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By Jeff Beesler


 


“Do not tread over nature, for

She shall surely bend

Even the strongest of swords

With the blaze of emeralds.”

 


-Ancient Travan Proverb

 



CHAPTER 1

FLAMES FROM AFAR

 


Central Fields of Trava

Afternoon

Day 48

Year of the Hawk

 


Sir Tymothy of Longoria led a caravan of
seven horse-drawn carts and six pairs of riders and steeds across
the expanse of Trava’s Central Plains. The grassy plains spread far
across Sir Tymothy’s field of vision. Despite the lack of
landmarks, he knew the way from the seaport he called home to the
heart of the kingdom, Trava Town. Riding atop his shire horse, Sir
Tymothy lightly tugged at the reins. His steed responded with a
grunt of a neigh, then trotted along at a faster pace.

Three other riders in the convoy served
alongside Sir Tymothy in the Royal Army of Trava’s seaport branch.
Sir Meckaleck, Sir Troaches, and Sir Wervick had served with Sir
Tymothy for five years, although they themselves were not natives
of Longoria. After a while, Sir Tymothy turned and waved at his
fellows to slow, all of whom did as told. Even Sir Meckaleck, who
more often than not consumed more barrels of liquor than the next
nobleman, heeded the caravan leader.

Sir Tymothy beamed at this display of
cooperation.

If the Fates are ever so kind, Sir
Tymothy thought, we may even make it to Trava Town without
incident.

The sun dipped closer to the western horizon.
The trek from Longoria to Trava Town took three days, start to end.
With a vast supply of tents and other gear sat nestled in two of
the carts, it would take them little time to erect a proper camp.
Hopefully, the group would find cover before the fall of night. Not
that there was anything of particular value in their possessions,
but they had nothing capable of blocking any potential marauder
attack. Even if the last band of notorious thieves in this area,
the Rabble Rousers, had either died out or been captured, it didn’t
mean that other factions weren’t out there.

Sir Tymothy bowed his head, a fair breeze
attempting to sway his black locks out of place. A man of a firm
build, Sir Tymothy maintained strong cheek and jaw bones to
accommodate his majestic mane. Even if he went without a day or two
of shaving, he seldom had any stubble at all. His grandmother, a
former royal mage, still concocted a few potions to help him
maintain his youthfulness. This potion made his hair grow at about
an eighth of the rate of other men. He always kept a vial in his
satchel and sipped from it throughout the day. His nose didn’t
particularly care for the pungent aroma that flooded his nostrils
every time he popped the cork off the vial. However, his tongue
readily conquered the taste of rotten berries with little more than
a slight stinging sensation descending upon its tip.

Not that he had any keen interest in sharing
his rejuvenation potion with his colleagues. He had enough of a
hard time keeping the mutterings of superstition out of his own
mind without goading his associates into rambling about their
baseless fears.

“If only we were already there,” muttered
Meckaleck.

“Due patience will see us through, sir,” Sir
Tymothy said, retrieving a flask of water from the pocket of his
cloak. He poured three gulps of the liquid down his throat before
twisting the cork back on.

“Are you sure of that, my lord?” Meckaleck
asked.

“Yes, and I would appreciate it if you
referred to me as Sir Tymothy,” replied the knight. “I may be one
of noble blood, but I do not lord over anyone, now or ever. It is
not in my nature to be king.”

“If you say so,” muttered Meckaleck.

Sir Tymothy eyed him with careful regard. “Do
you not take me at my word?”

Meckaleck’s copper-hued eyebrow rose as the
man choked on his own spittle. His cheeks grew rosy, almost
drowning out the heavy set of freckles sprinkling his face.

“I did not mean to imply any distrust of you
in the least, my liege!” Meckaleck countered hastily. “I’m sorry. I
mean Sir Tymothy. I should do well not to mumble like a fool.”

Sir Tymothy chuckled at this. “You have not
offended me, Meckaleck. I take your antics with good humor.”

A wave of relief washed over Meckaleck’s
eyes.

“Thank you, sir. I will do my best to keep it
that way,” he said with a courteous bow, a symbol of respect Sir
Tymothy actually appreciated.

