
Contents




Copyright

The Books of Underrealm

Dedication

Map

Get More

Previously

Stone Heart

ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

FOURTEEN

FIFTEEN

SIXTEEN

SEVENTEEN

EIGHTEEN

NINETEEN

TWENTY

TWENTY-ONE

TWENTY-TWO

TWENTY-THREE

TWENTY-FOUR

TWENTY-FIVE

TWENTY-SIX

TWENTY-SEVEN

TWENTY-EIGHT

TWENTY-NINE

THIRTY

THIRTY-ONE

THIRTY-TWO

THIRTY-THREE

THIRTY-FOUR

THIRTY-FIVE

THIRTY-SIX

THIRTY-SEVEN

THIRTY-EIGHT

THIRTY-NINE

FORTY

FORTY-ONE

FORTY-TWO

FORTY-THREE

FORTY-FOUR

FORTY-FIVE

FORTY-SIX

FORTY-SEVEN

FORTY-EIGHT

FORTY-NINE

FIFTY

Keep Reading

Thank You to My Patrons

Author's Note

Connect Online

The Books of Underrealm

About the Author

EPILOGUE


STONE HEART

Garrett Robinson




Copyright © 2018 by Legacy Books. All rights reserved. This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, businesses, events or locales is purely coincidental. Reproduction in whole or part of this publication without express written consent is strictly prohibited.


THE BOOKS OF UNDERREALM

BY GARRETT ROBINSON




To see all novels in the world of Underrealm, visit:

Underrealm.net/books




THE NIGHTBLADE EPIC

NIGHTBLADE

MYSTIC

DARKFIRE

SHADEBORN

WEREMAGE

YERRIN




THE ACADEMY JOURNALS

THE ALCHEMIST’S TOUCH

THE MINDMAGE’S WRATH

THE FIREMAGE’S VENGEANCE




TALES OF THE WANDERER

BLOOD LUST

STONE HEART

HELL SKIN







CHRONOLOGICAL ORDER

NIGHTBLADE

MYSTIC

DARKFIRE

SHADEBORN

BLOOD LUST

THE ALCHEMIST’S TOUCH

STONE HEART

THE MINDMAGE’S WRATH

WEREMAGE

THE FIREMAGE’S VENGEANCE

HELL SKIN

YERRIN













To my family

It’s been a long, hard year. I survived it thanks to you.




To my parents

I hope we get to talk about this one day




And to everyone who’s wandered with me




You’re the ones I’ve chosen to go on this journey with




Thank you for choosing to come along
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PREVIOUSLY IN THE TALES OF THE WANDERER







Sun of the family Valgun is a young woman of a noble house. While on a diplomatic journey through the kingdom of Dorsea, one night she snuck away from her caravan to explore a nearby Dorsean town, hoping for an adventure. She found more than she bargained for when she came upon Albern of the family Telfer, a renowned figure of whom she had heard many tales in the past—and once the companion of Mag, known as the Uncut Lady, or the Wanderer.

Sun asked Albern to tell her the tale of how he had lost his arm. Albern declined, but offered to tell her another story—one of his own choosing. Once Sun agreed, the tale began.




* * *




Albern recounted how he had once ridden out of the Greatrock Mountains into the town of Northwood with a party of companions, including Loren of the family Nelda, who called herself the Nightblade. There he had reunited with old friends: Mag, a legendary mercenary turned barkeep and brewmaster, and Sten, her husband. Albern told them of the darkness he had found in the mountains: an army known as the Shades, servants of an unknown Lord. But he and his companions had defeated the Shades—or so it seemed.

Meanwhile, word of the battle in the Greatrocks reached Rogan, a captain of the Shades. Kaita, a weremage who served Rogan, also heard the news—and she realized that Albern and Mag were both now in Northwood. She asked Rogan for permission to hunt them down, to repay an ancient grudge. But Rogan did not permit it: instead, he ordered the Shades to attack the town with their full strength.

Just as Loren’s party readied itself to leave Northwood, the Shades struck. The town was devastated by their assault, and while Albern and Mag helped Loren escape, it came at a tragic cost. Kaita killed Sten in the midst of the battle. An enraged Mag defeated Kaita, who barely escaped with her life. Rogan commanded her to lead Albern and Mag north to Calentin, and not to try to kill them again until she had reached Albern’s old homeland.

In the aftermath of the battle, as Northwood tried to rebuild itself, Albern and Mag made their decision: they would hunt down the weremage, no matter how long it took, and have their vengeance. They rode west into the Greatrocks after her.




* * *




Back in the present day, two of Sun’s family guards had arrived at the tavern where she was listening to Albern’s story. They did not appear to have noticed Sun’s presence. Suspicious, Albern led Sun outside, and together they hid on the tavern’s roof. They discovered that Sun’s family had in fact sent the guards after her. Both guards ran off in search of Sun, unaware that she and Albern were watching from their hiding spot.

After a time, Albern rose and said he had an errand to take care of, and he invited Sun to come along. Though uncertain, Sun agreed to go. Albern mounted a horse and rode slowly into the woods south of the town, Sun at his heels. Albern continued his tale.




* * *




As the main host of the Shades turned north to return to their stronghold, Kaita led a small team of riders through the mountains. She parted with the rest of them after passing the western peaks, sending them to deliver their lord's displeasure to the mountain-dwelling satyrs, who had led Albern and his party straight to the Shades’ stronghold. Kaita herself proceeded to the town of Lan Shui, where she met a small cabal of Shades there—including their leader, Dellek, an old friend of Kaita’s. Dellek proposed to offer up a young member of the group, a bug-eyed boy named Pantu, to deliver the next clue to Albern and Mag when they arrived, pointing them towards Calentin, with the realization that Pantu might not survive the encounter. Kaita remained in Lan Shui for a time to ensure the message was delivered.

