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Sun had long ago decided that she would rather be adventurous than sensible. That was why she was wandering the streets of a small Dorsean town in the middle of the night. She had not heard the town’s name; she rather doubted anyone in her parents’ retinue had bothered to learn it. They had passed through a dozen towns just like it, and they would pass through a dozen more before the end of their journey.

She did not look forward to that end. But then, it had never mattered to her parents what Sun wanted. She was the daughter of a noble family, and she was expected to do as she was told—at least until she herself became the head of her house. That was the cruel joke of a noble’s fate. It came in two halves: for the first half, they were utterly subservient; and then one day, the second half began, and everyone else became subservient to them.

Sun wanted nothing to do with any of it. After nineteen years, she no longer had a child’s enjoyment of a noble’s life. She was old enough to know where it would lead.

It had been over two weeks ago that Sun had first snuck out of the camp, and she had repeated the venture in each new town along the way. Mother never noticed. Even Sun’s personal guards had been surprisingly easy to avoid. But the royal procession had been on the road for weeks now, and Sun guessed that the endless journey made everyone weary.

Not often did Sun ask herself just why she kept slipping away from the others. She had a vague sense that she was searching for something, but she had no idea what it might be. And so she told herself she only wanted an adventure. 

Most of the time, that was easy to believe.

As she strolled the streets, she kept a cautious eye out for any signs of black and gold uniforms—the colors of her house—but saw nothing. She herself had carefully chosen a cloak of muted blue and skins trimmed in the same color. Too, she had worn sturdy traveling boots that would withstand the mud, for the streets of the town were soaked.

Free to wander the town as she wished, she found herself unsure of what to do. At this late hour, there were no shops open. The streets were nearly empty, and the few passersby moved quickly with their heads down against the chill. There were no children playing outside.

Only the taverns were still open. Sun paused in her walk, staring at an open door. Through it poured firelight and voices that floated on the air half-heard, like Elves murmuring in the mist. That thought made her shiver, and she pulled her fine cloak tighter around her shoulders.

Dare she enter? Sun looked uneasily down the street in both directions. She had not gone drinking in any of the other towns. Yes, it would be an adventure, but visiting a tavern in a faraway kingdom might be a bit too risky, even for her. She was no stranger to ale or mead, but she always drank in her family’s home, where a host of soldiers were on hand to ensure her safety. She did not have enough coin in her pocket to be worth killing for, but a thief would not know that until it was too late. Then again, mayhap she was safer inside the tavern than out here on the street.

Black and gold flashed at the edge of her vision, and Sun’s blood froze.

Two guards in the uniform of her house were walking down the street towards her. At first Sun feared they were hunting for her, but she saw at once that that was not the case. They moved slowly, chatting amiably with each other, clearly off duty. All the same, they would soon pass by, and they could not fail to recognize her. 

Sun turned and darted around the edge of a nearby building—and crashed straight into a red leather breastplate.

“Oof!” grunted the armor’s wearer—a reedy man half a head taller than Sun. Sun felt a chill as she recognized his red armor: the mark of a constable.

“Sorry!” cried Sun. She spun around him and made to run past—but the constable’s hand closed on her cloak.

“Here now,” growled the man. “What are you doing skulking about this—”

Before she could think, Sun reacted with instincts honed by her family’s master at arms. She spun her arm around the constable’s, trapping his wrist in her elbow and then striking his forearm with rigid fingers. The constable cried out and released her cloak, and then Sun was running through the night.

“Sorry!” she cried again, this time hearing the desperation in her own voice.

Dark below, she thought in a panic. What was I thinking?

The answer, of course, was that she had not been thinking. But the constable would not care about that. And if her family’s guards followed their duty—which they would—they would come running to see what this commotion was about. That meant at least three people were chasing her now, in a strange town far from home. 

Her stomach lurched as she thought of being dragged back to her parents. For a mad moment, she wanted to keep running, beyond the town’s borders and into the countryside, and never return.

But that was foolish. She would have her adventure, and then of course she would go back. 

She turned a corner and reached a low wooden bridge over a river fifteen paces wide, running through the center of the town. Sun took two steps onto the bridge before she thought better of it. She seized the railing and leaped over the side, coming down on the soft bank at the water’s edge. Crouching, Sun pressed herself back against a wooden piling, her ears pricked.

Heavy boots came pounding down the street. They thundered across the bridge. Sun heard three pairs of them. Her family guards had heard the noise, then, and now they were helping the constable in his chase. But all three of them ran straight across the bridge without pause. Sun heard “She went this way!” in the constable’s gruff voice. And then the street faded to silence.

Sun breathed a long sigh of relief. Holding the bridge for support, she clambered up the muddy bank to the street. She wiped off the mud as best she could, looking down at herself with a smirk on her face.

“You went looking for an adventure,” she told herself. “And you found one, even if it was nothing very grand.”

And then, past the far end of the bridge, her family’s guards skidded into view. It seemed they had grown suspicious and doubled back. One of them thrust out a finger towards Sun.

“You!” she cried. “Stop!”

Sun declined to obey. As she ran back around the next corner, she thanked the sky for her wisdom in not wearing her regular cloak. The guard had not recognized her from so far away—she certainly would not have referred to Sun as “you” if she had known who she was.

A strange feeling suddenly came over her. She skidded to a halt and tried to identify it. Then she realized—she had been here before. She was back in front of the tavern where she had first seen the guards.

She looked back over her shoulder. The guards were still out of sight, but their footsteps neared with every passing moment. She had no time to think.

