difficult time thinking of Devrix or her brother Paldovax as servants: they had been her constant companions during childhood. Only a few years older than her, Devrix shared most of her interests and her love of fun and adventure. Gahallaron was determined that she would get Devrix to tell her the story of their mysterious missing third sibling one day.
She crossed to the big bay window and threw the curtains further open, letting in the Vapour-light. The host-lith cast a golden hue over it, letting her know that it was late morning.
‘No doubt you haven’t done your affirmations today,’ said her mother, having entered the room quietly while her back was turned.
‘No one my age does that anymore,’ Gahallaron replied, turning smoothly.
Wamara was every inch the wealthy merchant’s wife, a study in sophistication. Her auburn hair, always a shade or two darker than Gahallaron’s, had more strands of grey in it now than before. The poise with which she held herself and the lightness of her step owed much to the fact that she was, like her daughter, a trained dancer. Her cream-coloured complexion, fractionally darker than Gahallaron’s, suggested a coastal family connection at some point in her past. As always, Gahallaron had to resist the urge to preen and smooth down her clothes in the presence of her effortlessly elegant mother.
‘Will you talk to me?’ Wamara asked.
‘He told you,’ Gahallaron replied, sitting down on the broad bay window seat.
‘Sometimes it’s difficult for your father to express himself with you. He loves you dearly, more than life itself.’
‘He shows it by humiliating me and ruining everything I try to do,’ Gahallaron observed.
‘The wizard has been fairly compensated. No doubt he will soon find another apprentice.’
‘Draemon took me seriously,’ Gahallaron retorted. ‘He treated me like a person. Not for father’s sake and not for our money. He didn’t want to control or manipulate me. He wanted to teach me, and I was good at it.’
Her mother smiled and nodded. ‘That doesn’t surprise me. Ever since you were tiny, you had a knack for learning.’ She gestured at the various accoutrements that littered the room. ‘You thought the same thing about the cartographer and the seamstress and the high bard.’
Gahallaron bristled but said nothing. She had no desire to provoke another fight about her father’s ongoing quest to get in her way.
‘He needs your help,’ Wamara said.
‘He needs me as a resource. He wants to align his fortune with Hierol’s.’
Her mother’s lips thinned. She crossed the room and joined Gahallaron at the bay window, looking out across the city of Indron with its sparkling rivers. ‘The host-lith is pretty today,’ she observed, nodding up towards one of the great stones that hung in the seven corners of the sky.
‘I can do this, mother,’ Gahallaron insisted. ‘I need to. I have a destiny.’
Wamara glanced back across at the reading chair, where Gahallaron’s book still lay open on its pad. ‘You always did love to read.’
‘I need to be more than just a rich merchant’s wife,’ Gahallaron said. At once, she started and covered her mouth with a hand. ‘I’m sorry,’ she mumbled.
The hurt passed quickly across her mother’s eyes, so brief and so fleeting as to be almost imperceptible. ‘You can have a life of your own, Gahallaron. You will have great freedom as the lady of your own estate. You can go back and visit Vrindor again, or Sen. Spend a season in Talabros with the great merchant ladies there. The possibilities are endless.’
‘That doesn’t sound like freedom,’ Gahallaron replied, a shard of glass in her throat now that she was committed to hurting her mother. ‘It sounds like you’re selling me off to Hierol for a stake in his business.’
‘Aemon is a charming young man,’ Wamara tried again.
‘He’s lovely,’ Gahallaron agreed. ‘But I’m not marrying him. I’m going to Cothis to study magic. I’m going to use my abilities and find my destiny.’ Even as she said it, she recognised it for the truth. No matter what her father had said to the wizard Draemon, she was going to make it right: she would study magic and make her way to the college on Cothis.
‘You are already studying at the Conservatory. You will finish your training there and marry Aemon. End of discussion.’
Gahallaron lowered her head demurely. For her, the discussion was also over.
Two-thirds of an hour later, Gahallaron finished washing and dressed again. She would never be elegant like her mother, she supposed, being smaller and more petite than she would like to have been, with little dimples and rosy cheeks. How she envied the glorious Vrindoran women she saw every day around the Earl’s court. They were as tall as Brandoran men, some of them, with exotic dark skin and lustrous black hair. The Countess herself was taller than her husband, and the poor man had taken to wearing shoes with ridiculous platformed soles to give him the appearance of matching his wife’s height. Gahallaron brushed out her strawberry blonde locks, wishing she had distinctive hair like the Countess’s: her colouring was so ordinary in the context of Indron. She recalled her visits to Vrindor, where suddenly she was unusual, noteworthy. In that distant city, people actually stopped to stare at her, complimenting her alabaster skin and dainty proportions.
