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Voltari studied the substructure of the magic within the wand to ensure it was properly aligned to receive Fire Cascade, then reviewed it twice more before beginning the sequence of earth-based knots that would prevent the spell from unraveling prematurely. When he finished, he examined its overall structure again before slipping it into his sleeve.

Time to check on Giorge, he thought as he tweaked the strand that would take him to his antechamber. Once there, he turned to the scrying mirror and said, “Show me Giorge.”

The mirror’s surface whirled to life and abruptly went dark.

Where is he? Voltari thought as he reached for the strand to expand the scope of the mirror’s spell to its fullest extent.

The mirror remained dark.

Interesting, Voltari thought, pressing his palms together and lifting his fingertips to his chin. Even on a cloudy, moonless night, there would be ambient light. He stared into the endless darkness and lightly tapped his chin. A cavern? Sealed room?

He reached for the mirror to tweak the strand that activated Eavesdropper, but no sounds came from the mirror’s dark heart. His eyes narrowed, and he tweaked it again. Still nothing.

If it hadn’t connected to Giorge, he concluded, it would have returned to its dormant state. Something must be obscuring the spell.

He reached for the strand that would send a message to Giorge and brought it to his lips. “Where are you?” he said, the strand wrapping around his words and leaping from his fingers. Instead of racing through the mirror to Giorge, the knot stopped at the mirror’s surface, hovered for a moment, and unraveled. As it did so, he heard himself saying, “Where are you?”

He dismissed the idea of using the strand that would take him to Giorge before the thought could finish forming.

“Show me Angus,” he ordered, and the mirror shifted to an empty spot between one of the replicants and the armored giant. They were jogging along the lake, and Angus was nowhere to be seen.

A slight frown slipped into place as Voltari stared at the mirror.

Are its spells unraveling? he wondered, rubbing his lower lip and bringing the magic into sharp focus to examine the mirror’s spells. Before he could do it, though, the human-shaped aura jogging in the middle of the mirror captured his full attention.

When did he learn Cloaking? Voltari idly wondered as he studied the aura’s shape and movements until he was certain it was Angus.

“Show me Giorge,” he ordered, keeping the magic in focus while the mirror shifted back to the impenetrable darkness. What can prevent it from showing him to me?

Binding? Obscure? Deflection? Secrecy?

He promptly discarded all of those spells because there were none of the markers that indicated their presence and there was no hint of magic at all in the darkness the mirror was showing him. Even the spells attached to the mirror couldn’t penetrate the barrier: Their knots stretched up to the darkness and ended as if the strands had been severed, even though the spell continued into it.

He slowly stood up, took a step back, and knelt before his desk. He deactivated the spell protecting the bottom drawer of his desk, cautiously opened it, and hesitantly reached for the small, plain copper box he had hastily pounded into shape so long ago. It had little value, but the thing inside—

He set it gently on the desk, took a deep breath, and gently lifted the lid. The thing inside looked like a four-inch square, two-inch deep piece of mottled gray cloth that had been folded into a tight bundle, but it was one of the deadliest creatures he had ever encountered. Like the black void in the mirror, it had no magic within it, and that made it impervious to spells. Magic worked by manipulating the magic around and within the things it touched, and if there was no magic to manipulate, the spell did nothing.

Everything in Skein had magic in it, but this creature had come from another realm. The swirling strands of magic surrounding it couldn’t penetrate the void its presence created. That void, though, was different from the darkness in the scrying mirror: The strands of magic were bouncing off it, not being severed by it.

He nodded, closed the box, and slipped it into an empty pouch on his belt. Then he turned to the mirror and ordered, “Show me Arnath.”

The image in the mirror shifted to a busy city street, and he watched the back of a man dressed in a tattered cloak begging passersby for coins. He frowned, expanded the image until he recognized the location, then reached for the strand of magic that allowed him to speak to the subject he was viewing. He tweaked it and whispered, “Meet me in the alley. I have work for you.”

Arnath yelped, huddled in upon himself, looked frantically about, and snapped, “Don’t do that!”

Someone threw a coin at him. It clanged on the cobblestones and started to roll away. “Which one?” Arnath muttered as he crawled after it.

“To your left,” Voltari said. He slipped on his ring to ensure he would not be seen, then grasped the strand attached to the mirror that would take him to the alley.

He waited until Arnath, hunched over and muttering, limped into the alley dragging his left foot behind him before tweaking the strand. Arnath kept limping until he was deep enough into the shadows to not be seen from the street, then looked behind him to make sure he hadn’t been followed before sidling up to the deep shadows next to the wall.

Voltari quietly moved in beside him, looked around, put his hand on Arnath’s shoulder, and whispered, “Brace yourself.”

Arnath groaned, closed his eyes, and only opened them again after they had arrived at Voltari’s antechamber. “What do you want?” he grumbled. “I had to get up early to get that spot, and then I had to fight off Lummox when he tried to take it from me.”

Voltari ignored him and reached for the strand that would take them to the room at the base of his tower. He tweaked it without warning Arnath, and as soon as they arrived, Arnath shouted, “You’re supposed to warn me!”

“Quit complaining,” Voltari offhandedly said as he took off the ring and slipped it into a pocket. “This won’t take long.” He took the copper box from the pouch and held it out to Arnath.

“What’s this?” Arnath asked, accepting the box and examining it like a jeweler doing an appraisal.

“Wait a ten-count after I leave and find out,” Voltari answered.

“I don’t like this,” Arnath muttered as he kept his eyes on the box.

“You have nothing to worry about,” Voltari lied, “and you’ll be paid well.”

Voltari tweaked the strand that would take him to his antechamber, then turned to the scrying mirror. Arnath was in its center, rotating the box in his hand. Three seconds later, he steadied it on his palm and opened it. He barely looked inside before pulling the creature out and tossing it aside to get at the coins beneath it. But the creature clung to his hand, unfolded its outermost layer, and wrapped around it. The rest of it fluttered outward like a cloak caught in a strong wind.

“You bastard!” Arnath shrieked as he tried to shake the creature off as it crept up his arm.

Voltari watched intently as Arnath dropped the box and the copper coins clattered to the floor and rolled away from.

“You bastard!” Arnath screeched again as the creature shifted position to avoid the coins rolling its way. Then it whipped toward Arnath and rapidly wrapped itself around his legs and waist, pinning his hand against the hilt of the blade before Arnath could draw it.

“Voltari!” Arnath howled as it rippled up his torso and circled his neck.

Voltari leaned forward as the creature oozed over Arnath’s head and brought the magic into focus. Arnath continued to struggle until he tripped himself, and that was it: The creature wrapped him in a cocoon so tight that nothing could escape from it.

“Show me Angus,” Voltari said, and the scene in the mirror shifted. He watched it for a few seconds, then said, “Show me Arnath.”

The mirror showed him the creature wrapped around Arnath. His twitching was slowing down.

