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GLOSSARY

 


 


Aerh

Magic, as some would call it. Outlawed and
spurned by Haval.

Allemande

The unfortunate southern neighbor of Haval,
suffering the brunt of the empire's expansion.

Aurae

Sometimes called bright-eyes for their eyes'
distinctive golden glow, these are natural born wielders of aerh.
Rare and mysterious in modern times, and looked on with uneasy
superstition. Sandrik is the first born in living memory.

Auraelian

Aerh-wielders who are not full Aurae. The
glow in their eyes is only visible to an Aurae, unless they are
weaving–then other Auraelians can see the glow. Weaving is
difficult if not near an aerh reservoir or flow. Auraelians can
evolve to Aurae under certain circumstances.

Caladon

Haval's northernmost earldom. Formerly known
as Etaer, it has been part of the Haval empire for 400 years. Ruled
by the Tarlenons.

Etaeren

The former inhabitants and rulers of what is
now Caladon, legendary for their wielding of aerh. All that remains
of their bloodline since their conquest by Haval 400 years ago is
what was mingled with the general population.

Haval Empire

Once a raiding culture, has evolved to be
more "civilized” as it expands into the more genteel lands to the
south.

Highborne

Hereditary nobility.

Iberia

A series of independent city-states south of
Allemande, along the southern shore of the northern continent.

Jarrun

Haval traditionalists who resent the
empire's cultural changes and long to return it to its raiding
roots. They present a challenge to order, particularly in
Caladon.

Slette

Nation on Caladon's western border that
retains a raiding culture.

Southron

One from the southern continent.

Tarlenon

Both the capital of the Caladon Earldom and
its ruling Highborne family

Tor-Haval

The royal seat of the Haval Empire,
established by self-proclaimed King Tormundt.

Uterbrom

Haval’s capital city.
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within the haeld-sword, but Tembrol Brent was still determined to
return the sword to its resting place in the white limestone crypt.
Once the impertinent lordling placed it among the centuries of
lifelike corpses, Svaerd’s chances of escape would evaporate. He
swore he would not spend another four hundred years in that
prison.

Tembrol took Dillan’s sword from the shelf
and it ceased to look like the haeld-sword as the illusion dropped
from it. He leaned it against the wall. Svaerd tried one last time,
speaking inside Tembrol’s mind.

YOU SHOULD RECONSIDER WHAT YOU ARE DOING.
THINK OF THE POWER YOU COULD HAVE.

Tembrol scoffed at
him. I am not listening to you
anymore.

The lordling drew the haeld-sword and took
it in both hands to lay it on the shelf, but Svaerd had spent
months rummaging about in Tembrol’s mind, and wrested control of
his body. Tembrol’s blue eyes widened in shock. He strained to
resist, to reclaim control over his own movement, but he could not.
Sweat soaked his blonde hair, despite the crypt’s coolness.

Svaerd gloated as he made Tembrol grip the
sword’s hilt in both hands.

I CANNOT ALLOW YOU TO PUT ME BACK THERE.
THAT FOOL GOATHERD WILL FINISH ME. I WOULD RATHER WAIT UNTIL I CAN
HAVE HIM, BUT YOU WILL DO FOR NOW.

Tembrol’s mouth opened, and he spoke the
words Svaerd had placed there–words which the lordling could not
understand.

“Dae richt aerh folur daer draem fuer
aeken.”

Svaerd forced Tembrol to his knees.

“Dae richt aerh folur daer draem fuer
aeken.”

Tembrol watched in mute terror as Svaerd
made him extend his arms forward, then turn the sword so the point
touched his chest.

“Dae richt aerh folur daer draem fuer
aeken.”

Svaerd made Tembrol drive the sword between
his own ribs. Tembrol’s heart flame burst from his chest and his
essence was pulled into the sword. Svaerd’s essence squeezed past,
and he gasped as he slammed into Tembrol’s body. Pain overwhelmed
Svaerd’s other senses. His chest was crushed in a flood of agony.
There was a wet, gurgling rattle as he struggled to breathe.

Curse that Bethael! Why must entering the
material world be accompanied by such torture?

He gripped the hilt and dragged the sword
from between his ribs. The blade scraped against bone, then
clattered on the stone floor. Svaerd collapsed against the
wall.

I must find a less painful way to make the
transfer for next time.

He would need to do this once more, if he
was to move from this inferior vessel and into Sandrik–the one he
was destined to own.

What has happened? Where
am I? Tembrol asked from within the
haeld.

Svaerd gasped a reply. “Where you–will
stay–until I have use for you.”

You cannot do this!

“But–I have. Now be silent!”

Svaerd warded the haeld-sword to cut off
Tembrol from the outside world, but he was weak, and his ward would
not last long. There were too many Auraelians in Taernfeld, and
those inferior aerh wielders might still hear Tembrol.

Svaerd crawled to the shelf, dragging the
sword along until he was close enough to lift it into place. Then
he hooked it into the aerh flows that Sandrik had routed there. He
would need that sword once he found Sandrik, but it was best kept
there in the crypt for now.

He sat with his back against the shelf, and
drew on the flow to begin healing. With luck, he could eliminate
all trace of injury before he needed to leave the crypt. He pressed
his palm in the pool of blood and began to reabsorb it.

That was when Garren emerged from the side
passage where he had been standing guard on the crypt’s back door.
The mute guardsman’s grey eyes went wide when he saw Lord Marshall
Tembrol sitting on the floor, covered in blood. He did not know it
was Svaerd in that body.

I cannot have him tell others of this
wound.

Garren raised his flute to his mouth to
signal some sort of alarm, but Svaerd raised a bloody hand to his
own lips and gestured him to silence. He motioned Garren toward him
with his bloody hand.

“Come here,” he rasped.

He waved Garren forward, until he could lay
a hand on the mute’s arm.

Garren’s eyes and mouth
opened violently–he would have screamed if he could. His eyes paled
to a filmy white and his body spasmed. Svaerd drained Garren’s
heart flame of all its aerh, luxuriating in the blessed thrill of
drawing the life force from the living–so
much more delicious and fulfilling than just using the flows. He
continued until the guardsman’s corpse was totally
drained.