After a brief encounter with the satyrs in the mountains, Mag and Albern followed the trail to Lan Shui. There they began their search for the weremage, speaking with an old storyteller named Dryleaf, who they met in a tavern. Dryleaf told them that there were indeed strange things happening in Lan Shui, but he refused to elaborate. He told them to look for themselves, and if they found anything, to come ask him again, and he might give his information more freely.

Mag and Albern started to search the town, but soon they spotted Pantu following them. Pantu panicked and disobeyed his orders, leading Mag and Albern straight to the rest of the Shades, whom they slew in combat. Mag left only Pantu alive. 

The constables of Lan Shui, led by Sergeant Yue of the family Baolan, found Mag and Albern at the scene of the battle and accused them of murder. But Pantu defended them, saying the Shades had struck the first blow. In the heat of the moment, he also let slip mention of a vampire that had been plaguing Lan Shui for weeks. Constable Baolan was forced to let Mag and Albern go, but she kept Pantu close at hand so that they could not question him about the Shades or the vampire.

Kaita had watched the Shades’ deaths with a helpless fury. She tried to hunt down Pantu in the Shades’ hideout, but the boy evaded her. He resumed a secret ritual the Shades had been conducting, casting five magestones into a fire that heated a cauldron full of dark liquid. Pantu believed the ritual would drive off the vampire that had been killing the townsfolk. The Shades had only ever used two magestones before, but Pantu hoped that by using five, he would drive the vampires away for good.

Returning to their inn, Mag and Albern resolved that they could not ride off in fresh search of the weremage while Lan Shui was still in danger, and they pledged themselves to find and kill the vampire. Again they spoke with Dryleaf. The old man told them the vampire had recently struck a farm northwest of the town—if they wanted to find its trail, that might be a good place to start. 




* * *




Back in the present, Albern paused his story as he stopped at a campsite in the woods and asked Sun to light them a fire. She asked him what he was doing in the wilderness so late at night, but Albern would only tell her that he was expecting someone. Once the fire was burning brightly, he continued his tale.




* * *




Mag and Albern rode to the farm and found a boy and his dog hiding in the woods—the only survivors of the vampire’s attack. They also found the vampire’s trail leading farther into the woods. After returning the boy to Lan Shui and being given custody of his dog, they pursued the vampire’s trail again, battling it after nightfall. Though the fight was a hard one, they managed to slay the beast.

Meanwhile, Pantu waited eagerly to see if his plan had worked. But a mountain lion appeared in the Shade hideout and slew him. As he died, the mountain lion changed, revealing itself to be Kaita.

Mag and Albern carried the vampire’s head back to town, where they were received as heroes. Even Constable Baolan seemed not to mistrust them as much as she once had. Kaita took Pantu’s form and approached them, telling them that the weremage they sought had fled north to the town of Opara in Calentin.

Dryleaf joined them in a renewed search of the Shade hideout, where they discovered the cauldron and the magestones. But unlike Pantu, who did not know how to read, they also discovered the Shades’ notes concerning their ritual. The dark liquid in the cauldron was blood, and the magestone flames acted like a signal calling vampires near, contrary to what Pantu had thought. 

Just as they made this discovery, several vampires attacked the town at once. Mag and Albern fought hard to defend the town, and Mag managed to kill another of the beasts, leaving five remaining. In the aftermath of this fight, Mag came up with an idea: use even more magestones to draw all the vampires straight to the cauldron, and kill them there. With the wary approval of Constable Baolan, they and the townsfolk readied themselves for battle.

The plan worked. They drew in the vampires, and one by one they killed them. Constable Baolan was injured in the fighting, the Shade hideout burned down, and the ritual room was destroyed. Lan Shui was safe.

The next day, Mag and Albern readied themselves to ride out again. Before they left, Albern asked Dryleaf if he would like to come along. The old man, who had felt stranded in Lan Shui, gratefully accepted. The dog, Oku, was also given to Albern and Mag as a gift, and became the fourth companion in their motley party. Together the four of them set off north for Opara.




* * *




Back in the woods, Sun applauded Albern’s tale. But just as she readied herself to return home to her family, a vampire leaped into the firelight and attacked them. Because it was young and weak, Sun and Albern together were able to drive it off, though they could not kill it.

Sun accused Albern of knowing the vampire was coming, to which he freely admitted. He offered her a choice: she could return to her family, for whom she had no great love, and carry on participating in their schemes, of which she did not approve. Or she could come with him: a traveling companion and a partner, finding and defeating evil in the darkness. And if she did, he would continue his tale.

Sun decided to go with him, and together they set off into the night.
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A WARM SUN ROSE, ITS crisp rays bathing Sun’s face, and with it came an unpleasant truth.

It is the day after I left my family.

It was hard to believe that only a scant few hours ago, she had fought a vampire. It was even harder to believe that she had won. Since then, she had had a few hours’ sleep before Albern had woken her to take the second watch. But despite having slept and woken already, she could not shake the thought that this had to be a dream. She was sure that soon she would wake again, the way she sometimes did in dreams, rising through layers of illusion before finally emerging into the waking world. Any moment now, she would find herself in the luxurious tent her parents’ servants had built for her, and hear Mother commanding her to get ready for another day’s ride with the caravan. 

