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It was time. Past time. But Ar-Thea didn't want to say goodbye. 

Dark eyes lingered on her six magelings as they crowded into the main room of the ramshackle farmhouse. She couldn't really call them magelings any more, for a mageling was a child. The skinny boys she remembered had become young men who all but burst the room with their wide shoulders. Shy slips of girls were filling out into curvy fullness. Like all the people of Skaythe, they had a sturdy built, handsome brown faces, wavy black hair done in ponytails or topknots or braids. Her adoptive brood were all but grown. 

Ar-Thea loved them so much. She had tried to teach them with patience and care. It had worked, hadn't it? Here they were at the supper table, with barely enough room for everyone. Most young mages would be squabbling viciously, carving out space for themselves. Even murdering each other for a better score on some wretched exam. 

In Ar-Thea's house, white teeth flashed in laughter. Black eyes were bright and trusting. Meven, the first of her magelings, clung to the dignity of an older sibling. She pushed her chair back, annoyed by the antics beside her. The brothers, Berisan and Alemin were always tossing oranges or sweet potatoes back and forth. Lorrah, the youngest at just 14, did her best to get into their game. Tisha danced a bit as she carried empty dishes back to the kitchen. Keilos tapped an array of cups with his spoon, trying to bring forth a melody.

How she was going to miss them! 

But Ar-Thea had been delaying what must be. Foolishly, selfishly. The layered sight of foretelling flickered before her. Most of the time she saw scattered images, possibilities to choose from. Lately they had collapsed into one. She knew what she must do, yet she hesitated. It would be cruel, a sort of curse. 

Perhaps Keilos sensed something. He had been darting glances at her during the meal. Now he asked, "Ar-Thea, what's wrong?"

She blinked, drawn back from her distraction. Her first impulse was to lie and reassure them, as any mother would. She wanted to say everything would be fine, when it wouldn't. But there was no more time. The blow had to fall. Tonight, before it was too late.

If it wasn't already.

"Is it a foretelling?" Hesitantly, Keilos questioned her.

The younger teens kept up their noisy game until Meven reached over to grip the back of Alemin's neck with ice cold fingers. 

"Ow, Meven!" He jumped, protesting. 

Berisan fumbled the orange they were juggling between them. Lorrah grabbed it with a triumphant yip. They all turned to yell at Meven, who silenced them with her imperious stare.

"Pay attention," she scolded.

Keilos repeated, "It is a foretelling." It was no longer a question, but his puzzled frown showed that he still trusted her.

Ar-Thea nodded, suddenly feeling the weight of sixty years. She hadn't noticed the time passing so much, as her magelings enlivened her life and there was always the need to keep them moving in search of herbs or anonymity. Recently her joints were stiffer. Her belly got rounder. Silvery curls were streaked with raven black, where formerly it had been reversed. 

The magelings were all watching her. Ar-Thea said, "My children, it is time to travel." They nodded, accepting her words. Ar-Thea's family traveled most of the year. They harvested herbs and minerals to make into medicines, which they sold in villages along the way. Yet a moment of confusion crossed Keilos' face. Something was different, but he didn't know what.

"This year, I cannot go with you," Ar-Thea said. 

"What?" Tisha hovered in the kitchen door, wash rag dripping in her hand. 

"Why not?" Berisan echoed the alarm she saw around the table. 

"Don't look like that," Ar-Thea chuckled. "You know our routes. You've gone with me, some for as long as ten years."

"Twelve years," Meven corrected, unblinking.

Lorrah pushed her shoulder. "You don't always have to be right, Meven." Meven brushed her hand aside.

"I'm getting older, maybe you didn't notice," Ar-Thea said mildly. 

"You aren't old," Alemin tried to soothe her. 

Anxiously, Keilos stuck to the main question. "What is your premonition?"

Ar-Thea's heart broke for them. She couldn't say the words, but she had to say something. "There will be trouble," she answered gently. "I will be hurt." 

"I can heal you," Tisha immediately offered. 

Slowly Ar-Thea shook her head. "Not from this."

"So you need to stay here, where you're safe." Alemin's expression cleared. The boy was ever an optimist.

"Yes." Ar-Thea avoided Keilos' eye. "I need to stay here."

Berisan was a little more savvy. He unconsciously leaned forward as if to protect his brother. "What kind of trouble? Raiders?"

"Tigers?" Lorrah set the orange down, embarrassed now to be holding it. 

"Neither of those," Ar-Thea answered, "and you let me worry about it." 

Keilos pushed back the long curls from around his face. His expression was doubtful. He also had premonitions, and they must have been showing him something. Luckily for Ar-Thea, most foretelling was personal, regarding only oneself. There were still some secrets she needed to keep. 

"She's right," Keilos spoke softly, hardly believing. "We will leave without her. Within three days?"

"But —" Tisha's eyes were wide with panic. 

"I wish I could go with you, my children," Ar-Thea murmured. "I have only ever wanted to keep you safe. If I go this year, it... will not be helpful." 

Meven and Berisan both frowned, picking up on something they couldn't quite name. How could the magelings be safer without their mentor? To keep them from dwelling too much on that, Ar-Thea clapped her hands as she did to call them for lessons. 

"Now then, magelings. I have taught you many things in the time you've been with me. Before you begin your journey, there is one more lesson I have to share."

Tisha tossed the washrag back into the kitchen and returned to the table. With restless, worried expressions, the students settled in to listen. 

"We are renegades. You know this. My methods are radical. I have taught you to use vitalis instead of lethentros. Not to take things just because you can. To offer compassion no matter who needs it. Now, I will tell you why."

Lorrah leaned back a little, a crimp in her brow. This wasn't like one of their ordinary lessons. 

"When I was young," Ar-Thea began, "hunter-guards took me to the temple school in Nimthar. I barely made it through and wasn't given a chance at the three rituals that could have helped me establish a career." Meven shuddered and nodded. She knew the ordeal of a temple school. Ar-Thea had rescued her from one. 

"Nobody wanted a failure like me in their household," Ar-Thea continued. "For years, I scraped by as a wandering herbalist. I thought my life was meaningless."

More nods rippled through the watching students. Herbalism was the same familiar profession she was teaching them. 

"Along the way I became friends with an older mage, Ar-Cerroth. People said he was in his dotage, his mind wandering. We all know lethentros drives mages mad." It was a peril she had warned them of many times. "Still, Ar-Cerroth seemed less dangerous than most other mages I knew, and he liked my salves. There was another man, Ar-Lannon, who joined us at times. He never would say how he got by in the world. But, after we had known each other for some time, Ar-Cerroth offered to tell us a story. I thought nothing of it. Mind wandering and all."

"Now be careful." Ar-Thea lowered her voice, betting that the lure of secrecy would weave a stronger spell than any of her own. "This is a story that is dangerous to know. That is because it is true, and it tells a history the regime does not want you to know."

She paused, hanging on a knife's edge. There would be no turning back from this moment.

"In ancient times, it is said, all people were magical. There was no division of mages and commoners, of rich and poor, or even of men and women. We call those people the Shining Ones. Knowing that all were equally blessed, they shared a mutual purpose to bring happiness and welfare to every person. 

