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Chapter 1  -  The Fading Sea
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A Few Months After the Trials of the All-Seeing Eye
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If Minimus Mu lost his grip on the cutlery merchant’s cart they called home, Master Thorn would perish. But if the soaked fingers of his other hand let the ship’s tilting rail slip free, the cart would drag the orphan and his master, floundering and drowning, into a storm-wracked Fading Sea. Despite succeeding in the trial of strength not four months gone, Minimus knew that one of his arms would soon fail. A decision loomed.

The purple fabric of a hot-air balloon rippled above the pitching deck. Master Thorn climbed hand over hand up the rope attached to its basket. As he neared the safety of the balloonist’s outstretched arm, he shouted a revised plan to Minimus, who strained to anchor the balloon to the deck of Boundless. The lashing wind tore this plan’s details from Master Thorn’s lips, kept from Minimus’s ears by the sound of splintering timber.

The original plan had been straightforward, although not easy. Minimus would steady the rope as Master Thorn and their monkey, Jing Jing, evacuated the sinking ship. They would climb up to the waiting arms of their friend and balloonist, Ezra Longshanks. As the only passengers aboard the ship, the crew would pay them little heed amidst the pirate attack. They would need to make their own escape or risk drowning. Once the others were safely nestled in the balloon’s basket, Minimus would untie it and power his way up to join his makeshift family. The rope twisted around one broad iron-shod wheel of Master Thorn’s cutlery cart, which was in turn fastened to the starboard railing of the three-masted schooner, Boundless.

That plan splintered into tatters, much like the hull of Boundless, after the vicious spiked prow of the attacking pirate sloop exacted its revenge in a wind-sped broadside. Their merchant captain had dared to journey the Fading Sea from Del Carta to Wraithwatch without paying his due respects. Or coin. Pirates became hot under their tattered, frilly collars with money at stake. Whatever got the men and women of the approaching ship wagging their cutlasses and shouting insults toward the Boundless did not involve its passengers, but using the tethered balloon to escape the sinking ship certainly did.

This was not what Minimus envisioned for his first sea voyage. In his daydreams, it was all dozy afternoons swaying in a hammock, debating what seafood delicacies might await him for dinner. Doubtless, he’d use his recently invented runcible spork—a piece of cutlery with the bowl of a spoon, tines of a fork, and a serrated cutting edge added for completeness—at the captain’s table.

But above him, in the non-dream world, Master Thorn climbed with an unexpected wiry strength that belied his slender dagger of gray beard and deep wrinkles. When the ship’s rail, to which his cutlery trader’s cart was lashed, broke free in a spray of spindles that flew like javelins, he managed to swing from the suddenly slack rope and held on with a single hand before recovering.

Minimus Mu shouted a wordless cry of surprise and terror as the sliding cart ushered him across the ship’s deck. The musclebound boy foresaw a brutal crushing in his immediate future. He had one hand on the hot-air balloon’s rope and the other on the cart’s tall wheel. The cart skidded the width of the deck, and the far rail advanced at speed. An instant before the collision between cart and rail pinched him into human jelly, Minimus sprang from the slick boards, twirled around the rope, and found himself looking down on the rail as he landed atop the cart. He still held the rope.

Despite the weight of the myriad pots, pans, cutlery, and raw materials on board, the cart halted only briefly against the ship’s listing rail. The pull of the balloon above edged the cart part-way up the railing until it teetered above the slate-colored waves of the Fading Sea. The boy flung his weight atop the cart, holding the rope in one hand and flattening his muscular bulk to latch his other to the ship’s railing. Although he wasn’t a believer in the gods of the deep, now seemed like a good time to hurl a prayer toward the waves. He must prevent the cutlery cart from creeping over the ship’s edge. 

Minimus glanced up, relieved to see Master Thorn continuing his scamper toward the balloon’s basket and safety. But if the cart toppled into the sea, its weight would drag down the balloon as well. Minimus had learned enough of the balloonist’s crazy science to know that much. Jing Jing shrieked and gestured at the cart and the rope, gripping Minimus’s straining bicep with his prehensile tail. It seemed everyone was an amateur scientist, but the proper task of halting the cart’s slip into the depths was a job for Minimus alone.

“I know, Jing Jing,” the boy shouted. “I’ll cut us free once Master Thorn is safely aboard. You and I can follow him up.”

Minimus knew the more likely outcome was that the balloon would jerk away when he cut the rope, leaving him aboard the sinking ship, wishing he’d learned to swim before setting out on a sea voyage. But there was no time to dwell on such thoughts. With the cart stable for the moment, he released his grip on the rail and scouted around for a knife as everything tilted toward the roiling waters.

Jing Jing released himself from his dangling position and jumped in agitation on the cart’s shifting surface, sliding drawers open, his hairy-backed hands ablur with magically assisted speed. Finding a knife on a cutlery trader’s cart was simple, and soon Minimus grabbed a serrated bread knife that catapulted from a drawer that burst open as the cart tilted yet further. One hand on the rope and the other clutching the knife, a few lunges of his own toward the cart’s shipward side persuaded it to slide halfway back down the railings. The commotion on board the ship barely registered. Shouting sailors, the shriek of terrorized horses—these provided little more than background noise to the boy’s frantic endeavors.