Yet here she remained, sitting against a tree just inside the edge of an unknown forest in western Dorsea. The dew beneath her felt real enough, as did the rough bark of the tree against which her head rested. A chill wind blew across her face, the last of the night’s cold wisping away with the coming of the day. It was almost too vivid to be real.

Had she made a mistake? Never had she entertained the thought of running away from her kin, except as the most passing flight of fancy. When the opportunity had presented itself, it had felt like the right thing to do, but now she was filled with doubt.

Albern stirred in his bedroll.

Sun looked over at him, watching his stubbled chin as it waggled, the old man murmuring as sleep began to creep away from him. Albern of the family Telfer, a figure of legend in his own right, and longtime companion of the mightiest warrior Underrealm had ever seen—if you believed the stories. And Sun found she did believe them, no matter how outlandish Albern’s claims seemed. Not only that, she wanted to hear the tale go on.

In the end, that might be all that matters, she told herself. You may have your doubts, but ask yourself: do you regret your decision?

She could not bring herself to say that she did.

Albern’s eyes opened. He lifted his head slightly, looking around as if disoriented. When he spotted Sun sitting by the edge of their campsite, he seemed to focus at last, and he gave her a little smile.

“Good morn,” he said, his voice a frog’s croak. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Good morn. No sign of danger while I slept?”

“There were many,” said Sun. “A pack of wolves arrived not an hour ago. I told them how old and bony you were, and they slunk away in search of better game.”

“No respect for your elders,” said Albern, grinning as he sat up nimbly despite his missing arm. “Then again, I had none myself at your age. We shall have a bite to eat and then head off to Lan Shui.”

“And what are we doing there?” said Sun.

“I mean to visit a woman there.”

Sun arched an eyebrow. “A woman?”

Albern laughed. “Not a lover, if that is what you are implying. Though I would not have you think I am incapable of such things, despite my age. I can still—”

“Sky above, stop talking,” said Sun. She went to his pack to fetch some meat and bread, then thought better of it and found some twigs to stoke their fire. It had dwindled down to coals. The forest turf sank pleasantly beneath each footstep, soaking in the morning moisture.

“Noble children,” scoffed Albern, pulling his blanket closer around his shoulders.

With a short while’s work, the fire sprang to life again, and Sun laid sturdier branches across it to help it grow. She went for the food, then, handing some of it over to Albern. The old man tore at the meat with teeth that looked surprisingly healthy, if somewhat stained with age.

“I have a question,” said Sun.

“You may or may not get an answer,” said Albern.

“I thought so, but I have to try. Is this … is this what you do now?”

Albern frowned at her, then glanced around as if expecting to see someone else there. “Now, just what do you mean by ‘this?’”

“Not this. I mean last night. Hunting vampires. Is that your … your trade?”

That made him smile. “No. I am not a monster hunter, except when I need to be. And when I am, it is not only vampires I seek. I have fought all sorts of creatures. After all, you do know something of how I lost my arm, do you not?”

Sun’s jaw clenched. She had begged him for that story already, but the man was maddeningly reticent. “Something, but not as much as I would like.”

Albern chuckled. “You shall have to suffer under what I am sure is the crushing weight of your disappointment, at least for a while longer.”

It was impossible to be too angry at the old man when his attitude was so genial and friendly, but that did not stop Sun from trying—nor from trying to hear the story she had wanted him to tell in the first place. “Now that I have agreed to go with you, will you not, please, tell me—”

“I will not,” said Albern. “Our arrangement remains the same. I will keep telling you stories, as long as you want to hear them—but I will choose them. Can you accept that?”

“I suppose so,” grumbled Sun. “I thought that would be your answer, in any case. But I have my own condition. You are a storyteller, and if you say you must tell your stories in a certain order, I will believe you. But we are also traveling companions, and in that, I do not call you master. I do not want to follow along at your heels, chasing you like the wolfhound from your tales. If we are to ride together, I want to be treated as your equal. A partner, not a lackey.”

Albern looked mildly surprised. But then his gentle smile grew into a wide grin, and he clapped his hand on his knee. “Why, I could not agree more—and I apologize for making you feel that you were ever anything less. We are traveling companions, and neither lord of the other. I vow I will not forget it. What more can I do?”

“Tell me of this woman in Lan Shui, for one thing,” said Sun.

“Ah, gladly,” said Albern. “She is a medica, and I am seeking her services.”

Sun’s heart seemed to pause for a moment. “I—are you ill?” A sudden fear clutched at her heart, that the man she had just befriended might be in peril, about to be ripped away from her just as she had begun to value his company. And another, smaller part of her—a part she was somewhat ashamed of—wondered if she was about to be cast out alone upon the road, just as she was wondering if she had made the right choice in the first place.

“Oh, sky no,” said Albern, and his easy smile dispelled her terror in an instant. “Do not worry yourself in the slightest. It is simply that old bodies need a little more care than ones your age. My friend in Lan Shui makes sure I stay healthy.”

“Ah, I think I see,” said Sun. “Because you are ander?”

“Well, yes and no,” said Albern. “That plays a part—but age catches up with all of us, and it causes quite a bit more problems than a wending ever has.”

Sun let a little sigh of relief escape her. “Well, I am glad to hear it. At the risk of imitating Mag, I have to say: if you were to die before telling me the tale I wish to hear, I would have to kill you.”

Albern laughed loud and long at that, and the sound rang hearty and cheerful among the dark trunks that surrounded them. A bird chirped indignantly as it leaped into the air from a branch above him.

“I shall endeavor not to earn your wrath,” he said. “In any case, after I have seen the medica, I have other business. There is something near Lan Shui that needs looking into.”