The dress and shoes she wore were of Vrindoran design, of course, but cut to her much smaller proportions. She loved the deep red colour, although she knew it made the outfit more suitable for a dance than for a rebellion. Hoisting the skirt up and turning side-on to her mirror, she pointed her toe and assessed how pretty the shoes were. A little smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. If only they were as practical as they were stylish. To finish her look, she pulled the kettle-brimmed race-day hat off the peg near the door.
Gahallaron made her way through the townhouse, employing her dancer’s muscles to avoid making too much noise: it wouldn’t do to alert her parents to her departure. Luck favoured her on this occasion, and she made it to the front door. Paldovax met her there, giving her a polite nod. He was slim, light-skinned like most native Brandorans, although she sometimes thought his skin sparkled in certain light, like the selkies in the stories he used to tell her when she was little. He had a high forehead that accentuated his departing hairline. Only a thin covering of sandy hair remained there, although Paldovax was no more than eight years her senior, four years older than his sister, Devrix. Paldo wore his usual uniform, bright silver buttons shining on his jacket. He raised a fine, musical hand in greeting, sheathed in a pristine white glove.
‘Good afternoon, miss. Going out?’
‘Please flag me a cab, Paldo.’
It took Paldovax mere moments to get her a coach. With the townhouse’s location on the corner of Earl’s Court, one of the most affluent parts of the city, cabs were available all day long.
‘Where to, miss?’
‘Elakon Avenue, please.’
‘Via the Antorian Bridge?’
She mused for a second, then nodded. That way would take her past the Promenade, her favourite green space in the city. Paldovax helped her into the cab and offered to accompany her, but she dismissed him cheerfully. Truthfully, he was good company, but all the drama with her parents had left her reeling. A space within her felt like it had been hollowed out, and her chest hurt from the inside out. Making the decision to return to her apprenticeship in defiance of her father had given her a tremendous boost, but she couldn’t stop thinking about the coming consequences. Paldo would be a delightful distraction from all of that, but she suspected she would be poor company for him, and she ultimately didn’t want him caught up in the inevitable aftermath.
The cab set off at a lurch, and she soon left Earl’s Court and her worries behind her. It was a fine day in Indron, for once. Merchant ladies were out in their finery, and she spotted a few of the nobles among them, silk dresses of teal, indigo and bright blue flashing in the Vapour-shine. Interestingly, some of the women sported feathery fascinators and a range of other much smaller headwear than the usual wide-brimmed race-day hats. Was the fashion changing? She must find out. Some of the Talabrosh wore gowns with long trains, and small page boys hurried along behind them, holding them off the ground. A group of exotic looking Avrans with their copper skin and golden hair strode purposefully towards Merchants’ Lane, their retinue carrying bundles of silks and pulling carts loaded with spices. A pair of statuesque ebony skinned Vrindoran women glided along the street, rather daringly wearing no hats at all. She raised an eyebrow, noting this. Then she sat back to enjoy the drive.
A warm breeze puffed in through the open window, and she raised her chin, letting the air tickle her neck gently. They turned left at the huge Travin Park, Indron’s largest green place. Painfully pleasant memories hid behind the big, old, characterful trees with their gnarly faces and hoary moss. Greens of all shades and intensities cast shadows on low nooks, where the monsters of her childhood imagination might reside. Browns, yellows, golds and rusty reds sang out to the girl she had been, reminding her of the days of adventure in the park with her father, Devrix and the lost boy Sterehon.
The cab passed a street vendor selling hot food to a group of goblins who would have come in on a cob from Sen. Gahallaron found goblins intriguing and wished she could learn more about them, but they were not a common sight in Indron. The only remaining great goblin nation, as far as she knew, surrounded the exiled demigod Shorovax, and it was generally best not to think too much on him.
But thoughts of the demigod kai-lorta again made her think of those games in Travin Park with her father and the others. He would pretend to be the evil Narilarn so that Gahallaron might play the part of the heroine Defgammadon. Narilarn would swoop in to attack her, astride Ghar-Gelgoweth, king of dragons. Gahallaron smiled ruefully at the memory of Sterehon playing the part of Talgar of Sen.
