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Prologue

Raga gazes down on the world from the backs of dragons as she visits each capitol and demands allegiance.

Gouge finds employment as bodyguard to a wealthy SeaEnd merchant.

Bast finds herself embroiled in palace politics when she unwittingly heals the Queen Mother of SeaEnd, and her brother, Bin, leaves behind the outside world to enter a spiritual one, devoting himself to the worship of Ashur by pledging his life at seminary.

Billy and Ems study at Windham Keep, the world’s only college of Mages, blazing through established curriculum with ease.

Thousands of miles away, the Gray Robes, also known as Bloodletters, practice their vile and self-destructive magic, expanding their armies as rapidly as they expand their magical might.

Far to the south, Torqu Maz-Mal leads his horde of dead to the WealWood Tropics, site of ancient EmberEarth’s greatest battle, eager to rip more bodies from the ground to swell the ranks of his lifeless army.

The Witch Named Heretic takes place before the battle of Windham Keep at the end of book one: The EmberEarth Chronicles.


Chapter One

Ems Fick, heavy black robe swishing from her rapid stride, lifted her eyes from the hallowed earth and flipped her long brown hair over a shoulder. A flickering itch worried her nose so she scratched it.

She slowed, scanning the ancient graveyard for the danger she did not see, and placed a firm hand on Nesa’s delicate shoulder to move the little girl behind her. The boneyard looked undisturbed, identical to each day’s visit, but this time something felt wrong. Nesa sensed the tension.

“Why are we stopping?” she asked, her young voice anxious.

Ems did not answer. She filled her lungs and released her breath in three short bursts, a calming technique Pitter-Patter had taught her. She slowly swung her vision from one side of the burial ground to the other, allowing every morsel of information to pour into her senses without filter. She planted the tip of her polished mahogany staff in the soft soil.

The abandoned church at the far end stood as always; tumbled moss-covered stone blocks and sagging roof. Tall, long-dead oak trees curled over the structure like giant fingers. Acres of tombstones surrounded the place, some occupants buried so long ago the weathered marble slabs bore carvings from the Abandoned Age. Ems discovered this hidden spot months ago and came here often to reflect on her day. There was a peace here, a stillness. Everyone here stopped striving long ago.

“Ems?” Nesa whispered, impatient.

“Be silent.”

The girls remained stationary. Nesa dug pensively at the heavy fibers of her sleeve with a thumbnail.

A looping tattoo on the back of Ems’s right hand began to itch.

That’s the Slumber Ward, she thought. Someone is trying to put me to sleep.

Ems lifted her staff and whispered a quick incantation. Fog rose from the wet grass, curling around headstones and mossy tree trunks. Far across the hallowed grounds, mist outlined a human shape.

Ems spoke in a low, tightly controlled voice. “Nesa, leave now. Do not look back. Go get Pitter-Patter. Quickly.”

Nesa turned without hesitation and set a brisk pace, chubby cheeks bouncing, thin legs pumping. Ems was her whole world and if Ems was afraid, then so was she. Panic almost overwhelmed the child, but if Ems needed Pitter-Patter, Nesa would go get Pitter-Patter. Her flaxen tunic rustled as she hurried.

She was climbing the steps to Windham Keep when a dull roar echoed behind her. Yellow and orange lights cast dancing shadows amongst the oak trees.

She broke into a run at the top of the stairs.


Chapter Two

Seated in the dormitory he shared with Ems, Billy concentrated and the caterpillar changed direction.

“Ha! Cool.”

He lifted the insect from the table and watched the tiny creature hunch down his hand. He carried the bright green worm to a crystal jar and carefully lay the grub on a bed of paper birch leaves. Pride from the small victory had him standing a little taller. He tightened the sash of his black robe and ran fingers through his mop of curly brown hair.

The commune with insect spell had proven surprisingly complex.

His bedroom door burst open. The child, Nesa, clearly terrified, waved urgently for him to follow and then bolted the way she’d come. Billy dropped the crystal lid in place and grabbed his staff on the way out. Nesa was already near the stairwell and moving fast for one so small. Billy caught her near the twin mounds which marked the graveyard entrance and then passed her on the stairs. Near the bottom, he pulled the little girl behind him. They rounded the last ancient oak.

Ems was bloodied but standing. Her black robe torn in several places and smoke rising from her long hair, she grappled with an unseen assailant, outlined in the fog.

Billy raised his staff and barked a word of power. A brilliant bolt of crimson lanced across the distance and exploded on contact with Ems’s opponent, filling the boneyard with a boom and rattling everyone. The enemy staggered back and fired a red bolt of his own, barely missing Billy as he dove behind a tombstone.

“Nesa! Hide!” he commanded, and then ran forward swinging his staff overhead.

Ems pointed a finger and spoke and a glittering gold chain appeared and flashed through the air to wrap tightly around the invisible form. Billy’s brought the cudgel down upon the enemy’s head, sending sparks flying and shaking the graveyard. A body fell to the wet earth with a heavy thud.

Slowly, a hooded Gray Robe became visible.

“I suspected,” Ems muttered.

The man was mid-forties and emaciated, his gaunt face covered with a lattice of ruptured and putrid veins. Beside his unconscious hand lay a bejeweled dagger covered in fresh blood.

“Invisibility is new,” Billy said. He checked her cuts and found them superficial. Ems swatted his hands away. She ensured Nesa’s safety and then uttered a spell to bind the man at wrist and ankle. She searched him roughly and pocketed the dagger.

“I warned you this cemetery was no place to take lunch,” Billy said.

“Graveyard,” Ems corrected. “If attached to a church, graveyard.”

Billy rolled his eyes. He nudged the body with a toe. “Nesa, go find Councilmen Kalum or Ollie and bring them here with a few university guards.”

The little girl ran for the college. Billy swung his attention back to Ems.

“Why attack you? Of all the young wizards at this university, why you?”

“Because I seek answers to the rod we found. I must have questioned the wrong person.”

“Still? Why? We exhausted every possible avenue.”

“My instincts guide me.”

Billy shook his head. He stared at the grass a moment and then noticed the tombstone. He turned slowly, observing the many grave markers. In his mind, puzzle-pieces snapped into place.

“You’ve been Speaking to the dead.”

Ems faced him squarely, defiant. “Yes.”

“The Council will banish you from school, Ems.”

“I understand. The risk is worthy. Don’t tell them.”

“Never. Why bring Nesa with you? She’s a little young for something so serious. Can you trust her to keep your secret?”

“I bring Nesa to keep her away from that school. She has a special gift. She’s different. Her professors will smother her intellect and natural curiosity and yes, she can keep secrets. She’s an orphan.”

Billy sighed. This was an argument best saved for another day.

“Sigh all you want; I’m right, Pitter-Patter.”

“You may be, Ems. In fact, I believe you are. I’m not arguing right or wrong. I’m discussing consequences and repercussions. Now is not the time to overturn millennia of magic theory. Now is the time to squeeze every drop from what we have. We need every wizard we can train. Let’s win the war first and then explore new ways. We have no time, Ems.”

She heard his love in her name and melted. She leaned on him, resting her head on his chest. He’d grown so much lately. She loved all the ways he connected with her.

They heard people running. Kalum, blue and green robes flapping, hurried down the stairs to the field. Three armored guards from the Keep accompanied him, swords drawn and sea-serpent shields held ready. Nesa followed, lips tight, eyes huge.

Kalum gave Billy and Ems a brief hug and then asked about the shackled man at their feet. Ems described the attack and how she and Billy defeated the intruder. The guards gagged the man and Billy cast a spell to render him weightless. Two guards departed with the captive while the third remained with the sage.

“Why did the Bloodletter attack you, Miss Fick?” Kalum said.

“Perhaps I startled him.”

“Any theory on why he would be in the graveyard?”

“None.”

“Why were you?”

“I was here for peace and quiet. I suspect we merely crossed paths. I doubt he was here for any specific purpose. He could have attacked anyone from the school.”

Kalum eyed her suspiciously.

“How was he able to get this close?” Ems continued. “I thought the Flame Wreath protects us.”

“From magical spying, yes, but not from walking onto campus. We have felt Bloodletters probing our defenses for months. This one may be a spy. He may not be alone. Bloodletters may be infiltrating our city at this moment.”

“I’m sure the Council will have questions for him once he awakens. I suggest you start with those.”

“We will.”

“Have you tried tracing the Bloodletter probes back to the source? We would benefit from knowing their headquarters.”

“We have tried. They shield themselves well.”

“What if we allowed their probe to succeed? We could trace that backward.”

“Yes, but then we’ve allowed their probe to succeed. They will gain the information they seek, whatever that may be. The Council believes we are better served preventing them at every step.”

Ems chewed her bottom lip but said nothing. Billy knew she disagreed.

Kalum examined her tattered robe and singed hair. “He hit you with many spells.”

“Yes.”

“Yet you are relatively unharmed. Your tattoos protected you?”

“Mostly.”

Kalum shook his head thoughtfully. “Two students holding their ground against a senior Gray Robe is impressive. Defeating one is astonishing. We are fortunate the villain encountered the two of you and not some underclassmen.”

“Lucky us,” Billy said.

Kalum jammed his hands into his pockets, frustrated. “Billy, there was a time, recently, when we had no secrets between us. I can feel you withholding information. Miss Fick, too. I miss our open debates.”

“I miss them too,” Billy said. “But you serve the Council now and occasionally when some students have disagreed with the Council, the council was quick to punish.”

The old man’s shoulders sagged. “Yes, most of the Councilmen embrace a teaching philosophy I reject, and this is but one example why.”

Kalum tried to think of an argument but after a moment of awkward silence, extended his hand. They shared a handshake. The sage turned to Ems and gave her another brief but heartfelt hug.

“I worry about you two,” he said. “Too smart for your own good.”

He signaled the guard to follow and aimed for the stairs. Questions for the Bloodletter were already taking shape in his mind.

Nesa, her eyes still big with worry, slipped from behind a tombstone and moved close to Ems.

“Will we still speak with the dead today?” she asked.

Ems draped an arm around the little girl’s shoulders. “Yes.”

Billy rolled his eyes again.

“Good,” Nesa said. “I enjoy our time with them.”


Chapter Three

The university library closed many hours ago but no librarian disturbed Ems. They knew her reputation, they saw how hard she studied, and they’d heard all the stories about her magical prowess. With so much talk of war in the air, no one suggested she go home. Once the reshelving was complete, Jaleen Brun, with her eleven cats, dingy robe, and wild gray hair always volunteered to stay.

Jaleen had spent more time in the library than anyone. Widowed over a decade prior, she found solace in books and the written lives of others. She’d lost a daughter in the same moment she’d lost a husband and studious Ems tugged at her heart.

Buried behind stacks of moldy, flaking tomes, Ems searched methodically for a clue, any passing reference which would end her search. Billy had taught her the power of diligence. She’d never encountered determination like his. Eighteen-hour days were common. He wasted little time. She’d marveled at his work ethic and powers of concentration and slowly fallen in love.

She pushed away from the table and stretched her arms overhead.

For her, loving Pitter-Patter, with his thoughtful eyes and big feet, was as easy as breathing. That he had fallen for her first made falling for him easier, but she knew she would have tumbled anyway. She felt like she’d always known him. He understood her intense feelings of isolation and loneliness. He’d lived them too. Despite his terrible childhood, he was kind.

Ems had been born into a large and wealthy family. Burdened with social obligations she had little interest in, she’d rejected the flamboyant lifestyle her family seemed to love. Most interpreted her distance as petulance and the selfishness of youth. Most thought Ems spoiled. Ems found people strange and alien. She never anticipated their needs or understood their motives. Almost everything that came out of their mouths sounded like irrational and disorganized emotion to her.

Billy understood. Billy spoke her language. She connected with the strange boy from a faraway place beginning the first day of school.

She let her mind wander, remembering the long walks and endless conversations. She remembered her stunned surprise when she realized Billy had read more than she. Where had he found so many books? He set her imagination soaring.

Her heart ached for him now. She surveyed the piles of books and rubbed her tired eyes. She stood and swung her arms to keep herself attentive.

I must concentrate. No time for romantic notions. There must be a clue hidden here, waiting for me to find it.

She shook her head. Doubts assailed her often but Billy had warned her to ignore them. She grabbed her staff and began to pace the second floor. After half a lap, she turned a corner and startled Jaleen, who dropped a stack of books, and sent several cats running for cover.

“I’m so sorry!” Ems blurted. “I thought I was alone on this level.”

Jaleen laughed. “You move so quietly.”

Ems lay her staff on the floor and sat. She began stacking the toppled books.

Jaleen remained standing. “You’ll wrinkle your forehead prematurely,” she said, indicating Ems’s furrowed brow with a jerk of her chin.

Ems scoffed. “By the time this is over I’ll be a wrinkled mess, and with an ulcer.”

“You worry too much for one so young.”

Ems looked up at the woman.

“Your eyes are hard,” the older woman said. “I’ve upset you.”

“Jaleen, no offense, but I worry exactly as much as I should for what I know. If you knew what I did, you’d worry more too.”

Jaleen considered asking what there was to worry so much about but did not. “I apologize, Ems. You’re right; I honestly have no idea what’s on your mind.”

She joined Ems on the marble floor.

Ems sighed. “No, I’m sorry. You were only trying to ease my mind.”

Jaleen eyed the dark mahogany staff. Ems saw her.

“Would you like to hold my Witch’s Stave?” Ems said.

Jaleen lit up. “Very much!”

Ems handed the pole over and Jaleen turned the polished wood in her hands, inspecting the deep grooves and dark grain.

“What is this?” she asked.

“They’re called Umbershorn,” Ems replied. “My…friend…Billy has one too. We stumbled across information where they were hidden while researching something else and went to retrieve them. They were sealed inside a ruined tower overlooking Lake Chillcup. They focus and store magical energy, which helps us cast spells.”

Jaleen held the staff firmly with both hands. “I feel a slight vibration. Am I imagining that?”

“No. You may have some latent magical talent.”

Jaleen smiled broadly and returned the staff. “I’ve seen you with that young man. The one they call Pitter-Patter. He’s more than a friend, I think.”

Ems gave a guilty laugh. “Yes, he is.”

“Where is he now? Why do you study alone?”

“He has a big test coming up and must prepare, but I’m not studying. I’m searching for information regarding something Billy and I found a while back.”

“Tell me,” Jaleen said. “I’ve read many of these dusty old books. I can help.”

They collected the hardbacks from the floor. On the way to her table, Ems told the story of the castle and the silver rod. She did not mention the castle owner was related. That shame was still too fresh. Jaleen listened attentively.

“I have some ideas,” she said. “I’ve seen that castle referenced in a book on horticulture. Apparently, some rare flower grows there.”

“I’ll gladly accept any assistance, Jaleen. I’ve found nothing. Nothing. How can something so completely disappear? Someone put great effort into wiping away all trace. There are always rumors to discover. People love to talk. I’ve even searched journals and personal letters. Everything.”

“You think Bloodletters erased the trail?”

“I do. They kept that rod secret, but when the castle owner died, the location died with him. The Gray Robes have been searching ever since, hoarding every clue they found. They raided this library long ago.”

