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I — THE LARDER
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There was a tower, swollen black against the dying sun, and there was screaming, a high thin wail without pause for breath. Alemin had sunk into a trance over long hours of enforced travel. Now the screaming clawed him back into his misery. Blinking, he tried to focus his eyes against the relentless glare of sunset. Tried, also, to straighten his legs and shift his arms into a more comfortable position. 

No such thing existed, chained as he was in a cage of iron, in the bed of a wagon, rolling on and on down an endless road. The gag in his mouth sucked all moisture out of him, leaving his throat painfully dry. Hunger gnawed at his ribs. Sweat plastered loose hair over his eyes. He tossed his head a little, shaking the dark coils back. 

No, there was no comfort for a renegade mage captured by hunter-guards. A juggler by trade, Alemin was especially tormented by having his hands bound. Yet he was also a mage, and he knew his art well enough that he did not need hands free in order to juggle. He could trace it in his mind, the rhythmic dance of fingers and wrists, the balls or fruit or blunted daggers circling before him. 

Not long ago, Berisan would have been his partner. Their movements were perfectly coordinated, catching and tossing, joking and jigging before a crowd. It hurt to be stripped of his brother's company. Yet Alemin knew, with bleak certainly, how fortunate the distance was. If they still traveled together, they would both have been jammed into this cage. Alemin wanted his brother to stay safe and free. Thus he was left with only his magecraft and memory of the art.

Juggling in his mind, he put himself back into the trance, drawing in vitalis to wipe away pain and thirst. No matter how often the hunter-guards beat him or jabbed through the bars, his power healed those injuries. Even fear, the yammering hound, fell silent for a time. So Alemin had passed the long days of travel when he had no choice but to wait and endure.

Yet now there was a tower, and a scream. It seemed they were getting somewhere. Alemin was fairly certain he wouldn't like their destination. 

The driver cursed and lashed at the oxen. A rough jolt broke up what was left of Alemin's trance. It seemed the wagon crossed over rocky ground. Horse's hooves thudded up beside him. Sergeant Traggan, leader of Boar Squad, sneered with eager malice. 

"Taking a good look, pretty boy?"

They had been calling him that for days. Possibly because he had been juggling when it all went wrong. Alemin had been arrested in the clothes he wore for performance, tight leather trousers and an embroidered shirt glinting with beads. The taunt reminded him why he had been spending his days in a trance. 

"It's the Larder," added one of the guardsmen who rode in the back of the wagon. That one was responsible for much of the poking and punching. He waited with delicious glee before going on. "Dar-Gothull's Larder."

With the gag in his mouth, Alemin couldn't answer. Still, fear bit into his heart. Dar-Gothull's Larder was the most dreaded prison in all of Skaythe. It was the last stop for renegade mages and madmen. The shrieking went on, as if in agreement. It hadn't stopped this whole time. Alemin was surprised that none of the hunter-guards noticed it. 

The driver stopped lashing his oxen long enough to smirk over his shoulder. "You'll have a fine welcome there. The Lizard loves the smart ones."

Someone else snickered, "The Lizard."

The sergeant flashed a cruel grin in the shadow of his helmet. The men of his squad guffawed along with him. Only a lowly man, often abused, could take such pleasure in a brief moment of power. 

Despite the danger, Alemin found their bragging and posturing ridiculous. He was worn down with travel, even a little hysterical. Humor rolled up his spine. It made the fear loosen its jaws. He turned his eyes downward before the guardsmen could see that he was laughing. That impulse, to laugh at the absurdity of the world, was what got him arrested in the first place. But Alemin couldn't keep his mirth from shaking his shoulders. Luckily, the hunter-guards misunderstood. 

"Awww, he's crying," one gloated. 

"Don't be sad, pretty boy," another said with mock sympathy.

More crude laughter blended in with rumbles and jolts as the oxen drew the wagon over uneven pavement. The rough ride helped Alemin gather his sobriety. The road shouldn't be this bad. They were traveling over the Shining Ones' highway, or had been when he tranced himself at noontime. Common roads might be rutted or rocky, thick with mud, but the ancient highways were different. Created with a silvery gray material no one now living could identify, they remained pristine across untold centuries, and they always gave a smooth, gentle ride. 

Alemin shifted around until he could peer between the bars. What he saw was troubling. The road beneath the wagon's wheels was bubbled, marred by inky streaks. It was as if the surface had been melted and then allowed to cool. The two oxen grunted with the effort of pulling their burden over the ravaged paving. He couldn't imagine what might cause this.

A harsher bump made Alemin's forehead slam against the bars. Hunter-guards roared with mirth. He leaned back, blinking against the pain. Bound as he was, he could do nothing to ease himself.