Sun darted inside the tavern.
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Immediately it felt as though a soft, gentle blanket had wrapped around her. The room was warm from twin fireplaces, but just as heartening was the low murmur of voices, filling the air with the cheer of good company. Most wore the simple clothing of Dorsean farmers and traders, with ballooning trousers and shirts that billowed at the shoulders, then gathered into tight sleeves running from elbow to wrist. Sun’s supple leathers were strikingly out of place.

She had stood in the doorway for a long moment now, and people were looking at her. Drawing her cloak tight, she picked her way between the tables. The furniture was clean but worn with age, a reflection of the tavern itself: faded, but warm; old, but enticingly fresh to her eyes. Conversations were friendly but subdued, and the patrons sat straight, their elbows collected, their posture considered. It was quite different from the drinking halls of Dulmun, where revelers lounged in whatever position they wished, some sitting on or splayed across tables, and more often than not, a fight in one of the corners surrounded by cheering onlookers.

Despite the difference from home—or mayhap because of it—Sun felt a powerful excitement stealing over her. It was as though she was in a skald’s tale, and every new face a character within it. The room felt like a place where anything could happen, where adventures lurked, waiting for someone to come and get them started.

And then Sun found a man in the corner who stood out among the rest. He was of an age that could certainly have been called venerable, but at the same time he seemed utterly uninterested in veneration. Contrary to the posture of those around him, this man had kicked his chair back to lean against the wall, and one leg was flung across the seat of the chair beside him. In his left hand he held a mug of beer, and his right arm was concealed beneath an old brown cloak that had seen many leagues and much hard use.

Sun stopped in the middle of the room, studying the old man—and she realized rather immediately that he was studying her in return. That intrigued her, but strangely, it did not frighten her.

And then she remembered that a constable and two of her family’s guards were chasing her, and fear came crashing back into her mind. She darted a look over her shoulder.

The old man put down his mug and curled his fingers to beckon her. Seeing no better choice, Sun moved to stand across the table from him.

“Put this on.” The old man reached into a bag sitting at his feet and pulled out a worn brown cloak, shoving it towards her. His voice was deep, and it grated with age, but it had a pleasant, almost musical quality. Sun briefly thought she would like to hear him sing.

She took the cloak and wrapped it around her shoulders over the blue one, sinking into the chair across from the old man. It was not a moment too soon. Behind her, the tavern door crashed open. Sun knew better than to turn around and look. She huddled under the hood of the cloak—it smelled like sweat and ale, but not in an unpleasant way.

Across from her, the old man’s keen eyes swung back and forth, observing the front door without staring too long. “A constable,” he muttered. “Alone. Do not turn around.”

Sun wanted to tell him that she was not an idiot, but she kept her mouth shut. Instead of turning to look at the constable, she watched the barman. He was a portly fellow, with a bald pate above a fringe of hair that stuck out almost a handbreadth in all directions. As Sun watched, he did a very curious thing. He looked at the front door—presumably at the constable—and then he turned to look at where Sun sat with the old man. But rather than alert the constable to Sun’s presence, he only looked at the old man, twisted his mouth, and then shook his head as if to say without words, Not this again.

“Tunsha,” called the constable from the front door. “A girl in a blue cloak is running about. Have you seen her?”

The barman looked towards the front door again. Then, as if deep in thought, he rapped a silver ring on his finger twice against the bar. It rang out loud in the silence that had fallen since the constable came in.

“Not in here,” said the barman. His gaze did not waver.

The constable hesitated a moment, and Sun feared she was lost. But then: “Send for me if you do.”

The tavern’s front door swung shut. Sun released a sigh. The tavern filled with voices again, the patrons resuming conversations as if the constable had never appeared.

“He knocked to tell the others,” said the old man in a quiet voice. “When he hit his ring on the bar, I mean. He let the others know not to contradict him, even though most of them noted you when you came in.”

“And they listened?” said Sun. “Why?”

“Because this is that sort of place.”

Sun took that to mean a place where people hide from the law. And yet, she felt just as safe as when she had first entered. But it did not seem wise to remain.

“I thank you for your help, but I should leave you to your night,” she said.

“It might not be wise to leave so soon,” said the old man. “The constable will remain nearby for some time, I wager. Wait at least a little while.”

“I … suppose,” said Sun, settling back in her chair. She studied the old man again. He was eyeing her fine leathers, and Sun knew he could tell they were not Dorsean. He himself wore a brown tunic under a dark leather vest, and baggy pantaloons that were out of style here. Neither did his face have a Dorsean look. His skin was almost as pale as a Heddan’s, but with a tone and features that suggested Calentin ancestry. Weather and travel had stained every bit of him, particularly his cloak. Sun felt that this was a man who could be very, very dangerous when he wished to be. Yet there was nothing about him that seemed unfriendly, and despite his unusual urging that she remain in the tavern, she did not fear any ill intent from him.

“You look like someone who is looking for something,” said the man.

“And what do I look like I am looking for?” said Sun.

“That is less clear,” he said. “Though I would not say it is something material. Sometimes we strive hardest for the things that we can only feel on the inside—an adventure, a tale, the thrill of love.”

An adventure. “You … are not wrong.”

He smirked. “I notice that you do not say if I am right.”

Lifting his hand, he beckoned to the barman, who nodded and reached for a mug. But Sun had noticed something else. When the old man had waved, his cloak had fallen back slightly. She had thought his right arm concealed beneath his cloak, but now she saw that it ended in a stump just above the elbow. Something about that twinged in Sun’s mind. But it was like a thought remembered from a dream, and before she could chase it down, a heavy girl in a faded yellow dress came with a mug of beer. She placed it before Sun and smiled.

“Eight slivers, dear.”

“I have it,” said the old man, reaching into a pocket.

