
	The Battle of Verril

	 

	The Book of Deacon

	Book Three

	 

	Joseph R. Lallo

	 

	Smashwords Edition, License Notes

	This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

	 

	 


 

	Foreword

	Although it is almost always the third book of mine that people have read, The Battle of Verril is technically the fourth book I published. After publishing The Book of Deacon, I hadn’t seen many sales and I supposed that people might not be interested in reading a long story by an unproven author. Thus, I wrote a novella called Jade and published it second, predating even The Great Convergence. This was admittedly a bizarre choice on my part, as it is set well after the events of the trilogy, and thus gives quite a few insights into things which might or must happen in The Great Convergence and The Battle of Verril. For better or worse, very few people actually read Jade, and most of those who did, did so after The Battle of Verril. Thus, logic has prevailed and you are treated to The Battle of Verril before Jade in this anthology. 

	 


Chapter 1

	Chronicling the tale of the Chosen is a monumental task, and one that cannot and must not remain half done. If you have read the volumes already written, then you know well the trials that heroes must face. Already, there have been triumphs and there have been tragedies. Friends and allies have been pulled from the jaws of doom, while others have not been so fortunate. Despite these adventures, the truest tests of the Chosen still remain to be told. With these final pages, I shall set that right.

	To do so, I must begin where my last account ended. Myranda, a young and dedicated wizard, had returned. Believed dead by the other Chosen, she swept in to snatch her friends from defeat. When all had been brought to safety, and for a moment things seemed calm, she agreed to share the events of her absence. They began where the others believed that Myranda's life had ended, in the lowest level of the personal menagerie of Demont, a general of the Northern Alliance. The devilish structure, filled with nightmarish creatures, was quickly consuming itself in out of control flames. She held the burning fort together with the strength of her will until she felt her friends escape, then relented, ready for the whole of the structure to collapse upon her, ready for fate to claim her. Fate, it seemed, had other plans. 

	#

	The boards beneath Myranda's feet gave way just as the remaining ceiling over her head did the same. She dropped down into some sort of recess into the floor. Scrambling backward away from the very fort that was coming down on top of her, Myranda’s desperate hands found their way to a metal handle. It was attached to a low door, seemingly carved into the stone of the ground. With only moments to spare, she pulled it open and dragged herself into the blackness beyond. The roar of the structure collapsing on itself rumbled all around her as she clawed her way down the pitch-black tunnel. As she did, the rumble became more muffled, debris settling in above her. She pushed aside the thought that it was burying her alive. So too she ignored the concerns of what this place was and what she might find here. 

	The only thought on her mind was survival--get away from the fire, from the collapse. The rest could wait.

	The fire had taken a greater toll on her legs than she had realized, as several attempts to stand failed. The sound of buckling stone behind her convinced her that it was better to crawl now than to die trying to walk. The smoke from the smoldering debris that had tumbled in behind her continued to burn at her lungs. She crept every inch of distance her body could offer before collapsing. The rumble and roar drifted away as Myranda's body finally reached its limit.

	Perhaps hours, perhaps days later, Myranda's eyes opened to the blackness. The smoke no longer stung at her, but the air was stifling and stale. She coughed and sputtered as she rolled to her back. A sharp pain prompted her to pull something free that was jabbing her in the shoulder blade. As wakefulness fully returned to her, the stillness permitted the concerns she’d brushed away to rush back in. What was this place? If the monstrous creations she'd seen inside the fort were any indication, she shuddered to think of what kind of beasts might be kept in the catacombs beneath. In darkness such as this, her eyes may as well have been closed. Desperate for some form of information, she listened. Nothing. The silence was eerie, oppressive, and complete. Her nose and tongue told only of the acrid residue left from the burning wood, so she was left with touch alone. What it told her confused her.

	The floor was . . . tile. A complex pattern of it, she felt, and skillfully made. She rolled to her stomach again and felt for the wall. It too was of the same intricate tile. Then her fingers came to something smooth, like a strip of metal or glass along the wall. As she ran her fingers against it, there was a white-blue ember of light that silently faded in, terrifying her at first. But as the soft glow of it spread along the strip, splitting and winding across what revealed itself to be an arched ceiling, she realized that she sensed nothing powerful, threatening, or purposeful behind the light. It must have been added simply to illuminate the walkway. Bathed in the glow of the curling ribbon of light that swept and wound its way down the tunnel, she caught her first glimpse of what she'd been feeling.

	It was a mosaic, one that sprawled across every surface of the tunnel, spreading backward as far as the caved-in ceiling behind her, and onward into the depths of the tunnel, further than her dry red eyes could see. Irregularly-shaped pieces of white and black tile gathered together into forms. Some forms seemed to be composed of the black tiles, others of the white, such that every inch of the masterpiece was some part of a creature, interlocked and entwined like pieces of a puzzle, locked in some struggle or dance. The beasts depicted varied greatly, from horses, birds, dragons, and other creatures she knew, to beasts that had no eyes, no legs, nothing that she knew a creature should have. Yet, she knew it was a beast, that somewhere this completely alien form lived.

	With considerable effort, she raised herself to her badly burned legs. Next to where she had been lying, the object that had jabbed her in the back was revealed to be the broken head of her staff. The rest was nowhere in sight. She scooped it up, immediately wishing it was whole again, as she badly needed something to lean on--for now, the wall would have to suffice. 

	As she moved painfully down the tunnel, the images of the mosaic began to seem more familiar. The creatures that had been borrowed for Demont's purposes appeared again and again, changing slightly each time. The dragon she had seen where she awoke began as white and, as she moved on, it appeared again and again--each time with more black mixed in, each time more twisted. Finally, the dragoyle was all that remained. Worse, the shape of a man began to recur, slowly making its way toward the nearmen that she had fought so often. The images chilled her to the bone. To see something she knew corrupted so was one thing; the truly disturbing thing about it was that each successive form was so subtly changed, she might not have noticed the shift at all if she hadn't seen them so close together.

	Dark concerns about the same thing happening in the world around her began to emerge in her mind. There were so many nearmen, fiendish creations that masqueraded as humans. By now, surely the bulk of the army was composed of them. Yet she had only learned of their existence so recently. Did the other soldiers not realize? Did they not care? What other parts of her world were being twisted before her eyes so gradually that she was blind to the change? What were these other creatures? 

	Before long the burning in her mind was as unbearable as the burning in her legs. Ahead was a door; she hurried as best she could toward it.

	When she reached the door, Myranda paused. It bore no lock, no markings. Nothing secured it at all. It was not the way of the D'karon, her enemy, to be so careless. Something was on the other side of the door, something secret enough to bury it deep underground. Surely there was some measure in place to protect it. Of course, none of that mattered. The way behind was blocked. The only choice was to go forward.