At least, nothing the guardsmen could perceive. Alemin drew a careful breath. The world around him was full of vitalis, the energy of all living things. He took it cautiously into himself. Not enough to draw a light — the guardsmen would see that. He only needed enough to banish the headache and blunt his raging thirst. There was no telling what other mages were nearby. He didn't want anyone to sense his working. 

As it was, the hunter-guards' leers were slipping. His lack of anguish disappointed them. Again, Alemin's ill-timed humor rose up. He shut his eyes, arching his back to ease stiff shoulders, and threw in a few gasps to make them feel better about themselves. 

They all rode closer now than they had in past days. A little defensive, maybe. Alemin could see why. 

The ancient highway ran along the edge of a deep canyon, like an axe's bite into the land. That was Yergha Drop. Sunset gave the far cliff a darkened look, just like the road. On the opposite side, Yergha's lush tropical forest had been hacked away to make space for a sprawling town. Smoke from cooking fires hung over it in a shifting, grainy curtain. More fumes rose from mines deep in the canyon. The count's fortress of Yergha glowered over it all. 

However, their destination was on this side of the chasm. That tower crouched like a wounded beast on the crest of a hill, right above the void. Everywhere in Skaythe, rumors swirled about the Larder. They said Dar-Gothull devoured his enemies and fed from their very souls. It was how he had maintained his life for more than three centuries. 

Alemin didn't want to see that vision of doom approaching. In his mind, his mentor Ar-Thea whispered, "If you don't look, you will never see things as they are."

So he looked at the Larder. 

At some point, the screaming had stopped. Alemin was relieved, but uncertain. How could he have heard any noise coming from the Larder at that distance? The hunter-guards should have noticed, too. Much as they enjoyed suffering, they should have been teasing him with it. 

Maybe he had imaged the cries? He had been half in a trance, after all. Only, a mage's mind was trained against such errors. Even as hungry and thirsty as he was, Alemin wouldn't have invented such a thing. He frowned a little, studying the structure as the wagon rattled ever closer. 

The tower itself was tall and round, with a flattened crown. It was slightly sunken, slumped lower on the left side than the right. Narrow black windows were fringed with metallic char. They seemed to have been punched through from the inside. Clearly this was as much a relic of the Shining Ones as the roadway that led to it. Like that road, it had somehow been wounded. 

The original tower was surrounded by a few outbuildings, and then high walls with frowning ramparts. A large structure right against the tower probably housed the prison itself. These were modern stonework, rough blocks with crude mortar. They looked like a child's mud pot compared to a porcelain vase. For all they were built around the tower, they could not touch its scarred elegance. 

Beyond the Larder itself, Alemin glimpsed a small village huddled at the edge of Yergha Drop. Then the roadway turned toward the prison, and its thick walls blotted out all else. Chains clanked and groaned as a massive portcullis rose to admit them. Passing through, they entered a wide courtyard scented with dust and manure. There was something that might be a vegetable garden, just at the edge of a tower. A servant in a shapeless gray robe moved along the wall, lighting a series of oil lanterns set there. Their yellow glare only partly relieved the deepening dusk.

Another forbidding gate rose before them, accessible by a stairway. The wagon's driver hauled on the reins and cursed his beasts, stopping them at the foot of it. All banter forgotten, the hunter-guards moved with grim purpose. Those who rode dismounted, and the others poured out of a second wagon that followed Alemin's. Bare blades glinted in the lantern light. Bars clanged as the cage door slammed open. 

"Out you come, pretty boy," Sergeant Traggan growled, "and no cute tricks."

Alemin nodded eagerly. The moment he knew he would be able to leave the cage, every muscle seemed to cramp at once. When he actually had room to straighten up, pain burned in his legs and up his back. He moaned behind his gag, stumbling, but the hunter-guards grabbed him before he could fall. 

Rough hands propelled him to the steps. An armored door gaped wide at the top. Behind them, the portcullis screeched down its rails again. In his confusion, Alemin almost thought he heard the same voice that had cried out before. Then they were through, and the metal door clapped shut like the jaws of some mighty beast. 

* * *
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SOMETHING WAS WRONG. Dread settled on Lorrah's shoulders, dragging on her like a water-logged cloak. Her first thought was of ambush. Casually, she turned her head to survey the area. 

Wheels rumbled and dust drifted up from the wheels of the prison wagon. Lorrah sat in the front seat, beside the driver. Sethamis held the reins with strong brown hands. In the back of the wagon, the empty cage rattled as they bumped across a rocky patch. The two oxen, Moon and Star, plodded along at the same speed, regardless of obstacles. 

The narrow dirt track wound its way through the outskirts of the fabled Hornwood. On both sides, scattered hornpines loomed among thorny brush. Their bark was white as bone. Lorrah immediately saw that the trees were spaced too widely to hide a force of any size. Then why did this foreboding prick at her, like a burr stuck in her boot?