"The Shining Ones raised up a great civilization. It boasted every marvel that magic could provide. No one wanted for food or companionship, for all things were held in common. Nor were the people judged for any failings. Human frailty was met with compassion rather than anger. Error aroused not disgust but forgiveness."

Alemin and Berisan shared a bewildered glance, but no one interrupted.

"The cities of the Shining Ones prospered and grew to cover all of Skaythe. Even now, some of their works endure. Their ancient roads stitch our world together long after their time.

"But we know that for every light there is a shadow. After the summer, winter must come. The Shining Ones, too, had their opposite. These were the sadistic Devourers.

"The Devourers came from everywhere, and from nowhere. They fed upon magic, and all the things of magic. The Shining Ones could not fight them, for their spells were consumed. They could not hide, for their very essence was magical and the Devourers were drawn to slaughter them.

"Soon the Shining Ones were gone forever. Their great cities crumbled, and everything they had made was swept away."

A breath of shock passed among the magelings. This wasn't how they thought the story would end!

"There had been those few who were born without magic, or whose magic was malformed in some way. These broken ones were regarded with pity and maintained with all kindness. After the Devourers, they were all that was left.

"Alas, these were no Shining Ones. Some did not wish to share in common. They seized what they wanted to keep it for themselves. So were the rich divided from the poor. Some desired to hold and control the ones they loved. So were the men divided from the women. And some, who yet held a feeble ember of magic, set themselves up as rulers over those who had none. So were the mages divided from the commons. 

"This is the end of the story. For the Shining Ones are lost, and now we must struggle in the dregs of our world that the Devourers left behind."

Silence reigned. Ar-Thea sensed their emotions, the struggle between sensible disbelief and the longing to trust her. They listened to her story much as her younger self had to Ar-Cerroth, thinking only to indulge a feeble old man. Ar-Lannon had scoffed at it all, and left soon after. But the story had taken root in Ar-Thea's heart. The lore of the Shining Ones had turned a forty-year-old woman, jaded and childless, into a quiet crusader who collected runaway magelings. She kept them out of the temple schools and taught them to follow a different path. Now, the knowledge passed to her students. Their lives, too, would be remade.

"That doesn't..." Tisha began, but faltered. 

"It can't be real," Meven accused.

"It was real," Ar-Thea corrected softly. "When a flower drops its seeds onto the earth, we often cannot see them. Who is to say where those seeds may sprout in the future?"

The students stirred, eyes wide and lips opening for questions to burst out. Ar-Thea clapped to signal the end of the lesson. 

"No more for tonight. You must think on this story, my children. We have the meal to put away, and packing begins tomorrow."

"But... Where will we go?" Lorrah blurted. 

"Where and how are for you to decide," she told them. Ar-Thea rose and went to her tiny bedchamber, where stars shone through a gap in the thatching. Through the thin walls, she heard Meven asking Keilos what else he foresaw. 

She took a deep breath and blotted her eyes. That story had such power. It had changed her life. Now it would change theirs. They hadn't asked for this, and no one could predict how much they might suffer because of it. That was why it was a curse. 

Yet, her children must go forward without her. They thought they needed her, but Ar-Thea knew better. She had built this group carefully. Six was enough to watch out for each other, but not so many as to draw attention. They would have to keep moving, as she had until now. 

Herbalism probably wasn't the solution for them. Berisan was the only one who had any aptitude. Besides, it was too clear a link to her own subversion. Whatever they chose must help them avoid detection as they worked, in their own way, to defy the cruel regime. 

No matter, now, if her direst foretelling came true. Her children would keep the lore of the Shining Ones alive until the day when Skaythe was freed from the torment of Dar-Gothull's evil reign. 
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I — RENEGADES
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"Here we go," Sergeant Piyaro murmured to himself. The village of Opshar was just coming into sight, and it was important to make the right impression. 

He raised a bone whistle to his lips and blew a shrill signal. Hawk Squad was spread out a little on the trail, but now they hurried into ranks of four, with Piyaro at the head. His second, Cothyr, fell in behind to make sure none of them ran off. 

Opshar was an ordinary village in the County of Pulgoll. Stone huts with thatched roofs huddled in a bend of the river that looped across the valley floor. Each hut had a wall around it to protect their vegetable gardens from pilfering, and for defense. On the river, fishermen cast their nets from flat boats. Ahead of the hunter guards, the dirt track widened out into a market plaza. A stone tavern with a shadowy porch rose among rows of wooden stalls displaying common wares. Faint notes from a pipe lilted through the murmuring of peasant farmers beneath the hot tropical sun. It was just the sort of place for a renegade to blend in. Though not well enough, apparently.

By itself, this was a nothing village. Yet it was everything for Hawk Squad. What they did today would make or break his squad. 

A rising murmur followed the hunter-guards. Villagers stopped what they were doing and jumped to alertness. If the people were nervous about a squad of guards appearing, that was as it should be. Piyaro kept a stolid face, while his dark eyes took in important details like side paths and gaps between walled huts. Something was off here. The folk were concerned, but not truly afraid. He missed the days when fear made the peasants cooperative.

As they reached the plaza, Ragis muttered behind him, "On the right."

"I see it." 

Someone dashed ahead, trying to stay behind the line of market stalls. Could that be the renegade? He wasn't wearing mage robes. That might not mean anything. A renegade would be trying to disguise himself. 

Piyaro tried to keep the runner in sight. His view was broken when a well-dressed young man strutted out to meet them. 

"Finally, the count sent someone!" The fellow spoke eagerly, yet with a hint of indignant whine. Piyaro made note of his fine trousers and tunic, both edged with embroidery. A gleaming satin ribbon tied his black topknot. He seemed over-dressed for a village like this, but it gave Piyaro hope that the bounty might be better than expected. 

However, the interruption had also made him lose track of the runner. Piyaro glanced back, catching two of his men with a glance. "Circle around, try to figure out where he went."

"Yes Sergeant." The guardsmen broke from the file and moved into the crowd, Ragis going left and Rowlan going right. 

Piyaro nodded to the man who had come to meet them. "You're Aulgrip, the Headman?"

"I'm his nephew, Kinson." An avid expression fired his sleek brown face. "The renegade is right over here. You can get him before he runs. Come on!"

The babble of voices had quieted, but now it rose again. Piyaro, watchful, scanned the brown faces with wide noses, dark eyes, wavy black hair held back in topknots or ponytails. They wore rough tunics and trousers or dresses with white blouses. Typical peasants, except that instead of scattering, they gathered closer. All of them were scowling. 

A man yelled at Kinson, "What are you up to, boy? You ain't the headman." Someone else went bolting off toward the tavern. 

Sergeant Piyaro noted these reactions even as Kinson brushed them aside and strutted further into the plaza. The guardsmen followed. The cheerful piping got a little louder. The area was a rough oval edged with stalls displaying hand crafts and foodstuffs. The small stone tavern was the most prominent building. Piyaro glimpsed activity under the shaded porch, but it didn't seem to signify anything. 

A closer flicker of movement caught his eye. He turned quickly, looking for that runner, but only saw a group of boys chasing each other. Across the square, he spotted the piper crouched beside a vegetable cart. His face was shadowed by a round hat of woven reeds. Nearby, a pretty woman bartered with a customer. 