That is much, much better.

Svaerd stood and inspected his new body.
There was still a tear in Tembrol’s tunic from the sword, but not a
blemish in the smoothness of his exposed chest. He absorbed the
blood staining his clothing, then waved his fingers over the torn
cloth, and the material wove together. It took more effort than it
should have, but he was newly come to this body and would
adjust.

Then he looked at Garren’s discarded corpse.
That could not be left as evidence. It would be a simple matter to
turn the remains to vapor. He reached for the flow, but though he
could feel the aerh was within his grasp, he was unable to draw
enough of it for his purpose.

It is this inferior Auraelian shell; I must
have something better. Well, one thing at a time.

Svaerd dragged Garren
closer to the door into Taernfeld, to an empty shelf among the
Etaeren corpses and lifted him there. He took the key hanging
around the guardsman’s neck, then drew what he needed to disguise
the body as just another ancient corpse. He was able to accomplish
the seeming, but again it was more difficult than he had
anticipated, and he was uncertain whether the illusion would hold.
He had drawn some of the aerh from his new body;
he would need to replenish that.

Svaerd walked through the empty Etaeren
library, down the steep stairs. He unlocked the steel door at the
bottom, pushed it open and left the key in the lock. Now it would
appear that Garren had abandoned his post, just as they thought
Dillan had.

That will work for now.

Back in the crypt, he picked up Dillan’s
sword and slipped it into his own scabbard. He walked to where
Naelga’s blue spectre still stood mired in his trap, staring at her
own body. No point wasting useful aerh. He drew what he could from
her until she was no more.

He reached the door and tapped the pattern
that he had heard when Reman had shown Tembrol the crypt.

Rat-tata-tat, rat-tata-tat, rat tat!

Svaerd was tempted to drain some aerh from
Galien when the red-bearded guardsman opened the door. But Verdian
was there as well, and he was an Auraelian; his gold-brown eyes,
dark brown hair and clean shaven face suggested Etaeren blood,
which might have been the source of his ability. Svaerd could not
chance that a witness would see what he did, and especially not an
Auraelian. Besides, Galien was loyal to Tembrol, and so would be
useful to Svaerd now that he occupied the lordling’s body.

Both of the guardsmen stood at attention and
saluted.

“Did you find anything amiss, Lord
Marshall?” Galien asked.

“No. I do not think anyone could sneak into
the crypt, such as things are now. Keep up the good work.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Svaerd walked swiftly away from the two men
on Taernfeld’s narrow, white limestone streets. He felt weak, but
he had a target in mind that would be far more gratifying than any
of the guardsmen. Once he was out of Verdian’s sight, he stopped,
closed his eyes and scanned the nearby heart flames. They were
spread about Taernfeld, but the one he sought still bore his mark;
she was moving toward the perimeter, just a short distance from the
crypt door behind him. He circled wide to avoid being seen by
Verdian and Galien, and to get in front of Merith.

He reached a spot ahead of her path and
waited, but she stopped well short of his hiding place. He hurried
forward, and entered the room where he saw her heart flame pacing
back and forth.

The place had been made into a sort of
workshop. Merith stood at the opposite side of a table, her wavy,
shoulder-length red tresses concealed her face as she set down a
chatter crystal.

So, this is where he has been making them.
And how they have been keeping in touch.

Merith was startled from wherever her
thoughts had been, her green eyes flashed toward him.

“Just who I was looking for,” Svaerd
said.

He paced around to one end of the table as
he spoke. She shifted to the opposite end, keeping the table
between them.

“Lord Brent? Why would you be looking for
me?”

“When did you last speak with your
husband?”

He tried not to look at the chatter crystal
himself, but her eyes flickered to it just ever so briefly.

“It has been quite some time.”

“Have you spoken with him since his escape?”
He circled casually toward her.

She remained in motion, frustratingly out of
reach as she opened her mouth to utter the lie that he knew she
would claim.

“No, but I wish I could
have. You should stop pursuing him–he is
innocent.”

The answer mattered not. He would have
Sandrik soon enough, but he wanted her now.

She was closer to the door than he was, and
he knew she would try to leave. It should have been a simple enough
thing to keep the door closed until he reached her, but she had her
hand on the knob and the door open while he was still trying to
draw enough aerh to stop her.

Damn this inferior body!

He chased her out onto the street, but there
was Verdian again, standing beside her.

“Is everything alright here?” the guardsman
asked.

“I was just asking her what she knows of her
husband’s whereabouts, but she has assured me that she has not
spoken to him in weeks.”

“Well, I am glad that has been cleared up,
Lord Marshall,” Verdian said. “Merith, please come with me to our
rooms. Galina and I have some concerns about Eulia that we would
like to discuss with you.”

“I will be happy to. As long as we are done
here, my lord?”

He would have disagreed with her, found some
way to trap her and wreak his vengeance, but a sudden jolt made his
heart flame flicker. Someone was weaving aerh near the haeld-sword,
and there was only one person it could be. He waved her away. Once
they were out of sight, he hurried along the perimeter.

As he approached the crypt door, he saw
Galien, but the guardsman had his back to him. Svaerd drew what
aerh he could from Taernfeld’s reservoir, and some from his own
body, and it was just enough to cause Galien to slump to the
ground.

Svaerd rushed forward. He bent down to take
the key from the unconscious guard, but as he stood he was jolted a
second time. Now he knew terror. He fumbled the key into the lock,
opened the door and entered the crypt. He could feel the aerh flow
being drawn on. Sandrik shouted the chant.

“Dae reind aerh tuwan haeld fueren!”

Brightness flared from the haeld-sword, a
forceful explosion that blew Sandrik’s long black hair back as it
knocked him to the floor. Svaerd felt the force rushing at him in
the tight confines of the corridor. He thought he heard a chorus of
voices shout out a dissonant, “No!!!!” In that cacophony he heard
Tembrol and various others who had been trapped within the haeld’s
void.

Svaerd staggered toward Sandrik. He stared
at the sword. A medallion engraved with the haeld rune had
partially melted and fused over the rune on the sword’s blade.

