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Prologue

Looking into the past holds dangers unmeasured

Worst of all, you may find the truth — Potsie 
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Facing the bitter wind, Maey took a pail and strode out into the morning light, watery frost seeping into her ill-made shoes as she cut a green swathe across the grass.

Daisy was already at her milking post, swishing her tail irritably, udder bloated with milk. She mooed deep and loud.

“Hold on now, Daisy, it’s barely morning. What’s got you in such a hurry?” Maey lilted, using her best soothing voice. “Now, wait a moment.”

She tethered Daisy firmly and opened the gate; it would be no good if a hoof scuttled the pail in the middle of milking. She’d get a beating from Father then, sure as milk was milk, and eggs was eggs. 

Thinking of her father wasn’t a good idea. Only yesterday he’d called her slug-a-bed and, in a fit of temper, added more jobs to her already-busy day. Daisy liked calm. 

Maey breathed deep. There was the usual cow smell, but as she pressed her face up close to Daisy’s side, she was overwhelmed by the pungent, fishy smell. Something wrong. Daisy’s udder was wrong, too. Hard and bunched. Maey tried to ease the knotted flesh, softly, gently, bending to see how far the mastitis had spread. It was bad, very bad—and that smell…

“Good, Daisy, good girl. We can do this,” Maey said, trying to slow her own rapidly-beating heart and project calm the way her mother taught her.

Daisy lowed gently, her breath coming in plumes of mist. 

Desperation slowly mounting, Maey continued kneading gently to clear the infection as best she could. The milk would be unusable, but Maey didn’t want to think about that. Not yet. 

Daisy mooed, her whole body shaking violently. This time there was nothing mellow about the tone at all. It rose to a bellow of fear that would surely have been heard back at the farmhouse.

“Hush.” Maey patted Daisy’s nose.

The cow began to shake and thrash. Her heavy neck jerked to and fro as her legs kicked out, crumpling the milk bucket beneath her hooves. 

A trickle of foul-smelling milk formed a puddle on the grass. 

Terrified, Maey ran—head down, feet kicking. Her only thought to get away from the maddened cow, she plunged right into her father. 

He grabbed her and shook. Hard. “What do you think you’re doing?”

“There’s something wrong with Daisy!” Maey shouted, trying to pull away. Fearing the beating she’d surely get. 

Maey’s father’s iron grip was unrelenting. He dragged her back to Daisy, and dropped her on the frost-soaked grass.

Her father scowled, turning his attention to the family’s only cow. 

Daisy’s eyes bulged. Her tongue poked stiffly from her mouth, her lead tugging at the half-uprooted fence.

“How could you have let her get into such a state!” he hollered, not asking. He took his knife and cut Daisy free from her tether, before slashing at her throat—once, twice. 

Blood pumped from the wound into the slick of rotten milk. Daisy’s dead body threshed violently.

Maey screamed, eyes wide.

There was a crunching snap of vertebrae, and Daisy slowly collapsed like a badly-animated puppet whose strings had finally, mercifully, been severed.

§

“Oh gods, what’ve you done now?” Maey’s father implored. “How are we going to eat? Why didn’t you say—” 

Maey wasn’t listening. She lay on the grass, eyes rolling back into her head, limbs thrashing in an evil parody of the unfortunate cow’s fate. 

“Don’t play games with me, girl,” he said in a tone that might have carried true menace, if the words hadn’t caught in his throat.

Perhaps she’s fainted. He strode over to deliver the requisite remedy—and stopped in his tracks.

His daughter’s eyes flew open—white and sightless. 

She opened her mouth—a thin scream emerged. It went on and on. 

“Please stop,” he begged, staggering back and pushing his hands against his ears, unable to block out the dreadful sound. “Stop. Please stop.” 

But she did not. Not as he picked her up by the collar. Not when he slapped her face. Or cursed. Or implored the many gods. Not until, at his wits’ end, he cried, “In the Maiden’s name, get thee hence. Depart!” Only then did Maey slump—still and senseless in his arms, barely breathing.

He carried her inside, barging past his wife who stood at the threshold wringing her hands on her greying apron, and laid Maey on a pallet near the fire. “Our only cow is dead of an evil blight. Whatever it had, I fear it now lies in Maey. Stay here, and keep an eye on her. I’ll go to the village for protection. Do not let her leave the house, even should she wake.”

§

His wife nodded. He was not a bad man, harsh but fair. He took nothing with him but his staff and a leather cloak. The village was a day’s walk away, but her old man would not be walking. He would run.

A few steps down the path, he turned back and shouted, “Burn the cow.”

Words of protest died on her lips. It was a terrible waste, but her husband was right. It must be done. Tears pricked her eyes as she watched him leave. She could not do both, tend the girl and burn the cow—and yet both must be done. 

She prayed to the gods to look after her daughter and then ran out to destroy their only cow. 

When she returned, Maey turned to her with wild, bright eyes. A muffled whisper crept through cracked lips. “It was an Omen, Mother.” 

§

Omens

Out of small things is terror made.

Spilt milk and broken mirrors,

Something lurking in the shade.


PART I 
SPILT MILK
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Out of Small Things Terror is Made1

O, heed all ye of weak stomachs and uneasy constitutions,

Despair rides the world on the shoulders of unbridled power

Sylvalla sat ramrod straight, pretending not to notice the way the crowd gasped “omen” at every ridiculous story of two-headed sheep, spoiled milk, and missing livestock. 

There were too many powerful people in the court who wanted to see her fail—and the more powerful they were, the more they hated her for taking the Scotch Mist throne from Phetero. She needed to prove her worth. To do that, she had to ignore the backstabbing sycophants and all the other distractions, and focus on the things that mattered: the soldiers who’d never come back from the war and were creating havoc out in the countryside; and the rumours that a powerful magician had taken over the Scotch Mist thieves’ guild, aiming to take both Avondale and Scotch Mist. 

The Goodfellows had assured Sylvalla that Dothie was safely locked up at Bairnsley University. Could there be two powerful wizards out to destroy her kingdoms? Hopefully not, but there was no question that the thieves’ guild was escalating its jewellery thefts, extortion, and murders. 

If only Dirk had been able to smoke them out. If only I could join him.

“Your Majesty, the last petitioner is Granny Earwax of Highvalley Farms.” 

Thank goodness. 