	Carefully, cautiously, Myranda pushed the door open. The instant that she did, all of the light behind her vanished. A warmer, orange-yellow light, like that of a torch, took its place. The room before her became illuminated. It took no more than a glance to guess who owned this place. Just as in the laboratory that had fallen behind her, the room was immaculately kept. Thin, leather-bound books lined shelves along the wall in neat little rows. Sketches of this creature and that were pinned to boards and hung with care. A cabinet stood, filled with vials labeled in a placeless language. Everywhere, sheets of paper, neatly lettered with the same unnatural runes, sat in meticulous piles or organized files. If the fort above had been the laboratory of General Demont, craftsman of the horrid creatures, then this must have been his study.

	If it were another time, she might have been fascinated by it all, but she was weary, wounded, and certain that if she remained in this place, she would be discovered. The room was not a large one, and there was but one other door. Best of all, a telltale draft whistling beneath it told her that beyond it lay the outside. Without the wall to support her, Myranda had difficulty navigating the room. She paused briefly to attempt a spell to heal at least some of her injuries. It was a futile gesture. The strength she'd spent holding the fort together long enough for her friends to escape would take days, perhaps weeks to recover, and this was no place to rest. The best she could hope for was to reach her friends. With them by her side, she could at least rest knowing that she would not face the next threat alone. If she was to join them again, she would have to hurry.

	When she reached the door, again she found no security to speak of. She sensed no magic protecting it, though her recent ordeal had dulled her mind at least as much as it had her other senses. She pulled open the door and stepped outside, into the icy wind and biting cold of the north. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a flash of light as she crossed the threshold. The door jerked shut behind her. She threw herself against it, hoping to stop it from shutting tight, but the force of the slam threw her to the ground. She placed her hands on the frozen ground and tried to stand. 

	A clicking sound on either side of the door that had ejected her drew her attention. Two alcoves, one on each side of the door, slid open. From each recess strode a beast that could only have come from Demont's twisted mind.

	The creatures were long and lithe, their bodies not unlike that of a panther. The head, though, looked at best like a collection of cutlery grafted onto the beast. Two pairs of great serrated mandibles clacked together menacingly in the place where a face should have been. A jagged, blade-like horn jutted from the "forehead" of the creature, though the lack of eyes, ears, or anything else that a creature should have robbed the area of any resemblance to a head. Cutting edges ran like stripes along the creature's hide. The beasts could not truly look at her, but each most certainly had its formidable weaponry pointed in her direction.

	Desperation and fear momentarily allowed her to ignore the state of her legs, and she lunged aside as the first beast dove at her. The second galloped off, away from the door. As Myranda rolled to her knees and tried to stand once more, the beast quickly recovered from its missed attack. The two creatures moved as quickly and surely as the cats their form had been cruelly adapted from, and it was mere moments before the first creature was ready for a second attack. The second creature had put a fair amount of distance between them, and now turned, bursting quickly into a full sprint.

	Myranda gathered together the frayed remains of her mind and threw up a meager defense. A pulse of mystic energy fazed the nearest creature only slightly as she sidled over to the door and heaved herself against it. It would not budge. She turned her eyes to the nameless beast that faced her. Jagged, unnatural blades clacked expectantly. She raised her broken staff, but it was a futile gesture. Her spirit was drained. Defeat was at hand. What little strength her aching body could offer was poised to make the victory a costly one. The hair on the back of her neck stood up. Her heart pounded in her ears. As it had so often before in the heat of battle, time seemed to slow to a crawl. Her mind was burning with fear. Her skin tingled. With each passing heartbeat, the sensation grew. This was not fear. This was not anticipation. This was something more.

	With a sound like the very fabric of reality tearing, a slash of light split the air above her, like a bolt of lightning that stopped in midair. Then another, and another. The slashes widened as feathery cracks began to spread out from them, each splitting into finer and finer cracks. In mere moments, what hung above her was like a thorny wreath of pure white light. She closed her eyes against the brightness. A distant cry grew suddenly louder. Even with her eyes shut tight, Myranda could see the brilliant pattern in the air.

	With a tumultuous crash, the light suddenly vanished. Myranda opened her eyes. Before her, in a heap, was a young man with unkempt brown hair in a gray tunic. Beneath him were the twitching remains of a now-destroyed creature. The inexplicable newcomer groaned in pain, and slowly recognition forced its way through shock, fear, and confusion. She knew this man. He was a young wizard she’d met in a place called Entwell. It was a place of learning, tucked away on the other side of a treacherous cave. She’d spent time there, what seemed like a lifetime ago, learning the ways of magic. He had been her teacher, her mentor--and, above all, her friend--but she’d had to leave him behind in that paradise. His name was Deacon. 

	She’d reflected upon their time together more times than she could count in the eternity since she’d left. Now, with no explanation, he had returned, and his appearance had crushed the beast that had been threatening her.

	A thousand questions and a dozen emotions fought for Myranda's attention, but one pressing matter defeated them all: the other creature. Before she could draw breath to shout a warning, a second gash in the sky opened and a small white bag came tumbling out. It landed with a force far too great for its size, directly atop the beast that was only steps away from bringing the unexpected reunion to an all-too-swift end. Thus, in the most unlikely of ways, the crisis was ended.

	Myranda looked down upon her ailing friend. The fall, and more so what he had fallen upon, had taken a rather severe toll on him. He groaned again and rolled to the ground, rising to his hands and knees, then finally, unsteadily, to his feet. Suddenly, his clenched eyes shot open.

	"Myranda!" he cried, as though he had just remembered the name.

	The wizard's eyes darted around; finally, he found Myranda. He rushed to her.

	"Myranda! Heavens above. It is a miracle! Are you well?" he asked, crouching at her side, his own injuries instantly forgotten. "No, no, you are not well at all! My crystal! Where is it?"

	"Deacon . . . Deacon. Deacon!" Myranda called, finally with enough of her wits about her to appreciate the appearance of her old friend.

	"Here, yes," Deacon said, scooping up his crystal and rushing to her side. "What requires healing most urgently!?"

	His voice was insistent and desperate.

	"Please, Deacon calm down. Thanks to you the danger is gone. Now, where did you come from? How did you get here?" Myranda asked.

	"From Entwell, directly," he said, calling to mind his long neglected white magic teachings and beginning to restore Myranda's ailing legs.

	"But how? It is so far. When did you leave? How did you find me?" she asked.

	"I left a few moments ago. I've been watching you as best I could. It has been . . . well, part of a recent change in focus for me," he said.

	"A few moments ago?" Myranda said, confused.

	"Yes. Instantaneous travel. Transportation. It flirts with a number of techniques we have forbidden, but the principles were there. It just took some digging. Some innovation. A few weeks," he said, finishing up on the injuries he could see before beginning on his own.

	In Entwell, Deacon had been the resident master of a field of the mystic arts known as gray magic. It was a catchall, dealing with anything that did not explicitly heal or hurt, and was not based on the elements. He’d devoted the whole of his life, since before he could speak, to mastering these arts, and thus they were second nature to him, an afterthought that he understood so thoroughly he often forgot that there were those who did not.

	"How could you have been watching me?" she asked, trying to stand on her restored legs.

