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	Prologue

	 

	 

	The Thuran War

	1,000 chorizel

	The Day of The Separation

	 

	“Can Yerus hold, sir?” asked Lasaro.

	Moisé gritted his teeth and buried his obsidian sword tip in the ground, then leaned hard on the crosshilt. The gash in his leg wouldn’t stop bleeding and blood trickled down into his beard from the deep wound on his scalp. The bandages had already soaked through. He needed to find a healer who could Weave a song of Rappá and get these wounds healed before he bled out.

	He swiped the blood and grime from his brow with his backhand and studied his squire for a moment.

	“I trust the Guardian. He’s never failed.” His voice croaked. He needed something to drink. Water wouldn’t be strong enough this time. After what he and Lasaro had just survived, they would need something much stiffer. “You fought well, Lasaro. Did you tend to that wound in your side?”

	“Yes, sir,” said the squire, lifting the saturated garment to reveal bandages wrapped around his torso. They were already stained crimson. He quickly dropped the shirt and looked away. “I’ll be fine.”

	I couldn’t have chosen a better squire, thought Moisé as he pursed his lips and squeezed Lasaro’s shoulder. He didn’t prod any further.

	They both silently looked toward Yerus, the extravagant redstone city with its imposing walls and the tall spires that surrounded Adoshier Castle and the Thuran Tower, looming hundreds of feet over it all. A pure beam of light radiated into the heavens from the top of the tower; the Thura must’ve activated. Explosions rumbled in their ears even from this distance as the Mal’akh Weaved Ma’shaliso to transport human Weavers to meet every wave of Chanters the Minstrel sent at the walls. What a benefit to move people from one place to another as fast as a thought, but they still had to be careful. One of these times, their Ma’Shaliso explosions might damage the wall—every Weave had a cost; Ma’Shaliso simply had a more violent effect than the others.

	How much longer can they keep up this pace? thought Moisé, shaking his head. Sure, the Mal’akh had a special connection to Yaqol in Kisé Ha’kavod that humans couldn’t comprehend, but they could still run out of energy. Every time they Weaved Ma’Shaliso, it drained more power than a single human could contain. 

	A band of Karrá Weavers held strong at the eastern gate. The way they moved in perfect unison almost looked like a choreographed dance as they slung variously colored swaths of Hadrek essence against the Minstrel’s Chanters. These Weavers produced a spectrum of green Hadrek, but it could’ve been any color.

	An opaque light blue surrounded the Karrá Weavers; they must’ve had a Tephlá Weaver setting a shield to protect them. Good thing, too. The Chanters kept chanting Tsalim against it, but couldn’t break through. If they breached the shield at all, the gate would fall.

	For the sake of every honorable life at that gate, give an outpouring of focus to your Tephlá Weavers, Moisé prayed to Yaqol.

	A contingent of Massá Weavers at the southern wall had already lost their Tephlá Weaver. Dozens of bodies littered the ground. A few brave souls still raised their voices with the song of Massá. A mix of reds surged from them at the Chanters. They wouldn’t last long against such overwhelming numbers. The Chanters kept disrupting their songs with Tsalim. They were slaughtering the Weavers and would soon breach that part of the wall.

	Yaqol, have mercy, thought Moisé. They don’t stand a chance.

	A Mal’akh with five humans erupted into the center of the Chanters with an explosion of light. The detonation sent the bodies of Chanters flying everywhere and cleared a circle for the brave contingent.

	The Mal’akh alone could’ve handled ten men, with its swords and six wings. It didn’t hurt that it stood nearly ten feet tall. The five humans gave the Mal’akh a chance against nearly a hundred Chanters.

	A Tephlá Weaver started singing. An opaque light blue shield formed around the warriors. The Chanters tried to break through, but the shield singed their flesh, and they backed away. They resonated at the wrong frequency. Yaqol’s voice was too powerful.

	Purple essence shot from the Karrá Weaver who danced on one side of the Mal’akh. Orange essence flowed from the Massá Weaver’s song on the Mal’akh’s other side. Their coordinated attack wound together into a powerful blast that sliced through ten Chanters at once. Both Weavers stumbled back from how much power had flowed from them, but they readied to Weave again as the Mal’akh swung its swords and wings in deadly attacks.

	The determined Chanters kept attacking and slinging jagged surges of Tsalim at them. They had lost their advantage, but the Minstrel wouldn’t accept a retreat. Not when they were so close to victory.

	While the others fought, a Rappá Weaver who had arrived with the Mal’akh tended to the wounded. Rose-gold Hadrek flowed from the Weaver and enveloped the injured fighters in healing essence. A fifth person ran along the edge of the Tephlá shield with a sword, hacking at any Chanter within reach.

	Moisé watched that one man and clenched his teeth. Not everyone Weaves. Some people were just—people. Like that one man down there. Like Lasaro. Moisé couldn’t think of anything more valiant than normal men like that who still fought, even when surrounded by such power.

	The Thuran War hadn’t been merciful to the powerless; they suffered more than anyone else. But what choice did the normal people have, the ones who couldn’t hear Yaqol’s song and couldn’t Weave Hadrek? The Minstrel slaughtered or enslaved anyone who didn’t serve him. Better to die swinging a sword than to suffer a fate worse than death.

	The real battle was unfolding at the north wall. The Minstrel led that force himself. He rarely joined in a fight. That had to mean something. Moisé couldn’t see anything more than lights of every color flashing from their southern vantage point. The sky over Yerus rippled from the surges.

	Moisé had been sent to hunt down Chanter scouts. Things had gone pretty well this time—if pretty well meant getting your entire company killed. The scouts were dead, too. Only Moisé and Lasaro had survived.

	Moisé chuckled and glanced at Lasaro. “You know we’ve got to find a way through all that, right? The Captain called everyone back to the city.”

	The young man’s face fell at the daunting prospect, but he quickly gathered himself and nodded toward the city. “Then let’s do it, sir.”

	Moisé studied him for a moment; Lasaro couldn’t have been twenty yet. He clapped his squire on the back and laughed. “Nah, don’t worry about it. We can hide out here until the battle fades. We’ll get in later, once the battle subsides. Let’s make camp here until nightfall, then we’ll head down there and find a way in.”

	Lasaro nodded and set about the task as Moisé turned back to the city and furrowed his brow. There was no way they would find a way into the city. Not now, not at night, not anytime soon. The Captain had given an order. Moisé had no choice; he had to have faith that the Captain would make a way.

	The Mal’akh suddenly spun toward the Weavers and gestured wildly.

	Moisé leaned forward to peer closer. “What the—”

	Before the Weavers could react, the Mal’akh Weaved Ma’shaliso and exploded from the scene. The force knocked the Weavers back, but not with as much violence as when they all had arrived together.

	“This can’t be good,” Moisé muttered under his breath.

	He turned to beckon Lasaro, but before he could say anything, a voice spoke into his mind.