An old woman shuffled forward, leaning heavily on her crudely-carved walking stick. She had a terrible hunch, her rheumy eyes half-hidden by her wild grey hair.

Sylvalla leaned forward to hear the old woman, who coughed and choked, rasping something about her crops, or perhaps the weather. 

“The cold. Can you not feel the cold?” Granny Earwax said. Her eyes staring at something nobody else could see, she lifted a white-knuckled hand from the walking stick and pointed a gnarled finger at Sylvalla. Her voice rose to a shriek. “It is unseen and creeps into your very bones. Awake!”

The court erupted, the clamour so loud nobody heard Sylvalla exclaim, “Not another one.”

“Open your eyes to…to…” The crone gasped, clutching her throat, her eyes bulging hideously from their sockets. Desperately, her mouth formed silent words, her fingers clutched the air, and she toppled senseless to the ground. 

Sylvalla rushed over, but a burly guard got there first. The old lady tried to whisper something to him.

“She wants to talk to you, Your Majesty.”

Sylvalla’s advisors waggled their heads, but Sylvalla wasn’t frightened of one little old woman. She bent down to hear what the old lady was saying. 

The words were paper thin. 

“Mighty are the fallen three

“Death stalks, evil walks,

“My words,

“My gift to thee.”

As the old lady spoke her final words, she gripped Sylvalla’s hand and stared at her with sightless eyes. It was clear the old dear was dying, and that she meant every word. 

If Sylvalla closed her eyes, she could still see serpentine tentacles dragging a shadowy bundle and flinging the substanceless darkness over the edge of the abyss, into the world. 

Maybe the omens are real.

Sylvalla’s mind shied from the thought. Keep it together. Isn’t Granny Earwax’s death tragedy enough? 

Sylvalla 

 

NAME:      Queen Sylvalla Willetta Orlanda Roseblossom Dalrella

of the Kingdoms of Avondale and Scotch Mist.

CLASS:      Ruler

FAMILIAR:      Thunderbolt

SPECIALTY:      Swordfighting

RÉSUMÉ:      Sylvalla is known for killing the dragon Asumgeld, but among the aristocracy she is best known for her complete lack of courtly skills, and being married to Prince Francis of Havondale—Avondale’s much fêted and beloved hero and dragon-slayer. 

Sylvalla’s unseemly behaviour is better tolerated in Scotch Mist—despite her attack on their country, usurpation of their throne, and her involvement in the death of their king. She is, for reasons unapparent to any educated person, extremely popular among the common folk. Although some blame her for an increase in souring milk, broken mirrors and the like, most point the finger at their former king, Phetero. It probably helped that Queen Sylvalla put out an effective propaganda campaign outlining Scotch Mist’s former king’s worship of demons and demigods. Now she spends very little time in Avondale, largely leaving that kingdom to the beloved Grehaum the Wise, and her dashing husband, Francis. 

Sylvalla spends most of her time with the well-known swordsman, Dirk, and Torri, her part-time lady’s maid, who is best known for her towering chunkers, enormous siege engines that throw boulders large enough to destroy castle walls. 

PASSED:       Killing, Sword Fighting, Hand-to-hand Combat & Archery. Under protest she also managed to scrape through: Diplomacy, Deportment, Reading, Writing & Arithmetic. (Arithmetic being a fancy word for a subject that is little more than bookkeeping and so shouldn’t be confused with the more advanced magmatical concepts expected of wizards.)
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Sylvalla woke drenched in sweat. Muffled footsteps echoed outside her door and she tumbled out of bed, clutching her new sword, Dragontooth. 

Invaders? Murderers? 

Her heart hammered. She didn’t remember wishing for excitement. Wanting it, but not wishing for it. It felt like she’d been shut up in Scotch Mist forever, when she’d only just made it back from her latest trip to Avondale. If only being a queen required less time cooped up settling disputes in court and more time out traversing the countryside. If only the talk of omens wasn’t getting to her. 

Someone knocked at the door. “It’s only me,” Torri said. 

“And Dirk,” Dirk said, squeezing his whip-thin frame through the door.2 

“I hope you don’t mind, Miss, Queen Miss. I heard the yelling and—is it nightmares again, Miss?” Torri asked. 

Sylvalla slumped back on her bed. “I’m not sure why my dreams of butterflies should be so frightening, but the blasted creatures seem to carry death and chaos on their wings, tearing all the Seven Kingdoms apart.”

“Well, that’s cheery,” Dirk said. “Do you think we should go back to Avondale again?” He grinned. “Avondale’s cook always has the best food.”

“I don’t know,” Sylvalla replied. “I do think it’s strange we’ve been in Scotch Mist so long and yet there’ve been no mists. Sometimes I dream the mists have turned into demons. Other times, I wake and expect to be choking in one, but there’s been no sign of the famous mist since we attacked.”

Dirk shrugged. “Maybe they were caused by a magical object that Phetero or Dothie removed from the castle. We should be thankful they’re gone.”

“Maybe…”

“Surely there’re other things to worry about?” Torri asked unhelpfully. “What about those thieves Dirk’s supposed to be catching? The court is saying that you don’t care if Scotch Mist farmers die.”

Dirk glared at Torri. “Those thieves are slippery as eels. And my job is protecting Queen Sylvalla. Can’t someone else be hunting turnip thieves and cattle rustlers?”

“No, Torri’s right,” Sylvalla said. “I wouldn’t want to get rusty by not adventuring enough…”

“What?” Torri said. “That’s not what I was saying…I was saying Dirk—”

“Good plan,” Dirk said. “Everyone’s happy if we both go.”

“Except Sylvalla’s mother,” Torri pointed out. 

“I’m a warrior princess. Whatever I do will make her unhappy.” 

“You’re a warrior queen now,” Dirk said. “You don’t have to make everyone happy.”

Francis burst through the door carrying a silver bowl piled high with dark-red sorbet. “So the guards were right. What are you deciding without me?”

“We’re going to hunt raiders. Don’t lose my kingdom while I’m gone.”

Francis nodded. “So long as you don’t die and leave me running two kingdoms.” 

“We’ll be fine,” Sylvalla said. “A bit of fresh air will do us good. Ah—” Time to change the conversation. “What’s that you’re eating?”

“Plum sorbet,” Francis said. 

Sylvalla shivered. “I don’t know how you can eat ice in the middle of winter.” 

