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Dust Bomb

PALE PETALS HUNG in the air, not hurrying at all to reach the wet earth below. The light, lemon-colored floral debris made the hunt more difficult, if not beautiful. Keskin Ridwolf leaned against a knotted tree and waited for the wind to release the falling flowers suspended around him. He adjusted slightly, but stayed well out of sight from the beast.

The petals meandered lackadaisically through the glen, and Keskin thought of how something so attractive could be so annoying. The concept rippled through his mind, breaking his beam on the beast.

Keskin had truly meant to do a beautiful thing by bringing a Wolf back to the village they'd once been chased out of. He'd hoped his new Wolf-friend Kylista would change their minds; that she'd show the Augustinians the hidden beauty of the Wolf soul, just by being herself. She was smart, wise, and fiercely committed. And yet, like the pale yellow petals blocking the view before him, Augustown felt like Kylista was in the way.

Sloshing, suction sounds brought Keskin back to the matter at hand. The wide feet of the creature worked against the mud and Keskin slowed his breathing. He eyed the creature as it worked to turn its cumbersome body.

"C'mon," he whispered. "Get a little closer."

The beast snorted.

Keeping his shoulder pressed against the tree, the young man peeked around its trunk for further analysis of the monster, for which he knew no name. Still, maintaining focus proved to be a challenge, as he just couldn't shake the thoughts of so much contention back home. Hanging above the beast, an oversized pinecone caught Keskin's eye. It was the symbol of the Elders of Augustown—the symbol he helped pin on Kylista. Never in a million years would anyone have guessed that a Wolf would wear such a revered emblem.

Did Kylista trust Keskin to stand by her, now that things were getting dodgy in Augustown? Was it an insult to his new friend for him to be called 'Ridwolf', since she herself was a Wolf? How could he carry on his family name now that it was so ironic? All Keskin had wanted to do was repair and enhance the Ridwolf legacy, and now it seemed he had dug a fresh grave—a final resting place for that very name.

Hardly, he thought. They don't want to simply bury the name. They want to flog it for days, set it on fire, shove it out to sea, and catapult stones at it. I'm no longer a Ridwolf. I'm a . . . Welcomewolf? Wolfwelcomer? Whatever it is, I'm a mess. That much is certain.

Keskin scratched the stubble on his face, reminding him that he would need to slide a sharp razor over it soon. He hadn't worried about his appearance very much, ever since Silver Marlow had left Augustown for her home of Dawnington. Her physical presence may have gone, but thoughts of her certainly had not. She was, in fact, the reason he was standing there, peering through the moss and branches and pale yellow petals, tracking the thing that would most likely eat him if he let his guard down.

Isn't that always the way? One tiny thing, one small movement, separating the hunter from the hunted?

The beast snorted again, reminding Keskin of what he was doing out there. He strained to see through the falling flowers. Insects chirped, unknown things yipped and cawed, and Keskin's thoughts continued to meander.

Silver's stories.

The adept woman's tales of competing with her brother—a sibling rivalry game to see who could take down the bigger beast—seemed to be how she became so proficient at combat and survival, and Keskin yearned for that proficiency. He wanted to be as good as Silver. He wanted to be a great warrior, proud that he had honed his skills. He wanted to learn to harness and control his newfound powers. It also wouldn't hurt if he could somehow impress the one who told him those incredible stories.

Concentrate.

Keskin surveyed a small overlook to his left. He could gain a nice view of the creature, if he could just get up there, but the monster was looking toward it, sniffing the area like a dog. Keskin looked at the overhang, then back at the hairy, blue-gray beast. It wasn't outrageously large. The two-necked grass dragon he had fought a month earlier was bigger, but this thing certainly looked strong enough to crush him with the laziest of efforts.

It had been easy enough to track, since its webbed feet were almost as large as its head. They left tracks deep enough to stumble in. Keskin analyzed what he could of the beast, and was intrigued by the light, almost pure white protrusions along its arched spine. They seemed to be made of bone, pushing their way right through the skin, and nestling comfortably in the monster's shaggy fur.

Even though the poor creature had no real reason to die, Keskin believed he had a reason to kill it. He needed the practice. The previous battle with Del'Kadesh nearly destroyed him—nearly ended his best friend's life—and now that things were so unsettled back in Augustown, he needed to know that he was a capable warrior.

Perhaps.

There was, of course, the other thing. Proving himself to her seemed not just relevant, but unavoidably required.

With his Fog Splitter bow still folded on his back, Keskin closed his deep-set eyes, hiding the Ridwolf gold in them from the midday sun, then made a tight fist.

Time to try my new trick, he thought. A confident smirk formed in his square, unshaven jaw.

With his other hand, he moved his fingers far away from each other, to the point that the skin connecting them was stretched to its limit. With careful, calculated clarity, he imagined a bird; a golden, radiant bird that would take flight, grab the beast's attention, and force it to look away from the overhang. It's the distraction that Keskin would use to bounce through the twisted trees, and perch over the glen where he could safely watch the four-legged fur ball from a higher vantage point. From there, he would decide whether or not he would kill the creature.

Gold smoke rolled around his fist while his stretched out hand rose into the air, and Keskin continued imagining the bird carrying out his plan of distraction.

I can do this, he thought through closed eyes. There's magic inside of me. I can make this thought a reality.

Slowly, as Keskin opened his fist, tiny gold feathers manifested in his hand. Clumsily, they became wings, and lurched for the air, flapping gently, but quickly. Finally, a bird appeared within the wings. Keskin opened his eyes.

It worked!

He gestured toward the hairy creature, sending his bird of magic up to do his bidding. Distract the monster. As the fledgling rose into the sky, its gold luminescence immediately began to fade, and feathers fell. With a blink and a breath, the bird faded from existence, leaving nothing but a faint puff of golden dust drizzling to the ground.

Keskin's shoulders slumped and he stared at the clouds, watching them glide over him with no care or concern for the outcome of his predicament. They were just clouds.

The world goes on, he thought. If that creature kills me, those clouds continue to float. The wind will still carry them. The ground that receives my body will receive tomorrow's rain.