“Another vampire?” said Sun, trying not to quail visibly.

“I should certainly hope not,” said Albern. “It seems to be a more mundane sort of evil. Banditry, mayhap, but we shall see. These are the errands I mean to take care of in Lan Shui. After I have seen to them—with your help, if you are willing to give it—we shall plan where to go next. Together. Is that acceptable?”

“Of course it is,” said Sun. “You could have simply told me so in the first place.”

She had meant no insult by it, and she thought she spoke the words lightly. Yet Albern’s smile faltered. When he spoke, it was in a subdued, almost mournful tone.

“I am sorry, child,” he said. “You are right, of course. It is only that as I tell you these tales, I cannot help but think of the times I traveled with Mag. And when I rode by her side … well, the two of us were so close, you see. We almost knew each other’s minds. Many things passed between us, plans and decisions, that never needed to be spoken aloud.”

He fixed Sun with a gaze that was suddenly clouded. She shifted where she sat. Her meat was in her lap, untouched and now forgotten.

“I hope this causes you no discomfort,” said Albern, his voice scarcely above a murmur. “But you remind me of her in many ways. I suppose I fell into old habits. But that was a different time, and I must always remind myself to see the world around me—as it is, not as I remember it. I should know better by now. Can you forgive me?”

“Of course,” said Sun, answering a bit too quickly.

“Thank you.” The old man’s smile grew. “But I must also ask a boon. I reserve the right to surprise you with some things. Any good tale must have a few twists and turns, after all, lest we grow bored of it. But I promise that the next part of this story should be very interesting to you—especially considering what you have told me about your family.”

Sun could not help herself—she smiled like a girl whose parents had just promised her a treat. “I cannot wait.”

“Then let us get ourselves upon the road, and I will talk as we ride.”

“You mean as you ride.”

Albern chuckled. “Your point is well taken. We must see about getting you a horse of your own.”

“I would greatly appreciate that.”

They packed up their camp—a quick process, for they had not unpacked all that much, simply a few bedrolls and some small dishes for eating. As they had laid it all out the night before, Sun had thought she would have to do much of the work, but in fact Albern was much quicker at it than she. The same was true now; his bedroll was on the saddle long before hers was, and by the time she was ready to gather up their simple dishes, he had already bagged them all and slung the sack, too, atop the horse. As she had last night, Sun chided herself for her assumption. It was plain that Albern had been traveling all across Underrealm for many years since he had lost his arm. He had adjusted himself to taking care of the small business of life long ago, and was likely a much better campaigner than she was.

Albern climbed into the saddle and smiled down at her. Their breath poured out in a heavy mist in the still-chilled morning air, mingling far above their heads as it stretched up in search of the light clouds floating overhead.

“Are you ready?” he asked.

“Of course,” said Sun.

He nodded and nudged the horse into a walk. Sun strode by his side, one hand hanging idly from his left stirrup, as the old man continued his tale.
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AUTUMN CLUNG TO THE LAND, slow to relinquish it to winter. The days were cloudy, casting that gentle semblance of sunlight that illuminates the shadows nearly as much as everything else. It rained often, and sometimes it snowed lightly, but we hid beneath our oiled cloaks and rode on regardless. The trees all around us were a thousand shades of red and orange and gold, casting their leaves into the wind to gently brush against us as we carried on.

Our journey had taken us some weeks. After proceeding to the city of Bertram from Lan Shui, we had eschewed the King’s road and struck out west, carrying on all the way to the coast before turning north. There the road is often within sight of the ocean, that endless expanse that stretches forever, a blue blanket strewn with a thousand diamonds. In northwestern Dorsea, just before we turned east for Opara, Dryleaf had fallen ill, and we had halted for a few days to let him recuperate. As we drew at last to the borders of what had once been my homeland, I held on to a hope that our hunt might be at its end.

You will remember, of course, that in Lan Shui we had learned that Kaita was heading for Opara. You will also remember that we thought that message came from Pantu, the young boy who had once been a servant of the Shades, but that it had actually been Kaita in disguise. But of course we did not know that as we approached the city. We thought we would go unseen, and that our quarry had no idea we were even after her.

During our travels, I had engaged in a small project of my own. I told you of Jordel, the Mystic with whom I had journeyed through the Greatrocks, and who had perished before that journey’s end. I had promised the boy, Gem, that I would write a song for him, a song of celebration for a life more eventful than most. I had not had the time to begin it in Northwood, and the road to Lan Shui had provided little opportunity, for we were in a dangerous land. But on the long road to Opara, I spent many nights on watch and many days idle in my saddle with little else to do. And so I had begun my ballad. It was grueling work, for I had never tried my hand at songwriting in those days. It is not as easy as some think—not if you want to do it properly. Sometimes I could summon no words at all. Other times, a part of the song would stick in my mind, repeating itself over and over again, demanding to be improved, until I was rocking back and forth in my saddle, muttering and humming to myself under my breath. 

“Are you going mad over there?” said Mag, drawing me out of my thoughts. “We can seek a healer in the next town.”

I looked at her somewhat ashamedly. Mag sat straight in her saddle, prouder than any Mystic knight, her green cloak fluttering in a light wind. Though the journey had been long, and though we had faced darkness along it—not only the vampires we slew in Lan Shui, but highwaymen and brigands in the wilderness—she looked better than ever, hale and healthy and with a focus honed like a razor’s edge. Indeed, if I was honest with myself, she looked far more natural, far more whole, somehow, than she had back in Northwood. Mag had been happiest there, in those days she had spent with Sten. But there are the things that make us happy, and then there are the things that come to us naturally, and it is an exceptionally fortunate few who can find both things in the same place or circumstance. I think Mag belonged on the road, on a campaign, such as it was, whether or not it was what she desired.

