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“Through Thee will we push
down our enemies:

through Thy name will we
tread them under

that rise up against
us.






For I will not trust in my
bow,

neither shall my sword save
me.






But Thou has saved us from
our enemies,

and hast put them to shame
that hated us.






In God we boast all the day
long,

and praise Thy
name

forever.”






Psalm 44:5-8











“For we wrestle not against
flesh and blood,

but against
principalities,

against powers,

against the rulers of the
darkness of this world,

against spiritual wickedness
in high places.”






Ephesians 6:12
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Prologue






It was far too dark and cold
to be outside, but Talsyn Lethar pulled his hood over his head,
tugged his shabby sleeves over his hands, and stepped out of the
house. Moonlight illuminated the crumbling path at his feet,
casting shadows across all that stood in the area – just the house,
a few trees, and the ramshackle stable fifty yards away. The stable
was meant to house some family’s riding horses, but was occupied
only by one sorry nag that didn’t know the meaning of the
word speed.

And like the humans living in the
house nearby, the nag barely knew what it was like to spend a day
well cared-for. It was a wonder the creature managed to perform its
basic duties of carrying the boys to the border town of Lans for
supplies every week without collapsing.

Mother screamed something from behind
him, but it was easy to ignore her. When he got back, that might be
a different story, but not likely. She’d be snoring in the
first-floor bedroom inside by the time he returned, and wouldn’t
remember anything about the incident next morning.

She wasn’t really their mother,
anyway. The old hag had taken them in nearly two years ago,
promising the village justices that she would provide all the
amenities two boys would need and more. Not that the council truly
cared. They were just relieved that someone had stepped forward to
take the scrawny orphans off their hands. Whether or not the
caretaker would truly take care of them, they were stuck with her,
and all was well in the eyes of those who chose to look
away.

The years following had been a living
nightmare, and Tal was sick of it. He wanted out. But with his
younger brother of not yet ten years of age still under Mother’s
charge, what could he do? He was stuck here, on the verge of
adulthood, with nowhere to go and nowhere to turn for support. He
was helpless.

Powerless.

The sky flashed, and a clap of thunder
rumbled across the hills. Tal sped up again, trying not to think
about how far of a trip it was to the nearest doctor should he
catch fever from the rain. The door to the stable slammed behind
him almost without his assistance, and the horse in the only
occupied stall whinnied in protest. Tal took the time to stop by
the stall door and soothe the animal, but even after a full minute
of stroking its neck and speaking in low tones, still it blew and
whinnied frantically. Tal gave up and stepped away. He didn’t have
the patience to calm another living being tonight when he himself
could hardly think straight from frustration.

The rest of the stable was drafty and
empty, a dismal space that leaked every time it rained and made
strange creaking noises whenever the wind blew. It reminded Tal
strongly of the house where he, his brother, and the woman they
called Mother resided. Except if a stray branch blew through his
window, Mother didn’t screech at him to patch it up and then
chastise him for neglecting the rest of the household
chores.

And here, in a space empty of
lantern-light, with the scent of a horse’s presence filling the air
and not a shred of furniture around, at least he could be sure that
Mother would not disturb him except in his thoughts of
her.

The musty air had a strange feel to it
tonight, but Tal couldn’t put his finger on the reason. He walked
to the pile of dingy hay nearby, reached in and pulled out a small,
worn leather satchel. He thought it might have belonged to a Reshan
soldier once. At any rate, the former owner forfeited his claim on
it months ago when he abandoned it in the city streets for any
merchant or street urchin to find. He would have been livid to find
that his pack and its contents had been discovered by a Shamindo
thief. Tal didn’t like stealing, but it was better than any of the
alternatives.

There had once been a dagger inside
one of the pouches, but Mother had sold that for ale weeks past.
Tal pulled out a small, leather-bound journal from the bottom of
the satchel and swiped aimlessly at the mud-stains that tainted its
surface from being thrown into a puddle. Anything without monetary
value was as good as scrap to Mother.

He could have killed her. Sometimes he
wished he had.

The nag whinnied again, and Tal got
the unmistakable feeling that he was being watched. Dread swept
through him, and he glanced over his shoulder, shielding the
journal from view of the stable door.

The door swung ajar, lightly banging
in the wind, but all Tal could see through the frame was torrential
rain and the occasional flash of lightning across the sky. There
was nothing. He shook off his uneasiness and turned back to the
journal.

He could have sworn someone chuckled
over the thunder.

He slid the journal back into the
satchel and stowed it inside the haystack, nerves on edge.
Cautiously he stepped to the door, peered out and called,
“Siran?”

The only answer was the sound of
thunder making an encore. Tal shivered and shut the door, then
moved to calm the gelding in the stall behind him. But this time,
the animal would not be comforted even a little. His whinnying
became frantic, his eyes rolled even further into his head, and Tal
had to jump back to avoid a collision with the horse’s hooves as
they stabbed the air. He tripped over something hard and landed on
a pile of scattered hay, barely reacting in time to avoid banging
his head against the stone floor. Wide-eyed, he scrambled back onto
the haystack and instinctively clutched for the satchel
underneath.

“There is no need to be afraid. No-one
will take it from you this time.”

The voice from behind made Tal freeze,
and his fingers tightened around the satchel. Where was a dagger
when you needed one? He spoke without turning. “Who’s
there?”

