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For Laura

One of our late-night chats left me a bit discombobulated, and writing this poem helped me to clarify why. So, don’t read too much into it. 😉

Transposition

I do not feel the way you feel for me.

I cannot be the man you think I am.

I will not change to suit your lonesome need.

I dare not dare to be your kind of man.

You see in me what I can never be.

You touch the essence deep within my soul.

Your heart is open to absorbing me.

You dare to dare to live to be fulfilled.

We must remain forever separately.

We form a whole that cannot be undone.

We strive to find a union parallelly

to merge together and become as one.

This mirror glass is all that lies between

the man I am and who I wish to be.
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1

“It is time, Remon,” Tannelin told his daughter. “The high priest is waiting.”

Remon’s chest tightened around her heart and made it beat more stridently, and the rush of its rhythm hammered against her sensitive ears. “She is my child,” she said, her tone uncharacteristically fierce. “I won’t let them take her from me.”

“The choice is not yours,” Tannelin gently reminded her.

“It should be!” Remon defiantly shouted, glaring at her father and challenging him to say otherwise.

His purple eyes—so like her daughter’s!—met that defiance with soft, sympathetic understanding. It was such a kind, sad look that Remon turned away before it brought forth the angry, frustrated tears that were creeping ever more closely to the surface. I did not cry when she was conceived, she vowed, and I will not cry now.

“She did nothing,” she whispered. “Why must they punish her?”

Tannelin put his hand on her shoulder and turned her to face him. “It may not come to that,” he told her. “The sign may be a good one.”

She searched his eyes to find the lie, but it wasn’t there. Then she shrugged his hand from her shoulder and angrily turned away.

“I will go with her,” she harshly whispered. “If I must.”

A few seconds passed, and then her father repeated more firmly, “It is time.” The vines rustled as he pushed them aside to leave, and again when they settled back into place behind him.

She stood still for several seconds, and then went to her daughter’s hammock. It had taken her a week to weave the fern stems into its intricate pattern, and the babe lay curled up in a little ball in the middle of it. She didn’t want to wake her, but her father was right: It was time.

She slid one hand under her daughter’s neck and the other under her back and lifted her up to her chest. Her daughter whimpered but didn’t wake as she stepped through the vines and walked slowly toward her daughter’s destiny. She glanced back only once to wonder if it would be the last time she would see her home, and then turned firmly away.

Her father waited a moment when she joined him, and then walked stolidly along the wide limb until they reached the central trunk of the huge tree. They climbed up until they reached the place where its limbs split off in three different directions. A triangular altar had been formed by weaving smaller branches together when they were young shoots, and the high priest stood behind one of its three sides. He held the twisted branch of his office in his hand and did not look upon them as they approached.

Remon stopped behind a second side of the altar as her father silently joined the few who had come to bear witness to the naming ceremony. Only her immediate family and two closest friends had come to support her; the rest of the clan had stayed away, as was customary for a tainted child’s naming ceremony. Who could blame them when the nameless ones were dropped from the tree? If that happened...

Remon gently placed her daughter on the altar without waking her, and then stared at the high priest in open defiance as he solemnly covered her daughter’s chest with his left palm and lifted the twisted branch above his head with his right hand.

Remon glared for a few more precious seconds, then looked down at her daughter. She was so peaceful lying there, so gentle. Remon’s heart softened—and then hardened with a firm resolve. If he throws you from the altar, she vowed, I will follow. She exhaled slowly, and her anger and hostility floated away with her breath. She smiled, touched her daughter’s cheek one last time, and then took a reluctant step backward, closer to the edge of the wide branch.

The high priest lowered the twisted branch and passed it slowly over the child’s sleeping form, then set the stick at the edge of the altar and gently picked up the babe. When she was carefully cradled in his arm, he passed the twisted branch over her again, this time speaking the few words the ceremony required: A simple prayer beseeching the gods to provide a sign. Then he placed her daughter in the very center of the altar and took a step back.

Remon stared lovingly at her daughter as she counted the seconds passing by with grim determination. If no sign came and the high priest tipped the altar to the third side...

A minute passed.

Two.

And then the ceremony was over. No sign had come. No name had been given. The high priest would tip the altar, and—

Remon blinked. Why hasn’t he tipped it? She blinked again and reluctantly pulled her eyes away from her daughter to confront the cruelty of the high priest’s cold, empty stare. But he wasn’t looking at her—or at her daughter: He was staring into the sky above them.

Remon followed his gaze and saw a large butterfly with bright blue wings flecked with black spots fluttering toward them. A sign? she thought, and the hope she had held at bay surged through her. It has to be! The butterfly weaved chaotically through the leaves as if it were confused about the path to take, but there was no doubt of its destination: It was floating steadily closer to her daughter. She watched its spiraling descent until it passed before the stunned, almost blank look in the high priest’s eyes.

What does it mean? Remon wondered as a new fear gripped her heart and twisted it. She had witnessed other naming ceremonies, but none of them had been like this. In them, the high priest stared off into the distance until the gods answered him with a sign—a bird’s chirp, a squirrel’s chatter, a leaf falling on the child—and then he gave the child the name its parents desired.

The brilliant blue flutter settled on her daughter’s shoulder, and its wings twitched a few more times before falling still.

Why hasn’t he told us her name? She wondered, lifting her eyes to his face.

The high priest’s lips grew taut as he stared at the butterfly resting on her daughter’s shoulder, and then—

Remon gasped. The butterfly’s proboscis uncoiled and pierced her daughter’s shoulder and slowly bore a hole in it. When the hole was large enough for its head and body to follow, its wings crumpled up as if it had just emerged from its chrysalis, and it crawled inside the hole. When the last flicker of blue was gone, the wound closed behind it.