“What have you done?” he gasped.

Sandrik rose slowly from the floor; his
golden eyes glowed even more brightly than usual from the weaving.
“I have destroyed it, once and for all, and Svaerd’s evil with
it.”

Svaerd slumped against the wall, and shook
his head. He studied Sandrik.

He thinks he has sent me to oblivion, but he
has only trapped me in this inferior body. I still have the
superior mind. He must continue to believe me Lord Marshall Tembrol
Brent. I should tread carefully.

“The voice in the sword was Svaerd?” Svaerd
asked.

“Yes, trapped in there these four hundred
years. Except for that brief time when I freed him. But he is here
no longer.”

Svaerd shook his head. “I thought I had gone
mad at first, when I heard that voice. Then I realized it was the
sword, so I returned it here. It called me just now. I knew it to
be evil, but I did not realize how evil it truly was.”

“Well, as I said, he is gone now.”

Svaerd closed his eyes and stood silently
for a while, pretending to listen. Then he nodded.

“Yes. He had called to me, even compelled me
at times. I think he intended me to stop you just now, but I no
longer hear him. Thank the gods. And you, of course.”

Sandrik clasped his hands together in front
of him and stepped toward Svaerd.

“Now that it is over, you can take me back
to Tarlenon to answer to Earl Arneydor.”

Svaerd studied him for a time.

They think Sandrik killed the earl’s son,
and will most likely execute him. I will lose my chance to seize
the body I deserve.

At last he shook his head.

“No. The earl is too intent on your death to
chance that, and he might even order it before you arrive in
Tarlenon. You had best stay in hiding for the time being.”

“For how long?”

“Until I have had time to convince him of
your innocence. I swear that I will do my best to show him the
error of his ways.”

He saw a glimmer of suspicion as Sandrik
considered, but it was his suspicion of Tembrol, and for now,
Sandrik would have to trust him.

“Thank you, Lord Brent.”

“How did you come here?”

“Through the cave door.”

“Of course. You should leave that way now.
Stay in the area. I will find you once it is safe for you to show
yourself.”

Sandrik left the crypt’s main corridor and
headed toward the back entrance.

Svaerd watched Sandrik’s heart flame until
he had exited the door and left the cave. Then Svaerd left the
crypt and reentered the stark white limestone street of Taernfeld
through the still open door. Galien was unconscious where Svaerd
had left him. He pushed the steel door closed and replaced the key
around the guardsman’s neck.

He scanned about the ruins as he walked
toward the workshop. Merith was in the Makepiece’s quarters with
Verdian’s family. The temptation to drain her still nagged at him,
but he could not accomplish it under these conditions. It was just
as well; if he were to do so, they would catch on that he had
escaped the haeld’s destruction. Patience had gotten him this far.
He needed to be cautious with his actions; he could wait a little
longer.

Svaerd entered the workshop. The chatter
crystal was still on the table where it had been when Merith
escaped him. It would be best if they could not easily contact
Sandrik. He set his hand on the crystals and released the bonds
that held them together. It again took more effort and aerh from
this body than he had once been accustomed to; still more reason to
exercise patience until he could better prepare for his move into a
more suitable vessel. Until he could replace Sandrik’s life force
with his own.

He left the workshop and sought out
Commander Reman; time to reinforce his identity as Lord Marshall
Tembrol Brent.
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perimeter street, between the white limestone buildings and the
mountain wall rising above them The wiry greybeard was on his way
to stand guard in the crypt, but as the crypt came into view he saw
Galien sprawled on the ground by the locked steel door. There were
no obvious wounds, but Galien did not move.

Marven looked at the door and shook his
head.

“Nothing good happens here,” he muttered.
“Galien? Wake up, Galien!”

Marven shook Galien until he stirred. He
lifted his head weakly at first, and then managed to sit up.

“Are you alright?” Marven asked.

Galien shook his head to clear it. “I think
so.”

“What happened? Did someone attack you?”

“I do not believe so. I know not what
happened.” He stood slowly and leaned against the wall.

“Do you still have your key?”

Galien felt for the chain around his neck.
“Yes.”

“Well, unlock it. It is time for me to take
the watch from Garren.”

Galien unlocked the steel door and Marven
entered. He heard the door close behind him and the snick of the
lock as he proceeded down the corridor. There were stone shelves
three high to either side; each held a corpse in far better shape
than the centuries should have allowed. The further into the crypt
he went, the more recent the corpses. They looked disturbingly as
though they were merely asleep in the flickering torchlight.

Marven reached the end of the bodies, passed
a shelf that held a sword instead, then stepped down into a
crossing corridor; there were more shelves there, but they were
empty. He walked to the end of the corridor, where he had expected
to relieve Garren, but there was no sign of the mute guardsman.
Marven looked down the steep stone stairs beyond.

“Garren? Your relief is here.”

He listened for the piping of Garren’s
flute, but the only reply was the echo of his own words. Marven
looked at the steep stairs. Not too long ago those stairs would
have intimidated him and his sore old knees, but whatever magic his
Bellan had been working on him had him feeling a bit more chipper
than he had in years.

Marven descended the stairs, almost
skipping. At the bottom was another steel door; it was open, and
the key was still in the lock. He pocketed the key, then walked
through the cave to the ledge that clung to the cliff face four
hundred feet above the trees below. The ledge disappeared around a
curve to the right.

“Where have you gotten to, Garren?” he
mused. “I must needs report this.”

He walked back to the stairs, closed and
locked the door behind him, and climbed back up into the crypt.

Marven had almost reached the door into
Taernfeld when some blue cloth caught his eye on one of the
shelves. Closer examination showed it to be a Caladon Guard cloak,
and when he pulled it aside he saw Garren’s face, his mouth and
eyes open wide in fright.

“The gods protect us!”

He rushed the rest of the way and tapped the
code on the steel door.

Rat-tata-tat, rat-tata-tat, rat tat!

After what seemed forever, the lock snicked
and Galien opened the door.

“You had best go get Commander Reman,”
Marven said. “Garren is dead.”

