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  Chapter 1

Sylvan


Sylvan drained the intricately carved pewter goblet of its unpalatable blue contents, grimacing as he swallowed the dregs before handing it over to his manservant. Jorge didn’t bother to hide his smirk in answer to Sylvan’s silent protest before offering his arm to the Master Shaymmi, to help him lay down as the liquid took hold immediately and started to create a film over Sylvan’s normally brown eyes. Without haste, Sylvan settled his heavy frame onto the plush upholstered chaise in his private work room. 
“Is there anything else, Sir?” queried Jorge as he draped a light mohair blanket over Sylvan.
“No, thank you, Jorge,” answered Sylvan in a surprisingly light lilt.
Jorge bowed, even though Sylvan could no longer see him, and moved to his designated chair in the corner of the opulently decorated room. He would remain there until his master required his services.
Sylvan closed his now milky eyes and began his process of settling into a trance. He slowly tensed and released each muscle, beginning with his toes and working up his legs and through his torso. He then focused on his fingertips, again moving up his arms and finishing with his shoulders and neck. He gradually deepened his breathing so his large barrel chest rose slowly but powerfully. He stilled his thoughts, and in his mind’s eye, began the process of assembling a shimmering translucent veil before him. Incrementally, he began to roll his presence out of his body and through the veil. In what he could only describe as a loud pop, his consciousness separated itself from his land-bound body and emerged fully on the other side of the veil and onto the elemental plane.
Nothing changed and everything changed simultaneously. Sylvan always savored this moment when again his sight returned, but now it was overlaid with his own unique way of experiencing the world. He could clearly see Jorge waiting and watching patiently. He could see his richly decorated room, with its deep blue and gold brocade furnishings and the well stuffed chaise surrounding his tall, overweight, slack-jawed body.
Without further reflection, Sylvan focused on moving his consciousness out of the capital city he resided in and turned his mind toward the east and his assigned province for the year. Within two beats of a heart, his consciousness found the coastal city of Hamlyn and he was very satisfied, if not a tad smug, to feel whatever it was that made him the most gifted of his peers. When questioned, he could never explain quite how he knew when he was nearing what he was charged to find, only that it was instinct.
He took in the brilliant view of the sun clearing the horizon, casting orange rays of light across the sparkling impressive bay. Fishing boats were heading out for their daily catch while others were returning. Larger merchant ships bobbed on the gentle waves, anchored, while waiting for permission to dock at the busy city port. 
Sylvan hovered effortlessly above the city walls and refined his thoughts to concentrate on the vibrations of the Elemental Plane. It was his task to find the remnants of the Ancient Ones that radiated the tainted powers of the past. Sylvan prided himself on being the most accomplished of his peers.  It took incredible mental control and strength to attune oneself to the lower vibrations that the ancient artefact's emanated in the Elemental Plane when everything else gave off a much higher vibration rate. To sift your thoughts throughout the interference to find a minuscule variation was something only a score of people could do. He had been meticulously searching his new sector for two seasons and had not found an ancient artifact yet, which was frustrating and annoying as his main rival, Hadrian, had found an artifact only a season ago and was enjoying the gratitude of The First Elder.
Hovering above the residents, his consciousness swept toward the last place he had searched in the merchant area and began the tiring task of sifting through the vibrations of the elements that emanated from everything. He could distinguish from the metal of a serving plate to the wood of the closest door, or the air that ruffled hair of the citizens of Hamlyn, the packed earth in a nearby stable and the fire roaring in the nearest hearth. None of these were what he sought, nor did he acknowledge in his search. He effortlessly ignored the same five elements that mildly emanated from the human and animal population that resided here. What he, as a Shaymmi for the The First Elder, sought emitted an elemental quality that he had never been able to quantify.
Sylvan abruptly felt a distinctly different and fascinatingly strong variation coming from the wharf area of the overcrowded city. He had never encountered a vibration like it—he always compared the vibrations of people, animals, and ordinary objects as a high-pitched soprano voice and the ancient artifacts he sought as a mid-range baritone lost in the sea of voices. The depth of pitch from the unusual vibration was almost a pull on Sylvan’s consciousness. Typically, the Shaymmis found minor artifacts that still gave off the tarnished impure energy of the Ancient Ones. And once a Shaymmi found the offending artifact, they would return to their body and report its exact location to their personal manservant, who would then inform those necessary to send out a patrol of monastic warriors to retrieve the object before it contaminated anyone further. Artifacts were becoming extremely rare with only a couple being found each year.
The tone of the vibration coming from the wharf area was alluring. It was a deep bass and it roughly throbbed in a much lower variation. Slowly, as if almost savoring the power of the variation, Sylvan glided above the buildings of each sector of the city. He passed over the nobles’ abodes and over the merchant quarters, flying without noticing the market square below or the poorer region to his right.
As he soared above the masses, he speculated on what he might find, on what artifact from the past could possibly be giving off such strong and unusual vibrations. Typically, he and his fellow Shaymmi found jewelery items or household objects that carried a weak taint of the past. The strongest item he had ever discovered had been a metal staff buried under several lifetimes of debris in a cellar of an abandoned house at the edge of the Double Ridge Mountains and the very boundary of his sprawling country. Could this be another weapon? Had something been uncovered while excavating an old building?
He triumphantly pinpointed the throbbing vibration and swept his consciousness down into the streets to find fetid squalor as he encountered the lowest drudges of society intermingling with the sailors and fishermen as they disembarked their ships. The sensation and the deep thump were almost overpowering as he slowed his approach and dimmed his focus allowing some respite from the ache that was developing in his head.
A group of children played nearby, and he turned his attention to them as the energy emanating from the group was almost palpable. Gradually, he glided forward, feeling the need to be cautious but not understanding why. The typical slight pull of tainted energy when he drew near was almost overwhelming as he concentrated on one thin little girl in a dirty, tattered blue skirt. Perhaps she carried what he sought.
At that moment, the waif spun around, flailing her arms in his direction as her brown eyes widened in terror and she let out a terrified silent scream and tripped forward onto her knee. 
Sylvan experienced the backlash of her fear hit him like a wall of flame and felt as if he would be engulfed in the terror that seemed to vibrate through the child as she knelt transfixed before him. His consciousness was assaulted, and he was confounded by what he had discovered. All he could do was turn and flee as he felt his body pulling him back to safety.