What’s happening? Remon wondered as the high priest eased down to his knees and bowed his head.

A soft rustling of leaves drew her attention, and she turned in time to see the tears welling up in her father’s eyes as he kneeled and bowed his head. One by one, the other witnesses did the same, and soon Remon was standing alone at the altar, unable to move.

It can’t be, she softly thought before her mind grew so still that no thought could form.

Finally, the high priest raised his head, stood up, and leaned over her daughter. He tenderly lifted her from the altar and raised her high above his head. “I name the child,” the high priest intoned, his voice like the haunting gasp of dying breeze, “Dagremon.”

Dag—

Remon blinked.

Dag—

She sagged to her knees, and the tortured sobs she had held within for so long leapt free. Dag—

The high priest raised his voice and firmly proclaimed, “Dagremon, Bearer of the Queen’s Staff.”

“A half-breed queen,” her aunt gasped.

“Dagremon,” her father proudly repeated as he rose to his feet. “Bearer of the Queen’s Staff.”

“Dagremon?” Remon numbly muttered as the tears flowed freely down her cheek. “Bearer—” A sob interrupted her, and then she proudly, defiantly, loudly proclaimed, “Dagremon! Bearer of the Queen’s Staff!”

Her daughter’s arms and legs thrust out as if her daughter had been overcome by a sudden, violent spasm.

“Dagremon,” some of the witnesses half-heartedly echoed, “Bearer of the Queen’s Staff.”

A choking mewl fluttered free from her daugher’s lips—from Dagremon’s lips, and Remon stumbled forward. She was reaching for her daughter before the second cry erupted.

“Dagremon,” the high priest repeated as he handed her daughter over. “Bearer of the Queen’s Staff.” There was no joy in his voice as he said it, but he said it nonetheless—and that was all the ceremony required: A name. And what a name!

“Your daughter has received the rarest of gifts, Remon, daughter of Tannelin,” the high priest softly continued, “and she will bear the worst of burdens. When the time comes for her to receive the staff, Daglidin will summon her. Until then, she is yours.”

She will always be mine, Remon thought as she looked upon the scrunched-up face of their next queen. Won’t you, Dagremon?

Her tears were lost amid her daughter’s angry wails.

Dagremon, she thought again as she gently cradled her daughter in her arms. Bearer of the Queen’s Staff.
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1

Angus frowned as he closed Braden’s The Origins of the Fishman Incursions. The tome was thick with anecdotes about how the attacks had begun, but there were few facts concealed in them. Most of the accounts were sensationalized narratives with nasty descriptions of the battles and grandiose platitudes of the king’s prowess and generosity. They were entertaining stories, but he wasn’t looking for entertainment: He was looking for information. Credible information. A set of facts that he could draw upon to devise a course of action, Those facts were sorely lacking in this tome. Unfortunately, Embril had told him it was widely acknowledged as the authority on the subject, and few of the other tomes about the fishmen dealt with how the incursions had begun—or, if they did, they simply repeated Braden’s stories. So, what had he learned from those outlandish tales?

One thing was clear: The attacks had begun as small, seemingly independent actions. For nearly two generations, the fishmen attacked a village here, a village there, but never the same village twice, and never in the same area twice. The attacks were sporadic, but they always happened near harvest time. The fishmen never went far from the Death Swamps, and they never stayed long after their attacks. They were testing the kingdom’s defenses for weaknesses, he decided, and finding plenty of them. For a generation, King Dib left the villagers to defend themselves, and most of those first attacks were bloody massacres with few survivors. The villages might have been forgotten entirely if King Dib hadn’t been concerned about the grain and lost tax revenue. Those losses were what finally motivated him to act.

That’s not a fact, Angus admonished. That’s an unjustified inference. King Dib sent guardsmen with his tax collectors, but he did that throughout the kingdom. They were bound to be the ones who found the villages in ruins. Who else could have? He shook his head. If there had been a larger population, a greater need for grain, or even a bit more foresight, King Dib would have sent patrols to defend those villages instead of accepting the losses. After all, the lost grain was negligible, and the villagers were more negligible than that.

Angus frowned. Facts, he scolded. Not conjecture.

Nearly two decades passed before King Dib finally sent patrols to protect the villagers, but they were largely unsuccessful. The fishmen responded by attacking villages that weren’t being guarded and ignoring the ones that were. Then things changed: A new trade agreement was reached with The Western Kingdoms, and the king needed as much grain as he could get. So, he built outposts along the edge of the swamp and sent frequent patrols between the villages. But only during the harvest.

That was a mistake, Angus thought. It prevented the attacks the first year, but the fishmen adapted. The next summer they came out of the swamp as one and set fire to everything before the patrols returned for the harvest. It was brutal.

He shook his head. The unmanned outposts had wooden walls and thatched roofs. They burned quickly, and the fire spread to the grain. The villagers tried to save their homes, but the fire was everywhere. Most of them died. By the time it burned itself out, half the kingdom’s grain was gone. After that, King Dib rebuilt the outposts with stone walls and high towers, and spotters manned the towers year-round, watching for fishmen and fires. It worked for a few years.

They are cunning creatures, Angus thought. Their initial tactics were sound, and they adapted quickly to what King Dib did. That first fire was well-planned, and it devastated the kingdom. A lot of people starved that winter, but enough survived to rebuild and fight back. Braden and the others say the fishmen were telling King Dib to go away, but it was more than that: It was a poignant reversal: King Urm had burned the plains folk, and the fishmen had burned the kingdom.