“Forgive me,” I told her. “I had not realized how loud my voice had grown.”

“Really?” she said, arching an eyebrow. “I have been unable to pay attention to anything else for some time.”

On Mag’s other side, Dryleaf chuckled, his sightless eyes drifting aimlessly. I had been most worried for the old man when he had fallen ill, but now he seemed even stronger than when we had met him in Lan Shui. He, too, seemed to be a man who belonged on the road—and in his case, it did seem to be his great love, as well. I knew he had been a wandering peddler for many years, long before he met us.

“Oh, do be gentle with Albern, dear girl,” he told Mag. “Any art requires time and patience, and songs most of all. They come to us in dreams, in our mind’s wanderings, a piece at a time. Then we must sit there with the parts of them, shoving them about like a child with a tinker’s puzzle, often going days or weeks without seeing the way they fit together. And then, all of a sudden, the pieces form into a whole, and then the world is forever blessed with a new and beautiful thing. Nothing can fly through the ages like a song.”

“Thank you kindly,” I said, nodding before I remembered he could not see it. “Your support is greatly appreciated, though I can defend myself against this one.” I pointed past Mag at the old man and gave her an admonishing frown. “Do you see? That is how one true friend supports another. With encouragement, not heckling.”

“If I were heckling you, I would have found some rocks to throw,” said Mag. “Carry on with your mutterings, then. There are many beekeepers in this part of the kingdom. Mayhap one of them will sell me some wax to plug my ears.”

I reached over and tried to shove her. Mag snatched my arm and nearly pulled me from the saddle, before catching my shoulder on her knee and launching me back upright. I snatched wildly at the saddle horn to steady myself. Foolhoof, my gelding, snorted loudly and danced beneath me, as though he had sensed an opportunity to try to escape.

“You hush,” I told him, slapping his shoulder—but gently. “You will not rid yourself of me that easily.” I glared at Mag. “Even with her help.”

Mag laughed aloud, dragging a smile out of me. “If I wanted you out of the saddle—”

“—it would already be done,” I finished. “You should be more careful with me, you know. You may be able to best me in a fight, but I am learning to write songs. I could immortalize you in verse as an utter buffoon. That sort of victory lasts forever, Mag; you can only trounce me as long as we are both alive.”

A curious expression came across her, one so tragic and … and weary, that I felt at once that I should apologize, though I did not know what I had done wrong. She smiled at me, but I thought I saw her eyes glisten as she did it.

“You are welcome to your eternal victory,” she said, and the spell broke. Her voice was so cheery, her smile suddenly so genuine, that I felt I must have imagined what I had seen. “I prefer to defeat the person right in front of me, rather than the idea of them many years later.”

I laughed, for it seemed clear that that was the response she needed. Mag and Dryleaf joined in the merriment, while Oku barked and ran two quick circles around our horses.

We fell silent as we rode on. Yet I thought long upon what I had seen, and the way Mag sounded. My words must have reminded her of Sten, I thought. So much had happened since the battle of Northwood, that sometimes I forgot it was barely two months before that Mag and Sten were still living happily in that town, foreseeing no darkness in their future.

“You know, Albern,” said Dryleaf after a time, “I could offer my services in your attempt. I have written a fair few songs in my time, and received praise from kings and princes for them.”

“I know it, friend,” I told him. “I would have guessed it from the moment I first heard you sing. But this is too close to my heart to share with anyone. At least for now.”

Dryleaf pursed his lips and gave a deep nod, pushing his long beard into his chest. “A song of mourning, is it? Very well. You will know when you have healed enough that my advice will be more help than hindrance.”

I glanced again at Mag, but from the corner of my eye so that she would not notice. Mayhap I need not have worried. Her gaze was distant as she let it rest on the horizon, and I doubted she had heard a word Dryleaf or I had spoken.

The old man had said I would know when my heart had healed. But some wounds, I wagered, never healed at all.
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THE NEXT DAY, WE REACHED the city of Opara, which stands at the foot of the mountain Tahumaunga.

I do not know how far you have traveled, but I doubt it is as far as me, and I can tell you this: there are few sights as glorious, as awe-inspiring, and as frightening as that fiery peak. Tahumaunga looms over the land all around, its crest often wreathed in smoke, which drifts away south and east. There are taller mountains in the nine kingdoms, but none stand so tall in isolation, dominating the horizon and commanding one’s attention.

There are tales from the time before time that say it spouted its flames often, sending great rivers of molten rock cascading down its slopes and flooding the wilderness all around. But those flames had long since subsided when Roth’s armies conquered the nine kingdoms. Now it belched forth its fires mayhap once in a lifetime, and they were gentle and slow when compared to the mountain’s ancient fury.

Opara had been built at the foot of the mountain long ago. The King’s road did not pass through it, but it was still sizable, for it was an important waypost on the kingdom’s southern border. The Tongarn river poured from underground caverns within the mountain, and the city had been built around the place where the waters reached the lowlands. The south gate stood open as we approached, but the guards there raised a hand to stop us, and one stepped forwards to take Mag’s reins, for she was at our head. He looked at each of us in turn with a studious gaze. He and his companions wore the black and red armor, trimmed in white, that marked them as servants of the Calentin king. A curious feeling, somewhere between longing and discomfort, came over me as I beheld them.