A shriek from a hawk overhead abruptly tore
Sir Tymothy away from this brief entertainment. Ice formed on the
chambers of his heart as he spotted the feathery fiend swooping
closer to where its shadow caressed the ground. Sir Tymothy twisted
the reins once more to command his horse to stop, which it did. In
a single motion, he dismounted from the steed. He kept watching the
hawk circling around, perhaps hunting for food.

“What is the matter, Sir Tymothy?” asked Sir
Troaches, a man almost five years Sir Tymothy’s senior.

“I do not trust birds as a rule,” Sir Tymothy
admitted, a rising heat stinging his cheeks.

Sir Meckaleck raised his arm against the
glare of the fading sun.

“I do not see why that hawk would bother you
so,” said Meckaleck. “It is probably just hunting a field
mouse.”

“It is odd only because we have not seen any
hint of a tree for about half a day now,” said Sir Tymothy.
“Perhaps that hawk is stalking us.”

Sir Meckaleck smirked at this. “I am sure it
has better prey to go after than us.”

“Unless it doesn’t,” Sir Tymothy grumbled.
“We should hurry and find shelter so that I may no longer have to
look at the beast.”

Sir Wervick, the youngest of the knights by
far, led his own Shire horse several yards away from the entourage,
to a point where the blades of grass and wheat crept up all the way
to the knight’s waist, whereas it remained at knee level at where
Sir Tymothy and the others stood.

“Remarkable,” the knight said with jubilant
enthusiasm. “Sir Tymothy, I may have found something.”

Sir Tymothy and Sir Meckaleck ambled over to
Sir Wervick, leaving Sir Troaches to see to the welfare of their
other travelling companions.

“What is it?” Meckaleck asked, ascending a
slight slope that the grain had all but concealed from their
view.

Wervick dismounted and pointed at the thing
that had caught his attention. Above them, the hawk drew nearer,
flapping its wings once but otherwise keeping a graceful, circular
glide.

Both Sir Tymothy and Meckaleck gasped at the
sight before them. A single flame danced in the center of the
field, the wheat around it a good yard or two away from touching.
The flare consisted of an emerald energy, beautiful but unnatural,
as if conjured from magic. Sir Tymothy unsheathed his sword.

“This may be a trick,” he announced to the
other knights. “Keep your distance from it. We don’t know where it
came from, or whether someone has summoned it from the darkest of
forces.”

Wervick beamed at this. “Imagine the kind of
blades we might temper with a Green Flame. We could defeat all of
our foes in a single stroke if our swords possessed the magic of
that fire.”

Sir Tymothy agreed that magic appeared to
carry an influence in this matter.

“It would behoove us not to make use of
something we do not understand,” said Sir Tymothy.

The hawk above squealed again, startling a
field mouse out into the open. The rodent scampered about the
meadow in fright, darting toward the nearest patch of tall grass.
With a whoosh, the hawk dived and ensnared the mouse in its talons.
Another whoosh carried through the air, but Sir Tymothy couldn’t
decide where it had come from. Another hawk, perhaps?

Then the field mouse and hawk both screamed.
A flicker from the Green Flame grazed them both. The hawk released
the mouse to the ground, where it crashed and snapped its neck. It
stopped twitching not even an instant later.

As for the avian, Sir Tymothy noticed the
hawk still wore a dancing Green Flame around its form as it flapped
away from them. Sir Tymothy gripped the handle of his blade
tighter, expecting an even deeper menace.

“What was that about?” Wervick asked,
standing halfway between his steed and the Green Flame.

“Magic,” Meckaleck whispered. “We have to get
away from that flame. It seeks to consume us all!”

“This would probably not be the best place to
set up camp,” Sir Tymothy agreed. “Meckaleck, go tell Sir Troaches
that we are to carry on until we move beyond the plains.”

Meckaleck nodded and trotted away to the
convoy. Sir Tymothy eased the hold on his sword, pleased that
Meckaleck, despite his foolhardy nature, listened to an order when
given. Then Sir Tymothy spun back toward Wervick, who towered over
the fallen mouse.

“Incredible,” Wervick breathed.

“Wervick, get away from there. We need to
move on towards Trava Town,” said Sir Tymothy.

Unlike Meckaleck, Wervick seemed incapable of
listening. He leaned down to the mouse’s body, his fingers mere
inches away from contact.