Jing Jing climbed onto Minimus’s shoulder as the boy hacked at the thick rope with the bread knife. As usual, the artistry and toughness of a Master Thorn blade paid off. Six or seven frantic slices reduced the rope to a wisp of fibers. Dropping the knife into the waves below, Minimus wrapped the rope once around his wrist just as it broke free from the cart. His other hand shot out to clutch a thick spoke of the cartwheel even as the balloon dragged him out and over the ship’s edge. Forearms straining, Minimus Mu formed a human bond between the rope and the cart, wedged against the rail of the Boundless.

“Go!” he shouted to the monkey. A veteran rope climber, Jing Jing could have scaled its entire length in a matter of seconds, but the monkey paused a short distance from Minimus and beckoned to him with a long-fingered hand.

“I can’t let go now!” Minimus screamed. “I need to hold the rope steady until Master Thorn is safe.”

Jing Jing looked up the rope. A worried, begoggled face peered over the lip of the purple balloon’s basket, eyebrows sending a message of deep concern to Minimus, even as the balloonist hauled Master Thorn aboard.

But in that short time, the rope slithered through the callouses of the boy’s damp hand. Only his finger strength linked balloon and ship, but that would not—could not—hold more than a few moments. Minimus thrust his chin upwards, urging Jing Jing to join Master Thorn.

As his grip failed and the rope trailed away, skipping across cresting waves, the cart broke through the railing and dragged Minimus into the sea.
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Chapter 2  -  The Fading Sea
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The Next Day
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The memories were almost enough to induce a state of panic in Minimus Mu. How he’d clung to the cart as it plummeted into the Fading Sea like an anvil. It was ridiculous, and definitely not part of Master Thorn’s plan. But Master Thorn had been blown away in Ezra’s balloon. He had seen the upturned bath bucket, filled with air and yearning to bob free from the doomed cart before finally wiggling loose. Minimus had snagged the bucket’s handle as it shot toward the surface, pulling his flailing body along for the ride.

After surfacing, he had kept the bucket half submerged, conscious even in his spluttering coughing fit that if he released the air from the giant woven reed vessel, sealed with bee’s wax, that it and he would sink together. He kept a crooked knee locked over the submerged handle.

Rays of sunlight peeked through torn cloud cover, lighting patches of the sea and the tableau of destruction. The Boundless, unbound, had split into segments in various stages of sinking. The other ship bobbed in victory, its black sails turned broadside beyond the sinking wreckage. A pair of ill-kept rowboats, tethered to the foredeck, were used by the crew of the pirate vessel to haul survivors who could swim well enough to approach their ship. Two horses flailed alongside the pirate vessel, the rope loops dangling from the yard arm, offering a chance of salvation.

Mr. Apples! Their steadfast cart horse at least had the sense to swim toward the buoyant ship instead of accompanying the boy who couldn’t swim and his dodgy bucket of air. Minimus spared a moment to say a silent prayer for the horse. May the gods of the deep favor you with safe passage and kind treatment from your new pirate masters. May you float like the fruit you are named after, your favorite meal.

He closed his eyes and calmed his breathing, now that he’d coughed the salt water out of his system. He tried to imagine what kind of plan Master Thorn would invent in this situation. Surrendering to pirates would never be considered, so Minimus knew to keep a low profile as he bobbed on the waves. His inventory list was short: one large bath bucket, one set of clothing, and the leather-bound diary that Master Thorn had shoved inside the boy’s tunic as the pirates holed the Boundless. Not much to work with.

His eyes popped open. Was this a recent memory he’d lost track of in his panicked entry into the sea, or something his addled mind created? He tried to remember if Jing Jing had sped up toward the balloon, because this memory was of the monkey creeping back down the rope just as it slipped from his cramped, burning hand. Surely, the foolish creature wouldn’t have come back to his adopted brother when Master Thorn waited in the safety of the balloon above? He scanned the sea around him as he crested each salty wave, but saw nothing but flotsam in the waters nearby.

The bucket drifted. Soon, the remaining chunks of the Boundless slipped beneath the waves and the sails of the pirate ship glided out of sight. Only the spattering sounds of light rain striking the upturned bottom of the bucket and the sloshing of the waves remained. His ragged breathing. Nothing else.

It was late afternoon, but his exertions with the cart ushered surges of exhaustion across his body. What if he dozed off? The bucket would surely capsize, and his nonexistent swimming skills would haunt him for the few seconds before he slipped beneath the surface for the last time. Although there had been no land in sight when the pirates attacked, maybe he would drift to shore. He kicked with his free leg, giving an illusion of control over his floating journey. Must stay awake!

* * *
[image: ]


He tried closing one eye at a time to stave off sleep. Maybe he could let his left half sleep for a minute, then swap eyes and let his right half doze. His arms were so heavy, and the warm salty water had wrinkled every patch of visible skin. He figured he could close both eyes for a while and just focus on balancing the bucket.

An impact jarred Minimus awake, and he quickly repositioned the tilting bucket. Puffs of dusty smoke punctuated the air in a trail leading to his position, and a glossy black coal rayvn cawed directly into his ear. The four-legged bird left its signature trail of rayvn dust to mark its unobserved approach. A beak and two inscrutable obsidian eyes regarded him from atop the floating bucket.

The odd birds had shown up at key times in Minimus’s life, seeming to nudge him each time in the right direction. He dreamed for a moment about Rayne, who rayvns had visited since she was a baby in the orphanage. Rayne! He regretted separating from her after the handmaiden of the Red Bean Queendom’s princess had travelled with him aboard Master Thorn’s cart across Inner and Outer Pang. But maybe it was for the best. He wouldn’t wish his predicament on anyone he cared about with such ferocity. He returned his thoughts to the coal rayvn. Minimus could raise his voice no louder than a croak. “Do you see land, girl?”

