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THE TRIALS OF ABYOWITH

1

Abyowith thought everything was going well until the barman tried to eat her face.

The roadhouse she’d stopped at seemed decent enough, if a a little run down. The plaster walls had a few cracks and the wood framing had dried to grey, but none of it looked in bad repair. The sign hanging above the door showed a faded image of a fat man sitting in a kettle drinking. Abyowith couldn’t quite puzzle out the name from it, but that didn’t matter. She’d been on the road for three days, and she wanted a drink.

Three and a half days, Abyowith corrected herself as she dismounted. She handed her horse’s reins to a ragged-looking, dirty-faced stable boy. “Feed and water him, please. I’ll pay for the feed and an extra coin for you if you give him a rubdown.”

The boy led the horse to the stables and Abyowith swaggered into the roadhouse.

She knew she shouldn’t swagger—her mother would have smacked her for it. But with a sword at her hip, a dagger at her back, a pair of pistols under her knee-length jacket, a knife in her boot, and a few “gifts” from her aunt in her jacket pockets, Abyowith could hardly help swaggering.

I’m half a day out from Abraniotok, she thought. I can deliver the horse this afternoon and be ready for the Trials tomorrow.

Except for the magic.

Stop that, Abyowith told her self-doubt. It’s not like I have to be a magician. I just have to control the magic weapons they use. Anyone can do that. I just . . . have a little trouble with it.

The roadhouse’s interior did nothing to improve her opinion of the place. The sawdust on the floor looked like it hadn’t been changed in weeks, and the air had a slight tang to it, as if there were beer open and going bad nearby. Seven customers sat at the tables, all watching Abyowith as she strode across the room. She paid them no mind and leaned against the bar, waiting for service.

The barman looked as if he’d been badly carved out of dry grey wood: his nose was bent to the side, his lips had almost no colour, and his long single eyebrow resembled an aged caterpillar that had decided his craggy forehead provided the best view for its declining years. He polished a pair of glasses with a dirty rag that made them worse instead of better, and then did the same to the length of the counter. Finally, with no other obvious tasks to distract him, he looked at her.

“Wha ye had?” His accent was so thick it took Abyowith a moment to understand him.

“Triko, if you have it,” Abyowith said, naming a dry white wine from her father’s vineyard. “Or any white wine if you don’t.”

“He doesn’t,” a deep voice said from the door. Abyowith looked over her shoulder and saw a wiry man with light brown skin and dark hair, wearing a plain brown suit over a white shirt, and scarred brown boots. He walked across the room like he owned it.

“What he has,” the man continued as he leaned on the bar beside her, “is bad beer and worse food. I’m Marfolio.”

Abyowith turned away from him. “Beer, then.”

“I really wouldn’t,” Marfolio said. “You’ll spend the day vomiting. Best to just leave, really.”

“With you, no doubt.” Abyowith didn’t bother looking at him. “Beer.”

“Half-cat,” the barman said.

Abyowith pulled a small bronze coin embossed with a cat’s head from her pocket and put it on the bar. Marfolio’s hand landed on her arm. “I wouldn’t—”

Abyowith drew a pistol, cocked it, and pushed it into his ribs in a single motion. “Let go of me. Now.”

Up close, Abyowith saw the man was twenty years older than her, at least. He had lines around his brown eyes and grey in his dark hair. If he was at all impressed with the pistol jabbing into his side, he didn’t show it. Abyowith pushed the weapon harder against his ribs. “Back off or I will splatter your innards across the floor.”

“You need to leave,” Marfolio said. “Now.”

“No, I don’t.”

The barman started growling.

The noise came from the man’s chest, vibrating his entire body, and a moment later the other customers took up the sound. Abyowith turned slowly, the pistol coming away from Marfolio’s ribs. All the other customers were staring at them, their lips pulling back from their teeth, and their eyes gleaming. Their bodies shook as their growling grew louder.

“Too late.” Marfolio let go of her arm and reached into his pocket.

“Too late?” Abyowith didn’t understand. “Why? What’s happening?”

The bartender howled.

Abyowith spun back to see the man’s mouth opened wider than any mouth should, revealing double rows of yellow, pointed teeth. He lunged across the bar, grabbing her shoulders with claw-tipped fingers that tore into her jacket.

To her unending shame, Abyowith screamed.

The barman’s claws dug deep, tearing through her jacket and the skin beneath. He pulled on her, craning his neck forward to bite her face. Abyowith yanked back but couldn’t break free.