	"Well, distance seeing is actually rather low magic. Penetrating the obscuring effect of the mountains required that you be exerting yourself mystically, but that was hardly a rarity for you. It took a bit of diligence, but I was able to pinpoint you rather frequently," he answered, his voice beginning to waver as he began trembling.

	"Is something the matter?" she asked.

	"Nothing at all . . . I am just . . . Is it always this cold?" he said.

	Myranda realized that he was in no way dressed for the northern weather. The same light gray tunic he had worn in Entwell was all he wore now. It was scarcely enough to ward off the freezing wind.

	"Good heavens! Why didn't you wear something warmer?" she asked.

	"I-I haven't been thinking very clearly of late. Not s-since . . . Never mind. I have some things in my b-b-bag which might h-h-help," he said.

	Shakily, he made his way to the crater that contained his bag and the remains of the second creature. When he spotted it, he jumped back.

	"W-w-what is th-this?" he asked, clearly having just noticed the beasts he had saved Myranda from.

	"I don't know, they just came out from the walls. Something Demont dreamed up, I'm sure," Myranda answered.

	"Demont . . ." he mused, as though somehow he knew the name. "F-fascinating. I've not seen something crafted in s-s-such a way."

	"You can study it later. You need to warm up," Myranda reminded him.

	"Indeed," he said.

	Deacon grasped the cinched-closed end of the bag and tugged at it, but it barely moved.

	"B-b-b-blast it. I was afraid something like this would happen. The transportation damaged the enchantments," he said. "Won't t-t-t-take a moment to fix."

	He held his crystal unsteadily over the bag. A pulse of light and a flex of will later, and the bag seemed to rise up, as though it was no longer heavy enough to compress the broken creature beneath it. Sure enough, Deacon grasped the bag once more, this time lifting it as though it were empty, which it indeed seemed to be. He began to paw through it clumsily. As he did, the sound of much clinking and jostling could be heard from within.

	"Sh-sh-sh-should have organized this better," he said, suddenly beginning to cough a dry, hollow cough as the bite of the cold finally got the better of his lungs. When the fit subsided, he cast a harried eye to the door behind them. "Is it warmer inside, p-p-perhaps?"

	"I wouldn't risk it. There was some spell on the door that released those creatures," she said.

	"If it was placed there, it can be removed," he said, gathering the bag closed and rushing to the door.

	Myranda watched anxiously as he inspected the door. He looked it over, even without his crystal at work, seeming to follow lines and patterns that weren't there, until his eyes settled upon the door sill.

	"Here. R-r-runes. I don't recognize them . . . but . . . it would seem they are spent. If we can manage to p-p-p-pry the door, the spell will not activate again," he stated with certainty.

	With that he heaved a shoulder at the door, bouncing off painfully. He then raised his crystal. Another pulse of light and the door burst open so forcefully that it was nearly torn from its hinges. He rushed inside. When the door did not slam shut again, and no more creatures appeared, Myranda followed, shutting the door behind her. Deacon was beating his arms and looking desperately for some source of heat. Finding none, he raised his crystal once more and released it. The immaculately clear, egg-shaped focus stone took on a warm orange glow, and almost immediately the room's temperature rose to a comfortable one. He settled against the wall, sighed with relief, and slid to the floor.

	"We need to move on from here as quickly as possible. This is Demont's workshop, I believe. I do not wish to be here if he returns," Myranda warned, nervously scanning the room once more.

	"Duly noted. A wise decision," he agreed, as he rummaged through his bag once more.

	The satchel was by no means large. Stuffed to capacity, it looked as though it might be able to hold a tightly-balled blanket, and it was hanging quite loose. Yet he pulled one full-length white cloak, and then another from it. Dropping the bag on the ground, he hurriedly put the cloak on. It was not ideally suited for the northern cold either, but perhaps in addition to the tunic he wore it would be enough. He then presented the other cloak to Myranda and helped her to put it on.

	"How did you fit those inside that small bag?" she asked.

	"It is quite large inside. A little trick traveling wizards use. I could make one for you, if you like, but it would take a bit of time," he said, showing her the bag.

	When he opened the top of the bag wide, the inside looked to be mounded with vials, books, tools--indeed, the entire contents of Deacon's hut. They had not become any smaller, either. Looking into the bag was like staring into the mouth of a deep pit.

	"That is quite all right. Deacon . . . I . . ." Myranda began, fumbling for the right words. "How long will you be out of Entwell?"

	She wanted desperately to tell him how often her thoughts had turned to him, to tell him how much she valued their time together, but the words wouldn't come. It was as though it had been so long since she'd had someone like him in her life that she had simply lost her ability to express herself adequately.

	"For quite a while . . . quite a while," he said. "My actions prior to my escape have soured attitudes toward me. I'm not certain I would be welcome."

	"What did you do?" she asked.

	"It doesn't matter," he said, his eyes beginning to wander to the contents of the workshop. "The important thing is that I managed to reach you in time. You say that this workshop belongs to Demont. He is . . . one of the generals, yes?"

	"He is," Myranda said.

	"Then . . . I think anything we might do to delay him is useful to the cause," Deacon remarked distractedly.

	"I suppose," Myranda replied.

	"To that end . . . I think it prudent that I take samples . . . remove pieces of his puzzle, as it were," he said, beginning to pour over the shelves and tables.

	"If you must, but do it quickly. We need to rejoin the others. And be careful," she relented.

	Like a child given permission to raid the shelves of a candy store, Deacon began greedily plucking up artifacts, sheets, and vials. After a cursory glance that somehow assured him that it was safe to do so, each was dropped into his seemingly bottomless bag. There was a case filled with crystals that he dropped in its entirety inside, and book after book followed it. Finally, he pulled down a large map that had been affixed to one wall, folded it, and tucked it inside. 

	When he was done, the shelves were near bare, and the bag did not even bulge. Myranda smiled at the utter enthusiasm in Deacon's face as he shuffled the things inside his bag, reaching down into it nearly to his shoulder to pull up things he was interested in looking at first and positioning them at the top. When he was satisfied, he cinched the bag shut and hung it effortlessly from the tie of the tunic beneath the robe.

	"Well, I suppose that I am prepared to brave the weather again. Are you certain you are well? It has been some time since I last practiced the healer's art. I may have missed an injury," he said, suddenly realizing he had been ignoring her.

	"I am well enough. Let us go, quickly. There is no telling how far the others have gone," she said.

	"Then by all means," he said, bracing himself for the cold before opening the door.

	The instant that the harsh wind touched him, he knew that the thin cloak was not nearly enough. After briefly considering coping with the cold, he decided that further action was required.

	"Just a moment more," he said, shedding the cloak and clutching it in one hand as he held his crystal in the other.

	He closed his eyes briefly, as if remembering, and then cast a spell. In addition to the swift, clean pulse of light from the crystal that signified his spells, a wave of light swept up the cloak from bottom to top. A glow trailed behind it, lingering briefly before fading. He stepped into the wind again, this time seemingly unaffected by it.