The man who had been running appeared out of the crowd. He rushed up to the piper and babbled urgently. Words faintly reached Piyaro. 

"Sand, Sand, come quick! Ressa's cut herself with the skinning knife. It's bad. You have to come." 

In reaction, the piper and his woman both looked around sharply. The piper started to get up, while the woman dropped what she was selling and pushed her customer out of the way. Before she could get around the cart, Kinson pointed dramatically across the square.

"That's him! He's a renegade. Quick, before he gets away!"

Something made Piyaro think he and his squad were being used for petty reasons. Not that it mattered. He needed this bounty. "Which one?" he asked. It could have been the woman or the piper, or even the runner who seemed to be warning them. 

"The worthless vagabond," sneered Kinson. 

That still didn't answer Piyaro's question. He wasn't from Opshar and didn't know the vagabonds from the villagers. 

A startled silence rippled across the plaza. Again, Piyaro noted that the locals appeared upset but not shocked by the accusation. The piper got up, though the runner tugged his arm with increased urgency. He faced Hawk Squad without surprise.  

Here was the renegade. Piyaro would have known it just from the grace of his movements and his resolute expression.

"Shit." Piyaro's feet seemed welded to the earth, unable to rise for that next step. "He's one of them?"

Behind him, the guardsmen murmured warily. They recognized it, too. This wasn't just any runaway mage. It was one of the golden renegades. 

A terrible and brilliant memory seared Piyaro's mind. The renegade witch danced inside a circle of pale golden light. Ar-Dayne poured a fountain of fire on her, but she did not burn. Instead, she breathed it in. Flames transformed into a shimmering wave of impossible serenity. Even on the edge of battle, it had been hard to resist the warmth and softness flowing over them. Count Ar-Dayne threw everything he had at her until he fell, spasming, while she stole his power and perverted it into that seductive feeling. 

All the certainty in Piyaro's world went down with Ar-Dayne, and they didn't even know the witch's name.

The renegade, "Sand," wore the same expression of gentle inquiry that the golden witch had. He held the pipes loosely in his hand. As he turned to calm his friend, the woman came out from behind her cart. She had some kind of heavy bag on her back, but defiance lit her face. As she placed herself between Hawk Squad and the renegade, Piyaro noted two blades sheathed at her side. Bright black eyes roved along their line, assessing each one of them. This was no mere peasant woman. She was a fighter, calculating the numbers as surely as Piyaro himself did. 

All right, this might not be easy, but she was one and he had many. The renegade wasn't even likely to fight, if he was like the other one. 

"Ready," Piyaro barked. Metal clinked lightly as he readied his shield and loosened his sword. The guardsmen prepared as well, pushing back onlookers and spreading out their line. 

The woman smiled a little, with murder in her eyes. One foot slid back. Her shoulders settled as she relaxed into an easy combat stance. Hesitating, the renegade reached toward her. 

"Yamaya," he began.

"You slime." Yamaya's voice lashed across the plaza. She wasn't talking to Piyaro or Sand, though.  

"Keep your place, woman," Kinson taunted. "It's too late for you to save your precious renegade." 

More of the villagers came out of their booths in ones and twos. Some hurried to the renegade's side. Others yelled at the soldiers, despite having no arms to back it up. 

"Let him alone," they called. And another, "He hasn't done anything."

Piyaro had never seen the like. Everyone knew mages were dangerous, fit only for hatred and fear. They hurt people without thinking about it, burned houses and fields in their warring against each other. Nobody would ever run to defend one. 

The guardsmen glanced at Piyaro, seeking guidance. In turn, he looked to Kinson, whose handsome face twisted with scorn. 

"Get out of the way," he sneered to those closest. "I'm trying to protect the village." 

"Bullshit." Somehow the woman, Yamaya, made her voice known through the crowd's growing roar. "Get it through your head, Kinson. I'm never marrying you."

"Who wants an uppity bitch like you?" Kinson retorted. "You had your chance."

Thin wails pierced the noise, a baby crying. The renegade turned, concerned, but then another girl, younger than Yamaya, darted up to them. Yamaya shrugged her burden loose, and the girl rushed it away. With a slight shock, Piyaro realized the burden was a padded sling holding a tiny infant. That changed things again. If this was the renegade's baby, he would have something precious to fight for. The babe's mother didn't take her eyes off Piyaro and the Hawks for a moment. 

The villagers' increasing fury was focused on Kinson rather than the Hawks. "This ain't your job," yelled a man wearing the tall leather boots of a fisherman. Someone else cried, "Kinson, what are you doing? We need him." 

Piyaro seriously considered leaving Kinson to deal with his own mess, but the grim truth was that Hawk Squad still needed the bounty for arresting the renegade.

"What's going on?" a new voice called out. The villagers quieted as an older gentleman strode down the tavern steps and pushed his way through. Recognizing Piyaro as the sergeant, he said, "I'm Headman Aulgrip. What brings the fine hunter-guards to Opshar?"

Piyaro concealed a grimace at his oily tone. "We have a writ," he started, but the fierce woman cut in with a menacing glare for Aulgrip. 

"Did you send for them?" 

"I assure you, Farmer..." Aungrip answered with feigned sympathy. Something in his emphasis on 'farmer' held unmistakable spite. 

"So you did this on your own?" Yamaya stared at Kinson. 

"Someone has to think of the village," the younger man retorted. 

His uncle looked none too pleased by the admission. To make things worse, two more well-dressed men were hurrying up, ready to join the argument. 

"Brother! I thought we talked about this," the first one said.

"You need to consult us before you make these decisions," said the other.

Aulgrip puffed up his chest, but he was clearly conflicted about whether to take credit for his nephew's initiative. "As a matter of fact..."

He didn't get to finish. The crowd was getting uglier, shouts and jeers overriding the village leaders. This had gone on long enough. Piyaro's men were hungry, and this whole situation was getting off track. 

"Shut up, all of you!" he bellowed in a voice that would silence any number of unruly guardsmen. It worked here, too. "We are here by the count's order."

"The count. Which one?" Yamaya set her hands on her hips and tossed her chin.

"Your count, Ar-Azlor. Here is the writ." He drew a folded parchment from his belt and passed it to Aulgrip.

Piyaro couldn't read the message himself. His best scribe was one of the men he'd lost to that golden witch. Aulgrip's dark eyes roved the page, while his two brothers crowded close to read over his shoulder. A silent conference passed among them. Then Aulgrip gave a little shrug and passed the writ back. 

He didn't appear completely sorry to say, "There's nothing to be done."

"Turn over the renegade, and everything will be fine." Piyaro's tone held a warning of what would happen if they didn't cooperate. 

"That's not happening," Yamaya bit out. 

Voices started to rise again. "This isn't right," called a woman from one side. "Who said any of you get to decide?" another man challenged. 

"Aulgrip!" A burly fellow stepped up near Yamaya, hefting a sledge hammer. "I've lived here for fifty years, and this is the first time we've had something good in Opshar. One good thing!" He shook a single finger toward Aulgrip and his kin. "You'd let them take it away from us?"

All this time, the mage stood listening as they argued over his fate. Calmly, he asked, "What if I bought everyone a mug of Aulgrip's finest, and we talk about it?"

