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​Prologue
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Her robe was not heavy enough to cut the cold of the drafty stairs as she ascended the tower of stone. It felt like it went up into the Limitless of the stars, even though from outside she knew it only to be a normal-sized lighthouse. This one reminded her of the one she and her husband had often seen from their small flat when they were young shipwrights.

The door at the top of the stairs was only a frame, and beyond that much of the wooden floor had been removed, or burned away. The stones around the outside of the room remained, and a figure stood at the window looking out over the sea. He was shrouded in shadow.

“Talbor?” she muttered.

The man at the window startled, and turned.

“I... expected you sooner,” he said.

“It is hard to travel with the Endless attacking, and no one willing to help a widow on the road.”

She stepped out around the room to come nearer.

“Do not come closer,” he said. “And lower your hood. The vedmak of the north have been sending agents to turn me to their side. I must know it is you.”

She lowered her hood, revealing the doughty face of Talbor’s wife, Mila Novaya.

“Then it is you,” he sighed and sat down in the window.

“What happened, Talbor? Why did you leave me?”

“I didn’t,” he said. “Not of my own volition, anyway.”

“Where have you been?”

“Asleep.”

“Please,” Mila said. “Tell me something.”

“You cannot approach me. Anyone who touches me dies.”

“Then we will solve this together,” Mila said. “Find a way to hold each other once more.”

“No,” Talbor replied. “With the Endless attacking, and vedmak moving to take power, it is not safe for you. When all of this is over, then we will be together again.”

“Please, Talbor,” Mila begged. “Say kind words that will give me hope.”

“I have no hope,” Talbor said.

Suddenly, Talbor was gone, and Mila found she stood in another derelict lighthouse. This was not the one she would find him in. She would journey to another, and hope that the visions that haunted her would bring her to him once more.
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​Kharavadziy
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Jovan ran his rough fingers across the surface of the thin, lightly-colored bricks.

“Naught but a single crate of these makes for a forge that shall hold heat better than bricks made under the sun.” The Dzedzian merchant stroked the hand-turned curls of the beard that ran down to his belt. He watched Jovan as the needle-smith continued to examine the ceramic in his hands.

“Hrm,” Jovan responded.

“Most would ask how something light would be stronger than heavier brick,” the merchant said.

“Larger does not mean heavier,” Jovan said.

“You understand, then.”

“I understand my craft. And I understand that craftsmanship is best when respected.”

“You are a smith.”

“A needler."

“And yet your interest is for two crates? A needle forge could be built with less than half a crate.”

“Do you balk at the larger sale?” Jovan asked.

“I am practical. Not greedy.”

“I ought to follow your suggestion and buy only half a forge worth. Your asking price is more than I can afford.”

“And yet still we stand here.”

Jovan reached into his coat, took out a roll of silk and laid it on the table, then unfurled it. Within, a cushion held five needles of various sizes, an awl, and a chisel. “Each of these I made. The Kharavadziy have need of better chisels than I see them use, heirlooms as they may be. I can do better work with these bricks you sell.”

The merchant touched the metalwork. “These are finely crafted.”

“A friend of mine, Kivangh of Clan Galpha, thought the same of my work when I made eight matching sets for his daughters.”

“You are acquainted with Kivangh?”

“And his cousin, Altun. Clan Galpha calls me friend, and I them.”

“Then I find myself embarrassed. I have asked of you far too much silver for my wares.”

“And I, like yourself, find myself among a people who are welcoming, but cold to outsiders. I desire to craft for them something that shall earn their respect. I would pay handsomely to do so.”

“The Kharavadziy are an isolated people,” the Dzeda agreed with a nod.

Jovan placed a satchel of coins on the table between them. “I will pay what you asked.”

The Dzeda lifted the satchel with a nod. “The Kharavadziy value their woodwork. Sell them chisels without handles. Along with the wood to make their own. Many who would buy would only remove your woodwork and replace it with their own anyway.”

“A good piece of advice. I shall take it to heart.”

“I would like to be your first customer, after you have fed the dragon its fire.”

“How long will you be in this caravan?”

“One week.”

“Find me and my forge before you leave. I will have wares for you. What would you ask for?”

“A set such as this,” he said, indicating toward the table. “But made from my own fire bricks.”

“It shall be done,” Jovan said and rose.

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: ]

––––––––
[image: ]


Wiktr had taken to the cart harness easily over the past several months. Both crates of bricks in the cart slowed the big black dog down but did not overburden him. The packed earth served as the Main Street for the Arlothiy Clan. Smaller groups of caravans settled around communal fire circles belonging to family groups, set in permanent residence for a year or two. Others moved along to the next stage of the caravan, contributing to the slow crawl of the long caravan city. Jovan passed by one of the largest circles, belonging to the Pazadziy family. A handful of people crouched over the large stone-walled fire, their ironware cauldrons bubbling away. A pair of smiths had small brazier forges, where they heated and hammered on tools. Jovan gave one of them a nod as the smith looked up at him and then returned to his repair work.

The next stretch of road was lined with individual house carts belonging to those without large family groups. Wiktr gave a low, sounding growl as three men stepped out from between two of the carts.