	I am sorry. We have failed you. The Minstrel’s forces have broken through the north wall. We must do something desperate. I have no other choice—”

	It was the Guardian’s voice. Moisé had heard him rally the troops ahead of other battles. He had never heard him Weave Lachash and speak directly into his thoughts before. Moisé’s mind swirled—the Guardian kept speaking, but he couldn’t hear any of it.

	Did we really just lose the war after everything we’ve endured? What will happen to the Thura? This will be the end of Ganden. Yaqol, help us!

	Moisé’s heart sank as he locked eyes with Lasaro. The look on the young man’s face said he’d heard the Lachash as well. Moisé reached out to shake Lasaro’s hand; he’d been a fantastic squire.

	The beam of light that had been shining from the Thuran Tower to the heavens flickered and went out, then reignited from the tower itself with the intensity of ten suns. Everything paused. The sky over the city even seemed to take a breath. Everyone who had been fighting turned to look. The expanding ball of light hummed with energy. It surged before the light erupted in a violent explosion and consumed Yerus. A shockwave burst from the city and rippled across the ground faster than anything Moisé had ever seen.

	Moisé ripped his sword from the ground and started weaving a song of Massá as he stepped in front of Lasaro. No sound came from Moisé’s mouth; he simply listened for Yaqol’s voice and let his mind attune to the song, just as he had always done these many years as a Knight of Ganden defending the realm from the Minstrel and his Chanters.

	Vibrant yellow Hadrek radiated from his eyes and swirled around his blade. Yellow veins shot across the ground like lightning with every step. He raised his sword and set his feet in a defensive stance just as the blast reached them.

	The Guardian’s voice reverberated as the last thought in Moisé’s mind as the massive explosion vaporized him and Lasaro.

	I am sorry. We failed you. I have no other choice…
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	Chapter One

	 

	 

	8 chorizel

	8 years until the awakening

	 

	Jarek-Mulkavien tasted a hint of change in the air as his rickety old buckboard rolled northeast. A waxing crescent moon illuminated the cool fall night, yet he remained shirtless, displaying a bronzed torso adorned with tattoos. Crisp air tossed about by a swirling headwind blew in from the eastern Saryan Coast, but didn’t bother him. The salt dispersed long before reaching that far inland. The building pressure hinted at a coastal storm. He’d find out soon enough whether it remained over the sea or ripped inland.

	“You see, Fiona, not that long ago we had a ten-foot winter!” he said in a rolling, guttural accent. “Och, you should’ve seen the snowdrifts that year! Touched the house eaves across all the realms. Aye, it was a blustery brigand of a winter, that one was. No one could use their front doors! Ha! Second-floor windows became the only way into the houses!”

	A white goatee dangled across his broad chest as he talked. Leather reins held loosely in one hand, he ran the other over his freshly shaved head, smoothed by a fresh layer of hoof wax.

	“Och, the bitter cold that winter cost plenty of people their lives, lass. Once the snows fell, the sun did little to warm the air. It was well past summer before the last snow melted in Ikarton. By Yaqol, the poor farmers couldn’t plant their crops until late. It set every realm back without enough food for their families and animals.”

	He looked into the distance, letting his old black mare pull the wagon. Dust kicked up from the wooded-spoked wheels along Tamayan Road. Scattered clouds wafted across the firmament of bright stars filling the night sky.

	“Hattie remembers it well, I’m sure! Don’t you, dear! Och, she had some cold ears that winter! Someone got wise and started making hats for the horses pulling merchants and caravanners around the realms. Made our horses happy, no doubt! Got someone rich, too! I heard they moved to Havash, living a fancy life now.”

	He glanced at the loaded wooden crates in the back of the buckboard.

	“Why not, I say? Don’t invent anything new; just make something better than what it was. That’s what they did. Here we are all these years later, delivering fancy horse hats to the realms before winter hits. Pretty sure these are just knock-offs, the way our customer loaded them so quietly, sending us on our way in such a hurry.”

	The smuggler patted a heavy purse full of kessips under the seat. The coins rattled. 

	“Makes no nevermind to me. If it pays the right price, then so be it! That’s what my ma used to say to my pa.” 

	He lifted his voice into an unnatural falsetto to mimic his mother while adjusting his green and blue kilt. 

	“I don’t care what you do; just do it well and keep food on the table to feed young Jarek-Mulkavien!”

	He dropped back into his natural raspy tone. “They always called me by my full first name. My pa was so in love with her, he couldn’t leave her alone long enough to get paid. He’d rush home empty-handed, his arms wrapped tight around her, singing every night. It was right simple, but a blessed life, all the same.”

	He squinted seasoned gray eyes against the darkness, peering at distant lights emanating from Chazel’s Inn. The faint smell of smoke caught his nose. He studied a small encampment off to his right where motionless figures surrounded a smoldering fire.

	His voice dropped low, and he furrowed his brow.

	“Those are Subanderii horses—must be a patrol of Baksa Rangers,” he said, shaking his head. His booming laugh echoed across the open fields as the mare trudged on. 

	“Hah! Keeping the realms safe for honest folks like us, eh, ladies?”
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	The thief held his breath, lying flat on his belly to stay invisible. He watched the gregarious smuggler pass by on the dusty road until he was out of sight. His voice slowly faded into the distance. The man’s talkative behavior surprised him, with no one else in the wagon with him. The black mare swished her tail, bobbing her head in response to his comment, and the man kept looking down at the gold-hilted rapier sheathed at his hip, patting the handle. 

	If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he’s talking to the horse and sword, he thought to himself.

	He let the night fall silent again, then raised himself to one knee. An owl hooted in the distance as crickets played an orchestral tune in the cool air rustling across the long grass of open fields.

	Sixteen—with plain features, a pale complexion, and a ruddy face—his shock of curly brown hair was unmanageable. Stronger than his lean frame showed, he pulled the thin, drab vest closer. Wisps of breath turned white in the cool air as he looked around with soft brown eyes. 

	He remained low and approached the encampment. The muted night forced him to be especially careful. An aspiring sneak thief, his previous foray didn’t go as planned. Now, the perfect opportunity presented itself—a chance to improve his fortunes. 

	Baksa armor and weaponry brought a high price in less reputable markets. Selling even one set of armor could fund an entire year—fleecing all ten men in the Ranger patrol would make him a legend. His name would become more valuable than any income he could earn. 

	He stayed cautious, looking for anyone on watch. Everyone appeared to be sleeping. The horses were staked nearby as he crept from downwind to avoid alerting them. Subanderii stallions were the finest horses in Ganden, raised upon the Subandem Plateaus far to the northwest. The last thing he needed was one of them alerting the sleeping men. The horses’ knees were locked out as they slept upright, and he smirked.

	I’m ambitious; not a fool. Stealing the Baksa’s armor is one thing. If I take their horses, they’ll never stop hunting me. I’d be as good as dead.