Giorge isn’t surrounded by one of those, Voltari concluded as he reached for the strand to take him back to the tower’s ground floor. It could be another. His antechamber faded away and the images paraded by. The buldor? he wondered as he released the strand and the tower’s ground floor solidified around him. Aganad claimed it was impervious to magic.

He retrieved the copper box and hurried to Arnath’s head. When he reached it, he set the box on the creature, and it immediately retreated from it—and stretched out for Voltari.

Arnath gasped, and his eyes were frantic.

Good, Voltari thought as he scampered away and retrieved some of the copper coins. He used them to keep the creature at bay and to drive it away from Arnath’s torso.

I still need him, he thought as he used more coins to force the creature into a corner.

What is it about copper that distresses you so? he wondered as it folded in upon itself to escape from them. It was an interesting question, but he had never been able to answer it.

“What is that thing?” Arnath gasped from well behind him.

“A creature from another realm,” Voltari calmly answered. “I have not been able to identify which one.”

“It could have killed me!” Arnath sputtered.

“Unlikely,” Voltari said. “I was watching.”

“Why didn’t you stop it?” Arnath demanded.

“I did,” Voltari retorted.

“Not soon enough!” Arnath shouted.

Voltari sighed, palmed a half-dozen copper coins in each hand, and carefully picked up the creature. Once he had secured it in the box, he turned to Arnath. The scoundrel was crouching in the far corner glaring at the box.

“I did not bring you here to die that way, Arnath,” Voltari said.

Arnath’s glare gradually slipped away, and his eyes widened. He paled as he numbly asked, “What do you mean by that?”

In response, Voltari tweaked the strand that would take him back to his antechamber. He returned the box to its drawer, restored the protective spell, and said, “Show me Giorge.”

The mirror went dark again.

It worked on the rats, Voltari thought as he tweaked the strand to take him to his workroom. Once there, he picked up the half-empty vial of poison and its corresponding antidote. It will work on Arnath.

He tweaked the strand for his treasury and slipped the pouches he had prepared into his pockets. If it doesn’t work, he decided as he tweaked the strand that would return him to Arnath, it won’t matter.

“There is no exit,” Voltari said when he found Arnath frantically examining the wall. “This room can only be reached by magic.”

Arnath glared at him. “Is that how you’re going to kill me?” he sneered. “Starving me to death?”

“No,” Voltari answered. “I will use this poison.” He held up the vial. “It is relatively swift and painless.”

Arnath blanched. “You—” He gurgled, drew his knife, and backed up against the wall. “I’ll kill you first!”

Voltari smiled and softly asked, “And then starve to death?” He paused to put the vial away and brought out the lightest pouch of coins. “You’ll be well compensated for the inconvenience,” he said, tossing it to Arnath.

“Inconvenience?” Arnath harshly repeated as he deftly caught the bag. He held it for a moment, then tossed it back. “What good are coins if I’m dead?” he said. “I won’t do it.”

“If the spell works as it should,” Voltari said, “You will recover.”

“Ha!” Arnath said. “No one recovers from death.”

Voltari brought out the second, bulging pouch and made a show of testing its weight. “My proposal is simple, Arnath,” he said, slowly shifting the bag of coins from one hand to the other so they clinked together invitingly. “You drink the poison, and we will wait for it to take effect. When you are near death, I will tie the spell. It will capture your last few breaths and contain them. Your body will appear dead, but the spell will delay the process of decay long enough for me to take you back to Tyrag. Once there, the spell will return those breaths to you, and you will return to life.”

“It won’t work,” Arnath guardedly said, watching the pouch arcing through the air between Voltari’s hands. “The poison will kill me again.”

“I have the antidote,” Voltari told him. He let the bag rest in his right hand. “It will be administered in time to prevent it.”

“You can’t be sure of that!”

“I have tested it on rats,” Voltari said, “and they have all recovered. It should be the same with you. If not, there are healers in Tyrag.”

Arnath stared at him—and the bulging pouch—and abruptly said, “A thousand gold coins.”

Voltari shook his head and tossed Arnath the pouch. “This will be sufficient.”

Arnath caught the bag and opened the drawstrings. He studied its contents for several seconds, then reluctantly nodded.

Voltari walked up to Arnath, put his hand on his shoulder, and said, “Brace yourself.”

Arnath took a deep breath and closed his eyes while Voltari tweaked the strand to return them to his antechamber. As he reached for the strand that would take them to the dining hall, he paused: The scrying mirror was no longer dark. Giorge was sitting on a snow-covered rock staring at a pile of rocks that were settling into place—and he was not alone.

What’s she doing there? he wondered as a violet-haired elf strode forward and handed Giorge an ornate wooden box. Then one of the replicants took the box from Giorge and carried it out of the spell’s range. A few seconds later, an orange light emanated from the elf’s staff and she said, “Forget.”

But Voltari didn’t forget. Quite the contrary: He was remembering many things all at once as the elf connecting them suddenly became clear: Dagholith made the curse.

“What?” Arnath said from beside him. He looked at the pouch in his hand and lifted his gaze to Voltari. “Why am I here?” he softly asked.

Voltari smiled and held out the vial of poison. “To drink this,” he answered.

2

“Tell me, Captain,” King Tyr said as he finished rereading Mewler’s report. “What would you do if there was a threat of an attack from the Northern Wastes?”

“Sire?” Captain Blanchard replied. “Nothing lives up there.”

King Tyr’s lips eased together, and his eyes narrowed slightly. Few people would have noticed it, but Captain Blanchard was one of them.

“If there was such a threat,” he hastily added, “I would fortify the eastern outposts and increase the patrols in that area. The Death Swamps are a natural barrier, and the fishmen—”

King Tyr didn’t have to turn to see the puzzlement on his captain’s face—and didn’t want to: It distorted the lovely symmetry of that face too much. The fishmen are gone, he thought. They won’t be an impediment. Neither will the swamp. Ortis survived it when the fishmen were there, and his people will, too. They’ve survived for centuries in that frozen land, and they’re finally ready to attack. He sighed. If they are there. I wish we could have asked the fishmen why they left the swamps.

The silence grew until Captain Blanchard finally continued. “We would have to man the outposts in The Borderlands year-round and be ready for an attack at any time. If it comes now, while the men are protecting the caravans, we’ll lose The Borderlands and have to reclaim them in the spring. It will be bloody.”

King Tyr cringed as he imagined how unseemly those bloody battles would be. They would be worse than the one King Urm had described in his journal. Limbs lopped off. Heads rolling. Blood spraying all over him. A handful of guts being gleefully ripped out—

He closed his eyes and focused on the problem at hand. Do I have to wait until spring to find out? “Do you know what happens if a fishman’s hibernation is interrupted?”

“Yes, Sire,” Captain Blanchard replied. “Some of the early patrols brought them back and thawed them out. They died.”

Pity, King Tyr thought as he asked, “Were they able to talk to them before they died?”