The headman appeared tempted, but Kinson spat with fury. "You're just trying to delay!" To Piyaro, he complained, "Look at all the trouble he's caused. Get him out of here."

That was the most sense Piyaro had heard since they arrived in Opshar, but the crowd erupted. "No!" "You can't take him!" "The only one who caused trouble is you," they raged at Kinson. 

"Get away from me," whined the young dandy.

"It's the count's order," Aulgrip raised his hands in feigned helplessness.  

The market plaza churned with confusion. A few people — the smart ones — were running off, but a lot of them grabbed up melons, metal pans and other solid objects. An older woman in a potter's stall was passing out heavy-looking stoneware pitchers and bowls. In half a minute, the renegade and his bitch wouldn't be the ones who were out-numbered. 

Piyaro gritted his teeth. Hawk Squad had come to take down a renegade, not put a village to the sword. 

"Ready," he ordered, and started forward. The guardsmen advanced at a steady pace, not rushing. "In the name of Count Ar-Azlor!"

The men fanned out, preparing to surround the mage. The shouting increased. Objects began to fly. Yamaya stepped forward, drawing her blades, but the renegade, Sand, hastily touched her arm. 

Resigned, he said, "No, farmer. I'll do it."

"You?" she mocked. 

"There's somebody depending on you," Sand told her. Yamaya glanced over, where her friend crouched behind a fish stall, cradling the infant protectively. As she hesitated, the renegade faced Piyaro with open hands. 

Softly, he asked, "What have I done to offend the count?"

He sounded so reasonable, and so fake. Piyaro swallowed around a knot in his throat. Just like that witch in Seofan, innocently playing the victim. She'd taunted Ar-Dayne into attacking her, then drained him of all power. This man was a menace, and his supposed humility wouldn't work on Piyaro. 

"You're a renagade," he snarled, and charged. 

~ * ~
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"DUESSA." BETTAIN LEANED over, the rumble of cart wheels concealing her ungrateful words. "Are we really sure about this?"

Duessa and Elldri looked up from the grass cord they were weaving in their laps. The lowlands of Yergha were thick with tough stems, which could be woven into many useful items. At the moment, Duessa needed a new pair of sandals to replace her tattered prison wear. Also, it gave them something to do while the cart jolted along the rough dirt track.

"Sure about what?" Duessa asked back.

"This." Bettain made a vague circular gesture, taking in their surroundings. Beside her, Elldri jumped a little. The youngest of them, Elldri usually didn't say much. She listened now in somber silence, while chapped brown fingers twisted and twined the grass.

Duessa grumbled to herself. Bettain had been looking at her sidelong all day, with unspoken questions hanging between them. The scars on her face and neck felt tight and itchy. She kept her hands busy so she wouldn't rub them. Why should Duessa have to coax the words? Bettain wasn't a child. In fact, she was probably a decade older than Duessa.

Irritated, Duessa asked, "What part are you not sure about?"

There were a lot of variables, after all. The three women rode in a prison wagon, its bed mostly filled by a large iron cage. Dust from the earthen track rose to screen the sight of several guardswomen riding alongside. Until this morning, Duessa, Bettain and Elldri had been riding in that cage. They were not prisoners, however. Quite the opposite. 

Three days ago, they had been freed from the Larder, a notorious prison for the most vicious and insane mages of Skaythe. A new prisoner, the juggler Alemin, had been flung into the Larder about a month before that. He'd said all along that he had friends on the outside. It had still come as a shock when the friends actually showed up and sparked a mass escape. Now, every prisoner of the Larder was free. Most of them had scattered immediately. But not all. 

"Did you not like that they gave us food and better clothes?" Duessa gestured to take in their peasant dresses, which were well used but sturdy. 

"No," Bettain retorted.

When the three women escaped, their garments had been coarse gray robes and crude sandals. Those, along with their shaved heads, marked them as prisoners. It was why they'd had to stay in the cage, pretending to be captives of the hunter-guards. After a bit of careful bargaining in one of the towns, they had been given their current skirts and blouses, with tight bodices over them. To protect against Skaythe's burning sun, they had cut one of their prison robes into lengths that could be wrapped around their shaved heads in elegant sweeps. That made it easier to pass among the populace. Being able to sleep without nightmares was also a big relief. They could almost forget where they were running from. 

Almost. After enduring the Larder's relentless grind of short meals and long hours of work, they all had been wizened and gaunt. Elldri and Duessa were starting to recover. Bettain must have been quite heavy at one time, for the ordeal had left her with sagging folds of flesh, like a half-filled waterskin.

"Then did you not like the part where they broke us out of there?" Duessa pressed. Despite herself, she rubbed the rough skin below her left eye. A phantom of old pain stirred at her touch.  

"No," Bettain groused. "I'm not that ungrateful."

"Oh?" Duessa retorted. Bettain folded her arms and looked away. Duessa didn't like to draw attention to the puckered silvery net of burn scars that ruined her good looks. The scars made people uncomfortable. That could be useful at times, but it wasn't a weapon she wanted to use against her few real friends.

Inside the Larder, the three women had been a team. They guarded each other from the ruthless prison guards, and from the other prisoners, who had been even more dangerous. Since their escape from the Larder, they'd had many chances to split up, but they hadn't done it. Maybe that was loyalty, or maybe it was fear of being on their own in Skaythe. 

Now, it sounded like Bettain was thinking of going it alone after all. Duessa's stomach felt tight at the thought of losing a trusted ally. When Bettain had been quiet too long, she prodded, "Then what?"

"It's just..." Bettain gave an irritated gust of sigh. "I'd been in there for years. Every day just like every other. Screaming in the morning, screaming at night, and drudging in between." Bettain glanced at Duessa, then away. Her hands knotted in her lap. "I hated it, but I knew where I was. Now?" 

She threw up her hands in a frustrated gesture. Alemin, their fellow escapee, turned around to look. He'd been riding on the wagon's front bench, beside the driver, Sethamis. His girlfriend, Lorrah, rode along close to that side. They both wore understanding expressions, but to Duessa's relief, they didn't say anything. This was something her team needed to settle for themselves. 

"I get it," Duessa told Bettain. "We could count on each other, and nothing else." Elldri nodded, too. She came off a bit simple-minded at times. Duessa was never sure if she didn't understand things, or if she was too smart to open her mouth.

"I don't know where we are," Bettain admitted. "I barely know these people. I have no idea where we're going!" 

Alemin chuckled to himself, and Duessa frowned. The juggler was a strange one, no doubt. Calm when everyone else was raging, laughing through the starvation and abuse in the Larder. It wasn't normal. Yet there was something about him that eased everyone's tension. He reminded Duessa of someone she hadn't thought about in years. Maybe that was why she trusted him, when trust was the stupidest thing to do. 

"Okay, what's funny?" Duessa demanded. 

"It's just, we're not as organized as you might think." Alemin spoke with the shamefaced air of someone who had farted loudly. 

"We're figuring it out," Lorrah put in. The girl stuck to Alemin like a burr on his sleeve. It was cute, and also irritating.

