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Somewhere deep in the forests south of Alartha, something stirred. The shifting was almost imperceptible, a mere trembling in the leaves, a pulsing in the leafy, damp groundcover reminiscent of a heartbeat perhaps. Then came the groan. A deep shuddering cry, heard but yet not heard, rippling through the forest’s leaves. Was it a thin buttress root that arched upwards, or something else? There was a slow power, a flexing of strength, and then something lifted, long and dark, thick with memory and thought. Leaves tumbled to the ground, twigs, bits of bark, a clump of green moss. Again came that cry. A pause. A moment of contemplation. Then, a few strides away, something stirred within the ground, strained and then lifted, pieces of the forest floor falling on either side. One thick tree trunk, shivered, went still, and then shook. It was no tree trunk, but thick like one, patterned in moss, patches of dark and darker. Another root-like thing struggled upwards in the forest floor and then another. Once more, the creature shook itself, and then swayed back, turning what passed for a face towards the canopy above. It supped the air, tasting. Something had stirred it from its contemplation. It cast around, seeking the source of this disturbance. All was not as it should be. The creature groaned in protest, a low echoing sound that travelled through the nearby forest like a wave. The head turned, for it was a head, what passed for antlers curving up from its crown, and then swept back the other way, seeking.

It spoke then. A complaint, a grumble, a protest. If it could have frowned it would have. Was the voice a request to others of its kind? But these were solitary beings who came together rarely, for congress, out of necessity, not for conversation or convenience. The trees, the forest creatures, the mushrooms that sprouted from the damp, leaf-covered ground, these were its kin. Others of its kind were just happenstance, or accidents of becoming. There was no particular bond to warm or stroke. The solitary existence, the silence was of their nature.

Once more it turned its head, seeking whatever it was that had stirred it from its peace. If it were not for the fact that it was thick, robust, its limbs knotted with strength, the impression would be of gauntness, but this was something else. Whatever had disturbed it lay deep within the fabric around it. Something that should not be within the places where everything should be. It felt wrong, and this was the thing. Despite conflict, despite the give and take within nature’s skein, there was harmony, a rightness with all within its place, but here was something that simply should not be. It was not close, the being knew this, but it was there all the same.

After such a period of inactivity, its movement came slowly, strained, almost as if it had to remember how to move each of its limbs. It was large, its limbs long, but it was not as large as the trees around it. It turned then, its entire body, seeking the direction of the disturbance, reaching with its senses rather than its limbs. Somewhere to the north, though the concept of north meant nothing to this being. Somewhere there. That was enough. It reached out with long spindly fingers and felt for the shape of it.

Once more the cry echoed through the forest’s shadow, enough to put fear into the heart of any persons that might hear it, though none did. 

The forest dwellers looked up, paused for a moment listening, and then went back to what they had been doing.
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Moth was looking at him with one of those expressions. Though she was sitting on the edge of her bed in their borrowed rooms, she may as well have been staring him down, her fists planted firmly on her hips, stood in the middle of a road somewhere. Tyrus had certainly seen that expression before.

“So, why do you trust them, Tyrus? Tell me that.”

“What do you mean? I don’t understand.”

“It seems like you don’t have a mistrustful bone in your body. Somebody tells you something and you seem to believe them, even if you don’t. Tyrus, go here. Tyrus do that.”

“I don’t know—”

“No, you don’t,” she said, and then stopped talking. She looked away, her jaw set. Appearing for a moment to be studying the patterns of color in the small, glass-paned, window, set with various different hued shapes set into the stone wall at the other side of the room, but she was actually somewhere else. After a pause, she turned back to look at him.

“So, what do we do now?”

And that was indeed the question. Their grand plan, the thing that was supposed to have saved them all or at least put a hole in the Bark People’s plans, had come to nought. If anything, they were in a worse position than when they had started. That strange, dark figure on the other side of those rifts in the world was now very much aware of them, aware of what they were capable of together—no matter that even that much had proved painfully ineffective—and even now, was constructing plans to deal with their impudence. This being had armies at his command. He possessed a magic greater than anything they could summon together, let alone by themselves. What did they have? What were they even capable of now?

Tyrus sighed. It was his turn to look away.

“No, Moth. I don’t know.”

“Well, perhaps you ought to ask someone,” she snapped at him. “Isn’t that what you do?”

Tyrus narrowed his eyes at that, but really, she had every right to show him such hostility. In the end, it was his fault, and it was mere hours since Master Varnon had sealed away the portal between worlds, and then sacrificed his life to save that of Zerata Min. All of that was Tyrus’s fault. And in the meantime, since all that had happened, he had heard nothing from Veradis Orr, though he kept expecting her to open some sort of doorway for him. He knew, of course, that it was impossible within the shielded walls of the Palace, but logic did nothing to lessen the expectation. Perhaps he should simply wander away by himself and see if he could conjure a meeting. Moth was still watching him, and he grimaced, finally understanding what it was she had meant. He was doing exactly what she had accused him of. He bit his lip and sighed again, looking away. Regardless, he doubted whether the Guard had finished clearing the evidence of their battle and the bodies strewn across the Palace Square. Here, inside, they were shielded from all that, not only from the threat of other-worldly intrusion, but also the horror of what had been wrought here.