  
  Chapter 2

Treena


Children gathered around her as she moved down the cobblestone street. Some walked quietly beside her, whilst others shouted their latest exploits at her to hear a word of encouragement. Others jostled for prime position of holding one of her hands, while two of the smaller ones clung to her full skirt. She looked fondly around at what she silently called “her brood” and smiled gently at one young girl who trailed along slightly behind the rest, she noticed that the diminutive girl had a slight limp. Treena had not seen the child before and briefly wondered what her story might be. Each of these children had a tale to tell... and rarely a happy one. 
Collectively these children were dressed in faded, patched, worn clothes; most didn’t wear shoes though the day was cool for the hot season. Collars and cuffs were frayed, dresses were torn, and the hems were either too long or too short. These children had never worn a new piece of clothing—everything was handed down.
It was nearing the fourth strike after the midday bell and Treena knew the children would be expected home soon and she needed to return to the shop, so began to give them hints that it was time to go home. Some of the more boisterous and enthusiastic children didn’t take the gentle suggestions so she had to be a little more pointed.
“Okay, children, your mothers will be needing you home now. I am certain you have chores to do… now run along.” Treena made a shooing motion with her now free hands to emphasize the point.
She noted that the newest addition to her brood was still trailing behind, obviously wanting something. Treena really needed to get to work, but concern and a touch of curiosity won out and she slowed until she was level with the little girl. They were now alone as the last of the rowdy older boys ran off.
“Would you like to hold my hand?” she offered in a kind voice. Usually the newcomers were too timid, having learnt harsh lessons on the streets about trusting strangers to take the proffered hand the first time but surprisingly the little girl nodded, smiled tentatively, and shyly took Treena’s hand.
They walked a few feet more before she asked another question. “Won’t your mother want you home to help with the chores?”
The young girl slowly shook her head. After several more steps she spoke in a sweet, soft voice. “Me Ma died.”
Instantly, Treena stopped walking and bent down to the girl’s level, knowing that she was definitely going to be late to help close the florist shop she owned. The girl was patient, she just stood there looking at her with big brown eyes and straggly brown hair that stuck up around her grimy face. She was too thin, as all the poor children were. There was never enough food to go round. Her filthy shirt was so faded that the original color could not be discerned, and her blue skirt was tattered at the hem and slightly too large for her. She wore no shoes, making her feet grubby and toenails dirty and torn.
“Who takes care of you?”
“Me Pa, when e’s not drunk,” was the sad reply.
“What is your name?”
“Aven,” she replied quietly.
“Do you know my name, Aven?”
Aven nodded bashfully. “Ya Treena. The others told me ya nice and listen to em…” Aven stopped, opened her mouth to continue, looked like she thought better of it, and closed her mouth.
Treena was impressed—this one was bright. Children had a want to prattle, to feel heard, but Aven answered the questions yet didn’t give away anything that could get her in trouble.
“Are you hurt, Aven? You limp, and I am wondering why.”
Aven shrugged her skinny shoulders as if to imply it wasn’t important and why would that matter to Treena, but she slowly lifted her skirt to reveal her left knee, bloodied and swollen.
“You are a brave girl. That must hurt a lot.”
Aven nodded but remained silent. 
“Would you like something to eat? You can come with me to my shop? I can give you some broth and clean your knee for you.” Treena spoke gently and lightly. She didn’t want to frighten the child and have her scamper off. This was one tough little girl and Treena’s heart was already captivated by her earnest heart shaped face and clear warm eyes.
Slowly, as if considering her options, Aven nodded. “Food please.”
Treena straightened up and offered her hand, which Aven silently took. Treena steered her down the rough dirt street and out of the poor quarter and into the sector where the area was roughly cobblestoned and the establishments slightly less shabby. It took them a further quarter strike before they reached Treena’s shop on the edge of the more affluent shopping district. Treena felt a gentle tugging on her hand as Aven slowed her limping gait as they approached the shop with its shutters still open and a lady with medium brown braided hair leaning out to grab a bucket with two colorful posies from the window box.
“It’s okay. No one will hurt you here and you can leave whenever you like,” reassured Treena as she opened the door and ushered Aven inside. “Go, sit over there by the window while I gather a few things to clean your knee.”
Before Aven could do more than nod, Treena had walked briskly through a door, muttering something quietly to the lady collecting buckets from the flower box type windowsills.