He listened hard, but the only sounds
were the nag’s whinnies and the storm still brewing outside. Tal
thought he saw something move out of the corner of his eye and
leapt to his feet, curling his hands into fists. “I said, who’s
there?”

Lightning flashed, and Tal almost
saw... something. The brief flash of light through the splintering
slats of wood in the wall of the tack room illuminated a shadow
looming less than two yards away from him. Its presence was
oppressive, yet ephemeral, and when the flash passed, the space was
empty again.

Tal swallowed hard and
dropped his fists, taking first one step forward, then another. A
breeze played with the edge of his tunic, but he tried to ignore it
as he reached the spot where the shadow, the presence had stood, and stooped to
the ground. A moment of hesitation, then he brushed the stones with
his fingertips to be sure they were uncovered.

Immediately he cried out and recoiled.
The stones were hot to the touch, and even after removing his hand
from them and blowing on it for several seconds, his fingers still
burned red. White-hot streaks of pain shot up through his hand, his
arm, and into his shoulder. The chill of the air sent goosebumps
across his flesh, but still he felt no relief.

“There, now. See what happens when you
don’t trust me?”

The voice was low and silky,
condescending in its tone, and tinged with amusement though its
tones were sympathetic. Tal pulled his injured hand to himself and
scanned the room. Again he saw something, dark and shadowy and not
entirely there, standing by the worn leather saddle that sat on a
shelf across the room. He blinked and tried to make his eyes focus
on the thing, but lightning flashed again, and it was
gone.

The first twinges of terror
made his heart pound, and he shut his eyes, trying desperately to
dispel his fears. You’re hearing things.
It’s just a shadow, nothing more. It’s just a shadow…

Another breeze stroked his cheek with
icy fingers in stark contrast to the throbbing heat of his burn.
And he got the unmistakable feeling that it was not a breeze at
all, but a breath, a sigh, and he found it even harder to convince
himself that he had seen only a shadow.

…Nothing more…

The breeze rose and swirled around
him, abandoning its icy chill, heating up, burning, suffocating
him.

Until all at once, it stopped. Tal
held his breath.

Then the voice came again, reduced to
little more than a whisper as it murmured in his ear, “I can help
you, Talsyn. There is no need to fear me.”

Talsyn shut his eyes again and
whispered through his teeth. “You’re not here. No-one’s here.” The
breeze caressed his cheek, whispered inaudibly in his ear. He shook
his head and snapped at himself, “It’s just the wind.”

“Would you like power, Talsyn?” The
whisper came again, coaxing him now, and Tal distinctly felt
someone’s finger tracing his features even as he opened his eyes to
see that no-one was there. The voice chuckled, then the breeze blew
away to Tal’s left, and he heard, “I have power. Would you like to
see it?”

Tal’s fists clenched as he glared into
the empty air. “I don’t draw power from figments of my
imagination.”

“I can make her go away, Talsyn,” the
voice soothed. “Would you like for me to show you how?”

Even as the phantom’s words sank in
and Tal considered that maybe not all he heard was imaginary, a
flurry of movement across the room caught his eye. For a moment, he
thought some stray bird had found its way into the stable and now
fluttered about in search of a place to rest. His jaw dropped when
he finally processed what he was seeing.

The saddle – that old, beaten hunk of
leather and metal that had, for the duration of its existence, held
its position on either the shelf where it was kept, or on the
horse’s back where it poked its unfortunate riders – had left its
perch against the wall…

…And it was floating in
mid-air.

Tal stood and walked across the room
until he stood mere inches away from the hovering saddle, the
throbbing in his hand forgotten. Disbelieving, he reached out and
passed a hand under it. His fingers found nothing but thin air, and
another pass above the saddle proved that there were no wires, no
nets or other gimmicks holding it aloft. It was indeed levitating,
and he could find no physical reason for it.

“But this is nothing,” the voice said,
and this time it seemed to echo throughout the room, cutting
through the sound of the thunder and thrumming through the room
with every word. “Would you like to see more?”

Tal’s eyes were fixed on the saddle,
but he managed to say slowly, “How are you doing this?”

The voice chuckled again. “It’s
simple, really. Everything is simple once you know the secret
behind it all. And I know the secret, Talsyn – the one to getting
what your heart truly desires.”

Tal hesitated. “And if you show me –
what then?”

“Then it’s up to you,” the voice said.
“It’s all in your hands, Talsyn. I can give you that
power.”

Power. The word rang in Tal’s ears, and he glanced down at his
injured hand, then at the stones that burned so contrary to the
cold surrounding them.

A wisp of wind came again to his
cheek, but traveled down and through his body, over his spine and
out through every limb, freezing him, paralyzing him, causing his
fear to seep away and leaving a chilling emptiness as the breeze
materialized first into a shadow…

…And then into the form of a looming
black dragon, its wings folded back and its lips curled into a
shape that almost resembled a grin.

A shred of fear remained. Tal narrowed
his eyes. “I don’t know you.”

“Oh, but I know you, Talsyn. I know
you very well.”

The chill spread into Tal’s fingers
and numbed them, and he was astonished to find that they were back
to their normal color, and the pain was gone. He looked up again
and saw that the dragon was not black at all, but a gleaming silver
that glinted when lightning flashed through the slats of the stable
wall behind it. The creature dipped its head and spoke once more.
“Would you like to learn from me?”

