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Chapter 1






Moira Illeniel studied her companions.
They stood close to her in the near darkness of the castle
courtyard. It was still some hours until first light.

“Are you sure this is wise?” asked
Gram. His new dragon, Grace, rode on his armored shoulders. She was
still small, having hatched only a few days previously, but she
already weighed close to fifty pounds. The young warrior gave no
sign of noticing her weight.

Mordecai’s creations, the dragons of
Lothion, grew quickly. Grace would probably be larger than a horse
within a couple of weeks, and she would be large enough to ride
soon after that. Today though, the two of them would ride with
Moira, atop her dragon, Cassandra’s wide back.

Matthew stood next to him, looking
upward with his natural sight, although it was too dark for them to
see anything. Instead his magesight roamed outward, hoping to
detect the approach of his dragon, Desacus.

The Countess will be angry
once she realizes we have gone, noted
Grace, broadcasting her thoughts to all of them.
And I can’t say that I blame her.

“Someone has to find Father, and the
people need her,” said Moira, repeating her earlier argument. “We
have to go.”

Chad Grayson spoke, “And she’ll be
rightly pissed when she discovers ye’ve tied her hands. Once the
two of ye have left, she’ll be forced to stay close to
home.”

“We are much better equipped for this
search,” pronounced Matthew. “She’s better suited to handling the
task of ruling here.” He turned his face toward the hunter, “No one
is asking you to come.”

Chad’s features grew irritated, “Might
as well sign my arrest warrant if ye leave me here.”

“No one knows you had any part in
this,” observed Moira.

“Heh!” chuffed the ranger. “That dark
witch will suss it out before the day is done, and they’ll have me
before the Countess soon after. Ye might as well put me in chains
yerself.”

“Mother wouldn’t put you in chains…,”
began Moira, but Gram interrupted.

“Dark witch?” said the
broad-shouldered knight.

“Yer mother, Lady Hightower,”
clarified the woodsman. Lady Rose Thornbear had inherited her
father’s title, and while Elise Thornbear still lived she was
properly called Lady Hightower rather than Lady
Thornbear.

Gram and Chad had worked together long
enough that the hunter’s rough words rarely bothered him anymore,
but he was still puzzled. “Witch? My mother doesn’t have any
magical ability.”

Chad squinted in the dim light, “I
ain’t so sure o’ that. She always kens more than any person has a
right to know. It makes a man nervous when she looks into his
eyes.”

Moira smirked at that, but only her
brother could discern the expression in the dim light. Matthew was
nodding in agreement.

“It could be that she conspires with
dark powers,” suggested Matthew with an air of mock
seriousness.

Gram was agape at that.
“Really? I’m surrounded by wizards, and you’re suggesting
my mother’s a
witch?”

Moira laughed softly, keeping her
voice low, “You have to admit it’s uncanny what she figures out,
Gram. I have magesight, and she still knows more than me about
what’s going on in people’s heads.”

Gram knew they were teasing him by
then, and he certainly understood how frightening his mother’s
powers of discernment could be. “She wouldn’t have you locked up,”
he stated firmly, directing his remark toward the hunter. “She’s
not vindictive.”

“That’s as may be,” said Chad, “and I
ain’t so sure of it, but the Countess is most certainly
temperamental. Once Lady Hightower outs me, Her Excellency might
well put me in chains for letting her young cubs run off on their
own.”

“It still might be wiser for you to
take your chances here rather than come with us,” said
Moira.

“And that’s exactly why I’m comin’,”
responded Chad. “None of ye are old enough to have the sense of a
goat.”

I hope you aren’t
including me in that assessment, Master Grayson,
responded Grace mentally.

His reply was drowned out by the sound
of beating wings, Cassandra and Desacus were descending. Once the
massive creatures had landed the group split up. Moira, Gram, and
Grace climbed aboard Cassandra, while Matthew and Chad took spots
on Desacus’ back. Soon they were winging their way carefully to the
east, heading in the direction of the mountains where Mordecai
Illeniel had disappeared.

As they flew the sun slowly appeared
on the horizon in front of them, setting the sky aglow with red and
orange hues. Gram and Chad were white knuckled, clinging
desperately to the rough scales of their respective dragons as they
rode behind Moira and Matthew. Grace was considerably more relaxed;
even if she were dislodged, she could fly on her own.

Several hours later they landed on the
southern slope of one of the smaller mountains.

“This doesn’t look promising,” said
Gram, studying the stony ground. It would be hard to track anything
there, assuming they found any sign of the lost Count to begin
with.

“You’re sure this is it?” asked
Matthew.

Moira nodded. “This is the area. All
of my spell-beasts returned except the one assigned to this
region.”

“Bitchin’ about it ain’t gonna help,”
remarked Chad. “Let’s spread out and start lookin’.”

The dragons took to the air once more,
circling to study the terrain below. The humans did likewise,
albeit much more slowly since they were now on foot. Matthew and
Moira studied the terrain with their magesight, while Gram and Chad
looked for more mundane signs.

The day dragged on slowly, while the
dry mountain air grew steadily hotter. It was shortly after noon
when Gram spotted the cracked granite stones that indicated a place
where something had struck the mountainside with tremendous
force.

There was no discoloration
of the rocks, but the shear lines were fresh and sharp, a subtle
contrast to the more softly weathered stones around them. He was
too far from the others for them to hear him, so he sent his
thoughts skyward, calling to his dragon. Grace, I think I’ve found something.

The small dragon passed the word along
to the others, and in less than a quarter of an hour they had
gathered around his find.

“I don’t see anything,” said
Matthew.

Moira felt similarly, but her
brother’s confidence annoyed her, “I’m not a tracker so I wouldn’t
presume to make assumptions.”

Matthew glared at her, but Master
Grayson spoke first, “No, the lad has found somethin’ here. Look at
the edges, do ye see that?” The older man ran his finger along the
sharp granite.

“They’re more jagged,” said Matthew,
rubbing his chin.

As if he hadn’t just said
he didn’t see anything, thought Moira. “Can
you tell what happened?” she asked, keeping her irritation to
herself.