Quickly Treena gathered a few things from the open shelves in her storeroom and went back out into the store. She didn’t want to give Aven a chance to change her mind and leave.
“Here we go,” she announced brightly as she came through the door. Treena tried not to notice Aven jump and wondered why the girl reacted that way. Placing the items on a foot stool beside Aven, Treena looked at the older woman in the room. “Thedra, this is Aven. Could you please find her some broth and bread while I clean her knee?”
Thedra turned from her task and Treena noticed Aven attempt to sit a little straighter—Thedra had that effect on people. With her high cheekbones and slender brows, she managed to tilt her chin up in just the right way to give her a slightly superior air without ever saying anything. She was stunning with few wrinkles to give away her age of forty-five and a body that had never seen the ravages of carrying a child or giving birth could still turn the eye of most men.
“Nice to meet you, Aven. I’ll go fetch your broth. I’m sure you are hungry—all children seem to always be hungry.” The last was said in a slightly puzzled tone.
Aven finally found her voice and said quietly, “Thank you.”
Treena sat on the clean swept wooden floor and put Aven’s foot in her lap.
“Show me that knee.”
Aven tried to pull her foot away. “Ma’am, me foot will get ye dirty.”
“It’s just dirt, it will wash out. I’m more concerned about cleaning that knee. Now, lift that skirt out the way please.”
In very short order, Treena managed to clean the knee, put a healing salve on, and wrap it. At no time did Aven complain about pain as the wound was cleaned.
“How did you do this?”
“I got a fright and tripped.”
Again, Treena noticed Aven’s reluctance to elaborate or tell a full story, she would ust give the bare details. What would make this lass behave this way? she wondered. Treena had heard some of the horrific tales and seen the aftermath of what could happen to children of the poor quarter but this reticence to speak was unusual. It did not sit well with Treena. She had an almost overwhelming need to protect this child. Most children wanted a shoulder to cry on or someone to listen to their woes and give them reassurance and understanding, especially when home life was difficult.
“I still have quite a few tasks to do to close up the shop. Would you like to help me while we wait for your broth?”
Aven hesitated but eventually nodded her agreeance.
“Any time you need to go home, just say so, and I will walk you back,” Treena assured her as she stood up and began to clean up.
“What would ye want me to do?”
“There should still be a few empty buckets in the window boxes to be collected. There is a grate in the road at the corner two shops down that you can tip the water from the buckets down. There is no rush, so don’t do anything to strain that knee. There is still a good strike of sunlight left.” Treena deliberately walked out the front of the shop and removed the lid from a low large barrel, giving Aven no time to protest.
As Treena went about her closing routine, while keeping an eye on Aven, Thedra arrived with a large wooden bowl of broth and a substantial chunk of white bread.
“Come, child, and eat.”
Aven nodded. “I am almost finished.” She lifted the two final buckets in her hands and headed toward the corner grate.
Treena barely concealed her smile as she waited for Thedra to start. She wasn’t disappointed.
“Why do you have to bring them all home?” the older woman began with exasperation etched on her face. “Not every hurt or lonely child is your problem.”
“This one is different,” Treena began. “I can’t explain it, but there is something there. She is too reserved, like she doesn’t want to make a noise so she is noticed. She walks softly and almost barely breathes as if even that may be noticed. She startles too easily.”
Thedra frowned. “Fine, have it your way. Rescue them all. It’s your money and it is a worthy thing to do with your time. Just don’t get side tracked from the bigger picture.”
Treena smiled. “You didn’t hear me. There is something different about this one.”
They both watched Aven limp slowly back with the buckets. “It’s been seventeen years,” Treena said.
“She is too young,” Thedra answered.
All Treena could do was shrug.
They both followed Aven into the shop and watched her stack the remaining buckets.
“Come, we shall wash our hands before we eat. Thedra, could you please get us two more bowls of broth? I think we should join Aven for her meal.”
Aven meekly followed Treena into the storeroom, and again, Treena watched the slight hesitation before stepping over the threshold. They quickly washed their hands and came back into the shop to see Thedra setting down a tray with two more bowls of broth and the remaining bread. Aven took her bowl of broth and sat on the foot stool, leaving the chair for Thedra and the work stool behind the counter for Treena.
After a few quiet mouthfuls Treena asked, “Aven, how old are you?”
“Eleven.”
Treena was surprised to hear that as she would have guessed her to be eight. By the raised eyebrows on Thedra, she was astonished too.
Thedra nodded to Treena. “Eleven,” she repeated. “Younger than most but not unheard of.” 