Tal scrutinized the dragon for a
moment longer, then a grin that seemed to come from somewhere else
outside of him spread across his face, and he answered, “Yeah… I
think I would.”
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Chapter
One






"I'll give you thirteen pounds, and
not a cut more.”

Sheth Terrem sighed and continued
stacking the boxed goods in the wagon as the speaker – from Lans,
by his biting accent – haggled with Sheth's father over a horse
they'd acquired from a half-starved Guard battalion two days ago.
Apparently, the captain who led the group considered sustenance
more important than ease of transportation. 

Never mind that Sheth's parents were
not traders of food. The sight of the three war-stallions, lean
from travel but still well-built, had convinced them to trade some
of their own provisions for the animals and to sell their mule to
cover traveling expenses. This explained why Ethran Terrem had
been haggling with a headstrong farmer for the past three
hours.

“You think I’d be willing to part with
a fine beast like this,” Ethran said as he gestured to the horse
beside him, “for thirteen pounds off your scrawny animals? I have a
wife and a son to feed, not to mention the dogs that guard our
sleep. The least I could accept would be forty pounds.”

Forty pounds? Dad
really was desperate. Sheth finished stacking boxes and jumped into the
wagon beside his sleeping mother. They’d been traveling for months
without a single stop in Delnam, the place they called home. Or at
the least, it was the only place they ever stopped for longer than
a couple of days. Now the sun was climbing through the sky, still
signaling morning, but just barely. They needed to get
moving.

“Well, if your boy cries for food
tonight, maybe you can kill the dogs for his dinner.” The man
laughed. “He doesn’t eat much, by the look of him.”

Not true,
Sheth thought defensively, glancing down at his
scrawny body. I eat all the
time.

And still he didn’t gain a bit of
weight. At five feet, seven inches and with the muscle mass of an
underfed ten-year-old, he commonly had his age pegged at about
fourteen. Not once since he’d turned sixteen had anyone correctly
guessed his age.

“He eats enough,” Ethran said. “But
none of us will if the best we can get for a Guard stallion is
thirteen pounds of beef. Is that really all you can do?”

Sheth raised his head at the pleading
tone in his father’s voice. With his considerable size and shrewd
mind, Ethran didn’t stoop to pleading very often, and when he did,
it meant the situation was near desperate.

Suddenly Sheth was glad his mother was
asleep.

The merchant appraised the Terrems’
wagon. Sheth met his gaze and allowed his hunger to show on his
face. It wasn’t an act with this customer – none of his family had
eaten since yesterday.

The man’s expression softened, and he
reluctantly turned to Ethran. “Well… guess you are in a bit of a
bind.” He nodded, then lifted a finger. “But the best I can do is
twenty pounds. I need the rest for the trip home.”

Ethran’s shoulders slumped, and he
glanced back towards the cart. Sheth ducked a little and tried to
avoid being pulled into the conversation. Normally Ethran and
Gaevra – Sheth’s mother – would discuss any decision which might
affect how many of their animals survived the trip to the nearest
city without being eaten for dinner. But Sheth knew his father was
loath to wake his wife when she actually managed to rest,
especially when they’d been traveling a great deal and were short
on sleep.

Such was the case now, and Sheth only
hoped his father could make the decision on his own without calling
him in as a substitute adviser.

Finally, Ethran sighed and accepted
the man’s offer. He followed the stranger to the other wagon –
which was about twice the size of the Terrem family’s vehicle – and
prepared to receive the food for which he’d so desperately
bartered.

Sheth shook his head and closed his
eyes as he leaned back in their own wagon. Twenty pounds… They’d
traded a carefully bred, rigorously trained war horse with the
speed of a young dragon for a measly twenty pounds of meat. Even
with the other two stallions helping to pull the wagon, it would be
nearly a week before they arrived in the stranger’s hometown of
Lans, and all of them knew from experience that they were not
likely to find much, if any food that would last them more than a
day or so.

That meant they’d be making at least
one extra stop for supplies on the way back to Delnam. And even
that extra stop would not guarantee that the stranger’s suggestion
regarding the fate of the family’s dogs would not come
true.

Sheth shuddered and whistled until
Tori, a scrawny pup who hadn’t quite grown into her ears yet,
clambered up as quickly as her skinny legs would carry her, hopped
into her young master’s lap, and strained to lick his cheek. Sheth
laughed and wrestled her down as he shook his head. “I’m not your
dinner, Tori.” With a glance over his shoulder, Sheth reached into
his satchel and pulled out a scrap of dried meat, then held it
close to Tori’s muzzle. The half-starved animal had the meat
halfway chewed almost before she pulled it from Sheth’s
hand.

“I saw that,” a soft voice scolded
from a few inches away. Sheth turned, knowing his guilt was evident
on his face as his mother sat up in the wagon and raised a motherly
eyebrow at him.

“She was about to eat me alive,” Sheth
said as Tori happily licked his now-empty hand to get every last
hint of flavor left there by the devoured meat. Sheth scratched the
dog’s head. “It was just a scrap, anyway.”

Gaevra frowned, and Sheth followed her
gaze to see Ethran wince and hand the horse’s reins over to the
other man. Once the stranger had taken the reins and returned to
his own wagon, Ethran turned and met Sheth’s gaze from across their
tiny camp. “Sheth, come help me load this into the
wagon.”