Gram and the huntsman exchanged
glances. “We’re on a mountainside, and it’s been over a week now.
Anything more subtle than this is probably long gone,” admitted
Gram.

“Still, it gives us a place to work
around,” suggested Chad.

Moira closed her eyes, expanding her
senses outward. Beside her, she could feel her brother doing
likewise. At first she felt nothing unusual, but after a minute she
found something. Using her aythar, she invisibly highlighted the
spot to draw her brother’s attention to the area. “Do you see it?”
she asked aloud.

“The start of a cave,” he mumbled in
agreement. He pointed downslope for the benefit of the two
non-mages.

Moving carefully, they made their way
downward, studying the rocks as they went.

“I can’t see shit,” complained Chad,
looking at the area around his feet. They were near a large boulder
which, along with a sturdy bush mostly concealed what appeared to
be a small recess in the mountainside. “If he went in there is
anyone’s guess.”

“He isn’t there now,” stated Moira,
“unless it goes farther in than I can sense. Hopefully, we can find
something to tell us where to go from here.”

“An’ what if we don’t? What if we find
whatever put yer almighty father down? How’re we gonna handle
somethin’ like that?” said the hunter.

Moira glared at the dour ranger,
biting her tongue rather than respond immediately. She already
wished he hadn’t come with them.

“There’s nothing in there,” observed
Matthew. “Nothing powerful at least, although I can feel something
odd.” His eyes held a distant look.

“Some sort of trace aythar,” agreed
Moira, “but it smells strange.”

“Smells?” asked Gram.

“We don’t really have proper words for
what we sense with magesight, so I just borrow whatever seems to
fit,” she explained. “This has an unusual flavor, like some sort of
magic I haven’t seen before.”

“Then it’s probably a trap,” advised
Chad.

“You think everything is a trap,” said
Gram, hoping to lighten the mood.

“An’ I’m never disappointed,” replied
the hunter, “only pleasantly surprised when I’m mistaken. Better
that than the other way ‘round.”

“It isn’t a trap,” pronounced
Matthew.

“Ye can’t know that,” argued
Chad.

The young wizard gave him a flat
stare, “I know. I’m familiar with this magic.”

Moira’s brow wrinkled as she
listened.

Matthew understood her question, and
in response he pointed at his upper arm, tracing a line across the
area just below the shoulder. “Remember?”

That’s where I had to
reattach his arm, she thought to
herself, after he practically amputated
it. The reminder brought with it the memory
of the strange aythar that had lingered in Matthew’s workshop that
day. Moira nodded before adding, “That isn’t
reassuring.”

Her brother sighed. He should have
known she wouldn’t understand. “I need to examine whatever is in
there if I’m going to figure this out.”

“It’d be more prudent to tell yer lady
mother first…” suggested the hunter. “We probably ain’t ready fer
whatever’s in there.”

“He’s already fought one god and won,”
noted Gram, and with another word he activated his sword. Scales of
shining steel appeared in a cloud around the hilt and rapidly began
covering his body. Within moments he was covered in glimmering
armor.

Moira felt a hint of recognition as
the scales began winking into existence. The aythar was similar to
what lay within the cave.

“An’ his father fought
more’n that and look what good…” began Chad, but Gram wasn’t
listening. With his armor on, the young man was already making his
way into the cave. The twin wizards filed in behind him.
Feckin’ kids, groused the
hunter silently.

The back of the niche held a tall but
narrow passage. The dark crack was perhaps ten feet from top to
bottom, but it was only two foot wide at its broadest point. The
bottom was narrow and awkward to step on, threatening to trap their
feet or twist an ankle. There were places on either side where the
stone was scorched. Ragged grooves indicated the claw marks of
something impossibly strong.

“I don’t think the opening was
originally this wide,” suggested Gram.

Ye think?!
quipped the hunter mentally. He kept his mouth
shut, however. He was too busy trying to figure out how he would
use his bow if something came at them from the darkness. It was on
his back, with the string across his chest to allow his hands the
freedom he needed to clamber through the awkward passage. If
anything happened, he would be hard pressed to respond in any
meaningful way. Worse, the entry was so difficult it would make any
sudden retreat impossible.

Ten feet in, the floor widened and
they were able to walk again, rather than scrabble
along.

“It goes farther back than I thought,”
said Matthew.

“Hold on,” said Moira. Lifting her
hand, she focused her will, producing a small insect-like creature
of pure aythar on her palm. Once the shape had formed, her mind
twisted the strands of aythar that composed it until they began to
pulse and thrum with life. Thousands of complex connections formed
within the tiny beast in no more than the span of a minute, guided
by the young woman’s instinct.

Matthew watched her manipulating the
aythar with undisguised curiosity, and perhaps a touch of jealousy,
although he would never have admitted it. His sister’s Centyr
heritage gave her the ability to do some things that seemed
patently absurd to his rational mind. After a moment, he felt the
tiny beast’s mind awaken and begin to communicate with
Moira’s.

She held her arm out, and the creature
leapt away, taking flight on delicate wings. It flew into the
darkness and was almost immediately lost to sight. It remained
quite visible to magesight, though. It sent a steady stream of
descriptions and mental impressions back to her as it ranged
outward to the limits of her senses, using its perception to extend
her range.

“There’s nothing else here,” she told
them after a few minutes. “Or if there is, it’s nothing my pet can
discern.”

“Anything new in the area where the
traces are?” asked Matthew.

That place was less than a hundred
yards from their current location and well within both of their
perceptual ranges. Moira’s pet had revealed nothing new about that
area.

“No,” she responded. “But there are no
other traces deeper in. Whatever happened here, that’s probably the
extent of it.”

“Let’s go have a look for ourselves
then,” said Gram, his voice oddly muted by the metal armor that
covered his face. It was easy to forget it was there. The
enchantment made the parts that covered his face transparent to the
point of invisibility, but they still altered the resonance of
sounds coming and going.