For a moment, as brief as the bird he had willed into being, the young man thought of leaving the task for another day. I'm just not ready. But, how does one get ready? He stared into both palms and studied the lines in them. Keskin listened to his own breathing. He became acutely aware of his existence and the need to define it. He had to know his capabilities. It seemed equally important as knowing his limitations, which he definitely knew plenty about. Keskin had eaten a few slices of humble-pie with the kraken, the two-necked grass dragon, the scuffle in the boulder field with Rez Marlow . . .

The last thought pushed a burst of air through his nostrils, and Keskin formed another fist, grunting quietly. He closed his eyes even harder than before, and focused deeply on imagining a bird. A strong and agile bird. He pictured putting it together, piece by piece: the claws, the feet, the legs, body, wings, beak, eyes. He could feel an egg forming in his hand.

It cracked.

Slowly, he opened his fingers, giving the bird space to expand. Keskin peeked through flickering eyelashes to see the golden bird breaking free and stretching its wings, then he sent it up and willed his thoughts into action.

Go. Distract the monster!

Keskin watched his creation zip through the pale-yellow petals with style and grace. His olive cheeks lifted. The gold glow in Keskin's eyes burned more brightly. He smiled. The bird picked up speed as it targeted the creature, which dug at something with investigative fervor.

Keskin's bird was fast. Perhaps too fast. Slow down. Circle overhead. Slower! Circle!

The digging beast caught a glimpse of the approaching aviary and looked toward it. Now circle. Go up! Keskin's mental commands were ignored. His golden bird crashed into the lumpy, wet nose of the monster, sending gold feathers outward, and exploding into dust. What was left of the bird flailed at the creature's face, then retreated to Keskin in pieces.

"Oh, no," Keskin blurted. Don't come this way!

Ducking behind a tree, Keskin hoped to hide from his disobedient bird parts. He was also starting to understand why his dear friend Chance had such a disdain for magic. The bird had a bead on Keskin, and continued honing in on its fabricator. Keskin made a shooing motion with his hand, but the bird returned to its creator. Keskin frantically waved both arms around like he was trying to stop a bat from nesting in his coat. With less-than-expert effort, Keskin managed to maladroitly dispel the creation, then struggled to slow his breathing. The young man composed himself, moving nothing but his eyes, and nestled back in behind the tree.

Breezes pushed petals to the ground, and if Keskin hadn't been searching his mind for a plan-B, he would've wondered how many more petals could fall before the flowering trees had given up the last of their decorations.

Stay sharp.

Keskin had been sneaked up on at least four times in the last two months, and that's just the ones he remembered. He didn't want to fall prey to surprise again. Slowly, he turned his head over his shoulder, his back still against the tree. With his scruffy cheek pressed against the bark, he carefully extended his neck until he was able to put one eye back on the monster.

The creature's own eyes were almost completely blanketed underneath the shaggy, bluish-gray fur, and after all the digging, its face was dark and muddy—all except for its ears, which protruded out to the sides like gigantic versions of the same flower petals which spiraled lazily from the branches above. The creature lumbered and grunted. The bizarre beast pulled large amounts of air in through its wide nostrils, huffing in the vast array of scents, and surveying the forest for the soul who had just commanded the creature's attention.

It knows I'm here!

Keskin dodged back behind the tree with the back of his head rocking slowly against it. Why? he asked himself. I don't expect things to be easy, but why do they have to be so darn hard? The snorting came closer, and Keskin weighed his options—climb the tree and risk trapping himself, draw his bow and take his chances with a ranged weapon on an approaching beast, or run like the wind.

Well, since there's no one here to judge me . . .

Without waiting for the sniffing monster to come any closer, Keskin pushed away from the tree and started fleeing through the woods, pressing into his newfound ability to see in slow-motion. With that, he successfully avoided tripping on rocks or getting spanked in the face by low branches, but he couldn't hold the magic for long. He just wasn't good enough yet.

Keskin longed for his sword or mace. He had left the sword with his mother for repairs, and left the mace with Bergmin on loan until the big guy could get settled in to Augustown, scrape up some depta at his new job, and get a good weapon of his own. It was too late to use the bow. If he missed or the arrow didn't slow the beast, it would definitely slow Keskin, and that pounding sound behind him kept getting louder.

Keskin thanked the Great Artist of the universe that this particular monster, although fast, moved with cumbersome effort through the trees. The blessing was temporary though, as Keskin knew the trees thinned out in the direction he headed, and he hoped the thing wouldn't be any faster when they got to the clearing.

It's going to catch me. Need another distraction.

As Keskin ran, he looked down at his hand momentarily, and tried to conjure a . . . dust bomb? He had never done such a thing before. In fact, he had just discovered these new abilities to manifest things, shortly after returning to Augustown from his Del'Kadesh quest. He was learning that under some still misunderstood circumstances, he could turn certain thoughts into reality. A dust bomb seemed easier than a bird.

He squeezed the fist, and did his best to concentrate while running for his life. A single gold spark glowed in Keskin's palm before being joined by another, then a few more, and in his slowed state of consciousness, he watched them orbit each other until he felt he had enough of them to throw. A quick glance over his shoulder showed that the beast was still out of range, although not for lack of trying. The strange, shaggy, swine-like creature was galloping toward Keskin as quickly as the thick trees would allow, snorting and huffing like an irate bull. Looking forward again revealed that the density of the forest was about to lighten, and Keskin had little faith that his two human legs could outrun the four beastly legs that were chasing him. The dust bomb had to work.

Calculating his risk, Keskin slowed his pace, allowing the creature to close the gap. He jostled his feet, stumbling  before planting them solidly, and turned around to face the approaching beast.

"Come and get it!" Keskin said, then threw his fabricated ball of exploding dust at the monster's face. It was a great throw. The illuminated orb sailed perfectly toward its target, right at the creature's wide, wet nose, then dissipated into the air without so much as a pop. "No, no, no!" Keskin objected, fearfully shaking his head.