Angus frowned. Stick to the facts. The fire caused a lot of problems, but the kingdom overcame them and sent a massive force to man the borderlands. There were still fires, but they did not stretch far before they were extinguished. King Dib may have been slow to act, but when he did—

A heavy thud on his door drew Angus’s attention to it. He frowned. It didn’t sound like his usual visitors—Embril, Vindray, Londo, Rache—but it seemed familiar. It had been a heavy thud, but the hand behind it was restrained, as if the one wielding it was trying to be quiet, but the strength of the arm was too great for that to happen. He rose slowly and approached the door with caution, then shook his head and almost laughed aloud. What—who—was there to be frightened of in the Wizard School?

He opened the door, and a large man stood on the other side. He was a half foot taller than Angus, and half again his own weight. He was neatly dressed in a navy-blue tunic, dark brown breeches, soft brown boots, and a fur-lined brown cape that nearly reached the floor. “Angus,” the large man said.

It took Angus a moment to recognize the blunt edge of the chin and the walnut-colored eyes, and then he nodded and said, “Hobart.” As he stepped aside, he stared at Hobart’s flowing tallow locks. They were draped luxuriously over the man’s shoulders and down his back but fled from his forehead. “I almost didn’t recognize you without your armor.” And the sweat and smell and dirt, he silently added. He waited until Hobart was in the cramped little room before shutting the door and asking, “Did you find them?”

Hobart shook his head. “It looks like the fishmen we found were the only ones. Cat-things tended the fires by the river.” He frowned and shook his head. “The dwarves came out of their holes when we came back from the temple. They were not happy with us being there.”

“Would you be if an armed force invaded the kingdom?” Angus asked.

Hobart shrugged. “Commander Garret smoothed things over with them. They said they didn’t know anything about the fishmen, but I don’t believe it. They didn’t make a big enough fuss for it to be true.” He paused and softly added, “They didn’t find it, Angus.”

Good, Angus thought in relief. It’s safe for now. “What brings you by, then?” Angus asked. “I didn’t expect to see you until midwinter.”

“Commander Garret wants us to go to The Lake of Scales before the snow sets in,” Hobart answered. “It’s the only body of water near here that is large enough to contain the fishmen. It isn’t part of the kingdom, so he can’t send the guardsmen. The villagers who live there will think it’s an attack and defend themselves. They don’t like visitors, so don’t expect them to welcome us.”

“When do we leave?”

“Tomorrow at dawn if you can manage it,” Hobart said. “It will take a week and a half to get to the lake if it doesn’t snow, and longer to get back. Commander Garret will have supplies ready for us when we get to the lift on the south wall.”

“What if I’m not ready?” Angus asked.

Hobart frowned. “How much time do you need?”

“That depends on when I get my scrolls back,” Angus said. “They let me keep Teffles’ book, my robe, and some of my scrolls, but the Grand Master has the rest—and my wand. I won’t be able to get them until we’re ready to leave, and it will take time to prime for my spells.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Hobart said. “Commander Garret sent a message to the Grand Master. You’ll get your things back this afternoon.”

“All right,” Angus said. “What kind of dangers are we going to be facing?”

“Not much,” Hobart said. “Bears, bandits, and mountain cats. We’re too far from the elves to worry about them, and the dwarves don’t go that far south. The real danger will be when we get to the lake. We need to find out if the fishmen are there, and the villagers won’t like us snooping around. We may need to work around them. If the fishmen are there, we need to be ready. We’re not going there to fight them, but we may not have a choice.”

“All right,” Angus said. “What else do I need to know?”

Hobart thought for a moment before saying, “I hear you aren’t flying like a bird with a bent wing anymore. That’s good because you’ll need that spell. The road south passes a cliff, and the trail down to the lake is steep. We might need you to do some scouting when we get there.”

Angus nodded. Even if Hobart hadn’t suggested it, he would have primed for Flight. He needed to keep practicing it. “All right,” he said. “I have a lot to do if you want me to be ready to leave at dawn.”

Hobart nodded, walked to the door, put his hand on the latch, and paused. His voice was soft as he asked, “What did you find in that book?”

“I’ll tell you after we leave,” Angus said. 

Hobart paused for a moment, then nodded briskly and left.

Angus went to the small desk and took out the list of things he had planned to do during the winter. He had barely started on it, but there were a few things he had already marked off. Reading the Angst text was one of them and learning about the fishmen was another. He still needed a lot of practice with Flight, but under Vindray’s guidance he had improved considerably in the three weeks Hobart had been gone. At least he wouldn’t be crashing into things anymore.

He went to the corner and picked up his backpack. It was mostly empty. The scrolls they let him keep were on his desk, and Hobart still had his map. I should have asked for it back, he thought as he put the backpack on his cot and unsealed it. He reached in for the neatly folded black robe and set it beside the backpack. I’ll have to wear that, he reluctantly decided, despite the itch. It will protect me better than this ill-fitting thing I’m wearing now.

He set the form-fitting breeches on top of the robe and shook his head. I should have washed them, he realized. They reek of smoke and sweat and blood. He ran his fingers over the sleek surface, wondering what the cloth was wrought from and why it molded itself around his legs when he wore them. It should have burned with the tunic, he thought, and would have if there had been any metal in them. “I should have asked someone about the cloth,” he muttered as he tossed them to the end of the cot. That was another item on his list.

He put the new tunic on top of the robe and frowned at it. Another thing on my list, he thought. I was going to ask Master Nan why my robe itches. He sighed. There’s no time for it now, but at least the tunic and breeches will make it tolerable.