	"What did you do?" Myranda asked.

	"I imbued the fabric of the cloak with an enchantment that counteracts the cold by preventing any of my own heat from--" he began.

	"An enchantment against the cold. That was answer enough for me," she said.

	"Of course," he replied, clearly a bit disappointed at his explanation being cut short.

	"Is it really so simple to cast an enchantment?" she asked as she stepped out into the cold, her layers of protection and years of experience making a similar treatment unnecessary.

	"Well, normally no. The strength and complexity of an enchantment that a garment or other object will hold is . . . We make our cloaks specifically to ease enchantment," he said, catching himself.

	"Thank you," Myranda said with a chuckle.

	The pair stepped outside. The terror of Myranda's previous venture through the doors had been so overwhelming, she'd scarcely noticed where the door had led her. They were on the edge of a steep, icy slope. The weak glow of the morning sky cast light on a sparsely-treed countryside. The memory of their trip was faded by her ordeal, but she was certain that she was nowhere near where she had entered the fort with the other Chosen. 

	Nothing her eyes told her gave her any indication of where she might be. After a few moments of straining her eyes, trying to find something unique about the countryside, all she knew for certain was that the fort was somewhere to the southwest. An endless column of black smoke stretching high into the gray sky betrayed that.

	"Where do we go?" Deacon asked, marveling at the sheer size of the countryside. He had no memories of any place but Entwell. Tiny and perfect as it was, it was his world. The rolling hills and mountains of white, the scattered, snow-capped trees, the tiny flickering hints of far-off fires . . . it all had a scope that was dizzying and disorienting to him.

	"We have to find the others. They were headed south, for the Tressor. I . . . I don't know which way they are, or how far they've gone. Can you find them?" she asked.

	"I can't, but I can help you to do so. Of the group, I've only met Lain. I certainly do not know enough of his soul to pinpoint it, but I could empower your own search," he explained.

	"Very well," she said, immediately closing her eyes and raising her broken staff, weakly spreading her mind.

	A moment later, she felt Deacon's warm fingers close about her hand. Instantly a cool, steady clarity swept over her mind, like that brought by a focusing stone, but far more substantial. She began to reach out, but as she did, his hands left hers and the steadiness withdrew from her mind as quickly as it had come. She opened her eyes to see a nervousness on Deacon's face.

	"You must never do that. At a time like this, it is the worst thing you could do," Deacon warned.

	"What?" she asked.

	"Cast your mind far and wide," he said.

	Myranda blinked. "I know of no other way that I might find them. What danger is there?"

	"To do so is to send up a beacon for all to see. You may find who you seek, but those who seek you will most certainly find you," he explained.

	"Then what shall I do?" she asked.

	"I will demonstrate," he said.

	He took her hand and both returned to their concentration. Deacon spoke, his voice as clear in her mind as in her ears. He told of the very same means he had used to find her. It was more direct, more targeted, and virtually undetectable. Before long, she felt the presence of the minds of the others, as clearly and as strongly as if she were standing beside them.

	"I feel them. I know where they are," she said. "Ivy . . . she is . . . I can feel her sorrow. She thinks I am dead."

	"She will know the truth soon enough," Deacon said.

	"No . . . you do not understand. Her sadness is as much a hardship for the others as it is for her. I need to let her know I am alive," Myranda explained.

	"It would not be possible with the others--they have minds far too strong to permit a message to be delivered against their will--but at the moment it would seem that . . . Ivy . . . is susceptible. I will link you," Deacon said.

	She felt a flex of his will and suddenly the physical form of Ivy seemed to manifest itself in Myranda's mind. The malthrope, a half-human/half-fox creature, stood before her, seemingly real enough to touch. Her stark white fur and muzzle, her inquisitive pink eyes, her pointed ears and tail--they all seemed vivid as life.

	"M . . . Myranda!?" Ivy cried joyfully.

	"Ivy, I am glad to know that you are all right," Myranda said.

	"You are glad!? I thought you died. The fort fell! You were inside!" Ivy gushed tearfully.

	With their minds linked, the emotion was like an earthquake. Myranda had to fight to remain connected.

	"Listen, Ivy. I just want you to know that I will be with you soon. Tell the others. And be careful," Myranda said.

	"I will, Myranda," Ivy said, another surge of joy finally shaking the bond that connected them.

	Slowly, Myranda allowed her concentration to wane, the cold whistling of the wind returning to her ears. Deacon's grasp lingered for a moment before he lowered his crystal.

	"That was remarkable," Myranda said. "Is that how you searched for me?"

	"Each and every moment of my waking days. With those blasted mountains between us, it took a measure more effort, but I found you, so it was all worth it," he said, his eyes staring at the hand that had touched hers. As his gaze wandered up and locked briefly with her own, he tried to continue. "I-I knew that I had to help you. Your cause, it--it is far too important. Are you confident that you know where the others are? Can we reach them soon?"

	"I know where they are, but I still am not certain where we are," she said.

	"Navigation . . . navigation spells. I . . . never truly pursued them. They exist, but in a place like Entwell, there is just no need. Foolish of me. All spells have importance. One moment; I will turn one up," he said, scolding himself under his breath as he rummaged through the bag again.

	"The map," Myranda reminded him.

	"Yes, yes. I am certain I can create a map, I just require a few words to refresh my memory. The primer. Where is my primer?" he replied.

	"No, Deacon, you took a map from inside. We can use that," Myranda explained.

	"Oh . . . oh, yes, yes. Of course. Where is my head?" the wizard replied, quickly drawing the neatly folded sheet from the bag.

	The instant it was removed, the wind tried to tear it from his grasp, but with a gesture, the wind parted around them. Myranda marveled for a moment at the effortless, casual way in which Deacon incorporated magic into everything he did. He used it as one might use one's hand to brush away a hair or tighten a knot while the mind was busy with other things. 

	She turned to the map. It was drawn with the same exacting detail as everything that Demont had put his hand to. The labels were in the mysterious language that she had seen throughout his laboratory and workshop. Not a word or symbol of it had any meaning for her, but that was of little concern. Here was the place she knew the fort to be. There was the thin line of the tunnel she'd trudged through. And here was the workshop they'd just left. The place that she'd felt the others to be was a considerable distance away. Either Lain and the others had moved very quickly, or she'd been unconscious for some time. Likely both. Regardless, they would not be able to catch up on foot.

	"They are here. Heading toward the mountains, or there already. I don't know why they are going there. They had been heading south before," she said.

	"What is our course of action?" Deacon asked eagerly.

	"They are much faster than us, and there is much distance between us," Myranda mused out loud. "Is it possible for you to bring us to him in the same way that you brought yourself here?"

	"No. No, certainly not. The spell is too rough. Too dangerous. I have neither the strength nor the focus necessary to transport even one of us safely," he stated firmly.

	"Then how did you come here?" she asked.

	"I required a great deal of aid from Azriel, as well as more than a little manipulation of likelihood," he said.