He turned hastily, and struggled to get his footing again, then ran as fast as he could, but it was too late. Having caught up while Keskin readied himself to throw the magical mishap, the beast was right on Keskin's rear in seconds, and with a swing of its massive head, knocked him into the air. Keskin fell back to the ground in a rolling motion. Once he stopped tumbling, a quick snap up to his feet allowed him to grip his bow, but not quickly enough to draw it all the way out. Keskin was knocked to the ground again, rolling back and forth to avoid being trampled under those gargantuan webbed feet.

The pounding was as easy to feel as it was to hear. Grunting and snorting was everywhere. Keskin rolled and blocked and dodged and guarded. He groaned angrily at his glaring incompetence, considering total resignation.

Maybe I deserve to die. What have I accomplished that hasn't brought more turmoil? I'm surrounded by blunders. I am the blunder!

In the near distance, through the gradually clearing forest, Keskin's horse Miles sensed the situation, and was beginning to tug at the reins which held him tied to a tree. The horse suffered his master's fear. The creature's dark green eyelids pulled back, revealing the white behind them, eyeballs twitching as they watched Keskin roll around underneath the monster. Miles yanked against the tree that held him, and his strong neck rotated to gain freedom. Finally, the horse turned and flipped the reins between his garnet-stone mane, and with a POP, cut himself loose. Then like lightning, Miles stormed toward his master.

Keskin reached for his bow, time and again, hoping the pinecone tip of the weapon would serve as a decent skewer, but just keeping himself from being squashed commanded too much of his attention. There wasn't an opportunity for offense. He was in the worst battle position possible, struggling defensively to prolong inevitable defeat. Then he heard new pounding. He knew what it was, although unable to fully process it until the impact.

From under the beast, Keskin saw Miles' thick, dark legs seem to appear at once, turn swiftly, then kick the creature in the side so hard that the air leaving the monster's lungs blew all of Keskin's hair straight out to the sides.

A protest of squeals and grunts rang out through the forest, and the creature bellowed a nasty honk, almost as if it didn't understand why the horse had kicked it. The beast was only attacking the human, after all.

Keskin seized the opportunity to get back to his feet as the monster lurched and wobbled to catch its breath. When it did, no time was wasted in coming back for another attack. Miles moved in between the monster and Keskin, and Keskin mounted up without hesitation. Miles didn't need the command to GIDDY-UP, and began sprinting the very moment Keskin's buttocks hit the saddle.

Behind them, the shaggy thing momentarily attempted to give chase, but Miles' kick was still lingering, and it didn't take long for the monster to decide the effort wasn't worth the pain. The beast lumbered and wheezed to a stop.

When Miles eventually slowed his pace, sensing the danger had subsided, Keskin reached down and patted his neck. "Thanks, buddy."

Miles blew and grunted, which Keskin interpreted as, "You're welcome, but don't do it again." They both knew that the second part was definitely wasted breath.

Riding back to Augustown, Keskin revisited his attempts to create a magical bird in his hand—a spark here, a golden feather there. Every once in a while he would get a small bird, then it would burst into flames or its wings would fall to the ground. With that, he tightened his lips, shook his head, wiped his hand on his trousers, then put them back on Miles' broken reins.

Keskin stared hollowly ahead.

There had been such an unexpected emptiness in him during the weeks following the defeat of Del'Kadesh. Other than those who were with Keskin on the quest, and perhaps his mother Velina, no one truly knew or appreciated what he had really done. Maybe he would have been given the hero's welcome if Kylista hadn't entered the picture, not that he regretted her at all. A Wolf in the Ridwolf village was probably the exact thing they needed, in Keskin's opinion. However, when he postured and persuaded to have Kylista appointed as the new Fifth Elder of Augustown, Keskin didn't exactly expect a celebration.

Suddenly his empty stare locked on to smoke. While the orange sun still hung in the sky, the day was slipping away and the Augustinians must have been getting fires going in their homes, preparing for the approaching cold of night.

Keskin lowered his brow. That's a lot of smoke.

Gently, he kicked his heels and made a clicking sound to speed Miles up a little.

Then he heard the shouting.

Keskin kicked Miles harder. The beast snorted, shook its head, then clip-clopped to a quicker pace. As they gained speed, the smoke appeared to be swirling over the northwest part of the village. Keskin saw townsfolk running frantically and heard them calling for their children. He saw orange bulges of flickering light, and silhouettes of souls running to and from the blaze. He saw loose livestock fleeing, and children screaming in place, too confused and terrified to run. It was certain. Augustown was burning. Then, a wave of hot reality hit him. Mother!

Chapter 2

Burning For Change

"GET MORE WATER PAILS," a male voice cried out. "My daughter was playing here! Have you seen her?" a mother pleaded as she clutched her apron.

Panicked suggestions, frantic commands, and desperate orders echoed throughout. Some yelled about where to find containers to fill with water, while others called out for shovels to throw dirt on the flames. No matter how loudly those folks screamed directions to beat down the blaze, the voices that rose above all others were those that searched for loved ones. Names boomed above all other noises.

"Cooper!" A woman's voice shrieked beyond the commotion, slicing through the billowing smoke.

Miles came barreling into the square with Keskin mounted high, then turned his body sideways to slow at Keskin's command. The Square seemed to be where the majority of chaos and the snapping orange lights were concentrated. Rightly so, since the Augustown Council House was where the fire was most intense. The structure where law and order were written and exercised, now looked like a famished, auburn spider, reaching its legs out to spread its horrible wrath. Planks, which once held the roof over justice, jutted out to the sides, moving slowly as they burned away. Before Miles could come to a complete stop, Keskin jumped down from the saddle and went running toward the burning building.

"Cooper!"

Keskin heard the name again, the voice more desperate than before, but nothing could stop him from getting into the crackling hot Council House. He had to know if they were still in there.

Muscular arms wrapped around him, yanking him back. "Can't go in there, boy. Roof might fall in."

Something had stopped him after all. Keskin tried to break free, but the grip was strong and the arms were large. Definitely not human. He pleaded his case with the unknown soul. "That's why I have to go. My friends might be in there!"

The Minotaur holding him refused to let go, and Keskin had real reason to fear for his friends.