Galien went running off down the street.
After a time he returned with Commander Reman. Lord Marshall
Tembrol Brent followed.

Reman’s blue eyes focused on Marven from
within the circle of his reddish blonde hair and beard. “What is
this about Garren?”

Marven sighed. “Follow me, Commander.”

Reman, Tembrol, and Galien entered the crypt
behind Marven, and he led them a ways in to where Garren’s body lay
on a shelf among the ancient Etaeren corpses.

Reman bent down to examine the body. “This
is where you found him?”

“I did not notice him there at first.”
Marven pointed further into the crypt. “I expected him to be at his
post at the top of the stairs, but he was not there. I went down to
the cave looking for him. The key was in the door and it was open,
but there was no sign of Garren. I thought he had left through the
cave, so I secured the door and came back up to file the report.
That is when I found him.”

Reman had continued probing Garren while
Marven spoke. He shook his head. “I do not see a mark on him.”

“Not a mark?” Tembrol mused. “Now how could
he die without a mark?”

Reman shrugged. “He was a young man, but his
heart could have given out.”

Marven nodded. “I remember when Dirk did the
same. Strong as an ox, and then one day nature just took him.”

Tembrol shook his head. “I see. Nature just
took the life from our Garren here, and he kindly climbed up onto
this shelf. And then Nature went down the stairs, unlocked the
door, and was gone.”

Galien whispered. “Lord Aron did not have a
mark on him, either.”

At that they were all silent. Galien had
been there when Aron had died, and Marven had an idea of what the
others were thinking. They wondered who would have had motive to
enter unseen, or who could have caused a man’s death without
leaving a mark on him–the same way as it was already claimed that
Sandrik had killed Earl Arneydor’s son.

It could not have been
Sandrik, Marven thought.
Could it?

Even though he did not believe it himself,
he knew that the more superstitious among them had never been
comfortable with the bright-eye, and it would not take much for
them to suspect him.

Reman stood. “Galien, help me take him to
the physicker room and lay him out there. I will have Bellan check
him over.”

That made sense to Marven; his wife Bellan
was the closest thing to a physicker that the garrison had. If
there was a normal explanation for what had happened to Garren, she
would find it. And if aerh had something to do with it, Bellan
being an Auraelian might shed light on it.

He started walking back to his assigned post
at the top of the stairs.

“No, Marven,” Reman said. “I would rather
not have anyone in the crypt tonight if we can avoid it.”

“A wise choice,” Lord Tembrol said. “Secure
this door, Commander, and assemble everyone in the central
plaza.”
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was to be gathered on Lord Marshall Tembrol Brent’s orders. She
wanted to know what Tembrol was up to, but after his earlier
behavior, she thought it best that he not be able to see her. She
stood in one of the spoke streets, hidden behind Verdian and his
family.

The Lord Marshall ordered the guard to
redouble their efforts to keep the crypt secure. He warned all to
take their oath to the earl–and the threat of Sandrik–seriously.
Some of the more superstitious members of the garrison nodded their
heads, and whispered how they had always been uneasy about the
bright-eye.

Merith was worried that Tembrol would
attempt to confront her again; after all, Sandrik was her husband.
But the Lord Marshall said that he had spent far too much time
there; he had promised his bride that she would not often be
without him.

“I am not that kind of husband,” he had
said, and he looked in Merith’s direction as though he had been
aware of her all along before he turned and left the plaza.

Merith wanted to reach Sandrik and warn him,
but she was afraid Tembrol would once more try to trap her, so she
asked Verdian to accompany her to the workshop. But the precaution
proved unnecessary; it appeared that the Lord Marshall had indeed
left Taernfeld.

They entered Sandrik’s workshop and
discovered that the chatter crystal had somehow fallen apart into
separate crystal points. She and Verdian both tried calling for
Sandrik, but they knew not whether Sandrik heard them, only that he
was not responding.
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she did all her healing work, her waste-length silver-blonde braid
flowing behind her.

Garren was a fairly young man. How could he
be dead?

But then, that was the question that Horace
had asked her to answer when he was on his way to the central
plaza.

She entered her physicker chamber. Just
another of the white limestone-walled rooms that existed throughout
the ancient Etaeren fortress. She had added more natural wooden
adornments–a couple of chairs and a table in the center of the room
for examination and other work, and shelves to store her various
medicines and herbs. A sizable number of the latter were fairly new
to her, curatives she had from her visits to the village of Closest
where Sandrik had grown up, learnings from his mother Vassa and
their blind old healer Qaeran.

They had lain out Garren’s body on the
table, fully clothed. His eyes were still open, and his face seemed
frozen in fear; he had known or seen something. She looked him over
as he was briefly, found no cuts or tears in his clothing that
betrayed an external cause, and no blood. She began stripping the
body as she explored further, rolling him from one side to the
other as necessary, still looking for clues, but each layer of
clothing betrayed nothing of the cause of his demise.

She examined Garren’s naked body next. There
were no obvious wounds visible on the corpse, other than the old
scar across his throat that had cost him his voice. Nothing new to
account for his death. She closed his eyes and covered him with his
blue Caladon Guard cloak.

There was no living person in the room with
her; the rest of the garrison had been called to the plaza, to
listen to whatever Lord Marshall Brent had to say. She had no
desire to listen to that conceited Highborne; her Marven would fill
her in later if it was important.

She preferred being alone with what she was
about to do; there were some in the garrison who would not approve,
though many had known her a decade or more. Most were uneasy with
the use of aerh, if not hostile to its weavers. Bellan herself had
not even known of her own capabilities until Sandrik told her two
months ago. She had since taken to probing her patients’ bodies
with aerh, in such a way that they were unaware of that aspect of
her examination.

Bellan had been in Closest when Simon had
passed; the villager had been ancient, and his death obviously
natural. Her curiosity got the better of her, and while helping
Vassa prepare the body, she had probed it. She saw nothing
disturbing, just a dark empty space, devoid of Simon’s departed
heart flame.

