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Chapter 1

Tallum

“The sun never shines on our land of Umber,” Vara recited. “But it matters not, for denizens of the dark have no need for its glow.”

She strained to remember the rest of the poem. “We... um... we are the shadow on the water, cast by those who squabble with loud voices, until... until... uh... damn it.”

“Rentas the Poet did not end ‘People of Shadow’ with the phrase ‘damn it,’ Vara,” her father interrupted.

“I know, I know,” she groaned. “I just can’t remember.”

Vara’s father turned to her brother, who was sitting nearby and listening attentively to the lesson. “Hathen,” he asked, “can you finish the poem for your sister?”

“Until their quarrel casts them to the ground, moving and breathing no longer. But their shadow still remains,” Hathen answered sharply.

Vara tapped her fingers impatiently against the rock that acted as her chair. “Rentas is boring,” she complained. “Why do we have to learn it?”

“Boring? I find his poetry beautiful,” her father countered. “And we must learn it because Rentas was our first king. And because it is Rentas’s observations which have for centuries formed the pillars of our society. Which are?”

Hathen spoke up. “Humility, patience—”

“Let Vara answer,” his father said, cutting him off.

Vara rolled her eyes and let a sharp exhale escape her lips. “Well, there’s humility and patience, obviously,” she said. “Vigilance... forethought...”

“Good,” her father encouraged. “One more.”

Hathen smiled the slightest bit, his own way of supporting his younger sister.

“And... Shadowmagic?” Vara guessed.

Their father sighed. “No, Shadowmagic is not the last pillar of society, though I’m sure you wish it was.”

Vara grinned.

“Hathen, the last pillar?”

“Ruthlessness.”

“Good,” said their father with a smile. “Go wash up for dinner. Afterward, Hathen, we’ll do some sparring. And Vara, when it gets dark, we’ll work on your Shadowmagic. And what is the old name for it?”

“Umbrus Amagicae,” Vara answered with confidence. “The gift of Umulus, the Shadow Owl.”

“Well, at least we know where your strengths lie.”

“Are you daydreaming again?” Hathen asked.

Vara blinked as she came back from reminiscence and found herself staring at her waterskin.

“Something like that.” She stood, brushing dry leaves from her pants. “Remembering our lessons with Father.”

“Hmm,” Hathen grunted, picking up his bedroll from the forest floor.

After Vara picked up hers as well, she started helping her brother clean their campsite. “Do you ever wish you’d paid more attention to his lessons?” she asked as she smothered the smoldering fire with dirt.

“I paid plenty of attention,” Hathen retorted, hooking the bedrolls to his satchel. “I wish you’d paid more attention.”

Vara frowned. “Just because you think you’re smarter than me doesn’t mean you have to rub it in my face.”

“I’m not rubbing it in your face. You’re just insecure.”

Vara scoffed and crossed her arms at her brother’s words. Hathen’s concise and pragmatic way of speaking was irritating, but he was often right. Even so, Vara sat back down in an act of defiance.

“Come on,” Hathen said, slinging his bag over his shoulder and starting off. “We need to keep moving, or we’ll freeze.”

Vara grumbled, stood back up, and followed. They’d been traveling through the Irsa Forest for three days, and the farther west they headed, the taller the trees and the thicker the brush. Mercifully, though winter had just arrived, it hadn’t yet sent any snow.

“We weren’t moving just now,” she commented.

“We were having dinner.”

“Burnt wild mushrooms are hardly dinner,” she grumbled. “At least we could have sat by the fire a while longer.”

“Stop being difficult,” he snapped as he hacked down some branches and vines with his murksteel sword. “It’ll be dark soon, we need to stay alert.”

“When it gets dark, I’ll be able to protect us with Shadowmagic,” she retorted.

“We should be alert regardless.” Hathen was getting frustrated with his sister, and as he struggled to cut through a thick branch, he growled in annoyance.

You shouldn’t do that,” Vara said as Hathen chopped away. “Father would scold you for dulling your sword.”

With a sharp grunt, he cut all the way through the branch, clearing the path. “I don’t relish using my blade for this,” he said, sheathing his weapon, “but Father isn’t here, and this brush is in our way.”

Vara looked at her feet as she shuffled along, memories of her mother and father continuing to creep into her head. “How long has it been since they died?” she asked quietly. “I lost track.”

“Two years tomorrow.”

Vara stopped. Tears formed in her eyes, and she sniffled softly. When Hathen noticed she wasn’t walking anymore, he turned back and put his hand on her shoulder.

“They’d want us to keep going,” he said. “Father wouldn’t want us to die out here.”

She nodded and picked up her feet again.

“Do you remember the pillars?”

She smiled. “You know I don’t.”

“Father would want you to remember them.”

Her smile turned quickly to a frown. “Great. Now I feel bad.”

“Humility, patience, vigilance, forethought—”

“Ruthlessness,” Vara cut in. “Your favorite. I remember that one, at least.”

As they journeyed on through the thick veil of trees with no end in sight, their boots accumulating clumps of mud, grass, and leaves, they came upon a road. Not paved nor well-maintained, only a simple dirt path. Yet in it, the pair of siblings saw respite from the unfriendly terrain.

“This must lead to Tallum,” Hathen said. “I knew we’d be getting close.”

Vara breathed a sigh of relief, basking in the simple pleasure of a flat surface to walk on, and bounced a few times on her toes, trying to shake the soreness out of her heels.

“You’re sure we can find work there?” she asked.

Hathen nodded. “The Tallum Farrum will want to bring me on, I’m sure. Being a practitioner of Enbrator will count for a lot.”

“Don’t you think a guard in such a big city ought to be more... well, charismatic?”

“Charisma has nothing to do with it. Enbrator is a fading art. They’ll want someone who can fight efficiently.”

Vara rolled her eyes.

“And I’m sure they’ll have housing for us,” he continued. “A place where we can both live. We won’t have to worry anymore.”

“What if I want to live by myself?” Vara asked. “And do my own work?”

Hathen opened his mouth to reply, but stopped when he noticed that strangely, the dirt road suddenly came to an end.

“Where...”

The sound of rustling surrounded the siblings. As it rapidly grew closer, Hathen drew his sword and held it close to his side.

“Drop all your coins on the ground,” a voice called out from the brush. “No one has to get hurt.”

Vara moved closer to her brother.

“And what if I say we have none?” Hathen asked.

“Then we’ll have to search your corpses!” a different voice spat.

“We truly have nothing of value,” Vara implored. “You’d be wasting your time.”

From the brush emerged four men who, hidden in the leaves and branches, had already surrounded the siblings. Each wore ragged clothes, and all but one held a sharp blade.