As the new Fifth Elder, Kylista spent most of her days inside that very Council House. Furthermore, with the bitter tension that had been escalating around Augustown over the Wolf, Carol Wellbringer was always at Kylista's side. She used her aura and blessed personality to ease any hatred or desire to harm the Wolf, not that it had been working very well. She had diffused any attempts to kill Kylista, but couldn't stop the occasional spitting and cursing. Furthermore, since Carol needed to be in a soul's presence for her abilities to manifest, and angry Augustinians had been gathering outside the Council House regularly while she and Kylista were inside, the blaze was likely intentional and unable to be stopped by her.

"I don't know who you're after," said the Minotaur, still clutching Keskin, "but I think everyone fled the Council House once the fire was discovered. Shouldn't be anyone left inside. Even if they were, not likely they're alive. Just look at the place. It's falling down as we speak."

"Did you see Carol Wellbringer and Kylista? Were they inside? Did they get out?" Keskin begged to know.

"You mean the redhead and the Wolf?" The bull-man tucked his ears back.

Something in his large, dark eyes was unsettling, compelling Keskin to struggle again to break free.

"Yes!" Keskin shouted. "What is it? Are they alright?"

The Minotaur slowly began to ease his grip on Keskin.

"They got out."

After saying it, he let go completely, confident that Keskin wouldn't run into the burning building, knowing that his friends weren't inside. The bull-man's hooves scraped against the dirt as he took a step back and opened his mouth to speak, then he paused, then exhaled. "Once they were forced outside by the smoke and flames, some men . . . " The Minotaur stood up straight, assuming a more composed posture—hoping his demeanor would strengthen Keskin—then continued. "Some men took the Wolf. They bagged her head, tied her hands, and dragged her into a horse-drawn cart. Then they headed north." The Minotaur pointed up the smoke-filled street.

"Kylista was kidnapped? Why didn't you stop them?" Keskin's face went red.

"Everyone was in danger, young man, not just the Wolf. Kids were playing in the area. Had to help where I could. Looked like the Wolf, Kylista, was holding her own at first, then she was gone."

Keskin's stomach lurched. Then he asked with a quivering voice, "And Carol?"

"The redhead? Don't know. She was pleading with the men to leave Kylista alone, raising her hands like she was trying to do magic on them or something, but with the chaos of the fire and all the commotion, it was hard to even hear her." The Minotaur shook his head lightly. "The redhead . . . Carol, didn't stand a chance. Those men were there to get the Wolf, and Carol didn't seem like the type to stop them by force."

"Did you see where she went? Carol? I have to speak with her!" Keskin's expression switched again from fear to anger. Kylista had been kidnapped. He needed to know whatever Carol could tell him, then set out to retrieve his Wolf friend, and he was ready to shed blood, if needed.

"Sorry. I didn't see where she fled. There were children screaming for their parents, flames jumping to other buildings . . . even saw a goat catch fire and run into that stable over there." He pointed at a small pen next to a house. A charred goat lay smoldering on its side, an elderly man worked to extinguish the burning house and pen.

Keskin wanted to help the old man, but everyone needed help. The whole north end of the village was in chaos, and yet, the Firelight Guard, and the leaders of Augustown, were nowhere in sight. "The Elders? Where are they? Why aren't they here? Where's the Guard?"

"The whole council fled. Don't know where. Saw a group of them briefly, then they were gone. Now, I need to get back to helping put out these fires. Could use your help, too. They're spreading and we're working as fast as we can fight them!"

The Minotaur was right. Dancing flames jumped from roof to roof, bridging the gap between the Council House and the surrounding homes, stores, and eateries.

Unlike Dawnington, where block and mortar was widely used for building, almost all of the structures in Keskin's hometown were made of wood. The whole village would burn to the ground if the fire wasn't stopped, and soon. Augustinians were beginning to arrive from the main market, just south of the turmoil, carrying more buckets of water, coughing, and shouting names—certainly those of children. They always played in the Square while their parents sold wares by the wharf.

Keskin heard for the third time, the same voice crying out, "Cooper! Cooper!"

The panic of the people infected Keskin, falling on him like a waterfall, stirring him like a cattle stampede. His feet were spread wide, his arms went out as if to hold hands with invisible souls beside him. He yanked his head around, surveying the calamitous scene.

Miles had uncharacteristically left Keskin alone. The horse had become quite loyal to him since the day Bergmin first let Keskin ride in the Demantoid Garnet horse's saddle, but Keskin didn't blame the beast for wanting to steer clear of the flames. Moreover, the screaming.

Wait, Keskin thought. Where's Bergmin?

He had to check on his mother, Velina, and he desperately needed to find Carol, but the raging fire was destroying everything it touched, and Keskin couldn't let the village of his forefathers burn, regardless of its contentious history. He tucked his elbows in and began running, dust rolling up in spirals behind his boots as he headed toward the Firelight Stables. Bergmin was employed there, and would likely be there making sure the horses stayed safe. Keskin didn't see it—didn't even know it was happening—but hints of gold smoke were weaving their way through the dust as he ran, making his speed uncanny.

In under a minute, Keskin came skidding to a halt where the Firelight Guard kept their horses, unaware that he'd nearly cut the normal run time in half.

"Bergmin!" he shouted. He searched frantically for his friend, jumping the stable fence and pushing past a sturdy, Tanzanite horse, then shouted again. "Bergmin!"

Bergmin poked his massive, dark head up from behind a gorgeous Ruby mare. "Keskin!" he bellowed.

Keskin shared the obvious. "The village is on fire, at the Council House! We have to—"

"I know! I know! I'm puttin' the horses' troughs on this here cart ta' carry water over that way." Bergmin reached over, stretching his arms completely across the stable without moving his feet, grabbed a trough full of water, then retracted his stretchy arms to put the trough next to the others. "That's the last one!" he told Keskin. "I'm ready. Let's go!"

"It's a good start," Keskin said, very short of breath, "but I have another idea. C'mon! We gotta hurry!"

Bergmin mounted the Ruby horse and reached down to grab Keskin, whom he lifted onto the back of the mare with little effort, then grunted a hardy "HIYAH" to spur the horse into action. She tensed under the sudden command, and the weight, then bolted with thunderous effect.