The coal rayvn cawed again, then fluttered off, leaving another cloud of dispersing black dust in the air just above the boy. Soon, he heard the cawing again, a short distance away. He didn’t bother to turn his head to see what the pesky bird was doing. It stopped its racket and switched into monkey talk. Stupid bird.

Wait! Minimus looked over his left shoulder and spotted a slab of flotsam. Atop it perched the coal rayvn and a small tan monkey, wearing an embroidered waistcoat. Jing Jing! The monkey had leapt from the rope in a fit of poor decision-making.

It seemed like an hour, but perhaps it was only a minute or two before Minimus kicked through the murky water and the wooden square that provided sanctuary to the monkey and coal rayvn bumped up against the floating bucket. Minimus hauled himself and then the bucket onto the bare platform. He recognized it right away: it was the roof that had covered the captain’s quarters, which had nestled below the forecastle. A thick layer of cork had lined the room for soundproofing, and that same layer now gave the makeshift raft considerable buoyancy. Minimus lay on his stomach, spent, while the monkey clasped his neck in a warm hug. The coal rayvn ruffled its feathers and flew off again.

* * *
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The fading glow of sunset cast an orange radiance upon the raft and its riders when the bird returned. It flapped mightily, bearing a weighty parcel in its four claws, which it placed gently aboard the floating platform.

Minimus squatted and regarded the salvaged item. “Not that I want to be critical of your gift, but there are plenty of other things from Master Thorn’s cart I’d rather see. Is this the only remnant? A jar of eyeballs?”

Jing Jing mimed two eye stalks sprouting from his tufty head of hair. It had been the monkey whose quick-thinking action had brought the eyeballs into our possession. He’d plucked the four mottled blue eye stalks from the grasping, tooth-laden tentacles of the fanglimb that had attacked them at the scarlet sand beach in Outer Pang. Thinking they may prove valuable, Master Thorn had sealed them inside a jar of brine. If only he could see his adopted son and pet monkey now, the only remaining relics from his beloved traveling cutlery cart a dingy bucket and a set of pickled eyeballs.

Minimus chuckled to himself, then shook his damp head. “I have a bird cawing at me, and a monkey babbling, but nobody to answer me.” He looked at the jar of eyeballs. “Since we’re discussing our current predicament, I might as well include you. I’ll call you Seymour.”

Minimus wondered if each eye stalk should have its own name, but since they came from the same beast and he was exhausted, he couldn’t come up with any extra names. Seymour would have to do.

“Okay team, let’s do this. I may not be able to swim, but there’s nothing that can stop the champion of the trials of the All-Seeing Eye from paddling his way to safety.”

It was simple for a person with his incredible strength to separate one board from its neighbors to use as an oar. The cork made for a pleasant grip. “Wraithwatch is east, so let’s paddle away from that sunset.”

The coal rayvn, seeming satisfied with its salvage operation, flapped off in the heading Minimus Mu had chosen.

* * *
[image: ]


Thirst, hands, shoulders, sunburn. The abuses seeped into Minimus Mu’s being in that order. He veered a little north during the night but had learned enough star lore from Master Thorn’s educational puppet shows to guide him mostly eastward as he paddled through the night.

By dawn, his mouth cracked and burnt. His self-murmurings and occasional comments to the spread-eagled Jing Jing and Seymour grew raspier. The saltiness of the sea spray pierced the abrasions on his palms like hot daggers.

As the sun climbed overhead, his shoulders thrummed and ground with each stroke of the makeshift paddle.

By mid-afternoon, his drooping head sloped away from his blistering shoulders. Despite the warm breeze, Minimus shivered. The exposed parts of his arms were red beacons caked with white powdery rime. Still, he paddled, shifting from one side of the raft to the other to maintain its heading. His success in the trial of endurance had been easier than this, but still, he continued. If he found his way to shore, he could entertain hope that somehow he might also find Master Thorn. Beholden to the winds and unable to descend until over clear ground, perhaps the balloon would await him upon landfall.

The crashing of breaking waves made him raise his gaze. The raft approached a sand bar, beyond which glimmered a patch of calm shallows, a beach with a shady patch beneath waving palms, and the jagged peaks of snow-capped mountains beyond, lit from above by shimmering strands of wispy multicolored light.

His voice was unrecognizable to even himself as he nudged the monkey awake with a gentle paddle prod. “Jing Jing,” he croaked. “Wraithwatch.”
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Chapter 3  -  Temple of the Wraith
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One Day Earlier
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The controlled fire that filled the balloon with hot air and kept it hovering a respectful height above the Fading Sea gave the two men’s faces an orange glow in the twilight. Ezra’s balloon had abandoned the scene of the pirate attack propelled by high winds, but now moved in a moderate breeze, heading east toward the coast of Wraithwatch.

“The problem with your science,” Master Thorn began, pointing a crooked finger at the balloonist, “is that it does what it pleases. Sure, this balloon allows us to fly, but it made us fly away from Minimus and Jing Jing. Science left us no way to return and rescue them!”

Ezra stretched the band of his goggles, raising them from his eyes to rest on the conch shell he used as a helmet. His bushy eyebrows plastered his forehead. “It’s not our place to question science. Only to understand it. I know you regret losing your apprentice—and by the Gilded Shoemakers of Thun, the boy did a great service to the Red Bean Queendom—but surely it’s obvious you would have perished without my balloon. His sacrifice saved you—and me!”