	He approached the nearest Baksa, whose lusty snores were loud enough to conceal most of his movements. The thief’s thick hands—calloused from years apprenticing for his blacksmith father—had a gentle touch. He nimbly untied the gold-trimmed white armor, removing the breastplate. He relieved the slumbering man of a small purse of kessips, and hooked it to his belt, careful not to rattle the coins. It took immense focus to force his fingers to stop trembling as he lifted the man’s sword from nearby on the ground. He could only carry so much while staying silent, so he tiptoed a short distance away and rolled out a canvas to stash the items, then returned for more.

	This is perfect. I can slip out of here fast. This armor’s so light, I should be able to tie it up into a backpack and carry it all together.

	The tedious night wore on as he relieved the Rangers of their goods with painstaking discipline, building a stockpile. His biggest challenge would be getting to the desert city of Arena to sell the items. He was confident he could hitch a ride with traders from Riverwynd. It was too risky to cross the Midbaros Desert on foot—paying to ride on a buckboard was worthwhile. 

	This better be worth it he thought, looking around. I don’t know what else it’ll take to get The Five’s attention. They’ve got such a stranglehold over everything out there in Arena. Can’t steal anything without their permission, but can’t get any jobs with them unless they know you’re a reputable thief. Gotta prove myself somehow. 

	He slipped the armor and coin purse from the last man and smiled. He’d taken everything worthwhile without them knowing he was there. The sun hadn’t yet risen on the clear eastern horizon, but a crescent moon hung low in the west—a farewell to a productive night. He needed to distance himself from the Baksa before they awakened. 

	They’re gonna be livid when they find out. I hope the false trail I left to the east towards Chazel’s Inn delays them enough. Riverwynd’s a couple of days west—they won’t pursue me once I get to the desert. 

	The Baksa didn’t venture out to the lawless realm of Arena often. What point was there in enforcing morals where no laws existed?

	He paused near the last man and momentarily remained on one knee. He peered at the sleeping men and counted.

	That’s odd; ten horses but only nine men. Rangers always patrol in groups of ten—I wonder if they ran into trouble and one of them got killed. 

	He looked around one more time, sweat glistening on his brow in the cool air. His lightweight shoes were damp from the dewy grass. The nearest man loudly snored, startling him, but no one else stirred. He tried calming his racing heart and remained low to the ground through the camp. The sleeping horses were still unaware of his presence. He forced himself to avoid rushing from excitement—the Baksa’s haul would change his life. 

	What in Yaqol’s four rivers?

	He scrunched his eyebrows as he approached the stash. He’d returned to the same spot all night but must’ve lost his way on the last trip—the cache was missing. 

	No, no, no! I know I left it here!

	He searched everywhere, retracing his steps in the dark. Panic rose like bile in his throat as he whipped all around. The darkness made it challenging—but he intentionally took the same route every time to avoid such a disaster. He cursed at himself under his breath at his recklessness. 

	Yaqol’s beard! What have I done?

	The stars provided a dim glow, straining his eyes as he laid the final breastplate, sword, and sack of kessips down. Careful to remember where he placed them, he hurried back to the camp. It was all he could do to resist the urge to rush. 

	I’ve gotta find it fast and get out of here—the only way this gets worse is if I wake them.

	At the camp, he regained his bearings. With every overemphasized step, he retraced his path back to where the stash should’ve been. His eyes frantically darted about, desperate for any hint of where he got twisted up.

	It took every ounce of willpower in his body to inhibit the scream of panicked rage trying to erupt from his throat when he returned to the spot he’d just left. 

	I know I’m in the right spot—but it’s all vanished! This makes no sense! Where did it all go?

	He sprinted back and forth in a crouch, and tried to unravel what he had done wrong. The place was accurate—the flattened grass was dry where the canvas kept dew from forming all night. 

	He froze in his tracks. Terror paralyzed him. Goosebumps erupted all over his body. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. He senses someone behind him.

	“Did you find it yet?” asked a deep, raspy voice from the dark. “You’d best not reach for that short dagger on your belt.”

	The young thief remained transfixed, still crouched low.

	“I’d be a fool to try,” he said.

	A low, subtle laugh rumbled in the dark. “I’ve gotta say—you impress me, kid. I don’t think anyone’s ever tried robbing a Baksa Ranger’s armor while he wore it, but you just stripped nine of them bare. You’ve got ambition.”

	“Thanks.” The thief couldn’t control the smile forming on his lips.

	“Don’t be stupid.” The serious timbre turned threatening. “That wasn’t a compliment. You’ve signed your own death sentence. You have two ways this can end, and neither will be pleasant. Stealing one of our horses might’ve been better for you because at least you’d be riding away right now. I don’t think you understand how much our armor matters to us.”

	The tone sent a terrified shiver down the thief’s spine. A ball of emotion formed in his throat. Unhindered tears sprang from his eyes, soaking his cheeks. He attempted to be brave, but his shaky voice revealed his fear.

	“Wh—what will you do to me?” he asked.

	“Nothing—it’s not my call. Your fate is in Lieutenant André’s hands now; how well he slept tonight will decide whether you live past sunrise. If you want to see what sunset looks like, stand up slowly with your hands behind your back. Make any sudden moves, and I’ll have to tell my Lieutenant how you died. Got it?”

	The teen did all he could to keep his bladder from purging itself. He slowly stifled his sobs through hyperventilated breaths. “Y—yes sir—yes s—sir! D—don’t kill me! Please don’t kill me—my momma—it’ll break her heart!”

	A massive presence loomed behind him. Giant hands wrapped around his wrists and tied them together.

	“What’s your momma call you, kid?”

	The thief took a deep breath to calm himself. “Aapeli. Sir.”

	“Where are you from, Aapeli?”

	“H—Havash.”

	The man grabbed Aapeli’s shoulders and spun him around. In the predawn twilight, Aapeli was shocked as the man towered over him. He wore the Baksa’s gold-trimmed white armor, but it looked nothing like the armor he removed from the other men—it was much larger, straining against the bulging muscles in his arms. 

	Aapeli’s eyes were level with the man’s chest, where a silver pendant hung from a thin chain, with a wolf howling at a crescent moon etched into it. Shoulder-length black and tan hair was pulled into a loose topknot over his clean-shaven, dark-bronze features. His fierce, deep brown eyes glared at Aapeli; a humorless smile danced across his lips.

	“Aapeli of Havash. I’m Cadel of the Baksa,” he said. “If you want to live, you’d better keep your mouth shut and do everything I say.”
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	Crimson rays streaked the eastern horizon. The smell of fresh-cooked bacon filled the air as the Rangers started stirring. Cadel crouched beside the crackling fire, shifting the slabs of sizzling meat around on a cast-iron skillet. A pot of coffee percolated on the embers.

	Aapeli sat nearby, his arms bound behind him. His discomfort looked less physical and more psychological. Cadel hadn’t spoken to him since throwing him to the ground to start breakfast. He let the pervasive fear of the unknown torment the thief. Aapeli looked like he hadn’t eaten in days, but appeared to have no appetite that morning.

	One athletically-framed Ranger walked to the fire and poured some coffee.

	“Morning, Cadel,” he said. “Who’s our guest?”

	Cadel kept shifting the food around without looking up. “Sleep well, Kobus?” he asked. “You look lighter.”