Maybe I should fix
that, pondered Matthew, but if I do, the armor might completely ignore sonic attacks.
It might be possible to selectively ignore the sounds produced by
his voice while filtering non-native sounds, but then he’d be
effectively deaf. Someone punched his
shoulder then.

“Hey, dumbass, let’s move,” said
Moira. “You’re blocking the way.”

“I was thinking about something,” he
answered angrily.

Moira leaned closer, already incensed,
“It would be nice if you did your thinking when you weren’t
standing in front of everybody.”

“You’re such a jerk, Moira,” he spat
out reflexively.

The words were nothing
unusual, but she felt a familiar pain at their utterance.
I’ve always tried to look out for you, and you do
nothing but attack me as soon as you’re the least bit
inconvenienced, she thought. “I’m a jerk?!”
were the words that actually came out of her mouth. “You’re the
idiot who cut off his own arm! Maybe I was being a jerk when I put
it back on for you?”

Gram separated them and moved into the
space between them, “Let’s argue about stupid shit after we find
the Count.”

“Perhaps one of ye would be so kind as
to make a light?” asked the hunter from the rear of the group. “I
can’t see a gods-damned thing back here.”

Matthew closed his mouth even as he
created a light on the end of his staff. Moira created two small
firefly-like creatures, each carrying a similar light. They buzzed
ahead and illuminated the caverns in front of them.

“Show off,” said Matthew with some
irritation.

The hunter ground his teeth in
annoyance at their continued bickering. “Worst feckin’ twins I’ve
ever known,” he said softly to himself.

“She’s adopted,” said
Matthew.

Moira gave her brother a
look that promised future retribution even as Chad wondered to
himself, How did he hear me?

Gram answered his unspoken question,
“The dragons give all of us unbelievably good hearing.”

“Now, if they would just make the lot
of ye smarter too, I’d be eternally grateful,” responded the
hunter.

Gram responded by pushing past the
twin wizards and moving forward into the passageway. They followed
him, saving their argument for later, while the hunter brought up
the rear.

Two offshoots led to dead ends, but
Moira warned Gram away from them, and they continued until they
came to the chamber that held the strange traces of aythar. It was
a larger cavern, some twenty yards across and nearly forty in
length. Water lay in a shallow pool to one side, but it was a
flattened area in the center that drew their attention.

The floor appeared to have been melted
there, and it was readily apparent that it hadn’t been from some
natural geologic process. Moira and Matthew both moved to the spot,
their faces rapt with concentration.

Damned magic,
thought Chad, but then his eyes spotted something
off to one side, a ripped and torn tabard. Gram followed his eyes
and picked it up before he could say anything.

Moira considered the traces of aythar
with curiosity. The cave was full of them. Something momentous had
occurred there. The feeling they carried was indeed similar to the
magic that lay behind Gram’s sword and the magic she had felt the
day Matthew had accidentally severed his own arm. Even so, she
could make no sense of it. She turned her attention to Gram and the
ranger. “What’s that?” she asked.

“Someone’s discarded livery,” offered
Gram, holding up the ragged cloth.

Chad frowned. Something seemed off to
him.

“I don’t recognize it,” admitted
Moira.

“It represents the Earl of Berlagen,
in western Dunbar,” explained Gram.

Moira gave him a surprised look, “How
did you know that?”

“I may not be as bright as some, but
Mother made me memorize the crests of every known house in Lothion,
Gododdin, and Dunbar,” answered the young knight.

“This didn’t come from
Dunbar,” interrupted Matthew. “It came from
someplace—else.”

“Those soldiers that came with T’lar
crossed over the northern wastes from Dunbar,” asserted Gram, “and
this tabard came from there as well. I don’t see that there’s any
reason to doubt that.”

Chad spoke up, “Why would they leave
something as obvious as a tabard here, unless they’re trying to lay
the blame on someone else…”

Matthew shook his head,
“Not the tabard, this.” He gestured at the empty area in the middle of the
room.

Neither Gram nor Chad could see
anything there other than the partially melted floor, but Moira
knew he was referring to the otherworldly aythar that lingered in
the area.

“Could Celior have crossed over here,
or re-entered here?” she wondered aloud. As far as either of them
knew, he had remained in the world since his first entry when
Elaine Prathion had summoned him, the year before they had been
born.

“No, but something did,” said her
brother. “I think the boundary has been changing since Mal’goroth
tore his way through. It’s weaker. I think something new has
come.”

Moira shrugged, “Well whatever it is,
it’s here now. We need to find it, and Father.”

“Celior flew when I saw him leave
after his fight,” Gram reminded them, “and whatever was here hasn’t
left any significant trace of its departure.”

“We need to go to Dunbar,” stated
Moira firmly. “Someone there was part of this. Once we find them,
we may be able to find their unnatural allies.”

“We don’t know that your father was
taken back there,” said Chad. “Yer best chance is to widen yer
search here. Not that it’s a good chance.”

“We’ll do both,” she answered
decisively. Her eyes went to her brother, looking for his
inevitable argument. She was surprised when he nodded in
agreement.

“She’s right,” said
Matthew.

“Chad can stay with you,” she
continued without skipping a beat. “I’ll take Gram with me to
Dunbar.”

“Take them both,” said her brother. “I
won’t need help searching and Chad can’t track from dragon back.
I’d feel better if you had two people watching out for you in a
strange place.”

It was uncustomary for her brother to
show such concern, and she bristled at his suggestion that she
might need protecting. They argued over it for several minutes
before she gave in. Matthew was unreasonably stubborn. It wasn’t
worth the energy.

“Tell Mother what we’re doing when you
get back home this evening,” she told him at last. It gave her some
small pleasure knowing that he would face their mother’s
disapproval alone.

“You should send one of your little
minions,” he replied. “I might not go back for a day or
two.”

Something in his words
didn’t quite ring true. Moira wondered what he might be planning,
but then she decided he was just covering up his fear of facing the
Countess by himself. He’s going to use his
search as an excuse to avoid facing her for a few days,
she guessed.