‘I can’t be Talgar,’ he had protested. ‘Talgar is alive today. All the others have been gone for thousands and thousands of years. It doesn’t make sense.’
‘Talgar can stand in for any of the Lost Champions,’ her father had judged. ‘Since we have none of their names, you may as well use his.’
And so Sterehon had played Talgar.
‘I hope there are no dog droppings!’ whooped her father as he rolled on his back, knocked flying by Gahallaron’s mighty attack.
Gahallaron had considered that for a moment. Then she decided: ‘The kai-lorta are immune to dog droppings. Narilarn’s clothes were magical.’
Sitting in the cab and passing by those memories, Gahallaron allowed herself a little smile. She found it hard to pinpoint exactly when she lost that connection with her father, that ability to understand each other’s thinking. Perhaps it would come back again one day.
Soon, they left the park behind them and crossed the Lower Antorian Way. This was the major thoroughfare that ultimately led to the delv-airt and lur-airt roads, leading to the two biggest cities in the kingdom of Brandor: Ain-Afron on the coast and Talabros, the capital. All her peers looked to Talabros, with its fashion and wealth, but Ain-Afron was Gahallaron’s lodestone: the seaport and gateway to the wide world. And the gateway to the island of Cothis, with all that its college promised for her future. Her mouth turned up into a smile.
Nearing the bridge, they entered a much less salubrious part of the city, notable in the plain, practical way the people dressed. The diversity of colours and fabrics evident in the Earl’s Court area where she lived had given way to homespun tunics, leather jerkins, plain boots, shawls and bonnets, mostly in charcoal shades. Gahallaron found it all a bit depressing. It was interesting to see the different racial groups here, though. In particular, she noticed a lot of the grey skinned Gremselites, with their blocky builds. Although feted for their work ethic, Gremselites tended to be mistrusted. Considering her views of the people in her immediate circles who expressed this mistrust, Gahallaron had her doubts about its basis.
The cab slowed down to pick its way past traffic and pedestrians getting onto the bridge. At each side of the head of the bridge, tall lamps rose into the sky like beacons. Elaborate stone carving depicted the unification of the cities in the kingdom’s third century. Past the lamps, they drove through a gatehouse that had formerly been used to levy tolls as traders crossed between the two halves of the city and spoke to Indron’s mercantile reputation.
They came to a sudden halt. Raised voices rose like a wave and crashed against Gahallaron’s attention like breakers. A rush of movement passed by, crowds surging back off the bridge, adults herding children. The trap door opened, and she saw the driver’s dark eyes peering through at her. ‘There’s a bit of trouble, miss. Might not be safe for you to carry on. Should I turn back?’
‘What kind of trouble?’
‘Looks like some lads have had a bit of a stramash,’ he reported, resorting to the local patois. 
Gahallaron had heard the word stramash before, but it took a moment before her mind translated it to ‘altercation’. She sighed and rolled her eyes, reaching for the door latch.
‘I wouldn’t advise it, miss.’
‘Wait for me here,’ she instructed him in a firm tone.
Then she threw open the door of the cab and pushed her way out onto the road, past the people still in the process of removing themselves from the scene. A small crowd formed a loose semi-circle ahead of the cab, facing towards the centre of the bridge. Gahallaron nudged between two of the slighter individuals, making good use of her dance training to keep her balance. What she saw made her gasp.
Three young men, Brandorans by their off-white skin tone, caught hold of a Gremselite youth, while a fourth Brandoran drove a knife into his belly.
‘No!’ Gahallaron screamed.
Her reaction was met by a few half-hearted jeers and what sounded like a mumbled ‘asked for it’ from an older man. Someone from within the crowd shouted: ‘City watch!’ and the gang of local young men took to their heels, leaving the Gremselite to stand there clutching his punctured body in pale shock. At once, the semi-circle of onlookers started to disperse, the day’s entertainment over, reluctant to be caught up in the aftermath.
‘Wait,’ Gahallaron said to those around her. ‘You have to help him.’ But she was wrong. Nobody moved to help the young man, who slumped down, grimacing, staring in fascination at the blood blooming on his clothes.
Gahallaron stood there, stunned and helpless. One moment, she stood in a press of people and the next she was alone. Her dreams of adventure normally played out differently from this. Surely, someone must help.
‘Miss,’ came the grisly old voice of the cabbie. ‘You might want to get back in. Watch are coming.’