	Cadel smirked as Kobus shifted his arms around, stretching his torso, acting like he didn’t notice his missing armor. Kobus nodded toward Aapeli, who squirmed under his intense gaze.

	“You know, I thought something felt different this morning,” Kobus said. “Thought I might’ve lost some weight, you know?”

	“You?” asked Cadel, smiling and glancing at him. “You’re too thin already. If you lost any weight, a breeze could carry you away.”

	Cadel kept the food moving as Kobus chuckled, sipping his coffee.

	Another man bolted from the ground in breathless panic. He rushed to Cadel’s side, his blue eyes wide with fright.

	“By Yaqol!” he said in a loud whisper. “It’s daylight, Cadel! I slept through my watch! André’s gonna kill me!”

	“André’s got other things to deal with today, Deorsa,” said Cadel. “I think he’ll let it be.”

	“But why didn’t you wake me up?”

	“I was having too much fun watching him work all night,” said Cadel. He nodded toward Aapeli and shrugged his shoulders. 

	“Wait!” said Aapeli, his eyes shooting wide. “You watched me the whole—”

	Cadel’s stern glare snapped the young thief’s mouth shut.

	Kobus leaned closer to Cadel. “You don’t suppose André will…”

	Cadel stared silently in response as Kobus trailed off. Lieutenant André’s reputation offered a pessimistic outlook for Aapeli’s future. Cadel continued cooking while everyone grabbed their meals. They ate in subdued silence, bracing themselves for the inevitable. 

	Lieutenant André awakened with a loud yawn. So many years on patrol had taken their toll. He groaned while stretching his arms and back. The way his joints cracked made Cadel cringe. The lieutenant shuffled to the fire and began filling his plate. He only acknowledged Aapeli’s presence with a perturbed grunt when he saw the teenager bound and sitting on the ground. He walked a few paces away, then lowered himself to the ground with a loud harrumph before tucking into his food.

	In his early fifties—with a dark tan complexion and once jet-black hair that faded into a mix of salt and pepper—André was the oldest lieutenant in the Baksa. It was obvious, but no one ever talked about it—he should’ve been an officer in the Barracks at Zanai. He should’ve been promoted to the King’s Guard long before, but was still a lieutenant. His short temper and incorrigible devotion to his own unreasonable standards of dispensing justice always held him back.

	“What’s with the kid, Sergeant?” he asked without looking up from his plate.

	“Caught him sneaking around the camp last night, sir,” said Cadel. He knew the lieutenant’s nature and forced himself to stay relaxed.

	The men stiffened, looking like they wished to be anywhere else. Cadel’s reputation was well known, too. Still just twenty, he was the youngest Baksa ever promoted to the Ranger patrols, an accomplishment based on more than just his size and strength. Physical abilities aside, he’d proven to be an intelligent strategist with unyielding integrity. The lieutenant’s disapproval had been simmering for weeks.

	“He was sneaking, Sergeant Cadel?” asked André. “That’s all he did, huh?”

	Cadel stared back without responding, knowing his answer wouldn’t affect the lieutenant’s response. Tension mounted in André’s tone as he stood with a groan. Cadel—respecting his authority—also rose, standing at attention with hands clasped behind his back.

	“Explain the pile of armor and swords, Sergeant,” said André. “Wasn’t that more than just sneaking?

	“Yes, sir,” Cadel calmly replied.

	“Wouldn’t you say that looks a lot more like stealing, Sergeant?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	André’s face turned red with rage. “Our possessions are in a pile, and that young man is on the ground with his hands bound. I get the distinct impression that he’s a thief, Cadel! Wouldn’t you say that’s accurate?”

	Cadel’s face remained rigid. He silently nodded. No one else moved. André’s indiscriminate rage tended to lash out at anything that caught his attention once he lost control—which was often. Aapeli’s eyes widened with fright as he watched everything unfold.

	“Let me ask another thing, Cadel! Correct me if I’m mistaken—but you had the night watch, right?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“What in the name of Yaqol’s beard and His four mighty rivers were you doing while this thief was in our midst?” André screamed in Cadel’s face, or at least attempted to, as the younger man stood a full head taller. 

	“Please tell me you weren’t sleeping!”

	“No, sir. I was watching.”

	“W—watching! You were watching?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“While he robbed us blind?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	“What if he tried to kill us?”

	Cadel looked down into André’s eyes.

	“Are you dead, sir?”

	“Excuse me?”

	“I said—are you dead? Sir.”

	“Of course not!” Andre blustered.

	“I guess he didn’t come to kill you then, did he?”

	The Rangers stifled their laughter, but Deorsa’s audible snort set everyone off. 

	André glowered at them, then turned his attention back to Cadel.

	“Sergeant! What would possess you to let him rob us while you just watched?”

	“Honestly, he impressed me. More than that, it’s a principle my father taught me. It’s a lot less work to let someone dig their own grave. He wants to be a thief—I wanted to see how far he’d go. He went as far as he could, and that’s when I stopped him.”

	André paused—his red face quivering, veins bulging—then he nodded and stepped back.

	“The perfect words, I’d say. Sergeant! Draw your sword!”

	Cadel anticipated the conversation’s direction; he was ready.

	“No, I will not, sir.”

	“Excuse me?” André’s eyes bulged. “Who do you think you are?”

	“Sergeant Cadel of the Baksa Rangers! Sir!”

	André’s voice cracked. “Not for long if you defy a direct order from your superior officer! Draw your sword!”

	“No, sir. I won’t do that. All due respect—he did nothing to justify a death sentence.”

	Aapeli’s breath caught; shocked reality sent a tremor through his body.

	“I didn’t ask for your opinion!” André snarled. “I gave you an order!”

	“I understand you, sir, and I hear you very well. In fact, I’m certain everyone across the realms can hear you. But I will not draw my sword to execute anyone today. You’ve given me an order, but my oath is to the Baksa, not to you. I swore to stand for the well-being of everyone in Ganden facing injustice.” He stared into André’s eyes to emphasize his point. “And currently, I’m facing injustice.”

	The Rangers gasped. André blustered. His mouth formed words, but nothing intelligible came forth as his face twisted and his eyes bulged. Cadel ignored him and continued.

	“There’s no justice in executing this kid. I’ve seen his eyes—there’s good within him. What I’ll do, sir, is defy your order. I’m going to get on my horse with the kid and deliver him to Arukah Prison. Once finished, I’ll return to Zanai and face whatever punishment you, Captain Andronicus, and Colonel Naet deem necessary. Sir!”

	Cadel didn’t wait for a response. He had anticipated how things would go with André and had packed his horse before making breakfast. 

	The Rangers watched in stunned silence. André’s enraged face turned deep red, but he was too stunned to respond as Cadel saluted and turned. Cadel squeezed Kobus and Deorsa’s shoulders before walking past them. He reached down and lifted Aapeli to his feet. The thief’s body quaked with fright as he cut the bonds holding the boy’s wrists.