She used her aythar and a few quick
words to lighten Gram and Chad, so they wouldn’t present too much
of a burden for Cassandra. As they took to the air, she looked
down, watching Matthew wave goodbye. She couldn’t help but think
she had gotten the better of their bargain.


Chapter 2






Cassandra’s back was crowded with
three passengers. Moira rode in front, with Gram behind her and
Chad behind him. She had used a temporary spell to lighten their
weight and another to cause them to stick to the dragon’s
back.

Knowing they couldn’t fall off helped
with their anxieties, but she could tell they were still
uncomfortable. She smiled to herself as she listened to the hunter
swearing quietly to himself. Gram on the other hand remained
silent, but his hands were clenched into fists.

It’s going to be a long
and tiring flight, said Cassandra’s voice
in her mind.

We shouldn’t be too
heavy, answered Moira. I lightened the load for you.

It’s more than
that, responded her dragon,
the three of you disrupt the airflow around me,
so I have to spend more energy using my wings to keep us
aloft.

Let me know if you get
tired, said Moira. There’s no reason we can’t take breaks if
necessary.

Grace flew beside them, her slender
form keeping up with ease. She was still too small to help by
carrying Gram, but she had been growing rapidly. In another month
or so she might be able to carry a rider, judging by the rate at
which the other dragons had grown after hatching.

The wind made normal conversation
difficult, and they lapsed into silence. Moira wasn’t bored,
though. Her mind was preoccupied with the ever changing vista
around her. Despite their speed, the mountains seemed to pass by
slowly beneath them. The sun might have been hot on their
shoulders, but the frigid air did more than compensate for that. In
fact, they were becoming increasingly cold.

Moira created a shield around the
humans in a sloping dome-like shape to divert the rushing wind, and
then she used a word to adjust the temperature within.

That’s better,
noted Cassandra.

Were you cold?
she asked the dragon, somewhat
surprised.

I meant the strain of
staying airborne. It isn’t perfect, but you aren’t creating as much
drag now, explained Cassandra.

That wasn’t what I was
aiming for, but it’s good to know, thought
Moira. She was still relatively new to flying, but she was learning
that it was more complicated than she had originally
realized.

They only had to stop twice before
nightfall. After their second break, they flew until dusk had
deepened to the point that they could barely see. Magesight was a
poor substitute for normal vision when flying, given its range
limitations. Without moonlight, they were resigned to finding a
place to stop in the mountains.

The eastern edge of the Elentirs was
still more than an hour’s flight away, and although the mountains
were getting smaller there were still no towns. They were saved
from a rough camp when they spotted a sturdy cabin in one of the
valleys.

It had smoke coming from the chimney,
so it was definitely inhabited. They landed several hundred yards
away and hoped that the dragons hadn’t been seen. Moira could only
imagine what sort of panic the sight of a beast as large as
Cassandra might cause.

I will sleep here,
the massive dragon told her.

She nodded,
Thank you, Cassandra. I wish you could stay with
us.

It is no hardship. Morning
will arrive soon enough.

Grace wasn’t quite as content. She
knew she was small enough to accompany them within, but her form
was still a problem. She was tempted to suggest using an illusion
so that she could accompany them, but in the end she kept her
thoughts to herself. It would be cold on the mountainside, but she
would be warm enough if she stayed beside the larger
dragon.

Chad took the lead as they approached
the wooden building. “Let me do the talkin’.”

“I can speak for myself, thank you,”
said Moira immediately.

Gram winced at her remark. He already
knew better than to argue with the ranger on most
matters.

“Yeah? An’ what do ye plan to tell ‘em
when they come to the door?” replied the hunter wryly.

“The truth,” she answered. “We have
nothing to hide.”

“I’m the daughter of the Count
di’Cameron. Would you mind putting us up for the night? I’m just
out searching for my lord father in the mountains. We won’t be any
trouble. Do you think you could spare some tea?” responded the
ranger pitching his voice higher to imitate hers.

She glared at him, “I
do not sound like
that.”

“Don’t be so sure o’ that, princess,”
said Chad.

“Nor am I a princess…”

“That ain’t the point,” he
interrupted. “Ye may not sound like that to yer own ears, or even
to mine, but to people who’re livin’ out here in the wilderness,
that’s how ye’ll come off. They’ll be scared half to death at the
thought of someone like you bein’ here. Worsen’ that if you tell
‘em yer the daughter of the Count.”

Moira graced him with an angry stare
but held her tongue for a moment as she considered his words. Chad
Grayson never failed to irritate her, but she couldn’t deny his
logic. Finally she spoke again, “What would you have us do
then?”

“Let me talk. Yer my daughter, Gertie,
an’ he’s my son-in-law, Gram,” explained Chad.

“Why does he get to keep his own
name?” she protested.

“Fer one, it ain’t that uncommon a
name, but yer’s is a dead giveaway.”

“Son-in-law? You want them to think
we’re married?” added Gram.

Chad laughed, “Ain’t no one gonna
believe a great brute like you is my son, an’ there’s no way ye
could be brother an’ sister.” He looked at Moira then, “Oh, an’
we’re gonna have to tell them ye’re slow. Try not to talk. Stick to
grunts if ye can.”

Moira’s eyes went wide,
“What?!”

Gram began chuckling at
that.

“This isn’t funny,” she told him
angrily, before turning on Chad. “Shouldn’t he be silent too? We
both grew up in the castle.”

“Yeah, if he talks too much it’ll be a
problem, but I think he can get by if he sticks to short sentences.
Gram’s spent a lot of time hangin’ around the barracks an’ talkin’
with yer father’s soldiers,” said the ranger. “Ain’t that right,
Son?”

“That’s right, Pa,” answered Gram,
snickering.

She looked back and forth between the
two laughing men, growing more annoyed as they continued to laugh.
“Mebbe ye should consider that this big lout ain’t the only one who
kin act differ’nt if needs be,” she said suddenly, using a thick
accent.

The two of them began to laugh harder,
until Gram had to gasp for air.

“What’s so funny?” she asked,
puzzled.

“Please stop!” begged Gram. “You’re
killing me here.”