	"Then we shall have to reach this town. With any luck, there will be horses there. While we walk, you must explain to me what you mean by 'manipulation of likelihood,'" she said.

	When the map was folded and stowed, and the wind was permitted to resume its preferred course, the pair headed off toward the town indicated on the map.

	 


Chapter 2

	As they traveled, Deacon spoke at length about the methods he had used to find Myranda and to reach her. He twisted confusing analogies, likening the fabric of reality to folded paper with a hole pierced through one moment, the next to a many-sided die weighted to fall as one requires. He claimed that the spell he used was not strong enough to allow him to be certain he would be transported unless an endless string of factors turned out in his favor, and he hadn't the strength or knowledge to manipulate those factors. Instead, he had diverted his strength to twisting and pulling at the rules that governed reality, turning probability on its head until some spectacularly unlikely circumstance, whatever it might be, produced the needed effect at the needed time. 

	Apparently, the three lightning bolts she had seen had been the impossible coincidence he needed. It all seemed like madness, but he spoke about it plainly, as though it was the utmost in simplicity.

	When his lecture was complete, he prompted--indeed, pleaded--Myranda to offer up the tale of her journey since she had left his home. He had seen only precious, fleeting glimpses, and though there were scattered moments when he caught a whisper of her thoughts, his mind ached to know every last detail. Myranda agreed. Instantly, the thick tome that had been perpetually in his hands when they were in Entwell emerged from the bag. He recorded her words studiously, now and again requesting details and hastily sketching the sights she had seen.

	His enthusiasm at each new piece of information mercifully distracted his mind from the cold. Increasingly, as the short northern day progressed, he took his hands from the stylus and book to wring some feeling back into them. Rather than stop his careful record for even a moment, the book and pen drifted dutifully before him as he did so, continuing to record Myranda's words on their own until he was finished. 

	Myranda, indifferent to the cold, was driven to continue, despite the weariness that cut her to the core. Her "sleep" in the tunnel had been anything but refreshing, and though Deacon had spared her of her injuries, he had done nothing to restore her strength--of body or mind. By the time the light began to fail, it was clear that the town would not be reached before her body gave out completely. Her eyes fixed themselves on a small, tight stand of trees that would shelter them--at least from searching eyes, if not from the wind or cold. 

	When Myranda settled down on the ground, leaning against a tree, Deacon did the same, across from her. He looked anxious, as though there was something he or someone else had forgotten.

	"Is something wrong?" Myranda asked.

	"We . . . we will be spending the night here," he half asked, half stated.

	"I'm afraid so," she said.

	"Oh, not a problem. It is just that the weather is harsh and I was not certain that sleeping unsheltered was in our . . . never mind. A fire? Should I start a fire?" he stumbled.

	"There doesn't seem to be much dry wood about," she said.

	"Not to worry," he said.

	A gesture later and a flame danced a few inches from the ground with little regard for the fact that there was no wood to fuel it.

	"Will that last until morning?" Myranda asked, smiling at the latest impossible feat Deacon had performed. Technically, she could do the same--but for him it seemed effortless.

	"It will last for the rest of the week if I don't dismiss it," he said.

	"Wonderful! I don't suppose you have any food in that bag of yours?" Myranda said.

	"I . . . I hadn't thought to include any . . . Oh! I believe I brought a few of your apples!" he said, quickly rummaging through. "Had I been thinking, I would have brought food enough for an army. And something to sleep on! Blast it all, where was my mind?"

	Finally, he produced four glossy, red apples, tossing one to Myranda.

	"It does seem odd," said Myranda, taking in the scent of the fresh fruit before taking her first hungry bite.

	"I was focused primarily on what I thought would be the more difficult task of reaching the outside world. The thought of what to do if I actually succeeded barely brushed my mind. I suppose I didn't think it likely enough to plan for," he explained.

	"You shouldn't have taken so great a risk," Myranda scolded.

	"I cannot bear to imagine what might have happened if I didn't. You would have been killed. I had to try. All I had to risk was my life. I mean nothing in the grand scheme," he said.

	"You mean a lot to me," she said.

	For a time, Deacon and Myranda were silent.

	"I . . . you mean a . . . a great deal to me as well," Deacon struggled to say.

	He fidgeted a bit, looking as though he would crawl out of his skin if he could.

	"And to the world," he added uncomfortably, flinching as he said the words, as though he regretted them leaving his lips.

	He crunched nervously at an apple and sheepishly avoided eye contact. After a few more moments, Myranda broke the silence.

	"So, if you failed to bring the necessities, what did you bring?" she offered, sensing a change of subject would be the best thing right now.

	"I, um, I brought a great deal. In fact, I really should have given them to you sooner," he said, beginning to rummage through his bag again. "There was the cloak, of course, but aside from that, I have a bow and set of arrows. A few daggers . . . Here is my spell primer . . . A few healing potions . . . Where is it? Ah! Here."

	He drew from the bag a jewel every bit as pure as the one he perpetually held.

	"The day you became a full master, our craftsmen set to work refining a crystal befitting your skill, and a similarly fine staff to mount it in. You left before either was even nearly completed, but work continued. The staff is still incomplete, but this was finished just days ago. I managed to . . . acquire it. I felt it would do more good in your hands than on the shelf awaiting your return," he said, presenting her with it.

	He touched the head of her shattered staff. The wood that held the crystal in place uncoiled like a living tendril, accepting the replacement and wrapping back into place. He dropped the old crystal, barely more than a bundle of cracks and shards after the trials it had endured, into his bag.

	Myranda felt the effects of the superior gem wash over her. Holding it lessened the haze that addled her weary mind, as though the staff had taken a portion of the stress of her mind upon itself.

	"Like night and day, isn't it," Deacon said. "It was not so long ago that I received my full mastery crystal. Just a few years. Wait until morning, when you've more of your strength about you. Things that were impossible to you before are well within reach, and things that were simple are effortless."

	"It is remarkable," Myranda said with a yawn.

	She finished the rest of her apple.

	"Deacon, tomorrow we should reach the town. Perchance, did you bring any gold with you?" she asked.

	His expression was answer enough.

	"Don't worry about it. We will work something out," she said, leaning back and closing her eyes.

	As Myranda drifted off to sleep, Deacon watched. His mind scolded him relentlessly for dozens of missed opportunities and mistakes. Not only things that he had failed to bring, plans he had failed to make, but things he had failed to say, and things that should have been left unsaid. Even now, the confounding state of mind that had plagued him since that fateful day when she disappeared from Entwell burned at him. 

	He cast a quick spell to end some aches that had been nagging him from his fall. His left hand tingled slightly, a bit numb from the cold. He flexed it a few times until the feeling passed. Carefully, he began to assemble words in his head. Care must be taken. Things must be right. Tomorrow he would make up for his foolishness. Tomorrow . . . 