After carefully pushing Tori off his
lap and into Gaevra’s gentle embrace, Sheth jumped out of the wagon
and rushed over to help his father. Ethran’s powerful upper body
and years of experience with hauling merchandise – most of it
squirming to escape his grasp – more than made up for Sheth’s own
lack of physical aptitude. Soon they transferred all twenty pounds
of dried meat into the wagon and torn down the camp.

As Ethran straightened and met his
wife’s eyes, Gaevra frowned and asked, “How much did he give
you?”

“Twenty pounds. Apparently he couldn’t
afford to trade any more than that.” Ethran wiped a hand over his
face. “But we’ll make it. This trip to Lans will be better than
last year’s, and we’ll find food – don’t worry.”

Gaevra nodded and glanced at Sheth as
well. After a moment’s hesitation, she turned to her son. “Sheth,
would you mind if I sat in front with your father
today?”

Sheth nodded slowly and, after
ensuring all the dogs were on board, reclaimed his place in the
wagon as his parents mounted in the front and the wheels turned. He
glanced towards the front bench where his parents spoke in low
tones. He supposed he could listen in if he liked, but he didn’t
truly wish to know what was discussed. He already knew they were in
dire straits, and that they might well end up selling themselves in
labor before all was said and done. Why would he want to know just
how close they were to taking such desperate measures?

At least they wouldn’t eat Tori, he
reassured himself, pulling the dog to his chest. Tori was the only
animal the Terrem family had ever owned who had a guarantee of not
becoming the family’s dinner, no matter how dire their situation
became. Ethran had made that promise to Sheth the day they’d first
discovered the pup rooting around in their satchels for her dinner.
If nothing else, at least Sheth would have one companion, one
constant in a life that was, by necessity, filled with
variables.

Of all the things a merchant could
offer his family, consistency was not one of them. One night, they
could fill their bellies with plenty left to spare, and the next,
they would practically sell their souls for a bite of
food.

After a lifetime of living as a
merchant’s son, a child of the traveling wagon, and not one of the
stationary household, Sheth was used to the ebb and flow of life on
the road. The closest thing to a home the family ever had was
Delnam – a city located at the foot of the Rhenor mountains, a hub
of commerce for the Reshan nation – and even that was not a place
they saw more than once every month or two.

But it was all part of life, all the
same even as the situation changed with every passing moment. And
the desperation of today was but another bump in a road full of
ruts and ditches. It would pass, and all would be well
again.

Sighing, Sheth shifted to a
comfortable position on his side and closed his eyes, ignoring
Tori’s wet tongue passing over his face. If they were headed to
Lans, he’d need to get some sleep before they hit the main trade
routes, and the checkpoints along them.

Now, there were some bumps that could
really throw a man’s wagon off-course.

–––––––

“Look who's here!”

Sheth groaned and sank further into
his seat at the familiar voice as they pulled up to the final
checkpoint and the wagon halted.

His mother turned and replaced Tori in
his lap as she stood. “Sheth, stay here. I need to help your father
with the horses.”

As she left the wagon, Sheth
thought to her back, Traitor.

A swarm of teenage boys
approached on Sheth’s side. The tallest, a brown-haired beast of a
sixteen-year-old, swung up onto the wheel-well and took his ease.
Which, to him, meant straddling the wagon’s side and jeering,
“How’s it going, border-hopper?”

The boy’s tone made the
salute sound every bit the insult it was meant to be. Sheth glared,
every muscle tense as his mind cried, Oh,
please come a little closer so I can kill you.

But instead of voicing that sentiment,
he grunted, “Hello, Rhen.”

Tori jumped down and yapped at his
feet, but he ignored her as a couple more boys came to the wagon
alongside Rhen. He swallowed, then snatched a random book from his
satchel and pretended to read it.

“What’s this? A book of fairytales!”
Rhen snatched the book from Sheth’s hands.

Sheth reddened. “Give it
back.”

“An Anthology of Reshan
Tales and Legends,” Rhen read aloud. “Funny
thing for a border-hopper’s son to be reading, isn’t
it?”

“I said give it back!”

Rhen dropped from the wagon
and flipped to the first story, then read the title very loudly so
as not to deprive anyone nearby of the words. “‘The Rebel: An Unabridged Account of the Reshan
Revolution.’”

The boys around Rhen guffawed. Some
clamored for a look.

Sheth worked his jaw and checked to
see whether his parents had caught on to the
conversation.

They had.

“‘Rhedan was the son of a
Rhenor commander,’” Rhen read aloud, “‘a promising youth with a
fervent love for truth.’” He laughed and gestured at Sheth with the
book. “You’re a Rhedan-follower? You’re not even
Reshan.”

Sheth stood, clenching his hands into
fists. “Just because I read your stories doesn’t mean I came out of
them.”

A hand at his shirt, a sickening swirl
of motion, and Sheth was on the ground. His landing knocked the
wind out of him. He blinked and moved to stand.

A foot landed in his gut. He yelped,
curled into a ball. The bullies laughed. Two pulled him up by the
arms and held him in place while Rhen casually approached, the book
of legends still in his meaty hands.

Sheth wasn't sure what came over him.
One moment he was hanging helplessly from the grasp of two boys
nearly twice his weight, panicking. The next, rage took over, and
his foot flew, connected with something soft.

Rhen staggered back a step as the air
rushed out of him and his face flushed red. It took a moment for
Sheth to realize what had happened, but after that realization came
the certainty that he would pay for letting his foot
fly.