Chad smiled at her, “I’m convinced
now. Don’ say a word girl, from here on yer a mute. Gram, can stick
to short sentences, otherwise stay quiet. Yer a very shy boy. Ye
ken me?”

“Okay, Pa,” said the young
warrior.

“This really isn’t fair,” said Moira,
shaking her head.

“Can you disguise us?” asked the
hunter. “Our clothes will give us away sooner’n our voices
will.”

She had already thought of
that. Anyone could tell by the fine leather and linen of their
outfits that they were far from peasant folk. “Don’t worry,
Father,” she told him
with a sarcastic grin. “I know just the thing.”

A few minutes later, they were
inspecting each other. Moira had gone over them with a light touch,
altering their appearances with several minor illusions. Their
clothes were now scuffed and worn, while their skin looked to be
smudged here and there. Chad was notably missing one of his front
teeth, and Gram had acquired a bad case of acne with pimples
dotting his cheeks and forehead.

“I don’t think all this was strictly
necessary,” said the hunter as he looked at himself in a small
mirror she had with her.

Gram chuckled until he looked over the
other man’s shoulder and saw his pocked cheeks reflected there. He
gave Moira a sour look. “You don’t look any different, other than
your clothes,” he told her indignantly.

“You had to have some reason to marry
a poor girl who couldn’t talk,” she shot back, tossing her hair
over one shoulder with a look of innocence.

“Some would say a woman who couldn’t
talk was a bonus, not a drawback,” muttered Chad.

Moira’s eyes twinkled with amusement,
“Would you like to be bald and hunchbacked as well?”

Gram laughed, “Good one,
Gertie!”

“Let’s go,” said Chad gruffly, “before
she gets any more nasty notions in that head of hers.”






***






The man who answered their knock
stepped into the front yard, closing his door behind him. He
studied them suspiciously, and his eyes frequently lit on Gram’s
broad shoulders. The young man’s size clearly made him
nervous.

“What do you want?” he
asked.

“Pardon us fer intrudin’,” began Chad.
“We won’t be botherin’ ye much. It’s cold out, an’ we were hopin’
we could impose on ye fer a place to shelter fer the night, even
the barn would be fine. The wind gets to bitin’ somethin’ fierce at
night.”

“You’re a long way from civilized
country,” replied the man. His words held a strange accent which
Moira supposed must be because they were already on the Dunbar side
of the mountains. “Who are you?” added the cabin owner.

“Chad Grayson,” answered the hunter
truthfully, “an’ this here’s my daughter Gertie an her husband
Gram.” He held out his hand, “Pleased to make yer
acquaintance.”

The other man ignored his proffered
hand, “What are you and your kin doing out here?”

“We’re lookin’ to find a
place in Dunbar,” answered Chad. “Drought last year ruined our
farm, an’ the tax man wasn’t so understandin’… if ye take my meanin’.”

“You crossed the mountains?” replied
the stranger incredulously. “Damn stupid thing to do. You’re lucky
to have gotten this far. There’re smarter ways to get
there.”

Chad scratched the back of his head
while projecting an air of embarrassment, “Well, we was in a bit of
a hurry.”

The silence stretched awkwardly for a
minute before the man spoke, “You must be strong to have made it
this far. The Iron-God bids us to honor strength. You can sleep in
the barn tonight. There’s a small stream that’s safe to drink
running about thirty yards to the west. You can find water there. I
can’t afford to offer you food.”

“We appreciate it,” said Chad
gratefully, ducking his head.

“Steal from me, and you’ll regret it,”
added the stranger. “We don’t abide thieves here.” He turned away,
as if to return to the house.

“Thank ye, sir,” said Chad quickly.
“We won’t cause ye no trouble. I didn’t catch yer name…”

“Clarence,” said the man, stepping
inside. “Stay away from the house,” he added as he shut the door.
They could hear the heavy sound of a bar being dropped into
place.

The barn wasn’t particularly spacious,
having only one empty stall and a small hayloft that held little
hay. Moira guessed that the rocky mountain valley didn’t provide
much in the way of summer hay to be stored. The stall probably
belonged to the big boned mule she sensed in the distance. Clarence
must have left it out to forage since the weather wasn’t too cold
yet.

Aside from the loft and the stall,
there was only a small storage area that held a variety of tools.
Chad led them up a ladder into the loft.

“You surprised me,” Moira told the
ranger once they had settled in.

“How’s that?” asked Chad.

“I’ve never seen you so polite
before.”

Gram laughed at that.

“Hah,” said Chad. “I show respect when
it’s due. These folk live a hard life, an’ they’re helpin’ us
out.”

Comparing his current behavior to his
normal surliness back home, she wondered what that meant for his
opinion of her family.

Her thoughts must have been written on
her face, for he addressed them directly. “Nobles get more respect
than they deserve,” he added. “Yer father knows that, which is why
he lets me speak as I please. An’ it’s why I continue to live
there.”

“So you don’t respect my family?” she
challenged.

The hunter grinned, “Nah, I’m sayin’
yer father is a wise man, an’ I honor his wisdom by bein’ my normal
asshole self.”

Moira frowned, not quite sure what to
make of that remark.

“Even a nobleman needs an asshole now
and again,” added the hunter.

Gram chuckled, “Every man needs an
asshole—at least once a day.”

She looked from one face to the other,
“You are definitely a bad influence on Gram.” Her tone was serious,
but her smile let them know the humor wasn’t lost on her. “By the
way,” she added, “there were two other people in the
house.”

“Family?” asked Gram.

“I presume so,” she replied, “an older
woman and a younger one, probably close to my age.”

“That explains why he kept his door
closed,” observed Chad.

“He did seem unusually fearful,” she
agreed.

“You’re probably the only reason he
let us use the barn,” noted the hunter.

“Me?” she questioned. She also
observed that the hunter’s accent had become less noticeable now
that they were alone. It seemed to vary with his mood and the
situation.

“Way out here men get lonely. With you
along, he wouldn’t be as worried that we’d be desperate,” explained
the ranger.

Moira’s brows furrowed,
“Desperate?”