He removed the clay pot from his backpack and shook his head. Why do I keep this? he wondered. It had been half full of healing balm when he left Nargeth’s Inn, but now it was empty. He had no reason to keep it, but he couldn’t bring himself to throw it away. I don’t need to be reminded of my injuries; I’ve already learned enough from them. They are the past, and I need to focus on the present and plan for the future. He set it on the floor next to the desk. Perhaps Ulrich will sell me more of it someday? Until then, I will have to be more careful.

He smiled as he brought out his old inkwell. It was a clumsy thing, wrought badly from a single casting of iron, but it didn’t leak. That was important. He glanced at the silver inkwell he had bought when they had returned to Hellsbreath and shook his head. It was delicate and finely wrought, but it wouldn’t travel well at all. The stopper didn’t fit tightly enough, and it leaked when it got turned on its side. He would have to leave it behind and take the old one. I’ll give it to Embril, he thought, smiling. She doesn’t travel.

He set the dagger, stilettos, and pouch of gems on the cot next to his robe, and then brought out a small pouch. He frowned. I forgot about this, he thought. I didn’t even put it on my list. He added it to his pile. I’ll take it with me, he decided. I might be able to find out what they do on the way there.

He turned the backpack over and a few crumbs and lint fell to the stone floor. Hobart said we would have supplies, but I’ll get some food, anyway, he decided. What else should I take with me? He surveyed the items on his desk and frowned. I should have copied the spells from Teffles’ book, he thought, but at least it isn’t bulky. It was another item on his list he hadn’t gotten to. So was reading the rest of it. He had planned on doing that after he had learned about the fishmen. Even so, he had learned a couple more spells from it.

He sighed. Getting his gear ready was the easy part; the difficult part would be leaving Embril behind. Something was growing between them, and neither one was ready to admit it. But they both knew it was happening—and were encouraging it. He made excuses to go to the library, and they would talk about what he was reading. In the evenings, she came to his cubicle to learn ancient dwarf. If it weren’t for her, he would have gotten more of the items on his list done, but they just didn’t seem that important when she was around. There was much kindness in her blue eye and great depth in her brown one, and it was a joy to see them blurring together when she smiled. She was such a delightful woman, so knowledgeable and generous with her time. He knew she hoped for more—and he would welcome it if there wasn’t such a gaping hole in his mind. But how could he be with her when he didn’t even know who he really was?

If only I could remember, he lamented, but I can’t, and nothing I can do will change that. He frowned. The memories are still there—the Truthseer’s incense proved that—but I can’t access them. If I knew what kind of incense she used...

He glanced at the pouch he had forgotten about and tilted his head. Perhaps...

It would be easier if I didn’t know the memories were still there. At least then I wouldn’t be obsessed with getting them back. Embril accepts me as I am, but I can’t. I need to know who I was before I can become who she deserves.

He turned to his desk and looked at the pile of books stacked on it. I’ll return them after they bring me my scrolls, he decided. I’ll tell Embril I’m leaving when I see her. At least it will only be for a few weeks. He went to the desk, took out a sheaf of parchment, and reached for his quill. He carefully considered the wording of his note and chose a mix of the words Embril knew and a handful that she didn’t. It would be her last lesson in ancient dwarf until he returned, and it needed to convey more than just the parting gift of the silver inkwell and an apology.

2

“Sardach,” Fanzool said as he placed the standard components of divination on his desk: a live rat, a bowl of purified water, a small bowl of granite dust, a blossoming plant (an aster, one of the few plants still blooming this close to winter), and a bowl of warm coals. Lastly, he set Argyle’s coin on a fine silk cloth in the center of the assembled items. “I will need privacy. It is a challenging spell, and distractions will confound the reading.” A soft rustling like that of a veil caught in the slightest of breezes fluttered behind him—at least, that’s what he imagined he heard as the presence of Sardach moved ever-so-slightly away—but he still sensed Sardach looming close behind him.

“Please, Sardach,” Fanzool begged without looking up, without hiding the strain in his voice. “I must weave together several strands in a very delicate manner.” He didn’t expect his words to make a difference—Sardach would stay or leave because Sardach decided to stay or leave—but he needed to say them for his own peace of mind. He needed to feel as though they mattered. But Argyle was the only one who had any sway over Sardach, and Argyle had ordered him to go with Fanzool to Blackhaven Tower. What other orders have you been given? Fanzool wondered, but there was no way for him to know. Not that it mattered since he did not want to know. But they hadn’t left yet, and the foul thing wouldn’t leave him be. How could he find out who had possessed Argyle’s coin with Sardach breathing down his neck?

He frowned. Does Sardach breathe?

He shrugged. It doesn’t matter.

Still the mind. He thought. Still the mind. Still the body. Still the blah blah blah. He knew the mantra, but it didn’t work for him. He always struggled when he tied spells. That’s why he had chosen divination: The mistakes he made were far less likely to be lethal than they were with the other types of magic. Except when Argyle was involved. Then the divination mistakes were deadly, and he needed a clear reading to avoid Argyle’s wrath. The spell was difficult enough on its own, but with Sardach hovering over him—

“The sooner I finish,” he muttered, “the sooner we will be able to depart.”

He shook his head. He didn’t even want to go, but—

Focus! he chided. I’ve tied this spell many times. It isn’t dangerous, and even a major mistake won’t do more than muddy the reading. But it was a delicate process, and mistakes in tying always led to mistakes in what was divined, and he did not want those mistakes this time. He needed the spell to work properly so he could tell Argyle—with certainty, this time—that Typhus had never touched the coin.