“They know what it does but not where to find it.”

“Exactly. I know where to find it but not what it does.”

“If they knew you knew, they’d come after you.”

“They did come after me.”

Jaleen’s face went serious. “In the city?”

“Attacked me on school grounds.”

“On campus? That’s terrifying. I’ve heard nothing about the attack.”

“As the High Council wishes.”

Jaleen nervously chewed a fingernail. “What happened?”

“They sent an assassin. We fought at the old church. I weakened him and Billy finished him off.”

“Dead?”

“No. The High Council took him for questioning.”


Chapter Four

In the shade of a massive oak, Earl Gerald Fick lifted the stallion’s lip and examined large, yellowed teeth. He circled the haunches and inspected both rear hooves and then examined the front hooves too. The beast was magnificent. A year or two beyond racing but the breeding fees would pay for the animal in less than a year. He hooked his thumbs under his silk vest and puffed his chest.

The seller was an old man from Plainview, dressed in old coveralls and worn boots. Lord Fick knew a storm had destroyed most of the man’s crops and scattered his livestock, so, truly, these negotiations were already over. The old man could not afford to go home without coin.

“I’ll give you five gold and seven silver.”

The old man shook his head sadly. “He’s worth ten and two, my Lord.”

“I’ve sixteen horses already. I’ll need to expand the barn and hire another husband. Those costs must be calculated into my offer.”

The old man suspected Gerald lied. He tried a different tact, playing to Gerald’s vanity. “I hear you have a daughter at Windham Keep.”

“I do! Top of her class. She’s so smart, she teaches the teachers.”

“You’re very lucky.” He turned to take in the vast estate, pausing to examine Lord Fick’s polished leather fur-lined boots and Vucana wool trousers. “You’ve done well, my Lord. Seven and five.”

“Thank you. Seven.”

“Done.”

Gerald reached for his coin purse. Seven gold was only slightly better than stealing but he liked this old timer.

He heard the rumble of distant thunder and looked skyward. A crystal-blue heaven stared back. He rubbed his leathery chin and looked at the old man who returned his confusion.

“An earthquake perhaps?”

Gerald shook his head. “The ground did not move.”

Both men stepped out from under the oak. A roiling ball of black smoke rose above the main house. Across the field, two members of the kitchen staff raced towards them, shouting, followed by four men in gray robes.

“Bloodletters!” the old man hissed. He drew a dagger from beneath his coveralls.  

Gerald gawked, his face turning ashen.

A Bloodletter slashed an arm and a white bolt flashed, striking one of the fleeing men, who went down in a tumble of arms and legs. The other was now close enough Gerald heard what he yelled.

“My Lord!” the man cried. “They’ve taken the children! They have the Countess!”

Gerald’s blood turned icy. His legs started to tremble as dread filled his guts. The Bloodletter cut himself again and a second white bolt flared and the running man screamed and twisted horribly and slumped in a gurgling pile of skin and bones.

The stallion panicked and ran.

A Bloodletter sliced himself and aimed a brilliant yellow beam at Gerald, who barely managed to dodge. The old man charged the Gray Robes and drove his dagger between ribs before a Gray Robe behind him cast a blast of red air and knocked the old timer unconscious.

Gerald raised his hands in surrender.

“Don’t hurt my family,” he wailed. “You want money? I’ll give you coin. I have jewels too, just leave—“

A Bloodletter blasted Gerald in the face with a concussion bolt, shattering a cheekbone. The sky pinwheeled as Gerald’s head snapped back. His eyes closed as the ground came rushing up to meet him, but he fought hard to open them again, even after the soft earth struck the side of his head.

“Ems…” he whimpered, but his daughter was not there to save him.

The last thing he saw before darkness swallowed his mind was the stallion, now a dot in the distance, racing far and away up the hill.


Chapter Five

Jaleen pulled the chair and sat, resting a book on the table. Ems looked up with bloodshot eyes.

“I may have found something,” the older woman said. Then, with concern: “Have you eaten or slept lately? Your grades will slip.”

Ems waved the apprehension away. “School is easy. What did you find?”

Jaleen checked the busy library to make sure no one watched. She opened the book to face Ems.

“I’m nowhere near your expert level of research, and even farther away from Pitter-Patter’s, but since I knew you were searching trusted, reliable sources, I went in a different direction and investigated gossip, innuendo, and rumor.”

Ems lifted the leather-bound book and flipped through pages.

Jaleen continued: “Those are letters between wizard colleagues from all over the world going way back. A sage gathered them into a personal collection, hoping to show the human side we so rarely see from spell casters. I’ve marked page forty-one.”

Ems lifted the tome and read in silence. She lowered the book. “Tenuous.”

“Agreed,” Jaleen said.

“But, presently, the only thing in my basket.”

Jaleen grinned. “Two mages,” she said. “Seething with jealousy and petty grievances, corresponding about a third who they believed had come into possession of the item they both coveted.”

“An item described as a long silver rod.” Ems continued reading. After a moment, she said: “The third wizard’s name is Alarus. That’s all we get; a first name. I believe we have a new field of study, Jaleen. Well done.”

The older woman beamed.

Time passed. Billy stopped in, as scheduling permitted, but was quickly on to his test preparation. Librarians brought food and drink and occasionally joined in the effort, but it was Jaleen and Ems who put in long hours.

Piece by piece, they built a picture: Alarus was a powerful wizard from the Abandoned Age, well before The Rending, and while they found no evidence he ever possessed the silver rod, he was considered the world’s foremost expert on the device.

Weeks after they began their search, Jaleen looked up from her current book and announced Alarus was entombed atop his tower in the WealWood Tropics, overlooking Penaman’s Lagoon.

Ems face went blank. She chewed her bottom lip. She paced, fists stuffed in pockets, face scowling.

Jaleen waited patiently until she could no longer. “This is good news, Ems. What are you thinking? I’m sure you’ll visit Penaman’s Lagoon and talk to people there. See if Alarus left any documents behind. Maybe even visit his tomb.”

Ems clasped her hands behind her back, felt the tips of her long hair and absentmindedly played with them.

“No, I need to talk to him.”

“To whom? Pitter-Patter? He’s at school.”

“No. Alarus.”

“Alarus? He’s centuries dead, child.”

Ems turned guilty eyes on Jaleen. “Not to me.”

Jaleen’s face drained as understanding dawned. She folded her hands carefully on the table. “You mean to Speak with the dead.”

“Yes.”

The older woman pressed her forehead to the heavy wooden tabletop and covered her head with her arms. “You’ll be expelled, Ems. Your reputation ruined. The king may banish you.” She looked up at the girl. “And then there’s the personal danger; you open yourself to a Haunting.”

“I’ve heard.”

Jaleen rubbed her wrinkled face with both hands. “Now I understand why the assassin found you in the graveyard. I’m a stupid old woman.”

“Hardly.” Ems’s voice was flat.

“Billy will accompany you? Our two finest gone when we need them most.”

“No, Billy will stay, for many reasons. I’ll go alone.”

Jaleen covered her face with her hands. “Dear God. Alone? Have you ever traveled outside SeaEnd? I know your family name. You work hard, I’ll not deny that, but yours is the richest family in town. You’ve never known hardship. I’m afraid the outside world will eat you alive.”

Heavy footsteps came running up the marble stairs. Two university guards, out of place here in the city library, quickly scanned the level and located Ems. They approached at a jog, polished green and blue armor clanking. The older of the two carried a scroll which he handed to the young wizard. Ems broke the blue waxen seal, reading quickly. Horror and anguish slowly spread across her face.

“What, Ems?” Jaleen asked. “What’s wrong?”

The scroll fell from numb fingers to the floor. Ems remained motionless for a time and then with one fluid motion grabbed her mahogany staff and raced down the stairs.

She met Billy on his way up, taking two steps at a time.

“My whole family!” she cried, throwing her arms wide.

“I just heard. We’ll get them back.”

“How?” she yelled. Tears streamed down her face. “We can’t find them! We have no idea where they are. How do we get them back?”

Billy had no answer.

Furious, Ems smashed the end of her staff against the marble floor. The inlaid stone fragmented and a rumble shook the level. She threw her head back and screamed in blind frustration. She spun to face Jaleen, saw deep lines of worry etched into her friend’s face. Ems pointed at Billy.

“Tell him everything,” she commanded. “But no one else. I have no time.”

Jaleen nodded.

Ems spun again, black robe flying, descending the stairs like a raven.


Chapter Six

Billy tried to focus his concentration. The candle ignored him.

Six days, he thought. She’s been gone six days.

Ems had sailed from the SeaEnd harbor within hours, well before anyone organized a plan or knew she was gone. With her wealth, she’d purchased passage on the fastest ship and had them cast off immediately. Billy discovered she’d rummaged their room, taking several books, a thin gold necklace he’d given her, and appropriate outdoor clothing. Not that nature could touch her, given the tattoos she bore. Billy was more concerned about the Bloodletters that would inevitably pursue her.

A messenger had arrived at the school while Ems was in the library with Jaleen. The ransom note was simple; cease your activities or we will kill your family one at a time, starting with your mother.

Billy had a long talk with Jaleen. The librarian told him everything but Billy did not share the information with the Council. If they knew where she was headed and for what purpose, their opinion of her would change drastically.

Two days after her departure, Councilman Kalum sent four Huntsmen to find her, instructing them to either convince her to return or remain and keep her safe. He gave each man a deep green signet ring from Windham Keep; a sea serpent looped several times and biting his tail.

The next day, they realized Nesa was gone too.

Billy slapped his cheek and tried again to focus.

The candle ignored him.


Chapter Seven

Hunger drove Nesa from her hiding place beneath the tarp. The sailors were not amused to discover a stowaway, Ems even less so. Too many leagues already traveled to turn back.

“Why did you follow me?” Ems barked. “This will be dangerous.”

“You’ll need help. You’ll need someone to talk to.”

“I’ve gained someone to worry about. You’ll slow me down.”

“I won’t. I swear.”

Ems turned her back on the little girl, staring out to sea. The vessel sailed south by southwest down the WealWood Narrows, headed for the port town of Panaba. From there the journey was directly south through the WealWood Tropics across the peninsula to Penaman’s Lagoon.

Without incident, the journey will take six weeks.

She smiled grimly. The WealWood jungle was dangerous.

The Gray Robes will keep my family as leverage and come after me anyway.

The first mate approached her.

“Sorry, mum, but we’re headed for clouds and rough seas. Best you get below. Do you vouch for the little one?”

By vouch she knew he meant pay. She drew four silver from her coin purse and handed them to the man.

“The little one rooms with me. Same accommodations.”

“Mum.”

Her gaze fell on Nesa. The child was terrified. Ems pulled her closer and put an arm around her little shoulders.

“Don’t worry, I’ll let you stay, but sneaking onboard was foolish, Nesa.”

“I couldn’t let you travel alone.”

I’m safer alone, she thought, weighing the implications of such a statement. Her heart instantly ached for Billy. She hugged Nesa tightly.

“How did you hear I was leaving?”

“I’m friends with the captain’s son.”

Ems tried to lead them below but Nesa darted away, headed for the hold.  She returned with her backpack. Inside were books for study, a bedroll, writing implements and paper, a candle and tinder box.

Ems chuckled. “Everything for school but nothing to eat or drink.”

Nesa looked at what she’d gathered for the journey and blushed.

“Don’t worry,” Ems said. “I’ll keep you fed.”

They rearranged the cabin for two.

Soon the ship began to roll and sway. Reading and writing became impossible so Ems suggested they go on deck to observe the storm. They stayed behind the foremast and out of the way. Waves crashed and salty spray bathed everyone. Ems watched the wind play across the canvas sails and gleaned the storm came at them from the north west. She also noted Nesa seemed unaffected by the constant rolling of the deck, even as some of the crew looked ill. The storm was more annoyance than threat.

“Stay right here,” Ems told the girl. “I need to speak to the captain.”

Nesa gave her a nod.

Ems made her way to the mizzen mast, bracing herself against the ratlines and shrouds. The captain studied the sea and the clouds, making small adjustments to the ship’s wheel. A thin leather strap held his wide brimmed black hat in place and ruffled his bushy beard. His large belly stretched his shirt and pants taut.

“Would more forward speed help?” she said, raising her voice above the wind.

He looked confused for a moment.

“Of course,” he yelled. “Have you a running breeze in your pocket?”

Ems ignored his sarcasm and fought her way onto the quarterdeck. She wedged her legs against some barrels and lifted her arms. She began to chant.

The spell was rarely used and her casting was poor, but the crew did not know that. Across the deck eyes grew big as the winds at their back slowly gathered strength. Moments later several gusts drove the ship forward. Ems was surprised at the effort required.

“Captain,” she shouted. “How long will this storm last?”

He eyed her with suspicion. “More than an hour but I’ll wager less than two. We’ll miss the heart of the thing. You’re a student from the Keep?”

“I am. Now let me concentrate.”

He focused on piloting the ship. Ems focused on her spell. An hour later she was weary but they’d skirted the storm. Nesa brought her beef and vegetable stew and watched the cabin door as she slept, but no sailor bothered them.

On deck the next morning, everything had changed. The men gave wide berth to her and Nesa, avoiding eye contact and rarely speaking around them.

“Do they hate us?” Nesa asked when they stood alone on the forecastle.

“No, they fear us.”

“But you helped them.”

“Yes, we did.”

“That makes no sense. They should like us.”

“They fear magic. Sometimes the message makes you fear the messenger.”

Nesa considered that as the sea breeze made a mess of her short brown hair.

“When did you learn weather spells?” she said after a time. “I haven’t seen any in your school books.”

“You snoop through my books?”

“Every day. The spells are too complicated but they are interesting. I’ve tried a few but nothing happened. When did you learn to summon wind?”

“Before I met you. Stay out of my books, Nesa. Some spells are dangerous.”

“Okay.”

“I’m serious.”

“Will you leave me at Panaba?”

“No.”

“Will you send me back to SeaEnd?”

“Alone? No.”

“So I’m coming with you?” Her voice was happy.

“Yes.”

“Good. Where are we going?”

Ems laughed. “You are a little reckless.”

“That’s what Kalum says.”

Ems’s amused face turned serious. “I had no idea you knew Kalum that well.”

Nesa shrugged. “I don’t. Not anymore anyway. Not since he joined the Council. He once took me to meet the King of SeaEnd. I was so scared.”

“Why?”

“Because the king is old and ugly and seemed angry all the time.”

“Not why you were scared, why did Kalum take you to the king?”

“Oh. Because I cast magic so young.”

Ems leaned closer to the little girl. “Which spell did you cast for the king? You were too young to know any. Billy and Gouge had only recently set magic free.”

Nesa shrugged. “I made one up.”

Ems heart leapt. “I knew it!” She hugged Nesa fiercely. “That is why I’ve kept you out of class and away from those professors. I knew there was something different about you. What spell did you make up for the King of SeaEnd?”

“I made my marble grow and smashed a pillar. After that the king reopened Windham Keep.”

“How did you make your marble do that, Nesa?”