Wiktr’s hackles raised, and Jovan put a steadying hand on the large dog’s shoulder.

“Where you going?” the center man said through a thick mustache draped over his lips.

“To my home,” Jovan said.

“Not without a donation.”

Jovan did not move.

“Well?”

“I’ve walked this path many times, and not once have you stopped me.”

“Five times, by our count. Therefore, the boss wants ten silver.”

“For what?”

“Our respect.”

“Respect is not bought,” Jovan said. “It is earned.”

Jovan started walking again, pushing past the man, whose arm shot out and took hold of Jovan’s.

“My respect is bought.”

“Sounds to me like you’re easily bribed. I wonder if your master knows how much you’re pocketing.”

The man’s grip tightened. He shot out with a fist, but Jovan caught it. He stepped back, his smith-strong grip unwavering and wrenching the man’s fist down between the two of them.

“Perhaps,” Jovan said, “we got off on the wrong foot.”

The man glared at him.

“Allow me to be the first to show proper hospitality. Come to my home for an ale. But perhaps first you’d tell me your name.”

“I would not dare accept the hospitality of a stranger,” the man spat.

“Then extend my invitation to your master. Perhaps he has better manners.”

The man threw Jovan’s hands away and stormed off. His two men followed him.

“Come on, Wiktr.”

They walked past the densely-packed homes and carts, and into more sparsely populated areas, not far from the fields where that year’s farmers broke ground. A hundred yards out onto the plain the ramshackle wagon stood. A plume of cookfire smoke rose from the backside. Wiktr needed no directing and pulled the cart across the thawing ground, Jovan just behind. 

The smell of apples and root veg roiled through the air. Jovan came around the backside of the wagon to the woman sitting over a cauldron. She wore a deep-green cloak wrapped around her shoulders and head. As he approached, she turned and looked up with a smile. Her dimpled, round face had lost some tone over the cold winter, but her eyes had not lost their shine whenever they met his.

“How did it go?” Ctefa asked. She stirred the pot a final time before ladling the soup into a deep wooden bowl.

“The merchant sold us two crates, and gave a bit of friendly advice.”

She rose and he put his arms around her waist. She threw one arm over his shoulder and held the soup away from them with the other. Jovan breathed deeply of the campfire scent on her cloak and hair.

“I was stopped by a family of smiths.”

“Friendly? Or trouble?”

“I pushed off the trouble for a time by inviting their head of family over for a meal.”

“Did you now?” she said, pushing him back to arm’s length to consider him.

“They cannot cause us harm while there is an open invitation of friendship.”

She pressed the bowl into his hand and then turned back to the fire and ladled out another for herself. She handed both bowls to Jovan and then stepped to Wiktr, touching the clasp holding him into the harness. It came free and the black dog padded to the door of the cart.

Jovan followed the two of them as Ctefa opened the door, climbed up the stairs and crawled onto the cushioned platform, before taking the bowls of soup from Jovan. Wiktr pressed past Jovan and under the platform to the bedding Jovan had placed there. Jovan came last, closing the door behind him.

The brazier within had fresh coal and incense. Jovan used the fire to light a candle, and soon had the fading light outside banished with three candles illuminating their meal.

“Have you been practicing?” Jovan asked between bites.

“I have been trying,” Ctefa said as she ate. “I’m not sure if it is working.”

“After our meal we’ll try together.”

They ate in silence, sharing the pronged skewer to fish out chunks of the root at the bottom of their bowls.

“This soup is very good today,” Jovan said.

“Has it not been on other days?” Ctefa retorted wryly.

“I just mean... er... Today is especially good.”

“I’m joking, Jovan,” she said. “I took some oat cakes to the old widow across the field. She gave me a jar of a spice mix. I feared it would be too much. But it adds a fine warmth.”

Jovan lifted his bowl and drained the rest. “I approve. When the head of that family comes, serve it with an additional helping of the spice.”

“I was already thinking that,” she said. “Bladebright still holds its glow?”

Jovan reached up and took the sheathed sword from over the door. He drew the sword out just an inch, revealing a bright white light that came from the metal. It had been imbued by the Fifth and Sixth gods, Vhezin the god of Luck, and Tov-Ol the god of Death, to glow brightly so long as Leaf was safe and sound in their care.

Jovan pushed the sword back into the sheath. “He is still safe.”

Ctefa placed a hand on his forearm. “We’ll find a way to him.”

Jovan gave a curt nod, took both of their empty bowls and put them on a shelf by the door.

“Shall we try again?” he said, changing the subject.

She crossed her leg and straightened her back.

Jovan copied her form and closed his eyes.

He pictured before him a forge. Beyond the glow there was only blackness. He blew on the coals of the soul-forge and the embers glowed. The room around them grew warmer.

“Why do you not show any pain?” Ctefa asked. “When you do that, I mean.”

“Pain?” Jovan asked, opening his eyes. The temperature in the room dropped again and the candles fluttered.

“The old stories speak of the Searing that the old warlocks used as something that scathed the soul.”

“I don’t know,” Jovan said. “In a way, it is similar to the pain of working the forge. There is heat, and it burns, but I’m used to it.”