He sighed and turned to plead with Sardach—but there was no sign of the creature. All the shadows he saw were the ones that should be there. It’s gone! A wave of relief flooded through him, even though it was only a brief respite and nothing more. Still, it was enough—for now. It had to be. He sighed and set to work on the spell. He removed the dagger from his belt and held it before him, studying his reflection in the polished surface. There was no sign of Sardach in that reflection, but he couldn’t escape the lingering feeling of Sardach’s warmth fluttering against the back of his neck. He turned his gaze away from the blade and toward the rat. It was scurrying around in its little cage, testing the corners, poking its pinkish nose and paws through the holes.

He hated the first step of the spell, but it was unavoidable. He had to kill the rat. Not that he liked rats—he didn’t—but he didn’t like killing, even when it was necessary. And it was necessary. He couldn’t tie the spell without a fresh strand of death magic, one that was still clinging to the life that was ending. The further removed from life the death strand was, the less successful the divination would be, and he needed success. Desperately. It was the only way he could avoid seeing Voltari again. He would have to kill the rat, and it would be messy. It would be a slow death because he needed time to weave the threads together. It would be a noisy death, too. Dying rats squealed for a long time. But there was no way to avoid it: He needed the fresh strand of death magic— of dying magic—and the only way to get it was to kill something. Without it, there was no way to reach into the coin’s past and bring the residue of all those who had held it to the surface. He needed that residue to build the images of the coin’s memory, to see who had once held it. If one of them was Typhus...

He opened the rat’s cage, easily avoided its teeth and claws as he grabbed it, and made a quick slit in its throat. He turned the spray of blood away from him and clutched the rat until the force of its kicking and screeching began to wane. Then he released it and put the cloth over the cage to avoid watching it twitching—unfortunately, it did little to muffle the weakened, high-pitched squeals. Then he turned the cage to deflect the growing puddle away from the other components of the spell to avoid contaminating them. If it did, he would have to start over and kill another rat.

Why must I have to be the one to kill it? he complained, as he rinsed the blood from his hand. Why can’t someone else do it for me?

But he knew the answer: Killing the rat attuned the spell to him. Or killing a cat. He had had to do that once when the shop had run out of rats. It had been a little gray kitten that loved to cuddle and purr. He sighed. That had been a strange spell. The cat had taken so long to die that he had divined far more about the object than he had intended. Too much information. Maybe I should have used a kitten for this one, he thought. I need to delve deeply into this coin’s past. He shook his head. Killing that kitten had changed him. It had been so friendly, so innocent... It had tried to play with his dagger as he brought it closer, and it had been purring when the tip of the blade—

Focus! he snapped as he dried his hands and angrily brought the magic into focus. The rat is almost dead!

As he reached for the first strand, an unbidden thought about chickens surfaced. He had almost gotten a chicken instead of a rat because they were the popular choice among diviners. They could be eaten after the spell was done, and Fanzool liked eating chicken. But killing a chicken was very messy, and Fanzool didn’t like messes any more than he liked killing. Less, in fact. You had to clean up messes. At least rats didn’t flop around spraying blood everywhere when they died. They just ran around for a little while, laid down, and twitched until it was over. He had tried a mouse once, but it had died before he could even finish tying the spell.

He savagely thrust away the rats, cats, chickens, and bloody messes, and turned his attention to the disorienting array of magical strands undulating around him. It was nauseating, and he never liked looking at them long. Thinking of other things helped to distract him from it, but it also made tying the spells more difficult. So, he swallowed the bile that had crept up his throat and reached for the five strands he needed, anchoring each one to the fingers on his left hand. The bowls helped. Each one concentrated the magic to make it easier to find the strands he needed: A rich, almost transparent strand of blue permeated the purified water; the dark sienna strand of earth magic ran through the granite dust; the vibrant green of life magic emanated from the aster’s blossom; the soldering maroon of flame magic barely flickered over the warm coals, and the blackish green of life magic transforming into death magic pulsed from the rat.

He frowned at the struggle between life and death working its way through the rat, then shook his head and turned away. I need to hurry, he realized. It will just be death magic soon, and I won’t be able to use it. He sighed and began tying the knots for the spell. He would have to finish it quickly: The dying magic was the crucial strand: It opened the window to the past and made it a part of the present.

He finished the initial knots—the simple ones—and turned to the coin. This was the delicate part: He needed to find the tiny tendrils of magic left behind by those who had held it, separate those tendrils from the strands embedded in the coin’s nature, and knit them into the preliminary knots of the spell. He wasn’t particularly good at it. He needed to concentrate. He took a slow breath, squinted, and went to work. A part of him remained distantly aware of what hovered behind him—what hovered within him—watching what he was doing, seeing what he was seeing, but it was only a small part; the rest was absorbed in weaving the spell and studying the images forming in the air before him.

His image came first, since he was the last to touch the coin, and he quickly dismissed it. Then Argyle’s dreadful sneer began to come into focus, and he heard the threat Argyle had made: I will kill you if you fail. The echo of Argyle’s sadistic laughter accompanied it, and he hastened to banish the image. If only I could banish Argyle that way!

But he couldn’t, and the fear prompted by the image made him wish the mantra could work for him.

He delved deeper, unmasking the history of the coin one hand, one face at a time, looking for the one he sought, looking for Typhus. A large man, obese beyond belief and bejeweled like a king, was next. Dirk, Fanzool thought. Argyle said it was an associate in Hellsbreath. He only knew Dirk by his reputation: Dirk was devious, crafty, and struck with precision when he eliminated anyone who threatened his network of spies and thugs and thieves—just like Argyle did. But Dirk did it with stealth. He had grown fat and rich because of it, and no one would dare cross him. I should have realized it was him. He shook his head and thrust the image aside. What have I gotten myself into?