“That’s not true,” one of them growled, pointing at Hathen. “He’s got a murksteel sword.”

“Think that’ll fetch us, what? Two hundred?” another asked.

“Easy,” a third replied. “Maybe more.”

Hathen fell silent and poised as the bandits closed in around him. Arms half extended, he moved his sword in front of his chest, holding the grip with his right hand and the end of the blade with his left.

“It’s a family heirloom,” Hathen said calmly. “It won’t be worth much.”

The thieves grimaced. Though their weapons were at the ready, they hesitated, focusing on the young man’s peculiar stance.

“We don’t have time for this,” one of the bandits barked suddenly, taking an aggressive step forward and brandishing his knife in front of his face. “Silver is silver!”

“The most important principle of Enbrator is the stance. Left foot forward, right foot at an angle, for stability. Eyes front, torso turned to the right, to make yourself a smaller target. That’s it. Now, sword steady in front of your heart. Remember, you should never show your strength to the enemy. They’ll think your guard is open, but only you know it isn’t. Keep them guessing and on their toes, and they’ll underestimate you every time.”

Hathen remembered his father’s lesson as the bandit charged brazenly forward with a crude lack of poise or martial skill. Yet, Hathen did not underestimate him, and quickly raised his blade to block the wide overhead swing of the iron dagger. As the clash of metal rang through the air, Hathen pulled his sword to the left, catching the knife on his crossguard and forcing it out of the bandit’s hand.

“Humility,” Hathen recited to himself as he turned his body to elbow his attacker in the chest, knocking him over. “Patience.”

The bandit tumbled to the ground, and as he regained his footing, moved to grab his knife. But Hathen already had his foot atop it. With a sharp snapping noise, the other foot soon connected squarely with the bandit’s nose.

“Ack!” Vara winced at the grisly sound.

Two of the remaining bandits, both of large build and carrying arming swords, ran toward Hathen at the same time.

“Get him!”

Hathen watched them carefully, predicting their inefficient movements with relative ease. As one swung from the side, the other lunged for a stab.

“Vigilance.”

Hathen calmly stepped to the left, allowing the stabbing blade to miss him as he lifted his sword to block the other bandit’s swing. The lunging bandit lost his balance, and Hathen forced him to the ground by kicking him in the side of the knee.

“Forethought.”

“You brat!” the other cried.

With brutish force, he swung his sword again. The long windup and tensed muscles showed Hathen that this swing had considerably more power than the last. 

Rather than clash blades, Hathen dropped to one knee and ducked beneath the sword, letting the attack connect only with thin air. As the bandit stumbled from the momentum of his swing, Hathen jabbed him hard with the pommel of his sword, helping him join his companions on the forest floor.

“Ruthlessness.”

Vara stayed nearby, but knew that before nightfall, there wasn’t much she could do to help. Umbrus Amagicae only worked at night, when the moon, always present even through the clouds, loomed in the sky. It was starting to get dark, but night hadn’t fallen yet.

Hathen stepped away from the three bandits he’d brought down without making a single cutting slash. Though they were stumbling pathetically as they tried to stand, he remained cautious, his sword now pointed toward them.

“I think it would be best for everyone if you left,” he suggested.

Hathen also kept an eye on the fourth bandit, a scrawny man who twitched as he stood still, and didn’t appear to be armed.

“This isn’t worth it!” one of the bandits yelled, scrambling to his feet and heading into the woods.

Reluctantly, the other two followed, scowling at Hathen before limping away. But the fourth stayed where he was, blocking the way forward.

“Would you like to spar?” Hathen asked.

The man said nothing, but merely stood there jittering.

Hathen stepped forward cautiously. “If he isn’t running away after that, he must think he can beat me,” he thought.

Suddenly, the man’s body crackled with bolts of blue lightning. He conjured a concentrated ball of it in his hand, and with no warning, threw it like a rock. Hathen’s eyes widened in surprise as he ducked to the side in barely enough time, feeling his hair stand on end and hearing the lightning fizzle as it streaked past his ear.

He quickly sheathed his sword and turned to Vara.

“Run.”

The siblings darted between the trees, sprinting as the man continued to throw lightning through the air in random directions.

“If I don’t pay, Radus will have my head!” he shrieked. “Come here!”

“Is that... Galdanei magic?!” Vara yelled to her brother as they ran.

Hathen nodded. “Must be. He looks the part.”

“Come back here!”

Hathen jumped in surprise as a bolt of lightning struck a tree right next to him, charring the bark.

“Faster!” he demanded.

Through the leafless winter trees, Vara and Hathen saw the forest’s end, and beyond, their destination: the coastal city of Tallum.

“We’re almost there!” Vara exclaimed. “Hathen, we’ve almost made it!”

“I know!” he said back. “Don’t stop running!”

Hathen looked up at the sky. Behind the cover of gray clouds, the sun was slowly setting, casting the dark shadow of the Umulus Mountains over the forest. But the shadow had not yet reached them.

“Can you cast yet?!”

“No!” Vara shouted.

“Get—back—here!” the bandit screamed, his frantic lightning bolts causing a smaller tree to splinter and come crashing down.

Just as the tree line ended, Vara and Hathen, sprinting too fast to see the ground, both tripped on a long root and stumbled onto the grass prairie that continued to Umber’s shoreline. Ahead of them, not two miles away, was Tallum. But the bandit was much closer, and as he rushed out from the forest, he scowled at them, his eyes wild.

“He’ll take my hands if I don’t pay him back,” he muttered. “Just a bit more silver and I’ll have enough. You understand, right?”

Lightning danced madly at his fingertips. Behind him, the highest peak of the Umulus Mountains loomed, and as the light disappeared behind it, glimmering stars and a bright, pale moon appeared even through the clouds. Vara felt a surge of shadowy energy course through her body.

The bandit raised his hand to hurl a lightning bolt at Hathen, but Vara, emboldened by the dark, sprang to her feet, assumed a terrifying visage, and let forth a harrowing shriek. Her body became black like a silhouette, and shadowy tendrils sprung from her back, writhing and wriggling horridly. Hathen scrambled to his feet and stepped back.

The lightning faded away as the bandit fell awestruck to the ground. “Wh-... what is this?” he stammered. “What’s happening?!”

Vara raised her hands menacingly, causing spikes of shadow to erupt from the grass around the man.

“Leave us!” she commanded with an undulating and nightmarish voice. “Now!”

The bandit’s breaths turned quick and shallow as he pushed himself backward through the grass, eventually clambering to his feet and sprinting into the forest.

When he was gone, Vara let the dark magic dissipate and the shadows fade back to their natural size and shape. Then she laughed, stimulated by the wild rush of the power she’d just conjured.

“Did you see that?!” she asked Hathen excitedly.