Rhen took a long moment to recover,
then grabbed a fistful of Sheth's tunic and pulled him up until his
feet left the ground. Sheth could smell Rhen’s breath as the Reshan
pulled him close and sneered. “Oh, we can’t let that go
unnoticed.”

Sheth swung a hand up and around,
breaking free of Rhen’s grip in the split-second it took the bigger
boy to register the motion. The other boys reached to grab him
again, but he pulled away, moving on the balls of his feet, careful
not to let them get too close again.

Rhen grinned. “Well, well – it seems
the merchant’s scum has learned a few tricks since his last
visit.”

Another hand, this one slapping the
back of his head. Sheth turned to reciprocate.

Bad move. A meaty hand gripped the
back of his neck, spun him painfully around to meet again with
Rhen’s foul breath and nasty expression.

“You know what we do to border-hoppers
here?”

A deep voice rumbled behind Rhen, “Let
them go before you’re apprehended?”

The beast-boy dropped Sheth and ducked
his significant chin as he turned halfway to the giant standing
behind him. Ethran Terrem was unusually large for a Kheleth, and
brawny by any other standards. For what was probably the first time
in his life – or at least since last time the Terrem family had
come to this checkpoint – Rhen looked like an insect caught in the
shadow of a looming mountain.

He strolled to the wagon a few yards
away and lowered a heavy-laden satchel to the ground beside it, his
gaze never leaving the circle of boys. At last he returned to where
he’d first appeared, crossed his arms and glared at each boy
individually before saying, “Go home. Now.”

The group of boys quickly scattered,
all bravado banished in the face of the six-foot-two monster
staring them down. Rhen was the last to leave, tucking the book of
legends under his arm as he turned to go.

Ethran grabbed the back of the boy’s
shirt and pulled. Rhen stumbled into position, and Ethran raised a
brow. “Forget something?”

With a begrudging side-glance at
Sheth, Rhen dropped the book into Ethran’s waiting hands, then
turned and followed his friends. Sheth bit his lip and walked back
to the wagon.

His father turned the book
thoughtfully over in his hands. “Where did you get
this?”

“In Nehr,” Sheth mumbled, climbing
into his old spot as he spoke. “The woman at the bookseller’s stand
gave it to me.”

“And why would she do
that?”

Sheth winced. “Um… she saw me reading
it. I guess I’m skinny enough that she – well, y’know…”

“Fine thing, having everyone you meet
believe you a beggar,” Ethran grumbled. Shaking his head, he turned
away from the wagon and started walking.

“Wait,” Sheth said. “Can I have it
back?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“For all the things those boys got
wrong, Sheth,” Ethran said over his shoulder, “they were right
about one thing – this book is nonsense. It’s filled with one-way
accounts and stories crafted to glorify the Reshen and slur other
nations. I don’t want you reading it.”

“But it’s history!” Sheth clambered
over the wagon’s side, trying to ignore the ache in his recently
bruised gut as he gestured to the book of legends. “Haven’t you
always said you wished I could go to regular school like other
boys?”

“This is not history.” Ethran tapped the
book’s cover. “Read the title, son – An
Anthology of Reshan Tales and Legends. Half
of it’s myth, and the rest is so fancied up that one can’t see
straight through all the one-sidedness of its editors.”

“Then it’s literature – good stories.
You like stories, don’t you?” Sheth let a bit of little-boy
desperation creep into his plea. “It makes for good tales around
the campfire.”

“I can think of only one way this
thing belongs anywhere near a campfire.”

“I promise I’ll be careful. I know how
the Reshen think – I just like the stories, the way they’re
written.” He reached out tentatively. “Please?”

Ethran chuckled. “No wonder that
bookseller thought you were a beggar. Between you and your mother,
I don’t know…” After a moment’s thought, he sighed. “All right –
you can keep the book.” He handed it back to Sheth, then raised a
warning finger. “But don’t go reading it late into the night –
you’ll need your strength if we’re to reach Lans while the
picking’s good.”

Sheth grinned and, on impulse, tackled
his father. Ethran laughed and easily tucked Sheth's head beneath
his barrel-like arm.

"Hey!" Sheth's voice sounded muffled
even to him as he struggled to get free.

"Better get your head out of those
books and work on your self-defense skills, boy." Ethran ruffled
his son's shaggy hair and released him. "If I'd been a Kirat, you'd
be dead by now."

"I guess I'd better steer clear of
their territories, then."

The Kirat were fairly easy to avoid by
a careful traveler due to their migratory lifestyles. But if they
caught you off-guard, they would quickly ensure that you never
became a threat. Were it not for the fact that the Terrems
universally shared Kheleth features and mannerisms, Sheth guessed
any Kirat who caught him would just laugh and let him go. He'd
gotten fairly good at disguising his accent – the softened
consonants and lengthened vowels – but his blond hair, pale eyes
and skin, and flat brows betrayed his ethnicity.

He didn't have to walk into Kirat
territory to be their enemy – he just had to exist.

"Sheth?"

He jumped. Ethran was in front of him
now. He blinked, embarrassed by the fact that, after sixteen years
of growth, he still was a mere grasshopper beside his father.
"Um... yes?"

Ethran's pale grey-blue eyes took on a
serious cast. "Be sure your books don't pull you away from your
duties. This," he tapped the wagon, "the real world in front of you
is what's important. Don't run away from it, and into some
story-book fantasy." He put a hand on Sheth's shoulder, and his
fingers spread much of the breadth and spilled over onto his son's
arm.