The next image began to form, and he tried to focus on it. It was a well-dressed, thin man who had the lean, muscular arms of a craftsman. That must be the one who bought the coin, he realized. He stared at the image for a few seconds, then discarded it. The next one was a tiny fellow with dark skin and a big grin. The thief, Fanzool realized. Argyle said his name was Giorge. He’s one of Angus’s companions, and if Angus is Typhus, he should be next. He frowned as he made the effort to memorize the contours of the thief’s angular cheeks, his playful dark-brown eyes, the infectious grin, the thin black moustache that was so sparse it had no business being there, and the black hair that was shorter than his thumbnail. When he was sure he would recognize the little man if he saw him, he braced himself and moved on.

He expected the next image to be the wizard—or Typhus—but it wasn’t. It was a brief, fleeting image of a huge man in plate armor. It fluttered into view, hesitated for a moment, and then receded. He didn’t carry it, Fanzool thought, letting the image go. He only touched it in passing. The coin was never really his. He let it depart and waited for the next image to congeal. When it did, it startled him.

Typhus! the shrill thought filled his mind. It can’t be! He’s dead!

His fingers fluttered. He started to lose his grip on the spell. The image began to fade before it could fully form, and Fanzool hastily reinforced the spell’s knots. He coaxed the spell back into its fullest potency, and the image stabilized and cleared up. He bit his lip and examined it more closely than he had ever examined anything before. He knew the appearance of Typhus well: He had seen it many times while searching for him. When that search had proven to be fruitless, he had reasonably assumed it was because the assassin had died. Only death could have blocked the divination spells so completely because there was always some trace, some hint of residue left behind. The trail had gone cold in Wyrmwood nearly two years ago, and—

Voltari? he thought with dread. Did you find a way to circumvent the divination spells? He frowned. Is that even possible?

There was a striking similarity between Typhus and the image he saw before him, but there were differences—significant differences. This man—Angus?—had a scruffy beard, but Typhus had none. The wavy black hair flowed over his collar, and Tyhpus never let his brown curls grow that long. Did Typhus do that to throw off pursuit? Fanzool slowly shook his head. No. The spell would not be deceived by a cosmetic change like that. It would see past the surface and show me what was truly there. And where is that dreadful scar? His brow furrowed with the effort to make the image larger. He might be able to hide it from casual observation with paste or paint, but he could never hide it from a divination spell. It was too much a part of who he was. It should run down his neck from the left ear to the collarbone, but there is no sign of it on this man.

“This is not Typhus,” he whispered. “It is Angus. The similarity is remarkable, but—”

Fanzool blinked. No sign? He squinted at the image. There is a scar, he realized, but it’s barely a crescent snick right below the ear. He shook his head. But the eyes are wrong. Typhus had grey eyes; this man’s eyes are silver-blue. They have a kind of naïve gentleness to them that he had never seen in the cold, unfeeling, nasty eyes of Typhus. He shuddered, remembering how Typhus’s eyes had sent a chill through him every time his divinations had found him. These eyes didn’t do that to him. These eyes were friendly. Mostly friendly. There was a hint of something sinister hanging about their edges, as if something hideous was lurking in their hidden depths—or something terrible was haunting the man. Or was he merely imagining that?

He pulled away from the eyes to look at the broader image. He’s too young, and the skin tone is all wrong. Typhus had a ruddy complexion, not a pale, ashen one. Typhus never broke his nose, but this man has. It might have happened recently, but...

Typhus wore a custom-made padded leather tunic reinforced with chain links and form-fitting breeches wrought from silk spun by enchanted spiders. He would never have parted with those breeches, but this man wears a wizard’s robe—a black one like Voltari’s. He carries himself like a wizard....

He’s taller than Typhus, and thinner....

This is the wizard who gave the coin to Giorge, but he could easily be mistaken for Typhus. They are so much alike, but the differences—

“Angus is not Typhus,” he decided, his voice confident, his conclusion certain. “But did Angus get the coin from him?”

The image hovered before him for some time before it dissolved. He expected another image to follow, but there wasn’t one. The residue of the coin’s history ended with Angus, and there was no more trail to follow. Fanzool worked the spell to its fullest magnitude and tried to draw into focus the smallest of filaments left behind by those who had possessed the coin before the wizard, but there were no such filaments. He had seen all of the people who had possessed the coin. 

Voltari removed the residue! Fanzool thought with hideous certainty. It was the only explanation. The coin was nearly a thousand years old, and it should have had a very long history of owners. He should have been able to trace its lineage back to the coinsmith who had pressed it for King Urm. At the very least—

He blinked. Did Angus forge the coin? His brow furrowed as he considered the possibility. Is it a counterfeit coin? Did Angus find a way to forge anew the coins of Urm? It would take a great deal of skill and knowledge to do that. If he had a genuine coin, it would give him all he needed to be able to replicate it: the weight, the placement of the symbols, King Urm’s profile, the quality of the gold... He slowly nodded. If Angus had one to use as a model, he could have forged dozens of these coins. It would take a master craftsman to do it—or a master wizard. If it was a thousand years old, it should be worn down, but this one looks new. Maybe that’s because it is new?

Fanzool smiled and let the threads of the spell slip from his fingers. I don’t have to visit Voltari after all, he decided. I just have to find Angus and ask him if he made the coin. He smiled. I might even be able to do it with a Locator spell.

3

“There he is,” Hobart said as he saw the figure in a black robe pass through the gate at the top of the stair. No one else in Hellsbreath had a robe like it, and the early risers were giving him a wide berth.

“I’ll tell them to load the lift,” Lieutenant Graham said, walking over to the guardsmen stationed at the lift doors.