His thoughts went to Pernille then. Tyrus had no idea where she was. For all he knew, she could be sitting alone in a room, grieving the loss of Master Varnon. He had no real idea what sort of relationship the two had had, but for one as young as she, any such loss had to impact her more profoundly than someone of greater experience, especially when the two of them had travelled together, seen other horrors together. That sort of thing surely had to have built some sort of bond between them. Varnon was not the only one to have lost his life, but Pernille had been together with him. He had been one of her people.

“Moth, we should see if Pernille is all right.”

The expression on her face lost some of its hardness, and she dropped her gaze.

“Yes, we should,” she said quietly.

There was an awkward moment where neither of them met the other’s eyes, and then Moth heaved a sigh and pushed herself to her feet. Tyrus nodded and led their way out to the corridor outside her chambers, turning first one way and then the other. Trying to remember which direction Pernille’s assigned rooms had been.

“Perhaps there’s something in these Palace defenses that we can use,” he said as he picked a direction.

“In what way?” said Moth.

“Well, there has to be something that keeps them at bay, something that diverts those lines that Pernille keeps talking about.”

Moth looked at him sideways and frowned.

“Well,” he said. “It’s got to be more than some sort of spell or something doesn’t it? How long has it lasted. And for it to protect an area as large as the Palace, it has to be something substantial. But where it is and what it is....”

They reached the rooms, but of Pernille there was no sign. Moth stuck her head around the door, stepped inside the room and then grunted.

“Well, she has to be somewhere. We’d better go looking.”

“Maybe the place where we ate. Or Zerata Min’s rooms.”

“Those first,” said Moth and started striding off down the hallway in that direction. Tyrus had little choice but to follow and hurried his pace to quickly catch up. Zerata Min’s chambers were also empty.

“What now,” said Tyrus. Once again, Moth seemed to have taken control of the situation as she was wont to do.

“We find them, of course.”

Halfway along the corridor, they came across one of the numerous functionaries that populated the Palace’s chambers and hallways.

“Can I be of some assistance?”

“I’m sorry, I don’t remember your name,” said Moth. “But we are looking for Zerata Min.”

“She is overseeing work with the casualties,” said the man.

“And Pernille...?”

The functionary looked puzzled.

“The young girl,” offered Tyrus. “Of the Winged People.”

“Ah. I’m sorry. I do not know,” he said.

“All right,” said Moth. “Then which way to Zerata Min?”

They were directed back out through the Guardsmen’s quarters to the rear courtyard where first they had come in.

As soon as they emerged, Tyrus stopped to take stock. There stood the Tatoan in the courtyard’s center, talking with both a Guardsman and a functionary together. As Tyrus and Moth appeared, she glanced over, noted their presence, but barely acknowledged it, giving the barest of nods. A line of cloth-wrapped shapes lay on the ground in front of the opposite wall. A cluster of Guardsmen stood in one corner, and a couple of more functionaries at either end. As they stood there watching, another pair of Guardsmen emerged from the entranceway, bearing a cloth bundle between them. Of Pernille or of Zerata Min’s partner, there was no sign. Moth made to walk over, but Tyrus reached out a hand to her shoulder. She shrugged it off in annoyance.

“Wait a moment, Moth,” he said. “These are her people. Show some respect.”

She shook her head then. “Yes, of course. You are right.”

It wasn’t too long before Zerata Min finished with her instructions and beckoned them over. She said nothing, just nodded and looked at them expectantly as they neared.

“Sorry, but do you know where Pernille is?” asked Tyrus.

Zerata Min pressed her lips into a thin line and took a deep breath through her nose. 

“Yes. Naturally. She wanted to spend time with Varnon. We placed him in a separate chamber. I will get someone to show you.”

She waved one of her people over.

“Why so?” said Moth. “The separate chamber, I mean.”

“The ways of the Winged People are different from the customs observed here in Marithapor. The dead are not cremated. I would, we would, respect that, even now.”

Moth nodded and turned her gaze to the line of bodies over by the wall, which in turn evoked a sigh from the Tatoan.

“Too many,” she said. “And there will be more, of that much, I am sure.”

“What are you going to do?” said Tyrus.

“What we can. Hold them at bay, for now.” She gestured around them with one hand. “The Palace will help, but it is not a solution.”

“Perhaps,” said Tyrus.

She gave a brief frown and turned to study him. What she said next, however was not in response to what he had just said. “I think you are on the right path. The idea was good. We were simply unprepared for the extent of that creature’s power. We were lucky, but that won’t always be so. We have to find a better way.”

“And that’s up to us,” said Moth.

“That’s up to all of us,” Zerata Min responded, fixing Moth with a hard gaze. “Why would it be any other way?”

Moth didn’t respond.

After a moment, Zerata Min waved the functionary closer.

“Show them where we have laid the healer, Karras.”

The man nodded and Zerata Min thanked him.

“Please, if you would follow me,” he said

The man led them back through a side entrance and into the Palace proper. Tyrus could feel Zerata Min watching them all the way across the courtyard. A previously unseen stone staircase wound down into the darkness and their guide beckoned them forward. They emerged into a large echoing chamber sunk in shadows at the far end. As they entered, the smell of stone was all about them. Their guide took a lamp from a nearby niche and lit it, casting a pool of yellow warmth around them. Without another word, he crossed the chamber, clearly expecting them both to follow. Tyrus looked to Moth, but at the moment, she seemed absorbed in her own thoughts. At the chamber’s other end lay three archways. They followed their guide to the leftmost one. How vast was this building complex really? Were there other levels below this one as well? Tyrus thought that perhaps there might be. At least there had to be passages and chambers housing the channels and mechanisms that served to drive water from the surrounding lands up to the Palace itself. He was trying to visualize how that might look when a palm on his back from behind gave him a gentle push.