The swish and thud of hooves over Ebruc's grassy plains made Duessa look around. Some of the guardswomen had heard their conversation and gathered closer. The sight of so many guards made Duessa nervous, even if they weren't from the Larder. The two groups hadn't been mingling much. They were too busy foraging and making camps and caring for their livestock. That needed to change. 

"You have to admit, it's suspicious," Duessa said. 

And Bettain snapped. "Nobody just gives people things." 

It was true, they didn't know much about the hunter-guards, except that they had come to rescue Alemin, probably because of his girlfriend. Duessa had decided to go with them because they were all women. It considerably reduced the possibility of being raped.

Alemin shrugged, a sly smile on his lips. "Just call me nobody."

Elldri made a wheeze that might have been laughter, and Duessa growled, "Funny." 

"But we don't know where we're going," Bettain repeated in a frustrated tone. Alemin started to answer, but Elldri spoke up first. 

"We don't know the price," she lisped. 

The space where Elldri's front teeth should have been told the story of how many times she'd been hit in the face. Duessa had no idea who had done that. You didn't talk about private things in the Larder. The knowledge could too easily be turned into a weapon. Still, when Elldri did speak up, Duessa was pretty sure she wasn't half-witted at all. 

"Oh, I think we know the price," Duessa predicted with grim certainty. 

"Do tell," came a cool voice from just beside the wagon. 

Sergeant Zathi, who commanded Badger Squad, reined her sorrel in beside Lorrah's chestnut. Duessa's neck tightened with nerves, but this was no time to back down. 

"You're hunter-guards, and you've left your post," she started. 

Zathi parried the accusation. "Hunter-guards don't have permanent posts. We rove. That's come in handy recently."

Duessa kept on, "You're still warriors who serve Dar-Gothull. You must have something planned. It's a trap, or..." Zathi's expression said that was wrong. She pushed on. "Then we're all headed to meet up with your army. You brought us along to fight on your side."

"Because we'd be grateful, or something," Bettain added bitterly. 

Duessa felt as irritated as Bettain when they all chuckled. "If only," one of the women said. It might be Keerin. 

Another one smiled. "That would be nice." Was her name Giniver?

Zathi hesitated, then admitted, "Alemin is correct. We're not as organized as it may seem."

The three former prisoners exchanged glances of anger and dismay. "You broke us out, but you don't have a plan?" Duessa rubbed her knuckles against the tight scars below her chin.

"We knew we needed to get Alemin out. We couldn't leave him there," Lorrah hastily explained. "But then —"

"When I was meditating, I learned that Dar-Gothull uses the Larder to feed off the mages inside," Alemin carried on. "If he's ever going to be overthrown, we had to take his food away."

"To weaken him, we had to let all of you out," Zathi said. 

"Starving him would be fair, right?" the driver quipped.

"Wait. Weaken him?" Duessa pressed her hands to her temples. Her dark eyes darted from brown face to brown face, and rested on Alemin's patient expression. "This is one of your jokes."

"No," he answered. "I know it's a lot..." 

"You want to overthrow Dar-Gothull?" Bettain was aghast, yet impressed. Elldri listened, round-eyed. "What, with the six of you?"

"Seven," Lorrah corrected.

"Eight," Alemin said. 

"That's... not better," Duessa choked. However strange she had ever thought Alemin was, this was far beyond it. "You're insane! He's Dar-Gothull. He has the whole regime and all the counts, the temple priests, the hunter-guards, the..." She trailed off, finding herself momentarily unable to breathe.

"There are more of us," Alemin went on, soothingly. "We had to split up when one of our friends had a foretelling that he would be captured..." 

"A foretelling?" she shrieked. That was worse than nothing.

"Hey, quiet down," scolded Jaxynne, the second in command. "People are working in the fields around here. Someone might hear you." 

Mages and guardswomen then compounded the blunder by looking around, guilty as crows in a corn field. An orchard of spice wood stretched along one side the road, shadowed between the rows of trees. On the other side, a vegetable patch drowsed beneath the afternoon sun. A shallow river sparkled on just beyond it. On the bank, a pair of farmers worked a bucket and lever to irrigate the field. Neither of them seemed to care about the passing wagon.

"We were supposed to meet up again after six months," Alemin continued. "Right now, that's what we're doing. I have a sense of another one of our friends. We're trying to find her." 

"While avoiding my sister," Lorrah added grimly.

"And we're getting the hell away from the Larder," one of the others added, cheeky. 

"No. No," Duessa insisted. "You just want us for canon fodder."

"We need allies," Zathi corrected.

"Yeah, no kidding," Bettain laughed rudely.

"We don't have a plan because it's impossible to make a plan before we know who supports us," Zathi went on.

"Really, you're going to try this?" 

Duessa's eyes pleaded with Alemin to say no, it was just tavern talk. The guardswomen were silent for a moment, and then they nodded among themselves. "Yes." "Yeah, sure." "What, you want to live like this forever?"

"It's time," Zathi said firmly. "Dar-Gothull's reign has distorted everything. It has to end."

She made a circular gesture, as Bettain had done. It encompassed all of Skaythe, where mages preyed on everyone else without consequence. Even lesser mages could be thrown into the Larder for defending themselves, and drained of their power by a nightmarish revenant.  

Duessa and Bettain traded a stunned look. "You just decided that?" Duessa asked.

"Not only her," Lorrah answered. "We talked about it. We all decided." 

"We made a choice," Zathi said. 

Horrified, Duessa stared at Alemin. "Juggler, I don't know about this. We've already been through the Larder, that was bad enough, but it's Dar-Gothull. He's immortal. You know he can do worse if he wants, and you plan to take on the whole regime?"

Again, Alemin tried to soothe them. "Right now, we're just finding our friends."

"And getting away from the Larder," Lorrah added.

Duessa drew a deep breath, trying to settle herself, because they were scaring the spit out of her with this talk of rebellion. After all her scolding to Bettain for not being sure, now Duessa was the one who didn't know.

Bettain patted Duessa's knee and said, "Okay, that's something we can agree on." 

~ * ~
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THE BATTLE DIDN'T LAST long. No matter how hard they charged, they ran into some sort of barrier. That faint golden glow scooped them up and flung them backward. Ragis and Cothyr, hidden in the crowd, had charged from the sides, but the renegade hoisted them off their feet and sent them tumbling several feet behind the Hawks' line. Jeering villagers and showers of crockery pursued them. 

Headman Aulgrip and his brothers were nowhere to be seen. Only the renegade and his crowd of peasants advanced steadily, pressing the hunter-guards back before them. Except for the woman, Yamaya, the farmers and fishermen weren't trained to fight. They were smart enough to shelter behind Sand's barrier, emerging only long enough to throw whatever came to hand. Any time it looked like one of the soldiers might land a blow, that damned barrier appeared. 

Despite everything they did, Piyaro found himself and Hawk Squad back at the edge of the village. Maddeningly, no one was even hurt. The guardsmen had a few bruises from thrown objects, but none were serious.

Finally, he faced the renegade and his bandit woman with only that sheer, invulnerable screen between them. Sand breathed lightly, a sheen of sweat across his face, but maintained his poise. Yamaya was ready with her knives. 

"Friends!" Sand called. "Please, I need to talk to him." It took several tries before the taunts of the villagers died away.

Piyaro cursed at him in the gathering quiet. "This isn't the end of it."