“Yeah,” said Chad, “You know—to
get…”

“Don’t finish that sentence!”
interrupted Gram, blushing furiously.

Moira felt her own face growing hot as
his meaning sank in.


Chapter 3






Moira sat up. She had been drowsing.
They had been in the barn for over an hour, and without light, the
best option had been sleep.

She could have created a light, but
they didn’t want to worry their host. They could have lit a lantern
too, but there wasn’t much point. The best way to get through the
night was simply to sleep and rise early.

Besides, the dried meat and hard
crackers they had brought hadn’t done much for her hunger. She
hoped that they would reach a town soon, for living rough didn’t
really agree with her.

“Someone’s coming,” she announced for
her companions’ benefit. “It’s the two women from the
house.”

The two people approaching carried a
lantern and a basket between them. Chad coughed before answering
when they knocked at the barn door, “Come on in. It’s yer own barn
after all.”

The older woman was dark skinned, and
the younger woman who followed her was of a shade somewhere between
that of her mother and the pale man they had met
earlier.

“I’m Sarah,” said the older one before
gesturing at the other. “This is my daughter, Laura. We thought
we’d offer you some bread and the beans left over from our
supper.”

“That’s a kindness,” replied Chad.
“You didn’t have to do that.”

The mother nodded, “We don’t see many
visitors out here, and when Laura heard there was a girl near her
own age, she wanted to meet her.”

Laura’s eyes went to the floor when
she heard her name. The girl seemed intensely shy. Moira started to
introduce herself, but Chad spoke quickly.

“My daughter don’t talk much. Her
mother had trouble while giving birth, an’ it did somethin’ funny
to her. She can manage a word or two now an’ then, but she stammers
so badly she tends to avoid conversation.”

Moira gave the hunter a look that held
the promise of future retribution before suppressing her irritation
and offering her hand to the younger woman. “I’m M—G—Gertie,” she
said, narrowly avoiding giving her own name. The stammer made it
easy to cover her mistake.

Laura took her hand eagerly, flashing
a nervous smile and warm brown eyes as she did. She lifted a small
wooden box with her other hand. Her face conveyed an unspoken
question.

Sarah appeared slightly embarrassed,
“She can’t talk. There was an accident when she was younger, before
we moved out here. She wants to know if you would like to play a
game.”

Moira nodded and watched as Laura
placed her box on the ground and opened it. The others split the
hard loaf of bread that was in the basket. The beans were in a
small pot, and there were no bowls and only one spoon, so they were
forced to take turns eating. The silent girl unpacked her playing
pieces as they did.

It was a simple checkered board, and
the chess pieces were hand carved. One of the knights was missing,
and a dark colored stone had been substituted for it. Moira sat
across from the girl and began setting up the pieces on her side.
Chess was a common pastime in her own home, and she guessed that it
was probably the only entertainment these people had out
here.

It must get boring,
playing the same two other people all the time, she thought to herself.

The other girl, Laura, looked at her
expectantly once the board was ready, excitement in her eyes. She
had given Moira the white pieces, so it was her turn
first.

Moira grinned at
her. The poor thing doesn’t know what’s
coming. She relished the game. Her father
was possibly the best player in Castle Cameron, and she had grown
up playing from a young age. She hadn’t encountered many people who
could give her a good game outside of her own family, other than
Gram’s mother, Rose.

The next quarter of an hour proved
educational. After a slow start, she found herself being hemmed in
as her defense was systematically picked apart. She had drastically
underestimated her opponent. Her defeat came as an inevitable
consequence.

Laura gave her a shy glance as she
placed her in checkmate. Her expression showed clearly that she
worried she might have offended her.

Moira smiled, “Y—you’re g—g—good!”
Being forced to pretend to stammer was more annoying than losing
the game.

Laura smiled in return and held out a
piece toward Chad, silently asking if he might like to
play.

“Nah lass, I can see ye have me
outmatched already,” he demurred.

Moira took up the challenge
once more, and this time she played carefully from the beginning.
The game lasted longer, and she put up a hard fight, but the result
was the same. Damn! She’s really
good, she thought to herself.

It was clear that the girl she was
playing was far more intelligent than she had initially assumed,
and Moira began to divide her attention, using her magesight to
study the girl who was forcing her to thoroughly reassess her
opinion of her own chess skills.

Back at home she normally couldn’t
study people’s minds. Her father’s enchanted pendants effectively
shielded the minds of everyone she had grown up around, so it was a
relatively rare occasion for her to be able to watch the inner
workings of other human beings.

Laura’s aythar was normal in most
regards, but the working of her mind was unusually sophisticated.
Moira could readily see the damaged areas of her brain, but it was
the undamaged portions that fascinated her. She couldn’t read the
girl’s thoughts, not without more direct contact, but just by
watching, she could tell that Laura’s mind was exceptionally
capable. The peasant girl’s mind moved rapidly as she considered
the chessboard, examining and discarding possibilities with brutal
efficiency.

She’s brilliant,
noted Moira. I wonder if
this is what Lady Rose’s mind looks like when she’s not wearing one
of the pendants. She suppressed a sudden
urge to reach out and touch the other girl more directly, mind to
mind.

That was something she was not
supposed to do, her mother had warned her about it
previously.

Not her real mother, of course, but
Moira Centyr, the shade left behind by her original mother, who had
died over a thousand years past. She had cautioned her about such
contact years ago, before she had been given a new body and become
human.

You must never allow
yourself to touch the minds of normal humans, the Stone-Lady had warned her.

“Why not?” she had asked. She had been
only ten at the time.

You are a Centyr mage. We
perceive the mind in a different way.

“But I talk to Dad and my brother that
way all the time,” Moira had protested.

They are wizards. Their
minds are not so delicate.

“And Mother and Father talk mind to
mind sometimes…”

Your father is not a
Centyr. We must be more careful.

Why? asked Moira silently.

We can change things. We
have a special affinity for the aythar of the mind, but without
sufficient skill even the slightest touch could alter or damage a
human’s mind.