“We have done this every day for the past year, and I have not grown used to it.”

“It does hurt,” Jovan admitted. “But like with the forge, I know how to keep my distance. I know better than to touch the flame itself, except when I know I must.”

He closed his eyes again. “The spirit is the ‘mind’ of the soul. Though we might picture things in our mind, if we view our soul, we do so with the spirit.”

The coals he had placed there in his soul now glowed a ruddy red.

“Now,” Jovan said, “your turn.”

He watched Ctefa, her eyes closed, but behind her lids he could see her eyes moving, considering whatever it was she imagined.

“Describe it,” he said.

“Imagining a loom did nothing,” she said. “So this morning I tried imagining soup.”

Jovan chuckled. 

“What’s so funny? You told me to try imaging different things—to see if I could find my own soul-well.”

“Is that why we had soup?”

Ctefa glowered at him. “We had soup because it's what we have every night.”

“Then the soup is why you imagined soup?”

She chuckled and they both fell to laughing.

After they settled down, they took deep breaths.

“Why not an orchard?” Jovan said.

“An orchard?”

“It’s what you know best.”

She closed her eyes and went silent for a long time.

Then, Jovan felt something coming from her.

“Keep doing what you’re doing,” he said. “But don’t speak.”

She gave a slight nod, and the feeling grew.

Wiktr gave a low growl from under the bed.

“It’s alright, dog,” Jovan said. 

Ctefa’s eyes opened when Wiktr didn’t stop growling.

Jovan reached for the door and lifted the bar. As the door cracked open, Wiktr shot out and began a deep growling bark of warning.

Jovan reached for the sheathed needle sword hanging over the door and stepped out into the quickly cooling night.

Five men stood around the fire, warming their hands. The middle man looked up and gave a wicked smile. It was the man who’d stopped him earlier.

“I hope your offer still stands,” he said.

“I had expected more pomp,” Jovan said. “Perhaps a day or two before you brought your master.”

“Master?” he scoffed. “I’m no dog. The ‘master’ is my father.”

“My invitation of hospitality was for him,” Jovan said. “Not you.”

“Rude.”

“Direct.”

“Fearless.”

“Yes,” Jovan replied.

“That is enough,” someone said from the dark to Jovan’s left.

He was suddenly aware of the pony that stood there, a man atop it. The man dismounted and entered the light.

He was short and wiry with his head and face shaved entirely bare. He bore reddened skin around permanently crinkled eyes.

“Welcome to my home, fellow smith,” Jovan said.

“Rumor had it you were a metal worker,” the man replied in a parched voice.

“I have never hidden that from anyone.”

“What do you make?”

“My trade is in needles,” Jovan said. “Though I have been known to make awls and chisels.”

“Chisels?”

“I was sought out for an entire winter in Stoneweks, to finish and temper the work of smiths done with less quality than I would ever produce.”

“Fancy yourself a skilled smith, then?”

“I consider myself a capable craftsman,” Jovan said, “who takes care to finish all he sets out to do.”

“And what do you set out to do?”

“To eat, to sleep, to provide for my wife, to better understand the metal I work with.” Jovan turned to the door of their caravan. Ctefa stepped down next to him.

“My wife,” Jovan said. “Ctefa Vasieva.”

“Our home,” Ctefa said, indicating the fire and caravan.

“A pleasure,” the man said and gave a curt nod of his head.

“Who do we have the opportunity to welcome?” she asked.

“Lemarta of the Family Gavenn.”

She knelt down next to the fire and ladled out a bowl of the soup, stood, and held it out for Lemarta.

He did not take it.

“I’ve heard word you do nothing without temperance,” Lemarta said.

“It has served me well,” Jovan replied.

“What has it gotten you?”

“Friendship from lords, both noble and in the darkness.”

Lemarta cocked an eyebrow. “What is it you hope to accomplish here, in this caravan?”

“To eat, to sleep, to pro...”

“Oh shut up,” Lemarta said. “Stop reciting mantras and tell me why I shouldn’t just burn your wagon to the ground and leave you destitute.”

“Because I am a better friend than an enemy.”

Lemarta laughed. He took the bowl of soup, put it to his lips, and dropped it back. As he chewed on the contents he tossed the wooden bowl into the fire. He looked up at Jovan and Ctefa for a reaction. “Anything to say?”

“I don’t react to childish behavior,” Jovan said flatly. “It merely begs for attention.”

Lemarta barked a laugh. “I like you. Shame I’ve been tasked by the Great Clan elders to see you on your way.”

“We’re not going anywhere. We don’t take orders from anyone.”

“Oh, you are,” Lemarta said. He crouched down to the fire and stood back up with a burning brand. “You can leave with your things by morning, or you can leave with nothing.”

Jovan felt a song rise in his mind, like a thousand icicles chiming in the wind. He glanced over as Ctefa held a hand toward the coals next to her. They flickered and went dark. Only the new torch in Lemarta’s hand gave any light now.

“We will leave,” Jovan said.

“Good,” he replied smugly. “Be gone by morning.”