Francis laughed. “Talking about winter, the Scotch Mist Mountains have treacherous footing for horses this time of year.” 

“Fine, stable boy,” Sylvalla joked. “I promise to look after Thunderbolt.” 

“Why are you calling the prince of Havondale a stable boy?” Torri asked.

“Ah—” Sylvalla bit her tongue. She’d forgotten Torri knew nothing of how Francis had escaped his old life as an unappreciated and abused young stable boy with only the tiniest bit of encouragement from a young and naive princess. Worse, it wasn’t a story she could tell, it wasn’t part of his legend as Prince of Havondale, mighty hero. “It’s um, he’s—”

“It’ll be easier to pick up small groups of troublemakers,” Dirk interrupted, “if we’re not parading around on horses.”

Francis raised an eyebrow. “And Amarinda? Sylvalla, you can’t go without a chaperone, and you can’t expect a lady of the court to walk.” 

“Amarinda insisted on staying on in Avondale and looking after the wounded until they were back on their feet, so I guess I’ll take Torri—that ought to keep Mother and those wretched advisors happy. And you’ll walk, won’t you, Torri?”

Torri rolled her eyes. “I guess this is my fault for volunteering to take Amarinda’s place. But don’t be expecting me to be making no people traps for you, or nothing.”

Dirk shrugged. “Only if you want to save lives.” 

“What are you talking about?” Sylvalla said. “We’re going after a handful of bandits. How difficult can that be?”

Francis laughed so hard he dropped his sorbet. It spattered like gore. 

Sylvalla turned to her companions. “Don’t say it. Don’t even think it. It was not an omen.”


Emz’rial’s Fundamental Theory of Chaos 

Deep in the shadows are the twin misconceptions

That which is unseen and can’t be seen 

And that which can be seen and is unseen

 

Arrant

NAME:       Arrant.

CLASS:       Thief. Motivated by the lack of pay and prospects in his erstwhile profession of Village Idiot, Arrant has moved on from this career and turned to crime to make something of himself.

FAMILIAR:       None.

SPECIALTY:      Whistling and daydreaming.

RÉSUMÉ:      Failed to do anything interesting in his early years except being pretty good at all sorts of Avoidance. Things like getting out of work, getting out of the way of accurately-thrown objects, failing to face up to the truth about anything, and shrinking from using his brains for anything other than the task of avoidance. Except for one notable exception—the pursuit of magic.

Despite originally looking for a respectable career, Arrant fell in with Bad Company, notably the wizard, Dothie, and has never looked back.

PASSED:      Nothing.
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Arrant cradled his favourite book, Emz’rial’s Fundamental Theory of Chaos in his hand. 

He liked the colour plates of gem-encrusted butterfly-shaped trinkets, but they were nothing compared to the notes written alongside. Notes about how to create these masterpieces and use them to trap a person’s soul so they would do your bidding. Even better was the power that it promised—the power of the gods themselves.

Arrant’s finger hovered over Emz’rial’s Ultimate Power Spell. Everything—from the moment he’d sneaked aboard the stolen wagon and recruited the wizard, Dothie (for his magic), and the Thurgle, Fergus (for his prodigious size and strength)—had been leading to this point:

They’d been a winning team until King Phetero had lost his nerve in the face of Torri’s rock-slinging machines…
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Arrant couldn’t believe it—one minute, King Phetero and the wizard Dothie were in the middle of the pitched battle for Scotch Mist, against the invading Avondale scum—the next, they were wheeling their horses away from the fight. 

They were going to let Sylvalla take Scotch Mist!

Worse, they were taking his Thurgle, and personal bodyguard, Fergus, with them! 

In a moment of clarity, Arrant knew he had to obtain every book and item of power that Dothie and Phetero had left behind. First, he ransacked Dothie’s shelves, but there was nothing, just an old tome with Biology on the cover. He threw it in a bag of holding, and noticed a polished stone on the shelf. It looked like one of Dothie’s explosive stones. Pocketing it, he scurried through the dusty secret corridors to Phetero’s bedroom and burst inside. 

Two men stood in the shadows, swords and knives drawn. Both were carrying a king’s ransom in Phetero’s gold and jewels. 

“Hello,” Arrant said, smiling. Fortunately, he was a much more well-rounded person than the skinny stray who’d hitched a lift on Dothie’s stolen carriage—so he didn’t look like a push-over, especially not with the expensive sword he was carrying. Unfortunately, the weapon he could use, the ensorcelled stone in his pocket, could only kill one of them—and that was only if it worked in the first place.

Arrant sized up his two opponents. One was a crow-like figure that Arrant recognised as Villyus, Sylvalla’s ex-Grand Vizier. The other was far more dangerous. His smashed nose and the prominent scar on his unnaturally pale face marked him as Phetero’s torturer, Zed. He held a silver knife in one hand and a fine leather case decorated with silver butterfly clasps in the other. And those butterflies were famous, spoken of in hushed tones and terrified voices, and not just because they were associated with Zed—butterflies were also powerful components of Chaos Magic. At least, that’s what the soothsayers and Dothie’s old books said. 

“I hope you both have a plan to escape the castle,” Arrant said, trying to break the tension. If he offered to help them escape, maybe he could bluff his way out of here. 

Zed threw a knife at Arrant’s heart. 

Arrant dodged, grinning as the blade thudded into the wall. “I wouldn’t try my patience, if I were you,” he said, pulling the knife and casually walking up and stabbing it into Zed’s leather case.

“That’s expensive human skin!” Zed stepped back, yanking the knife free. 

Villyus stepped back too, his beady eyes searching for a weakness.

Arrant added a swagger modelled off Dothie—and every bully ever. “Think I care?” He curled his lip in Dothie’s trademark sneer. “How about you two strip this room of gold and jewels while I pick up a few books?” 

“Books?” Villyus sneered back. 

“Yes,” Arrant said, palming the explosive stone in his pocket, and reminding himself to stay calm. “Books are how I know how to kill you a thousand different ways without breaking a sweat.”

Zed the torturer smiled. “We should stick together.”

Villyus tilted his head. “Stick together? Yes, maybe we should.” Sylvalla’s exiled advisor might give every impression of a crow, but he spoke like an oil slick. 

The rattle of armour and the stomp of footsteps in the corridor had Arrant and Villyus racing to a secret door. Zed stayed back a moment, arranging Phetero’s more garish and less expensive trinkets to take up more room before hurrying to join them. “Hurry,” he ordered as Villyus fumbled to light the torches. 