“No, please,” said Sun, grasping for her coin purse. “I can pay for—”

“Of course you can, with clothes like that,” said the old man. “But you are a guest here, and I insist. It is my pleasure to share what I have.” He produced the copper pieces and placed them in the barmaid’s hand.

“Thank you.” Sun turned to the barmaid. “And thank you as well.”

“Of course, love.” The barmaid winked and left. Sun felt blood rushing into her cheeks.

“Have a sip,” said the old man. “It is a decent enough brew.”

Sun sipped at the beer and found it good. Better than she had expected from a tavern in such a small town, though she still preferred the mead of home.

“That is pleasant,” she said. “Thank you.”

“And even better after a long day on the road,” said the old man. Sun must have looked surprised, for he smiled. “Your boots are muddy, and as I said, it is clear you are not from this place.”

He did not ask where she was from, for which she was grateful, though the question seemed to hang unspoken in the air between them. Slowly she drank another swig of beer.

“The second sip is better,” she said. “I imagine the third will be more so.”

The old man snorted and leaned forwards. “I love Tunsha dearly, and so I ask you not to repeat my words, but his brew is hardly the best I have ever had. In my youth I knew a woman who could brew the best ale in all of Underrealm.”

Sun nodded politely. But again she was struck by a strange feeling—a sense that she was missing something obvious. It was disconcerting. She had never been in this place—why should she expect anything here to be familiar?

As the old man kicked his chair back to lean against the wall again, she studied him more closely. He kept saying how she was a stranger in this town, and yet she realized suddenly that he, too, had recently traveled here. His chin bore several days of beard, and his long-worn clothes spoke plainly of travel—not to mention the second, stained cloak which she herself wore over her blue one. And mayhap most telling of all was his money. He had paid for her drink as if it was nothing, and Sun had heard many coins in his purse. Only someone traveling, and traveling a long way, would bear that much coin while looking so shabby.

Then Sun noticed something curious: despite his single arm, there was an unstrung bow leaning on the wall behind him. Sun knew bows, and this was one of the finest she had ever seen. It had certainly been crafted in Calentin, and she had already noticed signs of that kingdom in his features.

Her thoughts came crashing together with the force of an ocean gale. Sun’s mouth fell open and went dry all at once, and her fingers clenched upon the mug of beer.

The old man noticed her reaction, and his eyes glinted.

“Yes?” he said amicably.

“You … you are Albern. Of the family Telfer.”

The old man took a long pull from his mug, returned it to the table, and wiped some foam from his upper lip. “Now, what would make you say such a thing?”

“Your bow. Your face. Your … your arm. Forgive me if I am mistaken, but …”

He cocked his head. “But do the tales not say that Albern of the family Telfer lived a very long time ago?”

“Not that long ago,” said Sun. “And none of the tales say that he has died yet.”

The old man’s smile widened. “Then I suppose there is some worth in them. You have guessed aright.”

“But … but you …” Sun gestured vaguely, having no idea what to do with her hands. “You … you fought in the War of the Necromancer, and—and in everything that happened afterwards. You—” Sun’s voice fell almost to a whisper. “You walked alongside the Wanderer.”

She thought his eyes went a little sad at that. But he answered only, “Take another drink.”

Sun did so, downing quite a bit more than she had intended. It struck her gut, and a heady feeling crept into her skull. “I … what are you doing here?” she said finally.

Albern only gave her the same sad look. “I did walk beside the Wanderer, as you said. And it is her beer I praised so highly. Is that how you guessed?”

“That was part of it.”

“To think that legends of her ale survive to this day.” Albern shook his head. “I would give much to taste it now. Those were the days when Mag was happiest—when she lived in Northwood, and ran her inn, and loved her husband well.”

Sun gave a start. “Her husband?”

Albern raised his brows. “You know of her ale, but not of Sten?”

“I had never … they say she was not a lover.”

“They would be more correct to say she was not a bedder,” said Albern. “But love? Oh, yes. She loved Sten. And I suppose it is not altogether surprising that he should have faded away from her story. She would hate that he did. Yet talespinners often focus only on the choicest gems in their own treasure. They have not the jeweler’s touch, and so they discard the mountings that make the gems shine brighter still.”

Sun did not know quite what to make of these words. She tried for a moment to think of an answer, but when she could not, she took another sip of beer instead.

“But now we are unequal,” said Albern. “You know who I am, but I know nothing about you.”

“What do you want to know?” asked Sun, her pulse skipping.

“Your name, for one thing.”

“It is Sun.” It felt strange not to give her family name. Her tongue wanted to say it by reflex, and she had to restrain it from doing so. 

If the look in Albern’s eyes was any indication, he had noticed her omission. But his tone remained kindly. “Do not worry. In this place, you are only yourself. You are not whatever person you left in the street outside.”

It was a pleasant thought, that she had left her past at the door like a coat. But she did not entirely believe it. She felt a need to steer the conversation away from her identity, and she had a perfect excuse.

“Is it true what they said about the Wanderer? About the way she fought? All those things she did?” Again her voice dropped almost to a whisper. “Is it true what they say about how you lost your arm?”

Albern smiled. “That is a pile of questions all at once. You know, I imagine, that if I were to tell you all the stories you ask about, we would be here for months?”

“I know that,” said Sun quickly. “But … but could you tell me the important parts, at least?”

He studied her more closely still, and Sun felt that he was seeing more than her face, more than her fine clothing. She felt understood in a way that she rarely had before, truly seen in a way that no one in Dulmun had ever made her feel.