Marfolio’s fist, reinforced with a steel knuckleduster, slammed into the side of bartender’s head. The man squealed like a wounded beast and threw Abyowith from him, sending her smashing into a table. Her pistol bounced out of her hands, hit the ground, and went off with a deafening bang. Smoke filled the air and green blood spurted from a customer’s chest as the bullet passed through her into the wall.

Green?

Someone grabbed Abyowith’s ankles from behind and hauled on them. She slammed facedown to the floor, the air rushing from her lungs. Abyowith twisted and kicked, catching a glimpse of the man holding her legs as she pulled one free. He snarled at her, showing double rows of sharp teeth.

“Get off!” Abyowith kicked him in the face. He howled and swarmed up her body. She pulled her second pistol and jammed the barrel in his mouth. The creature gagged and froze just long enough for her to cock the weapon. His clawed hand slammed down onto her chest, ripping into her coat and flesh.

Abyowith pulled the trigger.

The pistol roared and smoked. Green blood and red brains spattered against the back wall. Abyowith shoved the shrieking, writhing man off and rolled to her knees. The man fell back, tearing his clothes from his body. His flesh flowed, and dark brown hair sprouted to cover his shrinking limbs and elongating torso.. The human skull melted and reformed into a triangular, badger-like head. It opened it snarled again, revealing double rows of sharp pointed teeth.

Sarusks. Abyowith stumbled to her feet. They’re miscreations and normal weapons won’t kill them.

Two more of the creatures, still in human form, stalked toward her. Abyowith tossed the pistol aside and drew her sword, swinging it wide to keep them back as she dug into her pocket with her free hand. She came up with a small, spiked wooden ball—one of her aunt’s gifts—and hurled it at the closest sarusk.

The ball hit its chest and stuck. The smell of magic—running water and ozone—filled the air and the ball exploded into a mass of writhing vines, wrapping around the sarusk and squeezing. The creature beside it ducked away from the vines and leapt at her. Abyowith thrust her sword into its throat. Green blood sprayed. She kicked it off her blade and backed away until her shoulders hit the wall.

The creature she’d shot in the head rose off the floor, hissing and spitting. The sarusk she’d stabbed advanced, green blood spurting from the hole in its neck. By the bar, Marfolio fought three more with a glowing knife and his knuckleduster. Abyowith reached into her pocket for another one of her aunt’s gifts.

The roadhouse wall vanished in a roar of wind.

Nine Knights of the Exculpatory Order stood outside, their magic-infused plate armour gleaming in the sunlight. As one, they pointed their swords and shouted. Beams of white light flew from the blades, piercing the sarusks.

The creatures howled in pain and ran. The knights, swifter than Abyowith thought possible in heavy armour, charged. Blades slashed and green blood sprayed. The knights forced the beasts back into a circle and started chanting. The smell of ozone and running water filled the room. One knight stepped forward, sword glowing bright with magic and drove his blade into the floor. Bright white light flashed, and when Abyowith could see again, the sarusks were piles of dust.

Abyowith’s legs gave out.

“About time,” Marfolio scolded. “What took so long?”

“The young ones in the barn.” One knight stepped forward and pulled off his helmet, revealing a mop of blond hair and a square face with a close-cut beard. “Killed them first. Left Drogino, Falico, and Tavelino behind to mop up. Didn’t think you’d have such troubles.”

“I wouldn’t have if you hadn’t let her into the place.” Marfolio nodded in Abyowith’s direction. “What were you thinking?”

“That her horse would keep the brood busy.” The knight said. “Those little ones eat a lot.”

“They ate the horse?” Abyowith’s voice came out small. “But . . . I was delivering it to Tankolio and Sons Provincial Post Service.”

“Not anymore.” The knight smiled. “Unless they plan to use its bones for soup stock.”

“Be nice, Yamillo,” Marfolio said. “She’s had a shock.”

“Sorry.” Yamillo didn’t sound it. “What were you doing here, anyway?”

It took Abyowith a moment to realize he was talking to her. “I’m on my way to Abraniotok to join the Order.”

“The Order?” Yamillo’s smiled and walked over to Abyowith, his hand out. “Our Order?”

“Yes, Yam . . . Kir Yamillo.” Abyowith remembered the knight’s title just in time. She took his hand and he hauled her up. “I’m taking the Trials. I’ve trained in sword and riding and wrestling. I have my letter of recommendation.”

And I’m babbling like an idiot.

“Good for you.” Yamillo clapped her shoulder, right on the cuts, sending a stinging shock through her arm. Abyowith yelped but the knight didn’t notice. He had already turned to the others. “Knights, mount!”