“I don’t know. I imagined what I wanted and told magic to do it. I just saw the events in my mind. Why do you care? I didn’t do anything. You can’t use the spell.”

“Nesa, I’ve been arguing with anyone that will listen that spells are limiting. They help us produce a specific result but that result is limited by the spell itself. Spells are nothing but a wizard carefully placing their feet in someone else’s footprints. True magic is limited only by the caster’s imagination. I believe a true mage can do anything they envision. It’s too late for me but a young potential wizard like you could do great things, if trained in such a way.”

“Yes, but then anything would be possible.”

“Exactly!” Ems was jubilant.

“If anything is possible, then complete failure is possible or disaster is possible. No wonder they all argue with you.”

Ems put her hands on her hips. “Nesa.”

“What? Your way sounds wild and out of control. No wizard will ever be sure what result she’s going to get. Better to stick with what works and achieve predictable results.”

“You’re just young and easily frightened. Kalum knows I’m right. He picked you because he senses the same raw talent I do. In time, structure and routine will squash your natural aptitude. Those professors will make you an expert at casting someone else’s spells.”

“That sounds great.”

Ems threw her hands in the air. Nesa was too young to understand what she risked losing. Nesa wanted to fit in, to be liked by her peers. They sailed on in silence. Nesa knew Ems was upset but had no idea why. Ems was distant, but warmed up again after a few days.

Two weeks later they pulled into Panaba. The winds had died twice during their voyage and the captain had asked Ems for help. The entire crew learned quickly the benefit of a wizard on board and treated her and Nesa like old friends. Everyone hugged goodbye after they docked. Nesa was a chatter box, describing in detail to Ems every whale and sea bird she’d seen on the crossing.

Ems headed for the closest tavern. She asked around, trying to hire a guide, but trackers had seen a massive army of undead headed south and the level of superstitious fear in town was great. No amount of gold could convince someone to take them through the WealWood Tropics. Ems spent two frustrating days trying and eventually gave up. She bought all the supplies she and Nesa needed to head into the jungle alone.


Chapter Eight

Billy heard tapping on his chamber door and looked up from his book.

“Enter,” he said.

The door remained closed and moments later the tapping returned. He opened his mouth to speak again but the word died in his throat. The hair on his arms rose. Silently, he eased away from his reading desk and gripped his mahogany staff. He moved to a corner, keeping the room he shared with Ems, two weeks absent now, before him. He filled his lungs and released his breath in three short bursts, practicing the calming and mind-focusing technique he’d learned.

A narrow insect crawled under the front door and began climbing up the wood surface. Long and thin and jet-black, four silver antennae protruded from a chitinous head. Faceted eyes shaped like grains of rice moved independently, searching. A long, red, hooked stinger pulsed at the tail.

Billy murmured a chant, nimble fingers worked fast.

The air thrummed as the insect sprouted wings and flew from the door to the book Billy had been reading. The boy saw antennae dip to inspect the tabletop where his arms had lain moments ago, attracted, he reasoned, to sweat and body odor. The bug crawled off the book to examine the chair. Billy cautiously pointed an index finger.

A white needle flashed from fingertip to table, followed by another and then another. The first two missed and the startled creature spread black wings, ready to fly, but the third needle pierced the thorax and bit into the desk. A keening cry filled the room. Billy fired three more, to be safe, and approached his desk.

The bug was dying, impaled now by three metallic needles. The red stinger leaked a caustic yellow fluid which dissolved the tabletop where the liquid touched. The rice-eyes gawked at the boy. A tiny mouth opened, trying hatefully to bite. Billy waited, observing, until a commotion in the hallway drew his attention. He raised his staff and opened the door.

Students ran by, heading to the room at the end of the hall shared by Jasoom and Evars, two older students like Billy. He followed the crowd. The door was open and a foul stench hung in the air.

Billy recognized Evars from the blonde hair and green boots, now just a melting blob on the floor. Jasoom stood over the body, a large tome in his hands, squeezed tightly shut. Green liquid stained the center pages. His linen nightshirt was spattered with a million green specks.

“The bug came at me,” Jasoom muttered, and his face twisted with anguish. “Evars jumped in front. The bug stung him and then flew at my face.”

Jasoom opened the book to show the creature squashed within.

Billy addressed the crowd: “There may be more. I killed a bug in my room too. Be warned; they fly. Search thoroughly but carefully. Come close; I’ll give you some protection.”

He murmured a quick spell to toughen the students skin like bark for several hours. He stepped inside Jasoom’s room. The schoolchildren fanned out to search for more of the nasty creatures. Billy saw menace in the targets chosen; Jasoom was third in his class, behind Billy and Ems. The insects had come for the university’s brightest.

He closed the door, searched the faces of the few students who remained. “Someone is trying to assassinate the school’s top students. Jacks, go spread the word to other floors. Mason, go tell Kalum and Ollie and any other Councilman you can find.”

Both underclassmen departed without question. Once they were gone, Jasoom dropped into a chair, noticing for the first time the mess of his nightshirt. He tried unsuccessfully to brush the spots away and then rubbed his palms over his face.

“Bloodletters.”

“I agree,” said Billy. “We are stationary targets. They hit us at their leisure. If we don’t locate their headquarters soon and begin a counteroffensive, we may not survive.”

Jasoom carefully placed the book on a table and slid to the floor next to Evars. The melting had stopped. The insect had stung the boy over the sternum and a hole as large as an orange stared back, all skin and bone dissolved down to the spine. Around the wound the flesh was blistered and spongy.

“He died so fast,” Jasoom said. “What was that creepy-crawly thing?”

“I don’t know yet but I will soon. I have another pinned to the desk in my room. I’m sure they’ll use these bugs again. They must be difficult to control or why not release thousands?”

Billy grabbed a throw blanket from a chair and covered Evars. He put a comforting hand on Jasoom’s shoulder.

“How do we hit back?” Jasoom asked.

Billy considered sharing what Ems was off trying to accomplish, but didn’t. He and Jasoom were friends but not great friends. Heavy footsteps came down the hall; Councilmen and guards and students, searching for more bugs, coming for Evars.

“Our problem,” Billy said, lowering his voice just for Jasoom, “is we never know when, where, or how the Bloodletter’s will strike. If we could bait them, we could follow the them home. We must dangle something they desperately want so they overreach and expose themselves.”

“Dangle what?”

Billy was thoughtful for a moment, looking down at the blanket covered body.

“Me,” he said.


Chapter Nine

Nesa woke before Ems and untied the flap on the tent. She stepped outside and marveled at the dense jungle surrounding her. Each night Ems planted her staff in the ground and cast a pale blue dome of glittering light, protecting them from bugs and small rainforest creatures.

In this place, water flowed everywhere. Rain fell almost constantly. Rivulets trickled and dripped. Streams and brooks and creeks gathered and became rivers. Plant life grew on every exposed surface and many more types grew on top of those. Moss and vines covered everything. While the sun was up, colors dazzled. Flowers and orchids and blossoms and blooms all competed to attract every bird or insect or arachnid. The abundance of life overwhelmed. Nesa had stood on the deck of a rolling ship and felt nothing but after four days in the jungle, she felt sick to her stomach. Too much focusing and refocusing the eyes made her queasy.

The first day they’d encountered well-worn trails and old campsites, but those rapidly disappeared. Animals became more curious than fearful.

The girls felt the presence of larger, more dangerous creatures but never saw them, except for the brilliant orange and yellow python found earlier today, sleeping on a low branch. As thick as Nesa, coiled and looped many times, the monster opened a bleary and unconcerned eye as they’d passed.

Nesa walked to the edge of the blue dome and sat on the fallen leaves. The canopy above blocked any direct sunlight but she estimated dawn had only just passed. From her backpack, she pulled the heavy bacon bread and a banana Ems had given her, washing breakfast down with water. Ems had pushed them hard yesterday and Nesa knew she’d sleep a little longer this morning. Nesa unwrapped the tightly packed bread. She knew they’d be eating a lot of it on this trip.

Perhaps we can sometimes catch fish from the streams?

When all the birds stopped chirping, Nesa rose to her feet. She saw nothing and heard nothing but she felt something close, something big. She moved her eyes across the wall of foliage slowly, trying hard to see what lay beyond. Less than twenty feet away a spot of pink as big as her fist pushed through the leaves, followed by a furry white snout and pale green eyes. The face of the albino tiger was huge, bigger than the little girl’s torso.

Strangely, fear flickered through Nesa’s brain for only an instant, replaced by pragmatic acceptance. Her utter lack of options gave her a strange peace; if this beast attacked, she was dead. Simple.

The huge cat moved swift and silent. Nesa saw the massive paws placed with precision; no missteps, no broken twigs, no hesitation. In two heartbeats, the animal was close enough to touch. All the air left Nesa’s lungs. Her legs turned weak. A large pink nose sniffed the thin mystical barrier.

Nesa saw her own hand drift up to touch the creature, awed by the spectacular beauty, more deeply curious than afraid. Her hand slipped through the dome and felt soft fur and stiff whiskers. A raspy tongue licked her dainty wrist.

Down the path the tiger had come, a series of clicks sounded. The enormous cat sat. A man parted the leaves. Tall, thin, draped in silver ringlet armor like a nightshirt, oiled and silent, hanging like silk on his lean body. On his hip was a sword, long and thin like him. In his hand, a curving and elaborate dagger; blade above, narrow spear point beneath. Long white hair framed his face beneath the hauberk. His eyes were wide-set, his cheekbones high. The man took several steps and Nesa thought he moved more like a dancer than a warrior.

The man parted his lips and more clicks filled the clearing. The cat withdrew to lay at his feet. The little girl and the man regarded each other.

Ems stepped from the tent. She moved casually, retrieving and tucking her staff under an arm while tying her long hair behind her. She spoke a word and the blue dome winked out.

The man’s eyes narrowed and the big cat’s ears perked up. Both watched Ems carefully as she came to stand next to Nesa.

“Good morning,” Ems said.

The man spoke and woven through his words were the light sounds of clinking crystal, like many wine glasses jostled. He spoke in no language Nesa or Ems had ever heard. He paused and then spoke again, his voice deeper this time. Annoyed, he uttered a few sounds and his free hand glowed faintly yellow. He touched the hand to his throat and spoke again.

“Two children alone in the jungle; are you fools or bait?”

“Neither,” Ems replied. “We are headed south for Penaman’s Lagoon.”

“What are you?” Nesa blurted.

“I am Ems Fick,” Ems continued, ignoring Nesa. “This is my young and impulsive friend, Nesa. I tried to hire a guide to the lagoon but all the men in Panaba fear an army they say moves through these trees. An army of dead. Since I save my fear until I have good reason, we left for the lagoon anyway.”

He seemed to study Ems, deciding if she were brave or stupid. He turned his attention to Nesa.

“I am Jal, little one, citizen soldier of Sithial. This is Paark, my companion.” He indicated the feline with an open hand.

Nesa gave a small wave. “Hi, I’m Nesa.”

He returned his attention to Ems. “The army is farther east and camped on an ancient battlefield. Their leader commands the dead to rise and join his forces. Keep true south and you will miss them. I am of the Talgud Valese, and we do not concern ourselves with the politics of men. He can raise his army and return the way he came.”

“And if he marches deeper into your jungle?”

“Then the Valese will relieve him of his command.”

Ems thought a moment. “Nesa, break down the tent and pack. We’re leaving.” To the visitor she said: “Any help offered will be gratefully received.”

“I am for Sithial. I will take you to the outskirts as for a time our paths match and I cannot abandon children to the jungle. You cannot enter the capital, however. Sithial is not for humans.”

“I understand.”

“Why do you travel to Penaman’s Lagoon?”

“I am a student and I have many questions. When I cannot find answers in books, I go find them for myself. I heard of a beautiful tower there and wish to see the place. I also have many questions about you, your people, and your companion.”

“We will have plenty of time to talk.”

Ems joined Nesa and the gear was quickly packed. Paark took the lead, heading into a dense wall of vines and fronds, and Jal slipped in behind. The girls marveled at the way the man moved so efficiently. Nesa went next with Ems at the end of the line. After several miles, Ems realized most jungle creatures avoided the party now. She shared her observation with Jal.

“Yes. I am known and Paark is too, but primarily because they sense a Valese. Paark is one of EmberEarth’s most beautiful beings but she is deadly. Even if a jungle animal has no respect for a Valese, they still respect Paark’s savage fury. If we are attacked our opponent will be naïve or stupid.”

Ems eyed the soft white monster with the pink nose. The pale green eyes showed only playful joy, sniffing each plant, investigating each insect.

With Jal’s help, the time saved was enormous. No more impassable forest or dead-end trails. No more doubling back to cross a river. Paark and Jal knew the rainforest intimately and led the girls without error.

After five days, Jal announced tomorrow they’d reach the edges of Sithial.

“I cannot take you into the city but if you’ll allow me, I can take you the rest of your journey.”

Nesa clapped her hands. Paark lifted her head at the sound and Nesa scratched the beast behind the ear. The two had grown close over the last five days.

“I’m grateful,” Ems said. “But why?”

“The jungle between Panaba and Sithial is docile compared to the jungle between Sithial and Penaman’s Lagoon. Humans to the north and Valese to the south keep the larger carnivores away. You will lose that blanket of protection soon.”

“Useful information, but you leave my question unanswered.”

Jal laughed. “Because I have traveled with you for days and learned what kind of human you are. Perhaps you can protect yourself and Nesa, but I know what you face and you do not. I feel inclined to help. I believe you will need my assistance.”

The next day they broke through the dense undergrowth as predicted and emerged into a huge clearing.

Sithial is a walled city but bigger than Ems had ever seen or read about. At first she thought she viewed two mountains but as they drew closer she realized each mountain was a city of many levels, connected by thousands of bridges spanning the distance at each stage, rising to mind-numbing heights. Talgud Valese swarmed the bridges and walkways. The population staggered her.

Valese warriors mounted on purple-throated hummingbirds as large as elephants filled the air over the city. Even at this distance, Ems heard the deep thrumming of their rapid wings. A ray of sunlight broke through the overcast sky and hit the city. The high white walls gleamed with milky opalescence a hundred feet tall. Ems pictured an army of undead throwing themselves at such a fortress and saw no path to victory. A yearning to walk the streets filled her. She wanted to speak to the inhabitants and learn about them and their gorgeous city.

She pulled her eyes away to plead her case but when she met Jal’s eyes, she stopped. His answer was plain. Like the undead army, there was no path forward for her. Jal pointed along a faint path which skirted the edge of the jungle for miles before heading back in.

“That’s our way south,” he said.

He cast wishful glances at Sithial too. Ems saw the regret his promise to help caused. Jal wanted to go home. The Valese turned his back on his city and remained quiet and apart from the party the rest of the day.

Nesa had discovered Paark liked the heavy bacon bread and shared some with the cat every morning. She also discovered Jal did not truly sleep but instead entered a trance lasting an hour or two before sunrise each day.

This morning she tore a large chunk and offered the piece to the cat on an open palm, giggling when the huge spiked tongue slathered her hand and swept the bread away. Paark chewed joyfully and then froze for an instant before snarling and exploding into chaos, leaping over the little girl into the broad leaves of the jungle wall, fangs bared and claws out.