Arrant quietly closed the door. With a wary eye on his companions, he padded down the secret corridor, the torch flames flickering over cobweb-encrusted stone. 

“This is it.” With a flourish, Arrant pulled on the sconce that opened Phetero’s safe room. It seemed much bigger without Dothie and Phetero crammed into it, conspiring. 

The book he wanted was there, spattered with foul-smelling tallow of various colours. The other—the one written by Xem’rial—was gone. Phetero must have taken it with him. Arrant shoved the silver candlestick into his magical bag of holding—technically it had been Dothie’s bag of holding, but it didn’t carry as much as the one the wizard had favoured, so Dothie had allowed Arrant to use it.

No more glorified pack horse, Arrant thought. I’m the magician now. He barged back into the secret corridor past Zed and Villyus. “Let’s go,” he said.

“What’s the plan?” Villyus asked. 

Zed narrowed his eyes. “Yes, where are we going?”

“This way.” Arrant headed back toward the front gates of the castle itself. He was feeling braver than ever, even though he had no idea about how they were going to sneak all their spoils out of the castle—not without Dothie or Fergus to back him up.

Zed, the torturer, was following closely, knife in hand. Did he suspect something? 

“What are our plans when we get out of here?” Arrant asked.

“We can’t escape the city,” Villyus said, unnecessarily—given the city was under seige. 

“There are always places to hide,” Zed said knowledgeably. “I used to be a thief. I reckon the best place would be to hide out in the thieves’ headquarters. There’s just one little problem.”

“What’s that?”

Zed shrugged. “Their boss threatened to kill me on sight.” 

“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” Arrant asked.

“Of course he is,” Villyus said. “It’s a good plan. We take over the thieves’ guild and live like kings.” 

“Live like kings? You mean, everyone will want to kill us,” Arrant muttered under his breath. But in truth, he was as happy as a piglet in spring. He wouldn’t have to create a power base—he could usurp the existing one. And with a little more magical knowledge, that shouldn’t be too hard.

“Quiet now,” Arrant warned, pointing up to the murder holes. Then, expecting archers to be above, he signalled to them. A signal that was usually challenged…

Nothing. No warnings to stop, not even any complaints about all the baggage they were carrying. No sound at all. 

“Looks like we’re out free,” Arrant said as the smell of the city got stronger and the passageway ended in a stone wall. He pulled the sconce and they walked right out of the castle wall into an alley. “So what’s the next step?”

“Wizard, can you disguise me?” Zed said. “That way, I’ll be able to get nice and close to the thieves’ guild boss and give him a second smile.” 

“I have a better idea,” Arrant said, not willing to admit he couldn’t throw a simple illusion. “You point the boss out to me, and I’ll kill him.”

“If you want.” Zed led them down the street to a brownstone building fronted with a bright-red wedge-shaped sign with a yellow key in the centre. “We’re almost there. The Keystone Pub.” 

Villyus raised an eyebrow. “That’s not very clandestine.”

“Perfect, isn’t it?” Zed said. “You first.”

Arrant walked in. Villyus followed, a cautious step behind. Inside, the brawny tavern keeper was wiping down tables, while a dozen men, who’d somehow managed not to get conscripted, were hunched over their drinks. There was something about this place that made Arrant feel strong. Something about the stone bar—it glowed brighter than a magic book. 

Zed strode in and all the men all bolted upright, any appearance of sleepiness or drunkenness gone. 

“Lookee here,” the barman said. “The traitor Zed has graced us with his presence. Traitor, what do you think you’re doing here? Don’t say you’ve come for my job!” He laughed heartily. “Those fops you’re with might carry swords, but they don’t know how to hold them.”

Steel rang, a dozen men drawing their swords. Eager to attack, the thugs closest sent their table flying and ran toward Arrant. 

Arrant dodged past them easily, and glanced back. 

Zed had pulled two of his longer butterfly knives, eyes wide enough to take in the whole room. Villyus was grinning and lounging on the doorframe as if three fighters weren’t worth his time. 

Good. Arrant would have been disappointed to have lost the pair after all the work he’d put into rescuing them. 

The apparent owner of the bar, and maybe even the crime boss himself, threw several knives at Arrant. 

Arrant barely had to swerve. He strode closer.

The barkeep stepped in and placed a knife near Arrant’s kidneys. 

“That’s quite unpleasant,” Arrant said.

The man grinned and thrust. It wasn’t exactly a surprise. Not for Arrant—but the man’s look of shock as Arrant sidestepped was satisfying. Everyone in the room’s eyes were as wide as if he’d performed a magic trick, but Arrant had been successfully avoiding things since he was a kid. This was nothing new.

The large barkeep joined his thumb and little finger in the symbol for protection against evil, otherwise known as The Eye. That was pretty funny, too. Weren’t these guys supposed to be tough?

“Tell your boss,” Arrant said, “that we want to see him now.”

“I am the boss,” the barkeep growled.

“That true?” Arrant asked. 

Zed nodded. “Yup.” He was wiping blood off his knife. Not a bad fighter, taking out a trio of thieves like that—and with little to no sound.

Now came the moment of truth. Arrant threw Dothie’s stone at the man’s chest, and ducked. 

Rolling away from the flash of light, ears ringing from the explosion, Arrant deftly jumped back up to his feet and surveyed the lack of damage. The boss wasn’t dead, more was the pity, but he was writhing on the floor in agony. “It seems you’re not the boss anymore,” Arrant said with as much arrogance as he could muster. He needed these people to believe he had more. 

Half a dozen thugs ran into the room—too late. 

Seeing their boss on the floor and Zed twirling his knives so that the silver butterflies on them appeared to be flying, the thugs backed off. 

“So good to see you after all this time,” Zed said.

Two of the thugs fled.

“Shut that door,” Zed yelled. He obviously had plans, too. “Does anyone dispute that we own this establishment?” he demanded.

Feet shuffled. If Arrant could read a room, Zed didn’t really have their full attention. Zed might be scary, but he wasn’t projecting the strength expected from a leader. Besides, they were all looking to him. He had the swagger and the sneer of power that he’d learned from his old boss, and even King Phetero himself. Arrant didn’t understand why, but people followed that bullshit.

