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  Prologue


The Warden stood at the edge of the northern road, hazel eyes fixed on Kobiton rising on the hillside ahead. The city’s stone walls and tiered structures climbed the slope, crowned by the abbey and seminary at the summit. Early morning mist clung to the towers like spectral fingers, unable to hide what the Warden sought. 
“We have found another two,” the Warden whispered, though no one stood nearby to hear.
Born a man, the Warden no longer spoke as one. Decades of consuming souls had transformed him into something collective—a vessel filled with the voices of those he had absorbed through Hakra’s malicious gifts. These dozens of consumed spirits watched the world through his eyes and sometimes spoke through his mouth—demanding acknowledgment. Thus, ‘I’ had become ‘We’—a being of multitudes bound within a single form. Their master in the Ishik Empire could hear them all, every tormented voice that dwelled beneath the Warden’s skin, a constant chorus of the damned that would remain until Death came for the body that housed them.
The voice that answered came from within, resonating through blood and bone. How many heads have you so far?
“Thirteen.”
Thirteen! Impressive. You’ve earned more than a dozen bags of gold! Very impressive. After this you can retire, live your life unbeholden to any master.
The wind picked up and a cloud shifted the warm moment cold. But that was what they preferred. Change. The idea of retiring never entered their mind. This was the life they wanted to live—a life with purpose.
Once you’re done in Kobiton, you’ll continue into Datzar Territory and return home.
“As you command.” The Warden’s lips barely moved, features momentarily shifting like a magical cloud, obscuring what lay beneath. The voice was not meant for Mortal ears.
Their features shifted like a magical cloud, obscuring what lay beneath before settling back into human form. With a casual gesture, the Warden summoned their Erthin Powers and made a small flame dance above their palm, then extinguished it with a breath that frosted the morning air. Fire and air responded to their will as easily as earth had yielded a path through the mountain slopes days earlier, and as readily as water had parted before their horse at the river crossing. The fifth element—spirit—hummed constantly in their blood, connecting them to their distant master.
Their gloved hand patted the saddlebag where a heavy sack was secured. Thirteen heads so far, each bearing the same distinctive features—the prominent forehead, the arched brows, the peculiar set of the jaw, all blonde haired. All the adults and children were of the same bloodline. All threats to be eliminated.
The Warden’s fingers traced the insignia sewn into their coat—not the mark of Hakra that the people of Kobiton would recognize, but another symbol entirely. The ecclesiastics and Head Mistress would not question a Warden’s authority; none ever did. Blind faith made the task simple, and all of these executions performed by the individual incarnation—representing the whole of Hakra’s authority—simple.
Their mount shifted restlessly, sensing the hunt to come. The Warden placed a hand on its neck, feeling the creature’s pulse quicken beneath their touch.
“Patience,” they murmured. “We shall have what we seek.”
The Warden’s mind reached ahead, sifting through the thoughts of those in the city above, searching for the distinctive mental patterns that would identify their quarry. Their telepathic probe slipped past the Telepaths within the PCP ranks with practiced ease, cloaked in the authority that came with their position. And then they found them. Two minds sharing the same curious resonance. The male was at the PCP Hall, training under a senior Telepath. The female was in the abbey’s kitchen, her thoughts fluttering between herb mixtures and bread temperatures.
Something about those cooking thoughts tugged at the Warden’s consciousness. How long had it been since they’d eaten a meal not hastily prepared over a campfire? The bland rations they had subsisted on for months now had become tiresome. Their stomach growled at the thought of properly seasoned food.
Perhaps the female will be useful for more than one purpose. For a time, at least.
The Warden’s hazel eyes shifted, briefly reflecting an unnatural blue light before returning to normal. Their face rippled again, features becoming momentarily unrecognizable—a swirling vortex of mist and shadow. For an instant, they had seen through another’s eyes—those of their master far away in the Ishik Empire. The connection faded, leaving behind the familiar hollow ache in their chest.
“We understand,” the Warden said to the emptiness. “We shall not fail.”
Their mount began its ascent toward Kobiton, toward the unsuspecting PCP Hall and Abbey just beyond. It would be a simple matter to plant the suggestion in both targets: Hakra has requested your presence. A great honor awaits.
No one would question. No one would resist.
By nightfall, they would be riding away from Kobiton, the male’s head in their sack, the female under their control. The Warden’s hand slid to the blade at their side, feeling its familiar weight. Their mission was nearly complete.
Nearly complete.
Far beneath the loyal servant’s exterior beat a heart with its own ambitions. The Warden had smelled the female’s cooking even from this distance, had felt the curious power emanating from her—a gift that might sustain long after this hunt was done. And when that usefulness came to an end … well, there would always be room for one more head in the sack.
The true purpose of this hunt was known only to the Warden himself, hidden even from the chorus of souls he carried—not even their distant Master understood the full scope of their intentions.
“Soon,” the Warden promised the blade, the road, and whatever forces might be listening. “We shall have what we truly seek.”
The horse continued upward, carrying its rider toward destiny.