Without spilling too much of the water, they made it to the Council House to find that people were beginning to abandon the building altogether. Flames had consumed so much of the ancient structure that it hardly seemed worth saving. The more immediate danger was the fires ripping through the roofs of nearby homes. People could live without an indoor place to hold court. They'd have a much harder time living without houses, beds, and food.

Keskin slammed his hand on Bergmin's back, then got in front of him to guarantee eye contact. "You have to focus, Bergmin. This is no time to panic or have your body go spastic. Don't let the excitement get the best of you. Just listen to me! Here's my idea: The Council House is empty and can't be saved. Use the water to put out fires on the houses nearby, then stretch out your hands to bash down the Council House. You can put it out by crushing it, and the townsfolk can handle the smaller fires that will be left. Got it?"

Bergmin's fingers swelled to resemble logs, trembled with anxious energy, then reduced back down to normal size. He vibrated, then worked hard to contain himself. One of his ears expanded upwards—like a rogue wave in the sea—to the sound of a woman screaming the name of a man or boy. Husband or son? Father or brother?

"Cooper!"

Bergmin's eyes were wide. He wanted to help everyone at once. He feared his own panic would surface and make everything worse. He looked at Keskin for confidence.

Amid the chaos, Keskin couldn't tell Bergmin that Kylista had been taken. It just wasn't the time. Not yet. The poor guy would either melt or explode, either of which would be much more entertaining over a game of TockRock than in the current, serious situation.

Bergmin brought his ear back down to size, nodded at Keskin, and threw the first trough of water toward the roof of the nearest house. Keskin assumed Bergmin was just going to toss the water, but the big guy hurled the entire trough with it. Nevertheless, what he had learned of Bergmin over the last few weeks, Keskin wasn't surprised to see the whole trough soaring through the air. It hit its mark perfectly—a wet wood water bomb bursting over the flames. Sizzling hisses simmered at the source of steam, rising up from the extinguished blaze. Bergmin threw the second trough at another rooftop, the third at another, then the fourth.

"Now the Council House!" Keskin pointed to it. "Just crush it. Tear the whole thing down. It's too late to save it!"

Keskin knew from their previous quest that Bergmin would feel the pain of smoldering wood, but probably wouldn't carry any lasting damage. He had seen the big guy take a nasty bite from a hyena-boar, endure a finger's-length of Silver Marlow's sword, grapple on the ground with Del'Kadesh, and make a bridge of himself to escape Graybogha trees, so he hoped the flaming, crumbling Council House would be manageable.

Bergmin picked up the cart that the troughs had been on, and raised it over his head. Keskin lifted his hand and tried to protest before Bergmin tossed it at the Council House, but just couldn't put the thought together in time. The cart crashed into the coals and ignited immediately, not that it would have added to the damage. The historic building was lost. The only reason for putting it out now was to make sure no more of the fire spread. And now they were down a cart.

Instantaneously, Bergmin realized he had made the fire larger, and he started growing taller, wider, until his body had become roughly the same size as the footprint of the Council House. Then, leaning forward—the prelude to a majestic belly flop—the big guy began falling toward the smoldering coals and ruthless flames.

Keskin smiled, impressed that Bergmin was doing a pretty spectacular job holding himself together, all things considered, then his eyes went wide. Keskin's smile sagged until it was completely upside down, and he froze with his arms out to his sides. Keskin didn't know whether to run or warn everyone. Regardless, it was too late. Bergmin hit the floor of the burning Council House like a ship to a wharf under the full force of the wind. A crackling, crushing slam was heard all over the village, followed by a rolling storm of coal and ash. Keskin's entire front side went black. When he opened his eyes, they were two gold stars in a night sky.

Keskin slid the tip of his tongue between his lips, pressed air into his cheeks, and snatched his tongue back to quickly spit out the breath. A small tuft of ash shot out from beneath his nose.

Through the hovering ash, nothing could be seen in the immediate area, but Keskin could hear his friend clambering about, stomping at any remaining flames. As the cloud settled, Bergmin's Ruby horse vanished, hopefully headed back to the stables to find Miles there. Horses weren't able to speak, but they were certainly smart.

Being as dark as Bergmin was, it was impossible to see him for what seemed like forever. Then, bright green stripes over a giant silhouette slowly emerged from the popping coals and swirling smoke. He held something in his boiling hands.

"Are you alright?" Keskin asked, seeing the boils and hearing them snap all over Bergmin's body.

Bergmin didn't reply to the question. Instead, he held up the remains of a large book. Just barely, through the destruction, gold-leaf letters could be seen on the spine. Keskin reached out and wiped the ash from over the words. They read, Laws & Decrees V1.

"Everything is lost," Bergmin sighed. "The whole history of your village, the records of your legacy, the words that keep order. It's all . . . gone."

Keskin stared at the book, considering how much of it was burned, then looked past Bergmin at the smoking rubble behind him. He then looked toward the houses. The flames on them seemed under control by the souls who were helping each other stop further damage. Across the wet street, a mother had reunited with her child, clutching the boy in her arms. He was holding a charred toy.

"A lot is lost. I'll give you that. But, all is not lost," Keskin said. "There were many lies in those books, and a lot of other things that needed to be changed. Perhaps that time for change has come. Maybe it's time for a new Augustown."

Keskin took the book from Bergmin, stepped to the side, and tossed it back into the collapsed pile of rubble that used to be the Council House. Bergmin's bottom lip pushed out, and his brow nearly covered his eyes completely. He didn't fully understand Keskin's sentiment, yet he respected and trusted the young man's assessment of the circumstance.

A wail of terror broke the moment, plunging them into an unbelievable scene. A darkened place between two homes was suddenly lit by moving fire, and it was moving toward Keskin. Fast.

The fire was running.

Small legs stumbled and staggered, trying to avert the horrifying trauma which consumed its upper half. Keskin ripped off his coat and instinctively engaged his slow-motion sight, running to the child who was engulfed in flames. He wrapped his clothing around the youth, tackling him to the ground, and rolling together in the mud created by the scattered piles of steaming water. The child continued screaming, crying for his mother, and wailing from the charred skin on his face, neck, shoulders, arms.