He turned and walked away, torch still in his hand.

More men out in the darkness joined him and walked away into the night.

“We’re leaving?” Ctefa said.

“No.”

“Why did you tell him that?”

“To set him off his guard. And to prevent you from doing any more. You might have hurt yourself.”

“I had to put out that flame. I meant to put out the torch.”

“I know. You risk taking the heat into yourself. It would have harmed you.”

“I can defend myself.”

“I know,” Jovan said, taking her in his arms. “With a sword you’re frightening. But I would not ask you to forge the blade of magic without training.”

“What are we going to do?”

“I’m going to go and speak with Lemarta on my terms.”
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Jovan moved through the fields alongside the caravan. Between wagons he could see Lemarta and his men march through the main thoroughfare with gusto and pomp. Everyone moved aside as his men bullied their way past those selling their wares by firelight. Finally they reached their homes and disappeared into their own wagons. From the shadows Jovan watched Lemarta himself step up into a wagon larger than the others and close the door behind him.

Jovan did not enter the lantern lights of the caravan, but waited out in the cold dark. Lanterns went out one by one until only those at large breaks in the caravan city illuminated the darkness. Jovan crossed through the shadows into the circle of wagons and temporary outbuildings. He passed a forge that was quickly going out and halted with a sigh. He turned back to the fire and fed a couple shovels worth of coal into the embers, and then continued on.

He came to Lemarta’s home. It had been lowered to the ground, its wheels stored under a lean-to nearby. Within he could hear the low discussion between the man and his wife.

“...far too bad to send them on their way,” Lemarta muttered. “His wife spiced the soup perfectly. I’m half tempted to just kill him and see her married off to Viljo.”

“You’ll not marry any woman to that fool,” the wife replied. “Not unless it's to someone who owes us all a great debt.”

“Not a good way to speak of your own son,” Lemarta laughed. “But I agree. More bread please.”

Jovan closed his eyes and stoked the soul-forge within him, and took from it a coal. With his other hand he touched the ground around the wagon, and let the coal of magic he imagined cool. As it did, the dirt around the side of the wagon softened, and the wagon lurched. There was a sudden yelp inside and the door rattled open. Lemarta spoke back to his wife. “Stay calm, it's just the dirt settling. I’ll be back once I know it’s safe.”

The rest of the circle of caravans remained quiet as the middle-aged man circled to where Jovan waited. He walked right past the shadow Jovan crouched in.

Lemarta touched the solid ground, confused that the wagon now leaned a bit lower. He turned to walk back to the wagon, a perturbed look on his face in the moonlight.

“Whoever you have tending your forge, they were letting it go out,” Jovan said.

Lemarta froze, but did not turn.

“I saw to it and added a few shovels of coal.”

“That wasn’t your business,” the Clan leader growled.

“Punishment for an apprentice may still be given out, but no one wants to have to re-fire the forge.”

“What are you doing here, needle-smith?”

“You left so quickly, I had no time to thank you for your visit, and to find if you liked my wife’s cooking.”

“I’m going to assume,” Lemarta said, turning slowly to face him, “that you overheard me talking with my wife, and the lean in my wagon is something I should thank you for?”

“A little something to get your attention.”

“If you’re here to threaten me, it won’t change the fact that you’re leaving tomorrow. By force if necessary. Although I ought to just have you killed before you leave the circle.”

“Whether I intend to threaten you or not,” Jovan said, “I’ll walk out just as easily as I arrived.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“I snuck into the castle at Khorapesh and threatened the king’s life. It’ll be no different here.”

“So you do threaten. Kill me and you’ll have the whole clan against you.”

“You’re under a false assumption.”

“And that is?”

“That anyone would know.”

Jovan released his tight fist and pointed to the ground below Lemarta. The man followed Jovan’s gaze to find he had already sunk to his knees in the dirt.

“How did you do that?”

“I can continue, if you’d like,” Jovan said calmly.

“You... you’re vedmak?”

Jovan did not reply.

“I am very sorry,” Lemarta said, his tone changing entirely.

“Why should I believe you?”

“I’d no idea you possessed such an honor. Please, forgive me this error.”

“That simple?”

“You are new to this community,” Lemarta said. “We hold vedmak in great respect. You will receive no further trouble.”

“I shall believe it when I see it.”

“Fair enough. Please, spare my family.” The edge in Lemarta’s voice told the truth.

Jovan gave the man a nod, turned, and walked into the night.

Ctefa sat upon the steps leading up into the open door of the wagon, Wiktr leaning against her leg, tongue lolling out at Jovan’s appearance in the glow from the door.

“Well?” Ctefa asked.

“We will not leave tomorrow.”

“What happened?”

“He says the entire community will respect us now.”

“How?”

“They’ve a great deal of respect for, or perhaps fear of, vedmak.”

“You told him?”

“Showed. I’m tired.”

“Of course,” she said, standing, and making way for him to climb up into the wagon. He pressed up onto the bed, and fell asleep almost immediately.
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The following morning, Jovan cut deeply into the dirt with the shovel. Into the trench he laid stones pulled from the dirt by farmers as a foundation to build around. Those laid, he used wet potter’s clay as mortar, and the new fire bricks lay easily. By midday all but the top had been placed to Jovan’s satisfaction. Ctefa stood from the pot over the fire and wiped off her hands, peering into the distance. Jovan stopped and considered her focus.