“Yes, I saw it,” he replied, trying to catch his breath. “A little over the top, don’t you think?”

Vara turned around, gazing at the distant walls of Tallum with a feeling of triumph. “We made it, Hathen,” she said. “We’re finally here.”

“Yes,” he agreed with a nod.

In Umber, every night, the gray clouds of the day peeled back—as if by magic—to reveal the full glimmer of the moon and stars. But even on certain nights when the cover of clouds remained, the moon and stars were still faintly visible, for they were the eyes and ears of Umulus.

This was one such night, when the clouds persisted on. And as Hathen looked to the sky, he saw, interspersed between the softly glowing lights of Umulus’s majesty, little flakes of white falling from above.

“Come on, it’s starting to snow.”

They walked toward the city, Vara much more energetically than Hathen.

“Look, it’s so flat, you can see the farms and villages all around,” she commented. “Just like home.”

Hathen nodded again. “This will be our home, now. We’ll find work here.”

Vara hugged him tightly as they walked, the Iron Gate of Tallum coming closer with every step.

“Mother and Father would be happy.”
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Chapter 2

An Interview
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Vara and Hathen stood before the Iron Gate of Tallum, Umber’s city of commerce known for its blacksmiths and metal. Several guards patrolled, and more stood poised on the city’s wall. But the Iron Gate, an imposingly large portcullis of jet-black iron, was lifted halfway, and traders flowed in and out. The pathway through the Iron Gate seemed to be reserved for horse-drawn carts and mules, while the open side doors were for pedestrians.

Hathen was exhausted from fighting and running, and the cold wasn’t helping. But he still stood tall before the guards, wondering if they’d look on him with a fraction of the respect he held for them.

Though her brother’s energy was spent, Vara’s had just arrived, and the lower the light slipped beneath the cover of the mountains, the stronger the magic she felt creeping through her bones. The night gave her vigor, and under cover of darkness, she felt most alive.

“Let’s get inside and find an inn,” Hathen said, still catching his breath.

The city was lit by torches, fires in hearths shining through casement windows, and hot coals glowing in forges. Smoke rose through dozens of chimneys as the city prepared for the onset of winter, but still, the moon and stars were always visible.

As they walked along the main road amongst merchants and crafters busy even after nightfall, Vara and Hathen heard the clangs of hammers on steel and the bubbling hiss of blades and horseshoes being quenched as they were plunged into water. The sounds played together in an orchestra of different tones and volumes, creating a chaotic symphony that told what Tallum’s industry was all about: metalwork.

“Father used to say more than half the country’s weapons and armor is made here,” Hathen said, taking in the sights of the city he’d been traveling to for so long.

“There’s a smith on every block, it looks like,” said Vara in agreement. “Why so many?

“It must be because the dark side of the mountains has the best iron.”

Hathen looked around for an inn as snow began to accumulate on the ground.

Vara pulled up her hood. “I hope these noises won’t keep us from sleeping,” she mumbled.

“I’m sure they’ll stop before long. Night only just fell.”

A few blocks from the gate, Hathen and Vara found The Murky Pond, a tavern and inn on the corner of two busy roads. Horses plodded across the cobblestone junction, pulling carts whose wooden wheels creaked and groaned, and as Hathen pushed open the inn’s door, he wondered whether the noise really would continue all night.

The Murky Pond was filled nearly to the rafters with customers downing mugs of dark ale and shots of brown liquor, playing dice and cards, and ripping shadowbeast meat from bones. At some of the round tables, men and women were slumped over and snoring, and near the fire pit in the center of the room, a slender young lady was singing a melancholy tune to the strum of a lute.

“Murksteel sword, huh?” a burly man asked, approaching Hathen after he’d no more than stepped foot inside. “How much?”

A few people turned to look as they heard the question.

Hathen raised his brow in surprise and stepped away, almost shoving Vara back outside. “It’s not for sale,” he said sharply.

The man shrugged, took a long draw from his mug, and walked off. Hathen breathed a sigh of relief.

“Let—me—in!” Vara snapped, shoving her brother to the side. “It’s freezing!”

Hathen staggered forward and almost fell over, catching the attention of two drunkards who laughed raucously from their table. Vara kicked the door closed with her heel as she pulled her hood down and adjusted her hair.

“This place is... inviting,” Hathen muttered.

Vara looked around the room, taking in the boisterous energy. “I think it’s exciting,” she said with a grin.

Hathen grumbled. “Don’t do anything foolish. I’ll see about getting us a room and some food.”

As her brother walked toward the counter on the far side of the tavern, pushing his way past groups of drinkers, Vara stepped further inside. In here, it was nice and warm, and the sounds of work and trade were muffled. All she could hear was the vibrant bustle of people enjoying themselves.

Behind the counter, Hathen saw an old woman with white hair, sitting on a stool with one leg crossed over the other and drinking some kind of black, syrupy liquor from a full tumbler. She had an exasperated demeanor, but Hathen had seen people placing orders with her when he walked in.

“Excuse me,” he asked politely. “Is this where I order food?”

The woman glanced at him and nodded.

“Ah, good.” He tried to smile, but friendliness was not his strong suit. “What’s the cheapest thing you have?”

At that question, the woman looked at him fully, tightened her lips, and curtly said, “Shadowbeast hock.”

“Any bread with that?”

“Do you want bread, or do you want the cheapest thing I have?”

“Just... just the beast hock will be fine,” Hathen stammered. “Two orders, please.”

“Two silver.”

Nearby, Vara meandered through the room, observing all the games the patrons were playing and trying to listen in on conversations.

“You’re real good looking.”

Vara turned around to see a tall man standing behind her, drinking from a full mug of ale even though he looked to have had too much already.

“Oh,” she murmured, embarrassed and uncomfortable. “Thank you.”

“You married?”

Vara shuddered as she watched the alcohol dribble down his beard. “Uh, yes, I am,” she lied. “My husband is over there, getting food.” She pointed to Hathen.

The man glanced at the counter, looking Hathen over with eyes that blinked asynchronously. Then he looked back at Vara. “I don’t see a bracelet,” he grumbled.

“Well, uh, where I come from, they’re not customary. He gave me this earring instead.” She brushed her hair back to display the only piece of jewelry she owned. “See?”

“Huh, that’s... is... inter-es-...-ting,” he muttered, stumbling over the word and trying not to lose his balance. “Well, if you ever—hic—decide to switch things up, let me know.”

The drunk wandered off. Shuddering again, Vara took off her earring and tied it to a small piece of leather cord from her bag, turning it into a fake wedding bracelet.

“That was clever thinking.”

She turned around again. At the table before her, a man with brown hair swept to the side and a grizzled face full of stubble was nursing a mug.