“Whatever you are thinking about now, Tyrus, there are more important things at the moment,” said Moth.

He took a breath, nodded, barely suppressed a growl, and continued his passage forward, catching up to their guide in a couple of quick steps. And then they were there. An arched doorway led through to another stone chamber, this one already lit by lamps, how many he couldn’t see, but there was definitely more than one. Further down the corridor, other archways spoke of other similar chambers. Here, down in the cool dark, it was likely used for storage, thought Tyrus. With the coolness of the stone and the dryness of the local air, that too would make sense.

Their guide stood back to allow the two of them to pass. In the center of the low-vaulted chamber stood a stone table or block, and upon it, laid out, was Varnon’s form. Small lamps sat in niches at each corner of the chamber providing enough illumination that all the details were clear. On a stone bench to one side sat Pernille, simply staring at the body. There was barely a flicker of recognition that anyone else had entered the room. Obviously, she knew they were there, because after a couple of moments, she spoke.

“I do not understand,” she said.

A frown creased her forehead then and the rubbed one palm over the short, pale down that covered the top of her head.

“What is it you don’t understand?” asked Moth.

Still she hadn’t broken her gaze from the body. She worked her chin, her frown intensifying and then she sighed and shook her head.

“I did not really know. Master Varnon. He was there. I knew who he was. Only after what happened did I start to know him. Or I thought I did. He always seemed to be very interested in himself, what was good for him rather than those around him.”

She stopped talking for a moment, frowned again.

“But then this,” she said. “He could have saved himself.” Her words failed.

Moth said nothing. Tyrus cleared his throat, sounding to loud against the stone walls.

“Perhaps he sought to save all of us,” said Tyrus.

“It doesn’t make sense,” said Pernille, finally turning to face him.

She stood then and turned away from the body. “I didn’t really like him, but now he is gone,” she said. “Am I supposed to feel something else? Now what should I do?”

“Now what are we supposed to do,” said Moth, looking at Tyrus, her gaze demanding an answer.

“Well,” said Tyrus finally. “Why don’t we all decide that together.”

He gave one last glance at Varnon’s body.

“But I suggest we do that somewhere else than here,” he said.
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Back in Tyrus’s rooms, just the three of them, he, Moth and Pernille, Tyrus frowned. He realized then who was missing. 

“Where’s Garan?” he asked Moth. 

In the midst of the attack, he had barely registered that neither of them had been there. There had been a reason for that. But right now, he couldn’t remember what it was. And just now, before, when Moth had appeared, she was just there.

“He’s probably still with the Pilgrims,” she said.

Tyrus frowned. “Why would....”

“Probably just making sure. Being Garan.”

Tyrus nodded. She knew him better than he did. Their history was longer.

“You said you had learned things when you were with them, things that we had to discuss.”

Moth nodded, leaning back against the wall and pressing back with one raised leg. Pernille, sitting on the end of the bed looked at her, seemingly interested once more. Tyrus stood where he was in the doorway. Moth thought for a moment and then nodded to herself.

“Well, firstly, everything they have, all those notebooks, all that knowledge gets collected in one place, transcribed into records somehow. And that’s in the Tilted Fortress.”

Zerata Min had made mention of it, and Tyrus seemed to remember reading something about it once, but other than that....

“And I’m guessing that if we need to find a solution to one or more of our problems we need to go there.” He grimaced and scratched his neck. “And where is this place?”

“Well, according to them, you need to go west, and then west, and then west.”

“West from here, or just generally west?”

“No, west from here as far as I understand it.”

“All right, so what is that going to solve?” he asked.

“There may be something about the magic, the portals, that we can use to understand how they work.”

At the word ‘magic’ Tyrus, unable to help himself, gave a brief snort and shook his head. Moth looked over at him, narrowed her eyes and then continued.

“The other thing is that there may be some records of other things we could use. Some more clues to the Bark People.”

“Ah,” said Tyrus. He pushed himself out from the doorway and crossed to a chair, sat and then linked his fingers in front of him, studying them while he thought.

“Perhaps we should talk to Zerata Min, or maybe even Veradis.”

Moth stepped away from the wall and crossed her arms.

“And there you go again. What is it, Tyrus? Is it because they are older and wiser? Is that what it is?”

He looked up at her.

“Well, Varnon was older and wiser, and look where that got him,” she said.

Pernille looked at her then, her face showing shock at the words. Moth saw her and shook her head. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “That didn’t exactly come out how I meant it to. Listen, Tyrus, why should any of them know better than us? Why should anyone at all? None of them have ever faced the same thing. Surely, Zerata Min may know some things, know some history. She may have her special scrying glass, but I doubt that she’s ever had to deal with fighters pouring through ripped gateways between the worlds. And as for this Veradis Orr, she keeps talking about knowing things and ‘because this’ and ‘because that’ without ever once giving you a ‘why.’ Just do it, Tyrus, because I told you so. Isn’t that how it goes?”

She stood there then watching him, letting her words sink in. He had no real response.

“So, we travel to the Tilted Fortress and then what?” he said finally.