	“Keep your eyes on the ground and keep your mouth shut,” Cadel hissed—the look in his eyes emphasizing not to argue. “Follow my lead. Don’t make any sudden movements. We’re getting on my horse and walking out of here. Trust me, kid—if you blow this, I’ll kill you myself, and no one will have to order me to do it.”

	Aapeli obeyed, climbing up behind Cadel once he was settled into the saddle. Cadel gave a gentle nudge with his heels, and the Subanderii stallion started across the short stretch of grass toward Tamayan Road.

	Cadel looked straight ahead, sensing everyone’s gaze. He knew he was risking his future in the Baksa for the thief, but he valued his convictions more than his career. The Rangers watched him turn Calaé, his Subanderii bay, southwest onto the dusty road. He kept a deliberate pace until they faded from view.

	Not everything worth fighting for was sensible. Some people were worth sacrificing everything for—even if they were just young sneak thieves trying to establish a reputation. Cadel wasn’t certain if Yaqol existed, but he silently prayed that he hadn’t made the wrong choice. If the deity was real, everything was in His hands. Whatever happened next would have to be His will, because Cadel had no plan beyond being merciful towards Aapeli and saving his life.

	A severe punishment likely awaited him at Zanai—probation would be just the beginning. Time in prison or a flogging for insubordination were realistic possibilities. Everything depended on how much Lieutenant André exaggerated the incident.

	Arukah Prison—by the Midbaros Desert’s northeast corner—was just over a week away, and he’d have to ride a couple of days back to Zanai afterwards. He focused on the task ahead, letting everything beyond his control play out however it would. 
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	The first day of gentle riding hadn’t even passed yet, and Cadel already regretted saving Aapeli. The teen’s relentless bragging seemed to know no bounds, and he hadn’t stopped proclaiming his exploits yet.

	“You should’ve seen their faces, Cadel. There must’ve been ten, no fifteen of those brawlers, but they couldn’t touch me. Their boss was livid, screaming for them to get me, but they would’ve had an easier time catching a starving greased-up pig on its way to a food trough than laying a hand on me. I slipped through all of them and burst out of that cave into the night. I knew if they’d caught me, their boss would’ve sliced me up good. He had some weird sword that looped into his belt—or maybe his belt was a sword? I don’t know. His eyes had a dark look, like he wanted to hurt people. You know how it is, right? Can you read people like that? I could teach you.

	“Anyway, they spent the rest of the night searching for me, but no one can catch me when I’m hiding. Except for you, of course, but that was different. I’m too sneaky normally. The longer they looked, the more frustrated they got. I finally had enough and left. Walked right past one of them and tapped him on the rear with a stick. Made him yelp like he’d been attacked by a ghost!

	“I used some kessips from the stash I stole to get to Arena, then traded the rest. None of the stuff I stole from them seemed all that special, but it got the attention of some fences. One of them said they’d put in a good word with The Five, maybe see if they would hire me into the Thieves Den. Nothing came of it yet, but it will soon enough…”

	Cadel’s fingers ached. He realized he was squeezing the reins too hard and forced them to relax. 

	Better the reins than the kid’s neck, he thought. Maybe. 

	Cadel recognized a clearing and pulled Calaé off the road, then dismounted. 

	“Nice idea, Cadel. The sun’s gonna set soon. Might as well make camp, right?”

	Cadel glared at Aapeli until the teen got the hint and dismounted as well.

	“Start gathering wood fir a fire,” Cadel growled. He began uncinching Calaé’s saddle.

	“Where?” asked Aapeli.

	“Where what?”

	“Sticks. Where should I look for sticks?”

	Cadel gritted his teeth, then pointed and spoke in the lowest, calmest, most threatening tone he could utter.

	“In the woods. Right there. The forest surrounding this clearing.”

	“Oh. Yeah.” Aapeli turned to leave, then paused. “What kind of sticks do you want? Thick? Thin? Hardwood? Softwood? I think that’s a pine over there. Might have some good—”

	“Any stick, Aapeli. Just. Go. now.”

	“What’s got you so wound up? No reason to be so snappy.”

	Cadel turned with an icy stare.

	Aapeli backstepped, then turned to start his chore, chattering to himself the entire way.

	“Barely said a word all day, and he’s gonna be moody like that? Makes no sense. Some people just aren’t conversationalists.”

	Cadel closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Then flipped the saddle and blanket from Calaé’s back. He ripped a handful of grass from the ground and began rubbing the bay’s withers and back. Calaé blew a satisfied exhale through his nose, then nickered as he chomped a mouthful of grass. The Subanderii could have ridden for days if asked, but seemed as eager as Cadel for the break. 

	“I know, buddy,” said Cadel, giving the horse a pat. “What’ve we done to ourselves, right? Let’s just get him to Arukah and be done with it. We’ve survived worse. I think.”

	[image: A pair of crossed swords

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

	 

	Cadel glared across the fire at Aapeli, who still hadn’t stopped talking despite the mouthful of steaming meat stuffed inside his cheek. Somehow, the teen had already eaten two rabbits before Cadel had a chance to take a bite. 

	Good thing I snared a third, thought Cadel as he turned the rabbit on a spit over the flames. If he reaches for it, I might cut his hand off. I wonder if he’d eat that too if I roasted it just right?

	“What’s so funny?” asked Aapeli.

	“Hm?”

	“You’re smirking. I didn’t know you were capable of it. Think of a joke or something?”

	Cadel grinned. “Something like that.”

	“So what was it?”

	Cadel pulled the sizzling rabbit from the fire and blew on it. He was patient enough to let it cool, unlike his uncouth counterpart.

	“I was just wondering how you survived this long out here. Your survival skills are…astounding.”

	“Really? You think so?” Aapeli’s face lit up with a wide smile.

	“Oh yeah. Like how you carried one stick at a time back to the fire earlier. You’ve got two arms for a reason. But no; one stick per trip.”

	“I was just trying to pace myself…”

	“Or how you ate all of my rations and still had room in your bottomless cavern for two rabbits.”

	“I’m still a teen. Growing takes lots of energy.”

	“I bet. Fortunately, we’ll get to Riverwynd by late tomorrow, so I can get more supplies. How about the way you’ve been walking?”

	“What’s wrong with how I walk?”

	“Nothing normally, I’m sure. If I were to guess, you aren’t used to sitting in a saddle all day.”

	“I didn’t realize it was that obvious…”

	“Ever since we stopped, you’ve been waddling around like you’re still sitting in a saddle.”

	“Oh. Hey, I’ve got a question.”

	“Oh, yeah?”

	“If I’m your prisoner, why don’t you keep my hands tied up?” 

	“Would you prefer it if I did?”

	“No! It just seems odd.”

	Cadel shrugged. “Perhaps. Remember when you were stealing all of our stuff?”

	“Yeah. What about it?”

	“You ever wonder how long I watched you before I let you know I was there?”

	“Well—no, I hadn’t really thought about it.”

	Cadel smirked. “Good. From now on, make it something you think about. All the time. Never forget that I saw you long before you saw me. No matter what you think of me right now, I doubt you want to imagine what I’ll do to you if you try running off after what I just risked for you. I’m counting on you not to be that stupid.”