“Is that why everyone wears those
necklaces Father makes?” she had asked.

No. Your father made those
for a different reason, but it is for the best that they wear them.
In my day, Centyr children were kept away from non-mages until they
were old enough to control their impulses.

“I would never hurt someone,” she had
insisted.

Have you ever built a
house of cards? the Stone-Lady had
asked. What happens when your younger
brother finds it? Now imagine if everyone’s mind were a complex
house of cards, one touch can bring the entire thing tumbling down.
That’s why young Centyr mages were kept isolated. Even after you
are grown, you must avoid contact with normal minds. The tiniest
mistake can destroy someone’s life, and if ever they suspect what
you can do, they will fear you.

“I should return,” said Sarah,
breaking Moira’s train of thought.

Her daughter shook her head
negatively. She wanted to play more, and it was obvious that her
new friend was willing to continue for a while.

Sarah held her breath for a moment
before answering, “Fine. Stay if you wish, but come in as soon as
they get tired. I don’t want you making a nuisance of
yourself.”

Moira smiled at that, and Laura nodded
in agreement. The two of them played for another couple of hours,
while Gram and Chad both gave up and fell asleep. In all that time
Moira never won a game, though she came close at one point when
Sarah began to drowse.

The other girl closed her eyes while
Moira set up the pieces once more. When she finished she realized
that Laura had fallen soundly asleep. Moira pushed the board aside
and studied the other girl intently. Now that she had some quiet,
she could devote herself to studying damage to Laura’s
mind.

The part of Laura’s brain that was
responsible for speech in normal people was dark. At a physical
level Moira could see that some of the tissue there had died,
leaving a disconnect that prevented the girl from speaking, even
though she could still understand others’ speech.

She had no idea how to restore lost
brain tissue, but being a Centyr she knew that wasn’t strictly
necessary. The sentient intelligences she regularly created had no
physical brain whatsoever, their minds were constructed from a web
of pure aythar. It would be easy to create something similar and
attach it to Laura’s mind. Her natural aythar would support it, and
it could perform the necessary function of bridging the gap between
Laura’s intentions and the motor centers that controlled her tongue
and voice box.

If I’m really careful, it
shouldn’t disturb anything else, thought
Moira.

Reaching out mentally she crossed the
boundary of Laura’s mind. She felt slightly guilty, breaking the
rule her mother had warned her about, but she knew it was for a
good purpose. Deftly she constructed the necessary pattern to
enable speech, and using the lightest of touches she connected it
to Laura’s psyche, allowing it to bypass the areas that no longer
worked. So gentle was her work that the other girl never even woke,
although she did begin to babble in her sleep, but just for a
moment.

Moira withdrew and studied
her handiwork. The patterns in Laura’s mind had shifted ever so
slightly, but otherwise she seemed unchanged. Everything was still
balanced and she doubted that the girl would notice a
difference. She’ll be able to talk when
she wakes. I wonder what she will think.

She touched Laura’s shoulder, “It’s
late. You should go to bed so your mother doesn’t
worry.”

Laura stirred, opening sleepy eyes,
“Mmm, yeah.” The sound of her own voice startled her, and she sat
up suddenly, staring at Moira in surprise. “What’s happening?” she
said, with a note of alarm in her tone.

“You can talk now,” stated Moira
plainly.

“What happened to your stutter?” asked
Laura. She clapped one hand over her mouth in surprise. “I’m
talking!” she added through her fingers.

“Actually, I need to apologize,”
explained Moira. “I was only pretending to stutter. We were afraid
my accent would give away our origin, and we didn’t want to alarm
your father.”

“You don’t sound like him,” observed
Laura, indicating Chad. The sound of her own voice continued to
startle her, and her eyes began to water. “My voice!” she
exclaimed. “I can’t believe it. I must be dreaming. Who are
you?”

“There isn’t much point in hiding it
now,” said Moira. “I’m Moira Illeniel.”

Laura stared at her in surprise,
almost taking a step back, “You’re the Blood-Lord’s daughter?” She
looked at Chad Grayson who had awoken and was quietly watching them
talk. “He’s the Blood-Lord?!”

Chad was irritated already by the fact
that Moira had revealed her identity, but this new pronouncement
made him groan, “Ahh, for fuck’s sake.”

Moira was none too pleased herself at
hearing the name ‘Blood-Lord’. It was an appellation that people
had begun using for her father after he had slain Duke Tremont and
his men in Albamarl. Technically it hadn’t even been her father who
had done it, but no one believed that. “That’s not my father,” she
corrected, “and I really don’t like the term ‘Blood-Lord’. My
father is a good man, and he’s far too kind to deserve that
name.”

Laura’s thoughts were moving several
times faster than her newly restored speech could keep up with,
“But he…!” She was staring at Chad. “He’s not? But then, who is he?
Why are you…? What have you done to me?!” She punctuated each
question by clapping her hand over her mouth, only to remove it to
ask the next one. It was almost comical.

“I just made it so you could talk
again,” said Moira simply. “I saw a way to help, and it didn’t feel
right to do nothing.”

“You’re a witch!”

Moira winced at that remark. Most
witches were simply older women with some knowledge about medicine
and herbal lore. Some even possessed weak abilities to manipulate
aythar, but in general they were just ordinary people who had been
badly misunderstood. “I prefer ‘mage’, or ‘wizard’.”

Laura was backing away now. “I don’t
believe in demons. Doron protects us. You have no power over me!”
Fear was written plainly in her features.

“Stop, Laura,” said Moira. “I’m not a
demon worshipper. I don’t think they even exist, unless you are
talking about the dark gods.”

Laura darted for the door suddenly,
but Moira erected a quick shield over it to keep her from reaching
the latch. The girl looked at her hand in horror when she
discovered the unseen barrier. “Please, don’t hurt me!” she begged.
“I never did anything to you.”

“I warned ye not to reveal us,”
commented Chad. “Now she’s goin’ ta make a terrible
ruckus.”

Laura’s eyes went wide, “Are you going
to…? Please, I won’t tell anyone. Don’t hurt my
parents!”