“Not coherently,” Captain Blanchard replied. “The healers said their blood had changed, and even a low amount of heat boiled it. They were no good for interrogation, so they started chopping off their heads when they found them. We still do it.”

Their blood boiled, King Tyr thought, quashing the image that sprouted before it could blossom into gory detail. How much heat did it take?

“How do you know this?’ he asked.

“I took the training, Sire,” Captain Blanchard answered, “so I could serve you better.”

Commendable, King Tyr thought as he idly asked, “How do the trainers know this?”

Captain Blanchard thought for a few seconds, then said, “Tradition. The basic training has been passed down for generations. We’ve built on it, of course, but the core came from the early days of the incursions.”

One more thing to ask Thom about, King Tyr thought as he picked up Mewler’s addendum.

It’s too cryptic, he thought as he finished rereading it and set it aside. She told him more than he told me. What was it? What else does she know that she didn’t tell him? What does Thom know? I’ll bring her to the capital and—

“Sire?” Captain Blanchard softly interrupted.

“Yes, Captain?” King Tyr absently replied.

“Why do you think there will be an attack from the north?”

King Tyr sighed and turned toward his most trusted advisor.

Such symmetry, he thought as he took in the soft, well-defined line of the angular cheeks, the sharp nub of the dimpled chin, the mustache trimmed with such precision that each hair was the exact length it should be, the identically sculpted eyebrows. There was no hint of stubble, and his wavy black hair framed his head like a cowl. Captain Blanchard’s attention to such details did not stop with his appearance, but that appearance had been the decisive factor in promoting him to lead the Royal Guard. “Why do you think the fishmen left the swamps, Captain?”

“The men say they are cowards, Sire,” Captain Blanchard began, “but they are wrong. The fishmen started the war, and they’re the ones who keep it going. If they stayed in the swamps where they belong, we would have left them alone. The officers know this, and most of them believe the fishmen have grown tired of fighting. The only way to quit the war honorably was to leave.”

King Tyr frowned. “And you?”

“It has been a stalemate for centuries, Sire,” Captain Blanchard said. “If they wanted to end the war, they could have stayed in the swamps and quit attacking us. They didn’t have to leave to do it.” He paused, then added, “And they have no honor to save.”

“So?” King Tyr prompted.

“I don’t know why they left, Sire,” Captain Blanchard said. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Do their attacks make any more sense?” King Tyr asked.

Captain Blanchard frowned in thought for a few seconds, and started to shrug before stopping the motion. “No, Sire,” he admitted. “Do they make sense to you?”

“Why do men fight?” King Tyr mused, waving off Captain Blanchard’s response before he could make it. “If fishmen are like men, they have no obvious reason for attacking us. We can’t live in their swamps, and they can’t live in the grain. They have nothing we want, and we have nothing they want. And yet, they attack.”

“Yes, Sire,” Captain Blanchard said. “They have nothing to gain from it.”

“Ah,” King Tyr corrected, “but they do—if there was something in the Northern Wastes forcing them to attack us. It would explain why they initiated the incursions and why they left the swamps. They didn’t leave them because of us; they left them to get away from them.”

“But, Sire,” Captain Blanchard protested, “nothing lives there. How can it? It’s all ice and snow. None of the expeditions sent to explore it have returned. They froze—”

King Tyr smiled slightly and turned back to his desk to give Captain Blanchard a chance to think it through. While he waited, he added Mewler’s report and addendum to the stack of current reports, made sure all the corners were flush with the sheafs beneath them, and then reached for a clean sheaf of parchment. He placed it in front of him and nudged it around until it was equidistant from the sides of the desk and a quarter inch away from the front edge.

“The environment did not kill them,” King Tyr said as he removed the stopper from a fresh inkwell and reached for a new quill. “The expeditions were well supplied and had wizards trained in flame magic. They could not have starved or frozen. Something else happened to them.”

“The people from the wastelands killed them?” Captain Blanchard said. “Is that what you think happened, Sire?”

King Try dipped the quill into the inkwell until it held the perfect amount of ink, then began the message precisely one inch from the top and left edges of the parchment. He wrote slowly, carefully crafting each ornate letter with precision as he wrote, Grand Master Thom. When he finished, he dipped the quill in the ink again. “It would explain much,” he said while he studied the level of ink in the quill’s tip and dipped it in again. “Don’t you think?”

Captain Blanchard hesitated before softly saying, “Yes, Sire.”

“It is mere speculation at the moment,” King Tyr said as he brought the quill to the parchment and crafted the next few words. When he finished, he said, “But I have reason to believe it may be true.”

King Tyr had finished the first two sentences (I request your company for dinner at your convenience. There are matters of some import that we need to discuss.) before Captain Blanchard asked, “Who could be living there, Sire?”

That, King Tyr thought, is the question you should be asking. Unfortunately, I cannot tell you. “Perhaps the fishmen will tell us, Captain,” he said. They called Ortis the “old enemy.” Embril said Ortis resembled the plains folk. He came from the land beyond the swamps. Some of the plains folk escaped the fire and could have gone north. They would have ample reason for seeking revenge. “If we can wake them up safely.”

He finished the message to Thom, folded it with very precise, evenly spaced creases, and pressed his signet ring in the exact center of a single, well-proportioned drop of purple wax. He handed the message to Captain Blanchard and said, “Go to the wizard’s network and contact the Commanders and Captains. Tell them I am planning a war exercise and need their council. They are to assume there is an enemy in the Northern Wastes who is preparing to attack us, and we must ready our defenses. They have three days to make their recommendations on a general strategy and the role they will play in it.”

“Yes, Sire,” Captain Blanchard said.

“When you speak to Commander Garret, tell him I have a mission for The Banner of the Wounded Hand. He is to keep them in Hellsbreath when they return from the lake and notify me of their arrival through the wizards network.”

“Yes, Sire,” Captain Blanchard said.

“After you have relayed my orders,” King Tyr continued, “deliver that message to Grand Master Thom. Hand it to him yourself and wait for his response. Bring that response directly to me when you return.”

“Yes, Sire,” Captain Blanchard said.

“Send Phillip in on your way out,” King Tyr finished, turning back to his desk.

3

As Embril passed the shelf where she had put Angus’s book, she paused to place her palm lightly on the spot where it had been. Why did he want Grand Master Frederick to read it? she wondered as she gently caressed the wood. Although it had been gone for two weeks, she still sensed the book’s presence and the man who had placed it in her care. Or was it her imagination?

Will Angus tell me if I ask him?

Probably not, she reluctantly decided. He’ll keep it to himself like he does most things. He’ll have a reason, though, and it will be a good one. That should be enough. Her fingers absently played with the residue of magic the book had left behind in the wood and the very faint hint of Angus hiding within it.

It is for now, she decided, slowly pulling her hand away from the shelf without seeing the spark stretching out between her fingertip and the wood or hearing the light pop as it snapped away. She smiled as the slight heat it produced brought back the memory of his hand in hers. It had been so electrifying, as if the barely subdued flame magic roaring through him was desperate to be set free.