Bellan closed her eyes and pushed her
awareness into the place where Garren’s heart flame would have
been. She found herself in a cold blackness. If he had been alive,
his heart flame would have been in the center of that space, a
living, blue swirl of aerh. Instead, there was only a feeling of
dread, a trace of terror that chilled her.

I felt nothing like this from Simon’s
passing.

She could see a pale light off in the
distance and walked toward it, until she reached its source, a
ragged tear edged with pale wisps of aerh. She watched the misty
vestiges of that pale light seep away through the hole, and she
felt herself being pulled toward the other side, like water
draining through a leak in a pot. She was being drawn into a vast
and immeasurable emptiness. She braced herself against that pull,
resisting as it began to drain her. Threads of aerh were sucked
from her hands toward the void on the other side.

That sensation ceased as Bellan forced her
eyes open; she was struck with a deep weariness. She braced herself
against the table, still alone with Garren’s corpse. She could not
be certain, but his death did not appear natural. It was as though
the man’s life–all of his aerh–had been torn from him.

Could this have been done by anyone other
than an aerh weaver?

She heard voices outside on the street.

“I am just tired, Marven.”

“Nonsense,” Marven said. “You were
unconscious when I found you. My Bellan should have a look at
you.”

Marven pushed a worn looking Galien into the
room ahead of him.

“I take it that the Lord Marshall has
finished his speech,” Bellan said.

Marven nodded. “Yes, just so, my love.”

“Then Commander Reman will be along
shortly.”

“Once the Lord Marshall is done with him.
There should be enough time for you to look over our Galien
here.”

“I really do not think–” Galien tried to
object, but Bellan ignored him.

“What is ailing him?”

“I found him unconscious by the crypt door
before I found Garren dead within.”

So, the two could be connected. And if
Garren was killed by an aerh-wielder…

She gestured to a chair. “Have a seat
Galien.”

The guardsman dragged himself over and sat
reluctantly while she looked at his eyes. They seemed a little
glazed; it could merely be exhaustion, but perhaps it was something
more. She went to the shelves and poured water from a jug into a
cup, then stirred some sugar into it. She stood behind Galien and
offered it to him.

“Drink this.”

While she was out of his sight, she closed
her eyes and entered his flame chamber. As in any other living
being, the threads of his heart flame whirled in the center of that
place, but they were restricted by a darker loop of aerh that did
not belong. She reached for it, found where it was tied and began
trying to unravel it.

“What are you doing back there?” Galien
asked.

“Just you stay still and let the physicker
observe,” her Marven said.

Bless him, she thought as she
finished taking apart the loop. “How do you feel, Galien?”

“Better. Whatever you gave me did the
trick.”

He stood up and left the room with more
energy than when he arrived. Bellan sat in his place, feeling
slightly fatigued from her efforts.

Marven stood behind her, rubbing her
shoulders.

“What did you give him?” he asked.

“Just a little sugar water.”

“No, my love. You know what I mean.”

“There was something tied around his heart
flame. I did away with it.”

“It took something out of you. Are you sure
it was a good idea?”

“Of course it was. Besides, Sandrik said I
may have been using aerh in my healing all along without realizing
it.” She felt her breathing coming harder as she tried to stifle a
tear. “It is better for me to know how to use it effectively. If I
had known, I might have been able to save our Ginnie.”

“Perhaps, but do not be so hard on yourself.
Only the gods could know.”

Bellan wiped her face. “But I must learn all
that I can so I know I have done my best.”

“And you will.”

Bellan stood as Commander Reman entered the
room. He noted the clothing stacked on one of the chairs and the
covered corpse on the table.

“Bellan, what can you tell me about
Garren?”

“The body bears no marks to indicate an
exterior cause of death.”

“So, there was no sign that he was
attacked?”

No, he was attacked, but it is not
something I can tell you, Horace. You will not want to hear of aerh
and heart flames, Bellan reasoned. “No, Commander, there is no
evidence on the body of an attack.”

“But someone put his body on that shelf.
Perhaps you missed something.”

“Maybe he put himself there,” Marven
said.

Reman frowned. “You do know the Lord
Marshall was joking about that, do you not?”

“I do not mean he did it after he died.”
Marven waved his hands around. “You know what a jester Garren was.
He could have been meaning to play a trick on me, but he died after
he hid there.”

“But how did he die, then?”

“I am not a physicker, Commander.” Marven
looked to Bellan for help.

“I believe that fright stopped his heart,”
she said. “I have seen the sort of grimace he had before.”

“None of us have been easy in that place,”
Marven said. “Lying among those bodies may have been too much for
him.”

“I can understand that, but it still seems
very unlikely,” Reman looked Bellan in the eyes for a moment. “You
will tell me if you discover anything else?”

Bellan focused on Garren’s corpse.“Anything
that you need to know.”

Reman studied both of them a bit longer.
“Very well, then.”

Reman left the room. Bellan sat down and
Marven stood beside her with his hand on her shoulder.

“Tell me. Did you use your Auraelian sight
to look at Garren, like you did that old man in the village?”

“Yes, but Garren was nothing like the other.
I could see how his heart flame was torn out of him. Someone did it
to him.”

“And most likely the same person who knocked
out Galien.”

“It would seem so.” Bellan shook her head.
“I do not like lying to Horace.”

Marven put his arms around her. “Horace is
our friend, but he is also our commander. If he knew about the odd
things you did in your examination he would need to report it. It
is best that he does not know.”

“But what if he does need to?” Bellan
asked.
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that zigzagged down the eight-hundred-foot cliff face from
Taernfeld to the ground below. The three-quarter moon made the
white limestone glow. Chevalier had balked at first; even this dumb
beast could detect that its master had changed. Svaerd had reached
into the horse’s mind and wrapped tendrils around its heart flame
to force it to do his bidding. He was angry at having been forced
into such an inferior vessel, but even this weak Auraelian body
could do that much, working with Taernfeld’s aerh reservoir.

To think–Brent had the temerity to believe
he could oppose me.