She gathered her skirt, twitching it up a little, and hurried to the young man, kneeling in a smooth movement. Up close, she realised he must be around her own age, still shy of his twentieth year. Seeing how normal his features looked when he was right in front of her, she decided that the stories of the Gremselites being related to the sylph or selkie folk must be apocryphal. Gahallaron spoke to him softly, saying inconsequential things about herself to calm him. The young man’s entire attention was fixed on pressing both hands to the leaking wound. Seeing that, she knew what to do. She took off her hat. Wrapped around the delicately shaped crown, there was a thick band, illustrated with pink roses. The band ended in a long tail that trailed down from the back of the hat: when she walked, it sailed out behind her, like a high cape. She yanked at the stitching and broke it free, then quickly unwrapped the band. Completely unwrapped, the material’s length matched Gahallaron’s own height. She folded and wadded the middle to make a thicker pad, then pressed this to the open wound. The young man managed to help, pushing against the pad with his own hands, while Gahallaron awkwardly passed the trailing ends of the material behind him. It was long enough to reach all the way round his body and across the front again. She knotted it there with hands slipping slickly in his blood.
‘Thank you,’ he said through gritted teeth.
Gahallaron hoped that his ability to talk meant that his wound was not as serious as she had feared. She continued pressing against the pad, trying to work out what to do next. The young man’s eyes met hers. His cheeks were wet with tears, and his pupils were wide and innocent looking. Just for that briefest instant, he reminded her of Sterehon, and she pressed her lips together against the sudden wave of guilt that washed over her. In the stricken expression of this young Gremselite, she imagined a mirror of the look of betrayal on Sterehon’s face the last time she ever saw him.
Heavy slaps of booted feet broke the sense of inertia. The watchmen were coming. Gahallaron gestured at the squat, bearded man who led the troop. She noted the shock on his face as he realised that a well-to-do young woman was somehow involved in the fracas. Gahallaron put out a commanding hand.
‘You there! Help me with this man! He is badly hurt.’
In tandem with her rich garments, the merchant-class accent of her Imbrian would be enough to make the watchman wary she might be someone important. Gahallaron saw the man make the same calculations. He barked orders to the others and then approached, squatting down beside her.
‘What happened here, miss?’ he asked with a low groan. His deep blue uniform was too tight, creaking as he moved. He set down his helmet on the ground in order to examine the injured man.
‘Help me get him into my cab,’ Gahallaron instructed.
‘Sorry, miss?’
‘You heard me. There is a Luriaran Infirmary just across the river, on the Promenade.’
‘I know that, miss, but they won’t take him,’ the watchman said mournfully. ‘He can’t pay. Can you, son?’
The young Gremselite’s face contorted. Gahallaron laid soft fingertips on his arm. ‘He can pay.’ She fixed the watchman with one of her sternest looks, an expression she normally reserved for her father. ‘What is your name?’
The watchman looked like a seasoned brawler, but he wilted under her hard stare like a flower in a heatwave. ‘I… ah, Abrinon.’
‘Lift this young man carefully into my cab, Abrinon.’
Abrinon moved to obey, and even the cabbie climbed down to help. ‘Probably a trick,’ the cabbie grumbled to himself as he took the Gremselite’s arm. ‘Probably rob us blind the minute we turn our backs.’
Abrinon met Gahallaron’s eye as the cabbie shut the door on them, still grumbling. She recognised a twinkle of humour.
‘Impressive level of commitment to the robbing,’ Abrinon noted to her quietly. ‘Getting yourself stabbed like that, just to get a lift in someone’s cab.’
The cab rattled along the bridge towards the infirmary. The dark Antor passed by underneath them. Pedestrians paused to watch them clopping past at a fast pace.
‘Ekerien Tar,’ the Gremselite suddenly said, pain staining his voice dark.
Gahallaron glared at Abrinon, whose eyebrows twitched in the merest suggestion of a shrug. She looked back at the young man. He was in distress, but he didn’t appear any worse than he had. Was that a good sign? She hoped so, but she didn’t know. She had never in her life felt this helpless.
‘What did you say?’ Abrinon asked again.
‘Ekerien Tar,’ the young man repeated. ‘My name.’
Gahallaron laid her fingers gently on his blood-drenched hand. ‘I am glad to meet you, Ekerien Tar. My name is Gahallaron. I promise you that I will see you taken care of.’
The young Gremselite met her eyes and nodded his gratitude. He had the darkest eyes she had ever seen, she thought.