“Now, let’s get this place running properly,” Arrant said. “Who wants to make some serious money?” Hopefully, these were the kind of idiots who thought money was everything. 

Months passed, and Arrant’s power grew. With the fall of Scotch Mist, it was easy to find disaffected soldiers to increase the thieves’ guild’s influence outside and inside the city, the tricky bit was keeping them from direct confrontation with the crown. 

With the early help of Grehaum, Sylvalla had implemented the sort of law and order that neither Avondale nor Scotch Mist had ever seen. They were always in court settling disputes, and trying to figure out who was in the wrong. They weren’t even taking bribes, like Phetero did to make sure the right people always won. Matters improved again when Grehaum went back to Avondale to institute changes there. Without his eagle-eyes, bribes were starting to find their way to the right places again. 

It was frustrating when all he wanted to do was take the city for himself, but building power takes time, and it was starting to pay off. Villyus and Zed raided a small village in the mountains and created a profitable jewellery-making and smuggling sanctuary. 

Arrant was sitting at the stone bar the Keystone Pub had been named after, considering his next money-making venture, when he opened Emz’rial’s book at the page with the butterflies on it. He admired the butterflies the designs showed, like he had so many times before, but this was the first time he considered having a jeweller make it. 

[image: Image]

A page fluttered open. A spell Arrant hadn’t seen before. 

Emz’rial’s Ultimate Power Spell. 

Arrant’s finger hovered over the words. 

Mist coalesced around him. A voice echoed in his head. The world can be yours. Kings will kneel at your feet and obey your every whim. Just keep on reading. Hurry! 

It was exactly what Arrant wanted. Eagerly, he continued the incantation3.

A trio burst in. Villyus and one of Arrant’s best thugs were dragging in a tatty-looking soldier.

Arrant hesitated, the last word of the spell unsaid. 

The keystone, behind him, split in two with a loud crack that reverberated around the room as the last of the mist coalesced around him. 

Say the last word. 

Arrant shook his head. It felt like someone was talking inside his skull. 

“Ah,” Villyus said, taking a second to compose himself. “We have a problem.” 

The thug pushed the soldier to his knees. “Some of the returning soldiers are starting to disturb our operations.” 

“Didn’t I order you to pull in as many disaffected soldiers as possible?” Actually, it had been Villyus’ plan, but Arrant was proud of it nonetheless. 

“We have, but some of them are restless. They’ve gone on unsanctioned raids. What are we going to do with them?”

“Close the tavern,” Arrant said, “and get my torturer.”

“I don’t need no torturing,” the soldier whined. “My men and I were hungry.” He struggled under the thug’s vice-like grip.

“I literally don’t care,” Arrant said. Frustrated, he searched the book for the spell, but it was gone. The page was there, but the parchment was blank. It was odd, Arrant was usually slow to anger, but the idea that his chance for power had been stripped away from him made him incandescent with rage.

Zed had hardly started pulling out his knives when the voice in Arrant’s head spoke again. I have a plan that will help you. 

“Emz’rial?” Arrant whispered. “Are you Emz’rial? Having a wizard in my head was hardly the ultimate power I was looking for.” 

Oh, but it is. Together, we’re going to destroy Sylvalla and take the Seven Kingdoms for ourselves. All we have to do is create a little chaos. You’ve seen my beautiful butterflies, haven’t you? Surely, you understand their worth. 

Let’s take your little jewellery smuggling operation and your under-employed soldiers, and use them to encourage the other kingdoms to fall into my little trap. Once we have absolute control, it’ll be easy to bring Sylvalla to her knees.


Raiders

“Nice weather for tracking raiders,” Dirk said, surveying the snow-clad peaks.

“Could have fooled me,” Sylvalla said, rubbing her frozen hands together. “But we’re not here for comfort, are we?” Sylvalla forced a grin. 

Torri buried her hands in her new riding cloak. “The cold’s not so bad. I just wish…” She frowned. “I don’t understand it. Dirk and I should be able to track ’em, easy. But they seem to be going in three different directions.”

Sylvalla glanced back; the robust Captain Grimmo and his soldiers were tramping along stolidly behind. Sylvalla had been impressed with the large soldier—not so much with his muscles, although they were impressive, but at the way he never let his clear-headed pessimism get in the way of his good humour. 

“We’ll have to hope you’re following the right ones. If the rumours are true, then the new head of the thieves’ guild is stirring up trouble both inside and outside Scotch Mist. We don’t have time to waste.” 

“You know it’s Arrant,” Dirk said. 

Sylvalla shrugged. “I don’t care who it is, so long as we catch them.” 

They crested a grassed hill and Dirk put a finger to his lips, pointing down a rough track leading to a farmstead. 

Even with the little tracking knowledge Sylvalla had, it was clear many boots had been along it recently. 

They crept along the ridgeline toward a sturdy two-storied wooden building with brightly-painted wooden shutters. Its two visible balconies had a guard at each corner. The farmstead wouldn’t be so easy to take. If it had been made of stone, Sylvalla would have described it as a fortress. 

Could this be the thieves’ hideaway? 

Dead goats were scattered over the craggy foothills. Grimmo nearly tripped over a dead shepherd, a teenager. Not so far away, kid goats bleated over their dead mothers. 

This isn’t right.

Lower down the hill lay another shepherd, dead in the middle of the field, and surrounded by dead sheep. 

“Ah,” Grimmo said. “I don’t think this is Arrant’s stronghold, I think it’s a farm that’s been attacked. We need to find out if the people inside are friend or foe.”

“Can’t we just attack them, anyway?” Dirk said. 

“No.” Sylvalla headed down into plain view, so that everyone else would have to scramble to catch up. 

The archers on the closest balcony were waving frantically. 

“Wait!” Dirk shouted.

Before Sylvalla could reach the farmstead, raiders jumped up from behind a shallow crag. They let loose a barrage of arrows that whistled past Sylvalla.  

Dirk yelled in pain, an arrow in his leg. He wasn’t the only injured person—another soldier was on the ground, an arrow piercing his chest. Swordsmen had appeared from the long grass on either side of the wagon trail, their clothing a mix of Scotch Mist uniform and out-of-luck farmhand.

It’s lucky we didn’t go that way, Sylvalla thought. We’d have been properly caught in the ambush. 

“Take them!” Grimmo shouted. “For Avondale! Um, Scotch Mist!”