“The important parts,” murmured Albern, and it was as though he was talking to himself. “Yes, I suppose you might need to hear the important parts.” Then he spoke in a normal tone of voice again. “But I think the important parts are quite different from what you believe them to be. I will tell you a story if you wish, but not the story of my arm. Not tonight.”

Sun could not help the crestfallen look upon her face. “Why not?”

“Stories may belong to whoever knows them, but these are more mine than most,” said Albern, smirking a little. “I do not mind sharing some of my adventures with you—but only if you will listen to the ones I choose. Do we have a deal?”

It was not such a bad thing, Sun supposed. Knowing what she did about Albern and the Wanderer, even a simpler tale was bound to be exciting. And the beer was good. Glumly, she nodded.

Albern motioned to the barman again—Sun had not even realized her mug was empty—and waited for two more beers to be brought out. When the drinks had been set down on the table, Albern leaned his chair forwards, drank deep, and waited for Sun to do the same.

“Very well, Sun of No Name. These are the tales of the Wanderer.”
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I was not young when this story began, but I was younger, at least. This was decades ago, and though my temples were just starting to grey, I was still hale.

In those days I lived in the town of Strapa, but I had been hired to guide a party of travelers through the Greatrocks. Leading the party—at the end of our journey, not the beginning—was Loren of the family Nelda. Have you ever heard of the Nightblade? That was her. Then there was the girl Annis, of the family Yerrin, and Gem of the family Noctis—no blood kin of Loren’s, yet closer to her than siblings. There was also the wizard, Xain but … well, he was less than cheery company.

And there was one other who set out with us from Strapa. But I would rather not speak of him now, for no story should begin on a note of tragedy.

I guided them all through the Greatrocks, across long leagues and through great dangers. We had some dark times in those mountains, and some good ones—both victory and defeat, though not in equal measure.

What you care about is that at the end of the journey—the end of that journey, at least—we rode down from the Greatrocks and into the town of Northwood. Our hearts were heavy, but our steps were light. To me, riding into Northwood was like visiting an old friend. I had dwelled there for some time. And Mag lived there. Mag, who would one day be called the Wanderer, and to whom legend had already given other names—first among them, the Uncut Lady. Mag, the mercenary, the barmaid, the wife. Mag, my dearest and oldest companion.

How long had it been since I visited her last? I do not remember now. Too long, I am certain. It is often that way when two people part after their youth. We made plans, we promised we would not lose touch, we thought we would always remain close. Such promises are always made in earnest, but the world usually works to break them, and so it was with us. It had been years since we had seen each other, and though we sometimes sent letters, even those had become more infrequent.

Mag and Sten had built their inn with some help from the townsfolk. It had a second floor, which was unusual in Northwood, but very necessary; Mag’s skill with brewing was well known, and she had many visitors from both near and far. But despite its size, the building did not seem to loom over you when you approached. Rather, it stood with welcoming arms spread wide, like an old woman greeting her grandchildren as they come to visit. Sten had fashioned a large sign to hang over the front door; upon it, a great rock thrust out of the land, waves and wind crashing against it.

“The Lee Shore,” I said. “And does it not feel like one after those mountains?”

We were eager for rest, so after tending to our horses, I pushed open the door and led our little party inside. Once through the door, I stopped to soak in the feel of the place. It was a sunny day outside, but I felt like I had found a warm hearth in the middle of a blizzard. I imagine you appreciate the atmosphere of this tavern where we are now. The Lee Shore was superior in every way you can imagine.

There behind the counter stood Mag. A figure of legend, though she did not look it at the moment. Her hair was held back by a string, and her arms were streaked with grease and dirt and sweat. But she had washed her face and hands, and as we entered she was scrubbing a glass clean.

She looked up suddenly, and our eyes met from across the room. Her expression broke into a smile that warmed me to the depths of my heart.

“Now there is a face this place has missed for far too long,” she called out. “Come here, you great lummox!”
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I suppose I should tell you how I met Mag. It was not long after I reached adulthood. I had left my home looking for freedom and an adventure. Great skill at archery had been drilled into me by my family’s masters at arms, and my sword work was passable. So when I found a mercenary company that was recruiting, I submitted myself to their trials.

They were called the Upangan Blades, and they were a good lot—for mercenaries, you understand. There were no evil soldiers among their ranks, at least, and they had a code of honor. They treated each other well, and did as little as they could to make others’ lives worse than they had to be. It had earned them a good reputation, which I knew even in my homeland, and that reputation meant they were never hired by cruel or vicious kings. That suited me just fine. As it happened, they were in their homeland of Feldemar at the time, and I happened to be passing by.

The master at arms was a hard-bitten woman—I imagine I shall tell you more of her later—and she did not look upon me very favorably. I fear I made rather a fool of myself when they asked to see me ride in plate. But they let me show them my bowcraft, and the head of the company happened to pass by while I was shooting. My acceptance was assured after that.

Still, they had a long period of training for all new recruits, and the master at arms tried her best to break us. We worked hard from sunup to beyond sundown. Many did not withstand the trials, but fled home in disgrace. It was not a pleasant time, but it hardened me for a future that was often even less pleasant.

And then, shortly after I joined the Blades, Mag arrived. My sergeant was a man named Victon, and he called me to him one day while I was in the middle of sparring practice. Mag stood beside him.

“Albern,” he said, “we have fresh blood today, and you will see to her arrangements.”

“Yes, sir,” I said.

I stepped forwards, and Mag and I clasped wrists.

“Well met,” said Mag.

“And you. Let me show you the first and most important thing you must know in the Blades, or so they have told me. Latrine duty.”

Victon smiled and shook his head. “I will take my leave.”

Mag watched him go. “He seems to have heard a private joke in your words. I imagine you make the newest recruits dig the latrines?”