  
  Chapter 3

Sylvan


Sylvan waited impatiently for his eyes to return to their full normal vision. He still felt out of sorts with his mind having almost ungracefully raced back across the elemental plane to re-enter his body. Sylvan had never rushed the process before and wasn’t sure it had been such a good idea. It was like his consciousness hadn’t settled into its normal space and he felt nauseated. 
“Jorge, run a bath and set out an outfit. I need to see The First Elder promptly. Have it arranged while I bathe.” He knew his encounter was important, but he still needed to keep up appearances; after all, he was the Master Shaymmi.
As Sylvan continued to rest on the chaise lounge and watch his manservant, his vision had cleared enough to make out his rosy cheeks in his round face as he efficiently moved around the work room while he could hear the bath running he turned his thoughts to what he had just experienced. How was it possible that a small female child could hold such potent tainted power of an ancient artifact? Who was she? How was it even conceivable? It didn’t make sense, but it was the only explanation as she hadn’t appeared to be holding anything that emanated such power.
“Sir, your bath is ready.” Jorge came forward and helped Sylvan to stand. He walked him into the adjoining bedroom and helped him disrobe before continuing on to the bathroom.
As they walked past the burnished, framed sheet of gold that was Sylvan’s beautiful mirror, he absently sucked in his pale paunch. Jorge arched an eyebrow at him but refrained from commenting. Sylvan glared at Jorge but also chose not to speak.
With Jorge’s aid, Sylvan was soon settled into the welcoming hot water of his over-sized gold, claw foot tub that sat in the center of the wood paneled bathroom. As his muscles relaxed and his eyesight completely cleared, he concentrated on nothing more than watching the steam creep over the bath edge and the water surface swirl with multi-colored circular patterns of essential oils. His consciousness finally felt like it had settled back into his body properly, and he was savoring the moment. As his mind wandered, and his eyes slowly touched on the gold ornaments in the room, a slow smile spread across his face. The beautiful trinkets and exotic ornaments in this room and the suite beyond had been gifts from The First Elder for finding ancient artifacts and from patrons who sought Sylvan’s favor because he was the Master Shaymmi and was thought to hold sway with. His smile grew into a smirk as he began to imagine the gifts he would receive once news spread of his latest find! The thought of Hadrian’s face crumbling with frustration was enough to make him break into a self-satisfied grin.
The next half strike was spent fantasizing about the expensive gifts and favors he could request once the girl had been found and verified. Jorge interrupted Sylvan’s musings by announcing, “You are expected at the end of afternoon services, which is a strike away. Would you like me to wash your hair?”
“Yes, and I have quite a knot in my right shoulder that needs working on.”