	The morning sun was still hours away when Myranda stirred. Deacon's eyes had never closed. Each ate the remaining apple allotted to them before the fire was dismissed. Myranda shouldered her quiver of arrows and bow, equipping herself with the other items Deacon had brought for her, and they set off once more. She sensed that something had changed as they continued on their way. Deacon was quiet, and the book and stylus remained in the bag. He was rolling the crystal in one hand, his eyes distant and pensive.

	"Is something wrong, Deacon?" she asked.

	"There is . . . there is something," he replied hesitantly.

	"What is it?" she asked, concern in her voice.

	Deacon stopped walking; Myranda stopped and turned to him.

	"I am not sure that this is the time for it, but . . . in the days since I met you . . . I have done a great number of things that I don't understand. Things that didn't make sense to me. Things that I shouldn't do. I knew that they were wrong, foolish, impossible things, but I could not help myself. I was not sure what was happening. You know that my choice of gray magic has led me to have few friends among the wizards in Entwell. Indeed, I have lived there all of my life, yet there were only a handful of individuals in whom I might confide. I spoke at length to them about this sickness. This affliction of the mind. Some would not listen. Only Calypso seemed to have any insight, but she was vague about it. She seemed to think that I would not accept her advice if she was direct. She was right. It doesn't matter though . . ." Deacon began, cryptically.

	His words had a measured, rehearsed quality, yet it seemed that it took all of his strength to say them. As he spoke, he fiddled with his crystal more and more, shifting it to the other hand, slipping it in the bag to wring his fingers, then pulling it out again.

	"Logic had always ruled my life. Spells followed a graceful order. One thing followed another, and always with a specific cause. Whatever was happening to me was different. It had no cause. My mentor, Gilliam, had spoken to me early in my apprenticeship, warning that there was one thing in the world that followed no rules, obeyed no laws. That thing, he said, was the most powerful force in the world. He never did explain what it was he was talking about, what force he spoke of. I know now. Myranda . . ." he said, sweat rolling down his brow in spite of the cold.

	The crystal dropped to the ground. Myranda stooped to retrieve it for him. He reached out to stop her. When he did, she gasped and recoiled.

	"Your hand!" she cried.

	"Never mind it, I must finish," he pleaded.

	"Deacon, your hand!" she repeated, grasping his wrist and raising his left hand.

	"Myranda, I . . . that's . . . curious," he said, now realizing the source of her concern.

	His hand was partially missing. It had faded to nearly nothing, like a weak reflection. He tried to grasp it with the other hand, but it passed through, as though his left hand was not there at all. Quickly, he pulled back his sleeve to find that the change was steadily creeping up his arm. Myranda, panicked, grabbed the crystal from the ground and placed it in his other hand. She made use of her own upgraded staff to try to determine what the source of this horrific occurrence was, but nothing presented itself. Mystically, it was as though all was as it should be. As though whatever was happening was natural.

	"What is happening? What should I do?" she asked.

	"I am not certain yet," he replied.

	There was naught but calm in his voice, and naught but fascination in his eyes. He closed them, gathering his mind into a spell. The affliction began to slow, and then recede. Just as solidity returned to his palm, however, he cried out, his fingers twitching into an agonized claw and shifting to some sort of pitch-black stone.

	"It would seem--" He grimaced in pain. "--that the bag was not the only thing damaged by the incomplete spell."

	"Tell me what to do!" Myranda pleaded helplessly.

	"I am . . . not certain," he said.

	His hand suddenly returned from the petrified, blackened form, and instead sprouted extra fingers. Deacon sighed with relief.

	"The pain is gone. This is . . . this is chaos," he said, suddenly realizing the answer. "Chaos. Of course. Chaos magic is the one field that Entwell has never had a master for. The manipulation of probability must fall into that realm. Naturally it would!"

	"Can you stop this?" she asked.

	The spare fingers vanished and the hand made it partway to some other form before rebounding back to normal. When it did, he thrust the crystal into the hand. Instantly, a sharp glow arose in the heart of the crystal. A moment passed, then another. The hand remained normal.

	"What did you do?" she asked.

	"I am . . . manually enforcing normality. The manipulation of likelihood, it would seem, has fundamentally altered my hand. It appears that it no longer behaves as logic would dictate. It is bounding from one side of improbable to the other on its own. It is unpredictable by nature now," he explained.

	"How could you have come to that conclusion so quickly?" she asked, confused by the degree of detail and certainty with which he spoke.

	"I . . . had determined that this was one possible outcome of such a spell," he answered.

	"And you still did it? Why would you do such a thing!" she cried.

	"It was the only way to--" Deacon began.

	"Don't tell me that! We both know that all you needed was time! You are brilliant! You risked your life and did this to yourself for what? Because you were impatient? Because you weren't thinking? Because--" Myranda raved.

	"Because I love you!" he cried out.

	Myranda sunk into a stunned silence.

	"That is why I couldn't think clearly! That is the sickness that Calypso had spoken of, the force that Gilliam had spoken of! All I could think of was you! I had to be with you. Nothing else mattered then, and nothing else matters now!" he ranted.

	The words came out with a pressure long waiting to be released. Myranda looked into his eyes. They were alive with emotions--and, most of all, relief.

	"If I were not a fool, I would have realized it sooner. I would have told you before you left. I would have gone with you. But it wasn't clear to me then. Now it is," he confessed.

	"Deacon . . . I feel the same way. Of course I do. I have longed all of my life to even know someone like you. I had convinced myself that such a person did not exist. The time I spent with you in Entwell was like paradise. To be with someone caring, intelligent . . . everything I had always hoped for. I suppose I didn't realize it either, or I would have stayed," she said.

	"No. You had to go. This is the way things had to be. I do not regret my decision for a moment, and nor should you," he said.

	Myranda stepped forward and embraced him. He warmly returned the gesture. They held each other for a long moment, before finally they separated, the task at hand unwilling to wait any longer.

	"Can you cure your hand?" she asked.

	"Well, certainly not in the same way that it was altered. As you might imagine, it is in the nature of chaos magic to be unpredictable. There is very likely a cure, but for now I will have to settle for something a bit more temporary," he said, reaching down into the bag. "Another enchantment should serve the purpose well enough. I just need something . . . something I won't have to hold onto, or mistakenly leave behind."

	"One moment . . . perhaps it is time to give this new crystal a test," Myranda said.

	Pulling free an arrow and a dagger, she cut the lashing that held the sharp tip in place. Then she brandished her staff and released the arrowhead. It hung in front of her with scarcely a thought. Drawing to mind some of the other teachings she'd brought with her from Deacon's home, she quickly raised the temperature of the piece until it was little more than a floating blob of white-hot metal. A few more thoughts and it twisted and turned itself into a ring, a simple design embellishing the surface as what little metal was unneeded swirled off into a simpler, more delicate band. A final thought cooled the pair of rings and dropped them into her hand.

	"Brilliant. And masterful," Deacon said, admiring the piece he was handed. "Worthy of being an exam back in Entwell, I would say. You would have made a fine teacher."

	"Is it sufficient? Will it hold the enchantment?" she asked.