“Good day, friends,” said the man, a short and stout fellow. I do not know how many Calentin citizens you have met, but we often decorate ourselves with moko—a sort of tattoo scarred deep into the skin of the face. Moko covered this guard’s chin, which jiggled when he spoke. “Whence have you come?” One of his fellow guards edged closer and knelt a pace away, extending a hand towards Oku.

“Southern Dorsea, and before that, Selvan,” said Mag. “We hail from the town of Northwood.”

“A long way to travel,” said the guard. “I am Ari, of the family Parata. What is your business in the kingdom?” Oku had drawn tentatively closer, and finally he allowed the other guard to scratch him behind the ears.

“I am Kanohari,” I said, speaking before Mag as a way of reminding her not to give her true name. We had discussed this before. Mag and I would use false names, in case word of us somehow reached the weremage and warned her of our approach. Dryleaf would need no such precautions, we thought, since he meant nothing to the Shades. “I am returning home, and these are my friends, accompanying me on the journey.”

As I spoke, I dismounted and threw back my hood. The guards’ faces lit with recognition, and Ari gave me a warm smile. My father was a Heddan, but my mother was of old Calentin blood, and the features of my homeland were plain upon my face, even if my skin was a bit pale.

“Welcome home, countryman,” said Ari. He pressed his fist to his forehead. “How long away?”

“Too long,” I said, giving him a smile that I did not feel. “Many years.”

He chuckled and clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Well, you will lose that Selvan accent before long.” He shifted his attention back to Mag, giving her a nod. “You are true friends to accompany your fellow on such a long journey.” Behind him, Oku had gone belly-up to allow the other guard to scratch him. One hind leg kicked wildly at the air.

“Oh, do not worry,” said Mag, smiling at me. “It has all been a long ploy. I mean to get him drunk and then steal all his coin.”

“She is joking,” I said quickly, scowling at her.

Ari chuckled, but then his countenance grew stern. “You are welcome to Opara, but I am afraid we must inspect your belongings. Orders from the Rangatira, and none but his servants are exempt.”

“Of course,” I said easily. Yet in my mind, a warning bell began to toll. Inspecting travelers at the border? That was something I might have expected in the eastern regions, the mountain passes where I grew up. But the southern border had never been a place of great watchfulness. It had never needed to be, for Dorsea knew better than to bring their aggression here, and they turned it instead upon Selvan, or Feldemar or sometimes Hedgemond.

Fortunately, we carried nothing suspicious upon us. We were indeed simple travelers, even if our ultimate goal was not quite so simple. After perusing our rations and travel gear and Mag’s considerable stock of coin, the guards waved us on through the gate. Oku leaped up with a yelp and, after giving the guard’s face a quick lick, he came pelting after us. Ari raised a hand to wave farewell, and then they were out of sight.

Riding into those streets was a strange sensation for me. The scent of cooking food wafted on the air towards me, bringing the aroma of dishes I had not smelled in years, but recognized at once. Most people around us had moko, and more than once I caught myself staring at it, tracing its twisting designs with my eyes.

I was something of a rarity, you see. Most people of Calentin do not travel very far from home, and so I had not seen them often since I left. Yet the smells, the sights, and the few snatches of song I could hear in the streets and alleys, all of it came together to pitch my mind straight back to my youth, as though I had never been gone.

“Those guards were very friendly, even if they did search our belongings,” remarked Dryleaf. “That is one thing I have always liked about Calentin. Not only is it a beautiful kingdom—or I considered it so, back when I could see—but the people are simply wonderful. They seem so happy here, tucked in their own corner of Underrealm and untroubled by the affairs of the wider world.”

“Calentin has its own troubles, and they are plenty.” The words came harsher than I intended. Dryleaf cocked his head in surprise, and Mag gave me a stern glance. “Do not look at me like that,” I told her. “I speak only the truth. No kingdom is an idyll.”

“We know it, but that is no reason to be such a grouch,” said Mag. “We are leagues and leagues away from your family. No one here will recognize you.”

I gave her a small and sheepish smile. She had seen to the heart of my poor mood right away. “I know that. But this is the closest I have come to my family’s domain since I left them.”

“Ah,” said Dryleaf, nodding sagely. “Bad blood, is it? Well, this is your home kingdom, and you would know more about it than I do. At least we do not have to go to your family’s lands. That is one hopeful thing.”

I hid a grimace and turned my attention back to the streets. But Oku seemed to sense something of my dark mood, for he whined and stepped closer, nudging my foot with his head. “Thank you, boy,” I told him, and looked up at Mag. “Do you see? Even the hound knows how to be a good friend.”

Mag snorted and leaned over from her saddle towards mine, wrapping me in a one-armed hug that almost lifted me into the air. “Here. Is this affection enough for you?”

“Release me before I faint,” I wheezed.

She let go and pounded me on the back, which only hurt worse. “That is more than enough support for now. I shall give you another dose tomorrow.”

“Please do not. I quite enjoy having ribs.”

Dryleaf laughed aloud, and I felt my dark mood dissipate somewhat. Mag sometimes made me feel inadequate, but that was through no fault of her own. It was only that she was impressive in so many ways. Yet she was always a true friend, never letting me wallow in my own misery, and doing anything she could to pull me out of it. In that moment, I appreciated it a great deal.

“Let us return to the matter at hand,” said Mag. “We are here for the weremage. We need a place to start looking.”

“A difficult proposition,” I said. “She could be anyone. We could encounter her at any time. In truth, she could have been one of those guards at the gate, and we would never have known.”