“Nothing so unfair.” I fished into my pocket and drew forth a copper sliver. “A thousand decisions must be made every day, and a soldier has no time for arguing. When we must choose between two things, and both choices are equal, we let fate decide. Now—head or moons?”

I flicked the sliver into the air. “Head,” said Mag.

The coin came up. The face of Andriana stared up at me.

“Congratulations,” I said. “You get to dig the latrines.”

Mag scowled. “I said heads.”

“And your sign came up. We did not specify if you got to choose who dug the latrines, or if you had to do it yourself.” I clapped her on the shoulder. “Here is your second lesson as a sellsword: when you gamble, make sure the other person is not stacking the odds in their favor.”

“Now that is a lesson I will take to heart.”

“Fear not,” I said. “It is your first day, and so I will be generous and help you dig.”

“I suppose I shall take it,” she said, smiling, “since you should be doing it on your own.”

I decided that I liked her. After we dug the latrines, I took care of the other little details of her indoctrination, showing her around the camp and introducing her to those who would call themselves her superiors—though as we would soon learn, that was only in name.
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Albern cocked his head. “Do you know why they called Mag the Uncut Lady?”

The question seemed to come from nowhere. “I … do not think so,” said Sun. “I know they call her the Wanderer because of the way you two crisscrossed all the nine kingdoms.”

“Yes, but she was called the Uncut Lady long before that,” said Albern.

“I always assumed she could not be touched in battle, and so had never been cut.”

Albern smiled. “You are not wrong.”

Sun grinned back. “I notice that you do not say if I am right.”

He gave a great laugh at that. “Oh, well done. You speak the truth of Mag’s name, but you understate the matter. Let me tell you another, smaller tale that will explain further. It happened at the end of Mag’s second day with the company. As you know, sparring is sweaty, dirty work. It was common for the recruits to go and bathe in the river Skytongue at least once every few days. Some recruits were more modest than others, and they would find places to bathe alone. But most of us stayed together, stripping down to our skins and flinging ourselves into the water.”

Albern paused for a moment as he saw color rising in Sun’s cheeks. “Ah. You would have been one to bathe alone, I suppose? I do not need to tell you this story if it makes you uncomfortable.”

Sun shook her head. “I am not uncomfortable, and I would not have bathed alone. Just because I have never done it before does not mean I would be … squeamish.”

He hesitated only a moment before nodding. “Very well. Then, with your permission, I will continue.”

“Please,” said Sun.

“Well, we were all young, then, and blood flowed in our veins. Recruits often stole glances at each other from time to time—though there is nothing very lovely about bathing, truth be told. But in any case, I got a better look at Mag than most. I will not dwell overmuch on the details. Suffice it to say that she had a fine body. Exquisitely muscled and strong and … well, she was worth glancing at, let us say.”

Sun’s blush deepened, and Albern gave her another smile. “Are you sure you do not want me to stop? I had nearly forgotten about the proclivities of noble children.”

“Oh, please,” said Sun. “I am not some trembling son of Selvan. I am fine.”

“Well, then. It was quite some time before I noticed the oddest thing of all about Mag. She had no scars. None at all. Not on her body, her arms or legs. Not even her hands.”

“That makes sense, considering how well she could fight,” said Sun.

Albern frowned. “It does not make sense. No matter how skilled a fighter may be when they learn warcraft, they still have to learn it. And everyone, when they are learning to fight, gets injured. Training accidents are common. Your opponent is trying to strike you with a blade. No matter how blunted it is, no matter how padded your training armor, at some point, everyone spills a little blood. You yourself have scars on your hands that do not look like they came from a cooking accident.”

Sun frowned and looked down at a few tiny ridges on her knuckles. “That? That was no injury, only a blister from the back of my shield.”

“I knew that before I mentioned it,” said Albern. “Yet what I am trying to tell you is that Mag did not have even that much of a mark upon her. Her skin was perfect. Flawless.”

He paused, looking at Sun, who suddenly realized her eyes were wide and her mouth was hanging open slightly. Albern nodded.

“Yes. Do you understand now? Can you begin to glimpse Mag’s prowess? How skilled do you have to be—how naturally talented, I mean—to avoid any wound at all, even early in life? Even when you are first training to use a blade, or fight with soldiers by your side? And as time went on, we got to see Mag train—if you could call it training. Privately, I thought it was more of a demonstration that she was the best among us, and we were unworthy to march beside her. Not that she ever lorded it over us. But no one could touch her, no matter how many opponents they put against her in the practice ring. 

“That was the beginning of her legend—right there, in the Upangan Blades. How could she be real? Think beyond her skill with a blade. How could she have avoided any cuts her whole life, even on her hands and knees as a child, running amid mud and rocks and scaling to the tops of trees?”

“It … it does not seem possible,” breathed Sun.

Albern slapped his hand lightly on the table. “And yet, there it was,” he said. “The evidence of it was plain—it lay right before our eyes. The Uncut Lady. I came up with that name myself, by the way.”

Sun felt herself entirely caught up in the wonder of it. But then the tavern’s door opened, and there came the sound of new voices. Sun glanced behind her—and felt her blood freeze.

There in the doorway stood the two guards from earlier, the ones from her family. They looked about the place, and for a frightful moment Sun thought they were still searching for her. But they stood relaxed and lazy, and when they saw an empty table on the other side of the room, they moved towards it.

They were not here for Sun, but only to get a drink. Although her pulse seemed to resume after a long moment of holding its breath, Sun still felt herself far too exposed. She glanced back at Albern, whose eyes had widened slightly.

“I take it you do not want those women to see you,” he said. “As with the constable.”