"Look at me," Keskin said. "Hey, look at me! You're okay. You're safe now. The fire's gone. I know it hurts, but the fire's gone. It's okay. It's okay."

The boy—Keskin could see the child's gender now that his face wasn't covered by a burning shirt—was inconsolable, so Keskin wrapped his arms around the young man and held him tightly. "You'll be fine. I promise," Keskin said, rocking the boy gently. Then something came to him. "Hey," he said, pulling back to look in the boy's eyes, "Are you Cooper?"

The boy sniffled and wiped blackened snot from under his nose, then nodded with a whimper, "Yes."

"Someone was calling for you. Your mother?"

"Prob'ly," the boy cried. "Mother. Mother!"

"I'll take you to her. I saw where she went."

Just as Keskin stood to help Cooper to his feet, a man in a Wolf pelt tunic wobbled out from behind a smoldering house, looked around in a daze, then ducked behind another home.

"Hey!" Keskin shouted. He stood, then looked down at Cooper, then at his big friend. "Bergmin, stretch out your ears and find the woman calling for Cooper. This is him. Take him to her."

Bergmin nodded, scratched the boils on his arms, then asked, "Why? Where are you going, Keskin?"

"The man in the Wolf tunic just ducked out of sight. He and I need to have a chat."

Chapter 3

Tea and Conspiracies

VELINA RIDWOLF JOINED her son and Bergmin when they stopped by the Ridwolf home. They'd told her they were heading to Carol's house for answers, and Velina wanted answers, too. Keskin filled her in on Kylista's kidnapping, and told Bergmin how he failed to locate the man in the Wolf tunic after coming across more people in need of assistance, untying livestock or hoisting water pails. Keskin had helped where he could, until the fire seemed under control, looked a little longer for the strange man, then gave up the chase.

The three arrived at Carol's blessed home to find her weeping. It seemed like her whole house was crying, as if Carol's sadness was felt in the grains of wood, in the stones and mortar. The stained glass on her patio didn't dance. Even her garden seemed to sag. The birds were silent. The air was stale. At least the tea was hot.

Carol answered when they knocked, holding a small cloth to her face, and then embraced each of them in turn. Bergmin had to duck and squeeze his body through the small doorway, then he crouched awkwardly just inside Carol's small home.

No matter how many times Keskin had been in Carol's house, his eyes were always drawn to the shelves. The jars on them contained so many incredible things. He didn't know what most of them were for, but always felt the bones, wings, teeth, eyes, nails, fungi, leaves, flowers, and other wild items made something like a gallery of art, or some sort of exhibition of curious things that Carol could charge admission for.

Keskin eventually made himself comfortable in a chair, one leg resting upon the other, scratching his chin in thought.

Thought number one: I still haven't shaved.

Thought number two ended up getting blurted out prematurely. "Do you know who took Kylista? Did they say anything?" He should have started lightly, and he knew it. Keskin felt sympathy for Carol, knowing she'd witnessed the violent capture of her new and dear friend, but his desperation to retrieve Kylista overpowered his finesse and his compassion.

Carol shook her head, twisted locks of hair caressing her shoulders. "They were humans. A small group. Maybe four or five of them. They didn't say much. Just screamed at each other the commands to tie her up and put her in a cart."

She shuddered at the memory.

"You saw which direction they headed?" Bergmin asked.

Carol nodded. "They went north from the Council House."

Her observation confirmed what the Minotaur had seen, so Keskin nodded. He was glad to know that the Minotaur was telling the truth. Keskin wasn't familiar with the beast, and wanted to be certain that he wasn't involved. He hadn't gotten that feeling, just wanted to confirm everything. Things were going awry in a hurry, and with all that was at stake, strangers couldn't be trusted by default.

"I figured it was humans. They have a bigger problem with the Wolves than any other race does." Keskin glanced out the window, wondering where they'd taken Kylista. Wondering if she knew what she was getting into by following him back to Augustown. Wondering if all of the free Wolves would hear her howl and come to destroy Augustown after all. Who knew how many Wolves ran free, and how many harbored hatred for the human race. Kylista knew. "Why not just kill her right away? Right there at the Council House? She could call out for her clan to save her. Why cart her off somewhere as a prisoner? I can't formulate a reason to make her a captive."

Bergmin gave a low growl. "Maybe they thought they'd get stopped, arrested, or mobbed, so they took her off to kill her somewhere else?"

Carol wrapped her thin arms around herself. "The thought sickens me, but I did wonder about that myself. The men . . . they were very . . ." she paused, looking at the floor.

"Let me heat more water. We could all use more tea," Velina said, touching Carol's back, calming her with a kind smile.

Carol's lips smiled back, her eyes did not, and she continued with effort. "They were very rough with her. They practically beat her into submission." Another tear slid down her pale cheek, which had gone slightly pink from the crying. The tear dangled from her chin, heavy enough to sag, but light enough to remain there. "Even so, it was clear that they wanted her alive. They had weapons. They could have . . . slit her throat and been done with it, but they didn't."

Keskin adjusted in his chair. "At first, when I heard about the horse-drawn cart, I figured they'd brought it full of men. Maybe they had a group of thugs to teach Kylista a lesson. You know, rough her up and tell her to get out of town? The resistors have been trying to scare her out of Augustown since she arrived. I assumed Kylista must have put up a good fight and they had to change plans quickly, stuffing her in the cart to deal with later. Now I'm thinking it was a kidnapping all along. They didn't change plans. They brought the cart empty, planning ahead to take her away in it."

"Why have you changed your mind? Favoring the planned kidnapping over the thug idea?" Velina asked.

"Like Carol said, they beat her badly and could have killed her, but didn't. If a beating was all they came for, they accomplished that much. They didn't need to take her, unless that really was the original plan," Keskin said to everyone.

Bergmin chewed his lip. "Think they're roundin' up the Wolves, one by one, to put 'em back in the prison at Mount Terrikill?"

Everyone in the room pondered the thought.