“Then we learn what we learn and make plans accordingly.”

“I think there’s something else to worry about,” said Pernille from her place at the end of the bed. Both of them turned to look at her. Tyrus had almost forgotten that she was there.

“Don’t we need a healer?” she asked.

She was right. With Varnon gone, in the current situation, and without further knowledge, they needed someone to replace him. He glanced at Moth, who nodded and inclined her head slightly in acknowledgement.

Tyrus had one hand over his mouth and chin. “And how do we do that? In the meantime, we travel, Pernille acts as a beacon, telling them where we are, and we have no way to close these rifts if they choose to show up.

“We just need to be ready for them.” Garan’s voice from the doorway. He stepped into the room to join them. “What did I miss?” he said.

“Not much,” said Moth. “We seem to be struggling to make a plan. Did you learn anything more from the Pilgrims?” She crossed to a chair in the corner of the room and sat.

Garan shook his head. “Not really. They like to talk though.”

“If this Tilted Fortress is where they are, we might be able to travel with them. Larger group, better protection, like the caravans,” said Tyrus.

Garan pressed his lips together, gave another quick shake of his head. “They aren’t going there. I doubt they could be convinced to do so. They only return there when they are ready.”

“But don’t they care about what is happening?” asked Pernille.

“Not really,” said Garan. “Worldly stuff. Not important.”

“Huh,” said Moth.

“Tyrus’s idea isn’t bad,” said Garan. “Caravans. Perhaps a troupe. More numbers. Better able to deal with the threat.”

“But we have to keep something a secret,” said Moth then, suddenly looking thoughtful. She glanced at Pernille, her fingers steepled in front of her tapping the ends together. “Neither a caravan master nor a troupe boss is going to be happy at the thought of having to deal with more than groups of bandits. Random warriors appearing out of the mist won’t be an encouragement.”

“Are we sure about that?” asked Tyrus. “I suppose that we can suspect that they are somehow sensing Pernille’s people, but we can’t know that.”

“Can’t we?” said Moth. “I think it’s fairly obvious.”

“But how can they do that?” he said. “What allows them to do that?”

“How can this Veradis Orr just happen to know where you are?”

Tyrus had to concede; she had a point.

“So, we don’t tell them?” he said.

“Until the next lot of these warriors appears for no reason,” said Garan.

“Do we have a choice?” asked Moth.

Nobody said anything for a moment, each of them looking thoughtful. Pernille cleared her throat, breaking the silence. 

“I don’t think we will find a healer in the Tilted Fortress. I cannot know, of course, but I don’t think so.”

Tyrus looked at her. “You’re right. Of course there might be. There was one of the Winged People with that group we were travelling with. Not a healer, but one of your people all the same. Who is to say there aren’t more?”

“If there are,” said Moth. “Aren’t they more likely to be all over the place, doing the things that Pilgrims do?”

“No, you’re right,” said Tyrus.

Again, they all lapsed into silence, looking at the floor or staring at the walls.

After a few moments, Pernille broke the silence again.

“I should stay here,” she said.

“What?” said Tyrus looking up at her.

“I should stay here,” she repeated.

“Why, Pernille?” It was Moth looking at her this time.

“Well,” she said. “If the Bark People can sense where we are, where our people are, then they can create a hole and send the soldiers to attack.”

“Yes....”

“I don’t know, but maybe it is only the Practitioners they can see.”

“So...?” said Tyrus, frowning.

“I don’t know if I am a Practitioner. Well at least not yet. But it’s simple. If you don’t have a Practitioner, they can’t see you. On our way here, they only attacked in places where there were Practitioners. Alartha, the other village, here. Here, inside the Palace, they can’t see any of us. Until we have an answer, you don’t need me, don’t need my senses. I can stay, perhaps learn things from Zerata Min, get closer to knowing whether I am truly a Practitioner or not. I need to know that,” she said.

Moth looked first to Garan and then over at Tyrus.

“It makes some sort of sense,” she said.

He hadn’t expected that from Pernille. First, it was the most words he’d heard from her at one time, and in reality, there was nothing that he could see to fault her logic. It was the sort of thinking that he himself should have been applying. After a pause, he spoke again.

“But what happens when we find a healer? We are back in the same place again. And without Pernille....”

“True,” said Moth. She turned and started pacing rubbing her shoulder. “But then we don’t have a healer, and we don’t know when we are going to find one. We need to decide what we need to do first. As Pernille says, right now, unless we have some better plans, we don’t actually need a healer.”

Tyrus sighed, tilting his head back to look up at the ceiling. “There are too many things we don’t know.”

“So, that is our priority,” said Moth, stopping her circuit of the room and looking at each of them in turn. “Find out the things we don’t know. Find a way to get the answers we need. As far as we do know, the place we can do that is where the Pilgrims hold all their knowledge, and as far as we know, that is at the Tilted Fortress. We need to know about the Bark People. We need to find out what they want, or at least make an attempt to do so, and in the event that we actually might capture one of them, we need to find a way to talk to them or at least understand them. I don’t remember having heard any of them say anything, but we can’t be sure.”

Tyrus looked at her then and sucked air through his teeth. “I don’t think that’s all though.”

“What?” said Moth.

“There are other things that we don’t know. Like how does the Palace act as a shield. There has to be something in the construction. Perhaps we could use that. I also have some other ideas.”

“Go on....”