Moira sighed, “This is ridiculous.
Doron doesn’t even exist anymore.”

The other girl’s face registered shock
at that pronouncement, and her lip began to quiver. “That’s
blasphemy,” she whispered to herself.

“Yer not goin’ to get through to her,”
remarked Chad. “An’ now we’re goin’ ta have to leave. Do somethin’
about her.”

Laura’s mouth opened wide as she
prepared to scream.

“Shibal,”
said Moira, sending the girl into a deep slumber.
She caught Laura as her limp form began to fall and eased her
awkwardly to the ground. “Now what?” she asked.

“How long will she sleep for?” asked
the ranger.

“At least an hour or two,” said Moira,
“probably a lot longer since she’s still tired.”

“Put a little more juice in it, then
an’ let’s go back to sleep. We’ll leave before dawn and let them
sort it out after we’re gone.”

“Why did she react like that?” asked
Moira.

“People in Dunbar don’t have much to
do with Lothion. They get most of their news from folk in Gododdin.
They don’t have a high opinion of magic. After what happened with
Mal’goroth an’ his sacrifices there, they tend to take a dim view
of wizards,” explained the older man.

“But wizards had nothing to do with
that,” argued Moira.

“They don’t know that,” responded
Chad. “Priests, wizards, an’ magic, they’re all the same to them.
She was raised to believe that Doron is good, an’ that the people
of Gododdin suffered because they turned away from the true gods.
To them, there’s no difference between yer dad an’
Mal’goroth.”

Moira’s mouth tightened. She didn’t
like what she was hearing, but she couldn’t deny that Laura had
reacted badly to learning her identity.

Chad rolled over, pulling his blanket
tight.

“Are you just going to lie there?” she
asked him.

“Nah, I’m goin’ to sleep.” His eyes
were already closed.

She stared at him for several minutes
before sitting back down. Gram’s soft snores became more noticeable
as silence returned. He had never awoken at all, and now Chad
showed every sign of being asleep as well.

Eventually Moira lay down as well, but
it seemed like hours before sleep found her. Her thoughts kept
running in circles. When Chad woke her before dawn, it felt as
though she hadn’t rested at all.

Quietly they packed up their things
and left, taking care not to wake the girl sleeping near the door.
They found the dragons and resumed their journey, but Moira’s mind
kept going back to the night before. She couldn’t get over the
sight of Laura’s terrified face.


Chapter 4


The land began to gradually flatten
out as it rolled by beneath them, slowly changing to a rolling
plain covered with soft grasses and dotted by trees. There were a
surprising number of farms to be seen. While the shiggreth and the
war between Lothion and Gododdin had greatly reduced the population
of Gododdin, and to some small extent Lothion, Dunbar had grown
from an influx of refugees.

Moira watched the scenery
slide by, but her mind’s eye was turned inward, recalling an old
conversation with the shade of her mother. “No one must ever know the true depths of the Centyr gift,
otherwise you will have no peace. Men will fear you, and none will
trust you,” Moira Centyr had told
her.

Laura had feared her for
nothing more than her wizard parentage and that she had given her
the gift of speech. If people feared magic that much, how much more
would they hate her for being a Centyr mage? It isn’t fair, thought Moira, but she
knew it was true. She had seen enough unshielded minds to
understand that the differences between normal folk and the
artificial sentiences she could create were purely technical. Last
night had merely brought the lesson home to her in a more direct
way.

If you can change one, you
can change the other. That thought left her
feeling alone, more alone than ever before.

“What do you think we should do once
we get to Halam?” asked Gram, yelling into her ear to be heard over
the rushing wind. The words startled her from her dark
reverie.

She turned her head, leaning back to
respond in kind, putting her mouth close to his ear, “Obviously we
need to find the Earl of Berlagen, since that’s our only clue.”
Without intending to, she found herself once more inhaling the
smell of Gram’s hair. It was a comforting scent, masculine and
familiar. She resisted a sudden impulse to press her face
closer.

“Well, yeah, I knew that,” he replied.
“I meant, how do you think we should go about it? Are you going to
present yourself to King Darogen?”

Moira hadn’t really
considered that option. “Don’t you know where Berlagen’s estate is
located?” Why does he smell so
good? She turned her head away so he could
respond. And why am I thinking about that?
I’m not interested in Gram. He’s like my brother.
She suppressed a shiver when she felt his breath
on her ear.

“No, I just know it’s somewhere in
western Dunbar. I don’t even know who the current earl is,”
answered Gram.

Moira was irritated with her strange
reaction to Gram’s closeness, and she let it show in her voice, “I
don’t really want to turn this into a formal visit until we know
more about what’s going on.” Gram began to respond, but she waved
him away when he leaned in. “We can talk after we land!” she told
him.

He is rather
attractive, suggested Cassandra
mentally, for a human.

Moira blushed, she hadn’t
realized she was broadcasting her thoughts. It isn’t like that, she responded
silently. Are you eavesdropping on me
somehow?

No, replied Cassandra, but I can sense
your feelings.

There are no
‘feelings’, insisted Moira.

Whatever you say,
responded Cassandra demurely.

Moira caught herself growling to
herself before she made a conscious effort to stop. Cassandra
simply didn’t understand. She and Gram had grown up together. They
were more like siblings than anything else. Not to mention the fact
that Gram had fallen in love with someone else. Tragic as his
relationship with Alyssa had turned out to be, it was still someone
else he was pining for.

And she’s far more
beautiful, thought Moira, remembering
Alyssa’s grace and charm. If there were
some way I could help him find her, I would. He deserves to be
happy.

Halam had appeared on the horizon, and
they were drawing rapidly closer, so Moira forced her thoughts back
to more productive channels. At her urging Cassandra descended,
finding a place to rest in a small copse of trees several miles
from the capital city. Gram and Chad stretched their legs once they
were back on their own feet again.

“What now, princess?” asked the
hunter.

Moira frowned at him, “Don’t call me
that.”

Chad grinned, “What now, milady?” He
gave a small bow to punctuate his
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