"I understand," Sand replied with patience and regret. "But if you would, please tell Count Ar-Azlor that I won't be leaving. This is my home."

"That's right," muttered the villagers. Some looking nervous now that the adrenaline was fading, but most were defiant and resolute. 

"The count says different," Piyaro snapped. 

"I have no intention toward the count's seat," Sand said. "However, if he wants to come here, I would be glad to discuss it." 

Piyaro gritted his teeth at the man's nerve. It would be suicide to relay such a message. Yet, obviously, there was no way to go any farther with the writ.

Grimly, he told his men, "Stand down." 

The men stared at him, most of them disgusted that he gave up. Their possible rebellion would have to be dealt with, and soon. To his disgust, Kinson emerged from behind a wall. He said what the guardsmen wouldn't.

"What? You can't!" It was practically a child's squalling. 

"That's right, Kinson," Yamaya bit out. "They can't." Dark eyes blazed as her weight shifted again, blades rising as if she was prepared to stab the man. "If you think you're going to take my hired man away, maybe you should go with them."

"Yeah, get out of here!" hooted the villagers, still on fire with enthusiasm."Go with them, if you think you're so tough."

"You're a traitor, Yamaya. You knew all along what he is, and you didn't turn him in. You... you're all traitors!" Kinson clenched his fists, and stormed off. 

Piyaro watched it all, horrified and fascinated. No mage he had ever encountered inspired this kind of popular loyalty. "Who are you?" That was what he wanted to ask, but he couldn't let himself show it. Too many of his men had already deserted.

"Turn about," he grated. A few blasts from his whistle brought them back into ranks. Piyaro might keep a straight back, but loathing and disgust weighed on his shoulders. How had it come to this? 

It used to be, when Hawk Squad marched into a village, the people would scatter in panic. Not from them, of course. It was Count Ar-Dayne the people feared. The mad lord, with his flaring crimson robe and fists full of lightning, had ruled the County of Sloram through a decade of blood and the dread of his furious temper. Anyone with sense ran away from that. 

Maybe the count hadn't treated his guardsman much better than the commoners, but it had felt good to be part of something so grand and terrifying. People showed them respect, lest the count's awful shadow fall upon them.  

No longer. Ar-Dayne was dead, and so was Piyaro's career. 

The moment they brought Ar-Dayne back to Sloram, barely conscious after the battle with that golden witch, the keep's other mages had exploded into combat. They all wanted the count's seat. Ar-Dayne had died quickly, but the others had fought for hours. Their running battle had wrecked a third of the keep. 

Afterward, the allegiance Piyaro had built with Ar-Dayne had become a liability. The new countess, Ar-Jeziak, wanted none of the old count's people around her. Hawk Squad had been dismissed, forced to seek other employment. No longer did they enjoy sturdy barracks and access to smiths who cared for their weapons and harness. Nor steady meals, either. Hawk Squad was at the mercy of wind and weather, scratching for jobs along with all the other hunter-guard squads in Skaythe. 

Everything Piyaro had built was falling apart. From a strength of twenty-six, he was reduced to fourteen. Two of his men were dead, casualties of their ill-fated charge against a rogue mage and his bunch of marauders. Another two had been lost to the golden witch. His second-in-command, Hyurey, had lured four of the others away to start his own squad. The last pair had deserted on the way to this wretched village. 

As Hawk Squad trudged away, Piyaro reflected on the grim reality. It might be just as well so many men had deserted. In their reduced circumstances, he had a hard time feeding those who stayed. Hawk Squad spent more time foraging than they did training.

Count Ar-Oshten of Prizom had no more trust for Ar-Dayne's former soldiers than Ar-Jeziak. He'd quickly moved them on from his county. Dunsaph wouldn't even let them pass the border. The only light in this bleak tunnel was that they had arrived in Pulgoll at a moment of opportunity. Count Ar-Azlor was getting reports of a renegade mage stirring up trouble in the village of Opshar. He wanted it handled without arousing the suspicions of his neighbors. If Piyaro could make it work, maybe this new count would take them on. All would be well again. 

With that purpose, Piyaro led his squad into Opshar. But they had failed. 

He could see the glint of frustration in the Hawks' eyes, the slump of their shoulders, but none of them argued. They'd all tried it, and fought as well as they could. They'd seen what happened. As Piyaro led them back the way they came, he swore to himself that this was not over. These renegades would be brought to heel. It just might take more than his few of Hawk Squad to do it. 

~ * ~
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FLAMES ROARED AND LEAPED, as if they would join with the lowering sun. It was a farmer's hut that burned, the thatched roofing a ready food for the blaze. Just short of the fire's reach, Ar-Lizelle glared down at the corpse that lay at her feet. Her former prisoner was still shaved bald, scorch marks crossing the clothing he'd stolen to hide himself among the commoners. A perpetual grin of madness split the stubbled face. 

Ar-Lizelle's pulse pounded in her ears, and familiar scouring ache surged through her veins with every beat. Lethentros was the fuel for her destructive magic. Effective as it was, it came at a price. She breathed steadily and waited for the pain to ease. 

This hadn't been an easy fight. The fugitive's madness gave him wild power. However, Ar-Lizelle had been warden of the Larder, Dar-Gothull's prison for insane mages. She knew how to deal with the likes of him. Haafeth had died choking, her fire whip snaked about his throat. Not once did he stop laughing. 

That was no surprise. Haafeth had been closer to madness than the rest of the prisoners. Ar-Lizelle had no remorse for his death. The list of his crimes was long even before the peasant farmer he murdered, and the widow he had been terrorizing when Ar-Lizelle caught up with him. It was Haafeth who set their roof on fire, a futile attempt at distraction. 

No, her only regret was that she had learned nothing about the whereabouts of the other fugitives who broke loose on that horrible day. 

Ar-Lizelle clenched her fists, controlling her fury. After years of patient work, monitoring reports and questioning new prisoners, she'd finally had the chance to capture her worthless younger sister. Lorrah had left their father to die, and Ar-Lizelle to prison. Worse, she had become a subversive, working against the mages who rightfully ruled over Skaythe. But the hunt's promised ending was merely a ruse. Lorrah had lured Ar-Lizelle out of the Larder, and while she was gone, a bunch of fake hunter-guards had broken all the prisoners out. 

Disgraced by the failure of security, Ar-Lizelle lived on borrowed time. Countess Ar-Khoreen of Yergha, where the Larder was located, had made it clear that she must bring those fugitives back, or otherwise deal with them. If she failed, she would be stripped of her rank and cast back into the Larder as a prisoner. 

Ar-Lizelle stood rigid, gazing at the flames without seeing them. She had sworn she would never suffer that way again. A ghastly creature haunted the Larder, a revenant with slashing octopus arms paired to a human face. That creature called itself a Devourer. And what did it devour? Mages.

No. No, that fate must not be hers.

"Well, that's one down," a man joked behind her. 

"Only nine to go," his fellow agreed. 

"Are you keeping score?" Ar-Lizelle whirled to screech in her high voice. "Do you think this is some sort of game?"

"No, Warden," Endole hastily replied. He and Groff saluted. 