Or had it been roaring through her?

He'll be back soon, she reminded herself as she reached for the book Master Varna wanted and started back to her desk. They left the lake yesterday. She handed the book to Rache. He’ll be back next week, and—

“This isn’t Hornback’s Observations, Embril,” Rache quietly said, looking at the book’s cover. She turned it around and held it out for Embril to read.

“What?” Embril said, blinking away her daydream about Angus. She glanced at the title, frowned slightly, and shook her head. “I should have made sure I got the right one.” She sighed and took Huram’s Nuisance Spells and Why They Matter from Rache’s hands. “They are beside each other on the shelf.”

She hurried to replace Huram’s, took down the book beside it, and checked to make sure it was Hornback’s Observations and not Hyani’s Herbology: Potions, Poisons, and Teas before returning to her desk. She had to force herself not to glance at the conspicuously empty spot on the shelf.

“Sorry about that, Rache,” she said. “I’ve been a bit distracted today.”

“I’m worried about him, too,” Rache said. “When Ned told me what he saw, I couldn’t believe it. If Master Varna hadn’t seen it, too...” She shook her head and kept her eyes on the cover of the thin tome. “At least he wasn’t hurt.”

Embril nodded. She hadn’t believed Ned, either—at first. Who would? A man wrapped in flame riding a tornado of fire into the caravan stop? It hadn’t seemed possible—it shouldn’t have been possible—and yet, Angus had done just that. It had been Angus, too. Ned’s description of him—

“I talked to Master Festus about the spells yesterday,” Rache was saying. “He said he didn’t know what they were or how they could be tied.”

“I’m not surprised,” Embril softly said. “They haven’t been used since before The Taming.”

“Really?” Rache said. “You know what they were?”

Embril blinked. “What?”

“The spells,” Rache said. “You said they came from before The Taming.”

“Oh,” Embril said. “I was thinking about Elmond’s The Four Warlocks. It—” She paused and asked, “Do you know of it?”

“I haven’t read it,” Rache admitted, “but everybody knows about it. It’s about the wizards who nearly destroyed everything before The Taming brought magic under control.”

Embril nodded. “And Hoarmoth?”

“He was the worst one,” Rache said. “He—” She blinked, and mouthed, Oh.

Embril nodded again. “The Warlock of Flame,” she said. “In Elmond’s description of the battle, he says Hoarmoth rode a vortex of flame that melted the rock beneath him. Lava rose from the ground and wrapped him in an impenetrable cocoon. The spell destabilized the land, and Elmond says that was what made Wayfair sink into the sea.”

“You don’t think Angus is Hoarmoth, do you? They never found his body.”

“No,” Embril answered. “Elmond said Hoarmoth was consumed by the flame magic he sought to master. I think Voltari knows that legend and taught Angus a similar spell. Ned didn’t say it melted the stone beneath him, did he?”

“No,” Rache said. “The cobblestones weren’t damaged. I checked them, myself.”

“Then it wasn’t the same spell,” Embril said. Or it was and lacked the power it needed to do what Hoarmoth’s did.

“Well,” Rache said, glancing back at the boy who had just stepped in behind her. She held up the book. “I better get this to Master Varna. She said it was important.”

Embril nodded and waited for her to step around the student before asking, “What can I do for you today, Dennet?”

“What happened to the books on the fishmen?” Dennet asked. “They aren’t on the shelf.”

Embril pointed at a dozen students gathered around a table in the far corner of the library. Fana’s robust, almost manly, voice resonated with the lively prose of Braden’s The Origins of the Fishman Incursions. “There’s Braden’s,” Embril said. “You can join that group if you wish. Or one of those—” She pointed at the clusters of students in the other three corners of the library. “They’re reading the other ones.”

“Thanks,” Dennet said as he turned away.

We’ll have to make copies, Embril thought as the next student approached. Now that they know the fishmen are so close, they want to know more about them.

“Master Nan’s done with this,” Arno said as he haphazardly dropped a heavy tome on Embril’s desk. It landed with a thud, and its spine crackled—angrily, it seemed to her.

“Careful with that!” Embril sharply chided. “It’s fragile!”

“Sorry,” Arno said, holding out a piece of parchment. “I’ll try to be more careful next time.”

“That’s what you said the last time,” Embril sternly admonished before accepting the parchment. The spell Master Nan had put on it recognized her and unraveled, and the note began to open. “If you don’t start respecting the texts, I won’t let you have them. What do you think Master Nan will do then?”

Arno shrugged.

Embril frowned as she picked up the old tome. He doesn’t care, she thought as she carried it into the restricted section. She put the book in its place and read the note.

What does Omat’s Comments on the Nexus Network have to do with healing? she wondered as she returned to her desk.

“You can go, Arno,” she said. “I will deliver this one myself. I’ll talk to her about you when I do. This is my library, Arno, and I won’t allow my books to be mistreated.”

“Oh,” Arno said. He hesitated for a few seconds, then shrugged and walked away.

Is it about Angus? Embril wondered as she looked at the note again. She was with Fred when he came for Angus’s book, and they asked me a lot of questions about him. That was when he gave her permission to read Omat’s collection, even though it’s reserved for the grand masters and their successors. She frowned at the note. Master Yrdic is going to replace Fred when he steps down, so why hasn’t he given him access to it? Has he changed his mind again?

She sighed and slipped the note into her pocket. She couldn’t retrieve the scroll until the library closed and the students were gone because it was one of the few texts that couldn’t be accessed while others were in the library. It would delay her study of ancient dwarf, but she wasn’t making much progress without Angus’s guidance, anyway. She had learned a few more words, but that was it. She still tried, but every time she looked at the runes, she thought of Angus—too much of Angus. And—

“Master Embril?”

Embril blinked. “Yes?” she asked as she looked up.

“Do you have anything on the fishmen?”
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1

Fanzool’s new backpack was dreadful. The straps were too tight. The weight pressed against the small of his back and pulled against his shoulders. His center of balance was off, and he knew it wouldn’t take much for him to topple him.

The bowls said snow was coming, but he couldn’t tell how soon it would arrive or how bad it would be. It was already cold enough to freeze his breath and drain the heat from his body. The cider had helped, but it was long gone, and he wouldn’t eat or drink again until they were well underway.

Are you there, Sardach? he thought, dreading the answer that would come—and dreading even more if the answer didn’t come.

Yes, Sardach whispered in his mind.

Even though he was expecting it, the thought-that-was-not-his still startled him. His left foot went a bit wide and landed on the instep, and the backpack lurched in that direction, taking him with it. He slid on the rime-covered cobblestones, felt pressure on his knee that shouldn’t be there, and scrambled to right himself.

“By Onus’s Blood!” he gasped as his left foot kept sliding. “Help me!” he urgently pleaded as his legs parted like a wishbone.