Sheth stared at the ground, biting his
lip. The lecture was familiar, but still made his face hot. He
hoped Rhen's gang wasn't watching.

Ethran cleared his throat. "You
understand me?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good boy." Ethran affectionately
slapped Sheth's shoulder and pulled away, hoisting his satchel over
the wagon's side.

A crumb fell from a crack in the
leather, hitting Sheth's leg on the way down. Sheth brightened. "Is
that...?"

Ethran grinned and glanced over his
shoulder to check on his wife's progress before shrugging. "It
might be."

Sheth leapt into the wagon
as his mother reached it with two more heavy bags in tow. Upon
opening Ethran’s satchel and discovering a wealth of preserved food
inside, Sheth stuffed a piece of tough, salty keita bread into his mouth. The feel
of his teeth battering the square of bread into pieces small enough
to swallow, to fill his empty stomach, made him that much more
understanding of how Tori scarfed up every little crumb they tossed
her, as though she'd never eat again.

Wait – Tori...

Sheth ceased chewing as his parents
opened one of the sacks and took out their own rations, though with
more dignity than he had.

"What did you–"

"Don't talk with your mouth full,"
Gaevra said through a bite of goat's cheese.

Sheth swallowed. "What did you trade
for these?"

"Not much." Ethran finished chewing
his own ration and turned to his son. "You know the people here are
generally well off, and there's not much they need from traveling
merchants. But they saw we had dogs, so–"

"You traded dogs?" Sheth stood, the
food all but forgotten. "Tell me you didn't trade–"

A cheerful yap hit his ear, and he
felt a familiar snuffling at his feet as a tiny mouth went after
the half-ration of keita bread he'd dropped.

Sheth sighed in relief, then sat back
down and chuckled as he scooped Tori up into his arms. "There you
are, you little rascal. Where have you been?"

Tori barked in protest and strained
for the crumbs still on the wagon's floor.

"Oh, I see how it is." Sheth laughed,
then released the quivering dog to gather her bounty.

Gaevra smiled. "We know better than to
trade Tori."

"Of course we wouldn't trade that
mangy mutt," Ethran grumbled. "We'd wake up the next day to find
we'd traded our son with her."

Gaevra slapped him.

Movement to the wagon's left caught
Sheth's eye, and he gulped at the sight of Rhen's gang once again
grouping, eyeing him with their superior glares.

He shivered. "Can we go
now?"

"Not yet." Ethran dropped the satchels
into the storage area at the back of the wagon. "It's nearly
nightfall – we'll have to stay 'til morning."

Sheth wilted, once again wishing he
could fade into the wagon's wooden framework as he mumbled,
"Okay."

I'm dead meat.

–––––––

Ethran waited until the dinner fire
had cooled, the family tent was up, and his son had climbed safely
into his bedroll before he joined his wife at their wagon. He took
a moment to study her from behind in the evening light. The moon
cast its silver rays over her flaxen hair and pale features,
deepening the shadows over her light green eyes as she bent to pull
one of the smaller dogs out from behind the back wheel of the
wagon. The dog yapped and moved further away from her, and Gaevra’s
coaxing tones turned exasperated. “Oh, come now – you must be the
only dog in the Outerlands who won’t come out for a bite to
eat.”

Ethran tried not to laugh as he came
up beside her. “Would you like me to see whether any of the Reshen
need another dog?”

“Maybe you could ask them to
recommend a recipe for roasted
dog – I’ve had just about enough of this one.” She
straightened, crossing her arms as a lock of hair fell into her
face. “I’m positive he’s stolen something from our food bags. He
wouldn’t be such a rascal if he were hungry.”

Ethran smiled and pushed the hair out
of her face. “We’ll reach Lans tomorrow morning – we should be able
to sell the dogs and replace any stolen food without much
trouble.”

Gaevra sighed. “Oh, I don’t care about
the dog, Ethran.” She stepped closer and slid her arms around her
husband’s waist. “I’m just tired of all this traveling.”

Ethran held her against him and
stroked her hair as he peeked to make sure none of the dogs went
after their supplies during the lull. “We can stay in Lans for a
day or two extra, if you like.”

“It’s not just this trip.” Gaevra
glanced over her shoulder at their tent, then spoke in hushed
tones. “I talked with Nama as we left Delnam.”

“You did.”

“She says she and Orin are moving to
Nalyn, after all, and they’re selling their land.”

Ethran sighed. “Gaevra, we’ve been
over this…”

“The land is just a mile outside of
Delnam,” Gaevra continued, her tone pleading. “There’s already a
small house there, and a field, and plenty of room to house
whatever animals we’d need. We could set up a permanent stand in
Delnam, keep all our old connections.”

“We don’t have the means.”

“You promised that if this trip turned
out to be too taxing–”

“Gaevra.” Ethran placed a finger over
her lips to keep her from interrupting him. “I know this trip has
been hard, but it’ll get better. Another time along the route, and
we’ll be able to put something aside. We just need to hold on for
one more trip.”

“That’s what you said last time,”
Gaevra said softly, “and every time we’ve rounded the circuit over
the past two years. Sheth would agree with me.”

“You haven’t mentioned this to him,
have you?”

“No, of course not. But it’s so hard
on him, Ethran. Not a day goes by that I don’t catch him sneaking
off to read or telling stories to the dogs.”