Master Thorn exhaled a sharp breath. “But Minimus can’t swim! That overcurious monkey is doubtless now picking the pockets of every pirate on board the ship that rammed us, but there’s no way my boy survived after falling into the sea. I should have made a better plan.”

Ezra placed a gangly hand on Master Thorn’s bony shoulder. “I know it’s little consolation now, my friend, but Minimus Mu will live forever in song and verse. He’s a vivid part of the trials of the All-Seeing Eye. He will endure while you and I are only dust.”

Master Thorn wiped what could have been sea spray but were more likely tears from his cheeks. “Aye. And he invented a revolutionary new piece of cutlery. Once I replace the materials sunk within my cart, I’ll forge all the runcible sporks my old hands can fabricate. I know he wanted to travel, so I pledge to get hands in all nineteen queendoms eating from his creation.”

The two men stood in silence, peering westward as if they could pick out a lingering sign of everything they’d abandoned. When they turned once again to their direction of travel, they observed the shifting wisps of light that gave the queendom of Wraithwatch its name. Slender tendrils of icy blue and cold green shimmered above the mountain peaks that encroached upon the narrow coastal plains. It was as if scintillating vapors sought to reach the clouds but lacked the impetus and instead dispersed to nothingness before arriving.

“I’ve heard of the wraithsign before, but never expected it to be this dramatic,” Ezra said. “We’re headed directly toward the Temple of the Wraith.”

Master Thorn nodded. “They worship the illuminations, don’t they? Could we land this contraption at the temple?”

Ezra wrinkled his nose, as if detecting an unfamiliar scent. “I’d planned on setting down as soon as we reached land. The problem in the mountains will be finding a safe strip without hazards. We’re really at the mercy of the wind. It could drag us over jagged ridges or, if it’s friendlier, deposit us right above the temple grounds. We will only know once we arrive.

“But if it’s unsafe to land, we could just glide over into Astella, no?” Master Thorn asked. “Personally, I’ve got nothing else to lose, so throwing myself at the mercy of science seems as good a path as any. Maybe a wind lemur will take mercy upon us and blow us right to the temple.”

Ezra checked the supply of logs that fed the cast-iron stove. “We’ve enough fuel to get us over the mountains, I expect. And you’re right. If my maps are correct, the city of Pearl Wash should be just beyond that ridge ahead. It’s probably better to land there than on a barren beach in Wraithwatch. Let’s get a closer look.”

The men took turns snoozing through the night as the eerie, shifting lights grew closer. As the sun’s rays broke between the mountain peaks, the curtain wall of the Temple of the Wraith became visible, and the glow became harder to detect. The balloon’s path would skirt the temple, and it looked like the pair would be able to wave to the priests but must pass them by and continue into Astella. As they drew closer, the phantom, twisting lights lit the shaven-headed templars in their white robes as they went about their early morning chores. The laundry fluttering in the cool, light breeze changed from orange to blue to green as the illumination fluctuated.

“Look at that herd of golden mountain rams!” Ezra exclaimed, pointing.

Master Thorn spotted them. A cluster of forty or fifty thick-wooled rams milled along a ridge beyond the temple, the occasional thud of clashing horns indicating contests of dominance. He knew their magical power but had never witnessed it; if threatened, a ram could detonate itself in a ferocious fireball, sacrificing itself in a display that would scare off or destroy any threat to the herd. One of his customers at the Mossmarch market had once revealed a hand scorched by a startled exploding ram. According to the man, he was a good distance away when the explosion happened, suggesting it was extremely powerful. It was one of those magical spectacles one secretly wished to see, but from a safe distance.

In retrospect, Master Thorn often wondered whether contemplating an exploding ram somehow caused what happened next. As the line of rams cavorted in silhouette along the ridge, the rise of an object as large as Ezra’s balloon occluded for a moment the slanting sunbeams. From behind the rim, the powerful flapping of six wings and the ear-shredding screech could mean only one thing: an abomination bird.

The golden mountain rams swiveled as one to orient on the outstretched claws and vicious curve of the abomination bird’s serrated beak. The surprise attack lasted but a few seconds, but time seemed to halt as massive talons targeted two rams amidst the pack.

Multiple rams must have sacrificed themselves. The explosion’s fierce heat knocked Master Thorn and Ezra to the far side of the balloon’s basket. Flames raged into the sky, disrupting the wraithlight, and the nearly indestructible abomination bird careened down the mountainside back toward Astella.

Master Thorn had seen his first display of ram magic, but another, even less desirable occurrence soon confronted him and an open-mouthed Ezra. They could see the indigo morning sky through a gaping slit torn through the balloon’s topmost panel.

* * *
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Master Thorn could remember the frantic zig-zagging plummet as the balloon released its remaining hot air, but could never recall the impact. As the basket made its swirling descent, flinging them toward the temple, the quality of the sunlight seemed to change. Maybe the blast had jumbled his eyes so color and focus lost meaning. The next thing he knew, he was peeling himself from atop Ezra where the pair had jumbled together on the blanketed floor of the balloon’s basket. 

The basket rocked and bumped against the chunky granite blocks of a featureless wall. Above them, the lines tethering the balloon to the basket drew together before disappearing over the wall’s crenelated peak; the fabric of the balloon draped on the wall’s other side. In the sky above, a few tendrils of ram fire darted and fizzled. The wraithlight had constricted into a more concentrated and well-defined ring, spinning in place and cycling through every color in the spectrum. Its openings pointed east and west, the whole ring rotating in stationary, lethargic circles. A handful of mountain rams staggered away from the scorched central ridge.