The arrow in Dirk’s leg didn’t stop him. He broke the shaft, scrambled up the slope, and gutted one of the archers before the man could grab his sword. 

Grimmo’s soldiers fanned out and advanced on the attackers. Torri pulled out a sling, firing shots in rapid succession at the archers. 

A huge man swaggered in to attack Torri. 

Sylvalla ran to her defence, Dragontooth’s blade singing in exuberance as she attacked. A few traded blows and Sylvalla ripped the sword out of his hand in a tight circular attack. The big man grabbed for the fallen sword, twisted his foot on a rock and fell. “Stay down,” Sylvalla said, her sword to his throat. “And tell your men to stand down, too.” There were about ten of the raiders still breathing…nine…

“I surrender,” the big man yelled. “And so do my men. Hurry! Put down your weapons!”

“There you go again,” Dirk said, wiping his sword. “Now, what are we going to do with this lot?”

“Send the soldiers back to Scotch Mist with the prisoners, and go hunting by ourselves,” Sylvalla said. “If you’re up to it.”

Dirk grinned. “I won’t need long to see to this wound.”

Torri sighed. “Can’t we go back and get reinforcements?”

“We might not get another chance to hunt these brigands before winter falls. By then, they’ll be really dangerous. Besides, you don’t have to come.”

“Of course I do,” Torri said. “I promised Amarinda I’d look after you until she got back.”

Sylvalla nodded. “Good. You’re handy in a pinch.” 

“Wait a minute,” Grimmo said. “If we go searching for more trouble, what are we supposed to do with these guys?” 

Sylvalla shrugged. “Give them a choice. They swear their loyalty to me, and join our army—or die.”

“Didn’t you almost die, the last time we did that?” Grimmo asked. When Sylvalla didn’t reply, he muttered something about needing to check the farmstead first.

“Give me a minute,” Dirk said.

“You stay here and help the injured,” Sylvalla said. “I’ll go with Grimmo. Too many soldiers might scare them.” 

Twitchy as they were, the archers on the balconies above didn’t fire. “Hands where we can see them.”

A grizzled man stood in the farmhouse doorway, sword out. Behind him, looking on from the kitchen, was a big family with a handful of guards, or possibly labourers carrying poor-quality weapons. 

“The children?” the man asked. 

Sylvalla shook her head. “I’m sorry, we saw two dead shepherds.”

A wretched wail came from the kitchen.

The grizzled man swallowed convulsively, backhanding imaginary sweat from his eyes. “We’ve been lighthanded with defenders since the war, and this lot had dozens of attackers. They ran around killing our livestock—there was nothing we could do.”

“The raiders must have had sentries out and seen us coming,” Sylvalla said.

 “We thought it might be a ploy when they retreated so suddenly,” the grizzled man said. “We didn’t dare hope.”

“Hey!” someone, presumably an archer, shouted from the balcony. “Your men are cooking our sheep!”

Sylvalla swivelled around. “What?”

Grimmo’s soldiers had collected a couple of sheep and were barbequing them in the middle of the road. 

Above them, the archers drew their bows. 

“They’re hungry,” Grimmo said. “But don’t panic, I’ll get my men to bring the rest of the dead livestock up to the farmhouse, so you can safely prepare them for winter stores.”

“Do that, then, but unless we can regain the livestock that’s fled, we’re still going to be starving over winter.”

“Hmmph,” one of the others muttered. “And if more of those thieves come, like we expect, there won’t be time to starve.”

“So, you know there are more?”

The grizzled man hesitated until, behind him, someone yelled, “Just tell them.”

“We think they have a settlement nearby. Up that way.” He pointed further along the trail they’d been following. “But in the past…”

“In the past, what?”

“In the past, they’d demand a tithe, or take a few sheep. Now, it’s like they’re a military operation.” 


Dalberth & Bairnsley University

Jonathan looked left and right before forcing himself to calm down and knock on Dalberth’s door. Yes, he was breaking university rules, but he had for months now. He just needed a little help. That was why he was here. Nobody would think much of him visiting a prophet. And if he could help them make some money, they wouldn’t rat on him, he was—almost—certain of it. 

Dalberth’s wife opened the door a crack. 

“Hi.” Jonathan smiled his best smile. “I have a job for your husband, if he’ll take it.”

The door opened wider revealing a tattered hut and a man roughhousing with two boys. “Husband, it’s a wizard for you.”

When Jonathan repeated his offer of a job, Dalberth sighed and limped over to the door. “You can’t possibly mean it. Look at me, I’m near destitute—if it wasn’t for your father paying me to put up with this new wizard scribe, we’d be out on the street.” He pointed to a man in the corner wielding an oversize pen.

“So, any visions?”

“No,” Dalberth said.

“A couple,” the scribe interjected. Obviously, he was enjoying his job of keeping an eye on Dalberth to record his visions. “It’s a bit slow, but we both get paid extra for reporting on two-headed chickens and the like.”

“Well, then,” Jonathan said, “wouldn’t you like having something else to do? I think you could be very useful for my latest little…project.” I’ve probably already said too much, Bairnsley University will lock me up if they discover I’m setting up an even bigger sales operation than the one they already banned. “It’s good money, so long as you don’t go blabbing to the university,” he said encouragingly. 

They both nodded. Then Dalberth shook his head. “I mean, no, we’ll never blab, will we?”

“Never,” the scribe agreed. 

“Good. Then I can show you my plans.” 

“Daddy, please don’t go,” the smallest boy said. “You’re not allowed to die.”

“No, no, of course not.” Jonathan tussled the boy’s dark hair. “This isn’t war, it’s a business opportunity. Luxury items, medicines, and charms in a warehouse in the middle of the city. I’d do it, but being a wizard in training cuts into my time. I need someone I can trust to run the place while I’m away.” Or, more to the point, someone he could visit often, without the university asking too many questions. 

Jonathan spent the next two hours with Dalberth and his scribe showing them around the warehouse he’d stocked with some of his most profitable items—charms against possession, Granny’s Cure All, and the recipe and ingredients to make anti-magic powder. He had so many tips on how to successfully negotiate with some of the local retailers, it was going to be hard to fit everything in before he had to be back at the university.

 “And I want you to be able to store plum sorbet and other ices for summer,” Jonathan said. “You do know how to cast Timelock?”

“Brilliant idea. Does it really keep food fresh for months?” the scribe asked. 