  
  1
Awakening


It was the sound of babbling water in a nearby brook that first caught Charlotte’s attention. What was that sound right next to her head? Sounded like water percolating in a kettle getting ready to scream. Her stomach grumbled, and her eyes fluttered open. This was a new campsite. She knew that much. 
How long had she been under the Warden’s spell? 
The Erthin-made campfire barely radiated any heat. Her breath’s vapor floated up and dissipated into the chilly morning air.
Her memory was empty. But she knew she had to break free from this malicious creature holding her captive.
“Make us food!” The Warden stood over her, their hazel eyes demanding. They had exceptional powers—this one, a large person, could shape shift, yield the five elements, and mentally manipulate anyone they pleased.
Charlotte shook under their angry gaze. Somehow, she mustered the ferocity to say, “No.”
“We could make you go another three days without food.”
“Kill me already!” She continued to lie on the ground. Hungry. Weak. Charlotte wanted to make breakfast. Porridge—a tasteless meal—would be divine under these circumstances. But her will to be stubborn shone through the rest of these pressing discomforts. “Why don’t you behead me like you did H’Eirwyn? We all know I don’t deserve to live. You said it yourself. Just get it over with. Kill me now!”
She waited for the slice of the knife to carve her head off as this ugly creature had done with her friend. But that would not happen. The Warden’s stomach growled even louder than hers.
“Make us food now!”
“I refuse.” Once again, her stomach rumbled, and she flinched.
A wicked smile spread the Warden’s thin lips. “We will let you eat, too. If you make us food.”
She wasn’t convinced. Nevertheless, Charlotte mustered enough strength to get up off the cold ground and calm the kettle and make porridge. Taking some herbs from a small pouch, Charlotte sprinkled some flavor into the mix of hot, lumpy oats. Flavor made from a Coterie spell of hers. She served the porridge into the wooden bowl provided.
She sensed the Warden wasn’t sure what she put into the meal. The Warden watched her the whole time. Even as a child, Charlotte had known her connection to food went beyond cooking. Seeds sprouted at her touch; spoiled food became fresh again. The Abbey kitchen staff called it Hakra’s blessing. Only she knew how deep the power really went. It was this power she used now, carefully measuring her herbs, knowing she could do far more than just add flavor.
“You eat first.” They waited and watched as she took the first bite. Charlotte was ready to shovel more porridge into her mouth, but the Warden grabbed the bowl from her hands. They then scarfed every morsel of sweet tasting porridge, loudly scraping the bowl clean. Afterwards, they gobbled the contents of the pot.
She tried not to be disappointed, but her grimace was deep. Her stomach was angry and empty and now she had been denied a meal. And it let the world know—her intestines tightened, jabbing throughout.
“We leave now.” The Warden tossed the bowl at her, probably hoping she would pick it up and put it in the packs to be washed later.
“I need to eat!” Charlotte pleaded.
The Warden was angered by her outburst. They slapped her. “Pick up those things, package them up. Get going!” As usual, the Warden would not wait for Charlotte. They had a mission. She was now the Warden’s personal servant, not what Charlotte wanted.
Hands on her hips, she snarled, “I refuse!”
“Do you wish to be mindless for the rest of your life?”
“You seem to want me to be mindless!” 
The Warden held their hand up in the air, readying to hit her once more, but Charlotte remained defiant. “Just take my head off already and go! I don’t wanna live if this is how I’m going to be treated for the rest of my life!”
The Warden’s lips twisted. “You cook better when you’re aware of what you’re doing. You do many things better when you’re aware. Pack up. Now!”
She started the busy work but kept an eye on the Warden, a nameless creature who appeared to want more than Charlotte was willing to give. She dawdled on purpose; she was waiting for something to happen. Again, she was slapped and the Warden’s harsh tongue prodded her to go faster, but she resisted.
“Please let me eat something! Anything!”
“You can have some of tonight’s meal if you’re good.” The Warden’s lips twisted with amusement, and they checked their horse’s cinch.