	“Valid point.”

	“Besides. With your incessant talking, I could find you with my eyes closed. How could you possibly hide if your mouth never stops moving?”

	Aapeli stared at the ground. He looked genuinely hurt. Cadel realized he’d pushed too far, but Aapeli shifted around before he could say anything.

	“That’s fine, Cadel. I get it. I’ll shut up. You won’t hear another word from me tonight.”

	Aapeli laid down, resting his head against the crook of a mossy stump.

	Cadel considered apologizing for his harshness, but never had the chance. Aapeli was already asleep. Any doubts Cadel might have had were dispelled by the unholy snoring that suddenly erupted from the depths of Aapeli’s throat. Cadel furrowed his brows and shook his head, mildly impressed by its volume and intensity.

	“Don’t worry, kid. I’ll take the first watch.” 

	He walked just beyond the firelight to let his eyes acclimate to the darkness. An old blowdown provided sufficient cover to relax while monitoring things. Even from there, the echoing roar carried notable vigor.

	“Not like keeping watch would do any good. I can’t hear anything over you anyway, kid. Every bandit and critter within a mile knows we’re here now.”
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	They crossed Rumyah Bridge over the Giah River around early afternoon, then continued southwest on Tamayan Road a bit farther until turning west onto Red Road. They approached a bend overlooking Riverwynd, and Cadel’s stomach rumbled, reminding him of his hunger in case he’d forgotten. Between observing Aapeli’s unsuccessful robbery attempt, riding through the day, then having to take watch the entire night after Aapeli wouldn’t wake up, Cadel had barely slept in three days. He fought to keep his bleary eyes open and was justifiably irritable.

	“Can’t you scoot up, Cadel?” asked Aapeli, still gloriously oblivious to Cadel’s exhaustion. “I swear the saddle’s pinching me where things shouldn’t be pinched. I know you’re huge, but you could shift a little, right? Yaqol’s beard, I’m hungry! Got anything left in your pockets? I finished the dried fruit in your saddlebag yesterday.”

	A grunt was all Cadel could muster without unleashing a furious tirade on the inconsiderate teen.

	“I still can’t believe you let me steal everyone’s stuff. You could’ve stopped me before I wasted my time like that. Not very considerate if you were gonna apprehend me anyway. Kinda an invasion of my privacy, watching me in the dark. Honestly, I’ve been spending this entire ride wondering if I should trust you. I mean—what if you’re not taking me to Arukah Prison? You could be some weird stalker. You don’t talk much, and that’s weird. I didn’t even get to choose who I’d go with. You took me against my will, never asking my opinion. That was after you snuck up on me and tied me up. Are you some kind of creep, Cadel? 

	“Man. I shouldn’t have let you arrest me. I knew you were there the whole time. It’s not like I was actually robbing everyone. You can’t prove anything. As far as I’m concerned, I was only collecting everything to wash and polish it up. For all that matters, you’re the actual thief, according to the law. I had everything in a pile—it was in my possession, and you took it from me—I could arrest you if I chose. You better treat me good, or when we get to Arukah, I’ll tell them you kidnapped me. They’d have to believe me because I’m still a kid. I bet I’ll become the best thief in The Five! You should’ve seen it! I stole an amulet from a giant, and I—”

	“Kid—shut up,” Cadel said wearily.

	“You know, there’s no need to be so temperamental. All you had to do was—”

	“I wasn’t asking. Stop talking right now, or you’re sleeping in the stable.”

	“Rude.”

	Cadel held back a chuckle. Selfishness notwithstanding, Aapeli had an endearing nature. Cadel never had siblings, but Aapeli acted like an annoying little brother. 

	The dusty Red Road led straight through the center of Riverwynd, a modest trading village where Elias Bridge crossed the Meppashah River. A series of violent rapids, chutes, and canyons for most of its duration, the river flattened out and slowed as it passed the town before rushing south once again. The plunging water emitted a constant, dull roar that seemed loud at first, but Cadel found it less pervasive as his ears acclimated. 

	Children played on large, smooth boulders along the riverbank and by the bridge. The water was too cold to swim in this time of year, but their screams and laughter reminded Cadel of days he’d spent playing with childhood friends in the Lobana’s deep woods where he was raised. The musty smell of mud, moss, and stone lacked the acidic scent of the forest’s cedars, but carried enough hints to remind him of a place he hadn’t called home since joining the Baksa. 

	Riverwynd’s original building, The Happy Jackrabbit Inn, was neighbored by a stable, a blacksmith, and a few simple, wood-framed homes. The modest community offered a perfect waypoint for anyone venturing between Havash in the distant southwest, Mitolas on the eastern coast beside the Saryan Sea, or north to Zanai at Ganden’s center. 

	Cadel watered, fed, and settled Calaé in Tivadar’s stable just down the street. The bay had thrown a shoe—which needed repairs before continuing their journey—but that could wait until morning. Cadel was tired and hungry. He and Aapeli exited the stable to find long shadows spreading across the village as the western horizon glowed crimson under the setting sun

	They stepped into the inn, a modest yet sturdy establishment. The bustling common room had a vaulted ceiling with open beams. Pleasant aromas emanated from the kitchen as a vibrant woman in her late forties with a gorgeous dark complexion and long black dreadlocks tied back bustled throughout the room with an enthusiastic smile, tending to her patrons.

	 “Morning, er, afternoon!” she said while whisking past them in the doorway. “Seat yourselves anywhere!”

	She never stopped moving, scarcely glancing in their direction. All eight tables were filled, but the bar had two stools together beside a man slouched on his elbows. Cadel sat near him. Aapeli climbed onto the other stool as the hostess arrived.

	“Welcome to The Happy Jackrabbit. What can I get you?”

	She told them some food options as she worked behind the bar. The weary travelers told her their choices, and she walked away without taking notes, clasping multiple tankards of ale in her hands. She disappeared through a swinging door and reappeared with their plates of food within a few moments.

	“Drinks?” she asked.

	“Ale, please,” Cadel said.

	“Same,” said Aapeli.

	“You look young for ale—wouldn’t milk be better?” she said, smirking at Cadel. “It’s up to you.”

	“Look, miss—” said Cadel.

	“Jorie. My husband, Bazyli, makes all those wonderful smells.”

	“Well, Mrs. Jorie—”

	“Just call me Jorie, big guy!”

	“And I’m Cadel,” he said, chuckling. “If Aapeli thinks he can drink ale, he’s more than welcome to. With where he’s headed, he’ll grow up fast anyway.”

	She smiled. “Ale it is!”

	She plunked two foaming tankards beside their plates, then flashed a bright smile. Cadel and Aapeli dove into their plates right away. It had been too long since they’d eaten proper meals, and the blend of chicken, carrots, peas, and bold spices mixed well with a creamy sauce.

	“Will you folks be staying the night?” she asked as Cadel and Aapeli ate.

	“Yes, please,” said Cadel.