	"A normal arrowhead might not have been, but those we make in Entwell will be quite sufficient," he said.

	Deacon thought for a moment before casting the appropriate enchantment upon the ring. He slipped it onto his finger and slowly transferred the crystal to the other hand. Even without his constant counter influence, the afflicted limb remained normal. Both heaved a sigh of relief. Myranda began to slip her own ring on.

	"No. Wait a moment," he said, taking it from her. "You have given me a gift. The least I can do is return the favor."

	He cast a second enchantment, then took her hand in his. He slipped it onto her finger with all of the respect and reverence that such an act warranted.

	"There. An ancient spell of protection, one of the most fundamental in Entwell's history. The very same enchantment adorned a pendant around Azriel's neck when she found the land of my birth. May it bring you the same luck and fortune as it brought her," he said.

	When they finally continued on their way, it was with spirits higher than they'd been in years. Suddenly, the cold seemed to be gone. The blackness of night was no longer oppressive. The countryside was as icy and unforgiving as it had been minutes before, but there was now no place that they would rather be. The conversation flowed easily, as though the months that they had been apart had never happened. 

	Deacon was filled with a sense of wonder at these, his first steps into a vast world entirely new to him. He marveled over the size and isolation, hearing tales of the sights he was sure to see. He looked forward with great anticipation to their arrival in the town.

	Now and again, the map was consulted, but not to find their way. The initial glimpse of it had been more than enough to restore Myranda's well-practiced sense of direction. It was not the towns on the map that drew their interest, but the other markings. Deacon looked with fascination at the shapes and symbols. It was that rarest of things, a language he knew nothing of. The very same writing covered the books and notes from Demont’s study, occasionally accompanied by familiar words and terms. He launched himself headlong into the task of deciphering these new runes.

	"They differ fundamentally in structure from any other language I've seen," he said, an array of different notes and books scattered in the air before him, the folded map at their center. "It is used for place names, terminology, spells . . . yes. This is definitely a spell. I think that this may be the true purpose for the symbols. Remarkable . . . a language defined for spells first and communication second."

	"How is that possible?" Myranda asked.

	"Well, these runes here have unmistakable mystic power. These others are different. Weak . . . it is . . . it is as if this is not one language, but several. Five . . . a dozen . . . more than that. A patchwork of languages, none familiar to me. What do we know of this race, the D'karon?" he asked.

	D’karon was the name applied to those they fought. Even before she learned she was one of the Chosen, the D'karon were her foes. They constructed creatures, commanded armies, and wove twisted and cruel magics. Indeed, of the five generals of her homeland, the Northern Alliance, all but one seemed to be a member of the dark race. Despite their unmistakable influence, and her repeated confrontations, their origins and their nature remained shrouded, save one small notion.

	"Nothing beyond the fact that they are not of this world," she said.

	"I dare say they are not from any single world. The way these words collide into uneven, ill-fitting phrases implies some fusion of different cultures. Amazing," he posited.

	"You can tell all of that from their writing?" she remarked.

	"There is nothing so telling as the language of a people. One moment . . . Yes. Patterns are emerging. See? Here. This is a spell book, it must be, and all of the pages end with this symbol or some variation of it. This other book--it looks to be notes--does not bear the mark anywhere. It is unique to the spells. Like some activation phrase. It is possible that this mark, when accompanying any phrase written in this language, will bring about some sort of mystic effect," he thought aloud.

	"What is this?" Myranda asked, pointing to a shape with some runes beneath it on the map, located deep within a mountain range.

	"I am not certain. Why?" he replied.

	"I don't know of anything there. No town. No fort. Nothing. And it looks the same as this other mark, here in these mountains. That was where I found Ivy. And the same mark here, where we just left," she said.

	"The D'karon forts!" he said, unfolding the map fully.

	The sight they beheld was chilling. They were everywhere. Like black stains on the map, every valley, every mountain, every place far from prying eyes was marred by one of the marks. Several forts she knew of, Northern Alliance forts, bore the mark. Worst of all, the black mark rested on the capital itself. There was even one far to the north of it, at the very edge of the map. 

	The fort that they had just toppled had nearly taken her life, and now there were dozens more.

	The unfortunate revelation put a renewed urgency in their minds. Deacon had been lucky until now. He'd not yet faced one of the generals, and had had only the merest brush with their creations--but Myranda knew all too well the things that they were capable of, and to know that their roots were so deep was terrifying to her. She fairly ran, her mind only on securing the means to catch up with the others. Deacon kept pace, stumbling now and again as he tried to keep one eye on the ground and one on the mound of indecipherable notes. 

	Aside from the assortment of sheets and artifacts orbiting before him, there were a handful of other items he had draped over his shoulders and tucked under his arms, each featuring familiar symbols alongside foreign ones. These might prove the key to unlocking the secrets of the language, offering some manner of common ground between the languages and some hint of how best to proceed.

	 


Chapter 3

	The dull light of day came and went, with the last of its glow lingering at the edge of the western sky as Myranda and Deacon approached a tiny town. One needed scarcely a glance at the town from afar to see that the destruction of the fort, a fort that may well have been a mystery to them until the black smoke rose from the field the day before, had put the town into an uproar. The place was far too small to have soldiers patrolling it, but the streets were alive with the sturdiest townsfolk serving as a makeshift town guard. It was clear to Myranda that this was not the time to come walking in from a field looking as she did, even if she wasn't an increasingly well-known enemy of the state. Worse, there didn't appear to be much in the way of a stable. Likely the horses of the town were the property of the residents and visitors. To deprive a person in a town as small as this of their horse, be it through sale or theft, would be to maroon them here.

	Myranda stood for a few moments, contemplating what to do. Deacon, at first, took the opportunity to devote his full attentions to the latest in the stack of Demont's notes, but quickly became aware of Myranda's look of concern. At his prompting, she explained the situation to him. The source of the difficulty clashed repeatedly with the life he was accustomed to in Entwell. There, if someone needed something, they merely asked for it. Indeed, even that was seldom necessary. All was provided. He similarly was not certain why they would be distrusted for arriving on foot, looking as though they had been through the ordeal that, indeed, they had. Above all others, one confusion could not be cleared.

	"But you are Chosen. You are trying to return to the other Chosen Ones and return to the task of saving the world. Surely the townspeople would gladly offer you anything you need," he said.

	"The prophecy is something of a child's tale here," Myranda explained.

	"I . . . see," Deacon said, attempting to process the statement. "Well, nonetheless. This should not be a concern for you. If you cannot risk showing your face in the town, then I shall do what needs to be done. Tell me what you require and it shall be attained."

	"Deacon, I am not certain that you are ready for this. We will just need to find a different town," Myranda said, her mind working hard at the problem.

	Deacon looked Myranda in her eyes and spoke earnestly. "Myranda, I came here to be useful to you and I mean to do so. Tell me what you need and tell me where to meet you. You can trust me."

	Myranda hesitated, but relented.