Master Thorn offered a hand to Ezra, who patted himself down and searched for his goggles. “They’re still on your conch,” Master Thorn said in both a helpful and playful manner.

“Right, right,” Ezra said, accepting the proffered helping hand. “Everybody okay?”

Master Thorn half-frowned. “I think a few rams are disintegrated, and that’s the first time I’ve seen an abomination bird attack thwarted, but yeah. Tomorrow will bring me nothing more than a few bruises.”

The basket inched lower, scraping along the wall. “How do you feel about rope climbing?” Master Thorn asked.

“Not great. But I’d prefer to test my skills than see what happens when a giant basket rolls down a mountainside with me inside. You go ahead—I’ll douse the stove’s fire before I follow.”

“So much for the charity of priests,” Master Thorn grumbled to himself as he hauled himself atop the wall without so much as a single person appearing above them to help. Seeing and hearing no one else atop the parapets, he lay on his stomach and dangled an outstretched arm to encourage Ezra’s wheezing ascent.

Master Thorn noted that the ropes holding the balloon to its basket dangled across three crenelations. The stitched purple fabric of the deflated balloon hung defeated down the inner side of the tall temple wall. There was no leeway for the basket to drop any further unless several ropes broke. Ezra could have stayed in the basket, but Master Thorn knew his new plan, once he formulated it, would not involve them being separated. He coaxed Ezra through the final few inches of the climb and tumbled him over the parapet. Ezra lay huffing for a few moments, careless that his conch helmet had rolled a short distance away.

“The local priests are like the apprentice I had before Minimus,” Master Thorn chided. “They were lolling around as we passed overhead, but now there’s work to be done, they’ve scarpered.”

Ezra rose and surveyed the inner courtyard of the temple. A collection of boxy, single-story thatched buildings lay scattered around a rudimentary church. Its spire rose to the level of the four towers, one at each corner of the curtain wall. All was made of local gray granite and reedy thatch, with most of its color drained by years of exposure to the mountain elements.

Ezra’s brow furrowed as he narrowed his eyes, trying to pick out missing elements from the scene below. “Well, they took their laundry down in a hurry. They can move at pace when they want to, I guess.”

Master Thorn had not noticed this detail. “Weirdos! With all the commotion, their first thought was to move a load of drying robes? Who’d miss a chance to see even the aftermath of a golden mountain ram detonation or a fallen abomination bird? They should have rushed to the walls.”

The rams seemed to think the abomination bird was no longer a threat. The two splintered groups combined into a single herd along the ridge once again, and a smattering of half-hearted headbutting had resumed between a few pairs of thick-skulled males.

Master Thorn beckoned to Ezra, who wobbled as he retrieved his helmet and goggles from the floor. “Come along! Let’s head to the mess hall and see what crude implements they use for cutlery in this windswept place.”

They headed to a corner tower and its steps down, but Ezra paused and took a sideways squinting glance into the sky. “What’s happened to the sunlight? Seems orangey, no?”

“Must be the remnants of the explosion. Come on, man, I smell porridge.”

Both men held the railing as they descended, legs still full of adrenaline and its accompanying shakes. Across the courtyard with its wide irregular flagstones, the source of the smell was obvious. Only one building’s chimney emitted the telltale smoke of a cooking fire.

Dark gray and black robes hung from pegs lining the entry hall. A clutch of robes lay flat on a drying rack, and Master Thorn noted their oddly curtained hoods, with fabric stretched across the facial openings. Handy when hunkered down in a storm, he thought, but impractical otherwise. Hadn’t they invented scarves yet in Wraithwatch?

Tiptoeing deeper into the building, the two men crept into a high-beamed dining hall. Ezra ventured a weak-sounding greeting that echoed across the wooden tables and empty benches. “Uh, hello? Anyone here?”

A smattering of unfinished porridge bowls lay divided between the thick-beamed trestle tables, and several of the long benches lay scattered, as if an explosion outside had rudely interrupted breakfast. Had the residents rushed to safety, on hearing the explosions, somewhere deeper within the temple complex?

Master Thorn ambled to the porridge bubbling in a cavernous cast-iron pot. It hung above a modest fire within a hearth large enough to accommodate a horse. He fished two wooden bowls from among dozens balanced on on open shelf and spooned steaming dollops into them. He grabbed wooden spoons and brandished one at Ezra. “I find that once you start eating someone else’s food, they miraculously appear. Ignore these diabolical spoons and have a seat, Ezra,” he said. “Want a dash of cinnamon?”

They ate in silence, grateful for the food but suspicious of their circumstances. Their eyes flitted between the doorways as they shoveled sustenance into their mouths. There were no sounds other than the susurration of the wind through the courtyard. Wherever the templars had gone, they seemed to be staying put and staying quiet.

Moving and calling from kitchen to barracks, from smithy to chapel, the two men found no signs of human life. A half dozen horses raised their heads from recently filled feeding troughs as the men entered the stables, but even the guard posts flanking the portcullis blocking the entrance trail sat abandoned.

A rickety pen that backed onto the stables housed about twenty goats. Unlike the ones Ezra and Master Thorn were familiar with, these were firmly ground-bound, not hovering weightless, like every other goat they’d encountered. An inquisitive kid trotted to the fence, and raised its forelegs to drape over the waist-high fence. It eyeballed Master Thorn and voiced a plaintive bleat.