He had not truly killed Tembrol–that was
Sandrik’s doing. Svaerd had merely changed places with the
lordling, who would have remained trapped within the haeld-sword.
But Sandrik had destroyed the sword and sent Tembrol’s soul to
oblivion, while at the same time eliminating the tool Svaerd had
planned to use to take possession of Sandrik’s superior Aurae
body.

Damn that Sandrik! He has made an incredible
mess of things.

The haeld-sword would have made it so much
easier to have the vessel he deserved. The process would take far
longer without it, but he would not be denied.

Svaerd arrived at the base of the cliff and
rode into the woods as clouds gathered, obscuring the moon. Once
out of sight of Taernfeld’s guards, he left the path and found the
spot among the trees where Tembrol had buried his father’s sword
when he first took the haeld-sword. Svaerd took the Lord Brent’s
sword and buried Dillan’s in its place. He returned to the
path.

As he rode further from the nexus, the
energy required to maintain firm control over the beast started
being pulled from his body’s aerh. It became far wiser to rely on
simple horsemanship to maintain Chevalier’s obedience. As an
Auraelian, he needed proximity to the flows to use their power,
otherwise he would drain this body of its pitifully small reserve
of aerh. He could not even drain the aerh from others unless he was
at a power center like Taernfeld–at least not until he improved
this body from merely Auraelian to something closer to an Aurae. He
would need to exercise caution until then.

Svaerd could see the need for patience, even
while he railed against it.

Rain began to fall as he rode beyond the
primitive village of Closest, down the cart path that led off the
mountain of Calhorn to the northern end of the Caladon road. It
would be daylight soon, and this body had been through a lot, but
it would not recover as quickly here, so far from any aerh flows.
He spurred the horse past the sleeping town of Reithal. He would
not rest here; there was a better place for him to recover.

The constant rain and the slow steady
clopping of the horse’s hooves lulled Svaerd, and he hunched in the
saddle with weariness. The sun was well above the horizon when he
at last reined Chevalier off the road and onto the path that wove
through the trees on its way to the watchtower of Gnaef. Svaerd
straightened as he felt the energy seeping into him from the aerh
flow that the white limestone tower amplified.

At least the boy caused them to reconstruct
the tower for me.

The guard on duty above the gate wore a
green tabard bearing the Brent owl. He recognized the rider and
called below.

“Open the gate for Lord Tembrol!”

Svaerd heard the bar scrape aside. The gate
opened, and Chevalier carried him into the courtyard. He left the
horse for the hostler to deal with and approached the tower.

Sergeant Latham met him at the door. The
tall, stringy guardsman gave a fist to chest salute.

“Is there anything I can get for you, my
lord?”

Svaerd waved him off.

“Leave me be, Sergeant. I have had a long
ride and just need some sleep.”

“Yes, my lord,” Latham said and saluted
again.

Svaerd walked across the lower floor and
into Lord Tembrol’s chambers. He tried to gather his thoughts; he
was in danger of his exhaustion overtaking him, and he had a task
to take care of first.

Svaerd crossed back to the door and felt
alongside it until he located the hidden limestone panel. He
loosened it and took the wooden cube from the hidden compartment
back to the bed. He sat and held it in his lap as he positioned his
fingers at each of the cube’s sides. Sandrik had configured the box
for someone else’s touch, but Svaerd was able to use aerh to
circumvent the ward. The cube opened. He drew out the cluster of
crystals–a central crystal with three main points pushing out from
its base, leaning away from each other at equal angles.

He had no use for a chatter crystal himself.
It would only allow him to speak with others across the aerh flows.
There were none that he would wish to communicate with, and if he
did, he would expose himself. But the crystals allowed Sandrik to
speak with his allies, and he could not leave the devices open to
the boy’s use. He had destroyed the one at Taernfeld, and would
make this one useless as well. First, though, he used it to sense
along the aerh flows. He knew there must be at least one more
device, and he located it well to the south. He had expected it to
be in Tarlenon, but was surprised to find it on the flow by the
Laekfaer node.

Laekfaer? Who would be there?

He reached out across the flow and spoke
through the device.

“Laekfaer? Is anyone there?”

He waited, but there was no answer. It might
have been that there was no one by the crystal, but he had a
suspicion that the fault was his use of the location’s old Etaeren
name. The chatter being newly placed, it was probably keyed on the
name these people now knew it as.

“Riverwood? Is anyone there?”

After a moment a voice answered, “Who is
this?”

The voice sounded familiar, but Svaerd
wanted to be sure.

“This is Verdian Makepiece, in Taernfeld,”
Svaerd said. “Who am I speaking to?”

“Verdian, is it? Sandrik has mentioned you.
This is Master Grantham. Are you using a crystal, or are you able
to speak through the flows unaided?”

Svaerd did not answer. Instead, he focused
his thoughts on the device that Master Grantham was using. He would
not be able to destroy it, but he could sever the threads of aerh
and render it useless.

“Did you hear me, Verdian? I asked you–”

The voice cut off in mid sentence.

That at least is done. I shall have to deal
with that meddling old fool, but for now he will not provide any
more aid to Sandrik.

Svaerd did the same to the chatter crystal
in his hands, then lay on the bed and let his exhaustion overtake
him.

He woke near dusk to a gentle tapping at the
door.

“Who is it?”

“Guardsman Keenan, the garrison’s medic, my
lord. I have brought you some food.”

The sleep over the aerh flow within the
tower’s amplifying structure had revitalized him, but this body
growled with hunger. Svaerd sat up.

“Set it outside the door. I will retrieve it
in a moment.”

“Yes, my lord.”

He waited for the sound of crockery being
set on the stone floor, and Keenan’s boots retreating before he
rose and retrieved the plate and a flagon of wine from outside the
door. He closed it back and sat at the room’s small table. He was
ravenous, and wolfed down the chicken and potatoes while he
considered his situation.

If he was to maintain this charade as Lord
Tembrol Brent, he could not take up residence in Taernfeld or
Gnaef; it would draw suspicion, and make it difficult to spread his
influence. He needed to spend a great deal of time in Brentwood and
other parts of Lord Brent’s fiefdom. Most of these places were too
far from the aerh flows for this inferior Auraelian body to draw
and hold the power his plans required. He needed something to help
him.