Nesa caught only a glimpse of a creature, half-alligator, half-man, before he went down screaming under a savage assault. Paark ripped and tore with a ferocity that terrified the little girl. Blood sprayed.

Jal snapped awake, crying: “Dozzule!”

The creatures poured through the foliage. Like a swirling alabaster blanket, he vaulted Nesa and landed on the banks of the river, sword in one hand, dagger in the other, in constant motion, stabbing, slashing, cutting through the thick hide which covered these hybrid creatures. Long snouts snapped on empty space, stubby claws raked armor.

Ems was in the tent when she heard battle. In an instant, she was outside, dark staff whirling overhead. She slammed the rounded end against the loamy earth and a shock wave sent half a dozen alligator men tumbling back into the river.

Jal occupied two dozzule while a third tried to work around to his flank. Paark tore to shreds any creature foolish enough to get close and a ring of frightened enemies soon formed around her.

At the first attack, Nesa had scrambled backward under a huge fern. Ems’s staff fired short black beams in rapid succession. Most missed, but those that hit turned each monster to a frozen pillar of ash.

More dozzule rose from the river.

Paark threw herself at the closest enemy and sank fangs deep. Blood spurted and snow white fur turned crimson. Reptilian chunks of green flesh flew. Nesa could not comprehend this was the same cat whose ear she’d scratched only moments earlier. Paark was a savage monster, all sharp claws and jagged teeth.

A surge of dozzule forced Jal away from the river until he had a kapok tree at his back, his feet spaced wide between the high roots. Cuts on his arms and face stained his armor red. Paark disappeared under a crush of alligator bodies.

Nesa saw her side losing and started crying.

Ems drove the point of her staff into the soft soil and raised a hand, palm down, fingers splayed. Her strong voice lifted, growing in volume as she summoned more power into her spell.

For the first time, Jal saw her fighting.

Wary dozzule closed ranks on her, advancing slowly. Ems drew a glowing red rune in the air and before anyone could react, shattered the symbol with a fist. High walls of roaring flame radiated out like waves, singeing the jungle and her friends but roasting her adversaries, boiling them alive, blistering their slimy skin. Screams of pain exploded around the camp. Jal went slack-jawed by the display of raw power, each of his enemies now on the ground, dead or writhing in agony.

Ems dropped to her knees, spent, exhausted in an instant. She toppled.

Paark used the opening to rip the remaining dozzule apart. After a moment’s hesitation, Jal joined in, hacking and slashing until the wounded became the dead. The burst of heat left a thick fog all around, which rose slowly, causing a light rain.

Jal pulled Ems into her tent and then tended to the many cuts and scratches Paark suffered, including a serious gash running the length of her back. He quickly washed her in the river. From a small pouch under his hauberk he mixed a powder with water and smoothed the paste into the big cat’s wound. Paark snarled silently, showing teeth but accepting the aid. Jal opened the tent flap and the beast joined Ems in sleep.

Jal found Nesa curled into a ball under a fern. The girl would not stop weeping. He carried her to the tent and placed her with the others, shushing her that they might sleep. Unable to stop, Nesa covered her mouth with her tiny fists. Jal next went to examine the baked reptilian corpses, searching for life. He found none. He stood guard at the mouth of the tent and waited.

Ems emerged first, hours after sunset. Rain fell steadily and Jal sat drenched but unflinching. With a few words, Ems heated a cup of broth on her palm. Jal thanked her.

“You’re a sorceress,” he said, after several sips.

“A Witch,” she corrected. “I was a Sorceress for only a few weeks before taking the test for Witch over a month ago.”

“Truly, why are you going to Penaman’s Lagoon?”

“As I said; to find the tower of a man named Alarus.”

“That answer satisfied me before. I’ve seen that tower. I know the historical significance. I assumed you were a student of history. Now I know you are a Witch and that answer no longer satisfies. Why are you truly going to Penaman’s Lagoon?”

“I need to speak to him.”

“He is dead.”

“Yes, he is dead. Yet I need to speak to him.”

Jal nodded thoughtfully and swallowed a mouthful of broth.

“Your soup is quite good.”

“Thank you.”

Jal sighed. “Ems, no civilization allows a willful breach between life and death. The risks are too great. Every culture forbids such magic.” He shook his head and stared at his hands. “My people especially outlaw the practice. We revere the dead. Punishment is swift and harsh. What shall I tell them about my companions, Ems? What will they think of me for traveling with you?”

“Tell them they are in great danger. Tell them I do this out of absolute necessity. Tell them I’m trying to save them too.”

Jal sat silent for a time. “What will you ask of him, Ems Fick? When you sit at his tomb, what will you ask of Alarus?”

Ems was ready. “What is the silver rod trapped in amber? Why do the Bloodletters fear the rod? How do I shatter the resin prison which binds the rod? How can I best use the rod to rescue my family?”

As she spoke of her family, she bit down hard on the sob which tried to escape. Jal heard the sorrow in her voice, the exhaustion, mental and physical. Her face was blank but tears flowed. She ignored them but they threatened a deluge.

Jal saw the rigid willpower which drove her, but he saw also the youth and inexperience. He exhaled slowly, the rebuke which had been building in his chest withered.

“My people,” he said. “The Talgud Valese, measure our lifetimes in centuries. I was born a short time after the Rending. I’ve never known an EmberEarth with magic. I’ve heard stories but what you did in the fight was miraculous. We have elderly who know a few tricks; small things, like speaking to a bird or lighting a candle from across the room. What you did…I had no idea.”

She saw his face soften. He spoke to give her time to compose herself, and she was grateful.

He smiled. “I hear pain and loss. You mention Bloodletters? Are these the DireMages of old? Do they ransom your family?”

“Yes. I seek something they fear and they must stop me. I’m sure some follow me now. They cannot afford to lose track of me.”

“Can you destroy them?”

“Yes. If my quest to Alarus is successful.”

“Your goal is not personal gain or glory?”

“Not at all. How? The item I seek is a mystery. I may learn the rod cannot help.”

Jal showed his palms. “I again find myself inclined to help you. I am anguished by your need to part the Veil but, like you, my instincts guide me. I sense what you do is dangerous and full of risk, but right. I will continue with you and the little one.”

“How is Nesa? I lost track of her during the fight and awoke to her curled next to me. We’re alive so my flame spell worked?”

“Spectacularly. Nesa is unhurt but haunted by a lingering terror. Every sound frightens her.”

“Paark seems untouched.”

“She was wounded but I used a powerful healing balm. The laceration may be closed already.”

“Show me what you used. I may need to heal you. I’d like to get moving soon.”

“Understood. Two hours.”

Ems rose, circling the camp to examine the burnt alligator men.

“All dead,” the Valese offered.

Ems turned one creature with her booted foot. The long wide snout and sawblade teeth made them fearsome. She felt a knot form in her stomach which Jal saw on her face.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“This was my first real battle. I’ve never taken a life.”

“I’ve been in many battles. You did well.”

“Easier to harm because they do not look human. How will I fare that day?”

Jal said nothing and Ems crouched over a body to study the tough hide.

“What are they?”

“Dozzule,” he said. “Cousin to the bozzum, who have longer, narrower snouts. Legend says both were created by a powerful magician long ago to serve as shock troops and slaves. They escaped and spread around the world. We know this was a raiding party because they are all males. Females stay with the eggs.”

Ems made a mental note and continued her examination. She held a stubby claw in her hands when a thought came to her and she froze. Her eyes held a faraway stare.

“Are there female Bloodletters?” she wondered.

“You’ve never heard of one in battle?”

“No, I’ve never heard of one ever. I’ve never seen one in a painting or tapestry or etching. I’ve never read a description of one in any book. Are they all male?”

“What’s the significance?”

“I don’t know, but I suspect that fact is relevant. I’ll dig deeper when I return to SeaEnd.” Ems finished her inspection. “Do we just leave the bodies out in the open? Seems disrespectful.”

“The jungle will quickly consume them. You should save your respect for worthy opponents. If the dozzule had won, at this moment they’d be lying on a river bank digesting you.”


Chapter Ten

Windham Keep reacted predictably. Councilmen and guards swept every inch of the campus and then expanded the search to the city. They found a small nest of the insects in a nearby park and burned them.

In Jasoom, Billy found an ally. Mere acquaintances before the death of his roommate, Jasoom clung to Billy after and the two became friends. Jasoom wanted revenge for the death of Evars. Billy shared all he knew about Bloodletters and the boys debated strategies about how to fight back.

They agreed the Bloodletter stronghold must be found, but how? Billy wanted to offer himself as bait, capture a Gray Robe and force him to talk. Jasoom said the risk was too high. Each night the boys talked until sleep claimed them.

Billy ended each day exhausted; classes began at dawn with practice after school, followed by preparation for his test and then long conversations with Jasoom. He slept little. He lost weight. His Warlock exam was fast approaching and he felt unprepared.

He sighed deeply and glanced at Jasoom reading in a nearby chair. They’d retired to the apartment Billy shared with Ems to study and Billy saw signs of Ems all around; a sweater thrown over a chair. Sandals by the front door. His heart ached everywhere he looked.

I must focus all my awareness until I pass my test and then turn my full attention to formulating a plan with Jasoom. Ems will join in when she returns.

His tired mind taunted him; what if Ems never returns? He gasped and Jasoom looked up from his book.

“Are you all right?”

Billy gave a weak nod. “Just a lot on my mind.”


Chapter Eleven

Nesa stuck to Ems like a burr. When Paark tried to get close the little girl pulled away, now frightened of the great albino cat. Paark moped, producing deep mewling murmurs as she followed the waterway through the jungle. At camp that night the feline brought Nesa a large jungle rat she’d killed but the girl hid behind Ems.

“She brought you a gift,” Ems said. “She misses you.”

“She’s scary.”

“Because you saw her fight?”

“Yes.”

Ems crouched down in front of the little girl. “Nesa, she protected us with her life. She did exactly what I wanted her to do. You should feel gratitude. You should reward her with extra love and attention. She was ready to die keeping us safe.”

“What’s Jal doing?” Nesa interrupted.

The alabaster warrior stood with head tilted, listening, nostrils flared, testing. Paark saw and rose to her huge padded feet, her muscles coiled and ready.

“What’s happening now?” Nesa whimpered.

“Hide in the tent,” Ems ordered. The child turned and ran.

A dart abruptly appeared in the tiger’s haunch. Paark snarled and swatted the barb away, but too late. Jal whipped both weapons from scabbards and leapt through the dense foliage. Paark tried to roar and follow but paralysis had already turned her hind legs to lead.

Ems raised her staff and a talon of ruby fire tore apart leaves and branches back the way the dart had come. A scream indicated she’d found her target. Steel clashed and men shouted. Ems swung the tip of her staff in a broad vertical circle and a faint gold disk filled the ring she’d drawn. She advanced on the forest and a dozen darts peppered her barrier. She fired another bolt of ruby flame and heard another scream.

Jal reappeared, giving ground as he battled five black skinned humanoid creatures. Naked except for woven vine loin cloths, they were slightly shorter and more heavily muscled than Jal, but Ems saw many racial similarities.

His opponents held half-moon blades which curled around the front of the hand. Hatred twisted their faces.

Jal had gone on the defensive, giving more ground as he sought to keep all five in front of him. Ems realized he was protecting Nesa in the tent.

Nesa.

Ems spun to make sure the girl had followed her orders and discovered the child stood over Paark in mute shock, once again witness to death and destruction. The tiger lay motionless on the grass, swollen tongue black and protruding. Nesa sobbed, oblivious to her own danger.

Ems fired several rapid bolts of force but the speed of these creatures was something she’d never faced and all her flares missed. She spread her fingers and sent a fan of flame where she could, careful to avoid Jal. When the alabaster warrior grabbed the wrist of an assailant, Ems seized the opportunity, summoning massive shark jaws which opened beneath the ebony creature and snapped shut on his waist. His piercing scream filled the clearing.

Too late, Ems saw movement from the corner of her eye. She tried to turn but something hard and sharp smashed her face. She spun, dazed and bewildered. She dropped her staff. She tasted blood. Terrified Nesa screamed.

Fear surged. Ems shoved her hands against the soft earth and leapt to her feet again. Fingers flew as she chanted, pointing at the man that had struck her. A hundred steel rods appeared all around him flying inward. The man froze for an instant before the rods pin-cushioned his body.

Something hard hit the back of her head. Brilliant white light flashed in her mind and as she toppled she remembered playing with her older sister, Melindu, years ago, under the branches of the huge oak which grew near their home. The warm air smelled of summer and Ems smiled at the thought.

A piercing scream brought her back. She shook her head to clear it. Next to her, nine ebony warriors lay writhing on the ground, steaming, slowly dissolving into black and red jelly. Jal was on one knee, bleeding badly from a chest wound.

Nesa, mouth wide, sobbing, staring at her in horror.

Ems tried to rise but floundered. She tried again and the jungle spun, tumbling all around her. The ground rose at an angle and slammed her in the back. She tried to speak but her mouth was full of blood. She coughed. Her eyes stung and she rubbed them, then saw her hands covered in gore. Nesa crying broke her heart. She reached out to comfort the girl. She smelled summer again and all went black.


Chapter Twelve

Black fog, not green jungle. Ems opened her eyes and looked around. In every direction, black fog, not jungle. She felt the tug of gravity and resisted, sitting upright as an act of defiance. High above, pinpoints of black stars speckled an off-white background, the brilliant Northern Lady, now sparkling onyx, meant west was to her left.

She faced east because some force compelled her. The pull was irresistible.

Over the horizon a black sun sent loops of radiant energy skyward. Sunrise, in her upside-down place. Massive solar flares of arcing black light coiled and twisted against a white background. She stared into the wriggling rings and felt coerced.

This was no sunrise. He waited at the vortex, and there was no denying him.

He became distantly aware of her and reached his attention across the distance. His mind was like a lion’s roar. His presence like a hammer on her psyche. She gasped for breath. He demanded her. She struggled against his command but her resistance crumbled quickly. Better to relax and accept. Better to please him.

Fingers laced with hers, tugging. She looked down at her empty hand, confused. She lifted her hand and gazed at an empty palm although she felt a hand holding hers.

Odd.

His presence receded.

Far away in the fog, Nesa called her.

Exhaustion saturated every fiber.

She drew comfort from the hand. She felt safe. Someone was with her.

I am so tired.

She lay back in the fog and closed her eyes.


Chapter Thirteen

Jungle, not black fog.

Pain. Pain.

Ems groaned and that caused more pain. Everything, everywhere, hurt.

She tried to open her eyes but only one moved.

Nesa, face swollen with tears, looked down on her. Ems tried to speak but searing pain lanced through her jaw. She willed her mouth to move.

“Jal?” she whispered. Excruciating.

“Alive.”

“Paark?” Agonizing.

“She’s okay. She can move again. She’s with Jal. Please don’t die, Ems.”

Ems tried to nod but the unbearable ache forced her to be still. She closed her eye. Nesa squeezed her hand.

She awoke again, much later.

“Staff,” she rasped.