“Huh. These goats are weird,” Master Thorn said. “They don’t even have the magic to make them weightless. Never heard of a non-hovering goat before. I wonder what these guys have as a magical power? Must be pretty good, or they’d have their teeth out already.”

“Maybe they still have the bad luck defenses,” Ezra mused. “But their teeth would be worthless. How could you believe they were real money unless the teeth floated?”

That was a good point. Although goat’s teeth were the primary currency across every queendom Master Thorn had visited, it would be very suspicious if the teeth weren’t weightless, like their former owners. And the magical curse that would result from harming a normal goat that causes permanent misfortune might still befall anyone foolish enough to mistreat these goats. Master Thorn settled for a friendly ruffling of the tuft of coarse hair between the kid’s budding horns.

“Could the priests we noticed earlier have retreated lower down the mountainside?” Ezra wondered aloud. “Should we hike out and find them?”

Master Thorn pondered the idea for a moment before answering. “Unless your science knows something I don’t, we will not hoist the balloon from its position without many helping hands. The locals are bound to come back at some point. I say we settle in, fix ourselves a nice supper, and overnight here. If the temple occupants have not returned by morning, we can borrow horses and supplies and descend. Come back and mend the balloon later. The trail down forks, so we can choose then whether to go to Astella or remain in Wraithwatch.”

* * *
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The wraithlight remained visible, spinning overhead in its torus throughout the day. Neither man knew if this was a normal occurrence, or if the exploding rams had altered its usual form. The pair ate sandwiches piled high with cheeses, beans, and salad from the well-stocked larder, sitting at one of the unadorned tables that dotted the courtyard.

Ezra jostled Master Thorn’s arm and pointed at the main gate. He nearly choked on the mouthful he’d just taken before stammering out, “Here they come! And they don’t look happy.”

With the noise of the approaching rabble, Ezra’s gesture was redundant. Master Thorn had already twisted in his seat at the sound of running feet, armored men shrieking battle cries, and the clatter of iron-shod hooves upon the approach to the portcullis blocking the temple gate.

These were no templar priests. It was an armed and angry jumble of mounted invaders. Most wore gold cloaks, but they dressed without the uniformity of a royal army. Both Master Thorn and Ezra stood, holding their hands out in a display meant to show they meant no harm.

At least the portcullis stands between us and a thorough trampling, Master Thorn thought. But that idea lasted only a few moments. The lead rider stood tall in his stirrups and clenched his fists as he approached the gate at pace. The deep indigo light of powerful magic blazed in rings around each of his wrists. With a flick, the rings released themselves, whirling at the portcullis.

On impact, the swirling magical projectiles blew the massive metalwork blocking the entranceway from its moorings. The portcullis flew several paces into the courtyard and spun, sparking, beyond where Ezra and Master Thorn stood with their mouths agape.

Pikes were leveled, swords were pointed at sensitive anatomical parts, and riders circled the courtyard. Magical energy writhed around each one, poised for combat.

“Where are they? The Mothers?” yelled the rider that had blown away the gate. He glared at Master Thorn.

Shaking, Master Thorn raised his empty hands even higher. It probably would have been best to answer the question, but he was unsure what it meant. Plus, most good plans involved never answering a question directly. Instead, he said, “What kind of horses are those? They let you use their magic?”

The lead rider rode closer. Master Thorn felt the beast’s ragged breath rush past his cheek. “What nonsense are you babbling on about, old man? You think I’ve got a magical horse?”

Master Thorn retreated a half-step. “It’s just, well, I’ve never seen magic flow into a person before.”

The man spat. “It’s not flowing into us, as you very well know. You, of all people, surrounded by these heretical hags, must see it every day. Oh, they may claim they detest magic, but they use it all the same, don’t they? Now, last chance, before I let my magic flow from me—where are they?”

The explanations Master Thorn and Ezra gave sounded implausible, even to their own ears, as they tried to explain their balloon crash, the explosion, and the disappearance of the temple priests. It seemed impossible that every man inside could have vanished in the scant minutes between the abomination bird’s attack and the two unexpected arrivals had hauling themselves to the battlements.

“I’m not sure if I can believe that tale,” the lead rider snarled. “But if it is true, they weren’t men you saw. It’s hard to tell with their faces covered by their cloaks, but this temple is full of Mothers and Sisters, not men.”

Master Thorn raised an eyebrow. “They wore only their tunics as we drifted over. And we saw their shaven heads. Everyone knows the Order of the Temple accepts only men and boys.”

“You must have hit your head when you crashed, old man. There are no men in this temple, only the Mothers of Midnight. We came once again to end their campaign of anti-magical terror and all we find are two half-crazed westerners?”
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Chapter 4  -  Mossmarch
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Three Days Later

––––––––
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The devious knife-thrower Sala Doon and the crafty swindler Mirko Leatherfoot reveled in the mild chaos now soaking the queendom of Outer Pang. According to Master Thorn, their kindnesses toward the orphan boy Minimus Mu had helped him tackle the five trials of the All-Seeing Eye that ultimately led to the downfall of Queen Jada of Mossmarch. As usual, they found themselves revelers in disorder of their own creation. 

Most Outer Pangans were confused. Would the queen return, or would Princess Tasha of the Red Bean Queendom eventually assume the throne proper? Could a tiny Red Beaner even rule over people four times her size? And what about the market stallholders, the drovers, bargemen, and the taverns? Would tax collectors continue to make their rounds?