“That boy needs to pull his
head out of the clouds – telling stories to dogs, of all things.”

“He’s exhausted. The food shortages,
living out of the wagon, the way those boys treat him whenever we
come here…” A tear came to Gaevra’s eye, and she brushed it away.
“He never says it, but Sheth hates going around the circuit. Those
books and stories are all he has to distract him from the things we
deal with on our route. Is it any wonder his head is in the clouds
when life on the solid ground is so difficult?”

“Life isn’t so difficult,” said
Ethran. “We always manage to find food and clothes, and we even
keep a pet – though why I ever kept that mangy mutt, I’ll never
know.”

Gaevra smiled knowingly. “You know why
you kept her.”

“Because I’m a fool who doesn’t know
how to say no.”

“You kept Tori because you knew what
she meant to Sheth,” Gaevra said. “She’s the only constant he has,
the only thing he can count on still being there when the circuit’s
been traveled and we’re on our way back to Delnam.”

“He has us,” Ethran said, drawing
Gaevra close again to lower his forehead to hers. “Isn’t that
enough?”

Gaevra traced his lips with a finger,
and a slight smile pulled at one corner of her lips. “It’s enough
for me. But Sheth is sixteen – he needs something more to hold
onto. Isn’t it time we gave it to him?”

Ethran pulled back slightly and
studied Gaevra, and he could feel his spine weakening at the
pleading in her wide eyes. Finally he sighed. “All right – we’ll
complete this circuit, and then I’ll see about this land at
Delnam.”

Gaevra smiled and slowly kissed him,
letting her lips linger for a moment. “I do love you, you know. And
Sheth does, too.” She squeezed his hand as she pulled away.
“Remember that.”

After a few more minutes of coaxing,
with the occasional moment of threatening from Ethran thrown into
the mix, the dog ran into the open and bolted away from the wagon.
Ethran leapt after him, but the dog was light on its feet, and in
no time had run through the half-open flap and into the tent. As
quickly and quietly as possible, Ethran strode to the tent and
stepped inside.

The moon’s rays illuminated the tent
through the open flap, and it took only a quick glance around for
Ethran to realize the dog had hidden. Sighing, he stepped forward,
his eyes scanning every square inch of the tent’s interior, finding
no canine form huddled there.

A quiet yap sounded nearby, and Ethran
saw another little dog curled up next to Sheth’s sleeping form. The
dog cocked its head at Ethran, her one floppy ear turned inside out
as she stared. He would know that look anywhere – it was
Tori.

Ethran put a finger to his
lips in a hushing motion, but Tori only stared curiously at him. He
spotted something out of place beside her and moved carefully to
investigate. Tori’s wet black nose snuffled at Ethran’s fingers,
and her tongue escaped her mouth as he caught hold of the object,
which he now saw was an open book, and which, upon closer
examination of the cover, bore the words: An Anthology of Reshan Tales and Legends.

Ethran sighed and closed the book,
then set it back in its place beside Sheth’s bedroll. Tori licked
his hand, and after receiving a few strokes of her fur, seemed
content to set her head back onto her paws and ignore
Ethran.

A ray of light caught something in the
corner of the tent, and Ethran saw it was the rogue dog sniffing at
one of their supply bags. After carefully stepping over his son and
finding a strategic method of approach, Ethran swooped in and
caught the dog up in one meaty hand. The animal yelped before
Ethran could clamp his hand around its muzzle. Sheth stirred behind
him, and Ethran stood still for a moment to await the
outcome.

When it was finally clear that Sheth
had not wakened, Ethran turned around and charted a path back to
the doorway. His eye caught the book of legends again, and after
another long sigh, he followed an impulse to crouch by his son’s
bedroll and pull his blanket more securely over him. With a final
thoughtful pass of his hand over Sheth’s forehead, Ethran stood and
left the tent.

With the wayward dog finally in its
cage with the others – excepting Tori, since she was well-behaved
and neither of them could bear to take her away from Sheth’s side –
Ethran and Gaevra retreated to the tent and climbed into their
bedrolls. Within minutes, Gaevra was asleep, but Ethran lay awake
half the night, staring at the sight of his wife lying exhausted
from the day’s activities, at the little dog and that confounded
Reshan-written book by his son’s bedside. The sight recalled to
mind his conversation with Gaevra, and as sleep finally claimed
him, Ethran resolved that he would see about that land in Delnam
the moment they returned.

And this time, maybe
they would settle
down, once and for all.
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Chapter
Two


The buzz of the marketplace
rolled over and around Sheth, the haggling of his parents and at
least fifty other merchants nothing more than white noise falling
on his ear as he flipped through the pages of An Anthology of Reshan Tales and Legends, riveted by the stories inside. Or rather, he was riveted by
a particular story – that of Rhedan and his revolt against the
rising Khanor order. Sheth had read this legend at least twenty
times since he’d gotten the book three weeks earlier. He didn’t
know why, but for some reason, the story resonated with him.
Perhaps it was the turmoil of reading the account of a nation torn
in two. Perhaps it was Rhedan’s determination to hold true to what
he believed no matter the circumstances. Sheth couldn’t personally
relate to that attribute, but he admired it nonetheless.

But perhaps the foremost reason he was
so interested in this story was because of the obvious disdain Rhen
and his gang had shown for it. Either the boys had no better grasp
of patriotism than they had for social skills, or there was
something about Rhedan’s story that made even those Reshan boys
cringe at his memory. That alone was an intriguing enough thought
to keep Sheth coming back for another read-through of the
three-hundred-year-old story.