Now she felt stupid. Worse, Sergeant Zathi had noticed her looking around. Hoofbeats thumped nearer as the sergeant brought her sorrel, Ember, up beside the wagon. Black eyes were sharp in her stern face. 

"Trouble, Lady?"

Lorrah winced at the title. It was a ruse, no more comfortable than her borrowed mage robe.

"Maybe," she said. "Not near us, though."

The sergeant nodded, accepting her judgment. Lorrah settled nervously back on the bench. She no longer felt that weight of foreboding, and none of the animals seemed worried about anything, either. That was some reassurance.

The robe was crimson, once a bright hue but now faded by the previous owner's use. It was somewhat too large for Lorrah's slim young frame. Black hair, worn loose, rolled down her back in inky waves. She rubbed the shoulder with a restless hand and met the small bumps of a badger's head badge sewn onto the fabric. 

Above her seat, a pennant snapped in the breeze. It was crimson, with the same emblem roughly stitched on. Armored riders moved alongside the wagon. Sergeant Zathi and Giniver were on the right, Jaxynne on the left. The sisters, Keerin and Razeet, rode on a bench to watch behind the wagon. 

Odd as it was to wear the mage robe, Lorrah found it stranger to ride among this group of hunter-guards and not fear for her life. She shrugged a little, trying to loosen the tension in her neck. 

"You know," Zathi said, "you really need to stop jumping when I talk to you."

Lorrah ducked her head. "I'm not used to any of this."

"It's new to all of us," Zathi countered brusquely. "You must get used to it. Faster."

Lorrah frowned, feeling put-upon. "This was your idea, Sergeant."

"Which you agreed to, so don't whine. If anyone is going to believe that Badger Squad answers to you, we must first believe it ourselves. Or do I need to remind you what will happen if someone doesn't believe it?"

"No," Lorrah mumbled rebelliously. 

There would be a battle, which the small band of hunter-guards might not win. In that case, Lorrah would be arrested as a renegade.

She paused, sitting a little straighter. Something in the thought of being arrested caught her attention. The burr in her boot itched again. Whatever it was fled before Zathi's impatience. 

"You must act more like a mage, Lady Ar-Lorrah."

"Be rude and demanding," Sethamis said. 

In the back of the wagon, Razeet suggested cheerfully, "Call us idiots."

Their words summoned a vivid image of Lorrah's noble father, Ar-Evaus. He was the epitome of a mage, simmering with power even in calm moments. He seized every eye with his handsome face, fine crimson robes, and perfectly oiled hair. When he stalked into a room, everyone stopped what they were doing.

Too often, Lorrah's older sister, Lizelle, would be at his side. Neither of them would skip an opportunity to lord it over someone else. They would only break their arrogant poses long enough to scowl at some lapse on Lorrah's part. 

"Really, daughter," Ar-Evaus would sniff, leaving it to her to figure out what she had done wrong. 

Lizelle would scoff in her harsh voice, "Will you ever learn to act like a mage?"

Now Lorrah hesitated, embarrassed. Did Zathi really want her to act like a mage? She tried to imitate her father. Hands folded just so, chin up, making it easier to look down on people. Never mind that his rank was gone along with his life, and Lizelle's ambition was less than a dream.

"You can't call me that." Lorrah flicked her hand in a gesture of rejection. The cart jolted over an eroded channel, spoiling the effect. 

"Wow, that's pretty good," Keerin chuckled. Zathi nodded slightly, but Lorrah insisted.

"I'm serious. You can't call me lady. I haven't earned the title." 

Wearing the mage's robe was technically legal for Lorrah. She had power, and some training. The title was a more serious matter. Lorrah hadn't passed the final rite to earn them. In fact, she hadn't passed any of the three rites. 

"If you're already a renegade, why does it matter?" Razeet asked. "Nobody will know."

"People who matter will know," Lorrah told them. "Besides which, it's stupid to act like I'm in charge when it's obvious Sergeant Zathi gives the orders. We'll forget, and say lady at the wrong time. Or not say it. Trying to pretend is just a faster way to get ourselves reported."

"You are a mage." Jaxynne drew her red roan, Spark, up the other side of the wagon. "Everyone expects mages to be in charge." 

"Mages who haven't passed the rites can still cast magic, just not use the title. We should work with that," Lorrah said. "Tell people straight out that I'm unranked and Zathi hired me to be part of the squad."

"You're right. That will be easier." Zathi nodded, with even a trace of relief on her face. Lorrah realized it probably wasn't comfortable for the sergeant to give up control of her squad, even as a ploy. 

Finally, Lorrah let her shoulders relax. She had too many risks in her life already. Why add another if she didn't have to?

"All right, then. I'll be listening, and trying to figure out what's catching at me."

Zathi nodded approvingly. "Very well, but I want to know whatever you find out."

"Yes sergeant."