“Its body has changed shape,” reported
Wervick.

Sir Tymothy didn’t believe that at all. The
mouse hadn’t moved since colliding with the earth. How was it
possible that it could alter its form, let alone move?

Magic, Sir Tymothy reminded himself.
This could be dark sorcery at work here.

Sir Tymothy dared a single pace closer to
Wervick. The latter soldier’s body cast a shadow over the mouse
that made it harder for Sir Tymothy to see the rodent properly. The
Green Flame flared again, and when it did it caught the fabric on
Wervick’s arm.

“The flame! It got me!” Wervick said, his
voice ringing with raw panic.

Sir Tymothy noticed this and his instincts
forbade him from helping Wervick. The mouse was dead, the hawk
likely also. How might he save the young knight?

“Do not do anything,” ordered Sir Tymothy. “I
brought a few charms and potions of my own grandmother’s making.
She taught me long ago to never go on a journey without, ahem,
provisions.”

Wervick muttered something Sir Tymothy
couldn’t quite hear. A glimpse of the mouse revealed a trick played
on Sir Tymothy’s eyes. How else might he explain the way tiny,
root-like hairs extended from the mouse and into the soil
underneath? Or the way leaves and branches sprouted forth from the
rodent’s scalp and ears? The mouse’s jaw snapped twice, and it made
a squeak that sounded more like the creak of a cottage settling at
night.

“What sort of devilry is this?” he
gasped.

Green flickers resembling the original Green
Flame flashed in what used to be the rodent’s eyes. It twisted its
head at him and lunged at him. Only the roots he had seen a second
ago prevented the rodent from leaving its current spot. Sir Tymothy
thought about swiping his sword at the now plant-like critter, but
instead he simply sidestepped it.

Meanwhile, no noises came from Wervick’s
throat. This couldn’t have been good. Sir Tymothy treaded about on
the far side of Wervick, keeping well out of the Green Flame’s
path. Between the blaze and the rising moonlight, he got a better
glance at the soldier who now stood transfixed near the mystical
heat.

“Sir Wervick? Are you all right?” asked Sir
Tymothy.

Before his eyes, the flesh on Wervick’s form
withered. It took Sir Tymothy a moment to notice that the young
man’s flesh grew into wood, unfeasible as it sounded. Wervick’s
light brown hair grew green and leafy. Bulbs budded from the man’s
scalp, the blossoms snapping open with thin, sharp teeth. Like the
field mouse, that which once served as Wervick’s eyes were now two
dancing echoes of the Green Flame. Roots grew out and around the
young knight’s boots, burying themselves deep into the ground as if
they knew exactly where to go. Branch-like fingers swiped at Sir
Tymothy, narrowly missing.

“Wervick! What has possessed you?”

The plant entity once known as Wervick
scowled at Sir Tymothy, but did not speak. Sir Tymothy couldn’t
tell whether the fellow was incapable of speech in his present
condition, or if the young knight had simply grown into an
extension of the Green Flame itself.

“Forgive me, Wervick. I do not know how to
help rid your affliction,” Sir Tymothy said, lowering his
sword.

A screech came from afar. At first he
believed to be another wayward hawk, seeking its home in a place
where none was to be found. Then horses neighed, men screamed, and
terror rose where a promise of defense went broken. Bright, green
light filled the area around the merchant procession, several
flashes like lightning. An instant after, Sir Tymothy saw his steed
galloping away, or rather it tried to.

Up in the sky, wings built out of the Green
Flame soared. Sir Tymothy thinned his eyes to check, but in his
heart he already knew what sort of abomination flew above him. It
dove right for the fleeing horse, striking it in the backside with
its beak and talons, both of which were now wooden. The hawk Sir
Tymothy had thought dead was now carrying on the Green Flame like
an agent of death. Worse, now it seemed capable of spreading the
malice of the original Green Flame. Unlike Wervick or the field
mouse, the hawk was not bound to the earth by roots. It seemed to
know this lack of a limitation as it clipped his steed. Sir Tymothy
watched where he stood as the Green Flame from the hawk overtook
it. The latter creature’s mane and tail became a tangle of grass
and dandelions, its snout now formed like a log stump. Roots
wrapped around the horse’s hooves and bound it to the earth.