A moment later, he felt the warmth of Sardach’s presence pressed up against his left side, and the slide abruptly stopped. Sardach buoyed him long enough for him to regain his footing, then eased away.

Why do they call you Death’s Shadow? Fanzool thought, mainly to distract himself from the chill wind eating its way through his winter cloak.

They do not understand, Sardach surprisingly answered.

Why not? Fanzool thought back.

The silence in his mind lingered long enough that he was sure Sardach wasn’t going to answer, but then the creature responded, Only the dying know my true nature. Others see me as you do now.

You aren’t black smoke? Fanzool thought in surprise.

No.

What are you, then? Fanzool thought back.

Seconds passed before Sardach cryptically replied, Different.

What’s that supposed to mean? Fanzool demanded.

Again, Sardach hesitated before responding, They know death is near when I arrive. They believe I bring it with me.

Do you? Fanzool thought—and began to regret it as the silence lingered on.

Sometimes, Sardach finally answered, I am its omen.

Fanzool gulped and shivered from more than the cold. I shouldn’t have asked, he thought—and yet, he had. He couldn’t help but be curious about the thing: Despite spending weeks with it, he knew almost nothing about it. The flying—

He cringed. He couldn’t stomach flying. It made him nauseous and dizzy. He couldn’t think much when he felt that way, and they had spent hour after hour in the air. Whenever they landed, it had taken an hour or two for him to recover enough to eat or sleep—and sometimes longer.

He sighed and unconsciously slowed his pace to delay the inevitable: As soon as they were far enough away from Tyrag, Sardach would scoop him up and carry him to Wyrmwood. They would stop at villages along the way so he could eat and sleep, and then be in the air again before dawn. High in the air and flying fast.

The only meal that stayed down was the evening one, just before he went to sleep.

He cringed from the memories and clung to the realization that he wouldn’t be able to ask Sardach any more questions once they were airborne. What can I ask, he wondered, that won’t unsettle me?

He blinked as a question suddenly came to him: What is Argyle looking for? The clarity of the question puzzled him. If all Argyle wanted was revenge, he wouldn’t be sending me after Angus. There wouldn’t be any point in it. Typhus is already dead, and Angus doesn’t have the coins anymore. Dirk does. He can get them from Dirk whenever he wants.

Why does he want Typhus’s clothes? The way he fondled that jerkin—

His eyes widened. He wasn’t fondling it; he was searching it. That’s why he shredded and burned it after he patted it down.

He gulped. Typhus took more than the coins, didn’t he, Sardach? It can’t be very big, though. You can’t conceal much in the lining of a jerkin. Gems? He thought of the pouch Argyle had casually tossed to him. It would have to be priceless if it was a gem. Argyle’s too rich to care about normal ones. He took in a sharp breath and shuddered as a chill seeped into the core of his being. Or a magical one.

He should have told me what it is, he angrily thought at Sardach. I could have used my magic to find it. Why didn’t he do that, Sardach? A Locator spell—

It cannot be found that way.

“What!” Fanzool screeched as his feet skidded one way and the backpack pulled him the other. He was futilely flapping his arms when Sardach’s warm touch swooped in around him to keep him upright.

The other early risers gave him a wide berth and hurried along.

Fanzool’s lips grew taut. You know what he’s looking for, Sardach. What is it?

I cannot say, Sardach answered.

If I know what it is, Fanzool countered, it will help me find it.

I cannot say, Sardach answered.

Why not!? Fanzool angrily demanded.

There was a long delay, and then Sardach simply repeated, I cannot say.

Fanzool scowled, and his pace quickened. He slipped many times on the frost-covered cobblestones, but Sardach kept him aloft—literally: It felt like he was flying, but he was too angry to let the nausea distract him.

Argyle ordered you to keep it secret, didn’t he? But I need to know what I’m looking for if I am to find it. Why don’t you go back and tell him that? You have time. I won’t reach the West Gate for half an hour. Then, as an afterthought that he never would have had if he wasn’t furious, he added, That’s an order, Sardach.

A moment later, his right foot slid recklessly forward, and his left foot slid to his left. He started to fall—and Sardach let him. He landed hard and yelped.

Sardach? Fanzool thought as he sat on the frost-covered cobblestones in dismay.

He was still sitting there when a passing guardsman came over to help him up.

“It’s the backpack,” Fanzool said as he struggled to his feet. “I’m not used to it.”

The guardsman nodded. “Take it slow until you are,” he suggested, “and stay out of the shadows. It’s not as slick in the sunlight.” He helped Fanzool adjust the backpack, then added, “You should put the heavy things on the bottom. It will balance better.”

Fanzool nodded, then eased his way out of the shadowy side of the street and into the early morning sun. The frost was melting here, and it left behind a thin layer of water that was almost as slick as the frost. The backpack wasn’t helping, and he hunched over to keep from falling as he shambled toward the West Gate.

Sardach? Fanzool thought as he approached the scribe’s station. He waited long enough for an answer—if Sardach was willing to give one—then drew the obvious and simple conclusion: Argyle told Sardach to obey me. He smiled and straightened up—until the backpack pulled against him and he had to hunch over to keep from falling on his back.

How can I use that?

2

“How do we know if feelings are premonitions?” Abner asked not long after they rode through the ruins of Low Point. Nearly everything had been washed away, but a few stubborn survivors were already starting to rebuild.

I don’t know, Taro thought, as the cart rolled over a dislodged cobblestone and his bum knee swayed painfully in its sling. “Do you remember how you felt at Bluff’s Edge?” he asked as they started up the long hill.

“Yes,” Abner softly answered.

“Have you felt anything like that before or since?”

A few seconds passed, and then Abner hesitantly said, “I have not felt such foreboding.”

Taro squinted at him, but it didn’t help: He still only saw the basic outline of the boy’s face, the vague shape of his nose and ears, and the blurry splotches of color where his eyes and lips should be. But the uncertainty in the boy’s voice spoke for itself, and Taro reviewed what he had read about them in the sacred text:


Premonitions occur when profound emotions linked to a future event leak into the past and are captured by the Seer. In most cases, the premonitions are minor and relate only to the Seer or the petitioner affected by them. We call these ‘insights’. Insights often arise before an important decision is to be made by the Seer or the petitioner.

In some cases, premonitions are provoked by great hardship suffered by many. We call these ‘forebodings’. Forebodings foretell the arrival of storms, disease, famine, war, and other devastating events. In most cases, all the Seers near the afflicted area will experience the same foreboding, but its clarity will vary greatly among them. This variation may lead to conflicting interpretations that can forestall action.

The rarest premonitions relate to events that are widely disruptive and cause great upheaval across many lands. There are only three recorded instances of a premonition of this magnitude: The Warlock Wars, The Taming, and The Blinding. In each of these instances, Seers from every land experienced recurrent premonitions and visions while being blinded to the future beyond them. A fourth such premonition, Weji’s Revival, depicts events in the distant future that cannot be confirmed at this time. These premonitions mark the beginning or the end of a new age.