* * *
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ALEMIN HAD THOUGHT they were entering the Larder, but it was more of an inner gate. Platforms to either side held soldiers in red leather jerkins, poised for trouble. On an elevated walkway, archers in similar uniform held crossbows ready. A narrow stair angled down from a door, high on the left. Directly ahead of them, a wide and graceful archway had been bricked up to create another grim portal with its own armored door. 

The hunter-guards waited in swaggering poses. Surrounded by their swords, Alemin shivered. Hunger had left him weaker than he realized. He turned his head, seeking any sign of who had been screaming as they approached the Larder. There must be a whipping post or some such. He saw only the archers.

That bothered him almost more than the pain of cramped legs. He had heard so much noise. Surely there should be some sign. He could only detect a very faint odor of char.

Echoes ricocheted in the enclosed space as the door above slammed open. Two people emerged. A woman in crimson mage robes swept boldly down the stairs. She was followed by a younger man in similar attire, carrying a writing board and stylus. He hopped a little to avoid stepping on the hem of her robe. 

Sergeant Traggan bowed obsequiously. "Warden Ar-Lizelle, you are beautiful as always."

"Save your flattery for those who want it." The prison warden's voice was at odds with her proud demeanor. High and nasal, it reminded Alemin of an ill-tuned violin.

So this was the person they called "Lizard." He could see why. The woman had a narrow face with a long, pointed nose and prominent, pouchy eyes. Inky hair was coiled so tightly atop her head that it pulled at her brows. She didn't seem very old, now that she was closer, but her cheeks were hollowed and fine wrinkles surrounded a hard mouth. A cruel person might liken them to lizard scales. 

"Of course, Warden." Traggan spoke the words, but his fist tightened at his side. Only for a moment, as he offered a folded paper. "We captured this renegade outside Unthur. You'll see the seal of Count Ar-Gammord on the writ."

Ar-Lizelle strolled past, ignoring the document. Her assistant took it with a grand nod. Hunter-guards shifted aside when the warden approached. She circled Alemin, studying him with unfriendly eyes. Their gazes met briefly, and he felt her power as an intense heat. His throat tightened, but years as a performer had taught him to stand straight and relaxed, regardless of circumstances. 

When he didn't flinch, the warden turned back to Sergeant Traggan. "Who is this man?"

Her shrill voice brought a bubble of humor up his throat. He turned it into a cough, muffled by the gag. The nearest hunter-guard swatted the back of his head. 

"Name's Alemin, Warden. Says he's a juggler. If you can believe what a renegade tells you," Traggan blustered. 

Ar-Lizelle turned, frowning slightly. She looked Alemin up and down, taking in his extravagant clothing. He made a little bow, as much as he could while bound, gagged, and held up by thugs. The warden answered with a very small, sharp smile.

"Ar-Chindu will pay the customary bounty." Ar-Lizelle beckoned to the guards on the platforms. "Bring him."

Half of them sheathed their swords and hastened down to her, while the archers above maintained their watch. Hunter-guards now stepped back as the prison guards reached them. They were lightly armored compared to the hunter-guards, but he didn't doubt their swords were just as sharp. 

"Go," one of them commanded. Alemin nodded politely.

Ar-Lizelle strode toward the inner door. Prison guards herded Alemin into a kind of parade. Behind them, Traggan called out in a wheedling tone. 

"If we may, Warden Ar-Lizelle, it's getting dark out. Hard to get over to Yergha for lodgings before nightfall. If there might be room in the barracks —"

"The last time Boar Squad shared quarters with my guards, the fighting went on all night. I'll not have that again," Ar-Lizelle snapped. "Try the tavern in Haggazes."

Alemin couldn't hear how the sergeant answered that, for the warden swept on toward the inner door, and the prison guards pressed him to keep pace. He was better in control of his legs by now, and didn't resist. 

A shield bearing Dar-Gothull's crest adorned the center of the inner door. Ar-Lizelle pressed her long fingers against it. Alemin saw that her nails had been sharpened into something like claws. Then, did she know they called her "Lizard?" Perhaps she accepted the name in order to enhance her own reputation. Alemin had heard stranger things, in his life on the road. 

The energy of Ar-Lizelle's casting rasped like sharkskin against his mind. Lethentros, the power of pain and death. Alemin bit down on the gag. His instinct was to raise a shield against it, but that might be taken as an attack.

With a kind of tremor, the door swung inward. As they marched Alemin through, he felt a change in the energy. Clear air gave way to tension and bitterness. This, at last, was the true prison. 

The space was wide, half-round. Its walls were modern stonework. Archers filed through that small, high door to another walkway where they resumed their vigil. It was like looking up from the bottom of a well. There was no ceiling above, just a high round shaft rising into darkness. A few beams of light, regularly spaced, hinted at windows going up two or three levels.

Directly ahead, oil lanterns blazed on
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