Sir Tymothy blanched, sweat trickling down
his cheeks. The screams he heard from the encampment still came,
but they quickly diminished. His first inclination fell to checking
for survivors, yet another stare at the Green Flame hawk told him
that the feathery fiend was already heading back in Meckaleck’s
direction. If any of Sir Tymothy’s party still stood, they wouldn’t
for much longer.

Satisfied that the hawk wasn’t coming back
for him, Sir Tymothy spun toward where he assumed Trava Town lay.
He exchanged a final glance with the wood-stricken Wervick, but
found no evidence that the young man still dwelled inside that
hollow shell.

“If the Fates tolerate it, I will see you and
everyone else here avenged, Wervick,” said Sir Tymothy. “I promise
you that.”

In his heart he doubted very much he could
keep that vow, too. In the matter of a single hour, his words lost
all of their value.

He needed to find someone who might still
believe him, someone who had her own lack of credibility with
Travan civilization in recent years. Then it hit him, his eyes
springing open as the realization pounded a gasp from his lungs: he
had heard of a sorceress whose legend had reached even the seaport
of Longoria, one of the few Rabble Rousers who had survived death
and incarceration. He could see her magical level potentially
enough to stop the threat of this Green Flame. She had fought
against the spell of Obfuscatos and survived. Yes, her magic might
serve him well. At this point, what else did he have to lose?

The kingdom needs Embekah Mare, he
thought.


CHAPTER 2

TO CELEBRATE LOVE

 


Trava Town

Day 49

Year of the Hawk

 


Embekah Mare ran her fingers down the stained
glass window of the cathedral, the material a welcome sensation to
her touch. Still adjusting to life after the Spell of Entrapment
that had kept her in her run-down hovel for much of the previous
year, she embraced everything she did with a humble appreciation.
Before, she wouldn’t have ever set foot inside a hallowed place of
the Fates. But now, being here to help celebrate young love, wisdom
filled her mind and her heart steered away from past fallacies.

The ceiling of the stone and wood hall
towered over her. A dome constructed like the windows displayed
images of angels and saints, entities she didn’t necessarily
believe in, given how many blessings her life lacked over the
years. She found it particularly interesting how people could
believe in something like the Fates. Half the time it seemed that
they made it all up as they went.

“Remarkable,” she breathed, her fingers
drifting toward a particular series of vines dangling on a wall.
The vines covered the wall top to bottom, bluebell blossoms
decorating the leafy strings. Her fingers pressed against the dark
green vines, careful not to shatter the coarse creeper. She drew in
a breath of the blossoms’ fragrance, her heart skipping a beat as
she lost herself in the moment. She liked to keep her spirit in
tune with that of the earth, for she felt a kinship with the
forest. It was why she chose the woods to hide from the Royal Army
of Trava when they had hunted her down for being a Rabble Rouser.
It also served as the inspiration behind her first notable spell
she had ever cast, that of the Indoor Forest. How she missed that
small, fascinating world inside her own hovel. Some days she closed
her eyes and could almost see herself strolling through her
contained forest with the utmost clarity.

Footsteps behind Embekah lured her away from
her fantasy.

“Isn’t it, though?” her son Halscrad said,
slipping a hand upon her shoulder.

Embekah beamed at him. His jet-black mane
extended only to the bottom of his earlobes. He had no stubble as
he had sheared his facial hair in preparation for the day’s good
cheer. His tunic was a bold green fabric, his slacks as dark as his
hair. She had never expected him to turn out quite so well, a
soldier protecting a kingdom that chased after her with torches,
bloodhounds, and the occasional pitch fork.

“It has been a long time since I have seen a
love like that which Sir Eveck and Bylinthe cherish,” Embekah said.
She reached for her son’s hands, offering him a delicate
squeeze.

“I have never known that love myself,”
Halscrad said in a tone of indifference. “You need not tell me I
have my whole life to find it. I am most content just being
me.”

“That’s when love gets you,” Embekah said
with a wry grin. “When you’re not looking for it.”

Halscrad nodded, and then stepped away from
the window. Embekah’s gaze trailed her son all the way to the other
end of the hall.

“Perhaps,” said Halscrad. “I have never told
you of the barmaid who used to work at the Z’lymor Inn, have
I?”