“Got rid of him pretty easy, huh?” the man said, his tone low and enigmatic. 

Even though he was partially concealed by shadow, Vara could tell his skin was a slightly darker tone than that of the average pale Umberian.

“Are you Galdanei?” she asked.

“Good eyes,” he said. “A lot of folks don’t realize at a glance.”

“My brother and I saw a Galdanei earlier today. He seemed a bit... crazed.”

“Crazed, eh?” The man’s tone was one of curiosity.

“He attacked us.”

“My word. Really? Well, I apologize for my crazed countryman. We’re not all like that, I assure you,” he replied lightheartedly.

Then, turning to look at Hathen, he asked, “And your brother, is he that one over there with the murksteel sword?”

Vara turned to watch Hathen speaking awkwardly to the innkeeper. “I tell him not to make it so obvious, but he’s too proud of it,” she sighed.

“I thought Umberians valued humility.”

She shrugged. “Most people don’t think that way anymore. But my brother, he puts a lot of trust in those old traditions. So he should keep his sword hidden.”

The man thought for a moment, looking past Vara and studying Hathen’s build and composure. He turned back to her and smiled.

“Would you and your brother care to join me for a drink?” he offered.

“Oh, that’s very kind, but we don’t have much silver.”

“You must be looking for work then,” he suggested. “I’ll pay for your drinks, don’t worry.”

“Vara,” said Hathen, walking up behind her. “I got us a room, and some food. Who’s this?”

“Hathen, this is... uh...”

“Andri,” the man said.

“Andri!” Vara finished. “That’s the perfect name for you. I don’t know how I didn’t think of it before.”

Andri chuckled. Hathen didn’t seem amused. “And what does Andri want?” he asked.

“He’s invited us to have a drink with him.”

Hathen studied Andri, trying to understand why his sister would consider drinking with him, but saw only a middle-aged bar patron who seemed obviously disingenuous. He looked around the tavern for a different place to sit, but every other table was occupied by much louder people. The few trying to eat peacefully were constantly being nudged and agitated by the others with whom they were forced to share dining space.

“Is he paying?” he asked after a few moments.

Andri smiled; Hathen’s distrust was written plainly on his face.

“He’s offered to,” Vara said.

Hathen hesitantly sat down at Andri’s table. “Well, hopefully this Galdanei won’t try to kill us.”

“You can tell, too?” Andri asked. “Half the people in this city didn’t know I was from Galdanon until I’d been here for months.”

“Maybe you’re overestimating how much people care about you one way or the other,” Hathen remarked.

Andri’s smile fell a bit. The young man was discerning and careful, but Andri wondered if someone this standoffish would be worth his time. As a waitress walked by, he ordered drinks for Vara and Hathen, then turned back to them.

“You’re fast,” he said, changing the topic. “I saw you when you walked in. When that man offered to buy your sword, you already had your hand on the hilt.”

Hathen said nothing in response.

“Murksteel, too. Those aren’t common to see. Where’d you get it?”

Hathen shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “It’s just a family heirloom,” he said after a short pause.

“Bit odd for an heirloom, isn’t it?”

“My line passes down Enbrator. Enbrator is traditionally practiced with murksteel.”

The waitress brought the drinks, as well as the smoked shadowbeast hocks for Vara and Hathen. They looked charred, but their bark smelled intensely of sage, ginger, garlic, and mushrooms.

“Oh, wow,” Vara said, salivating as she dug into the food. “Hathen, these are amazing!”

“Don’t be impolite,” Hathen grumbled. “You shouldn’t talk when your mouth is full of food.”

Vara frowned. “You’re not in charge of me,” she snapped. “I’ll eat however I want.”

Andri observed the pair carefully as they bickered. They acted a bit childish toward each other, but compared to many of the people who came through the inn to order massive plates of food and boisterously argue that their own accomplishments outweighed someone else’s, they seemed perceptive and well behaved.

The problem, he decided, was that Hathen seemed far too cautious of him. A good thing for Andri’s line of work, but if any progress was to be made, that wall would need to be torn down.

“Enbrator,” Andri said after a minute, noticing how much Hathen had loosened up since mentioning it just before. “The ancient dueling stance?”

Hathen looked back at him after forcing Vara to put a napkin in her lap. “You’ve heard of it?” he asked.

“In passing. Don’t know much about it.”

“It emphasizes patience and hiding your strength.”

“Is that so?” Andri feigned interest.

“Don’t get him started talking about Enbrator,” Vara mumbled. “He’ll never stop.”

“It’s good to have passions,” said Andri. “Have you seen much action?”

“On our journey here, we encountered more than a few ruffians. I took care of them rather well, I think.”

Andri tilted his head slightly to the side, sensing that Hathen’s manner of speaking betrayed a lack of self-confidence.

“I helped,” Vara added.

“Only the one time.”

“So you’d consider yourself a fighter?” Andri asked.

Hathen nodded.

“That’s fortunate for me,” he continued, smiling as sincerely as he could. “I understand you two might be looking for work.”

Hathen furrowed his brow, pausing as he ate. 

“I may have some for you,” he continued, lowering the volume of his voice. “Think of this as a sort of... interview. Starting now.”

“What kind of work?” Hathen asked skeptically.

“It’s sensitive. I can’t talk much about it here in the open,” Andri explained. “But I need someone with combat training. Preferably someone perceptive and level-headed, like yourself.”

The more Andri spoke, the more Hathen felt himself being manipulated.

“You can’t fight?” Hathen asked, leaving friendliness behind. “I thought the Galdanei were all Spellcasters.”

“Some of us are, yes. But far from all.”

“Are you?”

“I am.”

“Then why do you need a fighter?”

Andri thought for a moment while the siblings ate and drank. He was beginning to think Hathen might not be worth his time after all, but after so many failed attempts to enlist help, he was getting desperate. He crossed his leg. “What do you know about Galdanei magic?” he asked.

“I know it’s powerful, and too complex for your minds to understand,” Hathen answered frankly. “And the people who can understand it are ostracized for being too powerful.”

“It’s not quite that simple,” Andri muttered.

Vara watched the conversation unfold as she ate her beast hock, secretly hoping Hathen might finally lose an argument.

“I’m not terribly interested in hearing about it,” Hathen replied, drinking some of his ale.

“I’d like to hear about Galdanei magic,” Vara interjected.

Andri turned to her. “Well, he’s right. It is too complex for most people to understand. That’s why we divide it into smaller groups.”

“And do you study one of those groups?”

“I do. I’m what you’d call a Wizard. Adept at manipulating my senses, and the senses of others.”

Hathen listened, but said nothing as he finished his meal.

“You can’t use that to fight?” Vara continued.