By Ar-Khoreen's order, only two of the prison guards had come with her on this hunt. The others remained with Captain Morthem, who held the Larder for her return. If she survived to return. 

"Let's go," she snarled, and turned away. 

As they strode away from the battle site, other sounds penetrated the fire's greedy crackling. Several voices whimpered and sobbed. Ar-Lizelle glanced over, annoyed. On the other side of the farm yard, the widowed peasant woman huddled with her three children. The family wept as they watched flames dance over their home.

That wasn't Ar-Lizelle's problem. She hadn't told them to build their hut with cheap, flimsy wood and flammable thatch. 

Still, those children were pretty young. 

Ar-Lizelle released an irritable sigh. Turning back, she raised her hands and commanded the fire to come to her. Bright orange flames flowed in a sheet, like a banner blown by a fierce gale. Hot prickles of renewed pain surged through her veins. She cursed under her breath. Startled, the two guards jumped back as it wrapped around her.

The flames shrank as Ar-Lizelle blew out a breath, releasing excess heat. It was a simple exercise, drilled into every young mage who sought to control their power. Two breaths more, and with each one the flames died farther down. She flicked the last wisp of fire from her fingertips after the fourth exhale. 

The peasant woman gaped at her in awe. The children's faces glittered with tear tracks and snot. Disgusting. 

Yet her irritation was not only for them. Coddling a bunch of peasants was just the sort of stupid thing Alemin or Lorrah might have done. Ar-Lizelle refused to even think that she might be like them. 

"There," she snapped at the woman. "You can get your neighbors to help fix it, I suppose." 

"Y-yes," stammered the widow. "Th-thank you, my lady..."

"Shhh!" Ar-Lizelle hissed, even more annoyed with herself for giving in to this weakness. She stormed toward the horses, and her guards quickly followed. 

The last village, pathetic as it was, had held something resembling an inn. If they hurried, they could get back to it before darkness fell. After that, she must study her charts. The fugitives had been clever enough to split up, forcing Ar-Lizelle to track them individually. Before she could even do that, she would have to call on each count as they passed, assuring them of her good intentions and begging permission to do her duty. 

Her team still had a lot of ground to cover, and much hunting to do. 
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II — SCARS
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Dusk settled over Fang Marsh. Shonn watched from the roof of the houseboat Otter as the setting sun cast muted pink and gold rays across the placid waters around the landing. He was tired at the end of a long working day. Poling his small raft through the shallows, pulling up crab pots, foraging in the dense mangroves. Otter sheltered his extended family, and Shonn had to do his part. 

He leaned forward to rest his elbows on the rail. Time with kinfolk was good, the evening meal of river grain and fish satisfying, yet he was restless. It wasn't only boredom that made him fidgety. Everyone here was kin. He knew them all too well. Even now, he heard muffled voices rising in a pointless bicker over the same game they played every evening. Shonn had an itch to travel, to meet new people — especially young women who were not part of his own clan.

A fish jumped, raising rings of brighter water. As the air became cooler than the water, mist began to creep over the lotus pools and among the mangroves. Frogs and crickets and other night creatures raised their shimmering chorus. Inevitably, Shonn's eyes strayed south and west, where a low hump rose above the vegetation. 

The mage's tower was deceptively quiet, showing no lights. You could think no one was there. That was the way they wanted it. He shrugged a little, irritated, and jerked around to watch the sun's last rays creep up the brown rocks that crowned the hills beyond the Fang Marsh. 

That tower had been empty for a long time, decades at least, but it was Addith's domain now. Shonn remembered how he had worked to help her settle in. Her and the boy she'd said was a foundling. Ozlin was a surly brat. He'd never had taken to Shonn. Despite the kid's interference, Shonn had almost gotten to her. He grinned a little, remembering the hunger of Addith's kiss. It wouldn't have been much longer before he laid her down in the sand...

But the truth came out. Addith was never who she said she was. The water clan she claimed probably didn't even exist. Her real name was Meven, and she was a runaway mage. He'd seen her throwing ice chunks around, when that mudmaw took a strike at the boy. The kid lit himself on fire, too. Ozlin was a mageling she tried to train, while they both hid from Dar-Gothull's regime in the depths of the swamp. 

Shonn had tried to hide his reaction, but Meven had turned cold and he'd known it was over between them. There was never really a choice, anyway. He'd had to report to the Eshur city guards. If Countess Ar-Torix thought the water-folk were in league with a rogue mage, she could destroy Otter and everyone aboard her. 

That's what Shonn had told his parents, and the others who protested that he'd turned against one of the water-folk. To himself, he could admit the truth. He'd suspected about Meven, and he'd been toying with her, part of the same boredom that still scratched between his shoulder blades. If he won her trust, he could gather more information, something to trade with the guards. He could even have blackmailed her, forced her to lie with him, or used her in some other way. Shonn still wasn't sure how. It had only seemed like a good thing to have a mage at his command. 

He would have done it, if not for Ozlin wandering carelessly on the bank. But the mudmaw's attack had made it clear the boy would always come first. It grated on Shonn's ego to be second best. 

Meven's parting words were clear: "I don't want to see you again." Unfortunately for Meven, she didn't get to decide. Countess Ar-Torix had made it clear that she still wanted Shonn to be an informant. He had to be sneaky, knowing his parents wouldn't approve, but maybe he'd have another chance at the ice witch after all.

With a scowl, Shonn turned away from his thwarted vision. A flickering light caught his eye. He glanced over, expecting to see fireflies or the sun's final reflection. Instead, a glow appeared among the distant rocks. It swelled brighter, flashed briefly. Yellow light streaked down the slope. Sparks trailed behind it, like embers falling from a brazier. Shonn blinked. It moved so fast – and it was coming closer!

There was no sound of hooves or wheels. No flames rose from that spot. The golden streak, soft and vaguely shaped, curved to follow the old silvery scar that crossed the plain beyond the marsh. The silence was eerie. After a moment's staring, Shonn stamped his sandaled foot vigorously on the roof of the main cabin. "Oberim, Kannat!" he called to his father and uncle. 

The bickering quieted. Muffled steps came from below, and the houseboat shifted slightly as the two men emerged from the main cabin. Shonn pointed at the mysterious object gliding ever closer. 

"Do you see that?"

"Huh," said Oberim. 

The three of them watched in silence. Whatever it was moved swiftly and steadily, stretched out to twice the length of Otter. In a way, it resembled a cloud of mist lit by morning sun. Yet there was no sun to light it.

Uncle Kannat murmured, "What moves it? There is no wind."

"Moves it," Shonn retorted. "What is it?"

The angle changed as the creature got closer. There were hints of solid form within the cloudy mass. Two branching antlers, a wolf's head with tousled mane, followed by a long body like an eel's. Yet any shape dissolved almost before he could identify it. 

Then it was past them, following the ancient track that went straight across the marsh. By now, other family streamed out of the cabin and crowded up to the rail. The youngest boys, Nog and Ravi, went pelting around to the other side of the houseboat. Their shrill cries joined the adult murmurs of confusion and dismay drifting up to the cabin roof. 

"Have you ever seen something like that?" Oberim asked his brothers.

"We know where it's going," Shonn replied, hiding his glee with grim certainty. "That path leads to the mage tower."