A twinge of curiosity whispered at Embekah’s
mind. “So you have known such a love?”

“It was not love so much as an
embarrassment,” said Halscrad, twisting halfway back toward her.
“The barmaid Lasiandra was the surliest woman I had ever met. Many
a patron fled the Z’lymor because of her constant tirades. I never
figured out why Tarbra Relsh didn’t simply dismiss the barmaid from
her post.”

Embekah shrugged. “It is a mystery that shall
ever remain in the Indoor Woods, along with Tarbra.”

Halscrad smirked, but then continued regaling
Embekah with his anecdote.

“She is most fortunate that I did not press
charges against her. I never told anyone this, but Lasiandra
carried around with her a lotus that made people do her bidding. I
suspect she may have used it against Tarbra to retain her
employment. She once used that lotus on me to make me submit to her
will.”

Any delight Embekah may have felt evaporated.
“I would have mentioned this to someone.”

“And risk her using the lotus to turn them
against me? I felt it better to just let it go. Besides, I got my
revenge on her by taking on the form of the Tojafah Terror and
causing her to fall into the river down at the lowest reaches of
Trava town.”

Embekah’s smile lit up her face again. “You
are nothing if not imaginative.”

Halscrad held his belly with an arm, bowing
toward his mother.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Now, where are Sir Eveck and
Bylinthe?” Embekah mused, glancing about the hall.

“Eveck will be here momentarily,” said
Halscrad. “Bylinthe is being personally escorted here by a
procession of the castle’s strongest warriors. The union is set to
commence around the midday sun.”

Embekah nodded. “Is there anything else you
would like to have me do in the meanwhile?”

Halscrad opened his palms to her. “There is
nothing more you need to do. Just being here for this momentous
occasion is all I could have hoped for, Mother.”

Contemplation shaded Embekah’s mind.

“I am not used to this,” she said. “Too long
I have detached myself from ordinary Travan life. To simply engage
other people, it almost overwhelms me.”

She caught a quick breath.

“Mother, are you okay?” Halscrad cast an arm
about her as if expecting her to pass out.

She nodded. “I have not forgotten my new
place in the kingdom. It simply takes me a while to remember that I
am not the hunted quarry I used to be.”

“Well, I wish you would not exaggerate the
shortness of your own breath,” Halscrad said, sounding a little
annoyed with her. “The mother who raised me suffered from poor
respiration in the months leading to her demise.”

“Ah, yes. Chrieana.” Embekah’s heart ached
for the pain Halscrad must have endured from losing Chrieana. She
had never met the woman, yet she would always feel indebted to the
Trava Town villager who cared for Halscrad in his formative years.
“You have mentioned her before.”

“I know. What I have not told you is that she
might still be alive if I had found a cure for her illness.”

Embekah hugged her son. “You speak as though
you blame yourself for her passing.”

Halscrad cringed. “I do.” His whisper
scarcely carried through the air to her.

She led him over to a solid wood pew in the
front of the room. The seating creaked under the bulk of their
combined weight. Her fingers grazed his arm, revealing a thinness
that awoke her maternal nature.

“Why is that?”

Halscrad sighed and threw his head back. In
the light pouring into the cathedral, Embekah could see old scars
where Halscrad’s beard ended. Nicks, scratches perhaps? Embekah
wasn’t sure.

“Because I could have gone into the Royal
Army when I was younger. If I had completed my studies, maybe
Chrieana would still be around.”

“You were impoverished. I’m sure Chrieana’s
condition had little to do with how complete your Instruction
turned out.” Her fingers reached his shoulder and rested there for
a while.

“If only I could believe that,” said
Halscrad, his gaze toward his feet. “She wasn’t a wicked woman by
any means. I could have acquiesced to her wishes. I chose not to.
My own stubbornness kept me from learning the lessons Instructor
Marranath meant to teach. If I had just listened, I could have
gotten assistance from the Royal Mages through connections in the
army.”

“Oh, Halscrad.” Embekah tipped her son’s chin
upward and met his stare.

“I am the reason she is gone, Mother. I’m
glad to have you back, make no mistake,” he told her.

“But you still hold strong affections for her
after all this time.”