The other knights and Marfolio walked out through the hole where the wall had been. Two more knights came out from one side of the roadhouse, coated in green blood, and another staggered out from the other side a few moments later. A squad of squires wearing green cloaks over grey uniforms rode forward on ponies, leading the knights’ horses.

“It’s ten miles to the city gates,” Yamillo said as he stepped out of the building and mounted. “Five more through the city up the hill to the Citadel. You have until sundown before the placements close, so I’d run if I were you.”

“Sundown?” Abyowith squeaked. “I thought it was tomorrow!”

“Knights, away!” Yamillo put heels to his horse and cantered away. The others followed, kicking up a cloud of dust. Abyowith stood, alone and bleeding, in the remains of the roadhouse. Her body shook with the aftermath of battle and her breath came in and out in ragged gasps. The wounds in her arms and chest burned, and her legs felt like lead. She felt tears coming and scrubbed them away before they could flow.

I don’t have time to cry. I have to go fifteen miles before sunset. She looked at the wounds on her chest and shoulders. I need my medical kit, if it’s still intact.

The barn stank of foul urine, rank feces, and blood. Scratches and bites covered every surface less than four feet high. Dirty straw and puddles of filth leaked out from the stalls. The empty socket of the horse’s meatless, eyeless skull stared at her accusingly. Its bones, stripped of all but the smallest shreds of gristle, lay scattered through the room. Her saddle sat in five pieces amidst the shreds of her saddlebags and the two books she’d brought to read. Her clothes—three outfits for daily wear, underclothes, and a dress for formal occasions—were torn into rags and ribbons. And against the far wall, battered and dented by teeth marks, lay the metal case with her powder and shot. Beside it, intact and unharmed, sat the small wooden medicine box her aunt had given her.

She must have put a spell on it to keep it safe. Abyowith held her breath and went in, stepping carefully to avoid the horse blood and green ooze that spattered the floor. She grabbed the ammunition box and the remains of her dress first. Then, as she grabbed her medical kit, she saw a flash of white, half-buried beneath a stinking pile of hay.

A human skull.

She gasped, and the stench of the place filled her nose and mouth. Abyowith choked, gagged, and sprinted out of the building, clutching her prizes and retching.

How long were they killing travellers before the knights stopped them?

She stood in the middle of the roadhouse yard, heaving deep breaths of clean air. When she no longer wanted to vomit, Abyowith took off her bloody coat and shirt. Gouges decorated her shoulders. Five cuts ran from her collarbone to the middle of her left breast. The sarusk’s claws had also ripped into the long breast cloth she wore to keep things in place and cut the skin beneath.

Abyowith swore, made sure no one was around to see, and unwound the cloth. She applied an unguent from her kit to the wounds, hissing as it burned and bubbled on her skin, then rewrapped her torn breast cloth as both bandage and support. She cut off the sleeves off the shirt and used them to bandage her shoulders.

I must look awful. She shook her head. Not important. I need to reach the Citadel before sundown. And I have to tell the post service what happened. And I need new clothes, and—Abyowith clamped down on her rising panic. I can break down once I’m there.

She put on the remains of her shirt and jacket, and used her ruined dress to make a bundle for her medical kit and ammunition box. Then, pistols in holsters and sword belt in her hand, Abyowith started running.

Her boots tramped up small clouds of dust as she jogged down the road, the sound of her feet blending with the noises of the woods around her. She kept her breathing steady and her pace easy, knowing she couldn’t afford to run out of energy. She spotted a mile marker—nine miles to the city—and slowed to a brisk walk. She kept that pace to the next mile marker then ran again.

The road undulated over the hills, through oaks and beeches. Birdsong and the breeze rustling the leaves kept her company. Six miles from the city the road broke free of the woods and followed the coastline. The rustle of leaves gave way to the roar of the ocean for two miles until the road winded back into the forest. Four miles from the city, the forest gave way to orchards, olive trees and vineyards. Abyowith’s legs ached and she slowed her pace, but kept running until the next mile marker.

Three miles from the city, the groves turned to fields and Abyowith got a proper look at Abraniotok.

The city had been built on a hill just too small to be called a mountain. The buildings flowed down from the top, becoming more jumbled the lower they went. Lush green gardens covered the terraces and sides of buildings, making the city look like an avalanche of stone and wood frozen in time and grown over. In front of Abraniotok sat the bay and deep natural harbour that brought the city its wealth. Behind it, tall grey mountains rose high.

Abyowith reached the outer city and the one-mile marker at the same time. The road, empty before, filled with people and the quiet of the country gave way
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