“Hey – boy!” The birdseller’s sudden
change from the rumble of negotiation to that of a sharp reprimand
made Sheth close his book. The birdseller dropped his list of stock
and stormed towards his cages, the glow of loathing in his eyes.
“Back away. I don’t want any of your kind near my
birds.”

The perpetrator, a skinny boy with
black hair and hawkish green eyes, stared wide-eyed and frozen as
the birdseller rounded the cages and grabbed a fistful of his
shirt, lifting him off his feet.

“What did you think you were doing,
eh? Stealing my merchandise?” The man growled at the boy, and when
the child opened his trembling lips to answer, he slapped him.
“I’ll teach you to mess with my birds.”

“Ethran…” Gaevra gripped her husband’s
arm and furrowed her brow at the scene, eyes wide with
alarm.

Ethran reached the birdseller in
barely two strides and gripped his arm. “The boy hasn’t done
anything wrong. Let him go.”

“He was after my birds!” The
birdseller glared at Ethran. “I know his kind, skulking Shamindo
urchins who think they can take advantage of us just because our
home borders on their territories. I’m sick of it!”

“I wasn’t stealing them,” the boy
squeaked. “Honest! I just wanted to look at them!”

“A likely story,” the birdseller
laughed, dropping the boy to his feet and moving his grip from the
boy’s shirt collar to his left ear. “We’ll see what the Guard
sentries say about that.”

“Please.” Gaevra rushed past Ethran
and put one hand on the boy’s shoulder, using the other to gesture
pleadingly to the birdseller. “He hasn’t stolen anything. We’ll
take responsibility for him until his parents come – just let him
go.”

The birdseller scowled at the Terrems’
interference, but Sheth could tell he was reconsidering his
verdict. His eyes swept from the boy to Ethran and Gaevra, then
back again. “All right. If that’s the way you’d have it…” He
released the boy, who inadvertently fell against Gaevra as the
birdseller spat at him. “But if I catch this little wretch at my
cages again, I know how justice works, and I’ll be sure he’s
escorted home by the Guard sentries. Is that
understood?”

The boy stumbled quite suddenly away
from Gaevra, then ducked his head and muttered something like
assent to the birdseller.

“Fine.” The birdseller sighed with
disgust and ran a hand through his thinning hair as he turned back
to Ethran. “So will you buy the birds, or not?”

“You won’t consider dropping your
price? I know a man in Talir who sells his birds for less
than–”

“I’ve gone as low as I’ll go,” the
birdseller snapped, his good mood soured by the Shamindo boy’s
entrance. “I’ve sold birds for over twenty years, and I know how
you traveling merchants love to drive prices so low you can sell
the goods for twenty times what you paid for them. I’ve given you
my price. Take it or leave it.”

Ethran sighed and grimaced before he
nodded and said, “I’ll take them.”

As Ethran made his order and counted
out coins for his purchase, Gaevra turned to the Shamindo boy and
smiled gently. “Hello there.” Her Khelethar accent softened her
quiet words all the more. “What’s your name?”

The boy barely glanced up before
fixing his gaze on the ground again. He muttered so quietly that
Sheth almost missed it, “I’m Siran.”

“Siran.” Gaevra smiled again. “That’s
a nice name. How old are you, Siran?”

“Thirteen.”

So, this boy shared a common trait
with Sheth himself. Had it not been for Gaevra’s question and the
way Siran’s voice squeaked from the beginnings of puberty, Sheth
would never have guessed him to be thirteen. He was small for his
age, and it wasn’t just the hawkish look in his eyes that reminded
Sheth of a bird – it was the way those eyes flitted to and fro, the
way every muscle in the boy’s body seemed to be on edge in
preparation to take flight from something terrible that might
befall him at any moment.

Gaevra leaned down to Siran’s eye
level. “Where are your parents?”

Siran’s gaze flitted away again, but
never returned to meet Gaevra’s. “They’re… not here.”

“We need to know where they are so we
can take you back to them. You do have parents, don’t
you?”

Siran chewed his lip and nodded, but
didn’t elaborate.

Sheth heard his father conclude his
business with the birdseller and saw him back away to wait as the
man bent down to place the money in his moneybox.

Gaevra bit her lip and slowly reached
out a hand towards Siran. “Sweetheart, I–”

At the contact between Gaevra’s hand
and his shoulder, Siran jerked back, arms flailing as he lost his
footing and fell against the bird-cages, knocking a few
over…

And two of the cage-doors flew open,
setting loose nearly a dozen cage-frenzied balls of feathers which
scrambled out and over Siran in a flight from their
prisons.

“Look out!” The birdseller leapt
forward, snatching at one bird just in time to keep it from leaving
the stand. As he stuffed the creature into one of the cages and
fumbled with the lock, he growled at Sheth and Ethran. “Don’t just
stand there – help me catch these confounded birds!”

Sheth had to take a moment to process
the situation, but then he crouched down, set his sights on one of
the birds, and made his approach. He tried to keep his step light,
his movements slow and non-threatening as he’d been taught, but the
moment he got close and reached out to grab the bird, it scrambled
out of his grasp, and he fell face-first in an attempt to catch it.
He heard a squawk of protest and saw his father intercept the bird,
scoop it up and shove it into a waiting cage in no time flat
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