“It’s nothing solid yet, but I’ve been thinking about how certain things in the Palace work. Perhaps we could use them.”

Moth stopped her pacing and stood there waiting her impatience visibly growing.

“Well?”

“No,” said Tyrus, shaking his head. “I’m not ready to discuss them yet.”

Moth pressed her lips together and looked away with a little shake of her head. She let out a brief explosion of air, more than a sigh.

“Well, we’re here in the Palace,” said Pernille.

They all looked at her then.

She shrugged. “You want to find out things in the Palace. We are here. We have to talk to Zerata Min anyway to see if she agrees to me staying. We should do that first.”

Tyrus looked at her then, his head tilted a little to the side and a frown on his face, but she returned his gaze directly without reacting, as if what she had just said was the most natural thing in the world. In a way it was. He turned his attention to Moth and then Garan. Moth nodded and then looked at Pernille a speculative expression also on her face. Garan merely shrugged.

“So,” he said, pushing himself upright and moving towards the door. It appeared that it had been decided.
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Pernille looked to each of them as she stood, assessing. Tyrus seemed to be a little surprised. She didn’t know whether it was because of what she had said, or whether it was because she had said it at all. Garan had nodded slightly, his lips pressed together. That, she thought, was approval and in some way a reworking of the way he viewed her. Moth’s expression was one of pure speculation. In the end, she was still learning about these people, learning what made them who they were. They hadn’t really been together long enough for her to have formed a complete opinion of each of them. She thought that she liked Garan. Tyrus, the way he seemed to want to understand how everything worked, was someone she thought she could grow to understand. Moth, however, was something else. She was wary of Moth. Moth seemed to have some sort of secret, something she was keeping from the world, or at least their small group, but Garan seemed to like her and trust her. He had known her the longest. Perhaps it was just something that took time. She looked at each of them again as she followed them down the long hallway leading to the complex of service rooms at the back of the Palace, through the guard quarters, and other rooms and into the shielded courtyard at the rear. 

As they emerged into sunlight, Pernille looked up at the sky, clear blue, one of the moons, Thorn, in evidence just over the Palace roof. She could see and yet not see those vibrating lines of power sweeping above them. Even here, under open sky, within the Palace boundaries, they were still held at bay. Zerata Min had told them that she needed to occasionally leave the Palace boundaries to recharge her energies, which made sense. Pernille wondered then whether she would have to do the same to be able to do the things that she seemed capable of doing. Did she need that energy to be able to sense things? Was it a requirement for her to be able to amplify the powers of Practitioners as she had done? She frowned. There was no way of knowing really. The only way she would be able to confirm that is if she stayed within the Palace grounds for a time. Would it be like growing blind? She had seen some of the older members back in Alartha losing their vision as they got older. The healers seemed not to be able to do anything about it. Of course there were contrivances that some of them used that might help.

There she was thinking about Alartha again, and she didn’t want to do that. It brought back memories of what she had seen there, what had transpired. She swallowed and shook her head as if to rid herself of the thoughts. She looked around the courtyard instead, to find herself looking at an array of wrapped bodies, people discussing, looking tired and unhappy, the marks of grief here and there. This scene was barely any better. But of Zerata Min there was no sign.

Moth asked someone. There was a shake of the head, and the guardsmen pointed to someone else. Moth strode over to the indicated functionary and spoke. She returned a moment later.

“Returned to her rooms, apparently,” she said, and then navigated her way between them to lead the way back into the Palace building. With another quick look around the courtyard, Pernille turned to follow. This time, Tyrus and Garan were behind her. She watched Moth as she walked. Always purposeful. She always seemed as if she had something to do, somewhere to be. Pernille tucked that away.

It didn’t take them long to reach the Tatoan’s rooms, though they took one wrong turn along the way and had to ask for directions. Moth opened the door and stepped into the audience chamber, that place with the desk and Zerata Min’s scrying mirror and the curtains and shelves. Of the Tatoan there was no sign. Moth turned to look at them and then stepped across and reached behind one of the curtains.

“What are you doing?” said Tyrus.

Moth shrugged. “We need help. I’m getting help.” She then proceeded to pull whatever lay concealed behind the curtain.

Moments later a functionary arrived, looking confused and a little put out.

“Where is the Tatoan?” he said, looking at each of them and scanning the room.

“Not here, obviously,” said Moth. “We need to see her.”

“But...,” said the man and then shook his head and sighed. “Wait here.”

Moth crossed her arms and pursed her lips with a look of satisfaction. “Sometimes,” she said, “you just need to make things happen.”

They didn’t have long to wait. The functionary returned, still looking a little put out. “Follow, please.”

He led them through a series of connecting passages and up and down some steps until they finally reached a large wooden paneled door set with large metal rivets.

“A moment.” He pushed open the door and slipped his head around and a moment later withdrew. “You can go in,” he said and stepped back. The expression on his face was clear. He was evidently unimpressed with the whole turn of events.

One by one they passed through the doorway. Zerata Min sat on a wide couch, her partner’s hand held within her lap. It was her partner who spoke in that deep resonant voice.

“This is probably not the best time,” she said.

“No time is going to be the best time,” said Moth in response. She addressed the next to Zerata Min herself. “We need to leave,” she told her. “But Pernille wants to stay here.”

Zerata Min gave a slight frown and then looked at Pernille.

“Come here,” she said. “Tell me.”