Svaerd set to work on the chatter crystal.
He unraveled the strands of aerh that Sandrik had put in place,
then drew on Gnaef’s flow to reposition the crystals to a new
configuration. This took him frustratingly longer than it ever had
in his own body, and he was sweating by the time he had forced the
last of the crystals over. He wove new threads of aerh into the
structure, now realigned to hold its own aerh reservoir. That would
allow him some paltry ability until he could evolve this body from
Auraelian to Aurae. He returned the newly configured aerh collector
to the cube and sealed it.

It was going to be a long process. What he
had just done with the crystals would have been effortless in his
old body; this Auraelian one was now hardly able to move. He barely
made it to the bed before he was once more asleep.
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table in Sandrik’s workshop, staring down at the jumble of quartz
that had once been a functioning chatter crystal.

“I still do not understand how this could
have happened.” she said.

Verdian picked up one of the crystals and
examined it. He could see wisps of aerh glowing inside it. They
drifted like a fine white smoke.

“The surface is smooth. It does not appear
as though they were smashed apart, more like the crystals stopped
holding onto each other. Maybe they only last so long?”

Tembrol had been behaving so strangely, and
he certainly would do anything to stop Sandrik. Merith had wondered
if he had broken the crystals, but could not imagine how. Maybe
Svaerd could have shown him; she did not voice this.

“It should not have just fallen apart. The
one that Sandrik sent to Gnaef had kept its shape for hundreds of
years.” Merith picked up one of the points, then slid it back into
the pile. “The one he reshaped and sent to Master Grantham was
still working a couple of days ago. This one was much newer. It
should have lasted longer.”

“Maybe it will work if we put it back
together with the same crystals.”

Verdian tried fitting the crystals together
into the shape he remembered, but they refused to stay in place
when he let go of them.

“It takes some work to force them together,”
Merith said. “I have some I already configured in our room, but
they are not yet powered like these pieces are.”

“Perhaps we only need to hold them
together.”

Verdian started reassembling them, this time
holding them in place. He kept losing his grip on one of the
points.

“It is impossible keep them all together
with just two hands. Help me.”

Merith added her hands to the effort and
they both shifted the crystals around until they thought they had
recreated the proper configuration.

“Okay,” Verdian said, “now try to talk to
him.”

She hoped it would work. It seemed like a
stretch, but she so wanted to talk to her husband.

“Sandrik? Are you there?”

She paused to listen, but there was no
reply.

“Sandrik? Garren’s body was found in the
crypt. Are you alright?”

Still nothing.

“Sandrik, it is Merith. Can you hear
me?”

She tried a couple more times, with no
result.

“It is pointless.” Merith let go of the
crystals she was holding. “Sandrik had to do a lot of weaving to
put the crystals in the proper position, and more to make it work
once he had.”

Verdian released his crystals and let them
clatter onto the table. He considered the jumble of quartz.

“Maybe we can do that weaving ourselves,
being Auraelian and all. Do you remember what he did?”

“Some. I joked about him teaching me how,
and I was able to put the crystals together, but as far as powering
them, all I ever did was watch.”

“Well, these are already powered, so maybe
they will work if we fuse them back together. You try it. I will
watch and see if I can help.”

Merith sat, picked up the base crystal and
held it upright on the table. She pressed the base of a smaller
crystal against it, adjusted the angle to the way she remembered
it. She closed her eyes and concentrated. She visualized how the
strands of aerh had come together with the crystals when she had
watched Sandrik. She pushed and pushed and–

“Yes!” Verdian shouted.

Merith was so startled she opened her eyes
and let go of the crystals. The pair she had almost fused clattered
to the table among the others.

“Sorry! I could see what you were doing with
the strands.” Verdian looked from the crystals to her face. “Your
eyes are glowing. It must be from the weaving.”

“My head is throbbing. It took me a lot of
effort to make the others I have done stay in place, but I did
those much slower.” She rubbed her temples. “I should not have
pushed so hard.”

“But you had the beginnings of it. We just
need to spend more time working on them.”

“I do not think I can do that right now. I
need to rest.”

She left the workshop, walking slowly back
to hers and Sandrik’s rooms.

Sandrik, I want so badly to speak with you.
I will try again tomorrow.
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studying the jumble of crystals. Finally, he sat down and held the
same two crystals together and focused. At first nothing happened,
but as he kept his attention on the crystals he began to see thin,
faint blue threads of aerh, as he had seen when Merith had tried.
He pushed them toward the place where he held the crystals in
contact with each other. The threads clustered, grew into a
brighter and brighter mass of writhing tendrils, until they stopped
being separate threads. The join flared briefly, and then the light
dissipated. Wisps of aerh inside the crystals drifted from one to
the other.

Verdian set the pair down, and they stayed
together. He felt both triumphant and drained. He picked up a third
crystal, pressed it against the other two and began the process
again.

“There you are!”

Verdian lifted his head from the table to
see his buxom wife Galina standing by the door to the workshop, her
sharp blue eyes concerned and questioning. She held their daughter
Eulia, who tugged at her mother’s blonde braid. The infant’s golden
irises shone brightly in the dimness–more brightly than he
remembered. She was not an Auraelian like her parents; she was a
pure Aurae, the first to be born since Sandrik.

“We were wondering when you were going to
come home to us. You look exhausted.”

“Sorry, I must have fallen asleep.”

He rubbed the heel of his hand against his
eyelids and yawned. Galina leaned forward and examined his
face.

“Your eyes are glowing almost as brightly as
Eulia’s. What have you been doing?”

“Something happened to the chatter crystal.
I was trying to fix it.”

He looked at his reflection in one of the
uncharged crystals, then picked up the cluster of three crystals
that were now joined together, aerh flowing faintly but smoothly
between them.

“I managed to reattach these. Maybe working
with aerh is making my eyes glow more. If I can fix the crystals I
can ask Sandrik.”

“Are you certain that is a good idea?”

“What could it hurt? Our girl is already
affected.” He looked at his now sleeping daughter. “If there is a
danger, we need to know. I must reach Sandrik.”