Hobart watched him for a few seconds. From behind, he looked almost like an anvil with legs: broad, muscular shoulders; narrow hips; and long, powerful legs. He hadn’t seen many men shaped like that, and they always made him think of Darnel, the outpost’s blacksmith when he first went to The Borderlands. All that pounding and lifting had built up his arms, and all that standing had solidified his legs. He was one of the few men who could best him in wrestling, and they had become fast friends. And then—

He clamped his teeth together and cast away the memory. It’s bad enough thinking of him when I put my armor on, he thought. Now... He almost sighed as he turned away. He can be the rear guard. Then I won’t have to watch him riding.

Hobart’s eyes narrowed on the red-headed, green-robed wizard escorting Angus. She’s that librarian who testified at the Magistrate’s inquiry. He frowned. What’s she doing here? He paid his debt, and they gave him back his stuff yesterday. He doesn’t need an escort. Then she laughed, smiled, and moved closer to Angus.

She’s not coming with us, Hobart firmly vowed. We can’t afford that kind of distraction—and neither can Angus. His mind wanders enough without it. Half the time, he doesn’t even know what’s happening around him. It’s like he’s living in his own world and this one doesn’t matter. If she goes with us...

Hobart scowled. Ribaldo never had that problem. His eyes were always open, and he never missed a thing. Angus... He shook his head. That spell did more to him than take his memory.

He lost sight of them until they reached the end of the line waiting to report to the scribe. Angus said something to her, and she smiled. Before she could respond, Hobart called out, “You don’t need to wait, Angus. The scribe has already recorded your information.”

Angus looked at Hobart for a long moment, then his shoulders drooped as he turned to the wizard and reluctantly started forward. She walked with him, and when they reached the scribe’s table, he said something to her Hobart couldn’t hear, and she frowned for a few seconds before slowly responding to him. He nodded, and she smiled. They stared at each other for a long time without saying anything, and then, quite abruptly, she hugged him, kissed him on his cheek, and scampered off.

Distractions, Hobart thought as Angus stared after her. “The lift is waiting, Angus,” he said, his voice loud enough to carry without being harsh—or sympathetic. At least he’ll have time to clear his head before we leave Tyr.

Angus turned, spoke to the scribe for a few seconds, and then followed Hobart to the lift.

As they approached the waiting guardsmen, Hobart nodded toward Lieutenant Graham and said, “Angus, this is Lieutenant Graham. He’ll be traveling with us.”

“Well met, Angus,” Lieutenant Graham said as he detached himself from the other guardsmen and moved to join them.

“Well met, Lieutenant,” Angus replied in the flat, empty tone he so often used.

He always sounds like he’s dead inside when he talks like that, Hobart thought as he said, “Call him Graham, Angus. We don’t use ranks in the banner.”

“Has he joined it?” Angus calmly asked.

“No,” Hobart said. “He is coming with us to send reports back to Commander Garret.”

Angus eyed the lieutenant, and a hint of curiosity crept into his voice as he asked, “Are you a wizard, then?”

Hobart frowned. “We don’t ask guardsmen that question, Angus. The enemy knows we have wizards, but they don’t know who they are. If they did, they’d kill them first.”

“That’s all right, Hobart,” Lieutenant Graham said as they entered the lift and joined the other members of the banner. “I was going to tell him myself once we were underway.”

“Is that why you aren’t in uniform?” Angus asked.

Lieutenant Graham laughed. “No,” he said. “It’s because I’m officially off duty. Also, I don’t want the villagers to know I’m a guardsman when we get to the lake.”

Angus studied him for a moment, then softly asked, “Will you be using Messenger?”

“That’s a First Order spell that lays the foundation for more advanced versions of communication,” Lieutenant Graham said. “I’ll be using Message. The final knot is much more intricate and allows the wizard to say a few sentences while they tie it. There are more advanced spells that can do more. Most of them require two wizards to tie them, and they have multiple layers. The first layer establishes the connection between the two wizards, and the second layer sustains that connection. Once that connection has been forged and sustained, the third layer of the spell can be initiated by either wizard but must be completed by the other one. Once completed, they can speak to each other, see what each other is seeing, or convey their thoughts. Which it is will depend upon the nature of the connection forged by the spell.” He paused for a few seconds and added, “There is also Missive. It physically transports a written message from one location to another. It isn’t a difficult spell to tie, but few wizards can control it well enough for their message to reach its destination. I’ve only seen it be used successfully a few times.”

Before Angus could ask another question, Hobart looked warningly at Lieutenant Graham and said, “There will be plenty of time for talk like that while we ride.” Discussing magic with a guardsman is worse than asking if he’s a wizard, Hobart thought at Lieutenant Graham, and you know it.

When they reached the bottom, Hobart walked up to Leslie and patted her on the neck. She nuzzled him like she always did, and he adjusted her saddle before mounting. When the others were ready, he led them away from the city’s wall. Even though it had only been a day since they had returned from the plateau, it felt good to be in the saddle again.

They rode in silence for a few miles, and then Hobart turned to Lieutenant Graham and said, “Would you mind falling back, Graham? We have banner business to discuss.”

Lieutenant Graham nodded and reined in his horse.

Hobart waited until the gap between them had grown wider than their voices would carry, and then turned to Angus. “All right, Angus,” he quietly said. “What did you learn from that book?”

Angus glanced back at Lieutenant Graham before he softly answered, “It details the beliefs and rituals of the Angst.” He turned to Giorge—who was listening more intently than he usually did—and added in that unsettling, hollow half-whisper, “There was nothing in it that will lead us to The Tiger’s Eye.”

“What did you do with it?” Giorge asked.

“Embril put it in the restricted section of the library,” Angus said. “It will be safe there until we return. We have time to decide what to do with it.”