Two women approached, bearing baskets and a satchel.

Wiktr’s growls silenced as Jovan touched his head and he joined his wife as the women arrived.

“Welcome to our home,” Ctefa said.

“Thank you,” one of the women said with a bow. The other knelt and placed the baskets and satchel on the ground and backed away.

“What is this?” Ctefa asked.

“Our husbands asked us to bring these to you as peace offerings.”

One basket contained loaves of bread, and the other a finely embroidered cloth. The satchel, more a rough sack, held a pair of muddy boots.

“I don’t understand,” Ctefa said.

“My husband’s boots, after they were pulled from the mud last night.”

Ctefa shot a look at Jovan, who shrugged.

“We pray you will continue to live amongst us, and offer your protection.”

“We’d rather you be our friends, than fear us,” Ctefa said. “Will you come and eat?”

The women gave each other a hesitant look and then followed Ctefa back to the fire. Jovan returned to his work of setting bricks.

Ctefa dished out bowls of soup and handed them to the women.

“Your husband, he has the gift, but builds a forge,” one said.

“Labor is always worth its time, he often says,” Ctefa said.

“And what does he make?”

“Needles,” Jovan said over his shoulder.

The women stood and handed the bowls back to Ctefa.

“Thank you for your kindness,” Lemarta’s wife said. “My husband has invited you to join us in two nights. We’ll be attending a performance by the Dervok Players, who visit the caravan.”

“I think that we would love to join you,” Ctefa said. “Jovan and I haven’t done much other than establish ourselves here.”

As the women disappeared out of sight around a row of wagon homes Ctefa turned back, humming to herself as she returned to her work.

“A play?” Jovan asked.

“Who knows what kind of performance,” she said. “Maybe a play, maybe a humorous act. Maybe they’ll play music and I’ll get you dancing.”

“No.”

Ctefa crossed to him and touched his shoulder. He stood, a head taller than her.

“I can be very persuasive,” she said.

He bent down and kissed her, and then crouched back to his work on the forge. “I know.”
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The Dervok players had been given an entire side of the largest square in the caravan. Their own wagons were similar in style to the Kharavadziy, but were brightly painted in garish colors that still remained somehow cohesive. Two wagons had their tops entirely removed to form a stage, and from those hung displays showing images of fantastical creatures and peoples—no doubt an advertisement of what was to come.

The crowd that had formed filled the square. Those with homes forming the circle sat atop their own wagons with their families. Jovan and Ctefa found Lemarta and his wife, along with several of their rougher family members, who did not stand guard, but rather in front of them with youths looking for trouble. Jovan saw bags of rotten vegetables stowed under stools they had brought with them.

Lemarta invited Jovan to sit next to him. He did so ingratiatingly, almost to the point of cowering. Offering Jovan a bottle of drink, his wife handed both of them a small sack of roasted nuts.

“I am so very glad that you could come and join us tonight,” Lemarta said. “I had worried that we were on the wrong foot the other night.”

“Bygones,” Jovan said.

Lemarta smiled to himself and sat back. “I have been told that this troupe is wildly entertaining.”

“Why allow your men to bring the rotten vegetables,” another man said from behind them. 

Lemarta and Jovan both turned to see another well-dressed Kharavadziy, with fur-lined robes, a tall black hat, and beard to match. His upper lip was shaven clean.

“Ah! Tarak Lyzan! May I introduce you to Jovan Nedeller.”

“Yes. I’ve heard of no one else these past two days,” Tarak said. A man placed a seat for Tarak next to Jovan.

“I too wondered why you’d encourage your men to bring vegetables,” Jovan said.

Lemarta shot a look at both men. “They’re a rough group, my smiths. I convinced them to join me only when I agreed to let them bring them. Let them be.”

“I do not like it,” Jovan said. “If my wife can convince me to come and enjoy a night of entertainment, when I could be working my trade, then your men can set aside their sacks, and be entertained as well.”

“Well said,” Tarak said.

Lemarta turned red, stood, and walked amidst his men, demanding they give up their sacks. They protested, and eventually Lemarta himself took the sacks from them and walked to the edge of the crowd to dispose of them.

“He is a simple man,” Tarak said. “And as rough as his men.”

“A man may be simple and still be honorable,” Jovan said.

“I agree with you. I understand you are a needle-smith.”

“I am.”

“Long at the business?”

“I have made needles for many. Both high and low.”

“Lemarta has been sharing that you are more than this.”

“I do not like that a secret that is mine to share has become public knowledge.”

“This is why I mention it,” Tarak said. “I do not doubt you would like your privacy, or else you might instead have made it known as soon as you appeared.”

“Even if I knew that your people’s superstitions about magic leaned toward respect, I still would not have made it known. I am a very private and practical man.”

Tarak laughed. “And yet, practical as you are, you found yourself such a beautiful wife.”