‘Infirmary is just ahead!’ called the cabbie.
The squat building swung around the corner of Smithy Road towards them. Like all Luriaran buildings, its stone façades were painted in yellow, with brown slates on the sloping rooftops. Arched windows with multiple lighters flashed and rippled as the cab approached. In the corner, the traditional representation of Norann’s Bell perched on top of a low, round tower.
Gahallaron threw open the door and grabbed hold of the nearest Luriaran priest. ‘Get help at once! A man is bleeding!’
The priests sprang to action and took over from her and the watchman. The superintendent stood before them and stroked his grey beard, reading off costs and prices from a list.
‘Yes, yes!’ Gahallaron replied with a sigh. She produced a purse from her bag. Counting out coins, she paid the superintendent almost double the price named. ‘I expect you to take excellent care of him for that,’ she admonished. ‘Feed him properly. And don’t let him out until he is sound.’
‘Of course, madam.’ The superintendent bowed and withdrew, backing away, as if from royalty. She felt a twist of disgust curling up inside her at the way spending her father’s money made her seem important to people.
She turned away from the infirmary, suddenly lacking purpose and energy. Abrinon placed a quiet hand on her elbow.
‘You did a good thing there, miss.’
She nodded wanly, feeling empty. ‘I think I’ll walk the rest of the way from here,’ she said to the cabbie. She paid him, three full pennies for a journey that would normally have cost one. Drying blood streaked her hands and made her feel sick.
‘I can escort you, if you want,’ the watchman offered.
She shook her head. ‘Thank you, Abrinon. I need time to think.’






  
  Chapter 3
A Dog Needs Help


‘You buying something?’ demanded a rough voice. 
Terwald turned to see a brawny older woman arranging hats of every description onto the stall. She wore a large money pouch around her waist and her sleeves were rolled up revealing forearms as thick as his leg.
‘No… thanks,’ he ventured.
‘Well don’t stand there blocking everyone else’s view.’ She spat loudly on the ground and lifted her chin in challenge.
‘But there’s no one else…’ Terwald began, looking around. Then he caught the look in her eye and moved away hastily.
He was dawdling, despite the brewer’s appeal to him to hurry. As Marjolan the chief elder used to like to say, he was ‘one foot coming and one foot going’. A little smile found its way to his face, and he wondered how Marjolan fared. The last time he saw her, her health had deteriorated, but he had been so preoccupied with his own problems that he hadn’t even taken the time to ask her how she was. That weighed on him as he set off again in search of the wizard. He winced at the thought of what Marjolan would say if she knew he was willingly seeking out a wizard. Her views on magic were not as strong as those of Terwald’s own parents, despite the fact that they had once lived here in Brandor. But she was a Terrid elder, nonetheless. All of that speculation drew him into wondering how Kisok would react. He couldn’t help but grin when he imagined the expletives that would pour from the old man. Deliberately seeking out the help of a wizard was not the Terridic way.
And yet, in spite of all the doubts, he found that his feet were taking him to the bridge. A sharp jolt, followed by a throbbing pain in his right thigh told him he had bumped into something. His own fault for not paying attention to what he was doing.
‘Hey!’ yelled an angry voice, as a tray of pears went tumbling to the ground.
‘Sorry.’ Terwald held his hands up.
He knew it was his fault, but he had no means to pay for the spoilt fruit. It would cost him almost a whole week’s wages, and he had only two copper pieces in his pouch right now. He decided he needed to leave at once. The fruiterer gesticulated furiously, yelling at the top of his gravelly voice.
Backing up, with his hands held out in front of him pacifically, Terwald managed to stand on one of the spilled pears. The fruit burst, sending him slipping sideways. Windmilling his arms to try to catch his balance, he crashed into someone large and heavy. Both Terwald and the other man landed on the other pears.
A huge arm swept him aside as the big man tried to regain his feet. Onlookers laughed delightedly. Terwald’s ears burned. The stall-owner continued to shout and stamp, demanding not only compensation for the ruined fruit but also help in righting the stall and replacing the display.
‘Uh… sorry, sorry,’ Terwald mumbled in the general direction of everyone.
As he struggled upright again, Terwald felt a ham-sized hand closing on his collar. Looking up, he saw a large round face with drooping moustaches and a bald head.
Someone said: ‘Let’s make him sorry, Kerged.’