Nesa let go and a moment later Ems felt smooth mahogany pressed against her palm. She murmured a few simple words and strength and warmth flowed into her body.

“Jal,” she croaked.

“I don’t know. He hasn’t moved. I don’t know what to do.”

Ems heard how Nesa was barely hanging on. Overwhelmed, the child walked a knife’s edge of collapse.

So. Me, then.

Ems robbed the staff of magical might, draining power, infusing her bones and muscles with borrowed energy. She had nothing for the pain, and this was going to hurt.

“Help me stand,” she told Nesa.

The little girl took her hand and braced her legs. Ems forced her body to rise. Unbearable agony rocked her and she cried out. She felt bones shift in her legs, her arm, and her face.

A terrible fear she was no longer beautiful chilled her but she smothered that dread quickly, ashamed she could be so shallow.

“Take me to Jal.”

Nesa helped Ems walk across the camp. Paark greeted them as they approached and Nesa transferred Ems hand to the creature’s back. The immense strength of the animal steadied Ems.

Jal lay amongst the vines and the creepers, blood spattered leaves all around. Across his chest, a large gash in his armor exposed the lacerated flesh and broken bones beneath. Many smaller injuries covered him. Paark had licked his wounds clean.

“Nesa,” Ems groaned. “In the tent. Jal’s knapsack. I need the white linen bag.”

Each word was bitter agony but she hid as much as she could from the girl. Nesa was quick and Ems opened the bag and mixed the powder. She applied the salve as Jal had taught. Paark prowled the camp, looking for something to fight. Once complete, Ems told Nesa to stay awake with Paark.

“Jal and I must sleep. Wake me if you must. Be a big girl now, a strong girl. You have food and water. Paark will guard you. No campfire.”

That was all. Her own wounds would have to wait. One more word and Ems felt like she’d fall over dead. The tent was too far. She laid down next to Jal.


Chapter Fourteen

The jungle was bright when she awoke. Jal leaned over, applying a soothing paste to her cheek.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

“I am. Be silent. Hold your face still.”

He finished dabbing and wrapped a rough cloth bandage around her head.

“I’ll tell you everything,” he said, “because you’ll ask questions if I don’t. Nesa and Paark are fine, physically. Nesa is terrified and cannot be alone for even a moment. Paark is restless, pacing and constantly testing the air. I think the attack shamed her.” He began packing supplies. “I am weak but I’ll live and that’s because you saved me. Thank you. I have set your broken bones and stitched your face but because you helped me before yourself, you’ll have a scar along your right cheek the rest of your days. In the jungle, with my simple healing tools, there is nothing to be done about that.”

He tucked the white linen bag next to a huge split-leaf philodendron and gazed across the clearing where Nesa sat hugging Paark.

“We were done,” he said. “We’d lost. Their surprise attack was successful. Nesa cast a spell and saved us. I had no idea she knows magic like you.”

“She doesn’t.”

“What do you mean? She saved us.”

Ems sat up, wincing from a dozen separate aches. “I cast magic with my mind, like every wizard I know. Nesa casts from her heart. She has no control. I was trying to teach her back in SeaEnd but then we got caught up in all this.”

Jal studied Nesa. “The poor girl remembers little. She says her eyes were closed. She saw them beating you. She thought they killed you. She closed her eyes and screamed and the earth heaved. Good thing she did.”

Jal helped Ems stand.

“Those men were Talgud Tamun,” he continued. “You miss little so I’m sure you noted characteristics I share with them. Eons ago we were brethren. When we leave here in a few days, I’ll show you Pital Minu; the once great city of the Talgud. Destroyed now and abandoned, to our eternal shame.”

He raised a cup of water to her lips and she drank, gently. He returned her staff and she felt strength flow up her arms as she wrapped her fingers around the wood.

“You must rest,” he said. “Sleep if you can. We break camp in two days. I’ll bring Nesa to say hello.”

Ems wanted to leave sooner but differed to Jal. Every movement filled her with pain but she staggered to the tent.

They spent the next day resting and Ems’s staff served her well. Energy infused her bones. Jal brought her fresh pacu caught in the river. By dawn the following day Jal declared the party fit to travel. The bandages came off and Nesa hugged Ems fiercely. They refilled canteens at the stream and continued south.

After a few hours, Ems allowed herself to touch her face. The swelling was bad and in many places the bone sore. She carefully ran her finger down the stitches. Nesa would not make eye contact when they talked and Ems was sure she looked scary.

“Jal, distract me from my suffering. Tell me about the Talgud Tamun. Was Pital Minu a city you shared?”

“Yes. The Tamun were welcomed although they had their own capital city, called Aberdon, far to the south-west at the end of the WealWood peninsula. You must understand how long ago this was. All this jungle which surrounds us today was open savannah. For millennia, we were one family. Then a Tamun king kidnapped a Valese queen to make her his own and war came, each blaming the other. The conflict escalated until the great battle of VineTwist River. Powerful wizards released cataclysmic forces destroying cities, ravaging the planet, decimating our numbers. A cultural hatred seared into our collective consciousness, imprinting both houses forever. Now we attack on sight.”

“What happened to Aberdon?”

“Plague. Our wizards destroyed their capital. Their wizards destroyed ours.”

“Are we likely to meet more?”

“No. I was surprised we met them at all this far north. The ancient battlefield serves as an informal barrier between us, marking for each the extent of our lands.”

Ems had more questions but Jal’s pained expression silenced her. They hiked until lunch. Nesa and Paark were friends again and Ems grinned when the little girl shared her bacon bread with the tiger. Paark rolled on her back and playfully swatted Nesa’s hands.

The next day, just before noon, Jal slowed their pace. They came to a huge, slow flowing river and Jal announced they’d reached the VineTwist. A mile downstream they found a ford. Here the water ran fast but shallow, the river more than a mile wide. They hopped from rock to rock and entered the wall of jungle on the far side. The ground was uneven and covered with huge, overgrown boulders. For two hundred yards, they struggled, clambering over massive slabs of mossy, vine covered stone. At last, they stepped from the rainforest. Pital Minu rose before them.

Ems’s mind reeled. Twin ziggurats marked the city entrance, a far larger version of Sithial. In life, they’d towered high enough the tops were lost in clouds. Some force had fractured the mountainlike structures, shearing them off and sending the peaks tumbling all the way to the river.

Behind the twin pyramids were tens of thousands of residences; three-sided cones with steps cut into the stone surface. Skybridges once linked them but now all were broken and cracked like the ziggurats. Ems knew human cities and even the largest, like SeaEnd, were measured by acres. This place, unimaginably big, had to be measured by miles.

Her gaze wandered ever farther back, to the far side of the city lost in haze. The jungle had reclaimed the land and dense foliage covered everything. She noticed a pattern to all the fractures and faults and realized they radiated from the distant mist-shrouded mountain on the horizon. Then she understood. She pointed.

“That volcano destroyed this place,” she said, proud to have deduced the truth so quickly. Beaming, she faced Jal. The pain on the man’s face took her breath.

I’m so stupid, she thought. How many staggering millions died? This place marks the end of his people, their highpoint in history. From this day on they charted a downward spiral; their light dimmed, their glory diminished. Humankind would spread and the Talgud Valese would be too weak to drive them back.

“I deeply regret my thoughtless words,” she said.

Jal gave a slight bow. “Thank you. We were fools then, to fight our brothers, and fools we remain.”

She waited a respectful pause and then asked: “Will we push on? Would you prefer to put this place behind you?”

“No. If we can spare a night from your quest, I’d stay in the company of my ancestors, to honor them.”

“As you wish. Lead the way.”

Jal set a quick pace and Paark stayed by his side, leaping from boulder to boulder as the girls trailed behind. Birds and small animals fled before their advance. Hours later the party passed between the two step-pyramids. Even broken and scattered they still towered above, imposing. The four-sided monoliths had been dwellings and Ems had to raise her estimate of the population once again.

They entered a town square and discovered an ancient fountain with surrounding pool. Fresh water from the river, finding a way through underground channels, survived the eruption and earthquakes to deliver a clear stream. Jal halted them for rest and food. Too anxious to sit, Ems left the others by the pool and began to climb tumbled blocks of stone. Each level gave her a better view of the expansive city. When she reached the shattered top of the cone, she turned slowly. In her mind, she envisioned the city whole; alien architecture, fountains, parks, open areas. A small gasp escaped her. The city had been beyond beautiful, possibly the greatest EmberEarth had ever known. Millions upon millions of inhabitants had lived, worked, and loved here, for generations.

Now, all gone.

She looked down on her friends. The fault lines were obvious from up here; fissures radiated outward like spokes. Her friends looked like ants compared to the enormous streets and buildings.

So many people lived here.

She made a mental note to research Pital Minu when she returned to SeaEnd. She took one last look over the broken buildings and began her climb down.

So many people lived here.

When the thought hit her, she stumbled. Her heart surged. Her throat constricted. Her descent became a plunge as she climbed down as rapidly as she could, tripping over rough stone.

“Jal!” she yelled.

She was too high for him to hear. She raced over several blocks of stone and tried again, louder.

He looked up, saw her panic, and began to climb to meet her. When they were twenty feet apart she started talking fast.

“How many? The battle of VineTwist River? How many warriors on each side? How many died that day?”

Confused, Jal answered. “A hundred thousand, on each side. Maybe more. A massive battle. Why? What is your concern?”

They met on a fallen slab of granite. Ems waved a hand at the city around them.

“How many lived here when the city was destroyed?”

Jal showed her his palms. “I don’t know.”

“Guess. Just get close. Oh, God.” Her voice cracked.

“Six million. Eight million.”

Ems fell to her knees. “Oh, God.”

“What, Ems? What? What are you thinking?”

“Do the Valese burn their dead or bury them?”

“What is this—“

“Answer me!”

“We bury them. That day many were entombed when the city toppled.”

Ems gasped for breath. “The one who leads the army of the dead. He will come here. He will sense this place and come here. I know this is true. He will first stop at the battle of VineTwist and collect his two hundred thousand souls and then he will march here. This city may be the single largest crypt in history. Your people will abandon their graves to do his will. His ranks will swell by millions.”

Jal’s legs went weak. He braced himself against the stone.

“You must return to Sithial, Jal. You must warn your people. I saw him, in a vision. I felt his raw power. He will not turn back. He will come. He will sweep south all the way to the Grand Salt. The Valese and the Tamun will dance for him.”

Jal thought fast. “Wait here. I will travel faster without you. You’ll be safe. Most shun this place.”

“I understand. Go.”

Jal raced down the tumble of blocks, calling Paark to him with loud clicks. Ems followed as quickly as she could but he was gone well before she reached the ground. Ems told Nesa about the creature who led the army of dead and Jal’s race to warn the Talgud Valese.

“What will his people do?”

“Ride out to meet the monster before he grows stronger, I suppose. Perhaps aerial warriors can attack his camp and capture him.”

“I’m scared.”

“I am too, sweetie.”

“When will Paark come back?”

Ems calculated quickly. “Maybe a week. Five days if he avoids all conflict.”

Nesa moved closer to Ems. “I don’t like jungles.”

Ems surveyed the broken city. Jal was right about this haunted place being shunned by the more aware creatures, but she’d already seen enough smaller animals to know they should expect trouble.

“We need to find shelter. Let’s find a building that survived and see if we can fortify the place.”

Ems led them through cluttered streets and collapsed buildings. She searched open doorways often, staff ready, but Jal was right. They encountered nothing larger than a raccoon. She considered searching for a palace, but the farther into the city she looked, the greater the destruction. Instead she found a solidly built warehouse and entered.


Chapter Fifteen

Huntsman Gunter Brugg watched the other Huntsmen leave SeaEnd. He knew they’d fan out: Cree and Nord by horse, Susalla by ship. He chuckled.

They may wear the Huntsman Rags, but they’re no Gunter Brugg, he thought.

He jumped to the wharf from the sea wall, his muscular frame catching his weight with ease.

No ordinary quarry, this one. No ordinary hunt. Cree and the others don’t know.

He slipped his long bow over a shoulder and adjusted his forest green riding cloak to hide the weapon. He tightened the laces of his leather vest and checked the strips of rhino hide around forearms and ankles which concealed the climbing claws he was known for. He turned for the city.

First rule; know your prey.

He’d start at the Keep and then interview those at the city library. From there he’d move into town. With luck, he may even have a conversation with the one they call Pitter-Patter, although he did not count on that.

Let the others follow their hunches. I’m sure someone in town will talk.

A day later he had all the information he needed. He’d tracked down the old woman at the library, Jaleen, and played upon her love and admiration for the younger girl, promising to find her and keep her safe. When he revealed he’d been hired by Kalum she begrudgingly admitted Ems had sailed for Panaba. He booked the next ship.

Jaleen may have offered the where, but she’d sealed her lips regarding the why and no amount of cajoling could loosen them. He’d spent the time before his departure interviewing everyone who knew the young sorceress.

Witch, he reminded himself. She’s a Witch and a skilled one from the testimony I’ve heard. I’ll do well to keep that in mind.

The one common thread woven through every conversation about the young woman was her intelligence. Some called her dangerous and some called her aloof and some called her powerful, but everyone called her intelligent. He’d never hunted a Witch, no one living had, and he very much looked forward to the challenge.

“Find her and convince her to return,” Councilman Kalum had said. “If she refuses, accompany her and keep her safe. She’s still a student of the Keep.”

He had to smile at that one; from everything he’d heard, she’d be the one keeping him safe.

He arrived in Panaba a week behind the girl. Her ship had practically flown across the WealWood Narrows. Further questioning revealed she’d sought the services of a guide through the Tropics but no man had been brave enough to take the job, so she’d left with only a little girl by her side. Although the army of dead gave him pause, Gunter sneered at their cowardice. Twice he’d nearly crossed swords with the men he’d insulted. They all assured him she was dead by now.

He bought provisions for the jungle and went in search of her trail. He found the marks of her passing easily and was soon moving swiftly in pursuit.

Away from the town and out of sight, he removed his leather vest and Huntsman Rags and smeared his skin with the insect-repelling blue juice of the bula tree. Once that dried, he streaked all exposed skin in a varying multitude of green and black shades. Lastly, he splashed teeum oil on his palms and worked the pungent lotion into his long brown hair. He would stink for a month but the animals of the jungle would avoid him. He replaced his vest and Rags, stuffed jerky in his mouth, and set out after the girls.


Chapter Sixteen

Ems found stairs down. They’d once been covered by a wooden trapdoor but that had rotted long ago. She tapped a ring on her finger and a warm yellow light formed a bubble and she took Nesa’s hand to begin the climb down.

The jungle had invaded even here. Moss covered the walls and ceiling and detritus littered the stone floors. Ems was pleased to find no large animal tracks. The steps followed the wall down a level and Ems liked how easy this large room would be to defend. She explored and discovered more steps leading deeper.

“Let’s see where all this leads,” she said. “We may need to retreat and an escape route would be wise.”

The next level was a large empty room like the first. A long flight of stairs down opened into a vast sewer network with vaulted ceilings. Water flowed through a multitude of troughs and Ems guessed all the jungle rivers fed through this place.

“Do we keep going?” Nesa asked.