Taro sighed and asked, “Have you had insights?”

“Yes,” Abner immediately answered.

“Have future events confirmed them?”

Abner was silent for several seconds, and his voice was distant when he finally answered. “The first one came before the visions started,” he softly said. “I was chopping wood, and it felt like something important was about to happen. I didn’t believe it because nothing important ever happened on our farm. Then Father brought a log, and I saw this cart in it.” He paused for a few seconds, then added, “When the visions started, I understood why.”

Taro nodded. “Insights are guides,” he said. “When you made the decision to accept that first one, it paved the way for the visions to happen. If you had rejected it, you would not be here now.” He blinked and realized the same was true of himself: The vision didn’t anchor me to the shrine while I waited for it to come true: I did. I could have rejected it at any time.

“Have you had premonitions?” Abner asked a short time later.

Taro frowned. He had had lots of visions about Angus, but—

“Yes,” he suddenly blurted. The answer surprised him, both with the intensity of the emotions underlying it and with its truth. “It was also before I had my first vision. I was not much older than you when it happened. My father was a merchant, and he was training me to become one. I was good at it—better than my older brothers, in fact—and he took me down to the docks with him to inspect the cargo that came in. He taught me what to look for and what to avoid, and how to haggle. I loved it, and I was looking forward to the day he would send me to the docks on my own.” Taro sighed and shook his head. “That day never came.”

“Why not?” Abner gently prodded.

“We were down at the docks buying spices,” Taro answered, “and I was drawn to the ship that had brought them. I didn’t know why. It wasn’t a big ship or a pretty one or a well-armored one, but I couldn’t take my eyes off it while my father haggled over the prices. I barely listened to the exchange, and on our way back home, I kept looking back at the docks. It was as if the ship was calling to me, and I didn’t know why. When I told my father about it, he laughed.”

“‘Every boy gets the wanderlust,’ he told me. ‘I had it when I was your age, and my father cured me of it.’”

“I asked him how, and he said, ‘The same way I’ll cure you.’”

Taro smiled softly and shook his head. “I found out what he meant the next day when we went back to the docks. We went to the same ship, and he talked to the captain about me. On our way home, my father told me the captain needed a drudge for their voyage home and had agreed to take me with them if I worked for my passage. He said it would be good for me ‘to learn the trade behind the trade,’ as he put it. When I asked him what a drudge was, he smiled and said, ‘You’ll see.’ I did, too.”

Taro chuckled and shook his head. “Drudges do all the dirty work on a ship. I had never done anything like that before, and I did not like it at all. A few days into the voyage, the captain came to me and asked if I wanted to go home. By then, my hands and feet were blistered, cracked, and bloody, and I had splinters buried in my fingers. They were so swollen that I couldn’t hang on to anything, and I was ready to beg him to take me back. But when he offered—”

Taro shook his head and fell silent for a few seconds. When he continued, it was in a soft, almost reverent tone. “I almost said yes, but I didn’t. The feeling that had brought me to the ship had grown, and it kept me there. I didn’t know why, but I knew I was where I needed to be. I told him no.”

Abner waited a few seconds, then asked, “Why were you on the ship?”

“Because my father paid the captain to take me out to sea for a few days,” Taro gruffly answered. “He thought the hard work would break me, and he was right: It did break me. But that feeling was stronger than the agony coursing through me.” He paused and corrected himself. “That premonition, I should say. We got caught in a storm a few days later, and it blew us off course. Lightning struck the ship, and it burned. The lifeboats—”

Taro suddenly sat up straight and his eyes grew wide. “That’s what it was!” he shouted. “The ship burned!” He turned to Abner and almost grabbed the boy to shake him—and would have if his bum knee hadn’t stopped him.

“The spices!” He slapped the plank he was sitting on and shifted his position to take the pressure off his bum leg. “The ship carried spices from across the sea, and they had some left in their cargo. They must have had something like the incense with them. The smoke—”

He nodded vigorously. “The vision came while we were rowing to shore. The air was heavy with smoke, and the captain thought I was delirious. That made sense to me at the time, and it kept making sense until I couldn’t deny the visions any longer and followed the clues to the shrine. Then I forgot about it. But now—”

Taro’s eyes narrowed and he crossed his arms to still them. “It had to be the incense,” he firmly concluded. “We have to find out where that ship got it.”

Abner let Taro brood long enough that Taro almost forgot about what they were talking about, and then he asked, “How did you get off the island?”

“Another ship was traveling with us,” Taro offhandedly said, trying to remember the sunken ship’s name. The Pickled Elf? “We lost sight of each other in the storm.” No, that was the tavern we went to when we reached port. “They found us a few days later.” The Puffin Fluff? He smiled and shook his head. That was the brothel. It was something like that, though.

“Have you had other premonitions?” Abner asked.

“Yes,” Taro answered as he discarded The Pander’s Flail. “There is one linked to the visions about Angus. It is driving me to find him before they come true.” He frowned and looked at Abner. “You already know that, though.”

Abner didn’t look at him as he softly asked, “Is it a foreboding?”

Taro faced forward and stared into the murky distance in front of him. “No,” he softly answered, his lips pressing together as the name of the ship came to him. “I think it’s Weji’s Revival.”

It was The Prophet’s Folly. He nodded as the beginning of a plan fell into place. Father’s records will tell us where it came from. I’ll send word to my nephew, and—

“He shouldn’t open it,” Abner mumbled.

“What box?” Taro asked as a sudden, clear image of Angus’s banner came to him. They were outside a tent atop the southern tip of a cliff. The little dark-skinned one was standing by a horse with a small box in his hands. One of the triplets was close to him, and the other two were near the giant warrior and Angus. Taro’s breath caught in his throat as the dark-skinned one slipped the pick into the lock. He lifted the lid, and—

“No,” Taro whispered as a smothering darkness seemed to descend upon him, and his chest tightened into a fierce cluster of knots.

Abner sighed, and the image fluttered away.

Taro turned to Abner and gasped, “Is that—what you felt—at Bluff’s Edge?”

Abner nodded and looked down at his hands. The knuckles were white as he softly answered, “This is worse.”

3

How could I forget about this? Giorge wondered as he examined the ornately-carved wooden box. It had a deep chocolate varnish studded with silver inlays that sparkled in the morning sun. It’s the dainty kind of box ladies use for jewelry!

He set the little box on the saddle and peered sidelong into the lock.

Easy, he reminded himself as he brought out his picks. It might be trapped.

He studied the lock more closely without finding any of the indicators that would warn him away from picking it, then selected the straightest, longest pick. He kept his face to the side as he eased the pick into the keyhole and, when nothing happened, wiggled it around. It encountered nothing but the normal firm resistance of the lock—a very simple lock that even a novice could pick—so he teased the pick sideways and upward until the lock snicked.

No poison needles tickled his fingertips.

No poison gas puffed out of the keyhole.