“You are correct.”

“Then ignore them, and talk with me as if we have been conversing all night.”

“If you will promise to keep an eye on them for me.”

“Of course.”

Sun sighed. “Very well. Tell me what happened in Northwood.”

A shadow passed over Albern’s face. “Many things, and nearly all of them dark. But it did not start out that way.”
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When we arrived to her inn, I asked Mag to let me pay for the food and lodging of my friends. She understood at once. I had never done so before, and she could see the pain in my eyes when I asked it of her. By those signs, Mag knew we had come to her on an evil road. She never troubled Loren or her friends to pay for their lodgings, and when, in the end, I tried to pay her, she refused me, too.

Loren met an old friend in Mag’s common room—a boy named Chet. They went off on their own, and the rest of us ate and talked and simply rested after a journey that had gone on far too long. Shortly after the sun set, I encouraged the party to ready for bed.

I myself did not go to sleep right away, but stayed up to speak with Mag and Sten. It had been years, after all, and I was eager to hear how they had been getting on. Mag and I could never have been lovers, but she and Sten could never have been anything else. You could see it in the way they looked at each other, the little touches on the arm or shoulder when they would speak. They would share smiles that turned into private moments between the two of them, and never mind the fact that I was sitting right there. 

First I told them all that had happened to our party in the Greatrocks—of how we had ridden north through the mountain pass, and had been attacked by harpies and satyrs, and had found a growing darkness in an old fortress. Those matters had to do with the Necromancer, though of course we did not know that at the time.

“How under the sky did you get involved in all this, Albern?” said Mag. “I thought you longed for peace and quiet in Strapa.”

“I did. But even Strapa is less quiet than it used to be, and less peaceful,” I told her. “Has word of Wellmont reached you yet, this far north?”

Sten waved his hand vaguely. “Rumors. Some Dorsean border squabble.”

“It is a bit more than that, I am afraid,” I said. “I did not witness the battle, but Loren and her friends did. Dorsea seems intent on bringing the city down to its foundations.”

“Why?” said Mag. “Surely they cannot think the High King would let that stand.”

Sten snorted. “Who understands Dorseans?”

“Well, first I heard of Wellmont, and that weighed on me,” I said. “And then that girl Loren strode into my bowyery. When I saw her and her companion, I felt … I do not know precisely what I felt, but I knew I had to go with her. There was something about her—and the man she came in with, but mostly her—that told me something important was going on. Something I could not ignore. And besides, their road north brought me here to visit you.”

Mag raised her eyebrows. “Though you almost got yourself killed along the way. That would somewhat have diminished the pleasure of your company.”

I gave her a half-bow from my seat. “I am pleased to hear you value it enough not to want to lose it.”

That made all of us chuckle, and we spent a moment or two enjoying Mag’s ale in silence. As an aside, whatever tales you have heard about her brew cannot do it justice. It was sweeter than honey, and as bracing as a bear’s roar. She would chill some kegs of it in the river, and then it was like drinking a draft of gold pouring from the peaks of mountains. Other times she would serve it from barrels kept in a storehouse, and then it was like pouring the warmth of a good hearth directly into your gut. There are stories of people who have killed each other for a barrel of it. Those stories are not true, but they could be.

“So you took a Mystic and three children into the mountains,” said Mag, sighing. “And you thought it would be a lark—a pleasant jaunt, after too many years standing still.”

“I had no reason to think otherwise,” I said. “And of course, that was before I found out about our fifth, unwilling party member.”

Xain walked into the room at that moment, as perfectly timed as if he had waited, listening, until he heard me speak of him. Most people know a few tales of Xain of the family Forredar, once a savior of the Lord Prince, once a dean of the Academy for Wizards, and all the other titles he acquired. But in that room, at that time, he looked far from impressive. He was thin and sickly, and his hair had become sparse upon his scalp. He suffered from a sickness, then, though that is too long a story to tell now. He would have walked right by us, had I not spoken just as he passed.

“Can you not sleep, Xain?”

He paused for the space of a few heartbeats, his arms wrapped tight around himself despite the room’s warmth, and surveyed us with shadowed eyes that glittered. Then he pulled out a chair and sat—but suddenly he went rigid, looking uncertainly at us.

“May I sit?”

“Of course,” said Mag, ever the gracious host.

“Thank you,” said Xain, sinking back into the chair and relaxing—at least somewhat.

Mag turned back to me. “You said that something bigger is going on. What, exactly?”

I suddenly regretted mentioning it. There was a curious light in Mag’s eyes, an interest she could not hide. I did not want to further stoke that fire. A darkness was gathering, it was true—as we know now, in these later years, all too well. But I feared that if I made it plain to her, it might pull her away from Northwood, the place where she had finally settled down with Sten—and thus, found happiness. Mag deserved that happiness more than most people I had met in my travels.

But while I hesitated, Xain did not. He knew nothing of my reason for secrecy, of course, and so he spoke before I could think of an answer that would forestall any more of Mag’s questions.

“You have been telling them of the Greatrocks?” he asked me. “Something bigger hardly begins to describe it. We found an ancient enemy in the mountains. An enemy of the Mystics, I mean. Our friend and leader, Jordel, perished trying to stop them. Now that he has fallen, it is up to the rest of us to warn Underrealm. I do not know everything, and I cannot say everything I do know. But we stand on the brink of a great conflict. The Mystics must be alerted, and the sooner the better.”

“Then where are you bound?” said Mag. “The Mystics have no stronghold here, and I do not know of any who currently dwell in the city. Will you ride for Cabrus?”