	“The only room available has a single bed. Most of the people here are headed to Arena’s monthly fights. Bloody and barbaric, if you ask me. They keep talking about some young girl who puts on a light show and can’t lose at the arena. It’s got them all excited.”

	“Only a single bed? We’ll take it for tonight,” said Cadel, grinning at Aapeli. “Jorie, do you have an extra set of blankets and a pillow? The floor can get uncomfortable.”

	“Of course!” she laughed as she walked away to check on other customers.

	The two travelers asked for another plate each. Cadel was on his third serving when the young man sitting beside them stirred, and sullenly examined Cadel.

	“Baksa, huh?” he said. His breath reeked of alcohol.

	Cadel nodded without responding; his gold-trimmed white armor was quite recognizable. The Baksa were the finest warriors in Ganden, with their barracks in Zanai for logistical purposes. Rangers patrolled the realms, upholding everyone’s safety from bandits, marauders, and anyone harming the innocent. They worked with the kings but served none of them.

	Not everyone liked the Baksa—criminals in particular. The man didn’t appear to be lawless, but Cadel let him reveal his opinions before speaking. He was too fatigued for any confrontations.

	“Ranger?” the man asked.

	Cadel nodded again.

	The man leaned forward to look past him at Aapeli. “You’re no Ranger, kid. Not Baksa at all. From what I see, you’re a thief. Not a good one, either. I’d wager you’re headed to Arukah.”

	Aapeli spluttered in his ale. 

	Cadel chuckled. “Why would you say that, friend?”

	The man beckoned Cadel closer and hitched himself up to whisper loudly into his ear.

	“I’m a mind reader!”

	Cadel burst out laughing and held out his hand, introducing himself.

	“Cadel.”

	“Giacobbe.”

	“A mind reader, huh?”

	“If I were, I don’t think I’d be such a failure now, would I?” Giacobbe said, scoffing. “I’m talented at putting details together. You’re obviously Baksa—a Ranger if you’re in Riverwynd. No others with you, so you’ve split off from your patrol. This kid here is no Baksa. He’s too shifty, and his eyes move as if he thinks everyone suspects him. Criminals do that. He’s smooth with his hands. Real smooth. He’s got skills.”

	“Yeah, I’m skilled!” said Aapeli. “How can you say I’m not a good thief?”

	“In case you haven’t noticed, you’re with this guy!” said Giacobbe, grinning and slapping Cadel’s back. “And if you’re with him, that means you got caught. Not a good thief!”

	He and Cadel erupted in laughter. Aapeli’s face turned red, but he had no retort. Cadel wouldn’t let him storm off, so he had to endure the ridicule. 

	Cadel realized Aapeli’s embarrassment and felt a pang of sorrow for the boy. He changed the subject.

	“Why do you say you’re a failure, Giacobbe?” he asked.

	Giacobbe shrugged, holding his hands wide. “Let’s say I’ve run out of things to fail at. Tried ‘em all, failed ‘em all. I lack the physical capabilities to succeed in any of the trades, and I don’t have a rich family to back me. Tough to climb from where I started without a hand pulling you up, so to speak.”

	“Have you quit trying?”

	“Well, uh, no. I’m just looking for my next loss, I guess.”

	“Then you’re not a failure. My father taught me that the only failure is when you give up. Failure either strengthens you or eliminates all the things you’re not good at so you can find where to succeed. Just keep trying. If you fail, at least you’re failing forward. When you quit, it’s over.”

	Giacobbe stared silently, so Cadel pressed ahead.

	“Giacobbe—you’re still young,” said Cadel. “Try again. Do something you haven’t tried yet. Attempt the unexpected. Be daring—don’t limit yourself. Just don’t quit.”

	“You know nothing about me—”

	“I don’t need to. I’m a mind reader, too. You could make quite a name in a growing town like this. Have you considered setting up a trader’s shop? People pay plenty for information. Just a thought.” Cadel winked.

	A self-conscious grin spread across Giacobbe’s face. He pulled some kessips from his pocket and placed them on the bar for his meal. Still staring in disbelief at Cadel, he slid off the stool, standing to his full height of four-foot-three. He seemed ashamed of his diminutive stature.

	“Like I said—I’ve got physical limitations.”

	Cadel stared back at him. “The only size that matters is how much heart you have, and you seem to have plenty.”

	Giacobbe narrowed his eyes, deliberately shaking his head. He wasn’t used to people talking to him like a normal person.

	“Maybe I’ll see you around someday.”

	Cadel took a drink from his flagon of ale as Giacobbe walked outside. His plate had already been cleared, replaced by a slice of apple pie. A younger version of Jorie wiped the bar while Aapeli couldn’t take his eyes off her.

	“I don’t know who you are, mister, but thank you,” she said. “Giacobbe and I are almost the same age. He’s one of the nicest people I’ve ever known. He’s my best friend, but never catches a break. No one cares.”

	“That’s because everyone’s focused on all the wrong details,” said Cadel. “Thanks for the pie, by the way, uh—?”

	“Caitriona,” she said. “Jorie’s my mom. Your friend said you’d want some pie, but he seems distracted.”

	She giggled as Aapeli realized she had caught him staring, and he shook himself out of his stupor. 

	“Forget it, kid,” said Cadel. “She’s out of your league.”

	Caitriona giggled again, making her cute button nose crinkle. 

	Cadel stared at Aapeli as she walked away.

	“I know you kept the money from the other night. Just so we’re on the same page—you’re paying for our meals and room.”

	Cadel ate a large forkful of the warm dessert and beamed at Aapeli’s shocked expression.

	“Thanks for the pie, kid.”
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	Lieutenant André led the eight Rangers south across the rolling southland fields. The Giah River, off to their left along Ikarton’s border, flowed east to the Saryan Sea. A vibrant sunset spread over the western horizon, casting a deep amber glow as the wind gained momentum, whipping through the Ikarton farmlands and driving the scattered clouds farther west. 

	The Tamayan Rain Forest loomed ahead. After they camped for the night, the patrol would swing west along the jungle’s fringes, beginning their return to Zanai. Rangers never looked for trouble on their patrols across Ganden’s realms, but never shied away from it, either. They stood ready to help people and discourage criminals.

	The nine Rangers cantered their horses toward a slight bend in the Giah River—one of their favorite places to camp. The river’s deep pools held large trout, and they all looked forward to a sizzling breakfast in the morning.

	Other than the incident with Aapeli two days before, their route had been uneventful. They could handle most situations; most people weren’t foolish enough to fight a lone Baksa, much less a Ranger patrol. The sight of their armor set most bandits scurrying into the nearest forest to hide.

	André looked ahead, perplexed by a lone figure standing on the crest of the next knoll. He slowed his roan Subanderii, signaling a halt. 

	Few wandered the southlands alone, especially a woman at twilight. She wasn’t distressed—seeming calm—her head downturned, her body quartered away from the approaching horsemen. She had her long brown hair tied back, whisked about by the winds. Shadows shrouded her pale complexion as the sun faded behind her. She had a quiver slung over one shoulder.