The adults gazed up at him with warning in their eyes. "She said not to go back," Oberim cautioned. 

"The Countess wants us to keep an eye on her," Uncle Delveer answered.

"It's not really a choice, is it?" Shonn said. Rather than join this old argument, he kept his eyes on that misty glow until its last glint flared between the mangroves.

"Meven keeps to herself," argued his mother, Daranna. "We need to leave her alone."

"If the guards from Eshur find out, there's going to be trouble." That was Shonn's older brother, Bonton. 

"Who's going to tell them?" Daranna said. Everyone pretended that they weren't looking at Shonn. 

"Anyone could have seen it," he answered, annoyed. "It was glowing in the dark!"

"Maybe he's right," Oberim said slowly. 

"We should keep on Ar-Torix's good side," Kannat said. 

"We should stay out of her business," warned old Criya, who was just about everyone's grandmother.

"Do you want me to follow it?" Shonn tried not to sound too eager. There were risks to traveling in the marsh at night. Mudmaws were more active, for one thing.

"No," Oberim decided. "We'll just report this and let the Countess figure out what it means."

"Yes, Father." 

The family started to filter back indoors, but Shonn stayed on the cabin roof a little longer. Maybe this time Meven wouldn't get away from him. 

~ * ~
[image: image]


THE NEXT MORNING, SHONN poled away from Otter in the gray light of dawn. A few crab pots were stacked on his long, narrow raft as a sort of camouflage, but he didn't plan to go crabbing. Nor was he bound for the Eshur docks, on the northern edge of the salt marsh, though that was what his family elders expected. Shonn pushed his raft along with swift purpose. The sighting was intriguing, but he meant to bring the countess more than that.

Already, he could see a change at the mage tower since last evening. Clouds of ghostly mist wreathed the structure, concealing it from view. Shonn had a suspicion about what it meant.

He approached cautiously, taking an indirect route through the braided channels of the mangrove swamp. In some places, he turned aside to avoid mudmaw pools. In others, he crouched to pass beneath low-hanging branches. If he was lucky, Meven wouldn't know these hidden routes yet. She had only lived in Fang Marsh for a few months. That wasn't nearly enough time to learn all its secrets. 

Still, Shonn took his time. There were many ways to give himself away. Water was noisy, easy to splash. Wild monkeys might start screeching, or chattering birds might suddenly fall silent. Either one could give a warning of his presence. He would need all his swampcraft to spy on the ice witch. 

Before long, pale blotches began to show between layers of leafy cover. Shonn frowned as a chilly draft flowed around him in defiance of the morning's rising heat. He should be getting close, yet there was an alternation in the sound of the water. Wavelets slapped against some obstruction rather than just swishing between the mangrove roots. Whatever this obstacle was, it hadn't been here before. He shifted the angle of his pole to turn the raft and skirt around what he suspected.

The cold intensified, so it was no surprise that the nose of his raft thumped against something hard and shining. Even with fog muffling the sunlight, the ice was stark white. It shouldn't have been possible in the heat of the marsh, but there it was. The damp chill clung to his skin, and his lungs ached a bit with each breath. Aside from the mist coiling off the ice, there was no sign of melting. 

Not possible, Shonn repeated to himself. Well, what did that mean? With an ice witch around, the definition of what was possible obviously stretched a bit.

He turned his raft, seeking a way past the ice wall. There didn't seem to be an end to it. After a couple of fruitless efforts, he tied his raft to the mangrove roots. Grabbing a strong branch, he monkey-climbed to the top of the thicket. Like water, the leaves were hard to pass through without making noise, but he went slowly and soon raised a cautious head just above the level of the highest branches.

As he had suspected, Meven's tower was completely covered with ice. Glistening spires surrounded the structure, covering even the archway leading in. Around it, an impressive wall circled the landing area. This was what blocked the channels. The road was cut off, as well. Sheets of fog circulated in layers all around the old tower, chilling the air even beyond the immediate space. 

Shonn had seen this before, when he followed Ar-Torix to confront Meven those months before. As unnatural and intimidating as it had been at that time, this tableau made even more of a statement. 

The ice witch was expecting to be attacked. 

He watched for a while, shivering as the cold of her vigilance penetrated to his bones. Nothing moved in the area around the landing, or on the rooftop with its fringe of fruiting vines. That was too bad. If Shonn had a chance, he might be able to talk her around. He could find out what that creature was, and what it had to do with her. Or, maybe, he just wanted to see her again. 

Well, the tower was shut up tight, ready for danger. They must have a store of food inside. After a time, Shonn slid back down between the branches. The raft sloshed and swayed as he dropped lightly onto it. 

Oberim might not have told him to come here, but Shonn was glad that he had. Even if he didn't know what that creature was, he did have other information to share. Solid, icy white information. Countess Ar-Torix would definitely want to know about this. 

~ * ~
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DUESSA WOKE IN THE chill of dawn. Unlike the guardswomen, the Larder's fugitives had neither tents nor bedrolls. They slept crammed into the back of the Badgers' wagon. It was Duessa's turn to use the narrow bench. She caught herself just short of falling off and sat up, shivering. 

A bubble of lantern light revealed the guardswomen's camp and its short row of blood-red tents. Horses and oxen were only vague dark shapes where they had been picketed the night before. Outside that limited area, it was barely light enough to see. 

Rustling fabric alerted her when Alemin came out of the tent he shared with Lorrah. He wasn't heading for the cess pit, as Duessa was half tempted to do. Slow, stiff steps brought him around to face southward. A single hand rose to scratch through the stubble on his shaved head. Though the fields and groves around them were quiet, Alemin winced, as if a loud noise troubled him. 

Duessa folded her arms against the cold. She couldn't figure out why they were awake. Below her feet, Bettain stirred and mumbled something. Elldri was open-eyed, too. When she saw Duessa's gaze on her, she rolled over. 

A memory surfaced reluctantly. It was sunrise. That was when the wailing would always start in the Larder. Duessa shivered, and not just with pre-dawn chill. They were free of that place now. She hadn't had a nightmare since they left. Yet the fugitives still woke up to its call. 

Images flashed through her.  Fighting against the hard grip of guards. Screams ahead of them. They propelled her into the torture chamber with the Larder's warden, Ar-Wharon, gone mad and attacking the prisoners. Scattered corpses, blackened and stinking of scorched flash.

Duessa jerked upright and shook her head. She ran a shaking hand over her face. The scars were like that memory. Not always hurting, but they never went away. Wharon was dead and she was out of the Larder. Why did she think she would never truly be free?

"We need allies," Sergeant Zathi had said, while Alemin consoled her, "We're only going to find our friend." Both statements appeared to be true, yet they felt like bold-faced lies. 

She should have expected this, Duessa scolded herself as she joined in the routines of breaking camp. Back in the wagon for another day's travel, she tried to settle her emotions. On the day of the escape, Alemin and Lorrah had been very interested in her training. They seemed to imagine some connection between their teacher, Ar-Thea, and her former mentor, Ar-Lannon. Which was hardly the recommendation they believed. 

They assumed, mages and guardswomen alike, that the Larder's surviving mages would be excited to join in their insane mission of destroying Dar-Gothull's regime. Arrogant, that's what it was
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