Ctefa leaned forward from her place next to Lemarta’s wife. “More truly, I had to convince him.”

Tarak laughed a hearty laugh.

“What does your family do?” Jovan asked.

“My family is rather extensive. Large enough we don’t do just any one thing. I do hold a seat on the clan council.”

“Yet you’re here watching a play.”

“Even a leader may enjoy time among those he leads. Half of the council is here, in fact.”

Jovan looked around and saw other well-dressed men and women sitting in prominence.

“There was a man who arrived not a few days ago, appearing before the council, looking for a man of your description,” Tarak said.

“Oh?”

“Myself and several others found him suspicious, and sent him on his way. But that is also why the council tasked Lemarta with your removal from our community. We did not want this person to cause more trouble than we expected.”

“I see.”

“But, your threatening of Lemarta also revealed, to myself in particular, that you are not a man to be trifled with. Thus, I think it best you know that there are people looking for you. Not good people.”

“That is not surprising,” Jovan said.

“What isn’t surprising?” Lemarta said as he sat back down next to them.

But the torches forming the circle of the stage ignited with a flash, sending up sparking smoke. Everyone cheered and grew silent as the performance began.
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This was no tavern performance, but a display of continual sight, sound, and wonder. While two players beat on fife and drum, a fire breather blew flame and tumblers tumbled. A pair of fools beat upon one another with the aplomb of puppets.

As quickly as they began, they ceased and disappeared, leaving only the guttering torches to man the stage.

The collected throng erupted in a cheer. When nothing happened, the din came to a grinding halt, followed by an awkward silence.

From a side door, a frail-looking old man hobbled out and then up onto the stage. He took a seat on a three-legged stool, and took from under his robe a box, placing it aside as though it was not what he sought. Then, out came an entire cured ham, which garnered a few chuckles. Next came a live chicken. And five or six apples. He took out a small stick that got stuck in his belt, and when he pulled, it grew to a six-foot-long pole. The awkward chortles turned to laughs as more trifles came out of his cloak, all laid out at his feet on the stage, until finally, he seemed to disappear entirely into his cloak, as a turtle entering its shell. A hand shot out holding, at last, what he looked for. A book. His head slowly re-emerged, a look of victory and astonishment on his face, to the cheers of the crowd. As he placed the large book on his lap, the cloak upon his back sloughed off, revealing him to be not a gnarled old man, but young and spry, yet with an air of agelessness about him.

He began telling a story of Vun, the god of Spirit, outsmarting some great giant. Vun never did anything directly, but manipulated his enemies with suggestion and deceit. Jovan laughed at a few of the well-laid jokes, and Ctefa appeared entertained beside him.

He found himself distracted as three men in undyed and hooded robes moved through the crowd and stopped, standing stalk still, seemingly enraptured by the performance. Two of them stood equidistant from the one in the middle. At first Jovan wondered if they were a part of the performance. But when one audience member rose and dropped a hand on one of the men’s shoulders to ask them to take a seat, the figure turned and the man backed down.

“I don’t think they’re a part of the performance,” Jovan said to himself.

“What did you say?” Tarak asked.

“Those three men. They’re not members of the troupe.”

“Rather rude of them to stand there,” Tarak said. He leaned back and muttered to a man standing behind them. A tall, and muscular fellow with a wicked set of scars over taut facial muscles. The man disappeared into the crowd.

The performance continued, and when completed the crowd roared with laughter at the embarrassment falling over an old fool’s face when the woman he sought fell for a younger, uglier man. Jovan watched Tarak’s ruffian approach the same man standing in the crowd. The figure turned and this time Jovan could see his face better, and would have taken a step back himself had he not been sitting, as Tarak’s man did the same.

“What is it, needle-smith?”

The figure turned and made eye contact with Jovan fully, and began pressing through the crowd directly toward him.

Jovan stood and felt in the pocket of his coat for the needle sword, still sheathed, but ready.

“Ctefa, come.”

She stood slowly, a smile on her face, which dropped as she saw his.

“Leaving so soon?” Lemarta asked.

“Those men,” Jovan said. “They’re trouble. I know it.”

He took Ctefa’s hand and pulled her out through the back of the crowd.

“Jovan, what is it?” she hissed.

“I don’t know,” he said. “But there are three men in the crowd, and when we made eye contact, I felt an unnatural fear roll over me. I think they’re vedmak.”

“We are,” a voice said. From around two buildings two men appeared. Jovan swung around to see the third moving toward him from the back of the crowd. Tarak and Lamarta stood unable to move.

“Looking at you now, I see why we were sent for you,” he said. He pulled back his hood to reveal a cloth across his eyes. The skin around the cloth was an angry red. While Jovan could not see his eyes, the man looked directly at him.

“Why are you here for me?”

“We knew you were somewhere in this caravan city,” one of the other men said. His hood did not hide his face. It was a fair face, at first glance, and Jovan felt an overwhelming desire to look more closely. Yet upon further inspection, the man was by no means attractive, but rather, exuded the feeling of handsome features.

“The Kharavadziy all have stronger soul-wells than most. It masked your presence,” the sight-bound man said, continuing to stare at Jovan.