	Andre assumed she was a farmer hunting for dinner.

	“Excuse me, miss,” he said. “Do you need help?”

	“Nope.” 

	Her blunt response stunned him.

	“Are you lost?”

	She shook her head, still looking down. “I’m exactly where I intend to be.”

	“Well, look here—”

	“Did I ask for anything?”

	Her defiant tone startled them.

	André blustered at her intensity and shared glances with his men.

	“No, no, you didn’t, Miss, but—”

	“Don’t call me Miss.”

	“I beg your pardon?”

	“You heard what I said.”

	“I’m just trying to be polite—”

	“I didn’t ask you to be polite, did I? No one asked for your help.”

	“We don’t mean to bother you.”

	“Well, you are. That’s all Baksa do, getting into everyone else’s business?”

	“I don’t know what your problem is, Miss, but—”

	She whipped her face toward him—her bow drawn, an arrow nocked faster than anyone could react. She glared at him with deep red eyes.

	“I told you not to call me that.”

	André gasped as he saw her eyes. He reached for his sword.

	“Yaqol’s beard! Zh’van! She’s Zh’van! Hurry, men—”

	Her arrow pierced his throat and lodged in his spine, paralyzing him. She let another arrow fly before his body hit the ground, dropping Kobus as Deorsa watched in horror. Before the other Rangers reacted, a dozen Zh’van raiders charged from both sides of the road. The unprovoked ambush was brutal and quickly ended. The horses weren’t spared—the Zh’van preferred traveling on foot. 

	Sa’res Maéve returned an arrow to her quiver. A Baksa moaned. She motioned to a raider.

	“No one suffers, K’Tomi,” she said.

	“You got it, Sa’res.”

	He efficiently carried out the brutal mercy.

	“Fools,” she said. “They should’ve left us alone. Baksa never mind their own business.”

	“What should we do with the bodies?” Ufindé asked.

	“Leave them where they lie,” said Sa’res. “They won’t be found unless someone’s looking for them. Take their coin purses. Baksa armor is valuable, but it would only weigh us down.”

	Ufindé nodded. The others pillaged the dead as Sa’res searched the ground. 

	K’Tomi stood nearby and sheathed his sword. “Did you find the trail?”

	“I never lost it.” She shook her head in frustration. “I’m just annoyed that they wasted our time.”

	Another Zh’van approached her.

	“Sa’res?”

	“What is it, Wylae?”

	“The Baksa’s coin purses were all gone.”

	She glared at the red-eyed raiders surrounding her in the dim twilight.

	“That petty thief found them. Let’s get him.”

	She turned and began a slow trot, tracking Aapeli. She was a relentless hunter and a masterful tracker, even in the dark. It wouldn’t be long before she caught him.

	The Zh’van followed her. They would take short, sporadic breaks, sustaining themselves with dried fruits and nuts from their satchels and water from leather-bound bladders while they ran.

	They didn’t need to rush in their pursuit. Diligence was sufficient. Their prey could run as long as he wanted—they had Sa’res Maéve, and she’d never failed a hunt. 

	She would make certain Aapeli understood why no one stole from the Zh’van.
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	Cadel was in a better mood on the warm fall morning. A full night’s rest followed by a tasty breakfast—cooked by Bazyli and served by Jorie and Caitriona—started the day right. Now he waited while Tivadar repaired Calaé’s shoe. Aapeli wandered around, fiddling with every tool in sight. They would leave soon, but the teen couldn’t hide his boredom.

	The blacksmith trade had toughened Tivadar. Short and stocky, with a black beard and mussed hair, his thick face was weathered, bronzed from the persistent heat of the furnaces and working outdoors. Despite his rough appearance, the farrier was a gentle man. Calaé’s leg rested in his lap as he nailed the shoe back on. Once it was secure, he shaved the excess hoof with a hasp to keep it from causing discomfort.

	“I love working on Subanderii stallions,” Tivadar said. “They’re unique from other horses; bigger, stronger, faster. I don’t know what they do to them up on the Subandem Plateaus, but to have such power with their self-control and intelligence is incredible. This bay is a fine steed, my friend. Must be difficult to find a horse big enough to carry you.”

	“It presents challenges, but Calaé is quite the horse, aren’t you, buddy?”

	Cadel scratched the horse under his withers, feeding him another carrot as the bay bobbed his head.

	“You know, Tivadar. You’ve got a decent-sized building here, but it doesn’t look like you’re using all of it.”

	The blacksmith kept working, squinting with his pale blue eyes.

	“Nope. When I built it, I had a lady friend who I thought was long term. Assumed she’d start a store or something on the other side of the building. Turns out, she wasn’t as committed to me as I was to her. Now she’s down in Havash somewhere with a jewel merchant, and I’ve got myself a half-empty building.”

	Cadel smirked. 

	“Tivadar, I’d like to make you a proposal…”
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	Calaé’s freshly shod hooves clopped along Elias Bridge’s cobblestones as they crossed over the Meppashah River. Aapeli couldn’t hold back his irritation.

	“I can’t believe you did that!” he said. “You had no right!”

	Cadel ignored him and pulled back on Calaé’s reins at the intersection with Golden Road. 

	To the south, the river gained momentum again, crashing through the steep ravines of Érapel’s Canyon. A distant forest spread east from the canyon’s edge. If he followed Golden Road through the forest, they would eventually arrive in Havash. 

	If he went straight ahead, Red Road would cross a few miles of grassy hills interspersed with hardwood groves before entering the Midbaros Desert. They weren’t about to cross one hundred miles of red sand to Arena. 

	Instead, he turned north onto Golden Road. The blackstone city of Zanai—and the Baksa Barracks—lay a couple of days in that direction. Half a week on horseback beyond that would take them to the base of Mount Horebia’s high, snowy peak. But their path to Arukah Prison would take them off Golden Road before reaching Zanai. The prison had been erected at the northeast fringes of the Midbaros Desert—the journey would be simplified by turning off the roads and skirting the desert’s border. 

	Calaé peacefully sauntered, swishing his tail, while Aapeli complained.

	“You can’t give my money away!” he said.

	“Your money?” asked Cadel.

	“Well, yes. I had it, so that makes it mine!”

	“What about how you got it, kid?”

	“That’s beside the point! I worked hard for it—in my own way.”

	“Did you think you’d keep it with you in prison?”

	“I hadn’t thought of that.”

	“You didn’t think of many things—like how your actions affect other people. Do you have any idea what it means to face consequences? You’ll have some time to figure it out.”

	“But you shouldn’t have given it all away like that.”

	“I didn’t give it away. Consider it an investment. Now Tivadar has a use for the other side of his building, and Giacobbe has an opportunity to try his hand as a trader. And it’s all because of you. See! You’re already having a positive impact!”

	Cadel tried holding back his laughter, but failed. His booming laugh startled Aapeli and echoed across the nearby grassy field. Cadel wasn’t in a rush, and let Calaé set his own pace. They’d get to their destination soon enough. 
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