Pernille took a couple of breaths, composing her thoughts, and then stepped forward.

“I just think it might be dangerous if I went with them,” she said. “If the Bark People can sense us, or perhaps just the Practitioners, I don’t know, then I am better here, we are better here while Tyrus and Moth and Garan do what they need to do. If I am with them, they could be getting attacked all the time and, well....”

Zerata Min held up a hand, letting go of her partner’s. “I can see that.” She thought for a moment. “This is nothing I’ve seen,” she said. “Perhaps that’s a good thing. But what if they need you?”

“They don’t need me,” she said. “They won’t need me. Not until they have another plan, even if they need me at all.”

“Of course you can stay, if that’s the decision,” said Zerata Min. “What do the rest of you think.”

Tyrus spoke then. “It makes sense. We have to come up with a better way to deal with this. We need a stronger way of dealing with the invaders. Regardless, we still need to find someone who has healing capabilities. I know, that could present us with the same issue, but we haven’t found one yet. From what we have learned from the Pilgrims, we need to travel to the Tilted Fortress, seek out the knowledge that we need. Perhaps even find a better solution there.”

“Moth?”

“I have nothing to add,” she said. “We’ve talked about it between ourselves, and it seems like the most sensible path. I believe Tyrus might have another idea though.”

“And what is it.”

Tyrus seemed hesitant, but after a slight pause, he looked up at Zerata Min and started in with his thoughts.

“There is clearly something in the Palace that stops these invisible lines that Pernille sees. You said yourself that you need to leave the area to access their power. Perhaps we can use that shielding, find a way to make something that would cover us in the same way when we travelled. I don’t know how that would work, but then if we could do that, then it solves the whole Practitioner problem and then we could....”

Zerata Min held up a hand again. “Slow down, Tyrus. I can see where you are going with this. Perhaps there is something. I do not know what it might be though. There are magics performed by our ancestors that are so much more powerful than anything we can do today. It could be as simple as that.”

“But that’s not all,” said Tyrus.

“Tell me.”

“It’s just an idea. Something I’ve been playing with. Could I see how you get the water up to the Palace?”

Again the Tatoan gave a slight frown. “All right. We can arrange that. You can probably combine the two things at once. Whatever is shielding the Palace could be deep underground as well as the mechanisms for the water.”

She turned back to Pernille.

“And what would you do while you were here?”

“I thought, perhaps....”

“Yes, go on.”

“I had a teacher back in Alartha, Master Tacind.” That thought made her catch her breath for a moment. She lowered her head and continued slowly. “I was just a student. My powers hadn’t manifested. They still haven’t.” She looked at her shoulders, first the right and then the left, the pale feathers there, the lack of any noticeable color. “I need to know. If you could teach me....”

“I am not a teacher, Pernille,” she said.

“No. But you know things. You have powers, abilities. You know how it is to use them, what it feels like, the things you do.”

“Stop.”

Pernille took a breath and waited.

“All that is true. I might be able to do something. I would need to think about what that might be, but at least it is a possibility. Let me think on it.”

Pernille nodded. It was something. It gave her a way forward. The Master back in Liffaele, Philonon, had told her that she needed to be here, here in Marithapor, but she could not, or would not tell her why. Well, here she was now, and there had been nothing to say she needed to be anywhere else. Zerata Min was here too, and she might be the reason that Pernille had to be here. Here in the Palace, she would be protected from the Bark People, hidden away, and that thought gave her comfort too. The fact that Zerata Min was considering her request gave her a good feeling. She was sure now that it was the right decision.

“Pernille?” It was Tyrus.

She shook her head. “I’m sorry?”

“Are you coming, or would you rather stay?

“No, no. I’m coming,” she said.
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It had been three days since they’d left Pernille standing at the Palace doorway, three days since Zerata Min had sent them on their way with extra pack animals, supplies and a driver, and in those three days, there’d been barely a sign of any Travelers heading in the same direction. Despite her efforts, Moth had found nothing in their immediate vicinity nor in the direction that they were heading. Tyrus could tell that she was finding this frustrating. For so long she’d been used to just reaching for her amulet and finding a solution. Now, however, it seemed as if they were truly on their own.

The tour of the under-Palace had been fascinating. The chambers and passageways extended far down into the heart of the rock, deep pools dripping with water, long grooved channels, and mechanical water wheels lifting dishes of water higher and higher to spill into the next channel and be conveyed to the subsequent level. Tyrus had found himself feeling a little like one of the Pilgrims that they were in search of, taking a notebook and charcoal and making sketches of every new device they had come across. He felt for his pack, reassuring himself that the notebook was safely stashed away so that he could study it when they might have a bit of time. During their investigation of the lower chambers, he had also sought any hint as to what might be protecting or shielding the Palace from scrutiny, the ward against those omnipresent lines of power. Pernille had helped, placing her hands upon walls, concentrating and trying to sense something, but there was nothing that was obvious. Perhaps it was as Zerata Min had implied, something magical, as disinclined as he was to accept that. There must be something else, something that could be explained with simple principles. Though they had been disappointed, Pernille had promised to keep up the search.