“Why not? Knowing is better than not knowing.”

Nesa stayed one step behind, placing her feet where Ems had placed hers. They explored the labyrinth of tunnels and gutters for a long while before Ems spoke: “How did you stop those Talgud Tamun, Nesa? What happened, exactly? Did you cast another made up spell?”

“I don’t know. I was scared and I saw them hit you on the head. I screamed at them to stop but you went down and they started beating you. I was so frightened and angry. I yelled again and closed my eyes. I couldn’t watch them hit you anymore, Ems. I thought I felt you die. I heard a loud whoosh and opened my eyes and they were all on the ground. I hurt them badly.”

“They attacked us without reason. You’re allowed to hurt them.”

Nesa searched Ems’s eyes. “You’re not disappointed with me?”

“Not at all.”

They wandered beside a channel admiring the seamless construction. Fractures sliced through the walls and channels but the system had been built to last centuries. The blockwork had simply resettled after the eruption and water continued to flow. They found a long staircase leading up which hugged the wall. They climbed. There was crumbled debris from a door long gone at the top. Ems peeked into the room beyond and her face turned grim. She pushed Nesa back but not before the little girl saw a giant pale white spider, sleeping, covered by thousands of clinging baby spiders, each bigger than her head. Ems gestured for Nesa to silently back down the long staircase.

At the bottom, they looked up at the doorway. Nesa shivered and Ems almost laughed. She led them back towards the warehouse.

“I’ll seal our room before we sleep. I believe we’re far enough away from Mother and her babies but why chance a casual encounter?”

“Then why not cast the spell on their room to keep them in?”

“A fair question,” Ems said. “But what if the mother heard me and awoke before I finished the spell? What if there are multiple ways out of that room? I seal the exit we know of only to find ourselves attacked from every direction. Far better to protect just the small space we need and leave them alone.”

They located a small anteroom off the main warehouse and Ems was especially thorough when she wove her spells of protection but Nesa was clearly nervous anyway.

In the morning, they returned to the surface and continued their exploration of the decimated city. Time and titanic forces had destroyed almost everything. Around mid-day they found a pool with fresh water and a fountain in the center. They enjoyed a short break from the sun and then moved on. The smaller animals were less frightened of them now and turned out to watch them pass.

Soon they came upon another pool, much larger, bordered by a low curb. They startled a family of possums and a flock of brightly colored parrots. Ems pointed out massive webs of glittering filaments strung between broken pillars. Most held small bodies, husks liquefied and drained of nutrients. Ems wiped sweat from her face and stared back at the streets they’d taken to reach this spot.

“Mother spider must be directly beneath us,” she said. “Let’s climb higher and get a better view.”

Nesa nodded enthusiastically, eager to be away from the spider snares.

From the top of this shattered building they studied the city, marking anything interesting for investigation. Ems plotted a path to visit them all.

Muted clicks from below brought their attention back to earth. A party of eight Talgud Tamun, jet skin glistening in the hot sun, wandered amongst the tumbled blocks. As before, they wore vine loin cloths and carried half-moon blades and Ems saw by the tense and cautious way they moved they were on high-alert.

Nesa was terrified. Ems raised a finger to her lips for silence. As the party below circled the towering jumble of stone, Ems quietly maneuvered Nesa and herself, keeping the pile between them and the party below.

One of the Tamun slashed at the webs with his half-moon blade. The entire network vibrated and bounced. The strand did not cut so he struck again, harder, slicing through. Ems held her breath. The men in the street debated which direction. Ems’s gaze rapidly scanned the boulevards, wondering which of the many possible openings led to the sewers. In less than a minute she had her answer as the first pale baby spider crawled from beneath a slab and climbed a shattered pillar. Ems was astonished by the speed of the eight-legged arachnid. The men were oblivious to their danger. On the heels of the first spider came four more.

From their elevated position, Ems and Nesa saw Mother slip from an overhang and position herself a short distance up the avenue. She spun loops and cords of web in with the vines and creepers which covered this street and then waited, crouching behind a massive block, each leg resting gently on a sticky filament.

An instant later the babies boiled up from below. Cracks and crevices seethed with movement. Like milk rising through the gaps, hundreds and then thousands of pale wriggling bodies emerged and raced across the tumbled stone towards the Tamun. The men heard them, at last, and turned to face this new threat. The men stood their ground for a heartbeat but then their leader realized the danger and gave the order to run.

The first man hit Mother’s snares and instantly entangled himself. He shouted a warning to his friends and began to slash at the silky ropes which held him. Another man brushed the sticky strands and a loop whipped across his chest. He panicked and tried to rip himself free and three more coils encircled him. The remaining six men turned to face the coming horde, still unaware of Mother behind them.

“Should we warn them?” Nesa rasped, her tiny voice straining.

Ems grimly shook her head.

Nesa hugged the older girl’s leg, unable to watch, as Mother finally began a slow crawl forward. Ems marveled that eight legs could move so smoothly the huge body seemed to float over the uneven terrain.

The wave of babies fanned out to circle the men and Ems realized many were headed up the pile, planning to leap on their enemies from above. She peeled Nesa off her leg and whispered sharply: “We must move. They are coming.”

She took the little girl’s hand and tugged her down the far side of the heap, descending quickly. They’d covered fifteen feet when a cacophony of excited chitters reached them.

“Run!” Ems hissed, tightening the grip on her staff and turning to face the onslaught. “Run and don’t stop.”

Behind her she heard Nesa scrambling over the blocks, putting more distance between them every second. She lifted her staff and uttered a chant and as the first two babies launched themselves at her face, she drew a circle in the air. The spiders ignited on contact and dropped to the ground, kicking and squealing in agony. From over the hill of stonework, furious Mother shrieked.

Ems had time for one quick glance to make sure Nesa would get away and then the monsters were on her. She fired sizzling bolts of energy at a blistering pace but barely held her ground. The baby spiders were easy to kill but there were so many. Ems was grateful the men on the other side kept Mother occupied but she knew that wouldn’t last. She needed an answer and quickly. One last look showed Nesa moving full speed away from the fight.

Good. Keep running. Don’t look back.


Chapter Seventeen

Gunter smelled decay and slowed his pace.

He’d followed their trail easily and then discovered the girls had been joined by a tall man and a huge feline. The man and the cat left almost no spoor.

Talgud Valese. Wonderful.

He entered the clearing. Large green-furred jungle rats hissed at him when he shooed them away from the bodies of the dozzule. The jungle was reclaiming the creatures quickly. Bite marks of all shapes told him many scavengers had eaten well. Mushrooms grew on the backs of several alligator men and insects swarmed.

He examined the corpses and determined the girls were now only four days ahead. With luck, he’d catch them within a week.


Chapter Eighteen

Ems backed down the hill. The dart spell proved effective against the arachnids and those she could cast all day. She’d be exhausted but that price was small.

She heard several screams from the other side and wondered how many Tamun remained. They’d survived far longer than expected.

More than a dozen baby spiders had slipped through her defenses to bite her but her tattoos absorbed most damage. She fired a handful of darts and stepped onto street level. On the far side of the mound, a man screamed.

A quick examination showed Nesa was gone. Ems returned her attention to her foes just as a wave of baby spiders crested the hill. She knew the last man had fallen and she now faced the horde alone.

Long spindly legs reached over the summit. The mother loomed. Her babies gathered around her by the hundreds, preparing an assault on their remaining foe.

Tattoos or not, I’ll go down under the sheer weight of them.

Ems searched desperately for an answer. Area spells would leave her weak and vulnerable but picking them off one at a time would not work.

I wish I could fly, she thought.

Babies raced down the slope and launched themselves at her head, this time trailing silky web. She blasted them. Beyond their crumpled bodies, she saw the large pool and the fountain in the center.

I cannot fly, but can spiders swim?

She swung her staff and sent a wall of electrical energy racing up the pile of stones, sparking and zapping, creating a temporary gap between her and her enemies. Before her swing was complete, Ems was running for the fountain. Mother and all her children raced after the young Witch.

Ems approached the low curb and threw her staff as far out into the water as she could, followed by her best leap. She landed with a splash and swam underwater until her lungs burned. When she broke the surface, she heard the arachnids behind her screeching with rage but she did not look back, swimming as hard as she could first for her staff and then the stone fountain in the center. She pulled herself out, dripping and breathing hard.

Mother stood at the edge where Ems had jumped and the babies scurried to encircle the pool. A few either got too excited and tried to jump or were bumped into the water by those behind them, but every spider that entered the pool sank like a stone. Long, narrow legs could not paddle. Ems leaned against the fountain and breathed deeply, releasing her breath in three short bursts.

Mother’s rage was staggering. She’d lost babies and wanted revenge. She hammered her feet against the stone street and screeched, clacking her pincers. She tried to shoot Ems with web but the strands fell harmlessly into water. To drive her away, Ems fired a dart, killing a baby. Mother went apoplectic again.

“I can reach you but you can’t reach me,” Ems yelled. “If you want your children to live, leave me alone. Go feast on the Tamun.”

She waited several minutes and then killed another young spider. Mother howled with fury. The giant arachnid stomped and screamed and thrashed the water with her front legs.

“Go home,” Ems shouted. “Take your ugly kids with you.”

She readied another dart and raised her hand towards a child, but waited. Mother calmed and then studied her. Finally, something clicked in the creature’s tiny brain and she hissed several times and backed away. Her babies followed.

Ems held the spell, waiting. Mother retreated. Not until Ems saw the massive body clamber over the pile of stone did discard the spell. She sank to her knees.

Ems waited and watched. Once she was certain the spiders were gone, she swam to the edge of the pool to begin her search for Nesa.

She hurried to the jumble of blocks where she’d last seen the girl, passing the bodies of the slaughtered Tamun. All lay slashed to the bone and bloated from venom.

Nesa’s tracks were easy to follow in the slimy moss and dense vines. The poor thing had run in a blind panic directly away from the foul creatures, leaping obstacles and climbing over fallen blocks. Ems touched her ring to provide more light and chased after the little girl. The child’s stamina surprised her. The trail went on a long time. At last Ems found where Nesa had tripped over a fallen tualang tree and landed hard. Scuffs showed Nesa had stayed in this spot for a time before moving on. Ems found the trail away and followed. After a short distance, Nesa had started running again.

Did something frighten you anew?

Ems quickened her pace. Nesa was running again but not blindly like before. Ems jumped a fallen trunk and saw where Nesa had done the same, but after a few deep prints her trail stopped.

No, not stopped, thought Ems, looking around. Vanished.

There was no indication Nesa had paused. She did not stand in this place. There was one running footprint but no second, as if mid-stride the child had suddenly taken flight. Ems gazed at the tangled branches above but saw no sign of the girl.

Cold fingers of fear began to creep up her spine. What if the girl was hurt or held prisoner? Fear for her kidnapped family bled over into dread for Nesa.

Will I lose every person I love?

She climbed a nearby kapok tree to find sign of the girl but there was nothing; Nesa had truly vanished.

“No. No, no, no.”

Ems climbed down and back-tracked. She expanded her circle of investigation but arrived back at that last footprint. If there were signs of what happened, Ems was not a skilled enough tracker to see them.

“Nesa!”

She waited, listening intently for a cry for help. She yelled again. The jungle had swallowed the child without trace.

Ems sat on a lichen-covered stone. The rising dread blossomed into outright terror. Driven to complete her quest and free her family, she was now faced with leaving Nesa behind.

Alone.

In the jungle.

She felt the girl’s terror. She pictured her face when she realized Ems had left her behind.

I cannot. I will not.

Anguish crushed her heart. She remembered the sweet faces of her brothers and sisters, her mother, her father. Forced to choose, disappointment and grief overcame her. She covered her face with her hands. Heartache and sorrow rose like lava, searing her insides. Defeat swallowed her. She gasped, suddenly unable to breathe. Tears spilled and Ems screamed in blind frustration.


Chapter Nineteen

Gunter sniffed the wind, detecting more dead. He chose a long path taking him down wind and then cut across to the source of the smell. This close, the air held an acrid stench which burned his sensitive nostrils. He rapidly shook his wrists and ankles in the way which exposed his climbing claws. He leapt at the trunk of the nearby tree and raced up the soft wood as quickly as running. Among the branches he moved even faster. A moment later he looked down on the camp from thirty feet above. Dark-skinned bodies littered the forest floor.

Talgud Tamun. He played fretfully with a cuticle. This is bad.

A circle of blackened foliage told him magic had killed these men. Compressed leaves and vines showed where the tent sat and markings in the brush told him everything had been packed away neatly. Someone had departed in an organized way.

Easy to see who won this fight.

He dropped from branch to branch and then landed in the middle of camp. He shook his wrists and ankles again to retract his claws.

He rolled a body over. One rarely survives a Tamun raiding party.

A Valese, a tiger, and two girls against Tamun?

Closer examination showed him how poorly the fight went until the spell abruptly ended the battle.

The Valese seriously wounded, one of the girls near death. They rested for days, healing. I’m only a day behind now.

He spent the next hour studying the tracks in the forest floor until he saw in his mind exactly what happened. A cold chill tickled his spine.

I’m tracking two Witches, not one.

He had a meal and briefly napped in the highest branches to make his final push well rested. From here on, he would travel only through the treetops.


Chapter Twenty

Ems drew a deep breath and stood. Slowly, reason and logic reasserted themselves.

Two goals; one immediate, one distant.

Abandoning her family, even if only temporarily, cut her deeply, but she would continue her search for Nesa.

She returned to the footprint. When Nesa disappeared, she was fleeing the spider battle behind her.

That means her pursuer would avoid those monsters too.

Just like that, Ems had cut the forest in half. Whoever had her would move away from the spider fight. Ems squared her back and began to move forward in a zig-zag pattern, this time thinking in three dimensions and not just searching the ground. Nesa would be terrified but if she could leave a sign, she would.

Soon Ems came upon a red panda cub eating and moved to avoid the animal. The youngling dropped a chunk of heavy bacon bread and waddled away. Ems ran to retrieve the bread.

Nesa must have come this way!

Ems hurried. She entered an area with smashed leaves and trampled brush. Blood spattered branch and trunk and vine. A recent battle on Nesa’s path made her heart sink. She followed the battered trail until she found an unconscious man. He was painted in camouflage and smelled awful. He wore heavy leather gloves with claws built in and held matching long daggers in each hand. He was covered with small cuts and scratches and a bloody clot matted his long, dirty hair.

She knew he lived by the slow rise and fall of his chest. She was about to continue her search when she noticed a chain around his neck carrying a ring of a coiled serpent biting its tail.

She gawked. “You’re from Windham Keep?” Her mind reeled. “What are you doing all the way out here?”

She searched the trampled jungle. Behind dense brush she found the bodies of three primates. Like hairless chimpanzees with bigger eyes and large pointed ears, these creatures fought with jagged stone weapons which hung from twisted vine belts. Each had three dots burned into their forehead. Outnumbered, the man had apparently killed these three but was ultimately knocked unconscious.  

Ems searched his knapsack and found no bread. She tried to wake him and soon he opened his bleary eyes.

“What is your name?” she asked. “What are you doing here?”