“Everything within the bubble is locked in time, but usually only for a few hours or days. I need someone to be able to cast it when I’m not around. We’ll start with a small one,” Jonathan said, hurriedly going through the spell, and trying not to think about how late he was going to be for the First Wizard's talk on Dothie. “That’ll be great,” he said when the scribe managed an opalescent bubble of frozen air the size of a milk bucket. “It’s not like we have to keep people in it, just tubs of sorbet.” 

Then he had to leave Dalberth and his scribe to it. With their eyes still wide and grins plastering their faces, Jonathan knew he’d left his enterprise in good hands until he could get back to it. 

In the meantime, he was late. He belted back to Bairnsley University, making it in time to see the last students shuffling through the breach to Dothie’s prison. 

Mr Goodfellow senior, Jonathan’s father, glared at him. “You’re late,” he mouthed, pushing Jonathan inside.

Jonathan glanced at the First Wizard of the university orating at the front of the small crowd of curious wizards. Luckily, the officious git of a man hadn’t noticed his entrance. He, like all the others, had a wary eye on the shaggy figure prowling around the inside of the huge magic bubble in the centre of the stone room. Dothie. The evil wizard still had his lizard-like familiar clinging to his shoulder. 

Even through the slick rainbow sheen of the bubble, the unkempt wizard’s sneer of contempt failed to mask his incandescent anger. His lizard-creature also looked furious—eyes burning with barely-hidden malice as it flicked its tongue out of its mouth in slow motion. 

“So this is the infamous Dothie,” one of the younger wizards whispered. “Is he so very dangerous?” 

“Only if he’s freed,” Mr Goodfellow senior replied. 

“Who would do such a thing?” another asked, edging backward. 

“Who indeed?” Mr Goodfellow senior stared at each of them in turn before clapping his hands to end this dangerous charade. “Students, I think you’ve seen enough for today to understand there is a cost to misusing your magic. Anger and hate are not appropriate tools for a wizard.”

Dothie attempted to twist his sneer into a smile. 

Having witnessed Dothie’s crimes, Jonathan was not fooled, and neither was his father. 

“It is time we all left,” Mr Goodfellow senior snapped and waved his arms to shoo the students and undergraduates out of the room. 

Jonathan didn’t blame him for being nervous; there was something creepy about Dothie’s smile. Something unnatural, like it wasn’t Dothie smiling at all.

§

Mr Goodfellow senior breathed a sigh of relief as the students shuffled out, his son amongst them. At least the boy was comparatively safe. Unfortunately, the First Wizard, also known as Principal of Bairnsley University, wasn’t leaving. He was wandering around Dothie’s prison cell like an old dog attracted to a wolf. 

What’s the blundering fool doing, staying here so long? 

Gazing somewhere just beyond normal space, the First Wizard asked, “Capro, is it safe, parading these innocents through here? Displaying that man as if he were a mere criminal? And is it right leaving a wizard imprisoned, like this?”

“Hmm,” Mr Goodfellow senior said, disliking the way the man disrespected him by using his first name. “Perhaps this temporary arrangement has gone on too long, but we still need more information.” Like, could Dothie somehow communicate with the outside world through his near-impenetrable sphere? And had Dothie released all the demons of A’lganathrieal into the world? Or did he carry their power within him? “I’m not sure how else to keep him secure. As for the students, they need to know how dangerous he is. They need to be able to recognise him, should he escape and unleash the horrors he summoned.”

Every time I visit, he appears a little stronger. 

“Dothie is a youngling. He’s no match for the elite of this university.” 

The ignorant fool. “Dothie is a wizard. Do not demean his abilities,” Capro said. He had to bite his tongue not to add that he thought the First Wizard was an utter bore and a third-rate magician utterly incapable of matching Dothie. He’d risen to authority by becoming an expert in the power-games that were rife within the university. 

Sure enough, the First Wizard inclined his head, a sure sign he was playing his games. “The young wizard Dothie cannot be that strong. After all, you bested him.”

Capro sighed. It wasn’t the first time the First Wizard had disparaged his abilities. Is it because he resents me for showing him up? Or because he knows that his First Wizard title is a lie? How many times do I have to say I’m not interested in honorifics? 

Mr Goodfellow senior counted to ten in his head and tried a different approach. “I could only catch Dothie because he’d spent his strength in his effort to release demons and goodness-knows-what else into the world. An extremely taxing spell. Be sure, that does not make him any less dangerous. If he has absorbed the power of the A’lganathrieal demons, he is infinitely so.”

“Didn’t you say at the time that Dothie had released the nameless gods, Xem’rial and Emz’rial. And now you’re talking about demons—”

“What?” Capro sputtered. “You should know better. Those names are banned for a reason.” 

“So, as I was saying,” the First Wizard sneered, “can you decide what we’re all to be afraid of? Nameless gods or demons?”

“I fear he has released all those things, but I cannot be sure. I know he was close.”

“But how are we to know? Every wizard deserves a fair trial. It’s in the statutes as the only reasonable method of obtaining guilt or innocence.”

Capro looked at his not-so-esteemed colleague. So you missed the glory and you’d like to retrieve it? What can I say that you will not counter, blinded by your immense egoism? Still, he had to try. “Don’t tell me you wish to play with fire now? Jonathan and I gave our testimony and the college agreed with our recommendations—firstly, that in this world there are things that should never be disturbed. And secondly, that Dothie not only disturbed them, but deliberately tried to free them.”

The First Wizard smiled. “It’s been over two months and nothing’s happened. If any of your accusations are true, there’d be omens, or some other sign that evil has bled into our world.”

“There have been omens,” Mr Goodfellow senior snapped. “Plenty of them. Let me show you the records.”

“Laypeople? And failed wizards?”

“Do you really expect these nameless gods, or demons, or whatever, to come knocking at our door before they have a chance to consolidate their power?”

“Ah, piff and twaddle,” the First Wizard said. “You’d have us run from phantoms. Believe me, we have the mighty resources of this most famous university at our disposal. No matter how strong this Dothie is, he’s only one wizard. He can never stand against us.”

“And the forbidden two? Would you laugh at their strength? Would you pit your wits against those malicious entities to find out who is stronger—you or they?”

“Heh, har-har.” The First Wizard attempted to laugh. “You’re being dramatic. I’m beginning to think there is no ancient terror here, only a young wizard trying out new skills.”