It would soon be time to act. Charlotte knew not to think about what would happen next. If she did, the Warden would know too. She too was strong with powers, but nothing comparable to what the Warden could yield. Still, Charlotte kept a secret. Her powers made her aware of the food she touched. With a sprinkling of herbs, she could make any meal taste amazing or incredibly bland. Or turn it into poison. She also knew how deep into someone’s digestive tract the foods she had touched had traveled—this was with everybody she fed but only at the time of the meal. Anyone who ate her food, she could feel them digesting it. Usually, Charlotte ignored that input from her magical powers. But today she would use that knowledge. She would use her secret power; she would attempt to kill the Warden.
She closed her eyes, reaching for the well of mystical Coterie Power within her. It surged up, warm and familiar, tingling through her fingertips. The air around her hands shimmered, tiny motes of light dancing in response to her will. She shaped the energy carefully, marveling as always at how something so intangible could have such profound effects on the physical world.
With a slight movement of her fingers, she inflicted a terrible pain that shot through the Warden—taking them to their knees. The large-bodied soldier cried out in agony, their blue eyes wild with anger, but Charlotte did not let up with her powerful magic. Soon they fell face down into the hardened soil from the pain. She used the porridge in the Warden’s stomach and turned it poisonous. She knew Wardens were trained for this type of event, so she reached for their blade and went for their neck.
Even though the Warden was gravely hurt, doubled over in pain, they could still defend and deflect. They attempted to change her mind. The mental battle was excruciating. The Warden’s defenses were like iron walls, unyielding and cold. Charlotte pushed harder, sweat beading on her brow. For a moment, she felt her control slipping, the Warden’s mind pushing back with terrifying force.
But then she thought of H’Eirwyn, of all the others who had fallen victim to this monster. With a final desperate surge, the Warden grabbed the knife, turned it upon her, and pierced through Charlotte’s thick wool dress drawing blood. She growled, pushed through it. This momentary infliction would not affect her too much. Her regenerative powers always healed her quickly.
She smirked and continued to weave her poisonous spell, twisting the food around in the Warden’s belly, twisting the bottom of the esophagus, all the Warden’s stomach cavity and upper digestive tract. She saw the glimmer of light in their dark, beady eyes falter. The smooth and sharp blade fell from their hand. Charlotte stumbled back, exhausted but triumphant. She knew this victory was temporary—she needed to act fast before the spell wore off.
She kicked the knife away as the Warden cried again before succumbing to the agony of it all. She then turned on her Succubus power. This soul-hungry power scared her, but the thought of dying at the hands of some rogue Warden filled her with the energy to follow through with this despicable task. Yet her dislike of this power sat heavy like a wet blanket. It was what kept her from following through with murder. She didn’t want to live with someone’s tormented soul tethered to her for the rest of her life (or so the teachers had warned). With this in mind, Charlotte proceeded to suckle the Warden’s life energy, bringing them as close to death as she could. She had never taken a life, never thought of murdering anyone. And though she had been taught how to use this cursed power at school, she had always been afraid of it. As a youngster, she had been thrown into solitary because of it; yet it was that same fear which helped her steal the Warden’s essence now. Though she wasn’t sure she could extinguish the Warden’s life this way, hopefully it would cripple them for many hours—long enough for her to escape far away.
She kicked the Warden’s head. Every time her boot hit, she felt more victorious. She looked for breath and saw gobs of blood on their face.
“Good riddance.” Her voice shook when she called out to no one in particular, and then she realized her whole body was shaking too. This had been too much for her, all of it. Being taken from the only home she had ever known. Leaving a lifestyle that she had worked so hard for. And her friend, someone she had known since a young age, had been destroyed right before her eyes. The Warden’s motivations were unexplainable, inexcusable. She was still grieving for H’Eirwyn.
She lunged for the knife, picked it up and held it tight. Charlotte’s heart pounded against her chest, in her ears. She surveyed the camp. 
Should she take the horse? 