We had discussed this, of course, on the long road north. Dryleaf had raised the idea of telling the Mystics about the weremage—hunting down rogue wizards was their duty, after all. But Mag and I refused. The Mystics would never allow us to join them in hunting the weremage down. They never partnered with others for such a task, except in very rare cases where they had no other choice—or if they were an exceptional person, like Jordel, who had been far more trusting than most. Indeed, if we had told the Mystics of our aims, not only would they have barred us from the hunt and brought the weight of the King’s law against us if we persisted, but it is unlikely they would even have told us if they were successful. We had to do this on our own. The weremage had slain Mag’s husband, slain my friend. She would die by our hands. On that we were agreed.

Mag nodded at my words. “Our one advantage is that the weremage does not know we are coming for her. The only way she could have found out is if the satyrs sent word. No other servants of their Lord found out about our hunt and lived to tell the tale. And certainly none of them know Pantu told us we could find her here.”

“Yet we cannot hope to simply run into her on the street,” I said.

“You should seek out these Shades, I think,” said Dryleaf. “We know she meant to join some of them here. A weremage can be nearly impossible to hunt, but unless all the Shades are also wizards, they will be easier to pin down. Find them, and you will find her.”

“I think that is our best hope,” said Mag. “It will still require a good deal of work, but that can wait for the morning. It is already late, and we still need to find a bed for the night. Albern, do you know where we should seek lodgings?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I visited Opara but rarely, and that was decades ago. We shall simply have to choose an inn by the look of it.”

“I think you two will be better at that than I,” said Dryleaf, chuckling. “Though I think I will be a better judge of the food and the beds.”

It took us some time to find a place that looked suitable, and by the time we found it, darkness had begun to creep into the sky overhead. The sign hanging over the door named it the Ugly Squirrel—a joke, it seemed, for the building was beautiful, with a grid of dark beams framing tight wooden slats that had been painted a deep crimson. But then we met the place’s owner, and his face more than made up for the building’s beauty. His forehead swooped down low over his eyes, which pointed in different directions, and his jaw was misshapen so that he looked to be constantly grimacing. His name was Nuhea, if I remember correctly, and he was a delight. He chuckled as we introduced ourselves.

“The name is for me, not the inn,” he said, lisping slightly. “For even ugly squirrels make their nests in beautiful trees.”

He took our orders for food and lodgings, summoning hands to care for our horses and carry our few belongings to our rooms. But I noticed him giving me little glances from the corner of his eye—or at least, I thought he did, for it was hard, sometimes, to tell where he was looking. I was somewhat unnerved, even though I knew there was precious little chance of the man recognizing me. In hindsight, I now think that Nuhea must have seen something of my mother in my features. He must have thought I looked familiar, though he could not place why.

In any case, we paid him for his trouble and retired to our rooms, where food was soon delivered to us. We ate quickly and readied ourselves for sleep—though Mag and I still traded watches through the night, just in case. Weary as we were, we had no wish to be surprised, on the off chance that we had been spotted entering the city.

It was our weariness, however, that kept us from noticing the woman who entered the inn just behind us. Her skin was pale and her hair was fair, though she hid both under a grey cloak. She watched as we dealt with Nuhea, she took note of the rooms to which he brought us, and then she slipped out into the night.
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KAITA HAD BEEN WAITING FOR us in the stronghold of Maunwa not far away.

She had been there for some days. When we had ridden from Lan Shui, she had trailed us for a little while, stalking us in raven form, until she was sure we were heading for Opara as she had intended. Then she had cut straight across the countryside towards Calentin, bypassing the roads and traveling a long, harsh route through the wilderness. It had been taxing, but she was eager to reach the city far ahead of us.

But when she reached the Shades there, she found a nasty surprise. The old captain in the area had been given a new assignment. The new captain was a woman named Riri, and the hatred between the two women was thinly veiled, even in service of their Lord. For some days Kaita had been trying to get Riri to prepare for our arrival, but every council had devolved into an argument before long, and so they had barely gotten anything done.

Now Kaita sat in Riri’s council chamber again, bored nearly senseless, listening as two officers delivered reports of troop movements, of information and intelligence gathered about the constables, the Mystics, the Rangatira and his rangers. None of it mattered to Kaita. She had only one aim: to continue to lead Mag and me north, to the lands I had once called home. Just as Rogan had commanded her.

And then the door opened, and the woman with pale skin and fair hair entered the council room, casting back her hood.

Kaita looked up, every nerve in her body suddenly alight. The look on the woman’s face told her that her long wait was over.

“They are here,” said the woman. She nodded to Kaita. “The travelers matching the description you gave.”

“At last,” hissed Kaita. 

Riri gave her a cool look for a moment before turning to the messenger. “Where are they?”

“The Ugly Squirrel. One room for all three of them. I have a contact there, we could strike—”

“We do not aim to kill them,” Kaita snapped. “Our job now is—”

“You are not in command here,” said Riri. Kaita scowled. She did not need the reminder; Riri had not let her forget it for so much as a moment since her arrival. Riri looked to the messenger once more. “Thank you. That will be all. The rest of you may go as well.”

The messenger nodded and left, and the two Shade officers at the table took their leave. Kaita waited in frustrated silence as they shuffled out of the room—too slowly, she thought, and she wondered if Riri had secretly given them an order to annoy her as much as possible.

When the room was finally empty, Riri studied her for a moment. Kaita said nothing. Riri liked to wait for Kaita to speak, and then interrupt her. It was just the sort of petty, vindictive trick she had always cherished—and she had used it often enough against Kaita in the last few days. And so Kaita remained quiet, refusing to give her the pleasure.

“Well?” said Riri at last. “What do you think they mean to do next?”

“They will look for me,” said Kaita. “We will have to watch them.”