A humourless smile twitched Kerged’s moustaches, and he glanced at his companions to either side. One of them was a smaller copy of Kerged, surely a brother of his. The other was a wiry-looking man with the deathly pale complexion of a Fambrondian. Kerged gestured with his head. ‘Grab him, Mikler.’
The Fambrondian rushed forward to comply. Terwald’s dodge to avoid Mikler’s grab took him squarely into Kerged’s path. The big man took hold of Terwald’s jacket and hauled him clear of the ground. Blood pounded in his head as he was tossed aside like an empty sack. He landed heavily on his knee and skidded forward to crack his cheek on the hard ground. His knee was numb, and he had the horrible sensation that the most excruciating pain would follow shortly. Something trickled down his face, and his cheek felt stretched out of shape.
Rolling onto his side, Terwald saw that Kerged and his two companions were approaching him in menacing fashion. Would anyone summon the city watch before they killed him, or would he end up floating face-down in the Antor? His knee ached appallingly, a pain that intensified further and further without surcease. The stench told him he had skidded through horse dung on the way to his prone position. He managed to propel himself backwards and up, coming to his feet at a run.
‘Hey!’ came Kerged’s indignant voice, as if the big man had expected Terwald to stick around for a really good pounding. ‘Fexler, get him!’
Terwald ran and ran. The wind was in his face, like galloping along on horseback on the plains. His arms pumped at his sides, flinging him forward faster and faster. Despite the shock of agony that came from his knee every time his right foot hammered into the ground, he sprinted as fast as he could. Ducking and spinning round other people, stalls, wagons, horses and a juggler, he put as much distance as possible between him and his tormentors.
He looked all around him trying to get his bearings. Although he had grown up in Indron, several years had passed without ever visiting the city, and he did not recognise this particular area at all: he felt lost and out of place. Over to the right, the river glistened in the midday Vapour-light. The buildings were tall and imposing, marking this as some sort of financial centre.
Before he could it give it more thought, he heard the tell-tale slap-slap of running feet. Looking back in the direction he had come from, he saw two of the thugs speeding towards him, with the lightest, Mikler, out in front. Lagging far behind, massive Kerged was huffing redly, head thrown back to let in more air to his lungs. Terwald groaned and picked himself painfully up again. He started hobbling towards the river. On the plains, he had learnt to use rivers as way-markers. The awkward and uncomfortable thought occurred to him that he now had to rely on plains knowledge to keep him safe in the city after turning his back on the entire community and its culture.
The next corner took him out of the opulent square. Up ahead, the widening of the river signalled the main wharf area. There would be more opportunities to hide there, or at least blend in: other Terrids might be working at the wharf, and there would be lots of confusing movement and stacks of cargo and open warehouses. With hope of salvation spurring him on, he managed to quicken his pace again. A glance over his shoulder revealed that none of his pursuers had rounded the corner. This was his chance to find a good hiding place and lie low! 
He took a moment to survey the scene all around him. Lurching along the river, as if gasping for breath with each pull on its sweeps, there was a small fat cog. A sailor on its deck shouted instructions while another one relayed messages via flags to dock hands waiting along the wharf. A long, straight quay lay between Terwald’s position and the city’s main dock. The empty masts of three smaller boats sat at the quayside, pointing upwards like inquisitive fingers into the cloudy sky. The immediate vicinity was empty of people, but there were signs of recent activity: fishing gear, ropes, an upturned skiff, numerous crates of different sizes, a huge net and a pair of old boots. Terwald considered swinging down onto one of the boats to hide, but he had never been on board a floating vessel of any kind and he wasn’t sure if he would need some special kind of technique with balance or foot placement. He could imagine landing on the deck of a boat and overturning the craft to end up dumped in the Antor. He needed to think fast. A quick look behind him confirmed that none of the thugs had reached the quay yet. The only thing that caught his eye that offered any possible shelter was the biggest crate. He moved towards it, reaching for the lid.