Charlotte wasn’t a sure rider. Yet she didn’t want the Warden, if they resurrected from their infliction, to have the ability to hunt her down from horseback. Besides, the animal looked agitated from what she had just done to its master. It might throw her. Without another thought about it, Charlotte sliced the horse’s throat. A quick death.  
The young woman grabbed her meager shoulder bag and raced away from the crime scene.
Her heart thumped against her ribs. Her head ached. What had she just done? Charlotte hadn’t known before now she had that in her, the ability to kill a person. She had killed many chickens and goats, and now a horse. She had only ever thought about murdering menacing individuals, but had never acted on it. She was thrilled and scared and wanted to return home at once.
The sun was out now, and bird chirps echoed throughout the wilderness. Charlotte was not a runner, but fear and adrenaline pushed her ahead. She hoped she was racing the right way home. None of this scenery looked familiar. She couldn’t tell which way they had come or which way they were going. And the shadows that surrounded her gave no hints to her location in the Kruluver Mountains. She missed Kobiton. She missed her daily routines and seeing her friends. 
Tears blurred her vision. The trees closed in, and the sky grew dark. Angry bird calls echoed from all around. Spooked, she didn’t stay on the road for long, finding a well-used animal trail instead. Charlotte believed that if she hid in the forest, the Warden might not find her if they had survived the death knell she had dealt. 
But Wardens were strong. They were trained assassins—trained for all types of defiance and violence, trained to sense people’s actions before they act. Charlotte was not trained for anything other than cooking. There was no way her Powers could compete against the Warden’s awesome Talents, even if she could turn food to poison and Succubus them to Death’s doorstep. 
She began to second guess her actions. They too had amazing Powers of instant regeneration of wounds. Did she really kill them, or was she now their prey?
As Charlotte stumbled through the forest, her mind raced. Freedom tasted sweet, but fear clung to her like a second skin. What if the Warden had in fact survived? What if they found her and killed her? Or worse, what if they died, and she would lose herself in this forest forever? She was lost. Which way was home?
But beyond all of that, a deeper fear gnawed at her: who was she now that she was away from everything she had ever known?
I can’t go back, but I don’t know if I can go forward either.
She continued to climb a steep slope. Her legs burned and ached; her breath heaved. She was sweating under her wool dress. Her shoulder bag was pulling on her and kept getting caught on underbrush and branches. She had found a prickly bush with her face, and it scraped her hands until she bled. Charlotte was frantic, fearful, and wondered if the Warden would pounce. She tried to put her thoughts to bed, knowing that they might pick up on them.
The trail intercepted another trail, and she took it. It wound around the hillside. From between the leaves laden with moisture in the thickening forest, she saw into the next valley. There was a river at the bottom of a rocky gorge, and Charlotte felt her thirst grow. She left the animal trail, turning her feet straight down the slope, and continuing to put space between her and the Warden. By now, all her senses were keen. She kept looking around, as if feeling the Warden closing in. Her cloth bag snagged itself on a branch, and she had a momentary argument with it before it released its grasp. Without warning, she began tumbling backwards down the hillside, gulping mouthfuls of dirt and moss along the way.
She landed at the bottom of the long slope, bruised and scraped. Branches and stickers poked and prodded her body. Possessions had fallen out of her baggage along the way—items she believed were now lost forever. She found her feet and dusted off her dress, pulling most of the larger sticks and moss from her hair, swiping at pools of blood on her arms and legs and neck. She was spooked and yearned to be anywhere but here.
Charlotte stood out in the open, shuddering at the sight of a dark shadow that passed overhead. She barely had time to look up and see the eagle tumbling from the blue sky toward her, mutating as it fell and shapeshifting into a vicious wild cat. Its loud yowl matched her blood-curdling scream as it tackled her. She was flung hard against a stoney surface near the edge of the churning river. Her head banged twice against the rocks, knocking her unconscious.