“Your pride will be your downfall,” Mr Goodfellow senior muttered.

“And if I take this other option of yours, the safe option, what does that make me?”

“Wise?” Mr Goodfellow senior said. Maybe the problem is more than the First Wizard’s brittle pride, but of not creating a precedent that will open the floodgates for precipitous solutions for troublesome wizards. Mr Goodfellow senior bowed. “I see your dilemma. But—”

“Come, be reasonable,” the First Wizard said. “If this notion of a trial for the wizard Dothie is half as difficult as you say, I will need all the help I can get.”

“Then listen, listen very carefully, and take my advice,” Mr Goodfellow senior snapped, tired of being in any way reasonable. Could this idiot not see the danger they were all in? “Try me. I am prepared to pay the penalty if my reasoning is incorrect, but on the very foundation stones of this university, I beseech you—do not release that man!”

As if to mock him, Dothie’s hand grasped and wavered, moulding wisps of nothing. Eyes bright with malice, Dothie smiled. “You phantasms who visit, do you know I can see more and more clearly every day? And smell, too. You, Capro, stink of fear.”

The two men turned, surprised at the interruption—Mr Goodfellow senior red-faced with anger.

Something in their expressions must have given Dothie pause, for he stopped. 

“What is that you said, son?” the First Wizard asked.

Dothie’s tongue slipped over his teeth, his hand reaching up to pet his familiar. “Why are you so frightened of me? Bringing me here and keeping me in this dammed bubble as if I’m some kind of beast.”

“See, I told you he was no fool to be trifled with,” Mr Goodfellow senior whispered to his companion. “He’s stronger than you imagine.”

“Why should you be so anxious?” Dothie said. “I was merely a pawn. Perhaps the old geezer doesn’t want me to tell everybody what I saw.”

Capro’s knuckles whitened. He turned to walk from the chamber quickly, determined to be gone before he lost his temper. 

His not-quite-so-esteemed colleague, the First Wizard, rushed up and put a hand on his shoulder. “Well, that settles it, this man must have his say.”

“Seeing he is strong enough to say what he pleases, let him say it in that bubble,” Mr Goodfellow senior retorted.

“No. But I think perhaps, as things stand, I will take you up on your offer and put you on trial as well for grandiosity and false witness. After all, it will help clear away any semblance of doubt.”

“What? I have responsibilities.”

“No. I think it would be best if others take them over. Prepare your defence.”

“By the Seven, what is wrong with you?” Wondering how he’d been stitched up so neatly, Mr Goodfellow senior bit his tongue. He desperately wanted to accuse the First Wizard of complicity, but the insult would only make his own predicament worse—if that was at all possible. 

“Do not even think about leaving the grounds.” 

“What? And leave the university in such danger? Certainly not.” And leave my son in such danger? Never. Mr Goodfellow senior stomped through the warp that kept Dothie’s bubble from the rest of the university. 

The First Wizard barged right on past, hurrying directly to the council chambers. 

Worse and worse. 

Soon Mr Goodfellow senior found himself being stopped every few feet by people, asking what he’d done to put such a firecracker under their usually avuncular leader. The old wizard tried to answer honestly, outlining Dothie’s many crimes, including turning wizards into fruit flies. 

And if that doesn’t frighten them, I don’t know what will.

§

Jonathan rushed to find his father. Surely the rumours spreading through the university like wildfire were lies and exaggerations.

He didn’t get far before Potsie grabbed his robe. “Jonathan, you must beware. Get as far away as you can.”

“What?” Jonathan said, worried the old wizard had finally cracked. “What do you mean?”

Potsie adjusted his thick glasses and stared owlishly at Jonathan. 

“So the rumours are true?” Jonathan demanded.

“What rumours?”

“That the First Wizard is going to release Dothie?”

“They’re going to put him on trial,” Potsie said.

“Something they should have done much earlier.”

“Perhaps,” Potsie said as Jonathan’s father appeared around the corner. 

“Jonathan, keep away from this, and keep away from me,” Mr Goodfellow senior said. “If this goes badly, they’ll take you, too.” 

“I’m not afraid,” Jonathan said. 

“Then you are stupider than you look,” Potsie said, “because I’m terrified.”

“It’ll be fine.” Mr Goodfellow senior’s head jerked, emphasising his obvious lie. “Please, just go. That way, if the worst comes, it’ll be easier for you to break me out.” 

“You can’t mean it,” Jonathan protested. “Not after everything you did to get me in here.”

Capro put a hand on his son’s shoulder. “And you've learned a lot. Pray that it’s enough.” 

The march of footsteps echoed on the wooden floors.

“Go!” Capro flung Jonathan away. 

Jonathan stumbled. Ten black-cowled wizards headed toward his father. 

Open-mouthed, Jonathan watched as the wizards told Capro his rights. 

As they led him away. 

As his father disappeared around the corner.

Jonathan wanted to protest, tell them they were wrong. That his father was innocent. But the words died in his throat. He’d helped capture Dothie, and if that was the supposed crime, then he was every bit as guilty as his father. Moreover, he wasn’t even a proper wizard yet. His words would mean nothing. 

He needed proof.


Butterflies and Moth

At first, having the wizard Emz’rial’s knowledge to call on had been a revelation. But now, after two days of riding with fifty-odd thieves and soldiers, the voice stomping at the back of Arrant’s head was persistent and whiny, like an accountant with a lost account. It made keeping an eye on Villyus and Zed more difficult. 

Worse, Arrant was starting to suspect the wily old devil was keeping knowledge and power to himself. 

Why would I do that? See how freely I’ve shared the secret magic of creating charms to ensorcel kings and bend them to our will? That’s far stronger magic than insignificant illusions and other wizard tricks.

They must be close now; a glimpse of smoke from the forge fire could be seen from the road. 

A bend in the road revealed a fortified village surrounded by wooden stakes at man height. From here it looked no different from many of the other fortified villages on the outskirts of any of the kingdoms, just slightly less friendly, with a wall of gibbets—thankfully empty—clearly on display in front of its walls. In fact, it had been a small village until quite recently, when Villyus had seen the opportunity to make into a base of operations. It had been a fantastic training ground, and the perfect place for training up their burgeoning numbers of soldiers and keeping a few artisans on hand, including a master jeweller.

It was the master crafter Arrant
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