“You’ve still not answered my question,” Jovan said. Ctefa stood behind him. He heard the soft click of his sword being freed from the snug fit of its sheath.

“We’ve come from Khorapesh,” the sight-bound man said. “I am Gasparas. Gifted with the Sight by our master.”

“King Zelmir knows to leave me be,” Jovan said.

“Ha! We do not answer to his petty authority.”

“Then what do you want?” Irritation settled into Jovan’s voice.

“To deliver a message and await your response.”

“Then deliver it.”

“You are requested to join our master in Khorapesh. The Endless come. And he wishes to work with you in tandem—to bring about their end before they bring about the world’s end.”

Jovan did not speak.

“Will you come with us, willingly?”

“I would not ally myself with Gnar if the world burned.”

“That you speak his name, tells us you are informed, and must be brought back.”

Jovan made to rush forward, drawing the sheathed sword from his deep pocket as he did so. Taking hold of the sheath he meant to pull the blade free, but a wave of unnatural disgust slammed into him as the third compatriot stepped forward, his hand held out at Jovan. It was not physical, but Jovan could see a miasma of power roil from the man’s hand. It gave off a palpable fear as it flowed over him. He turned his shoulder to it, and glanced at Ctefa. Fear shone in her own eyes, but Jovan blocked most of the baleful stream with his body. He fitfully reached down into the forge of his soul, and took hold of magic. It did little, but blocked enough of the abject fear for him to have the will to pull the sword in his hand free.

The blade was unique. Thin like a stiletto, tapering from the guard to a piercingly sharp tip. The unique blade was not its most notable feature. Rather, it shone as bright white. He spun, the blade held upright, and pointed it at the fear-mongering vedmak. The miasma held no more power, but withered back upon the vedmak, who roared in frustration.

A hand fell on Jovan’s arm, and he looked to his right, into the eyes of the fair-complexioned vedmak. At even closer range now, he saw through the glamor. He was not just plain, but bordered on unattractive. The magic he brought to bear cried out that he was trustworthy and worth looking at.

Jovan tried to pull back, but felt his will to do so withering.

The temperature suddenly plummeted as a fell wind rushed over Jovan’s back. The glamor across the vedmak’s face dissipated, revealing his true face to all, and he threw himself away. Jovan glanced back to see Ctefa’s hand outstretched. A flurry of magic, invisible to the normal eye, poured from the tips of her fingers, leaving them suddenly blue and hoar-rimmed.

“That’s enough,” Jovan called, and rushed forward toward Gasparas as he stumbled backward to get away.

“Do not harm me!” he shouted, his arms going up to block his face. Jovan did not slow but quickly stood over him, Bladebright held up to strike.

“Give me one good reason not to kill you. If you serve Gnar, then you long ago forfeited your life.”

“Please,” Gasparas said. “I forfeited nothing. This curse was forced upon me and my three brothers.”

“Three?” Jovan said, as the man before him curled his lips in a sinister smile. He turned almost too late as a man formed from the evening’s darkness. The metal encasing his knuckles grazed Jovan’s cheek. Jovan raised his sword and sheath to block the next blow as the man swung, most of his form still hidden in shadow. As he rolled away, the feeling of fear from the second brother came back, followed by the feeling of calm from the third.

“Jovan!” Ctefa shouted as the overwhelming feelings washed over him.

He closed his eyes, and fell back in on himself, until only the soul-forge remained. He dug his hands deep into the coals of magic there, but their light dwindled and almost snuffed out.

“Fight Jovan!” Ctefa’s voice broke through, although far away. “For Leaf!”

Those last words cut through all of the noise and feelings of loathing that pinned him to the ground. The coals of magic in his hands burst with light nearly as bright as the sword in his hand. He released half of the magic entirely in a blast that threw two of the brothers backward into a nearby cart. Another brother flew several yards into the air before falling back to earth. The last was shoved down bodily onto the cold dirt. From around buildings and wagons, people peered into the still space Jovan now stood, his hands and eyes glowing with light, the sword in his hand as bright as a beacon.

“Are you alright?” Ctefa asked, coming next to him.

“I think so,” he grunted. “The vedmak?”

“None of them are moving. So I think that blast did the work. It almost laid me out, too.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. We’re safe now.”

Lemarta emerged from the shadows. “I’m even more glad now to have not leaned upon the Fifth god when dealing with you.”

“Summon the Fifth and the Sixth might answer,” Jovan said.

“Very true,” Lamarta chuckled nervously.

“I am returning to my wagon with my wife.”

“I will see to the bodies.”

“They’re dead then?” Jovan said.

“They will be. And no one who saw anything will ever attest to it, should any come and ask.”

Jovan gave a solemn nod and turned to walk with Ctefa, every muscle in his body aching from the blast that pressed him as much as it did the four dead vedmak.

“You made cold,” Jovan said, his arm over Ctefa’s shoulder.

“It seemed the right thing to do.”

“Tell me about it. Take my mind off what just happened while I calm down.”

“I was imagining the loss of feeling and even fear when you’re too cold to think. I imagined a tree, like you suggested, and the leaves turning and falling from the branches. I took those leaves and used them.”