  
  2
First Contact


The metallic taste of blood filled Charlotte’s mouth as she clawed her way back to consciousness. Her own Elementalist Abilities were strengthening, healing her at once. She became aware of the mountain’s icy stones pressed against her cheek. Somewhere above, a falcon’s cry pierced the silence. She wasn’t dead—the Warden hadn’t finished their work yet. 
Above her loomed a furry-faced old man with silvery eyes that swirled like molten metal. Though his pale features suggested Mortal lineage, she sensed he was something else entirely—definitely not the Warden who had brought her to this place—attacked her—but perhaps something more dangerous.
“Oh. Sorry. I did not mean to startle you, Sweet Miss.” The old man moved back, stood tall, and offered her a hand. “I did not believe you were alive, but now you are. Anything hurt?”
She didn’t grab his hand and rose slowly on her own, taking in everything. A bloody trail was all that was left—that she saw at first—of the Warden who could have, should have, killed her. Charlotte studied the unassuming elderly man.
“How’d you kill it?” She asked.
“Took their head clean off, as one should when battling one of those bruits. They can live through most anything, except for that one.”
She looked for the giant blade that would still be wet with the Warden’s blood. There was none. This old man had no leather sheath affixed to his belt, and there was no axe handle protruding from the packs on his donkeys. She contemplated him, wondering how he knew of Wardens. He was old, probably had seen some things. But how would he know how to kill a Warden? They are creatures who did the bidding of Hakra—god himself—and were bred to encompass all the Powers; Clan-Duin shapeshifting abilities, wielding all five Elementalist traits (fire, air, water, earth, and spirit), and Telepathy.
The moss that covered much of the stony ground had been scraped off in spots. Just beyond, she saw a leafy, yet prickly, bush. A gloved hand protruded. Charlotte recognized that glove. She could barely make out the Warden’s body, but knew it was stashed in the brush. 
Bird calls echoed back and forth across this long narrow ravine. She heard the river rage behind her; tree branches swayed, making a soft ruffling sound. She could have silenced it to intimidate but knew not to show off what all she could do, her amazing Coterie Powers.
With a nod, she said, “Thank you, Sir, for killing it.”
“Why did it attack you?”
Her toes tapped in her boots. She was afraid to tell the truth. Face now rouge, Charlotte was leery of his gaze. “I am the daughter of some noble. A nobleman’s daughter, I mean. The Warden had been sent to retrieve me.”
“A daughter to a nobleman? Huh.”
She watched him, waiting, listening for any thought, but all she heard was the roaring water slapping against the gorge’s walls. 
He studied her, possibly contemplating her plain muddy clothes. “To what house?”
“I don’t know.”
“What do you mean, you do not know? How could you not know about your family?”
Her ears burned as hot as her face. “Um, well. I just found out. You see, I was a cook, I am a cook for …” She dropped her voice. “… Kobiton’s Abbey and Seminary School.” Her voice had returned. “The Warden came for me. Took me and my friend. Said we were requested by Hakra. But then later they said we were requested by my father. I’m sure it’s all a lie. I think they captured us all for another reason. A sinister reason. I’m glad you saved me.”
They stared at each other for a long time before he asked, “So, you are an orphan?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“No Sirs with me. I am no Sir.”
She bit her lip in the same spot as always. The mark of shame continued to grow. “I’m sorry for lying. You’re just … I just can’t believe you killed a Warden. That’s just amazing! I mean, you look old, but you’re obviously not feeble.”
“What did they want with you?” His silvery eyes never left hers. “Wardens only chase the worst of the worst. So, I will ask again, why were they hunting you?”
It became hard for Charlotte to swallow. “Because I tried to kill them but failed. I wanted to avenge my friend’s brutal death. They killed him. Killed H’Eirwyn.”
A tear dripped, then a few more. She didn’t want to keep crying for H’Eirwyn, but his death had been brutal, and she could not stop seeing it. For better or worse, she had thought of H’Eirwyn as family. Though they had different mothers, they were blood bound by their father, and that single link was precious to her. She was devastated that H’Eirwyn, the only family she knew, had been prematurely taken from her. In that moment, she wished she had known him better.

      [image: ]H’Eirwyn and Charlotte looked much alike, meaning they had their father’s features. She had been abandoned as an infant. He came to the orphanage at the age of seven following his mother’s death. She would never forget the other children making fun of them, calling them ‘by-blow babies.’ But then again, most of the children in Kobiton’s Abbey were either illegitimate or true orphans.
When the Warden came for her, her long-time friend, family, walked alongside the giant guardian who had come for them. Back then, H’Eirwyn had believed he was going off for the greater good. They were told the same story: that they had been asked by Hakra—almighty god himself—to follow the Warden back to Akarah. No hesitation. No questions. And they would be greatly rewarded for their efforts.
That time was marked by shared feelings of excitement and trepidation. As young teenagers, they embarked on a pilgrimage to Akarah, a journey everyone makes at least once in their life. Escorted by ecclesiastics and soldiers, the journey from Kobiton to Akarah took over a year to complete. But they had seen Hakra, gazed upon his black-skinned glory, stood fearfully under his azure-eyed stare, and had willingly pledged eternal servitude to him for this life and the next. Each of them questioned themselves and each other about whether their feelings for their savior would remain unchanged upon another encounter.
Two days into their journey, past the trash hole township known as Goshee, the Warden took H’Eirwyn’s head off. One strike. He then placed his head into a bag filled with other heads, all with similar features to her own.
“If you don’t follow my rules, you’ll be next,” The Warden’s gloved finger pointed at her.