Halscrad rubbed the back of his head, eye
contact still teetering. “I would be dishonest to admit
otherwise.”

Trumpets blaring in the distance, Embekah and
Halscrad both rose. She led him toward the front entrance of the
cathedral. A few people filed inside, mostly lords and ladies
familiar to the marrying couple. Embekah noticed a handful of
peasants taking to the corner just inside the front door, blending
in with the shadows as if they hoped this might keep them
inconspicuous.

The trickle grew into a stream of people.
Clergymen, parishioners, and even an organist ambled into the
chamber. Embekah clasped her fingers around Halscrad’s wrist,
letting him know with a gentle massage of his arm that she was
there for him now.

Then at last a woman stood at the threshold.
Adorned in a crystal headdress that seemed to follow the path of
her long, golden hair, she stepped into the cathedral. Her silver
gown stopped at the knees in the front and heels in the back. After
a brief nod to someone in the center pew she seemed to recognize,
she continued forth to the priest awaiting her.

“Is Bylinthe supposed to enter all by her
lonesome?” Embekah whispered to Halscrad.

Worry lines marred Halscrad’s face. “She most
certainly is not. Eveck should have accompanied her into the
hall.”

Halscrad approached Bylinthe at once, Embekah
close on his heels.

“I understand,” Bylinthe said to the priest
as the two drew near. “We shall wait an hour longer, and no more. I
do not understand what has kept Eveck. He has never been detained
for this long a time without contacting me.”

“Bylinthe,” Halscrad said, worry hanging on
his every syllable. “Where is Eveck?”

The bride spun to Halscrad, offering him a
hug the instant she saw him. “I do not know. He should have arrived
already. But ever since Sir Patrew left the kingdom, Eveck’s
attention has been elsewhere.”

Embekah beamed at Bylinthe, offering her
congratulations on the forthcoming nuptials. Bylinthe curtsied but
kept her focus centered on Halscrad.

“I do hope he intends to keep his promise of
betrothal with you,” Halscrad muttered.

“When has Eveck not ever followed through on
his commitment?” Bylinthe crossed her arms against her ample
bosom.

Noticing Halscrad stammer for an answer,
Embekah chimed in.

“Halscrad meant no offense. He has simply
observed that your betrothed-to-be has not arrived. The expected
gathering has already convened. If he does not arrive soon, it may
put the ceremony in peril,” Embekah explained in a diplomatic
manner.

Bylinthe glanced at Embekah with some
regard.

“Your view has no basis in truth. Eveck will
be here.”

At this, a man wearing armor darker than the
standard Travan Royal material ambled to the front pew, his suit
clinking and clanking along the way. His helmet nestled in the
cradle of his arm, his breaths came in spurts and his face appeared
drained. He approached Embekah before she could step aside.

“You must come with me,” he said, clutching
his chest to seize control of his breathing once again.

“I do not understand,” said Embekah.

“All of Trava shall wither away if you
don’t.” Perspiration on his brow and the glimmer of terror in his
eyes suggested that a troubling vision may have haunted the
Travan.

“I am not sure I am qualified to assist you,”
she offered in a soothing tone.

“I must apologize,” he said, bowing down to
her. “I am Sir Tymothy of the seaport city of Longoria in the
northeast corner of Trava. I had been traveling with a merchant
expedition for trades and services to Trava Town, given that the
winter has melted and spring blossoms are already in bloom. We were
attacked by a force of sheer mysticism, the likes of which I have
never seen. And I have served alongside royal mages in my humble
corner of the country.”

He went to kiss her hand, an act that made
her yank her arm away. Such a foreign custom made shards of ice
penetrate her layer of skin just below the surface. Only a year had
passed since she and Halscrad had vanquished the hidden evil of
Tarbra Relsh and her knightly lackey, Sir Patrew. Even if the
kingdom had long since forgiven her, she still couldn’t trust even
those with the best of intentions.

“Sir Tymothy,” she said with reluctance. “I
am a trifle confused.”

“I know of your legend,” he said. “For the
past year, all anyone in Longoria has ever spoken of is of how you
defeated Tarbra Relsh, the conjurer of the Obfuscatos enchantment.
I had made it a point to meet you under better conditions, but it
seems the Fates have compelled my hand.”