“Not very well. I can use it to avoid fighting, but for the work I need done, that won’t cut it. At my old job, I got some basic combat training. But I was never good at it.”

“And that’s why you want my brother?”

“Well, he’s walking around with a murksteel sword and talking about Enbrator,” he said candidly. “So, yes.”

“I appreciate the offer,” Hathen interrupted. “And the drink. But I’ll have to decline. I plan on joining the Tallum Farrum.” He set down his mug and turned to Vara as he stood. “Come on,” he motioned.

Vara frowned. “I’m not done eating. I don’t inhale my food like you do.”

Andri grimaced at his own failure to capture Hathen’s attention with intrigue, but the interview wasn’t over just yet. As the siblings started bickering again, he decided to try a different approach.

“Tallum Farrum, huh?” he asked. “That’s ill-considered.”

Hathen looked at Andri again, this time with defensive bemusement.

“Ill-considered? What do you mean?”

Andri smiled. With little effort, he’d gotten under Hathen’s skin.

“Well, you’re awfully young. Cities usually like to hire more experienced folks for the job.”

“I’ve studied Enbrator.”

“Oh yes, of course. You mentioned that. But from what I’ve heard, it’s sort of a dead art, isn’t it? From a bygone era.”

Hathen tightened his lips.

“You think the Farrum will want you to stand there in Enbrator stance, being patient and hiding your strength while thugs are ransacking some poor fool’s home? Or while a band of barbarians tries to break through the walls? It’s a dueling stance, not a real fighting style.”

Vara stifled a grin as she watched her brother struggle to come up with a response.

“I... th-that’s...”

“Can you fire a bow?” Andri pressed. “All the guards carry one. You can even hear their target practice when you walk past the keep. Where’s yours? Or did you think they’d let you try out theirs?”

“I—”

“But look,” Andri said, putting his hands up and leaning back in his chair. “I won’t tell you what you can and can’t do with your life. You want to try to join the Farrum, go ahead. Best of luck to you.”

Hathen scowled and clenched his fists.

“And if you get rejected and need some good work, come find me again. Unlike the Tallum Farrum, I could use someone like you.”

“My brother will keep you in mind,” Vara assured.

“No I won’t,” Hathen grumbled. “Let’s go.”

Hathen walked briskly to the stairs leading to the rooms on the second floor, and Vara followed, smiling to Andri and thanking him. But no sooner had they set foot on the first step than a loud man’s voice shouted to them.

“Hey!”

Vara turned to look, and her face reddened with embarrassment and frustration. It was the man who’d propositioned her earlier.

“You said you were married, but you just called this guy your brother!” he shouted, slurring his words. “You lied to me! To all these people!”

The noise in the tavern died down as every face turned to watch. The woman by the fire stopped singing.

“You... you told him you were married?” Hathen asked Vara. “To me?!”

“Y-you don’t understand!” Vara said to the man, forcing a smile. “My husband is using the outhouse! This is my brother. They look very similar.”

“Wait,” Hathen said, stepping forward in defense of his sister. “What did you—”

Before he moved far, Vara grabbed his arm. “Don’t make things worse,” she whispered. “He’ll go away.”

Hathen took a step back, utterly confused.

“Best not trifle with them, son,” Andri said to the drunk man. “That one there, with the murksteel sword?”

Andri pointed at Hathen, and everyone in the tavern looked at the blade on his belt.

“He studies Enbrator.”

Several people in the tavern broke out laughing. Hathen’s face turned red.

“Enbray-ter, eh?” the man growled, butchering the pronunciation as he put up his fists. “Let’s see what good that does you in a real fight.”

“I don’t want to fight you,” Hathen said. “I’m very tired.”

“He’s too tired to stand there doing nothing!” someone mocked.

“What’s the matter?” a woman shouted. “Exhausted from waiting all day?”

The tavern laughed at Hathen, spurring the drunk man to take aggressive steps toward him. Andri sat at his table, not laughing, not mocking, only watching. With exasperation, Hathen put his hand to his sword, but before he could draw it, fumes of dark magic burst outward from Vara’s body.

A hush fell immediately over the room, and the drunk man stopped in his tracks. Vara’s eyes were pure black and emanating shadow like plumes of smoke.

“Leave him alone,” she commanded, her voice unnaturally deep.

“But... he—”

She interrupted the drunken man’s stammering by extending her arm, manifesting a shadowy hand from the darkness in the air. It grabbed the man’s throat with sickly, ethereal fingers that were cold as ice and dripped shadows onto his clothes like water.

“I hate repeating myself,” Vara growled.

With a flick of her wrist, she commanded the hand to shove the man to the ground. The fumes of magic dissipated into the air, and she turned to ascend the stairs to her room, trusting no one would give her any trouble.

Hathen’s lips were shut tight as he watched his sister indulge her dark power, knowing there wasn’t much he could do to stop her. Nearly every face in the tavern looked at him with wary eyes, but Andri’s were relaxed, and his face bore a smile. After a moment, Hathen followed Vara up to the room.

“You should be more cautious,” he said, closing and locking their door. “You could start a huge fight if you’re not careful.”

“How much money did you spend?” Vara asked, ignoring his advice as she picked one of the beds and tossed her bag onto it.

“Two silver for the meals, a silver for the room,” he mumbled as he set his satchel on the ground. “That leaves us three pieces.”

“Don’t count my silver with yours,” Vara snapped, tossing her bedroll into the corner.

“I paid for your dinner. Besides, this is serious. We’re going to run out of money.”

“Well, you just turned down a job. He looked like he could’ve paid you well, too.”

“I do not want to work for that man!” Hathen barked suddenly. “He’s... shifty. I don’t trust him.”

“Why not?”

“He goaded that boorish drunkard into attacking me!”

“Maybe he wanted to see how well you could really fight. Too bad he didn’t get to.”

“And what kind of person sits in a tavern trying to hire a young man with combat training?”

“Lots of people need mercenary work!” she countered. “Maybe none of the ones he’s found are good enough for him. Maybe this is your chance to make a name for yourself.”

“No,” Hathen said flatly. “I don’t know what that man is up to, and I don’t want to find out. I’m going to the Farrum Barrack tomorrow.”

“Fine,” Vara sighed, getting into her bed and nestling beneath the warm covers. “I’ll go out and look for work, too. I’m tired of only having one set of clothes.”

“If you want.” Hathen looked out the window of their room, watching the white flakes fall over the city as fires went out and forges were shut off for the night. “Father hated the snow. So much work to shovel it off the roof.”

Vara turned to her side, closing her eyes. “Yes, but Mother always loved it.”

“If he hated it so much, why did he have me out training in it every day during the winter?”