      [image: ]
Sylvan lounged in the antechamber of The First Elder’s outer office and nibbled on a piece of fruit. Making certain that all the juices landed on the ornate silver plate rather than his perfect ensemble. Indigo loose fitting silk shirt with cuffs and collar in elaborate brocaded silver, black loose pants in the best silk and a sleeveless black over robe in the finest goat hair money could buy with the same patterned silver brocade along the edges, black leather house slippers completed the meticulous look. Sylvan handed back the plate and accepted the proffered napkin by the serving monk who silently stood in the corner when not required.
Swiftly the heavy double doors were swung outward and The First Elder’s favored servant monk beckoned for Sylvan to enter. Without fuss, Sylvan followed the monk into the sumptuously furnished office of the ruler of Duthyne and silently cursed as he noticed the twin teenage boys that sat quietly on one of the many plush olive-green lounges that were clumped in seating areas around the large office. He stopped and looked at them expectantly.
One boy stood swiftly and bowed deeply and respectfully, the other was a fraction later in his standing and almost insolent in his bow. Sylvan inclined his head in response.
“Matteo, Mathias.”
Both responded, “Master Shaymmi.”
Without further interaction, Sylvan turned and strode further into the office and toward the large white oak desk that dominated the back of the room. He bowed deeply to The First Elder who sat behind his desk in his afternoon service vestments. The only thing missing was the white mitre with its deep gold and olive-green embroidery that usually covered his bald head. Sylvan noted as he straightened that the mitre sat on a small table in the back corner.
The First Elder stood, his six-foot frame matching Sylvan’s own taller than average height, and inclined his head.
“Master Shaymmi, you asked to see me? Please come and join us for refreshments.” He indicated to where the twins reclined.
Sylvan did his best to hide his irritation at having to deal with the teens.
“I have very interesting news from my planing this morning that I believe you should know about personally.”
“Yes, I’m told Jorge intimated as much.” The First Elder sat and nodded to his servant monk who efficiently poured drinks for everyone before retiring back to his corner.
They sipped in silence for a while, and Sylvan took a moment to study the twins—he had difficulty telling them apart and was assured by Jorge that so did everyone else. They were about 5’7”, the average height of a Duthynian, and had all the common features of the race: brown eyes and brown hair and a square face. They wore their hair long, below the shoulder, but not braided as was the fashion but hanging free and continually falling across their face. Typical teenagers, always trying to be that little bit different to their elders.
“How do your studies go?” enquired The First Elder of the teens.
“Slowly,” one replied in a slightly raspy voice. “There seems to be not much time for us.”
“First Elder, what he meant was that we have seemed to have progressed as far as we can without further instruction and now wait for the Shaymmi to find time in their busy schedules of service to you to continue our studies.” The boy went on enthusiastically, adding, “I have been spending my spare time in the library, and Matteo has been out learning about the care of your hounds.”
The First Elder turned to look at Sylvan and raised a manicured brown eyebrow in the way of asking for an explanation.
Typical teenagers, it’s all about them. I’ve told them often enough that I am too busy to take on their basic training and that only if one shows the level of skill to be a Master Shaymmi will I take over. Sylvan placed his beautifully crafted goblet on the white oak low table and cleared his throat. I may be able to turn this to my advantage if I play this right.
“I will admit that I do not have the time, and have told them as much, to take on the role as tutor. However, as Master Shaymmi, I take my responsibilities seriously and the competent instruction of our trainee Shaymmi is essential to our ongoing success in serving you. To this end I asked Hadrian, a most adept Shaymmi and only a step below me in power and skill, to take on the role as mentor. I am aghast to discover that she has not taken on this vital task and that my choice has been an error in judgement on my behalf. I seek to beg your forgiveness on this account.” 
The First Elder steepled his fingertips, resting them on his lips, just below his large hooked nose and said nothing for several minutes. Sylvan sat still, but relaxed while Matteo and Mathias fidgeted in their seats. Finally, The First Elder spoke.
“That is disappointing to hear. You honor the Church of the One with your commitment and dedication to your task, Sylvan, but we must always remember we were young and eager to learn once and must provide guidance to those that seek it. Please speak to Hadrian again regarding the continued training of these boys and take it upon yourself to provide adequate supervision that all is progressing accordingly.”
“I am honored to serve in any way you deem worthy.”
“Excellent.” The First Elder turned to the twins. “Would you two please excuse us? We have other matters to discuss.”
Both young men promptly stood and bowed deeply, first to The First Elder then to Sylvan before hurrying out of the room.
“Now, what did you need to see me about that I put off an appointment with Cardinal Illyius?”
Sylvan could barely contain his pride as he straightened in his seat. “I have found a most surprising artifact. One with more depth of power than ever previously discovered.”
Leaning eagerly forward, The First Elder let his mask of calm slip for a brief time.
“Where?”
“In Hamlyn, in the wharf sector.”
“The wharf sector? How has this not been detected before? What type of artifact would give off such tainted power?”
“This artifact is unique.” For some reason that he could not ascertain, Sylvan was enjoying the sense of suspense he was creating by drawing out the most astonishing detail. Maybe it was ego. That for once he had control of the conversation with the ultimate ruler of The Church of the One?
“How?” The First Elder was sitting at the edge of his seat.
“It is a little girl!”
“What?” exploded The First Elder. “How is that possible?”
“I don’t know, but it was an experience unlike any other I have had on the Elemental Plane. Her vibrating power was immense. We must find her immediately before she contaminates anyone.”
“Yes. For the good of all living in the wharf sector of Hamlyn, she must be detained. They must also ascertain where she lives to make certain she does not have a hidden artifact that's power has infected her. Sylvan, write down a detailed description of her and the surrounding area so I can pass it onto Arch Deacon Ulrick of Hamlyn.” The First Elder stood. “While you do that, I will prepare the Spirit Mirror.”