She lifted the chain from his chest and held the ring before his eyes.

“You are from Windham Keep. Why are you here? What happened?”

The man sat up, rubbing his head. His fingers explored the wound on his scalp. He sheathed his long daggers and examined his arms and torso for serious wounds, his expression puzzled.

Finally, he answered Ems: “I am Huntsman Gunter Brugg. Councilman Kalum sent me to find you and bring you home or keep you safe.”

Ems held the bread in front of his face. “Is this yours?”

“No, the little girl dropped that when the Guda attacked. I tried to save her. There were too many.”

“What little girl?” Ems stepped back, afraid of the answer she already knew.

“The child you traveled with.”

“Tell me what happened. Where is she?”

“By now she could be anywhere. They took her, although I have no idea why. They swung through the treetops for the jungle outside the city.”

“Why? What did they want with a little girl?”

“Like I said; I have no idea why. One of them was painted like a shaman or witchdoctor. He gave orders and they obeyed. They weren’t interested in fighting me even after I killed three. A big one slammed my head with a stone dagger. They just wanted the girl and fled the moment they had her.”

“We must get her back.”

Gunter tried to rise but stumbled. He winced and tried again but fell. He sat on the lush grass.

“Your magic tells you where to find her?”

“No.”

He scoffed and swept the broad face of the forest wall with an arm. “She could be anywhere.”

“Then that’s where I’ll look. You don’t have to come. I’ll find her without you.”

Gunter stood, bracing himself against a kapok tree. “I’ll help, but where do we start? Aren’t you on another mission? Before I left SeaEnd I heard your family was kidnapped by Bloodletters. Aren’t you out here trying to get them back?”

Ems ignored his question. “Which way did they leave?”

“I was unconscious.”

Ems completed a slow circle of the jungle around her. There were no more tracks for her to follow on the ground. She pointed at Gunter’s specialized gauntlets.

“Do those allow you to travel through the trees?”

“Yes.”

“So following their tracks will be easy.”

“No. Treetops are the main roads of the jungle. Everything uses them. I’ll go up and have a look. I cut a few so hopefully they’ve left a blood trail.”

Gunter pushed away from the tree and steadied himself. After a moment, he began to climb. Ems watched in amazement as he dashed up the tree. She saw him investigate many trunks and branches and then leap across twenty feet of open space to cling to a distant kapok. After a few minutes, he looked down at her and shook his head. He continued his exploration, widening his circle, until sunset made the climbing too dangerous.

He landed at Ems’s feet. “There is nothing.”

Ems sat on the jungle floor, dismayed.

“Draw comfort from their treatment of the girl. Their fight was with me. They may have taken her but they did so with reverence.

“For sacrifice later? I cannot abandon her. She’s little more than a baby.”

Gunter was thoughtful for a moment. “One direction counts as well as another. We may as well continue your quest. That takes us deeper into the jungle, correct?”

“It does.”

“Then perhaps we accomplish two things simultaneously.” He pointed to her battered face. “That wound will leave a scar.”

“I know,” Ems replied. “Why did the Keep send you after me?”

“Councilman Kalum said you are still a student so your safety is his responsibility. He said also that they need you.”

“You are not here to stop me?”

“From what? Is this not an attempt to rescue your family?”

“Yes, indirectly, but you will disapprove of the details. Go home. I’m fine.”

“Leave you alone? No.”

“Not alone. I have a friend returning soon.”

“The man and the cat.”

“Yes.”

“He is Talgud Valese. I’ll stay with you.”

“I don’t know you.”

“Fair enough, but I carry the signet ring of Windham Keep and Kalum himself sent me. My purview is to keep you safe. What more do you need to know?”

“My gut says you are trustworthy but if I accept your offer I assume responsibility for you. How many will be lost before I reach my goal? Nesa should never have come. I should have turned around and taken her home. I’ll have no others paying my debts.”

“Will you blast me with a spell?”

“What? No, of course not.”

“Then I’m coming, and you’ll be glad I did.”

Ems dropped the debate. He could follow and she wouldn’t stop him. She checked her backpack and scanned the trees for any last sign of Nesa.

“Are you ready to move, Huntsman Gunter Brugg?”

“I am.”


Chapter Twenty-One

Travel with Gunter was many times faster than travel with Nesa. The Huntsman stayed in the treetops and steered Ems away from danger. After her brush with death Ems’s strength grew each day, but her mood darkened. She rarely spoke. They scoured the jungle for any sign of Nesa but the girl had vanished.

Gunter and Ems had stopped for the night when Jal and Paark walked into camp. The Valese showed signs of fatigue and the marks of battle, but the big cat was unhurt and happy to see Ems. After an enthusiastic greeting, Paark paced the camp, hunting for Nesa, sniffing in the tent where the little girl always slept. Ems fought back tears watching the big cat search. She looked away to make introductions. Gunter lifted his chin half an inch and Jal matched the gesture with a slow, calculated nod.

“You two know each other?” Ems said, confused.

“I know his kind,” Gunter replied. “Valese.”

“Which means?” Jal asked, annoyed.

“Trouble. Always.”

“Don’t be frightened. I’ll keep you safe from any trouble I bring.”

Gunter grinned sarcastically. “Like you kept them safe from the Tamun? If not for the girl-child, you’d all be dead.”

Jal’s face went blank.

Ems raised a hand. “Gentlemen, please.”

They men regarded each other with suspicion and Paark growled softly. Jal softened first. He gestured towards the campfire and they sat under the blue dome in the jungle and shared dinner.

“How was your mission?” Ems asked Jal.

“I begged for two days before I made my people hear me,” Jal said. “But hear me they did. Aerial spotters returned with stories of the dead army and creature that leads them and the city historians set to work naming him. In a few days, they’ll know how he was defeated before.”

“That’s good news.”

“Indeed.” Jal turned to Gunter. “I would have caught Ems much sooner if not for you. You move through the jungle well.”

“Thanks. I prefer trees to buildings and animals to people.”

“I understand,” Jal said. He spoke again to Ems. “Our friend Gunter has positioned us well. We will reach Penaman’s Lagoon in three days, possibly two. What are your plans once we arrive?”

“Alarus built a tower of bronze which legend says reaches high above the trees and gleams at dawn like a ray of sunlight. Every description of the place says the tower may be seen for miles so I’d planned to wait on the beach for sunrise.”

“I know the structure,” Jal said. “I’ve seen the thing in passing, twice, and your legends are true; a warm and glowing spear rises high above the jungle canopy.”

“Why do we visit the tower?” asked Gunter.

“You’ve not told him?” Jal said.

“No. He said he would follow regardless of my plans.”

Jal shrugged.

Gunter looked to Ems, who sighed.

“Though he is long dead, I will summon Alarus and demand he speak to me.”

Gunter went white. “Why?”

“I have great need. I’ve discovered a rod the Bloodletters fear greatly. I must have the item in my fight against them.”

“That’s madness.”

“Yes, that’s what everyone says.”

“What’s the rod do?”

“I don’t know. I know Bloodletters are desperate to keep me away from the thing.”

“An enemy of my enemy is my friend?”

“Something like that.”

“Except that rule is rarely true,” Jal added. “Only your friends are your friends.

Gunter chuckled. Ems sank deeper into her dark mood.

“The rumor in SeaEnd was Gray Robes kidnapped your family.”

“No rumor.”

“You seek the rod to free them.”

“I do, and for other reasons too.”

“There is no argument to turn you aside.”

“None.”

In the morning Ems woke to find both men packed and waiting. She ate quickly and gathered her things. Paark took the lead with Jal close behind and Gunter sailed along overhead. Ems did her best to put recent events out of her mind and focus on the task ahead.

The next day Jal pointed to castle ruins to the east. “Not of my people. Older by far. I thought you could use a distraction and enjoy a little exploration.”

Ems peered through the tangled mass of vegetation, then the path forward, then back at the ruins again.

“No, we keep on our path. I’ll make a mental note to visit when I can. What is that place?”

“The Valese name those ruins Dal Dunna, which means the mouth of the snake. You will find many serpents there, most of them venomous.”

“You say the place is old?”

“Ancient.”

“Intriguing. Another time.”

“As you wish.”

The rest of the day passed uneventfully. When they made camp that night, Jal announced they’d reach the tower around mid-day tomorrow.

Ems slept poorly.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Jal woke them early and took them through the jungle to the beach. The lagoon water looked black. They sat on the sand and waited for sunrise. When the fiery orb crested the horizon and the first rays shot across the dense jungle, a brilliant plume of yellow lit far behind the trees. As the sun climbed, the hue crept earthward, illuminating the rainforest with vivid, radiant light. Birds took flight as the rainforest filled with a warm amber glow.

“Looks like a captured sunbeam,” Gunter breathed.

“You see now why I stopped twice to witness the event,” Jal said.

“Let’s get closer,” Ems said.

Jal led them through the underbrush along a narrow deer trail. They stepped from the forest into a rounded clearing about a hundred feet wide. In the center, the spire soared straight up, taller than any tree. At four points evenly spaced around the clearing massive kapok trees reached for the sky, rising almost three hundred feet above the ground. Ems left the two men and walked to the base of the tower. She placed a palm against the metal.

“This is not bronze,” she said, confused. “This is not metal at all.”

The men joined her. Gunter removed his gauntlets.

“The surface feels like hard wood,” Jal said. Paark sniffed and then wandered a few feet away to flop onto the tall grass, disinterested.

Ems circled the curve of the building seeking the entrance but found only a smooth and seamless exterior. They stepped back to search for windows higher up, shielding their eyes from the glare. Gunter put his gauntlets back on.

“I’ll climb and see what I can find.”

Gunter ran on all fours up the side of the massive cylinder, pausing only once for breath before continuing and disappearing over the lip at the top. Jal and Ems waited patiently for his return. Soon they heard movement from within and close by a seamless doorway opened. Gunter waited inside, looking concerned.

“What?” Ems asked.

“I am not the first to climb this tower. The upper levels have been pilfered.”

Ems pushed through. The first level had a floor of the same hard wood and was devoid of furniture and windows. A central spiral staircase led to the next level. Ems took the steps two at a time. As she passed each level she saw the damage trespassers caused in their hunt for treasure; holes carved in the walls, now almost regrown, smashed furniture now mere scraps. The tower had been repeatedly ransacked over the centuries.

On the top floor, she found the tomb; a cube of black volcanic stone ten feet square. A smashed basalt panel had sealed the crypt. Inside, the coffin had been knocked from a stone dais and now lay open and empty. Nothing of value remained. Ems wandered the level, overturning broken chunks of stone and poking at piles of disintegrated tapestries, wondering what had been done with the body. All around the floor and walls were scored as if struck by tools. Here the staircase to the roof hugged the curve of the wall.

The coffin lid remained intact and she flipped the cover right-side up. Three symbols ran down the length; a radiant sun, a square within a circle containing a center dot, and a horizontal line with many random lines below and a single vertical line above.

“Where’s the body?” Gunter asked.

Ems sighed. “Gone. Stolen. Desecrated. Who knows?”

“What comes next?”

Ems looked around the chamber. “Nothing. This was all a wasted effort.”

“Okay.” Eager to put this mission behind him, Gunter took the staircase down.

“Wait,” Jal said to Ems. “You give up so easily? What do these symbols mean?”

“I don’t know and the few books I brought do not discuss ancient symbolism.”

“Why did Alarus have them engraved on his coffin? They must tell us something about the man.”

“I don’t need more information about him. I need him. I need his body to ask my questions.”

“You described Alarus as a powerful wizard.”

“He was.”

“Really? Yet his arrangements regarding his death allowed for petty thieves to burgle his tower and steal his corpse. No enchantments? No curses? No protections of any kind? Does that sound like a powerful wizard?”

“Perhaps the Rending wiped all his spells away?”

“Maybe. I understand your despair, Ems, especially considering the loss of Nesa, but please, put your mind to work.”

That name stung. Ems stared at the ground and composed herself. Jal was right; useful or not there was a story written in this room. She should know the details before she left. She sighed deeply and touched a ring on her finger. The area filled with warm sunlight. She pulled the coffin lid around and studied the symbols, searching her memory.

“Why are you helping me, Jal?”

“You are my friend. I see your need. I feel your pain. I set aside my fear regarding what you do to offer my friend what she needs.”

Ems nodded thoughtfully. “Thank you.”

“You’d do the same.”

Ems closed her eyes. “I have seen the sun symbol,” she said, after some time. “An ancient order of druids, the Revnar, pulled their power from nature and marked their documents and sacred sites with a crude version.”

“So Alarus may have been a druid?”

Ems shrugged. “Possibly.”

“Is that new information?”

“Yes.”

“What about the other two symbols?”

“I don’t know. The square inside a circle and marked with a dot looks vaguely familiar but I cannot recall. The horizontal line with one above and many below I have no idea. I’ve never seen that.”

“Looks like a broom,” Gunter said.

Ems and Jal jumped. Focused on the coffin lid they’d not heard the Huntsman reenter the chamber.

Ems almost laughed. “You’re right, Gunter. I see what you mean; a standard push-broom, although I doubt that’s what he meant.”

Mention of a broom got her thinking. She looked around the cluttered space.

“Can we clean up? Put the coffin back in place and seat the lid? I’d like to show the man some respect.”

Both men agreed. Gunter grabbed one end of the sarcophagus and Jal the other. They lifted the casket to the correct resting place on the dais and went for the lid.

“What’s that?” Gunter asked.

On the inside of the lid, written above where the face would be, was a short poem etched into the stone in tiny letters;

No flower cut

Nor stone turned

From soil made

To soil returned.

“Any idea what that means?” Jal asked.

“No,” Ems answered.

They waited. Ems looked around the chamber. She touched the scoring on the walls, then faced the casket. She closed her eyes.

“Let’s go on top,” she murmured after a few minutes. Gunter led the way.

Out in the open, Ems felt vertigo. The tower was so tall she looked down on the jungle canopy. She looked over the parapet to the ground far below.

“What are you thinking?” Jal said.

She chewed her bottom lip before answering. “From soil made to soil returned does not sound like an epitaph for someone resting in a coffin hundreds of feet above the ground.”

“True.”

“Which got me thinking; perhaps his body was never placed in that casket. I imagined bandits risking the climb and the certainty of traps, hoping for treasure. Perhaps they triggered a few and suffered some losses. They keep going, driven by greed, only to find they’d been tricked; there is no body. There is no treasure.”

“That would make them angry,” Gunter offered.

“Yes, that’s what I thought too. If that’s what happened, they’d be angry enough to smash things, angry enough to hammer tools against walls and floor.”

“Leaving the marks we see,” Gunter finished.

Jal rubbed his chin. “I see what you say, but if his body was not here, then where? Why build this magnificent tower to house nothing?”

“Are you sure this tower was built?”

“That makes no sense,” Gunter said. “We’re standing at the top.”

“I’m asking was the tower built, or grown? I know this reasoning is thin but everything fits. Alarus was possibly a druid. The first symbol is obviously a sun. The third might be a tree; trunk, ground, and roots below?”

“I say broom,” Gunter said.