Velina spoke as she cut herbs for the tea. "That's certainly possible. They did head north, and that's where Mount Terrikill is. Or was. The mountain is still there, but the barrier of magic is not. They'd need to reinstate it before returning the Wolves to there.

"If it were me," Bergmin said, "and I was a bad guy, I wouldn't bother rebuilding a magical wall that has failed more than once. I'd just kill the Wolves and never worry about them again. Sumthin' else is up."

"Bergmin's right," said Keskin. "It would be a lot of work fixing or replacing the stones destroyed by Del'Kadesh, finding all of the Wolves, risking the danger and the possibility they'd escape again. A blade and arrow do much faster work.

"Kind kidnappers?" Velina wondered. "It could suggest a sense of mercy, putting them back in prison, rather than just hunting them down and killing them all. Still, like Keskin said, they'd have to rebuild the magical barrier which could take months or more, and then track the Wolves all over Tiltwater. Certainly they've made it to every coast by now. I don't know how many were imprisoned at Mount Terrikill, but I guess hundreds, at least. Probably over a thousand. That would be a great undertaking."

"Interrogation?" Bergmin asked. "Maybe Kylista knows enough to make that job a little easier."

Everyone fell silent again. Bergmin looked at Carol, who winced at the thought of Kylista being subjected to endless torture, as the kidnappers worked her for information.

Keskin leaned forward with both elbows on his knees. "What could she know that they would want to hear? Interrogation would be used for a very specific purpose. They would've known what their questions would be before taking her, so what would those questions be?"

Bergmin waited for Keskin to tell him the answer, then realized that no one really knew. "Maybe they think she knows where the other Wolves went. She could help track them all down, either to catch them, or kill them."

Keskin nodded as he gave Bergmin's thought a moment to process. Then he said, "She might know a way to improve the barrier. She knows everything Del'Kadesh did to outsmart the last one. She could suggest, by force, a more permanent wall."

Velina served Carol some tea, then gave some to Keskin and Bergmin, then poured a cup for herself. "Forgive me for being a mother, but I have another thought about the kidnappers' motives." She stared at her son.

Just then, Carol looked up from her tea and the color of her eyes seemed to shift slightly. She joined Velina in staring at Keskin and the two women slowly nodded.

"What?" Keskin asked, sitting up straight against the chair.

Velina sipped her tea once, then said it. "They could be trying to bait you out."

Keskin's eyes narrowed. "Then why not just kidnap me instead?  It's not like I've been hiding. I'm an easy target, I guess. And for what? Who would want me and why?"

"That, I don't know," Velina admitted. You were out hunting when they arrived. What if they'd been coming for you instead, couldn't find you, and knew that taking Kylista would force you to come looking for them?"

"Well, that's exactly what's going to happen!" Keskin said as he stood, turned, and again looked out the window. "If Kylista was their backup plan, they're going to wish they'd stuck with plan A. By the way, has anyone seen Chance?"

Carol knew what Keskin was thinking. "If they wanted you, Keskin, then yes, they could have taken any of us to bait you out. Your mother would have been a target, or Chance, or . . . " she considered Bergmin's size. "Well, Bergmin would have been a challenge, but they could have taken me, for certain. I would not have put up a fight, and I'm sure they knew it. Your theory could be correct, Velina, but Kylista resisted mightily, and they would have anticipated that, too. Chance or myself would have been much better targets."

Keskin shook his head slightly as he looked at the floor, then looked at Carol. "Some of that makes sense, but they wouldn't have targeted you, Carol. Kylista has been with you ever since she arrived in Augustown. Perhaps you wouldn't have put up a fight, but I promise, Kylista would have killed them all if they attempted to lay one hand on you. She would have served as your bodyguard, and they would've known that. Not to mention your abilities to soothe. The Augustinians adore you. They would have stepped in also."

"I was supposed to be Kylista's bodyguard, soothing away the hatred against her, but I failed," Carol admitted.

Keskin waved Carol off. "Hatred is hard to predict. Even harder to control. It does strange and unexpected things. You can't be held responsible for this, Carol."

Keskin played with his chin. The stubble felt strange and he really wanted to get that hot, sharp blade to make his jaw smooth again.

Something caught Keskin's eye, just outside the window. It looked like a dark curtain had been hung on the wrong side of the glass, then it was lifted into the air. In the midst of all the pondering, all of the deep thought, he wrote it off as a stress-induced illusion. He shook his head and looked back at Carol.

"You're right about Bergmin. They wouldn't have come for him. He wouldn't even fit in the cart. Furthermore, no one has seen Chance all day, so even if he could've been a potential target, he wasn't available. And mother . . . " he turned to look at her, "just would have been too obvious. There's no other reason to take you than to get me. It would have revealed their motives right away, tipping me off. I think you could be right, mother. They could've taken Kylista as bait to get me, but we still don't know why."

More silence.

Carol took a small, almost polite sip of her tea, then glided barefoot across the floor to Keskin. She reached up and placed her hands on his shoulders, then bowed with her eyes closed. Knowing what she was doing, they all waited quietly.

Carol breathed deeply through her nose, and a breeze seemed to pass through the room—impossible since the windows and doors were closed. She tilted her head and waited. She seemed strained. The pressures of the day must have depleted her abilities, diminishing her magic. Carol squeezed Keskin's shoulders, leaned in just a bit to place her forehead against his, hung in the moment, then she relaxed.

"I see very little," she said, disappointed. Her eyes remained closed and her hands stayed on Keskin. "Something keeps changing, though. I see you, Chance, and Bergmin. I see . . . a Wolf. No, no, it's a man dressed as a Wolf."

Keskin and Bergmin locked eyes—an exchange of knowing looks.

"The man, he's . . . he's not well. It's his thoughts. He doesn't seem to understand them. He's very confused." Carol's face seemed to mimic her words. "Changing again." Her face contorted. "Fabric. Torn and dirty. Dark figures, moving in the night. They're staring at you. Black holes with pin-prick eyes. They're in pain. Crying. Hungry. They're coming!"

Carol jumped back and swatted her arms as if the figures had floated into the room. "Keskin, you are in grave danger!"