“Do we have to talk about this now?” Vara mumbled. “I’m tired.”

“No, it’s all right.” Hathen got into his bed. “We’ll be all right, Vara. Mother and Father would’ve been happy to know we made it here.”

Vara looked over at him, noticing his tired eyes and the worn look on his face. She knew he was trying hard to find a way to support her, but his rigid convictions prevented him from seeing that she could look after herself. Nevertheless, she smiled in appreciation of all he’d done for her since their parents’ death.

“You’re right, they would,” she said. “Get some sleep, Hathen.”
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Chapter 3

The Witch
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Early the next morning, Vara and Hathen were stirred by a loud knock at their door. Hathen grumbled as he forced himself awake and answered it, knowing Vara wasn’t going to bother.

Two guards stood at the door, each clad in black mail armor and shoulder cloaks bearing the crest of Umber: a white, winged circle. Hathen ran his fingers through his hair in a rushed attempt to make himself look more presentable, cleared his throat, and stood straight.

“Can I help you?” he asked.

He knew they were there for some business, not to interview him, but Hathen still wanted to make a good impression.

“Several people complained last night about someone using Shadowmagic,” one of the guards said. “The innkeeper directed us to this room.”

“Oh, that... that was my sister,” he explained, embarrassed. “She was defending her—... me. She was defending me.”

The guards looked at each other and nodded.

“That’s what the witnesses said. I didn’t think it was anything to worry about, and the man she attacked isn’t hurt, either.”

Hathen was relieved, but he also couldn’t help noticing the guards both appeared to be older than him.

“In fact, we arrested him late last night for... well, you don’t need to know,” the guard continued. “Still, make sure your sister knows she can’t go around shoving people into the ground with Shadowmagic. People were shaken up.”

“I’ll tell her.”

As the guards turned to leave, Hathen stopped them.

“Wait! Before you go, could you tell me where the Farrum Barrack is?”

“Why do you want to know?”

“I’m... thinking about applying.”

“Is that right?” They looked at each other and smirked. “You look awfully young.”

Hathen’s face reddened. “Maybe, but I believe I’m more than capable.” 

“Oh? Well, confidence is key. Head through Iron Avenue until you get to Grancastle, then follow the main road all the way through. The Barrack is attached to the Governor’s Keep, you can’t miss it. If he’s in a good mood, Commander Sacrus might hear you out.”

“Good luck, kid. You’ll need it.”

As the guards walked away, Hathen saw both of them had bows on their backs, and was reminded that he had no archery training. Suddenly, he felt a sense of inadequacy crawl across his skin.

“Kid... Twenty years is hardly childhood,” he mumbled when they were out of earshot.

Annoyed and flustered, he shut the door, walked over to Vara’s bed, and kicked it.

Vara yelped. “What?!” she asked, sitting up quickly. “What’s wrong? What did I do?”

“Guards just came to talk to me about your Shadowmagic display last night.”

“Oh,” she said, yawning and laying back down. “Is that all?”

“Get up,” Hathen snapped. “I shouldn’t have to be answering for your reckless behavior all the time.”

Vara rolled out of bed, practically falling onto the floor before climbing to her feet. “I’m sorry,” she said insincerely. “I didn’t think I’d get in trouble for defending you.”

“I don’t want to talk about it. I’m getting dressed and heading to the Barrack.”

Vara sniffed, then scrunched her nose. “You’d better bathe first,” she suggested. “I saw a bathhouse on the other side of the road last night.”

Hathen strapped his sword to his belt and put his boots on.

“Are you sure this is such a good idea?” she asked. “Maybe Andri was right.”

He grimaced.

“Enbrator might not be useful for city guards.”

“It was plenty useful against those bandits,” he grumbled.

“Bandits aren’t the only things city guards have to deal with. And father never taught either of us how to shoot,” she added. “Mercenary work might suit you better.”

“Andri’s wrong,” he insisted. “He’s just trying to undermine my confidence.”

“Is it working?”

“No,” he lied.

“He wouldn’t want you to work for him if you could be riled up so easily. Maybe he’s just testing you.”

“Whatever he’s doing, I don’t like it,” Hathen grumbled. He stood and exhaled sharply, mentally preparing himself for whatever lay ahead.

“Good luck,” Vara called out lackadaisically as he opened the door to leave.

“Thanks.”

Immediately after Hathen closed the door, Vara tried to go back to sleep for a short while. But the excitement of being in the city was making her restless.

Besides that, her stomach rumbled and her skin felt grimy, so rather than try to sleep more, she decided she wanted to eat and bathe. She reached into her satchel for her two remaining silver pieces and headed out.

In the fresh morning, the tavern had a more subdued atmosphere, though it had no shortage of customers. The aroma of sweet sausages, ginger-cakes, golden cernisa syrup, and fried eggs filled the room.

Instead of drunkards, the tables seated craftsmen and laborers fueling up for the day ahead. Dull light crept in through the windows and accentuated the glow of the fire pit, next to which the seat of the previous night’s songstress sat empty.

Though Vara wanted sorely to eat a filling breakfast, her desire to bathe was stronger. Hathen’s odor after days of traveling was rank enough to be regarded as a stench, and she was sure her own was just as offensive. She exited The Murky Pond to a road coated with snow, light peering faintly through gray clouds, and fires burning brightly in forges.

The industrial energy of the city matched her own vibrant pace, and with renewed optimism at no longer having to trudge through wilderness, she crossed the street, maneuvering between busy carriages, and entered the bathhouse. Immediately, the warmth of steam and the smell of ash soap filled her nostrils, and she smiled.

The bathhouse, to her delight, cost only one silver piece to use, meaning she’d have enough left to buy some food. As she soaked and washed her hair in the women’s side of the bath, she tried to talk to one of the other girls there.

“It’s a beautiful morning,” she remarked to the blonde-haired young lady next to her.

With a huff, the woman turned away.

“Don’t talk to me.”

Vara frowned. “I’m just trying to be friendly.”

“Just leave me alone, okay? I’m not in the mood.”

The girl rinsed herself off and left, leaving Vara alone in the bath. The young lady’s rudeness had surprised her, but she decided maybe the blonde had her own troubles, and let it go. At the pay counter, she talked to the clerk before leaving.

“Is everyone in this city... sort of high strung?”

The clerk shrugged. “People get stressed when Hawksnow’s coming up,” he answered. “Holiday seasons are always busy.”

“Oh, right,” she mumbled. Having been traveling for so long, she had forgotten about the coming winter festivities. “Maybe making friends will be harder than I thought,” she muttered.

He looked at her quizzically. “What, were you trying to make friends in the bath?”

“Uh... no. Of course not.” Vara’s cheeks reddened and she walked quickly out the door.