“It is dangerous for my people to visit Opara too often,” said Riri. “The High King knows about us now. The nobility is on alert. We are only here to watch for Calentin troop movements. Our secrecy is more important now than ever.”

“You do not have to tell me that,” said Kaita. “I know Rogan means for us to remain in the shadows, for now. I was there in the room when he said it—and, too, when he commanded us to begin striking from those shadows.”

Riri’s hands clenched on the arms of her chair. Kaita wanted to smile, but she was smart enough to conceal it. Riri had never understood why Rogan kept Kaita so close. She had never understood that Rogan knew just how useful Kaita was, in a way no one ever had before.

Even those who had claimed to, when Kaita had been young.

“In any case,” said Riri, “sending my own people into town to watch these stragglers will endanger our more important work. You brought this problem to Opara. You can watch the strangers.”

“I can,” said Kaita, fighting not to say it through gritted teeth. “But I cannot stay in raven form all day. And even if I could, night will come, and I have to sleep sometime. You cannot simply bury your head beneath your blankets and hope this blows by. If Mag speaks with the King’s law, they will come hunting for you.”

“They would not find us,” said Riri calmly. “None of their agents have come this far outside the city in a long while. The only danger would be if one of our soldiers were caught—which is why I will not continue to send them to Opara on your errands.”

Her foolishness grated on Kaita’s nerves. The constables might not have made a habit of visiting the stronghold of Maunwa, but it was far from concealed. It was an entirely foolish place to make one’s secret hideout—but then again, it played very well into Riri’s idea of her own importance. Why should she lurk in caves or some backwater buildings, when she could set herself up in this place of strong stone and imagine herself a grand lord? Never mind that she had only a dozen soldiers at her command.

But Kaita had pointed this out already, and Riri had ignored her. She must adopt a diplomatic tone now, if she wanted Riri to see wisdom.

“Do not underestimate the redbacks,” said Kaita. “You do not want them to be on the alert. That is what is important now. The sooner you help me lead Mag and her party north, the safer your mission will be. Abandon this place, and leave evidence that points a trail north. Albern and Mag will discover it. It is only a matter of time. Speed the process, and you can have them out of your life all the sooner.”

Riri frowned. It was a good point, though she clearly would not admit that. She scratched one nail against the wood of the table. For just a moment, Kaita thought she might agree.

“No.”

Kaita balked. “No? That is all you have to say?”

“It is all I need to say,” said Riri. “I am the captain here. I take my orders from Rogan, not you. And the last thing Rogan told me was to keep entirely out of sight, remaining unknown to anyone. And he said that if we were discovered, that we were to eliminate any witnesses. You have been a fool, and have led our enemies right to our doorstep. But I believe you when you say that Rogan wishes for them to be killed. I will do so, fulfilling my duty to him while also cleaning up your mess.”

“Are you …” Kaita stopped, aghast. “Are you mad? You will not do anything of the sort. If you try, you will die. Mag will slaughter you and anyone foolish enough to follow your orders. I must lead her to Tokana. No human can defeat her, but our allies in the north can.”

“Oh, Kaita,” said Riri, giving a scornful smile. “Simply because you have proven too incompetent to deal with her, does not mean that I am.”

Kaita shot to her feet. “Incompetent?” she roared, as her eyes began to glow. “Never forget who you are speaking to.”

She lunged, sprouting a pace taller. Her clothing sank into her flesh even as her hands turned into a lion’s massive paws. The air hissed as her razor claws came slashing forwards.

Riri ducked the grasping talons. A knife appeared in her hand, too fast for Kaita to see where she pulled it from. Twisting, she avoided another swipe.

Her dagger flashed. Kaita felt a stabbing pain in each thigh. A thick, guttural scream erupted from her enlarged throat. 

Unable to keep her feet, she crashed to the floor on her front. Riri was atop her in an instant. She snatched Kaita’s arms and wrenched them behind her back, squeezing until Kaita screamed again.

And then Riri seized her temples. Her fingers dug into the flesh there, pushing, crushing. Kaita’s whole body went rigid. She tried to cry out, but all that came was a choked gasp.

She felt the magic slipping away from inside her. Her body slowly resumed its natural form. Her tight blue and grey clothes sprouted out of her skin again. In a few heartbeats, she was herself, and still pinned under Riri. Tears sprang into her eyes at the agony in her legs.

“I will release you so that you can heal those wounds,” said Riri. “But only if you will promise not to be so foolish again. Swear to me.”

“Only Rogan and our father receive vows from me,” said Kaita, gritting her teeth and trying to pull an arm free.

Riri twisted harder. Kaita had to bite her own tongue to hide another scream. “Then I can hold you here as long as I need to.”

“All right,” said Kaita, hating the whimper in her own voice.

“Say it.”

“I swear.”

Riri let her go and rose, backing away quickly. But Kaita could not even think of breaking her word. She could only think of the pain in her legs. She focused upon it, and her eyes glowed once more. Slowly, painfully, the flesh turned fluid and melded together. The skin rejoined last, sealing the wound. Kaita gave a sigh of relief and let her magic slip away once more.

She got to her feet. Her arms still pained her; no weremagic could heal a twisting like that. Leaning heavily against the table in the center of the room, she glared at Riri, who now stood by her chair.

“Darkness take you and your Mystics’ tricks,” snarled Kaita.

Riri smiled. “You have remained the same girl you were in our youth, but I have not. I have grown stronger. And if I have learned the secrets of the mage hunters, now I use them in service of the Lord—a service you have been unable to render. Go now. If Rogan
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