“They make for Ammon,” I cut in. Xain looked surprised, and I shrugged. “Did you think I was not paying attention? You and Loren did not take much trouble to conceal the plans you made.”

Mag frowned. “You say ‘they’ as though you do not mean to go with them.”

“That is because I do not, as I told them already.”

“And we understand that choice,” said Xain. “I would do the same, were I in your shoes.” But though he spoke the words easily enough, he did not meet my gaze.

“Then what?” said Sten, frowning at me over the mug of ale he had just begun to raise. “Will you stay here?”

“For a time, yes,” I said. “It has been too long since we saw each other last. But after a while, I will ride home for Strapa. I have had enough of wandering for a good long while, I think.”

Mag did not seem to think very highly of this plan—or of me, in that moment, if I am being honest. She did not scowl, exactly, but I could see a flash of anger in her eyes. “It seems to me that Loren and the others need help. Will you not aid them?”

“I do not mean to, no,” I said. “I am not beholden to anyone. They hired me to bring them here to Northwood and nothing more.”

Before, I had felt certain about my decision. But I cannot deny I felt a small bit of guilt as I answered. Yet I was sure that I was doing the right thing, even if I had my qualms.

In our youth, Mag and I had been mercenaries, fighting on battlefields across all the nine kingdoms. A mercenary’s life is not for everyone, and it is especially deadly to those who have a place they call home. A king’s soldiers are different—they fight for their home, and that is what gives them strength. But in a sellsword company, such a soldier is death to have beside you on the battlefield. They will be the first to break at any sign of trouble. I thought I had learned a lesson in the Greatrocks. I thought my days of far-ranging adventure were behind me, and that I had become a man with a home, a man who would wander no more.

What a fool I was.

Xain did not say anything, but he avoided my gaze as he took a sip of his ale. I wondered what was going on behind his dark eyes—whether he was thinking of what I had confessed to Loren. That secret was too painful to think about then, and certainly nothing I wanted to tell Mag. But if Xain was indeed thinking such thoughts, he kept them to himself, for which I was grateful.

Mag did not speak, either, but she was less adept at hiding her feelings. She fell into a silence full of thought, taking many long pulls at her ale.

Sten, sensing the sudden discomfort at the table, tried to pick up where the conversation had left off, asking me about matters of small importance. I answered him easily enough, and we carried on that way until Xain, wearying, at last excused himself to go to bed.

When he had gone, Mag put down her mug and fixed me with a look. I steeled myself, for I feared she meant to reprimand me. But when I met her gaze, she smiled.

“How would you like to go to the Reeve?”

I balked. “Now? Tonight?”

“Yes, of course,” she said. “The moons are right for it, and the sky is clear. Sten and I went just a few days ago, and it was perfect. We meant to go again tonight, even before you arrived.”

“If we all go, who will watch the inn?”

Sten waved a hand. “My wife still has reputation enough to keep filching fingers from our stores and our coin. We step out fairly often, especially at night.”

“I …” My voice trailed off, and I shook my head with a smile. When had I become such an old worrywart? I took a deep breath and released it, and suddenly it felt like we were young again, like we had just come here to Northwood together for the first time.

“I would like nothing more in all the world.”
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Mag led us out through Northwood’s south gate. The city had no reason to close them at night, for the land was untroubled in those days. The guards waved to us as we passed, and then they returned to their game of Moons. The country beyond the wall was open and beautiful, the farms well tended, though of course they were now deserted. A wide road cut in straight lines through the fields, turning with the borders of each farm, but always at perfect angles—and always taking us farther south, in the end. We were on foot, and so the journey took us a little longer than it would have otherwise, but in less than an hour we had reached the Reeve.

I do not know for certain, but I would guess it got its name because it used to be a place of official business. It was easy to see it as a place to deliver solemn proclamations. The Reeve was a large hill, and though it was not really all that tall, it was impressive. There was something in the shape of it that gave a sense of eminence, of importance. If Mag’s tavern was a kindly grandmother, the Reeve was an old man, wizened but still hale, his arms folded as he considered you, judging your worth with eyes still sharp with wit.

A footpath cut back and forth across its eastern slope. We climbed it to the top, which was flat but surrounded with large boulders. The boulders looked natural—certainly they had not been cut by any human tools—but they stood about the edge of the hill like a crown, as perfectly spaced as if they had been put there. Mayhap it was something done by ancient humanity, a relic of the time before time. Mayhap that was where the hill had received its name, as well. I did not know.

But I did know what had been buried at the top of the Reeve.

My eyes strayed to the patch of dirt as we passed it. There was no sign it had ever been disturbed—but then, it had been many years since a spade had last touched it. I shivered, though the night was warm. Sten avoided looking at the site altogether, and his beard twitched with a frown as we walked by it. Mag did not seem to pay any attention, either. But I knew her well. I looked closely, and I could see her fingers flexing, anxious to grip something.

“Come, my fine boys,” she said suddenly, startling us both in the silence. “Show me you have not grown too old to be useful.”

She crouched and sprang, landing on a narrow ledge halfway up one of the huge boulders at the edge of the clearing. It was a leap I could not have made two decades ago, and I had no hope of it now.

“I am afraid we are both useless next to you, and always have been,” I told her. “But could you help two decrepit old men make the climb?”

Mag laughed loud at that, and she lowered a hand. Sten seized it, and she levered him up to the ledge beside her. I was next, and each of them took one of my hands to pull me up. I was momentarily shocked by the strength of Mag’s pull, though I should not have been. When you looked at Sten, you thought he was a man who should be able to lift you off your feet. Mag did not project the same strength, for all her plentiful wiry muscle. And indeed, when it came to sheer strength, Sten outmatched her. But Mag understood something about the way the world worked, and the way the human body worked within it. She knew how to twist, where to bend, and how to leverage every ounce of her strength into something much greater. It came naturally to her, as natural as a tiger stalking the jungles of Feldemar.