No click of a spring-loaded poison dart lying in wait for him.

No poison anything.

It's too easy, he thought, hastily moving his hand away from the lock to avoid the traps that should be there but weren’t. If I had pretty baubles in a box like this, it would have a complicated lock and nasty little traps to keep them safe.

I hope it isn’t empty, he thought as he steadied the box on the saddle and put his picks away.

Why would Dagremon give me an empty box? he countered, brightening as he moved his hands to either side of the box, tilted the box toward him, and hesitated.

She wouldn’t, he decided. There has to be something in it, and it has to be worth a lot or she wouldn’t have brought it to me and made me forget I had it.

A sly grin began to form as he eased his thumbs to the front of the lid.

Right?

He half-heartedly toyed with the question for a moment before shrugging it away.

Right! He grinned. There’s only one way to find out!

He moved his thumbs gently upward, but the lid had barely cracked open when Angus shrieked, “DON’T OPEN IT!”

Giorge’s thumbs twitched and the lid dropped back into place as he involuntarily turned toward Angus. The frantic look in the wizard’s eyes unnerved him—partly because he hadn’t seen Angus look like that before, but a bigger partly was because Angus’s hands were twirling around like he was trying to catch gnats to eat, and the biggest partly was because he had already opened the box.

A dreadful feeling sprouted in Giorge’s stomach, and even though he didn’t know why Angus didn’t want him to open the box or why Angus was tying a spell, he understood that feeling very well and grabbed the box, ducked beneath the horse’s belly, and skittered to the other side of the horse away from Angus, just in case the spell was a nasty one meant for him.

“By Onus’s Blood!” he muttered, hastily pulling out his lockpicks. I didn’t even get to see what was in it.

Oddly, now he wasn’t even tempted to open the box to find out, and that made no sense to him as he tweaked the box’s lock with the pick because he liked to know what was in dainty little boxes full of jewelry. After the lock clicked into place, he scurried to the rear of the horse to watch Angus through its swishing tail.

His hands never move that fast, Giorge thought as watched Angus’s fingers dancing like they were playing with puppets that had too many strings. Giorge had seen that happen once, and the puppets kept getting tangled up like he did when he was in bed with too many women to keep track of all their legs and arms and—

A strange expression settled on Angus’s face, a scrunched up one like when he was furious, but this one didn’t have any anger in it. Giorge knew what Angus’s angry, scrunched-up look looked like because he had seen it a lot, and this one was different—but in a similar sort of intense way.

He’s scared! Giorge realized as Angus’s eyes widened almost as much as they had been when he had flown by them after he had found the nexus and The Tiger’s Eye. Then Angus’s fingers stiffened like the bony claws of that crazy old crone who had chased him out of her granddaughter’s room. That broomstick had hurt when she almost caught him, too.

Angus stayed like that for a long time, then gasped like the time Hobart had gotten sucker punched by that wrestler who hadn’t played fair. He shouldn’t have done that to Hobart, though: it only made Hobart angry, and when Hobart got angry, he wrestled like a wild boar crashing through the underbrush.

“Angus!” Giorge called out without taking a step toward him because Ortis was closer and was already taking more than a step toward him and Hobart had his sword drawn and was looking for something to poke. Of course, Giorge wouldn’t have taken that step even if Ortis and Hobart weren’t there because Angus wouldn’t be scared like that unless something was after him, and it wouldn’t be right to interfere until he knew what that something was. Besides, Angus wouldn’t be that scared unless magic was involved—really nasty magic—and it was better to let Ortis deal with that. And Hobart. If they couldn’t handle it, then he’d help, but that—

Angus suddenly dropped to his knees and a low keening flowed from his mouth. His fingers twitched as the lingering wail grew louder and shriller. Ortis reached out for him without touching him, which was smart, given what Angus had done the last time Ortis had touched him when Angus wasn’t expecting it. It would have been nice to see all those sparks, but he had done it while Giorge was sleeping, and he had only heard about it later.

The unsettling screech abruptly ended because Angus had run out of breath and wasn’t taking another one. He wobbled, closed his eyes, and toppled sideways, but Ortis was ready for it and caught him before he could bounce off the cobblestones.

Is he dead? Giorge idly wondered as Ortis gently eased him down. Then he stepped around the rump of the horse and tried to see what had frightened Angus, but as far as he could tell, there wasn’t anything there. Of course, that didn’t mean there wasn’t anything there because Angus saw things that other people didn’t see because he was a wizard and they weren’t, and Giorge had seen Angus not being there when he was there because of that spell he had used against the bandits who were going to ambush them.

Magic? Giorge wondered, unsure if it would be better to get back behind the horse, run into the pine trees, or wait to see what it would do to Ortis and Hobart.

I wish I could see magic, he thought, then quickly decided it was better not seeing it because whatever had frightened Angus that bad would frighten him even more if he saw it because he didn’t have any spells to defend himself against it the way Angus did, and those spell hadn’t really helped Angus very much.

The Ortis near Giorge said, “He’s breathing.”

“Good!” Giorge said, not because he was relieved or concerned, even though he sort of was, but because that meant Angus would be able to tell them what had frightened him so bad when he woke up, and Giorge needed to know what it was even though he didn’t want to know what it was because he was pretty sure it had something to do with his little box.

Why didn’t you want me to open it? Giorge thought at Angus’s limp body, mainly because he had already opened it and that was when Angus had gotten scared and tried to tie the spell that hadn’t worked.

What did you see?

The horse behind Giorge snorted and shifted position until its rump bumped into Giorge, and the impact sent Giorge lurching forward half a step before he regained his footing and finished the other half.

Do you see it, too? he wondered as he looked at the rear end of the skittish horse. I’ll have to ask Angus if horses can see magic when he wakes up.

The horse turned its head to glare at Giorge the way Hobart liked to glare at him, moved a bit to the left, and firmly planted its forelegs.

What?! Giorge thought in alarm as the horse took careful aim with its hind legs, arched its back, and kicked out at him. He sprang sideways, barely avoiding the quick series of lethal jabs that stirred up the air where he had been, then scampered well out of range before coming to a stop. He shifted his weight for better balance in case he needed to dodge some more, then stared at the horse in bewilderment.

Why did you do that?

Giorge let Hobart and Ortis scan the trees, the road, the sky, and the ground for whatever had spooked the horse because he needed to glare at the horse glaring at him because it was waiting for him to let down his guard so it could pummel him with its hooves or bite off his ear. Besides, it wouldn’t do any good to add his eyes to their eyes if they were looking for a thing made from magic that only Angus could see, and if the thing wasn’t made from magic, their eyes would find it without his help.