“And how did it feel? Did it hurt?”

“The cold did. It went right into my fingers.”

“We can work on how to keep it from doing damage.”

“But it felt like I could have taken branches from the tree as well, and used it up to fuel the magic.” She grew pensive. “I worried that might actually cause irreparable damage, though.”

“It’s a good thing you know how to prune a tree then,” he said.

She glanced up at him and smiled.
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They came around the wagon to the light of their own cookfire, being tended by a figure neither recognized. Ctefa untangled herself from Jovan, and stopped outside the circle of light. The man stirred the pot with one hand, and the other petted the top of Wiktr’s head, who seemed unperturbed by the man’s presence.

Jovan stepped up to the fire, but kept it between himself and the other.

His features were gaunt, angular, and sharp. Layers upon layers of black furs over his shoulders did not deceive—he was a thin man of tautly corded muscle. He gave Jovan a furtive glance.

“Soup?” he offered with a deep, growling voice. Not like Guthfru the Bear, but rather as one parched and used to breathing cold mountain air.

Jovan sat down on the stool opposite and reached over the pot as the man ladled into and then handed Jovan a bowl of the hot stuff.

Jovan held it in his hand, but did not eat.

“Your wife keeps her spices in good order, and fresh. You might think in my travels I would come upon better cooks more often. But I do not. It is nice to happen upon fresh spices that appear well-used and cherished.”

“You do not appear to be Kharavadziy,” Jovan said.

“In most ways, no,” the man said. “But in other ways I am more Kharavadziy than the Kharavadziy.”

“I am not sure what the rules on hospitality are right now,” Jovan said.

“You mean because I’ve just sat at your fire and cooked a meal for you and your wife?”

Jovan nodded.

“Why must there be rules? Why cannot we merely have hospitality?”

“Why are you here?” Jovan asked.

“Interesting to ask that, before asking who I am.”

“There are no rules to this conversation. And I have not yet decided if you are hostile.”

“I never said there are no rules. I merely asked why there must be rules or hospitality? You are hospitable, or you are not.”

The man sat back, a bowl in his own hand, and took a tentative bite. “Very good, if I do say so myself.”

Jovan took a bite. It was good.

“I see you appreciate my cooking.”

They ate in silence. Then, the man leaned forward and dished out another bowl. “For your wife?”

Jovan took it and handed it to Ctefa as she stepped behind him but did not sit.

“Vedmak interest me,” the man said. “Long have I observed them. I’m rather drawn to them, you might say.”

“Are you with the four who accosted me?” Jovan asked, his hand feeling for the sword in his coat.

“Happenstance that they were here at the same time. Although, given the beacon the two of you light, I’m surprised more haven’t come.”

“Beacon?”

“You’ve a knack not seen since my youth. Something I thought we had locked away.”

“And what is that?” Jovan asked.

“You have somehow accessed the Searing. By my observation, you do not seem to have the pain that ought to accompany it.”

“Interesting that you would think that,” Jovan said.

“Less interesting and more that I fear for your soul and for those around you.”

“That is not something I think you need to be worrying about.”

“You would think wrong then.”

They stared at each other over the fire for a time.

“It has been some time,” the fur-clad man said, “since I have taken counsel with those I hoped long ago to part with. But the noise you have made brought the situation to our attention, and I was asked, nay required, to cease my wanderings and seek you out.”

“Why the demand?” Jovan asked.

“I do not like being told what to do. But even less, I do not like situations like this getting out of hand.”

“Is this getting out of hand?”

“You tell me. Not long ago a beam of light tore in the sky to the southeast, and a gong sounded to the depths of Nal. Now I find a man, you, walking enwreathed in power that has not been seen for an eon.”

“That beam and gong you mentioned,” Jovan replied, “drew two figures from the depths of legend out of their hiding. That you say the same tells me exactly who you are. You had best be straight, or strike me down where I stand. But know that if you fail, I will mete out the same fate to you as I intend for your brothers.”

The man howled with laughter, which turned to coughing and spluttering. Finally he calmed, and leveled a cold stare at Jovan. “Oh, you are serious. You think you’re a match for me? None have dared to try.”

“That is why I would succeed,” Jovan said. “You would enter into contest with me over your assumed superiority. I would do so because I know that you are mortal. I do not fight for myself, but for the boy I fight to save.”

“Tell me more.”

“The Twins took my son from me. They took him to Nal.”

“Then you shall never see the boy again.”

Jovan took out his sword and laid it across his lap.

“They gave me this,” he said, and drew the blade from its sheath. It shone brightly and glimmered in the man’s eyes. Jovan tossed the sheath across the fire. The man caught it, and hissed as though it was hot in his hand.

“What kind of curse is on this?”

“It is cursed with a blight, that I am told will deteriorate the sheath the closer the Endless come.”

The man looked up with wide eyes. “Endless?”

“They are coming.”

“What do you know of the Endless?”

“You tell me, Rovol.”

“Smarter than you seem,” Rovol conceded.

A commotion arose from the caravan, and around the corner a large group of people came with candles and torches, laughing and jesting with one another. They walked
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