Back at The Murky Pond, she noticed Andri’s table from the previous night was now empty. She wondered where he was, as well as how her brother was doing finding a job.

After she ordered breakfast, she sighed, thinking Andri’s analysis was probably spot on. She ate her ginger-cakes and bacon leisurely, but after she was done, a realization set in: she was out of money.

But now clean and full of energy, Vara headed back out into the city, ready to take whatever job she could find. The streets were littered with shops, street vendors, restaurants, and craftsmen, so she was confident she could find work somewhere. She headed down the road to Waren’s Cobbler, the first shop she saw.

The place was filled with shoes and boots of different sizes and shapes, and smells of leather, metal, and must. Near the back, Vara heard gentle tapping. She walked further in to find a short, gray-haired man hammering small nails into the heel of an expensive-looking shoe.

“Oh, welcome,” he said when he saw her. “Need those touched up?” He motioned to her boots.

“No,” she said with a smile. “I’m actually here looking for work.”

“Oh, great!” he said. “I could use a hand around here. Not many cobblers in this city.”

Vara felt a pang in her stomach. “Well, I don’t actually know much about cobbling,” she said quietly.

“Then why did you come in here looking for work?”

“I thought you might need some help with customers, or stocking shelves, or... cleaning, or something like that.”

He shook his head. “That’s not what I need help with,” he said flatly. “If that’s all you can do, then I can’t afford to pay you.”

“Would you be willing to take an apprentice?”

“Sorry, but I just don’t have time to be training anyone right now.”

Vara slumped a bit.

“I’m sorry,” he said again. “Guess you’ll have to try somewhere else.”

Over the course of the day, Vara’s chipper optimism was steadily crushed by the realization that her father and mother had died without teaching her a trade. Visions of eating well and living in a comfortable house faded quickly as shop after shop rejected her.

“Sorry, can’t have a clueless apprentice messing up the orders.”

“Maybe if you had one or two years’ experience...”

“How fast can you butcher a shadowbeast?”

“I can’t pay you just to clean. My kid cleans for free.”

Even the restaurants rejected her, every one of them saying they had too much serving staff already. In the evening, as it began to snow again, Vara trudged slowly back to The Murky Pond, hoping her brother had found something for work.

After sunset, the tavern had turned from a bustling breakfast nook to a den of drunkards again. This time, Vara wasn’t quite as excited to walk through the scene, instead becoming annoyed at the brash and obnoxious men and women around her. She walked sullenly through the tavern, heading toward the stairs with her head hung low.

“Hey!”

Vara turned to see that the white-haired woman behind the counter had called out to her. She swallowed nervously, assuming she was about to be kicked out.

“Yes?” she asked nicely.

“Word is you’ve been going all over the city looking for a job.”

Vara’s eyes lit up and she approached the counter. “Yes,” she confirmed, “but I haven’t had any luck.”

“I’ve got some work for you, if you want it.”

“Oh, I’d appreciate that very much!”

“Need someone to shovel manure in the stable. My last guy quit.”

Vara’s face fell. “Shovel... manure?”

“Manure.”

“Couldn’t I... you know, maybe sweep the tavern floor, or wait on tables? Or... anything else?”

“Someone has to shovel the manure. It’s an important job.”

Vara tapped her hand against her thigh, wondering if this might be her only shot at making some money.

“What does it pay?”

“Two silver a day.”

“That—that’s it?”

The old lady nodded. “Plus, I can give you a room to stay in,” she added.

Vara gritted her teeth. “Can I have a room with two beds?”

“Sure. You can stay in the one you had last night. I’ll just knock your pay down to one silver.”

“One silver a day,” Vara thought. “Barely enough to feed myself. Hathen better find some kind of work.”

“All right,” she said after a moment. “I’ll do it.”

The old lady smiled. “Good,” she cooed. “You can start tomorrow morning. For now, I’ll give you something to eat.”

“Thank you.”

She went back into the kitchen and brought Vara a plate of burnt ends from the smoked shadowbeast brisket.

“Name’s Gail, by the way. I own this place.”

Vara took the plate. “It’s a nice tavern. Very lively.”

“Yeah, if that’s what you’d call it.” She took a deep drink from a full glass of dark liquor. When the beverage swirled as it was lifted, it clung to the sides of the glass, and produced a strong aroma that Vara could smell even from several feet away.

“What is that?” she asked.

Gail set the glass down. “Night Owl Brandy,” she answered. “One glass gets me through the night. On weekends, sometimes I need two. Want a taste?”

“Maybe some other time.”

As more customers came to give food and drink orders to Gail, Vara went to find a table, envious of the workers who got to stay inside bussing tables and cooking food far away from the smell of horse dung.

She remembered having to shovel manure as punishment back home, and even for one horse, it was grueling and unpleasant work. Was that the trade her parents had been preparing her for?

“Well, look who it is.”

As she was thinking to herself, Vara had absentmindedly found her way to Andri’s table, where he was once again sitting with a mug of ale.

“Oh, hi,” she said quickly.

“Vara, right?”

“Yep.”

“You look a little nervous. Everything okay?”

Vara looked around. “I thought... you know, the innkeeper might be angry at me,” she said softly.

“Why?”

“Well, because of what I did last night.”

“The Shadowmagic?” Andri scoffed. “Plenty of people can use Shadowmagic.”

Vara narrowed her eyes, wondering how a Galdanei could know something like that. “Really?” she asked skeptically.

Andri shrugged. “Well... not quite the way you can, I suppose. I’ve seen a fair few people who can absentmindedly make a shadow flicker like there’s a candle behind it. But true Shadowcasters are rare, from what I’ve heard. Anyway, I don’t think anyone will bother you about it.”

She sat across from him and started eating. Though she’d defended his motives to Hathen last night, she didn’t inherently trust him. Even so, he was the best company she had.

“Have you given any thought to my offer?” he asked after a while.

“I thought that offer was for my brother.”

“After what I saw last night, it’s been extended to you.”

His smile reeked of insincerity. “What are you up to?” she grumbled with annoyance.

He leaned back in his chair. “What do you mean?” he replied innocently.

“Don’t treat me like I’m dumb. You’re hiding something. Your mind games on Hathen were fun to watch last night, but I’m not in the mood today. Tell me what you want, or leave me alone.”

Andri’s smile fell quickly into a cold glare. “You really want to know everything, huh?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Fine,” he huffed. His expression turned dark and sulking as he took an agitated drink from his mug. “It’s... not easy to explain. I wanted to ease you into it, see if you were really interested before you dove too deep to get out. But if you want to know everything, I’ll tell you.”

Vara gave Andri a puzzled expression as she watched his demeanor change completely. She felt he had dropped an act and revealed his true self.