  
  Chapter 4

Treena


Treena opened the door to the shop to discover Aven waiting patiently on the other side. 
“Why did you not knock? Have you been waiting long?”
“Nah, just got ere.”
“So, you have decided to agree to my offer that you help me today in payment for me tending your knee and feeding you yesterday?”
Aven simply nodded.
“Good. First thing I do everyday is go to the flower market. Would you like to join me? It is not too far a walk so it shouldn’t bother your knee, but you must tell me if it becomes too sore to walk,” Treena warned.
For the first time since meeting the young girl, Aven gave Treena a genuine smile.
“Ya, I would like to go to the flower market.”
“Have you eaten this morning?”
Aven shook her head.
“Would you like an apple?”
“Ya, please.”
Treena went back into the shop and came out a few moments later with two shiny green apples and handed one to Aven.
“Let’s go.”
They spent the next strike in the first rays of the glorious morning surrounded by the subtle scents of just blooming flowers. Treena loved these small moments in her life. The flower market was a spectacular sight as it sat just inside one of the gates that allowed entrance into the city. It was the second largest gate as it was designed for the farmers to bring in their harvests. In the center of the circular market was a huge ornamental water fountain with a statue of the One God with his five faces encircling his head. Treena pointed out how to pick the best flowers that were only just beginning to blossom, what were about to go out of season, and what were popular at the moment. One of her bigger clients was the monastery, where she provided bouquets for the daily services, plus several bouquets that went to each of the four larger chapels that serviced the sectors. She explained that she needed specific flowers and foliage for those bouquets. After a lively haggle with the cartman, who would deliver all her purchases to the shop once they were loaded, Treena suggested that they stop and try a breakfast pastry from a street cart that sat near the fountain.
They sat in silence on the edge of the fountain, Treena with her back resolutely facing away from the statue in her own personal protest for the lies the Church now taught. Treena watched Aven slowly nibble away at her berry pastry with a wide smile.
“Are you enjoying that?”
Aven smiled through the flakes of pastry and nodded enthusiastically.
“First time,” she explained.
“We shall have to make sure you have it again then.” Treena watched the hustle and bustle as the flower and herb vendors began to pack up to make way for the fresh fruit and vegetable traders that now brought their wares in through the gate for their time to sell. The grain merchants had been in before dawn, before the flower and herbs, and the live animals would be brought in after the fruit and vegetables. This way the grain could be ground in the mills ready for bread preparation the following day and the animals would be slaughtered and carved overnight. Having the livestock last in also gave the cleaners time to sweep the area before the process started again the following predawn.
“Is your knee rested? Are you ready for the walk back?” enquired Treena.
“Ya.”
“Let’s go then.” Treena stood and brushed the last little pieces of gorgeous flaky pastry off her deep blue skirt and white lace bodice, that was just a hint too revealing of her assets.
The remainder of the morning was spent with Treena showing Aven how the church bouquets were made first as the delivery men would be by soon to pick them up and distribute them for the afternoon services. More small and large bouquets were made to go in the buckets in the special window boxes and then finally the leftover flowers from the previous day were pulled apart and put into tiny posies that were bought by the street vendors to sell out in the city. All the while, customers came in and ordered bouquets for special events or purchased the ones already made in the buckets. Treena found Aven to be very helpful and eager to learn, like most poor sector children they knew what hard work was and never complained because they could have been doing something far less appealing.
“Well, I’m off,” announced Thedra at the midday strike, walking out of the storeroom with a large white and grey tapestry shoulder bag with swirls of silver thread on it. “Let’s hope her Ladyship is a little less demanding this time.”
“Have fun.” Treena smiled.
“Bye,” Aven replied softly.
She looked at Treena but didn’t ask. Instead, she returned to her current job of stripping white roses of their thorns.
Treena volunteered the information. “Oh, Thedra doesn’t actually work here, she is just helping me out until I find a new assistant. My former assistant married one of the flower vendors so now she works for him selecting the flowers from the farmers. It worked out well for them. Thedra is a talented seamstress who lives in Namurrn but comes here once or twice a cycle to create clothes for the wealthy citizens of Hamlyn for the festivals and celebrations. Her skills are very much in demand but some of her clients can be temperamental.”
Aven nodded her understanding. “Has she ever made you somefing?”
“A few things. Now, finish up there. I want to look at your knee to make sure no infection has set in.”
Aven quickly tidied up while Treena found her first aid supplies and washed her hands before sitting on the floor and again putting Aven’s dirty foot in her lap. Treena removed the bandage and re-cleaned the wound. It was looking like it wouldn’t scar too badly and there was no heat of inflammation to indicate an infection. She spread salve over the cut and wrapped it in a clean bandage.
“Aven, how did you trip?” she asked.
Aven looked anywhere but at Treena.
“It’s okay, you can tell me.”
“You won’t believe me,” Aven whispered.
“I know many things that people wouldn’t believe are true. You must trust me that I will believe you.” Treena tried to fill her voice with warmth and understanding.
“I saw somefing, and it scared me.”
Treena noticed Aven’s trembling hands and reached out to hold them.
“It’s okay, just take it slowly.”
Instead of Aven grabbing Treena’s hands, she flung herself into Treena’s crossed-legged lap, wrapping her arms around her neck. Treena could feel the young girl’s too thin body shake uncontrollably. What could possibly have done this to her?
“Aven, trust me, please. I will believe you.”
Aven spoke hesitantly but the trembling didn’t stop. “I was playing in the street wif the other young uns when a—” She stopped and gulped before going on. “When a ghost came out of the air above me head.” She buried her head in Treena’s shoulder and shook but did not make a sound.
This child is used to doing everything quietly, I wonder why? Treena thought while she patted Aven’s short-cropped hair.
“I believe you, but I want to ask you some questions. Is that okay?”
Aven nodded into Treena’s shoulder.
“Why do you think it was a ghost?”
“It was a man that ye could see through and he was overing over me head.” She swallowed and lifted her head to look earnestly at Treena. “He made me feel funny too.”
“How did he make you feel funny?”
“Hard to say. Made somefing inside feel funny. In ere—” She pointed to her lower rib cage. “No one else saw it. They fink I made it up. Do you fink it’s a ghost?”
“I’m not sure, but I know you saw something. Has anything happened since then?”
“Nah.”
Treena noticed that Aven had finally stopped shaking. “Do you feel better?”
“Yes, fank you.” She climbed out of Treena’s lap and flattened her tattered skirt down.
“You hungry? It’s lunch time.”
Aven smiled and nodded.
Treena laughed. “Thedra’s right. You young ones are always hungry.”