Keskin remembered Carol telling him, when he returned to Augustown with Kylista and the crystal, that the vision she had before his quest showed more tragedy was yet to come. He assumed some of her prior vision regarded that day's fire at the Council House. Now it seemed there was much more.

"No matter what danger waits for me, we have to save Kylista." Keskin quickly glanced at his mother, then away again, knowing she would disapprove. Not because she didn't care for Kylista, but for the same reason that any mother would have, when thinking of her child's life on the line.

"How will we find her?" Bergmin asked, fidgeting and cracking his coconut knuckles.

Keskin waited for Carol to reveal something more—to share whatever else she may have seen. She remained silent, preferring to look at her tea rather than drink it.

"What else, Carol? Is there something you're not telling us?" Keskin challenged.

Carol seemed hurt. "Of course not, Keskin. Visions are not instructions. They're much like dreams. I get pieces and moments that look more like moving paintings than memories. You can trust that I've told you what I know."

Keskin choked back a feeling. Something bothered him. He rarely experienced negative feelings in Carol's home, and never any toward her, but one was there, now. Perhaps her aura had become weak from the horrible day, but Keskin felt indignant. He couldn't hold it in any longer.

"I know you want Kylista back, Carol" he started, "but you know I may have to kill whoever has her, and I know you don't approve of that. That's why I fear you may be withholding information. Perhaps you may not want to help, fully, because you know where all of this is going to lead. I just don't see any sense in leaving that unsaid. We all know Kylista will most likely be retrieved by force. Furthermore, if we find her dead—"

"I'll be breakin' necks," Bergmin grunted.

Velina's body went tight, not expecting Keskin to accuse Carol of keeping information from him, then telling Carol he'd be killing souls to get Kylista back. They were hard words for a mother to hear, and hard for Carol, too.

Carol walked back to where she'd been sitting and rested herself, probably to show submission or in some other way, diffuse Keskin's demeanor. She waited to speak, perhaps wanting to give Keskin a chance to reconsider what he had said. After a moment, she spoke.

"I would never lie to you, Keskin. My soul wouldn't allow it. I would waste away with guilt, and be burdened with sickly nightmares until I confessed. You are correct, though, that I don't approve of hurting, let alone killing, those who have taken Kylista. That being said, you will do what you do. That is not on me. I don't judge, or hold you to the life I choose.

"I sold you materials that you used to kill Del'Kadesh. That did not make me a proponent to his death, but a contributor to saving your life. I'm at peace with that. I am not one to manipulate by evil, what others will do. I aid where I can in the areas of peace, healing, safety, and so forth. I would not be dishonest to thwart your methods, Keskin. I want Kylista back. You know that."

Keskin felt ashamed, but didn't show it. Carol would be able to read the truth in his words. He just said, "I'm sorry."

Carol needed to make certain that Keskin trusted her, so she expounded on her prior vision. "The dark figures that I saw . . . " She stopped speaking to look at Keskin's mother. Carol didn't have a child of her own, and could only empathize with Velina's predicament. She continued carefully. "There were three, but also one. I don't know what that means." She seemed to retreat into her thoughts momentarily, then clarified. "I think they are moving as three in the night, and as one in the day. Or perhaps they are three, but must act as one entity? I don't understand, and I don't know what they want. I don't even know if they're connected to Kylista or not. I just know they're close. That's all."

Keskin spoke softly. "I believe you, Carol. Again, I apologize. You must be exhausted from the day, and we should let you rest. I need to find Chance and fill him in." Keskin turned to Bergmin. "Why don't you go close up at the stables and then come to my house. We should stay together until all of this is sorted out."

Bergmin and Velina finished their tea and sorted themselves out to leave Carol's home. Keskin took the opportunity to speak with Carol about the night wafers Silver Marlow had given them on their previous quest, that would keep them from needing sleep. Carol knew a similar concoction that she said should have less side effects, and mixed it up for him.

"These will need a few hours to cure and dry, then you can eat them," she said, handing Keskin a small pouch. "No charge this time. I just have one request instead."

Keskin felt baited. Trapped. He couldn't make any type of promise that Carol may ask, but still inquired, "What is it?"

"I would like your word, that if there is any way to retrieve Kylista without violence, that you will choose that path."

Keskin gave Carol a kind smile. "A narrow path, indeed, but if I see it, I will take it."

Carol believed him.

With that, Carol gave everyone in the room a blessing, complete with a sprinkling of oils made from the most protective botanicals she had to offer. Everyone hugged Carol warmly, gathered their shoes, and stepped out to find that the night had moved in on them with a seemingly starless sky.

The darkness felt strange. Bergmin whiffed the lingering smell of smoke and charred homes. Rising embers drifted from the last few places that refused to burn out. Fortunately, the damage was concentrated, and it didn't seem that any lives were lost, except for the flaming goat. The Council House could be rebuilt, as well as the homes of the most unfortunate Augustinians, and Keskin and Bergmin would certainly be willing to help with those endeavors. However, assisting with the rebuilding would have to wait. The burning matter at hand was to locate Chance, gather supplies, and prepare for a journey north. It was time to track a Wolf.

Chapter 4

A Hidden Edge

THE RIDWOLF HOME was laid out very similar to Carol's—modest, quaint, a stone patio leading into a gathering room with a hearth toward the back, small table to the right by a window. Keskin's room was through a door on the left, his mother's to the rear of the house. It was simple, and even a defiance of probability that Keskin's father's weapons could have been hidden in a wall in Velina's room where he'd retrieved them a few weeks earlier. Everything was obvious and exposed.

So why's she looking around like that?

Keskin watched his mother's eyes zip around the room as she occasionally gave nervous, yet courteous smiles, to appear engaged in the conversation her son was having with Bergmin. Keskin tentatively smiled back, continuing to observe her unorthodox behavior.

Does she know something about Kylista's kidnapping? Could it be possible? No. I can't imagine that. So what, then?

Velina noticed Keskin looking around as well, his eyes seeming to land on every place that hers had. Her son was perceptive. Keskin realized that Velina had seen him looking where she was looking, so they both stopped and pretended their fingernails needed tending.

Velina got
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