“What are you talking about?” she pushed.

He tapped his fingers on the table. “Truthfully, the work I offered you and your brother is very important,” he said in a hushed tone. “Not just for me, for everyone. I need the help of capable fighters who can stay calm under pressure, and deal with all manner of adversities.”

“Why?”

Andri hesitated as if trying to find the right words. “Because... there are monsters among us,” he whispered.

Vara’s cheek twitched as she listened to the man, who suddenly seemed very different from the one she’d met last night.

“Monsters?” she whispered back.

“From my country.” He leaned in close, his voice gravelly and low. “Witches.” He said the word slowly, with loathing. “In Galdanon, they’re a problem. They’re such a problem, in fact, that the kingdom backs an organization designed to capture and kill them.”

“Witches...”

“But the organization isn’t perfect. Sometimes Witches manage to escape, and when they do, they come right here.” He pressed his finger against the wooden table. “Where no one knows how to stop them.”

“What exactly are Witches?”

Andri grimaced. “The word means ‘accursed woman’ in the Old Galdanic tongue,” he answered. “They have such an intuitive understanding of Galdanei magic that it makes them thirst for power. They’re dangerous, they’re vicious, and they think the world is their right by birth. And why wouldn’t they? They’re vested with abilities so great that normal people can’t lay a finger on them.”

Vara rested her chin on her hand, wondering about the truth of Andri’s words, but intrigued by them all the same. His story seemed crazy, but he sounded genuine.

“So there are Witches among us. How do you know that?” she questioned. “If you can prove it to me, maybe I’ll believe you.”

He looked around to make sure no one was listening. “I used to be part of that organization: The Witch Guard. Only, I wasn’t a hunter. I was a scout. I used Wizardry to track down Witches, then the hunters would move in and take them down. And I’ve used that same skill to track them while I’ve been here.”

“Why are you here now? Why aren’t you still in the Witch Guard?”

He smirked. “If I have to earn your trust, then you have to earn mine,” he countered. “Maybe after you help me, I’ll tell you.”

“Fine. But I’m not sure you’ve convinced me.”

He downed the rest of his drink.

“In the time I’ve been here, a number of Witches have come and gone,” he said. “They’re smart and cunning. They won’t make themselves obvious, but I can tell them apart. The trouble is, I can’t do much to stop them doing whatever it is they want to do. Sometimes they don’t seem to want anything; sometimes they terrorize villages; sometimes they butcher innocents, even children, just to feel powerful.”

Vara bit her lip, becoming somewhat frightened of the monsters Andri was describing.

“There’s one I’ve been tracking recently,” he continued. “Right now, she’s up in the north side of the county, in a fishing village called Caelous. She’s taken control of the place, enslaved the villagers and threatened them into obedience. Last time I was up there, I saw bodies impaled on spikes.”

Vara’s eyes widened. “You’re not serious.” But she knew he was. 

“Very serious,” he said. “If you go up there and sneak around, I’m sure you’ll find ample proof to start trusting me.”

“I can’t do that... it might be dangerous.”

“You could use Shadowmagic to hide yourself. We don’t have anything like that in Galdanon, so I doubt she’ll see you.”

Vara shook her head. “No!” she insisted. “You want me to help with this? If what you’re saying is true, the guards should be handling it!”

“They won’t handle it!” Andri slammed his fist down, catching the brief attention of some people at a nearby table. Vara pursed her lips and felt a tinge of regret at coming to this city at all.

“Look,” he said after the other drinkers turned away. “The guards here can’t handle it. They don’t know how. Do you get it? The Witches can run circles around people who don’t understand them, and they can get away with whatever they want.”

“I don’t... this doesn’t make any sense,” Vara groaned, struggling to understand. “Why should I be getting involved in this?”

“You certainly don’t have to,” Andri said, lightening his tone. “I won’t force you to. It’s just that when I first saw you and your brother, there was something about your faces. You looked lost, like you were trying to find your places in the world. But more than that, you looked like people who wanted to make a difference.”

She looked down at her plate, contemplating whether or not that guess was right.

“I won’t force you to do anything, Vara,” he said again. “I would never force anyone to do anything. Last night, I thought I could prod at Hathen’s ego, see if he’s the right man for the job, maybe gain his trust. But I’m no good at talking to people like that. I haven’t had a friend in years. I barely know how to hold a conversation.”

As his speech turned from confident to murmuring, Vara couldn’t help but feel sympathy for him. In a strange way, he reminded her of Hathen.

“The truth is that I need help,” he continued. “This place needs help. No one’s willing. No one has ever agreed to work with me, especially not after hearing what I just told you. So I didn’t want to scare you both away with doom and darkness.”

“It’s all right,” Vara said. “This all just seems over my head. I don’t know why you’d want my help with something like this.”

Andri sighed. “I was thinking about giving up. You know, hunting Witches is a tough job to sell, and I suppose this city’s safety isn’t really my business. But I start thinking to myself, what if a Witch takes over the city? What if she takes over all of Umber? I don’t... I don’t want anyone else to die because of something like that.”

“That could really happen?”

He turned to look her directly in the eye and held up a finger. “One Witch nearly overthrew all of Galdanon. One.”

Suddenly, as she looked into Andri’s gray eyes, Vara felt as if her own magical power was insignificant.

“Look, if you head up to Caelous and take a look around, I’ll pay you for it,” Andri said, standing to leave. “Even if you don’t see anything.”

Vara shifted in her seat, unable to keep from smiling at the offer after a day full of rejection. “How much?”

“Fifty.”

Her eyes widened. “Silver?”

Andri nodded.

“Just to look around?”

He nodded again.

“Well... I guess I could go. If I go after dark, maybe she’ll be asleep.”

“Maybe,” he repeated. “If you do it, find me tomorrow. If you don’t see anything, I’ll pay you, and that’ll be the last you’ll hear from me. If you do, then you can decide what to do next.”

Vara nodded, and Andri walked slowly up the stairs, his cloak slung over his shoulder. She let his words sink in as she finished her food, then stood. Though she had no idea if Andri was telling the truth about Witches, her knees wobbled in nervous anticipation.

“This is stupid,” she thought to herself. “A waste of time.”

Even so, she found herself walking toward the tavern’s exit, and Andri’s words stuck in her head.

“You looked like people who wanted to make a difference.”

Vara headed out into the snowy streets. People brushed by her as she walked, not noticing how nervous she looked. She didn’t say hello to any of them, or even look at their faces. She was buried deep in thought as she walked hurriedly through the snow. Before long, she was outside the city, heading north through the white fields reflecting the moonlight.

The power of Umulus, creator of Umber and owl of the night sky, filled her from
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