  
  Chapter 5

Hadrian


Hadrian flung a cushion at Cyrus, who ducked easily. 
“Can you believe he said that?” she shouted.
Cyrus put up his hands in defense of more cushion hurling.
“No, but why are you throwing stuff at me?”
She grabbed another offending plush cushion off the main lounge in her private sitting room and threw it at him.
“Because it makes me feel better.” She let out a growl. “That pompous know-it-all is so damn obnoxious. Who does he think he is?” She stalked around the lounge and threw herself down on a chair opposite Cyrus. “The First Elder has asked me to enquire as to why the Trainee Shaymmi are not being tutored correctly. You were instructed to see to their study, and nothing has been done.” Hadrian did a fair imitation of Sylvan’s light lilt. Her brown, almond-shaped eyes blazed as she recalled the scene. “Sylvan knows there has been no such discussion of me training anyone, but I can’t go to The First Elder and call his favorite and most prolific Shaymmi a liar.”
Cyrus ducked another flying cushion and laughed.
Hadrian’s eyes narrowed. “You are laughing at me.”
“Well, yes. I know you are angry, but you are adorable when you are annoyed.”
“Don’t try to charm me. That man is the bane of my existence. If he was not here, I would be the strongest Shaymmi. I would be the Master and not have to take orders from anyone but The First Elder.”
Cyrus stood and went to a sideboard where he poured himself a wine. He felt uncomfortable asking Hadrian’s manservant, Garm, who stood waiting to serve in the corner to do it.
“Do you want one?” He waved the carafe.
“Yes.”
He poured her one and handed it to her before settling back on the now denuded lounge.
“Have you heard the newest rumor?” she went on.
“No, what is the latest gossip and how accurate do you think it is?”
“Garm overheard one of The First Elder’s servants whispering about it when he went into the kitchen earlier today.”
Cyrus turned his face to Garm. “How accurate?”
“Fairly accurate. The source is not prone to exaggerate too much,” the manservant confirmed.
Hadrian flicked what she knew to be her greatest asset: her thick, soft, waist length auburn hair to regain Cyrus attention.
“I hate to admit it, but it would appear that Sylvan has again outperformed us all and found the most powerful tainted artifact yet.”
“Really? Where?” Cyrus lent forward.
“Somewhere in Hamlyn. But that is not the juiciest part of the story…” She left him hanging.
“Hadrian,” growled Cyrus.
“Cyrus,” she growled back.
He stood and stalked toward her. She stood to match his advance. She was a few inches taller than him normally but in her private rooms she always went barefoot and he with his healed boots on became about the same height. Without warning, he crushed his lips to hers and she felt the same thrill she always did when he took control. He held her with one arm around her waist while his other hand grabbed a handful of her luxurious hair at the back of her head. His tongue fought to enter her mouth and join with his hers. She eventually gave in and opened her mouth to his advances. Her own hands moved down his muscled back to grab his buttocks firmly. She gently pushed her hips forward while she held him firm and moaned into his mouth.
Without pulling his body away he moved his head back to look at her and grinned, “What is the best bit?”
She looked at him and felt a pull in her lower tummy as she admired his handsome face, even with his slightly receding hairline at such an early age, he was achingly desirable to her. Laughing she circled her hips into his groin.
“Isn’t that the best bit?”
Cyrus pulled gently on the handful of hair he held and tugged her head back, exposing her throat. He began to nibble under her ear and slowly moved across her neck to the lobe of her other ear. Cyrus stopped and breathed in her ear, “That’s a great bit too, but not what I want to know.”
She giggled and moved her hands to untie the cord in his trousers, but he was quicker and took a step back leaving her body wanting him. She stamped her foot in protest.
“That’s not playing fair.”
“The sooner you talk, the quicker we get back to the good stuff. And I have some great stuff in mind.” He leered at her before moving further away.
“Really? That does sound inviting. Oh, very well,” she pouted and gave in. “If what Garm heard is to be believed, the artifact is actually a young girl!” she explained triumphantly.
“But everything you have ever told me is about objects from the past, tarnished by the corroded power of the forbidden.” Cyrus was incredulous.
“I know what I have told you, and you know to keep that to yourself or there will be trouble for you and me.” She hoped he realized that her threat was serious. She had told him many secrets only the Shaymmi and the inner circle of the Church of the One God knew because he had flattered her and was handsome and seemed to want her even though she was several years older than him. There had been a pull, a connection that she couldn’t explain. Then it had eventually turned to sex, and she had revealed more of her true nature and lust for power, and instead of being repulsed, he was turned on and insatiable.
Cyrus stepped forward and picked her up. Even though she had a firm strong body, his was more muscular and moved to carry her to the bedroom. “I know what you have risked, and I would never betray you.”
A knock on the door stopped him in his march to the bed chamber. He gently put her down. Hadrian pouted but didn’t resist.
“Garm, see what they want,” she told him while she took a step away from Cyrus, making certain whoever was at the door didn’t get the wrong idea about the two of them. She didn’t need the gossip.
Garm opened the door to reveal a monk who handed over a sheet of paper.
“For Shaymmi Hadrian.” He spoke formally before bowing and leaving.
Hadrian took the letter from Garm and looked at the handwriting of her name on the front. It was from her father. She opened the letter warily and read it quickly. Her annoyance at being interrupted changed into anger as she read her father’s praise of the new exceptional student he had this year and how promising they were. She would never live up to his expectations. Hadrian blew out her breath and glared at both Garm and Cyrus.
“I need to find a way to beat Sylvan.” She didn’t add that maybe then her father would see just how special she was.