      [image: ]The old man asked, “There was someone else with you?”
She jolted out of her reverie and wiped away a drip of snot from her nose. “Yes. My friend. We were often teased for being what they called ‘by-blow’ cousins. Come to find out, we were more like half-siblings.”
A falcon’s call from above startled them, and once more their eyes were on everything but each other.
“The Warden killed H’Eirwyn, but not me. I don’t know why I was kept alive. At first, I thought it was simply chance, but now … now I’m not so sure. The way the Warden had watched me when I cooked, the strange insignia on their coat, did not add up. I knew there was something more going on, something I needed to figure out if I wanted to survive. That’s when I realized he wasn’t working for my estranged father. Or Hakra. He was working for something or someone else.”
The old man was dismissive. “Wardens only keep people alive if warranted. They are well-trained bounty hunters. Always in it for the reward. Only called upon as a last resort. So, I will ask one last time—”
“I’ve told you the truth, Sir. I swear by Hakra’s breath, I’m not lying to you. The Warden came to Kobiton, took me and H’Eirwyn. Told our superiors that we were requested by Hakra. But when he killed H’Eirwyn he told me that, both of us, H’Eirwyn and I, we were some nobleman’s by-blow children. He was taking me to meet my estranged father.” She saw a flick of emotion on the old man’s face. “All I know is that he’s some stupid yet powerful man who went around proliferating the landscape impregnating any sweet looking piece of honey he found along the trail. The Warden said he had requested his children to come home. But then we argued and ….” He had stolen her memories. “I now understand why I was abandoned and never adopted. No one wants an unidentifiably Talented child like me. Yeah, sure, I look like an Erthin, but I’m just as deadly as that Warden. I mean, you know, with some training, I could’ve been a match. Had Hakra any sight about women’s strength, we could be Wardens too, you know. I mean, I could’ve killed them if I were better trained with my powers.”
The beard made it hard to tell if he was smirking. “Are you saying you have comparable Powers to a Warden?”
“No. Oh, no. I mean, I’m not Clan-Duin, so no. I can’t just change my appearance any ol’ day. It’s just creepy how they did it. I’m so glad it’s gone. Thank you again.”
“Are you telepathic?”
She didn’t look like a Telepath with their bright blue eyes, pale hair and skin tone. Nor did she act like one. “Oh, no. No. I’m an Elementalist, actually,” Charlotte replied. “Fire came first, when I was just a child. Then water and wind followed—gifts that made me valuable in the kitchen. I can create pockets of air to bake bread without an oven, summon water for washing without a well.” She paused, her fingers tracing patterns in the air. “Earth came last, though it’s less useful in cooking. And healing …” Her voice dropped. “That’s always been with me, though sometimes I wonder if it’s more a curse than a blessing.” She shrugged and looked at the stone slab below her thick leather boots. A long slug was crawling away from the running water and towards her.
“None of that makes you comparable in power to a Warden, if indeed you are being truthful about your Powers and your story. I am sure they would have sliced your head off without you knowing … had there been no need for you, but you were obviously more valuable alive than dead. Until now, that is.” His silvery eyes were full of skepticism. “So, what is your value? What kept you alive?”
The Warden had confessed much to her during the few times she was cognizant. Charlotte was never sure if the Warden had an ulterior motive with their conversations, or if they just wanted companionship. But there were moments, fleeting glimpses of something more. 
Once, she caught the Warden studying a map marked with strange symbols, muttering about ‘Ishik’ and ‘new orders.’ Another time, she overheard a heated telepathic conversation with an unseen party, the Warden insisting they were ‘still loyal’ despite ‘necessary deviations.’ Each of these moments was a piece of a puzzle Charlotte couldn’t quite solve. But now she wondered if her survival depended on putting it together, especially now that the Warden was dead.
“I’m a skilled cook.” She tossed up her hands and smiled. “It’s what I do. I love it. And you?” She sank back on her heels, her attention on him. But his eyes were now on the racing clouds. The blue sky and sunshine were gone, and it grew cold. Wind rattled dead leaves; a few fell with the grace of a swan.
He rubbed his hands together and jumped into action. “It is time for me to go.” He sprinted away from her and began to arrange the tack on his lead donkey—the other ten donkeys were just attentive to the old man as their leader.
“Where are you going?” 
“Chinochi.”
“Chinochi? How far away is Chinochi from here?”
“You do not know?”
“All I know is the Warden stole my mind. After that …. I could see things, but I wasn’t allowed to think. I don’t know how long I was like that. And the few times I was allowed to have my mind was when I made food. But even then ….” She exhaled.
“Chinochi is about half a day from here,” said the man who had introduced himself as Edwin. “But I need to hurry if I want to arrive before nightfall.”
Her stomach dropped. “We’re that close? The Warden stole my mind for many days then. Kobiton’s at least half a moon’s cycle away. And it’s already late autumn. Winter will be here soon. I’ll never make it home!”
“Indeed. And with no horse or provisions, it will take you longer. I know the snowline is at the pass, but give it a few days and it will be below that mark. Always happens this time of the year.”
Charlotte fell to her knees and screamed. “Fuk!”
He gasped. “Dear Sweet Miss, who would have ever thought words like that would part your lips?”
She cried. “They should’ve just taken my head.”
“Why? Why do you say that?”
“That’s where all the heads went—into the bag on their horse. Over a dozen of us, all with the same features. Even a baby, no more than two!”