The snorting horse’s fidgeting riled up the other horses, and they responded with reassuring nickers telling it Giorge was a friend who would never hurt them—at least, that’s what Giorge hoped they were telling it, but he couldn’t be sure because he couldn’t speak horse. What they said didn’t help, though, because it let out a nasty, snorty, threatening neigh that reeked of fear and hate and unrestrained violence, and scraped its forehoof over the cobblestones as if it was trying to pry them up with it. It was about to charge when Millie stepped between them and forced the almost-but-not-quite frantic beast back despite her being a full head shorter, and then the stout little pony stood its ground like Hobart did when he was determined to carry out his threat to hire a Truthseer. Only—

“What’s gotten into that thing?” Hobart asked, moving up beside Giorge with his sword at the ready. He was still looking around for the thing made from magic that he would never see.

“I don’t know,” Giorge honestly answered. “It wasn’t acting like that before Angus yelled.”

“Yelling wouldn’t make it do this,” Hobart said.

“Maybe it was the spell?” Giorge suggested, watching the angry horse trying to get around Millie, but every time it looked like it might, she got stubborn and pushed it back again like a good little girl. “Does he have one that makes horses go mad?”

Giorge felt Hobart bristling but didn’t turn away from the horses’ standoff to make sure, then hastily added, “Maybe his spell went wrong?”

“Perhaps,” Ortis agreed from his other side. His bow was aimed at the ground in front of them, but Giorge knew he could raise it and fire it long before the maddened horse could reach them if it managed to barrel its way around Millie, which was looking more and more likely as the standoff progressed. “His movements were rushed.”

Is that why he was afraid? Giorge wondered, remembering the look in Angus’s eyes when he threatened to throw fire at him if he ever interrupted his priming again—and the other look when he had pointed the wand at him after he had done it. He gulped and hesitantly said, “He said mistakes could be deadly. For us and him. Do you think this is what he meant?”

The horse snorted and spat frothy bubbles as it battered Millie and forced her to the side. “It looks rabid,” Ortis said as he lifted his bow and took aim.

Hobart braced himself, ground his teeth, and reluctantly growled, “We can’t let it infect the other horses.”

Giorge took a few quick steps backward, thrust the box under his tunic, and twisted his wrists to release the first set of throwing knives, then he moved sideways until he had a clear path to the horse.

Odd, he thought as the horse shifted sideways to keep pace with him. He kept walking, and the horse kept keeping pace with him and had gone a dozen paces to the left of Hobart and Ortis before the horse feigned going left, darted right, and lunged forward to push Millie’s rump out of the way.

It rushed at Giorge.

Arrows flew.

Knives flew.

Hobart tried to block its path.

And the horse ignored everything but Giorge.

Giorge ran for the nearest tree because he knew he could climb faster than a horse could climb and that would give Ortis time to shoot more arrows, and, if enough of them hit the horse, they would kill it before it could climb up after him.

He was right.

Why does it want to kill me? Giorge wondered as he stared down at the dying horse and his eyes widened. It was lying on its side, its forelegs trying to pull it toward the tree as its hind legs gouged the ground for purchase. Its bare teeth gnashed at the bark of the tree as if it was trying to chew its way up the trunk, and its eyes glared at Giorge with unrestrained hatred until Hobart plunged his sword into its chest. Its vacant eyes followed Giorge as he climbed down the tree and leapt to the ground well away from it.

“It wasn’t rabies,” Hobart said as he grimly wiped the blood from his sword on the horse’s hide. “It targeted Giorge.”

“Why me?” Giorge squawked. He knew Hobart was right, but he didn’t know why Hobart was right because a horse wouldn’t attack him without a good reason—or at least a bad one—and he hadn’t done anything to it that would give it any reason to be mad enough to want to kill him.

Hobart stood up and sheathed his sword. He glanced back at Angus and the third Ortis, and then turned to Giorge. “What did you do?” he demanded.

“Don’t ask me,” Giorge protested as he saw the determined-but-not-yet-angry look in Hobart’s eyes that always meant he was about to do something Giorge wouldn’t like. “I didn’t do anything to it.”

“What’s in the box, Giorge?” Hobart softly growled.

“I don’t know,” Giorge bristled, partly because Hobart only spoke like that when he was ready to act, and partly because he didn’t like not knowing what was in the box, and partly because Hobart wouldn’t believe him even though it was true. “He yelled before I could look inside,” he quickly added, reaching into his tunic and taking out the box.

Hobart’s eyes narrowed, but before he could say, “Giorge...” in the tone that meant he had gotten tired of their playful banter, Giorge held the box out and said, “See for yourself.”

Hobart looked at the dead horse and the Ortis removing its saddlebags, then looked at Angus and the other Ortis. When his eyes returned to Giorge and the box, he shook his head. “You opened it, Giorge,” he said. “You deal with it.” Then he turned away and asked Ortis, “How’s Angus?”

“I can find no injuries,” Ortis answered, “but I cannot rouse him.”

Hobart frowned, looked back at their camp, and reached over his shoulder for his sword. “Is it the nexus?” he asked as his sword slowly slid free of its scabbard. “Will he burst into flame again?”

Ortis finished unstrapping the saddle before he said, “I don’t know.”

Hobart’s jaw muscles tightened up, his lips scrunched together, his eyes narrowed, and his knuckles turned white on the hilt of his blade.

The last time Giorge had seen Hobart look that way was when he carried through with his threat and dragged him to a Truthseer to find out what else he had found while they were—

It’s not, someone whispered in Giorge’s ear.

“It’s not?” Giorge repeated before he realized it wasn’t Ortis or Hobart who had said it.

Hobart stopped but did not turn to him as he grimly asked, “Why not?”

Giorge blinked. Who—

Meet me in the trees near the cliff.

“Well,” Giorge began as he scrambled for an answer other than “Voltari just told me it wasn’t.” There really wasn’t much there to work with, so he shrugged and finished, “There’s no fire.”

“He is not warm,” Ortis offered.

“He wasn’t warm when he collapsed at the caravan stop,” Hobart reminded them.

“Yeah,” Giorge agreed, “but he threw all that fire at the bandits before that happened. He didn’t do anything like that this time.”

Hobart finally turned to him, and some of the hardness had gone from his eyes. “He was tying a spell when it happened,” he said. “It could have been Fire Cascade.”

Giorge shook his head. “It wasn’t that one,” he assured him. “I know what it looks like when he ties it. He didn’t crimp his fingers.”

“It could have been another spell that uses flame magic,” Hobart hedged.

“Why?” Giorge asked. “There wasn’t anything to throw it at.”

Hobart frowned in a way that made Giorge almost want to laugh and almost want to run at the same time. “He did if he wanted to stop you from opening the box.”

“I had already closed it by the time he started,” Giorge protested, even though he knew that probably wouldn’t have stopped Angus from throwing a spell at him if he had gotten angry enough to do it, but he wasn’t angry when he had tied that spell; he was terrified. “And,” he emphasized as the next thought formed, “he wasn’t looking at me. How could he throw fire at me without doing that?”

“He—”

“Enough,” a second Ortis calmly interrupted as he joined them. Then he turned to Hobart and said, “Help me with the horses.”

His other self looked up at Giorge
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