But as I said, they pulled me to the ledge beside them. Then Mag made another leap, and then she hauled us up again after her. It was like a game to her, and she urged us to move faster with each climb. Soon we had reached the top of the boulder, where there was plenty of room for all three of us to lie down beside each other. Mag lay in the middle, and Sten beside her with his head close to hers—but I was on Mag’s other side, and I lay with my feet near her head. Sten and I breathed heavily with exertion, but Mag’s chest rose and fell steadily.

“You were right,” I told them. “The moons are perfect.”

Sten pointed. “The sisters are returning home. Enalyn leads the way, urging Merida to hasten her steps.”

“Enalyn may find that her home looks different than when she left it.”

The words came out without my even thinking them, and they surprised me as much as they evidently surprised Mag and Sten. Both of them raised their heads to look at me.

“You are very thoughtful tonight, and very dour,” said Mag. “I gave you ale to fix that.”

“Mayhap you are losing your touch, brewmaster.” We all three laughed, for that was a plain lie. “No, you are right. I … suppose I was thinking of Loren.”

“Were you.” The words seemed inquisitive, but Mag did not speak them as a question.

“If she returns to her home, she will certainly find it different than she left it,” said Sten. “What a long road that child has ridden.”

And has yet to ride, I thought. But this time I managed to keep the words to myself.

“Speaking of riding,” said Mag. “Do you think we ought to worry about that boy Chet?”

“Sky above, Mag,” said Sten. He actually sounded embarrassed.

I laughed aloud. “Though you might have put it more delicately—no, I do not think we need to worry.”

“Loren seemed distressed after they spoke,” said Mag.

“Likely he brought bad news of home,” I said. “But he seemed a good sort, if mayhap a bit foolish. But putting Chet aside, I have faith in Loren. She can care for herself, even if he is of ill intent—though as I said, I doubt it.”

“As you say,” said Mag. There was a long moment’s silence, and then she spoke again. “You do not think we need to tell her of silphium, do you?”

Sten groaned. “If you wish to have children, can we do it the usual way, rather than leaping straight into parenting two people who are very nearly adults?”

Mag slapped his shoulder, and Sten winced. “I am only teasing. Well, mostly teasing.”

“She has always been this way,” I said. “Quite a number of new recruits suddenly found themselves with a mother in their own mercenary company. And once she latched on to one of them—”

“Latched?” said Mag indignantly. “You make me sound like a leech.”

“I might not have used that word, but you are not wrong to.”

Quick as a flash, Mag leaped to her knees and shoved me. My head slipped over the edge of the boulder, and I was only kept from falling off by Mag herself, for she had seized me by the knees.

“Take it back,” she said mildly.

“Mag!” I cried. “If I fall I will break my neck!”

“You will bruise at worst,” she said mildly. “You have fallen from here before—on previous occasions when you refused to apologize for your rudeness.”

“Mag!” She did not reply. “Sten!”

“You are on your own, I am afraid,” said Sten.

“I think I feel my grip slipping,” said Mag, whose fingers had not budged whatsoever. “You had best hurry.”

“I am sorry,” I said through clenched teeth. 

“For?”

“For calling you a leech.”

“Which I am not.”

“Which you are not.”

Mag yanked, and I flew back atop the boulder to land in a heap. “There now,” she said, dusting off her hands—I did not miss the implication that I was unclean. “Was that so difficult?”

“It is not very fair of you to treat your friends this way,” I said. “If every argument comes to a scuffle in the end, no one will countermand you, since they know they will end up losing.”

“But that is just the point,” said Mag, settling herself down next to Sten again and clasping his hand. “Who wants to be argued with?”

I thrust out a finger at her and opened my mouth, ready to go on. But Sten caught my gaze in the moonslight, and he grinned while shaking his head. “Leave it,” he said, chuckling. “Tell us how things have been for you in Strapa.”

He was right, of course. I was not going to defeat Mag in our verbal sparring, any more than I could have done if we had had training weapons in hand. Huffing, I lay down again, crossing my arms over my chest. “Very well,” I said. “I will have you both know, however, that I am entirely disgruntled.”

“I will keep it foremost in my thoughts,” said Mag.

And despite my words, my soul was filled with joy. It was just like the old days, and my love for my friends had not waned in the slightest. For the first time in years, I felt like I was home—more so than I had ever felt in Strapa.
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Now, none of us knew it, but far away, another three friends had gathered in council—though their aims were much crueler than ours.

The southern arm of the Greatrocks serves as the western border of the kingdom of Selvan. But north of the Birchwood Forest, there is a spur that juts out into northeastern Dorsea, and at the end of that spur is a peak they call the Watcher. And at the base of the Watcher, in the council room of a great and long-forgotten fortress, three people were deep in a conversation that would bring disaster down upon me, and Mag, and everyone in Northwood.

First was Kaita, a weremage and a Shade. She had skin the color of burnished walnut and Calentin ancestry plain in her features, and she wore her black hair in a long braid down her back. Across from her was Tagata, a Shadeborn woman whose name is, thankfully, not widely known. And at the head of the table was Rogan of the Shadeborn, imposing and terrible. I can see by the look on your face that I need say no more about him.

These were the days before the Necromancer and the Lifemage had revealed themselves and done battle. The Shades still lurked in secret across the nine kingdoms, and none knew of their designs—none save for me and my friends, and we knew precious little. The Mystics had long been an arm of the King’s law, and they dealt with
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