Halscrad stepped next to Embekah. “What sort
of wickedness have you witnessed?”

Sir Tymothy drew in another breath. “We came
upon a Green Flame in the center of a field along the trade route
between Trava Town and Longoria.”

“A Green Flame?” Embekah asked. Something in
the darkest reaches of her mind whispered to her, but she couldn’t
make out the thought.

“Yes. It is a most unholy thing.”

“You said you were accompanying merchants
here,” Halscrad remarked. “Did any of them make it into town with
you?”

Sir Tymothy’s chin fell. “They regrettably
did not. I was the only one who got away from the evil fire.”

“Fires cannot possibly be evil of their own
accord,” Halscrad said with a dismissive wave of his hand.

“Halscrad,” Embekah murmured. “Draw back your
wolves.”

Her son gave her a pensive glance, yet he did
not question Sir Tymothy further.

“Why did the merchants not make it to town
with you?” asked Embekah.

“Because the flame consumed them,” said Sir
Tymothy. His jaw clenched and Embekah could almost feel the tension
rolling off him in his every gasp.

“Heavy condolences for the loss of who had to
be great people,” said Embekah.

“So you want my mother’s help to exact
revenge against a flame which has probably already died out?”
Halscrad asked.

Sir Tymothy glared at him, his otherwise
smooth features tainted by agony.

“The flame has not died out. With every life
it claims, it grows stronger. It started by claiming a mere field
mouse and a hawk, but before the complete fall of night, it
slaughtered the rest of my expedition. As I have said, only I
escaped its wrath. This blaze is a form of dark sorcery. Of this I
am most certain.”

“Then I will go with you to this field, and
we will figure out how best to cope with this strange
happenstance,” said Embekah.

At this, Halscrad grumbled. “You shouldn’t go
along with this man. There is something about his story I do not
trust.”

Sir Tymothy looked at Halscrad again. “I am a
member of the Royal Army of Trava. I am compelled by both action
and word to uphold the defense of this nation. What good would I
gain by offering you a fabrication?”

Embekah looked about the cathedral once
again. It seemed more than ever that she did not need to be here,
despite her son’s wishes. If this Sir Tymothy required her help,
she could provide it without causing too great a disturbance in the
betrothal’s proceedings.

“No, Mother. You must not go with him,”
Halscrad said, as though he had already estimated the power of her
determination.

Embekah took her son’s hand in hers. Her
fingers danced across his, solace the gift she put forth now.

“You have no real need for me to be here,
Halscrad. Unlike you, my presence is not bound to this cathedral by
any duty. You will let me know how the ceremony turns out, won’t
you?” she asked him. Hopefully he would see that this was not a
request, and maybe he could make peace with her choice.

“I have already lost one mother in this
life,” he muttered. “Do not ask me to prepare for the loss of
another.”

Embekah threw her arms around him and stroked
his hair. “Know that I love you, and that I shall return when I
fulfill Sir Tymothy’s request.”

“Embekah,” Bylinthe spoke up again. “Your
absence will be felt, but both Sir Eveck and I understand the
nature of your departure. In time, Halscrad shall too.”

“Not bloody likely,” Halscrad said, whipping
away toward the priest.

“Very well, Sir Tymothy. Take me to this
field at once.”

“You are not even going to prepare for the
outing?” Halscrad balked at this. “You should at least take some
food, a travel flask perhaps. You just don’t know what you’ll find
out there in that supposedly cursed field.”

“I shall be fine,” Embekah tried to reassure
him. “You just worry about being here for Eveck. Whatever has
detained him, it should not be allowed to interfere with his and
Bylinthe’s happiness.”

Halscrad tossed his head toward the ceiling
before he seemed to accept his fate.

“Just come back to me.”

Sensing no further need to quell him, Embekah
returned her focus to Sir Tymothy.

“Do you need to pick up anything for travel?
It took me nearly a full day to get here from the moment I
abandoned that field,” said Sir Tymothy.

Embekah nodded. “There may be some things I
shall need from my abode. You said you were on the trade route from
Longoria?”

“Yes,” he said again.

Embekah grinned. “Then we shall make a quick
stop along the way.”