The old man took a deep breath and took up the lead lines tethered to the donkey train.
“I didn’t ask for this, any of it. I don’t want to be here. I never wanted …. I just … I just want to go home.” She sobbed.
“I understand, Sweet Miss. I do not desire to exist in this moment either, but here we are. Knowing that there was one Warden gives me much concern that there will be PCP on the prowl. They are bound, all of them. Every damn Telepath is tethered in one way or another.”
Charlotte wiped her nose and brushed her tears away, fighting against the ceaseless stream. She couldn’t look at him, yet asked, “Can I follow you?”
Contemplation pushed his salt-and-pepper colored eyebrows down, and soon he shrugged and harrumphed.
“Thank you, kind sir. Thank you so very much!” She practically fell over her words and feet, feeling more than sorry for herself.
The timeworn old man escorted her away from the bottom of the narrow but long valley. His lips were set firm, as was his pace as they made their way, zigzagging up the steep slope. Fir trees crowded the muddied trail, but her footprints were not on it. 
In her mad dash to get away from the Warden, Charlotte had sidestepped what she believed was an animal trail and dove straight down the ravine. She had cut through the switchback path, and about midway, her bag had caught on a branch and tore. All the contents—beloved items—had been strewn along the steep slope. 
As they hiked, Charlotte picked up all her belongings: her only other change of clothing, a favorite summer skirt, a scarf knit by her best friend Lori, a large pouch filled with many smaller pouches of herbs and spices, a small box with a carving of a great stag that held three pieces of jewelry, her favorite carving blade, and a leather-bound book, Tomes for Children. These few precious things brought her joy—beyond the friends left behind in Kobiton.
“Oh, I’m sorry. I never introduced myself. I’m Charlotte. And you are?”
“Edwin.”
She waited for him to give her a last name, as most people did upon introduction, except for orphans. None was given. “How far away from here do you live?”
He pointed back the way they had come, but didn’t reveal more.
“Have you always lived here?” 
They hiked a long way before he replied, “No. But this is, by far, my favorite place to live.”
Their boots were caked with mud by the time they reached the top of the hillside. Edwin pulled out a sharp hoof pick and scraped the mud off his boots. He had handed her a flask. She drank while he cleaned, and then they exchanged pick and water.
“How often do you visit Chinochi?”
“Once a moon.”
“What’s in the packs?”
“Coal. About two tons of it. Chinochi always has a demand for it. Easiest way to make silvers, I believe.”
“Are you foolin’ me?! Its soot clogs chimneys, smoke from it hurts lungs, and the occupation of it is more deadly than being a PCP soldier. And worse, I had a friend die from a cave-in a couple of moons ago. And they’d only been mining a few moons. It was the worst! Wasn’t even twenty years old.”
“Not everyone is meant to work in the underbelly of Urthis.”
She nodded, passed back the hoof pick. He offered her one more drink, but she declined. Edwin pushed the flask back into a pack on the lead donkey and the two continued their grueling pace. 
Before long, everything looked slightly familiar to her. The trail they followed, Edwin told her, was the one he frequented. Soon they found the road, packed firm with gravel—there would always be muddy parts, potholes, and puddles, but the structure had been maintained for a millennium. A soft mist began to fall. They stopped at the trailhead in the middle of the roadway for another water break.
“Well, Sweet Miss, here is the road. That way leads to Kobiton.” She could only see a few hundred feet up the roadway where the gray cloud of rain swallowed up the green and brown forest. The view downslope was occluded too. The donkeys appeared ready for more walking, impatiently stomping. 
Edwin passed her his flask. “Take this.”
“You’re leaving me?”
“You can follow me further, if you wish. Chinochi is still a good long walk from here. Most likely, it will be dark when we arrive.”
With a nod, she gave him back the flask and onward they went.
Edwin led them down the narrow roadway that wound through the forest. They hadn’t walked more than a kilometer before they found the Warden’s campsite. The horse lay dead, its jugular sliced, blood soaked into the rocky soil. The sight sent a chill down Charlotte’s spine—a reminder that in this world of power and secrets, nothing was ever simple.
The few possessions the Warden had owned were strewn about. It looked as if an animal had come through the camp, the contents of bags and foods were tossed and overturned. Everything was muddy. Only one sack remained untouched.
Charlotte stopped first. Edwin stepped alongside her to witness the atrocity. The day’s rain only caused blood to flood the whole area—save the firepit, now an island. 
She pointed at the untouched sack hanging in the air on an ethereal, magical tether. “That’s the bag. It’s got at least a dozen heads.”
“I wonder how much they are worth?”
She peered at him. “You’re not gonna kill me, are you?”
He was apathetic to her, or at least that’s how he appeared through all that unkempt facial hair. “Anything here of any worth to you?”
She saw her cloak, soaked by mud and abandoned for freedom to run. Coming back for the worn piece of clothing, the offering of comfort it had brought her during torrential times, brought back a familiar melancholy. It made a sucking sound when she peeled it off the soaked ground. It was heavy and as weighted as she felt in that moment.
Edwin muttered, “You can leave it. When we get to Chinochi’s mercantile, I will purchase you a new one.”
Rain dripped down her face, forever etching this moment of time in her mind. Nothing would ever be the same. She wanted to cry. A deep and rare kind of sadness enveloped her and soaked her like the sopping old cloak she clung to.