Sala and Mirko agreed that with confusion came opportunity. They stalked the shadows of Mossmarch and found their purses filled with more goat teeth than ever. But even though it was against their natures, they also strolled in the sunlight, mostly to accompany their friend, Rayne Sun of the Red Bean royal household, if she felt the urge to venture beyond the palace walls. It would not do to have such a slight and beautiful handmaiden wandering the streets unguarded, and Rayne persuaded Princess Tasha to let the two friends escort her during the princess’s diplomatic trip across the Sea of Sorrows to Ven.

Rayne’s voice called out with a tinkling quality that still made Sala smile. The two dark-clad men glanced down at her to see where she pointed. “There they are! I knew we’d find them at one tavern or another.”

At the sound of her voice, two sets of cloaked shoulders turned her way from a lopsided table and a pair of rickety chairs outside the Crossed Swords, a tavern of modest ill repute. One cloak was a featureless gray, the other a flamboyant paisley.

The more colorful of the pair was Virgil Longspeaker, the poet and songster who’d accompanied Minimus Mu throughout the trials that saved the Red Bean Queendom from being overrun by Outer Pang. “Rayne, get over here! We forced the publican to organize a sensible chair for you. Come, try it out.” Virgil elbowed his companion. “Dando, go grab it from behind the bar. You’ve seen the service—Rayne will be a spinster before anyone bothers to take our orders. And I’m a tad parched, if you take my meaning.”

His companion, Apostle Dando of the Truthsayer’s Guild, who had also accompanied Minimus as an official of the trials, rolled his eyes but mouthed, “Hello, my lady,” as he ducked into the tavern to retrieve the special chair. He emerged a minute later bearing not just a high-seated wooden chair, but also five arch-handled ceramic tankards full of a purplish ale.

“Barkeep called this one a child portion,” Dando said, gesturing at the smaller mug he plopped in front of the newly arrived chair. “And I took the liberty of ordering for you two fine persons, as well. The plum ale here is contagious and well worth tomorrow morning’s headache. Business good, Mirko and Sala? Pull up chairs.”

Virgil laughed, a heartfelt burst of mirth that started somewhere low in his well-fed belly. “My man Dando normally refers to people as fine gentlemen, but it seems once again his magic compulsion of truth-telling has colored his speech. You’ve been relegated to simply persons.”

Mirko joined in the laughter, and Sala smiled in a typically restrained fashion. “I’ve been called much worse than a person. And you move with confidence, carrying all five drinks in one hand. That’s quite a feat!”

Dando nodded. “Barkeeping is a skill we learn in our guild. When work opportunities are thin, there’s always call for an honest bartender.”

Sala offered a toast to rare skills, and the five of them clinked tankards. “Many thanks for the flagon, Dando, but if it’s okay with you, we’ll guzzle and dash. Business is so good that delicate negotiations down at the docks need our attention. Can we leave Rayne under your care here for an hour until we return?”

Sala had half drained his frothy drink before the minstrel or apostle could answer, and Mirko was not far behind. They took their leave and left Rayne deep in conversation with the two men who had become minor celebrities after their brush with fame during the five trials of the All-Seeing Eye.

After a further round of plum ale, which Rayne politely declined, and consideration of a further trip to the bar, Dando preached the virtues of his truth-telling. “At first, after the order had pricked me with the land urchin quill and its magic had run its course through me, I found it very taxing. I kept blurting out regrettable incidents from my past and couldn’t restrain myself from uttering every passing thought aloud. I pointed out each passer-by’s deformity and commented on every point of conversation I disagreed with.”

Virgil interjected. “Great way to make new friends, I’ll wager.”

Dando chuckled. “Not exactly. But now I’ve settled into that comfortable space where everybody knows I cannot lie, so they ask me questions they fear others might avoid answering truthfully. ‘Dando, that nobleman’s son seems to fancy me; should I consider his offer and visit him on his boat?’ Or, ‘Dando, is that really crab meat in Benji’s fritters?’ Stuff that others might shy away from answering.”

Rayne considered the importance of tact for a truthsayer like Dando. “But what about—?” she began, before screams from the market stalls across the courtyard drew everyone’s attention.

Six figures concealed beneath black robes moved in an unhurried V across the cobbles, leaving behind a distraught stall-keeper waving her arms and shouting grief-wracked cries about her daughter. The cloaks revealed almost nothing; they skirted the cobblestones and flared sleeves edged halfway down hands, exposing only fingers. But more striking were the hoods. They not only thrust forward enough to cast deep shadows over the wearers’ faces, but walls of thick fabric fronted them, leaving only a hint of chin visible and a snatch of neck and collarbones. With faces so obscured, Apostle Dando couldn’t imagine how these interlopers could see.

Stallholders and patrons alike shrank back from these severe figures as they glided through the open space at the center of the improvised marketplace. No weapons flashed, but something upsetting had happened and everybody avoided confrontation. The lead figure pointed at several locations, including the table where Virgil, Dando, and Rayne sat. Wordlessly, the pack split, with three drifting toward the small throngs of local folk forming at the courtyard’s periphery, and three advancing on the Crossed Swords.

Dando and Virgil sprang from their seats, chairs toppling behind them. The kilted minstrel drew a curved dagger while Dando scooped up Rayne from her elevated chair and lowered her to a position against the tavern wall. “Stay behind us, my lady,” he hissed.