	"Be careful, and put the crystal away. There are very few wizards about. Don't use any magic if you can help it," she warned before listing what was needed.

	A few moments later, Deacon was on his way to the town, stuffing items into his bag. He knew that he needed at least one horse, preferably two, and enough food to last a week. He had no clue how he would attain them--but, for him, that was beside the point. Myranda watched nervously as she skirted around the edge of town to the other side. Deacon was every bit a capable person, but he was well out of his element. She set her mind to the dual task of escaping whatever mob was sure to come sprinting behind Deacon and reaching the others quickly. 

	#

	Deacon approached the nearest entrance to the city. Standing guard was a frail-looking older man. He looked as though he could have been a grandfather, gray hair peeking out from beneath a war-scarred helmet that had no doubt served him well in his youth. The rest of his armor fit poorly, a relic from an earlier life in the military. He bore no proper weapon, brandishing instead a recently sharpened shovel. He looked haggard, as though he had been at his post for far too long without relief. As Deacon drew near, he straightened up.

	"Halt. What is your business here?" he demanded in a very official tone.

	He squinted a bit, trying to get a good look at the curious sight before him. Deacon had neglected to stow the materials he'd hung on his shoulders for further study, and without magic to lend an extra hand, he was having difficulty keeping them together.

	"I am in need of supplies," Deacon said, simply.

	"Where is your horse?" he demanded suspiciously.

	"A horse is among my required supplies," Deacon answered.

	"Where are you coming from without a horse?" the makeshift guard growled.

	"That direction. I'm not certain of the name of the place. One moment," he said, burrowing into his bag, attempting to reveal the map.

	One of the artifacts that had yet to be stowed, a strap of leather with a rather ornate medallion on it, stubbornly refused to stay in place on his shoulder. It dropped for a second time as Deacon tried to keep from dropping the papers under his arm.

	"I am terribly sorry. Would you hold this for just a moment?" he asked, snatching it from the ground and holding it up to the soldier.

	"Get that out of my . . ." the soldier sneered, trailing off when his failing vision finally focused on the seal on the strap.

	He took the strap and looked it over. It was a general's seal. One of only five. This one bore the name Demont. He remembered it, even from his youth. Soldiers seldom met face to face with the generals. He'd gone from recruitment to retirement without seeing even one. Could this young man be Demont? Either he was or he was skilled enough to kill or steal from him. It didn't matter. Regardless, this was not a person to be trifled with.

	"Th-this way, please," he stammered.

	"Oh, thank you," Deacon said, having only just managed to stow the loose papers.

	He took back the strap and looked it over as he was led to what must have been the general store for the town. Slowly, he realized what was happening. The misunderstanding was greatly in his favor, but it was dishonest to allow them to believe that he was someone that he was not. 

	From the youngest age, he'd been taught that dishonesty was the first step down a road that ended very poorly for deceitful wizards. Magic users tended to attract the attentions of, and occasionally draw strength from, the spirits around them. Deceit was one of many things that twisted the soul, and a twisted soul attracted twisted spirits. After a short, one-sided debate in his head, Deacon conceded that he would allow the misunderstanding, but he would not foster it. 

	The weathered soldier opened the door and held it as he entered the store. After a harshly whispered exchange, the woman minding the store looked nervously to Deacon.

	"I can get anything you need right away," she offered shakily.

	"Provisions for two people for seven days," Deacon requested in an even tone.

	As the storekeeper hurried off, gathering armful after armful of provisions, the soldier turned to him.

	"Why might the general favor us with a visit today?" he asked, nervously.

	Deacon silently thanked fate for the awkward phrasing.

	"A fort of great value was destroyed in the field I came from. I am pursuing the individuals responsible," he replied. It had been destroyed, and he was indeed seeking those responsible. No word a lie.

	The answer was quite enough for the soldier, now certain that it was the general he stood beside. Pride welled inside of him at being graced by his presence. Deacon, on the other hand, was simultaneously berating himself for allowing this disgrace to continue and fighting heroically to keep the nervousness and shame from his face. In less time than he would have thought possible, the shopkeeper dropped not only food, but blankets, bandages, and a dozen other things on the table.

	"We have no horses for sale, I am afraid, but, ah, I would be honored to donate my own steed," the shopkeeper offered nervously.

	"If that is what you wish," Deacon said.

	"I too would like to provide you with my steed. A fine, sturdy animal it is, too," the soldier chimed in.

	"That would be most appreciated," Deacon said gratefully. 

	#

	Myranda crouched behind a drift of snow near the top of a hill, the rising wind whipping at her, anxiously watching the rear exit of the city. She had only been there for a few minutes, not yet settled upon what manner of action she would take in response to whatever trouble Deacon managed to cause, when she saw him lead a pair of heavily-laden horses out of the town and onto the road. When he circled around the hill, out of sight of the town, she ran to him. He had everything they needed and far more, but his expression was one of utter shame.

	"This is remarkable!" she said, hugging him. "What did you do?"

	He handed her the medallion.

	"This is . . . Demont's seal, isn't it?" she said.

	"I suppose the man is a recluse. At least enough that his own people would mistake him for me," he said.

	"You managed to convince them that you were a general?" Myranda said, eyebrows raised in genuine surprise.

	"They managed to convince themselves . . ." he said.

	Myranda was quickly able to surmise the source of his turmoil.

	"Deacon," she said, mounting one of the horses, "I don't mean to make light of the situation, but there are a great many things that may need to be done before our task is complete. Some will be difficult. Some will fly in the face of your morals and beliefs. Just know that, if it truly had to be done, then doing it was the right thing."

	"I suppose," he said, scarcely consoled.

	He twice tried and failed to pull himself onto the horse's back as he'd seen her do. A third try landed him unsteadily in the saddle.

	Myranda looked at him flatly. "You don't know how to ride a horse, do you?"

	"In truth, this is the first time I've even seen a horse. They don't fare very well in caves, I understand, so they have never made their way to Entwell," he said, apologetically.

	What followed would have been an endearing experience if not for the tremendous rush that they were in. Myranda coached him along, teaching him the ins and outs of horseback riding as they tried to make their way toward the others. Fortunately, and not surprisingly, he was a swift learner, and before long they were breezing along fairly swiftly. 

	A few days passed, traveling a route far from main roads. As day after day passed without so much as a glimpse of another traveler, Myranda became more and more aware of how empty the war had left her homeland. The conflict with the massive southern country of Tressor had been raging off and on for well over a century, and the years of bloodshed had taken their toll. The north was nothing more than a handful of roads connecting a handful of dying towns. All of the rest was vast ice field after forbidding forest after rocky mountain. 

	There should have been life. There should have been some hint of the people of the land. Instead, the people gathered into smaller and smaller groups, ever more remote and isolated.

	For a moment, at least, that isolation was in her favor, a fact of which she repeatedly reminded herself. It seemed that luck had momentarily begun to favor them. 

	In her ongoing efforts to bring the Perpetual War to an end, Myranda had been branded a murderer and traitor by the five generals. She was still
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