  
  Chapter 6

Treena


Thedra sat sipping her cup of sweetened tea, with her feet resting on the stool in the florist shop, enjoying a break before starting the process of closing the shop for the evening. Treena sat on the stool behind the serving counter with her elbows resting on the bench and her chin resting in her hands. 
“Maybe we should ask Elldean Stiann?” suggested Thedra.
“Yes, the Lore Keeper might know what other signs we should be looking for. But I tell you that she is special. Unique. One of us or not, there is something different about her.”
“Fine, I will trust your instincts and believe you are not just being overprotective and mother-henning her.”
Treena snorted. “I may have been at the start, but her description of the ghost man and her gut response made me assess my responses to her, and whilst I am the first to help others, this need for me to protect her is stronger.”
“Send for Reza and arrange to see Elldean Stiann sooner rather than later, as well as start seriously looking for a new assistant, please. I need to get back to Namurrn.”
“Why do you need to get back so quickly?” Treena asked slyly. “You don’t usually need to be back at a certain time.”
Before Thedra could reply, there was a pounding on the door.
“Treena! Treena! Help!” a young male voice yelled.
Treena jumped off the stool and stood but Thedra was closer and she yanked open the door to find a young boy, no more than ten, standing there panting with a slowly bleeding gash on his forehead.
“What’s wrong?”
“Soldiers came while we were playing and took Aven. Some of us tried to stop em but they hurt us. I think Bree has a broken arm. You ave to come help,” he begged.
Treena nodded. “Deek, this is Thedra, she is going to wash and dress your head while I gather some extra things for my first aid bag and then we will go with you.”
Deek allowed himself to be led into the shop and sat quietly while Thedra tended his wound and Treena disappeared into the storeroom to collect extra supplies. Within a short time, he was patched up and all three were ready to go. They hurried through the streets that were busier than normal as everyone began to make their way home or to start their night shift at work. Treena constantly found her mind wondering about what had happened, and why would they take Aven? She forced herself to focus. She needed to get to the other children and find out all she could before she made decisions on what to do next.
They arrived in the darkening wide alley where the poor and street children tended to play to stay out of the way of their elders to find several children sobbing, a few more sitting on the packed earth with varying degrees of injuries, and a handful of young men blocking the entrance.
“Braith sent us,” one of the older boys explained as they made room for them to pass into the alley. “He said to tell you that he has sent for a chirurgeon.”
Treena clasped the speaker on the upper arm. “Thank you.”
As she moved into the alley, she was quickly surrounded by the crying youngsters.
“Hush, you are safe,” she attempted to reassure them. Thedra took the bag from Treena that held the first aid supplies and kept moving toward the injured children while Treena knelt on one knee and looked all of them over quickly. She hugged them all and ascertained that while they were shaken there were no obvious injuries. “Are any of you hurt?”
“Nah.”
“They took Aven.”
“They hurt Bree bad.”
Treena spoke quietly but firmly. “I need you to calm down and help me. Can you help me?” She knew that refocusing these frightened children was the quickest way to help them. “Who knows where Bree lives?”
One of the girls, Hailey, nodded. “Me.”
“Do you think you could take one of the older boys and fetch her Ma?”
Hailey squared her shoulders, sniffed, and nodded agreement.
“Thank you, Hailey. I do need you to come back too so you can tell me what happened to Aven.” Treena turned to the young man she had spoken to earlier. “Can one of you please go with Hailey to fetch the injured child’s Ma?”
“Ya, we can do that for ye.”
Turning back to the remaining children, she said, “The rest of you need to help your friends by keeping out of the way and doing what I ask.”
They all nodded in agreement. Treena moved to where Thedra was treating the obviously broken lower arm of Bree. The bone had not broken through but there was a large suspicious lump.
“How is it?”
Thedra didn’t look up as she cradled Bree’s arm. “I’ll keep her stabilised until the chirurgeon arrives. Can you take care of the others?”
Treena looked around. There were only two children left that looked to have minor injuries.
“No problem.” Treena quickly patched up the bleeding elbow of a little boy, Timmy, who was no more than six years old and what looked to be a sprained ankle of an older teen who Treena had not met before. “What’s your name?”
“I’m Freya. Ma had sent me to get Deek when the soldiers came. One of em pushed Deek into the wall so I jumped on his back, and he threw me off. When I fell, I landed badly and hurt me ankle,” she explained.
Treena sat back from wrapping Freya’s ankle. “A couple of days on light duties and you’ll be fine.” The children figured out that Treena had no more people to fix so gathered around her as they usually did. “Freya, were you here when the soldiers arrived?”
“No, I only came when they were already holding Aven and the kids were yelling at them to leave her alone.” Freya smiled fondly at Deek. “They were all very brave trying to help their friend.”
“Deek, can you tell me what happened?” asked Treena.
“We were jus playing and Aven had come to tell us about her day wif ya. She told us she helped ya wif the flowers at the market and had lots of fun. We were jus playing and talkin,” he repeated.
“Did the soldiers say anything when they came?” Treena tried to help him remember.
“I didn’t hear nofing. They just came in and grabbed her.”
“No, that’s wrong,” Timmy chimed in. “I heard the churchman say, ‘that’s the one,’ and he pointed at her.”
“A churchman was with them?”
All the children nodded.
Freya confirmed it. “By the look of his church clothes he was a Deacon.”
Treena frowned. What was a Deacon doing in the wharf sector? And why was he looking for Aven. I don’t like where this appears to be going.
“Can anyone tell me how many soldiers there were with the Deacon?”
Freya replied, “I would guess the typical squad of ten.”
The children all began to agree at once. Holding up her hand, Treena tried to quiet them. “Is there anything else that happened?”
“No. It was all over fairly quickly”
The young man who seemed to be in charge of the guards sent by Braith interrupted.
“Excuse me, Treena, but the chirurgeon is ere.”
Treena emptied her lap of children and stood.
“Unless anyone can think of anything else, I think it’s all time you went home. Thank you for trying to help Aven.” She quickly went to the doctor and introduced herself. “Please know that any costs are to be sent to the Heavenly Scents Florist Shop in the Shopping district of the Merchant Sector. The girl’s name is Bree, and her mother will be here shortly.”
The chirurgeon nodded and moved quickly to his patient, conferring with Thedra for several minutes. In that time, Hailey returned with Bree’s Ma, who took one look at her daughter and burst into tears. Bree bravely reassured her mother that it wasn’t too painful. The chirurgeon informed them that she would need to have her arm set, but that she would need to go to his offices to do it and that it would be better for Bree if she simply walked there as sitting in a cart would bump and jar the arm too much. Without being asked, the young man that had been sent with Hailey to get Bree’s mother went with them when they all left for the office.
Treena helped Thedra clean up the mess that had been created, and under that guise, searched the area for any clues that might figure out what had happened.
“Do you feel anything?” Treena asked Thedra softly.
“No, just what the children reported. Many people, confusion and fear. Can you get anything?”
Treena shook her head. “There’s no water here—only what we brought with us in the skins.”
“Very well. There is nothing keeping us here. Thank the boy guards and let’s get back to the shop.” 






  
  Chapter 7

Treena


“The Lord of Thieves will see you now.” 
“It’s about time.” Treena was annoyed. They had been waiting in the foul smelling, dank sewer system for half a strike. She followed the henchman through the door and into a moderate sized room that was dominated by a large desk with several chairs placed in front. A man in his early thirties with a high forehead, square jaw, and thin lips sat behind the desk with a frown on his strong face.
As Treena and Thedra settled into the chairs, he nodded and everyone else left the room, leaving the three of them alone.
“Oh, stop looking so grumpy,” Treena admonished.
Instead of responding, he stood and came around the desk and gave Thedra a warm hug. “It’s been years. How have you been?”
“Why would you get a desk so large? If soldiers come snooping, how will you ever hide that?”
Braith laughed. “Ah, same old Thedra. Forever bringing me down to earth.” He perched on the edge of his too large desk. “Never fear. Unless you know what to look for, the door is virtually impossible to find and can only be opened from the inside.” He moved to stand in front of Treena. “Do I not get a hello from my oldest friend?”
Treena grunted but stood and quickly hugged Braith. “I’m sorry, I’m worried about Aven, and I need your help. I just got word where she is being held, and we don
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