Tyrus turned his attention to their new companion, then. Murtha, his name was, a pale man with jet dark hair and bright blue eyes. He had a blue cloth wrapped about his head and loose, flowing clothing in pale colors. Zerata Min had told them that as they headed further west, they could expect the land to change, become even drier and the conditions harsher. Murtha came originally from those lands, and not only did he know the ways of these strange new beasts that they rode, but he also spoke a number of different languages. These splay-toed animals that he led were supposed to be able to better navigate the landscapes that they would eventually enter, boasting a lengthy stamina and meagre need for feeding and watering along the way. Tyrus had yet to get used to the curious side to side rocking gait that they had. Up till now, he had of course seen a couple of these beasts, both in the marketplaces of the larger cities, but also in amongst the animals belonging to one of the troupes. He didn’t even know what they were called. He urged his animal forward and drew up next to Moth.

“Do you know what these things are called?” he said.

Garan gave a brief snort of amusement and answered instead. “Shamar,” he said. “Desert beasts.”

“Desert? Are we heading into deserts?”

Garan just shrugged.

“I don’t know Tyrus,” said Moth. “Probably not actual desert, but as she told us, the land is going to become harder, fewer watering places, not a lot growing there. I suppose you could call it a desert of sorts, but perhaps more of a waste.”

He supposed they would see in due course. “I’m a little worried though,” he said.

“And why is that?”

“Well, there’s now just the four of us. No troupe. No caravan in sight. All these supplies, the extra animals, shamars. Doesn’t that make us a target. Easy pickings for bandits.”

She didn’t dismiss his thought this time. “You’re right. I am not really surprised that we would not find a troupe out this way, or at least not in the direction we are travelling. We might find some closer to our destination, but they would reach there by other paths. Troupes need people for their survival. They are less likely to spend time passing through areas that don’t have any. They would find other ways with better profits. Also, I am not sure that we will find bandits making their home here. Again, bandits need people to survive. People, or herds of animals. Things that they can raid. There’s not going to be much out here,” she said, waving her hand around in emphasis.

“Of course,” said Tyrus. “But Zerata Min had said something about trade routes, the need to send traders in that direction. After all, isn’t that where he comes from?” he said inclining his head in Murtha’s direction. 

“Perhaps, instead of talking about him, you should ask him,” she said.

She was right. Tyrus steered his animal over to where their driver rode a little off to one side, seemingly lost in his own contemplation, his gaze intermittently scanning the landscape and then returning to look down at his animal’s neck and head, the reins held loosely in his grip.

“Murtha, isn’t it?” said Tyrus as he rode up beside. 

“Yes. How can I help?”

A least he had gotten the name right. “I was, well, we were wondering; do any caravans come this way?”

“Some. But they are not frequent. From time to time, there is a need to go directly, but it is more likely to pass through other areas of possible trade beforehand. It would be a reason of urgency that would normally dictate this path.” His accent was somehow lilting, musical. He smiled and his teeth were brilliant white against his slightly darker skin.

“What sort of trade.”

“Oh, you know. Jewels. Spices. Even tea.”

“So Marithapor would be a source.”

“Oh yes. Most definitely.”

Tyrus thought for a moment. “So how did you end up in Marithapor.”

The driver tilted his head first to one side and then the other. His beast snorted and he reached down and patted the side of its neck.

“That is a hard question to answer,” said the driver. “From when I was young, I did much travel. My shamar came with me. I saw many places. Some have shamar, some not. One day I find Marithapor. No shamar there. When I was in the market, someone from Palace found me. Offered me a place there. It looked like a good city. I think not so bad. I stay. From time to time, other shamar drivers come, but I am the one for the Palace. I like it. So, maybe. not so hard to answer after all.” He grinned, flashing those radiant teeth.

Tyrus though that he might be able to grow to like this man.

“Do you have family?” he asked.

The smile slipped away replaced by a look of slight sadness, turning to his gaze to the horizon to contemplate. “I do,” he said. “But it can be complicated.”

Tyrus decided not to push it instead deciding to ask a simple question.

“Is everything all right?”

Murtha waved his hand without meeting Tyrus’s eyes. A small muscle at the side of his jaw flexed, and then he turned back without answering.

“And you?”

“Yes,” said Tyrus. “I have a brother, mother and father. They are farmers.”

“A good life, mostly, but a hard life,” said Murtha. “I prefer to be with my shamar.”

“Does it not get lonely out here?”

Murtha shrugged. “Mostly I am with others. Meet new people. Learn new things. If I am not, then shamar make good company.”

“How is that?” asked Tyrus.

“Not talk back. Have long discussions. Nobody disagrees.”

Tyrus couldn’t help but give a brief laugh. Murtha again graced him with that smile.

“So where exactly is it that you come from.”

“West,” said Murtha. “You would not know it.”

“Why not?”

“It moves. One day it is somewhere. Another it is somewhere else.”

Tyrus was immediately put in mind of Veradis Orr and the mysteriously appearing doorways. “What do you mean? Is it some sort of travel, some sort of...” He hesitated to use the word. “Magic?”

“No, no,” said the driver, shaking his head. “Is like a big camp. We stay in one place. Eventually it is time to move. We pack away tents, other things, travel to a new place.”

Tyrus thought about that. Wouldn’t that make things difficult. He thought it might certainly get in the way of established trade. But then a troupe, Moth’s people, were like that in a way too. It gave a very different picture of the world that he had grown up understanding. The world was suddenly full of mobile populations, groups of people that moved from place to place satisfying various needs. It was almost like the channels and mechanisms that brought the water to Marithapor. Things moved to where they would satisfy a particular need.

“Interesting.”