He held the cluster and reached for the
fourth crystal, but Galina rested her hand on his.

“And we will speak with him, but for
now you must sleep. Come, Husband.”
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Dillan’s broken body. He expected Tembrol to leave the ruins
immediately, so he stayed there, close to Taernfeld’s flows. He
knew Merith would use the chatter crystal to contact him once
Tembrol was gone. It began to rain, so he took shelter under the
trees. When no one called his name after a couple of hours, he
assumed that Lord Brent had stayed in Taernfeld due to the lateness
of the hour and the weather. He set up camp by the cairn he had
built for Dillan and settled in for the night.

The rain had let up when Sandrik woke at
sunrise. He tried to reach out through the flows to the chatter
crystal, but there was still no response. He called out to
Stormwind and used his connection with the hawk to spy out
Taernfeld and the stables; there was no sign of Lord Brent or his
horse, so he assumed that Tembrol had left. By mid afternoon he
wondered whether something had gone wrong, possibly with the
crystal. He tried stretching his awareness the short distance along
the flow to his workshop, but the chatter crystal’s telltale pulse
was not visible.

Out of curiosity, Sandrik closed his eyes
and focused on the flow that joined Taernfeld to the tower of
Gnaef. It would have been risky to speak to someone there through
the chatter crystal hidden in the tower wall; there had been no one
there he could trust since Master Renfro completed the
reconstruction and the Brentwood Guard had taken over. All the
Gnaef crystal was good for was to allow him to speak further down
the flows.

But this was a moot point–there was no pulse
visible from Gnaef’s chatter crystal, either. With both the
Taernfeld and Gnaef crystals in question, it reinforced his
suspicion that something had gone wrong with them. He had no way of
testing this; without a working chatter at Gnaef, he was unable to
reach beyond it to Master Grantham in Riverwood, even if the
crystal there was still functional.

He could not simply reenter Taernfeld–Reman
and the others would be duty-bound to arrest him if they saw him.
Even his aerh woven disguises were still too risky. To gain entry
he would need to appear as someone who was expected to be there,
and the chances were too great that he would run into the person he
impersonated.

He would need a different way to contact
Merith.

Sandrik led Scofhyrr away from Dillan’s
cairn and up the slope. Once they were out of the rift, he mounted
up and rode through the woods toward the path away from Taernfeld.
He sent Stormwind scouting ahead.

Concerned he might run into someone on his
way, he once more wove the seeming of Pater Nighland, the
middle-aged farmer from Forestham he had used as a disguise before.
He encountered no one on the way down the mountain until he reached
Closest’s grazing meadow late in the day. Two of the village
children were leading the sheep onto the path to the village.

He hung back as they disappeared among the
trees, then rode on the path a ways to where it crossed a faint
track. He followed that to the west until he heard the gurgle of a
small waterfall with a pool at its base, and beyond it a small
cottage. A quick viewing through Stormwind’s eyes showed nothing
out of the ordinary.

Scofhyrr skirted the pool and stepped across
the brook that trickled away from it. Sandrik dismounted and walked
up to the door of the cottage and knocked. After a moment the door
opened a crack and a woman with gold-flecked green eyes peered up
at him.

“What can I do for you, sir?” she asked.

Sandrik had forgotten about the seeming he
was wearing; he had become good enough with some of his weaves that
he could tie them off and forget them. It was convenient, but he
needed to be more mindful, lest he give himself away by using aerh
where anyone could see. He released the seeming of Pater
Nighland.

“It is me, Mother.”

“Oh, Sandrik!” Vassa opened the door and
gestured him inside. “Come in! Come in!”

He entered and she checked the woods behind
him.

“You might want to hide the horse.”

He sent a thought to Scofhyrr and the horse
ambled around behind the cottage. Vassa nodded and shut the door,
then they both sat at the table.

“No one has come looking for you in a few
days, but you cannot be too careful.”

“Hopefully we will need not worry about that
much longer. Tembrol is going to explain to Earl Arneydor that I
had nothing to do with his son’s death, and that I am no threat to
him or the earldom.”

“Why would he do that?”

“It turns out that Svaerd fooled Tembrol
into taking the haeld-sword from Taernfeld.”

“So, it was not Dillan?”

“No. Dillan tried to stop Tembrol, but
Svaerd caused Tembrol to kill him.”

“Poor Dillan! His body was not taken like
your father’s, was it?”

“No, it was just a normal kill, with no
ritual involved. Dillan is dead.”

“Where is Svaerd now?”

“Tembrol finally realized that it was Svaerd
in the sword, so he returned it to the crypt. I destroyed it there
yesterday.”

“Good! At least that is finally over. Why
are you here?”

“I must not be seen by any of the Guard
until things are straightened out with the earl, and that will take
at least a couple of months. I need you to let Merith know that I
am well, and that we can be back together soon.”

“Can you not just use the chatter
crystal?”

“No, it does not seem to be working.”

“Very well, I will go see her first thing in
the morning. Where will you be?”

“I am going down to Gnaef to check the
chatter crystal there. I may even be able to speak with Master
Grantham from there.”

They hugged before he walked to the
door.

“I will come back here when I am done.”

“Be careful, son.”
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village. He traveled partway down the cart track in the moonlight
until he settled down at the edge of a glade for the night.

The next day he rode onto the Caladon Road.
He passed the apple orchards north of Reithal casually–there was no
reason to worry about anyone here recognizing Pater Nighland. He
passed the timber-walled town and continued south.

Night fell before he came abreast of the
white limestone tower of Gnaef. When Sandrik had first come to the
tower it had been in ruins for four centuries, but it had been
rebuilt over the past year. Even the track leading to it had been
scraped clean to reveal the white limestone road that had been
hidden by brambles and dirt from its disuse.

Sandrik sent Scofhyrr to the west side of
the Caladon Road before he went east to approach the tower. He
still could not feel the tower’s chatter crystal. He took advantage
of being close to the aerh flow down the River Calausa to check for
the one two weeks away in Riverwood, but it was not pulsing,
either. He scanned ahead and saw the garrison’s scattering of heart
flames
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