Before he could open the crate, he became aware of a warm tickling sensation at the top of his spine. He frowned deeply, recognising the lore-sense for the first time since leaving the plains. There were some things you couldn’t entirely leave behind, it seemed. He pulled at the lid, shifting it enough to see plenty of space inside for him to squeeze in. There it was again! The lore-sense pulsed stronger this time, more urgent. No, he clenched his teeth. Not now. But the sensation wouldn’t go away, like fur dancing on his spine. It was a need, an urgency. Something was reaching out for help. With a sigh of exasperation, he abandoned the crate and followed the sense to its source. It was coming from over the quayside. He peered over, expecting to see an aquatic animal in trouble down in the dark waters of the Antor. Instead, just a few feet down the wall, something else dangled helplessly, tangled in a rope that came up the wall, passed Terwald’s feet and circled a short capstan near him. The creature continued struggling, whimpering, increasing the likelihood it would fall into the river at any moment. It sounded like a little dog in distress. Terwald gritted his teeth and glanced over his shoulder. He spotted Mikler’s pale face, just at the same instant that Mikler noted him, too. Making a sound of disgust, knowing he was about to take a beating, Terwald bent down and began quickly reeling in the tangled knots of rope. The little creature was light, but its struggles made it awkward to pull up without dislodging it entirely. The rope abraded his palms, reminding him that he had done almost no physical work since leaving Terrid. Like his belly, his hands were getting soft. He carefully turned the rope as he hauled on it, trying to make sure the helpless little creature wouldn’t be tipped out into the river. With a final, hopeful pull, Terwald got the tangle of rope and creature up onto the quayside. He just had time to haul the knot wide enough for the little black dog to escape before he felt a crunching blow to the back of his head.
His teeth were rattled together, and his head thrown forward, jerking his neck. He found himself sprawling on all fours. A heavy boot crunched into his ribs, ejecting the air from his lungs. He heard himself grunt. Memories of violence warned him that another kick would follow. He had to roll away before Mikler could strike him again. Terwald let himself collapse on one side, turning and rolling across his back. Mikler’s foot just passed by, missing his ribs by the breadth of a finger. The tall Fambrondian swore, off balance. The moment’s distraction gave Terwald the chance to shuffle farther away and scramble to his feet. Mikler was upon him again in an instant, fist flying. Terwald instinctively flinched to the side, the punch just missing. Instead, he felt a sold clunk on the cheek as Mikler’s forearm caught it in passing. Painful, but not as bad as it might have been. Terwald tried to continue his dodge and get around Mikler, but the man showed signs of being a seasoned brawler. His arms hooked around Terwald’s head and shoulder and pulled him in tight, like an embrace. Mikler was strong, but Terwald suddenly realised that he could match that strength. Even weeks after turning his back on that old life, his sinews remembered what they could do. Mikler tried to muscle him around and off balance, throwing two or three dirty knee kicks into his body as he did so. Terwald ignored the kicks and let himself be swung around. He remembered his timing and took control of the movement. As he spun into the position where Mikler expected him to be off balance, Terwald planted his feet solidly and turned the tables. He took grips at Mikler’s elbow and the side of his neck and twisted. The sudden change caught the Fambrondian thug off guard. Mikler’s shoulders were contorted off the horizontal plane, one lower than the other. In this weak position, it was hard for him to fight back, and Terwald pushed him away with all his might. Mikler took several involuntary steps backward, flailing his arms to try to regain his balance. Terwald didn’t even bother to wait and see if he would fall off the quayside into the dark water of the Antor.
He spun, ready to flee.
And stopped short. Blocking his path were Kerged and Fexler. They did not look happy. Terwald wanted to de-escalate, to talk them down. He wanted more than anything to be able to rationalise. But his brain was in its most primitive form, and he recognised that theirs would be, too. At this point, you had two options: fight or run. Fighting two men at once was suicide, especially with another at your back. But Terwald’s blood was boiling. He could smell it. He felt his upper lip curl, the way a wolf might snarl before launching an attack. His heart raced. His weight was forward, on the balls of his feet. Wild fury was upon him. He recognised this feeling and fought to tamp it down, but too late.
When Mikler grabbed him over the arms from behind, he didn’t hesitate. He threw himself downwards, spinning his upper body as he went. Taken by surprise, Mikler landed on the quayside with a crunch. Terwald was on one knee, one of Mikler’s arms still at his waist. The blood rage urged him to break it across his leg. Waves of boiling anger swept into his head, filling his face, making his eyes water. His nostrils flared. Break it, the blood rage said. Break it.
With an effort, he took a sharp, frigid breath. He blinked his eyes clear.
Fexler approached him quickly. His whole body seized up in anticipation of the pain he was about to experience.
All of a sudden, a sharp yapping cut through the moment. Fexler started, jumping to the side with fright. The little black dog latched onto his ankle and tore at it, snarling and growling furiously.
Terwald didn’t waste the opportunity. He surged upright and bolted, hoping the dog would also make its escape at once. With Mikler down and stunned, he
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