Moth was waving at him, so he tugged on the reins and steered his mount over to where she was riding.

“So, did you learn anything,” she asked.

“Mmmm, some,” he said. “Some of it makes sense. Some I need to think about.”

“You don’t always have to think about things, Tyrus. Sometimes you can just accept them for what they are.”

“Maybe.”

Despite his answer, he was still picturing a vast map with little figures moving constantly from place to place on their various missions, some with particular destinations in mind, some more with a randomness, but somehow mostly driven by the fixed places upon that map. It was like the whole thing was a vast body of some sort.

“And what is with your occasional visitor?” asked Moth, clearly referring to Veradis Orr.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Not a sign.”

His beast snorted then and loudly released a blast of gas from its rear.

Moth laughed. “Well, someone has an opinion.”

Tyrus smiled. He was immediately brought back to his conversation with Murtha. ‘Not talk back.’ There were other ways of talking back, he thought.

He became serious again. “I don’t know. It’s a little strange. Perhaps we have simply done what she wanted us to. I would have expected something though. Not a sign. There didn’t seem to be any real pattern to the times and places that she appeared. I suppose that we are doing the things that we need to do, and that is enough”

“What do you mean?” said Moth.

“We are heading the right way, so we don’t need steering.”

She gave a little grimace. “I don’t like it,” she said. “Of course I don’t particularly like her.”

“How can that be? You haven’t even met her.”

“You have, Tyrus. But do you really even know her? How many times have you met her? How long have you spent with her? How can you know what she really wants?”

She had a point, but he wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction. Moth was waiting for him to answer, but when she saw that he wasn’t going to, she started in again.

“Look, there are good people and bad people in the world, Tyrus, and sometimes there are those who are in between. You don’t know what she is, what she wants. She could be any of those.”

Tyrus screwed up has face, gave a deep sigh and then answered.

“Look, as far as I can tell, she is working to the good. She has been driving us towards some sort of solution against these invaders, against what is happening. I haven’t worked out what her final goal might be. You are right. She doesn’t share and the things that I get from her are just enough. Always just enough. At the moment though I am prepared to go along. To me, what we are doing feels right and for now, that’s enough.”

Garan was looking over at him, a speculative look on his face. Tyrus met the gaze and then turned his attention back to Moth. She was no longer looking at him but seemed to be peering out at the horizon. She urged her animal to pick up its pace and then rode off a little ahead of the rest of them. It appeared that at least for now, that was that.

The landscape grew steadily more rocky as they travelled and the vegetation sparser. It was now their fifth day, and Tyrus’s backside was growing tender with trying to get used to the weird-shaped backs of the animals they were riding. He really didn’t want to mention it though, despite wondering whether Garan and Moth were having the same problem. He did not think that Murtha would be assailed by any such effect. He was clearly immensely comfortable with his seat atop the beast. As they’d ridden further, Tyrus had also become aware of a strangely sharp but animal smell that came with their mounts, almost sour, but earthy. At first it had been hard to ignore, but now, he was finally starting to grow used to it. The other thing he needed to become inured to was that rocking side-to-side motion that was wont to lull him to sleep. He really didn’t want to slide off and fall to the ground, did he?

The local flora might have been sparse, but the fauna was even more so. The only real creature they had seen was a large lizard-like thing perched on the top of a rocky outcropping, surveying them languidly as they passed and seemingly completely untroubled by their presence.

“Murtha, can we stop for a bit. I’m tired. I guess we are all a bit tired. Just for a short while. Rest, drink something.”

Their driver shaded his eyes and then looked up at the sky, and then down at the ground, down beside him and then behind.

“Yes, why not?” he said and reined in his mount, then leaped fluidly from the animal’s back to the ground.

As Tyrus started awkwardly clambering down, he asked Murtha what he had been looking at.

“The light. The shadows. You know. I wanted to see how much more time we might have.”

“Ah,” said Tyrus nodding. Of course. That made sense. It was perhaps good that someone had the capacity to know how late in the day it was. By now, each one was starting to seem interminable.

Murtha took the reins of their mounts and looped them together. He informed them that unless something untoward were to happen to startle the beasts, that they’d be perfectly content to just stand there. As he said that, one of them, gave a long grunting noise, and then lowered itself to its knees. Immediately, one of the others followed. It seemed that they were not going anywhere in a hurry.

Having grabbed their water bottles. They each found a rock to sit on—there was no shade to speak of—and proceeded to drink something. Tyrus splashed a little water on his hand and rubbed it over his face. All that achieved was to turn the dust that coated his skin into muddy streaks and Moth looked at him and laughed, while Garan merely grinned.

“Yes, very funny,” said Tyrus. 

“Well, look at you,” said Moth.

“Yes, yes. Listen, I have been thinking.”

“No, really?” said Moth, eliciting a sigh from him.

“We might be safe, but I have been thinking about the others, the other Winged People I mean. They still have to be targets.”

“I am sure they will be aware of that by now,” said Moth, taking a pull from her water bottle and looking up at the clear, pale sky.

“Yes, you’re right,” he said. “But there might be something we could do to help.”

“How? We’re out in the middle of....” She looked around, indicating their surroundings with one outstretched hand. “I don’t even know what to call this.”

“I just thought...” Tyrus tapped at his throat. “Your thing.”

Moth frowned at him and set her jaw. She glanced over at Murtha, who was now looking at the both of them interestedly
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