Sir Tymothy took the lead, Embekah almost
matching his stride the whole time it took them to vacate the
cathedral. Embekah glanced at Halscrad once more, catching him
offering her a half-hearted wave.

If only I could tell him that things will be
all right. But that may well turn out to be a lie, the cruelest of
them all, with the entrusting of his heart into a promise left
unfulfilled. Halscrad has had more than a royal banquet’s fill of
deception. I shall not add to that buffet.

 



CHAPTER 3

TOWARD THE FLAME

 


Northeastern Outskirts of Trava Town
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Day 49
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The first place Embekah stopped before
leaving town was a shelter near her home. There she procured a
Lipizzan horse, pale in mane and coat, but muscular and graceful at
the same time. She needed only two days’ worth of supplies at most,
and this beast seemed capable of hauling around a satchel or
two.

She offered Sir Tymothy entry into her abode,
but he graciously declined. Marching to her sleeping chamber, she
then got out of her ceremonial best and attired herself in the same
ragged cloak that had protected her from the Royal Guard for many
years. Even though she no longer had to hide from any knights, she
still held onto the cloak out of sheer habit.

“I do not feel comfortable going anywhere
without this,” she told Sir Tymothy when she thought he might
question her about it.

“It has apparently endured some better days,
I take it?”

Embekah shook her head. “A little sorcery
stitches the fabric up nicely, I must confess.”

“Sorcery cannot fix everything,” he told her
as she mounted her steed. “And that is what has me so worried. I
fear the damage from the Green Flame may be irreversible.”

As they began their trek out of town,
trumpets blared in the distance. Had the betrothal ceremony begun
at last?

“I must apologize again,” said Sir
Tymothy.

“Why?”

“It would appear that I have misled you in
regards to the Green Flame.”

Embekah blinked at him, slowing her steed
with a gentle tug of the reins. “What do you mean? Is there really
no Green Flame after all?”

“Oh, there is a Green Flame,” he told her.
“It just doesn’t burn a person to death.”

“Then what does it do?”

Sir Tymothy sidestepped an oak tree whose
branches cut across the road. The way he reeled away from the tips
of the branches fascinated Embekah.

“I watched in horror as the Green Flame
transformed that field mouse, the hawk, and even one of my own
soldiers into creatures of wood. The former and the latter quickly
became rooted to the ground.”

“And the hawk?”

“It never touched the ground when the Green
Flame touched it, and therefore was never immobilized. My soldier,
Wervick, and the mouse could lunge a little bit, but their roots
kept them from leaving their spots. The hawk remained airborne, and
I fear that without roots to pin it down, that beast could very
well doom all of Trava.”

“You were right to come for me,” Embekah
agreed. She jerked the reins again, this time enticing her horse to
pick up its pace. “I assume you had a reason for not relaying this
to the king and queen?”

“Because when I entered town and saw the
citizens preparing for a festivity of some sort, I deemed it
inappropriate to needlessly frighten everyone,” said Sir Tymothy,
his own steed matching the trot of Embekah’s. “As for the caravan,
I will avenge every last soul. They needn’t have died in vain.”

“You are convinced they are all dead?”
Embekah asked again.

Sir Tymothy frowned, his gaze remaining on
the path ahead of them. The route ahead wound with snake-like
curves alongside the Tojafah River.

“Their screams taunt me even now. I have
scarcely slept since abandoning my post.”

“Did you see the Green Flame die out?” she
asked.

“Not as far as I knew,” he replied. “Then
again, I fled as fast as my feet allowed. I didn’t really have time
to stop and glance over my shoulder. A pause would have meant my
life.”

She took him at his word. “If we are dealing
with an enchanted flame as you claim, then we may need the
assistance of other mages.”

“But the only mages we know about are back in
Trava Town, attending that ceremony,” he reminded her.

A bird cawed, making Sir Tymothy and his
steed pause. Embekah watched him survey the sky above for any sign
of a wooden hawk surrounded by a Green Flame. No airborne flicker
presented itself to them.

“You are rather unnerved by your experience,”
she pointed out to him.

Sir Tymothy nodded. “I am not traditionally a
coward, but I cannot escape the terror that grips me.”

Embekah slanted her head slightly at him. How
different he seemed from Sir Patrew, who always embellished his
achievements. Sir Tymothy appeared genuine
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