“What do you recommend?” Hobart asked.

“Leave it where it is,” Angus said.

“It has to be worth something,” Giorge said. “I can ask around—”

“Do you know any dwarves?” Angus asked.

“Why?” Giorge asked.

“They would be the only ones who might be interested,” Angus said. “It is written in an ancient dwarf dialect.”

“I know people who read dwarf,” Giorge said. “I’ll talk to them.”

“They won’t be able to read it,” Angus said. “Speaking dwarf hasn’t changed much in the past few thousand years, but writing it has. The symbols are different, and so is the structure of the language. The change happened at the same time our languages underwent their transformation.”

“What do you mean?” Hobart asked. “Our languages changed?”

Angus nodded. “At one time,” he said, “the ancient dwarf runes were used by men to depict their own tongues. In a single generation, the dwarf runes were replaced with the symbols we use today, and the old writing was outlawed.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Giorge said. “Why get rid of writing that was working?”

“They had their reasons,” Angus said. “They were good ones.”

He doesn’t want to talk about it, Hobart thought. Is it a secret? Or is it one of those things wizards understand and we don’t?

“Most of the texts that were written with the dwarf runes were intentionally destroyed or translated into the new symbols,” Angus continued. “Most of the rest were lost. The Wizard School’s library has a few of them in the restricted section, but it’s been centuries since anyone has tried to read them.”

“If no one reads ancient dwarf,” Hobart asked, “how is it that you can?”

Angus tilted his head at him and said, “Voltari taught it to me. I don’t know why.”

“Maybe we can sell it to Voltari, then,” Giorge suggested. “He’ll be able to read it.”

Angus’s eyebrows rose to his hairline as he turned back to Giorge. “He might buy it,” Angus agreed, “but I won’t ask him.”

“Why not?”

Angus shrugged, turned away, and didn’t answer.

There’s bad blood there, Hobart thought. I wonder what it is.

Giorge peered at Angus as he said, “He may have more of those coins. It’s at least worth a few of them, isn’t it?”

Angus turned to Hobart, and his lips were pressed together in a flat line, his eyebrows were pulled down in the middle, and the bridge of his nose was scrunched up. He shook his head slightly, and his lips curled up a bit on the left side. But when he turned back to Giorge, his face had settled back into the placid, unruffled one that he so often wore. “You are welcome to go to Blackhaven Tower to find out, Giorge,” he blandly said. “Mind the sentinel if you do.”

“He has a sentinel?” Giorge repeated. “That won’t be a problem. I’ve dealt with guards lots of times. They like me.”

“Ha!” Hobart barked. “All the guardsmen I know want to throw you in a dungeon and leave you there.”

Angus tilted his head and said, “It’s not that kind of sentinel, Giorge. You won’t be able to get past it.”

“There are ways—”

“It can’t be bribed or drugged or reasoned with, Giorge,” Angus calmly interrupted. “It doesn’t sleep. It will know you are there if you try to sneak past it, and it can’t be killed.”

“Everything can be killed,” Giorge protested.

“Really?” Angus said. “How do you kill what is already dead?”

Giorge sputtered for a moment, frowned, and hesitantly asked, “What do you mean by that?”

“Let it be, Giorge,” Hobart said as a feeling of déjà vu struck him. He’s acting like he did in the temple when he lied about finding The Tiger’s Eye to keep Giorge from going after it. Is there something in the book he doesn’t want us to know about? He frowned. No, it’s more than that. He doesn’t want anyone to know what is in the book, not even Voltari. “We can decide what to do with the book later. For now, we will treat it as Angus’s share of the treasure. I’m sure we can agree upon a fair price or find another buyer.”

The strained silence lingered for nearly a minute before Angus broke it. “I’ll translate it over the winter,” he said. “After I do, I’ll discuss it with the Grand Master to see if he wants to buy it for the school’s library, Don’t expect to get much for it. Even a rare text isn’t very valuable if no one can read it.”

He doesn’t want to buy it, Hobart realized, but he doesn’t want to sell it, either. There must be something in it. I’ll ask him about it while we tend to the horses tonight.

They rode in silence for a little while, and then Hobart waved for Lieutenant Graham to rejoin them. Not long after he did, Angus asked, “If we find the fishmen, what should I do?”

“We won’t have to worry about that until we get close to the lake,” Hobart answered. “The fishmen need to keep their skin moist, so they won’t stray far from its shore. It only takes a day or two for their skin to dry out and start cracking, and they don’t last long after that. Once you smell the gunk that oozes out of those cracks, it stays you.”

“Is that why they don’t like fire?” Angus asked. “Because it dries out their skin?”

“Yes,” Hobart said, his stomach tightening as the memories resurfaced. “They can’t sweat, and the heat dries their skin fast.” Put them in a dry room with a strong fire... “That’s why they don’t come out of the swamps in the summer. But it doesn’t stop them from setting fire to the grain.”

Angus thought for a moment, then nodded. “The texts I’ve read about the Fishmen Incursions suggested that, but they were focused on generalities that won’t help me fight them. I need to know what will. So, how do they fight? What are their vulnerabilities? How do we exploit those vulnerabilities? What do you expect me to do?”

Hobart nodded approvingly. Those are the kind of questions you should be asking, but they aren’t necessary this time. “The king wants information, Angus,” Hobart answered, “not heads. We won’t be engaging them in battle.”

“What about the standing order to kill the fishmen on sight?” Angus asked.

Hobart looked at him. “The king’s orders countermand it,” he answered. “This is a reconnaissance mission.” He turned to Lieutenant Graham and asked, “Have you fought the
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