  
  3
Chinochi


Edwin gave Charlotte some cleanish clothes and an oiled canvas. She changed out of her dirty and bloody wool dress and huddled underneath the canvas to stay warm and dry. Secretly, Charlotte created a pocket of Erthin heat that lasted until they reached the outskirts of Chinochi. She knew that if there were any Erthins in Chinochi, they would feel her coming if she maintained her spell. She had no desire to draw unnecessary attention. Not here. Not now. 
The smell of Chinochi—fires, food, life—warmed Charlotte’s soul. Edwin led her confidently to the mercantile, greeting the owner like an old friend. But the jovial old man shifted when the owner noticed Charlotte quietly standing with the donkeys.
Charlotte heard the merchant think; I recognize that face! “Who is this lovely lady?”
Edwin stammered, “Ah, yes, this … this is Charlotte. My daughter. Granddaughter, I mean. She wanted to see Chinochi.”
“Well, good day to you, Miss Charlotte Miner. Edwin’s never told me about you. She must be an older sister to Albert. Where have you been keeping her? Blocked up in that sooty ol’ cave of yours? I’m surprised you haven’t come down the mountain before now. Chinochi is a wonderful place to visit, don’t you think Edwin?” The merchant’s eyes were like the pools where Charlotte and her friends would swim on warm summer days. That’s the woman. We were warned about her. She must’ve killed the Warden, and now she’s got Edwin under her control. Sly vixen. I must save him from her. Posthaste. The man behind the counter came forward and reached for her hand, but she recoiled and hid behind Edwin.
Edwin’s wrinkly hand grasped hers tight. It was then that she heard his thoughts. … and the innkeeper is telepathic too. I forgot how many there are in this town. Where can we go so that she will be safe? “Like I was saying, Gavin,” Edwin pulled her along with him. “I brought over two tons this time. I was hoping to get the usual items. Pack up the line, get to the stables, and so on. It was quite a hard hike on Charlotte.” He looked at her. “She said she has worked up quite an appetite.”
“Yeah, I’m starving!” She dropped their contact and put her hands behind her back.
“As usual, Edwin, I can only give you store credit this time. You know me, I’ve never got enough silver for your coal,” replied the merchant. “But, as usual, you can take anything you want. All my shelves are stocked for a cold winter.” He continued to eye Charlotte like she was prey. “I even have warm winter cloaks lined with deer fur. Maybe your granddaughter would want to come and try them on. Come on dear, let me show you what I’ve got upstairs.”
Edwin’s hand brushed her arm, and their eyes caught one another’s. He glanced





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
PREQUEL TO THE METALIST'S JOURNEY SERIES






OEBPS/images/3bbb65d8-359b-4adc-88d0-47abb30d7847.jpeg
KAompooy Jolbpy

14004 /uipjunoy

Aippunog Aioyis, ~ A v e
puie Rl S \ (1 ~ Fieys eof

A Jofon

JaAly Jofbp

3
33%9@

fnoug fo supeop qlork

RN
proanby Ny
N

o
R

SIHIYNl 40 dVA






OEBPS/images/d1141e7c-eb82-44fb-8f4f-b7e5471f29a3.png





OEBPS/images/e7953c42-c527-4121-bc1a-55a69a61e33f.png
c000000 000