A girl of no more than six years old in a fading and threadbare blue dress ran barefoot across the path of the three cloaked figures, speeding toward her mother’s beckoning calls. With a rapidity of movement at odds with its fluid grace, one of the shadowy interlopers veered toward the child, a pale hand extending to snatch her by the wrist. With a popping sound, the pair disappeared. A momentary sizzle of magic hung in the air before chaos erupted.

The invaders transfixed every eye in the courtyard, and their actions, although inexplicable, seethed with malicious intent. Shouts and screams echoed as feet clattered and a merchant’s stall collapsed in the surging evacuation of the square. The steely sound of a drawn sword crossed the open space from where the lone visible queen’s guard had dozed a moment earlier.

With three more pops, cloaked invaders winked out of existence, each taking a child or young woman with them. Amidst the shouting, these mysterious visitors uttered not a word, shouted no warnings or intentions to the panicked locals. The remaining two advanced on the Crossed Swords.

Dando stood beside Virgil Longspeaker, pulling himself to his full, gangly height. Less well armed than his companion, he raised Virgil’s lute in a two-handed grip over his right shoulder, trying to appear as threatening as possible.

The crowd scattered, leaving an open space around the two figures. The hooded ones approached at pace, still seeming unhurried, stopping just beyond dagger range. “Stand aside from the girl, or you will get hurt,” one said. With only a hint of jawline visible, Dando could not tell which one spoke.

Virgil made a shallow lunge, the point of his blade aiming for the chest of one black cloak. Its owner retreated a fraction, leaving the dagger to swipe through nothing but air. With shocking speed, the second figure crouched, extended a hand, and twisted Virgil’s wrist, the dagger falling useless to the stones. With a second twist, Virgil fell to one side, then to his knees, ending up on his back, cradling his hand.

Springing across Virgil’s fallen body, the other assailant landed on the table beside Dando with remarkable agility. Before Dando could swing the lute, a hand gripped his throat. Surprisingly slender, he thought, before a blaze of magical energy flashed before his eyes. With no comprehension of what had happened, Apostle Dando found himself sprawled on his back, three paces from the cloaked pair who reached toward a cowering Rayne. An echoing, “I told you not to interfere with the Mothers of Midnight.” throbbed in his ear. He felt oddly unable to lift his arms as magic fizzed through his system. It reminded him of the land urchin prick at the start of his truth-telling days.

With one still balancing astride the wobbling table, both shadowy attackers paused as if they had heard a bugle call inaudible to everyone else. The one closest to Rayne pulled its hand back in a blur, twisting at the torso and positioning its head at an unlikely angle. The hood’s thick cloth still obscured everything but the pale jaw as three speeding daggers flew past. One bounced off the stone wall, right where their arm had snatched back. The second would have impaled the cloaked chest, but the twisting lean allowed it to glide by. The third was head-bound. It missed its target, but sliced through the thin copper chain of a necklace left in midair by the invader’s swift backward lean. The chain and its pendant—a dark, metallic, eleven-pointed star—fell to the cobblestones. Grazing a cheek, the spinning blade pierced the hood’s margin, pinning it to the wooden table’s edge.

At the square’s corner, a sprinting Sala Doon shouted after another pair of blades that tumbled in a low arc toward the Crossed Swords. “Back off now, or you’ll lose an eye,” he warned.

Dando watched in horror as this threat lost its sting. With a jerk, the backward-leaning intruder shimmied its head, tearing the cloak to free it from the knife that pinned it, revealing the head and face of its wearer. It was a womanly face, with a dark gray-flecked bob framing the remnants of her facial features. A web of crinkled scar tissue took the place of each eye, the sockets flattened. Both ears were also gone, rough scarred patches marring each side of her head. Sala’s daggers couldn’t poke out what had already burnt away.

The other invader flattened into a compressed split-stance squat to avoid the two new incoming blades before springing to Rayne’s side. A sinewy arm adorned with a dark metal bangle grabbed Rayne’s arm. They both winked out of existence. Her companion flicked her hood back into place, and with the twist of one wrist, she, too, disappeared.

* * *
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Sala cursed, spitting, as he helped Virgil back to his feet. “How’d I let them take Rayne? That’s unforgiveable! I threw the first three blades with different arcs so they’d arrive at exactly the same time. They were Master Thorn blades, too. Would’ve torn that thuggish man to shreds. I don’t know how he avoided them. Don’t normally miss from that range.”

Virgil massaged his wrist. “Not entirely your fault, Sala. None of us managed to protect Rayne any better. But we’ll figure out where she’s gone and get her back. Although they didn’t offer many clues about their identity—I can’t believe they remained silent the whole time,” he said. “Here, Dando, get off your ass.”

Dando shook his head, both in disbelief and to clear it of the magical shock he’d had. “Didn’t you hear them speaking?”

Virgil narrowed his eyes and peered at his friend. “Uh, no. Don’t talk nonsense. They stayed silent.”

Dando’s eyes narrowed and he cocked his head to one side. “No! One of them didn’t speak. And I didn’t see one’s face. Looked like a man. Wait, no—what am I saying?”

The apostle of the Truthsayers’ Guild massaged his still-tingling cheek and tried again. In the tussle, something had gone haywire with his truth-telling compulsion. “I wasn’t trying to protect Rayne, and the one in front didn’t tell me to step back or I’d get hurt. She didn’t call herself the Mother of Midnight. Ahh! Wait! I keep saying what I meant to say.”
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