“Wait a second,” Jal said. He moved to the parapet and looked down, walking a slow circle along the wall. “Look over the edge; the second symbol is a circle containing a square containing a dot. Could that be the clearing and the four kapok trees and this tower.”

“You mean this fifth tree,” Ems said.

“If he’s been returned to soil like the poem says,” Gunter suggested, “then he’s buried under the tower.”

“He’s buried under the tower,” Ems echoed.

A breeze blew Ems’s long brown hair around her face.

Jal drew his sword. “Down to the first level. We’ll cut through the floor.”

Ems and Jal headed for the staircase but Gunter went down on the outside.

On the ground floor, they discovered that the tower was indeed alive. Each blow chipped the wood but quickly healed, leaving only a small scar where the blow had landed. They tried fire but met the same result. After an hour, they gave up.

Ems sat on the floor, her face grim. “I know a spell but the use will destroy the tower. I’ve been trying to think of a better way but have nothing. Any ideas?”

Gunter shook his head right away. Jal thought for a while but then did the same.

“Let’s wait a night. I can cast in the morning when I’m stronger. I’ll need several hours to complete the spell and once the incantation ends, I’ll need to sleep for two days to recover.”

They moved outside. The sun had risen high enough that the entire tower gleamed a rich amber. The wood grain seemed to flow like sap as the light refracted.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Jal asked.

“Want to do this? No, I don’t want to do this. I do this because I must.”

Awkward silence filled the air. After a minute, Gunter said he would enjoy the views from the top one last time before they were lost to EmberEarth forever.

Jal waited for the man to climb out of earshot and then spoke: “Ems, I must again speak to you about what you attempt. Loss of the tower is tragic but do you understand your personal danger?”

“I’ve been speaking to the dead for months back home.”

“Yes, patrons of Windham Keep who have crossed over, a small cadre of alumni, eager to help. You think the Council restricts the practice to control or excessively protect you, but they do not. The ban on such magic is global. Universal taboos are rare. This one stems from a long and tragic history.”

“What’s the danger?”

“Each time you wake them, you weaken the barrier between life and death. Leave the dead to themselves. You tempt them with life. You taunt them. Alarus may be wise and good but others will not be. You awaken them and fill them with yearning. Some will feel antagonized. The dead want to be heard. The dead want to live. Once contact is established, they may not quietly return to sleep.”

“You speak of Haunting?”

“Almost certainly. Possibly Possession. You are young and strong. They will gather around you.”

“I’ll be careful.”

“Each wizard Possessed before you were careful too.”

“I have no choice, Jal.”

Jal shook his head sadly and headed for the stairs to join Gunter. After a moment, Ems did too.

From the roof, Jal pointed out landmarks and narrated the history of his two peoples and the WealWood Tropics. On the far southern horizon a thin strip of blue marked the CoralWash Ocean. He spoke of VilePond and Lake DeepRun to the east. He shared legendary Talgud musicians and poets and artists and sculptors. He spoke of geniuses and visionaries.

Later, as they ate a dinner of fresh pacu, Gunter shared tales from his many travels and the various prey he’d hunted; kidnapped sons and daughters, escaped criminals, deposed tyrants.

Ems talked about growing up rich and privileged and her regrets about so little travel. She confessed this was the first time she’d left SeaEnd and the men were shocked. When she talked about Billy her voice cracked.

Tomorrow’s task weighed on all their minds, so Ems narrated what she knew about Alarus. She shared with them that in life he’d been a good man, highly regarded, brilliant and kind. Few from his village understood the magical forces of which he spoke so he traveled the world, acquiring knowledge and wisdom. In old age, he’d returned to his simple village, using the magic he’d learned to boost crops and eliminate disease.

“Physical descriptions of him all agree he was tall and thin to the point of emaciation. He had large blue eyes and silver hair, which turned white after his one-hundredth birthday. He died surrounded by family and friends at one-hundred and forty-two. After his death, the villagers discovered Alarus had accumulated vast wealth and his will ordered that treasure dispersed evenly amongst them. That’s why I felt sure we’d find him atop the tower; I expected the villagers would be eager to complete his wishes.”

“He might not be buried beneath the thing,” Gunter warned.

“Gunter, I will attempt my Speaking spell before I bring the tower down but I have little hope. The graves at SeaEnd are shallow and the spell has a short range. If Alarus is buried deep, I’ll not hear him.”

“Then I hope that works. We might destroy this beautiful living tower for nothing.”

“I certainly hope not,” Jal countered. “But she’s making the best decision she can with the information she has. What else can she do?”

Ems put her hand on top of Jal’s and then Gunter’s. “You two have been the very best of friends and traveling companions. If either of you wish to be elsewhere tomorrow while I perform my magic, I’ll understand.”

“Thank you,” Gunter snapped. “That is not something I want to see.”

Jal exhaled deeply. “I’ll remain by your side, Ems Fick. Such an event needs a witness to tell the tale. For history’s sake, I will stand by you. When I return to Sithial, I’ll share my tale with the historians.”

They agreed to camp atop the spire and Gunter placed his bedroll and then set up Ems’s tent. Ems was just drifting off to sleep when Jal’s words about watching for the sake of history returned to her.

He must witness because he expects I’ll soon be dead.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Her boots slid on the dewy grass so she removed them. She chose a spot just inside the clearing, about thirty feet from the tower. She drove the end of her staff a foot deep into the soft soil. Jal stood about ten feet behind her at the jungle’s edge, Paark at his feet, bored and licking a paw. Gunter was nowhere to be seen. He was already gone when they awoke.

Ems planted the ball of her back foot to brace herself and began a low chant. For a long time, nothing happened. Jal grew restless and began to study the passing clouds and surrounding forest. Ems’s chant continued without variation for an hour. Jal was about to ask if her spell was working when he noticed a curved ridge of dirt had risen about ten feet in front of her. An hour later, that single ridge had become six.

The day passed slowly. The sun rose and Ems began to sweat but her voice never wavered. By noon Jal felt the air throb, like the electrical charge before a storm.

The descending sun had almost touched the tree tops when the first deeply buried crack echoed around the clearing. Jal held his breath but nothing more happened. Ems raised her voice and repeated the chant faster. Soon, another loud crack sounded beneath the earth.

She redoubled her efforts. Rivulets of sweat ran down her temples. Her eyes burned with concentration. She squeezed her staff with both hands and raised her voice again. A deep rumbling shook the clearing and flocks of birds took flight. Ems plucked her staff from the earth. She lifted her back foot and took a strong step forward, struggling mightily against an unseen force, and then drove her staff deep again. Dirt and grass twisted around her feet. A wave of popping and snapping raced underground across the clearing. She was yelling the verses now.

Jal watched in awe. This little girl could not be denied. Her pattern never varied; chant, move a step closer and bury the staff, chant some more. She poured her heart into her spell and the hours fell. Her shirt was soaked in sweat and her arms trembled but with each encroaching step she took, the tower shuddered and leaned. Ems could not be broken.

She was now less than ten feet away and Jal realized he’d been holding his breath for a while. Ems lifted her chant into a scream and took three quick steps forward. The tower groaned down deep in the earth. She plucked her staff from the ground and swung the weapon overhead and with her chant a searing cry ripped from her throat, she smashed the mahogany pole against the tower. With a flash of brilliant light the ground shook and the air screamed. Ems stood defiant, breathing hard, glaring at the massive building, daring the structure to defy her.

The tower tilted backward an inch.

At first Jal thought he imagined things but then noticed the spire tipping. Ems stood her ground, forcing the pillar to fall with absolute will power. Another inch. Then another. Roots burst through the rich soil and dirt flew. Loud popping sounded all around. Deeply buried tubers broke free and clods arched. The popping became a roar as the tower leaned precipitously backward. Centuries of detritus collected on the jungle floor exploded upward as the tower, four hundred feet tall, majestic and proud, toppled backward into the dense jungle crushing the thick foliage and smashing trees. Trunks snapped. Leaves shot up in a massive plume. Every kind of animal ran or jumped or flew for cover.

Jal watched dumbfounded as the golden tower fell. Tangled roots were exposed to open air. A huge crater sat where the foot of the tower had ripped from the earth. The smell of moist, loamy soil filled his nostrils. More dirt fell away from the root-ball until there, snared within the mud and vegetation, was the decrepit body of an ancient wizard. He’d been buried in ornate red and blue silk robes and though tattered, the fabric still held color. Intricate rings and a silver necklace covered his decomposed body. The arms crossed on his chest held a tarnished silver case, roughly the size of a large book. Mud and grit clung to the box. Five red clay jars lay trapped in the roots surrounding him. He lay bound in the roots like a fish in a net, his body slowly slouching towards the ground. Strips of flesh clung to the skeleton here and there but he was mostly bones, stained black by the wet soil and held together by rotting ligaments.

Ems could not look away from the first cadaver she’d ever seen. In the Keep’s graveyard, her quiet and thoughtful conversations were muffled through a few feet of earth. Alarus dangled awkwardly, undignified and degraded. Ems felt a flush of shame and stared at her feet.

She reluctantly stepped closer, staff tucked under her arm. She pulled a small book from her pocket and began to read in a sing-song language the Valese had never heard. After only a few verses, the wizard’s jaw moved side to side and then opened. A dry, dusty rattle filled the air and sent shivers down Jal’s spine.

“This is such a bad idea,” he muttered.

Paark, sensing Jal’s tension, rose to a crouch and sniffed the air.

Ems finished her spell. “Alarus, awake. I will Speak with you.”

The jaw bone moved as if trying to talk. The skull slowly pivoted as if eyeballs yet filled the empty sockets. The wizard seemed to survey his predicament. He lifted his gaze to the two before him and the jungle wall behind. The jaw moved again.

“Who?” His voice sounded packed with gravel, fatigue, and sadness.

“Forgive me, Alarus, I am Ems Fick, of SeaEnd, and I need your help.”

The skeleton ignored her for the moment, concentrating on disentangling himself from the many roots which held him. He tumbled free, landed on his knees and struggled to stand. On his feet, he sat the metal box on the loose dirt and rose to his full height.

“I am compelled,” he rumbled.

Ems wasted no time, describing how she and Billy found the silver rod and their failed efforts to free the item from the amber.

“How do I free the rod?” she implored. “What does the rod do? Why do Bloodletters fear the thing? Can I use the rod against them? Everything I’ve read indicates you were the foremost expert. Tell me.”

Alarus stomped a foot, sending a shower of dirt to the ground. “You describe a Barren Wand sealed within an EmberVein.” His voice was the grinding of rocks to sand, the drying of a lakebed. “Leave the thing, Ems Fick of SeaEnd. The wand is death for one such as you.”

“Death? Why? What’s an EmberVein?”

He drew a slow and ragged breath. Reluctance dripped with every word. “An artery to the heart of the world. A conduit for the ebb and flow of magical forces on EmberEarth. There are many. I’ve seen the rod, long before your forefather built a castle above. The rod absorbs magic nearby. You’d become a mere girl.”

“How do I smash the amber?”

Alarus seemed to sigh. His bones sagged. “So few Veins remain. Spare this one. Spare them all.”

“How do I smash the amber?” Ems said again, forcefully.

The skeleton stiffened, forced by her spell to speak. He lifted the gritty, tarnished metal case from the ground. “My spellbook. Learn Shatter.”

Ems gleefully took the case from his bony fingers. Clumps of wet dirt fell. “No wizard can cast near the Wand?”

“Truth.”

Ems looked thrilled. She turned to Jal. “With the Wand in hand, the Bloodletters cannot harm us. I can rescue my family.”

Jal had concerns regarding the fate of her kin but he kept them to himself. “I’m troubled by the destruction of this EmberVein. Alarus seems loathe to harm the thing.”

“We’ll only break one. He said there are more.”

“Ems, he had the power to free the Wand but did not. Ask yourself why.”

She turned to Alarus, a rapidly growing fatigue slowed her. The spell drained her energies quickly. “Why did you not free the Wand yourself?”

The long-dead wizard aimed his empty sockets at her. “Magic shapes the world.”

“What does that mean?” Ems felt her spell beginning to fade. Her mind raced for one last question before she lost her power to compel him. “Never mind. Is there something to aid me in the coming war? What do I need?”

Alarus lost his left hand. Ancient phalanges and metacarpals, no longer held together by the weakening spell, separated and rained to the ground. He watched his bones fall.

“Your mind and your heart serve you best,” he responded. “Do not lose your way. Seek the Song of Carnage. If you free the Wand, you’ll need the Song.”

His right arm fell to the ground and broke like porcelain cups. Alarus gazed sadly at his growing pile of splintered bones.

“Ems,” Jal said, distressed. “Do something. He should not suffer this fate.”

A foot collapsed and his frame tilted. His jaw loosened and one side swung free.

Ems had more questions but there was no time. She spoke the final words and Alarus snapped to rigid attention. His jaw flapped. He exhaled long and deep. His bones turned brittle and fractured and he collapsed into a pile of dust.

Ems faced Jal, the deep fatigue she’d held at bay rising quickly.

“I need rest,” she muttered, clutching the tarnished metal case to her breast.

Jal helped her lie down where she instantly fell asleep. He set up the tent and pulled her inside and closed the flap. He returned to gaze at the fallen tower and a great sorrow filled him; trodden soil and smashed leaves, severed vines and ruined trees, and the majestic golden spire, lying cracked and splattered in the mud.

I was witness, but I wish that was not so.

He turned to look back at the tent, frightened. A vague adumbration washed over him; he saw wispy images of cities aflame, terrified children fleeing.

Nothing will stand in her way. Nothing.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Billy stood atop Windham Keep and gazed south. Ems was out there, three thousand times over the horizon, fighting.

While I study, warm and comfortable.

He’d passed his test, in the history of the school his score stood second only to Ems. High Councilman Bok had proclaimed Billy Warlock, but the victory felt hollow. Without Ems, what did any of this matter?

Selfish boy, he chided himself. How many count on you? How many more will, when the war comes home? Love is a luxury.

Recently the Bloodletters had two more failed attempts to infiltrate the Keep.

First they came for her and now they come for me.

The billowing orange flames of the Keep whipped around him and he felt the warm tingling on his face and arms.

Protected. Comfortable. Safe.

He raised his eyes to the horizon again and noticed movement, high above the clouds. A tiny dot against the blue sky, soaring.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Her first effort to raise her head failed. She’d never felt so weak. She focused her willpower and forced herself upright, discovering she still held the filthy metal case in her arms, although the soil now was dry. She set the box aside and with arms of lead pulled her hair into a long ponytail. She shuffled from the tent.

Gunter sat on a fallen branch stitching a leather glove. The afternoon sun glimmered through the leaves. He looked up when he heard the tent rustle and smiled faintly. Ems scanned the camp.

“Where’s Jal and Paark?”

“Hello to you, too. Jal and Paark left to search for Nesa. He said he led you to your goal, as promised, but his task was complete, and he now knows you need no protecting. I can guide you home.”

Ems felt a mix of happiness and loss.

“How long did I sleep?”

“Three days.”

Ems took a step back. “Wow.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “That’s the longest I’ve ever needed.” Ems opened her backpack and stuffed her mouth with bacon bread and dried pacu, gulping water to wash the food down.

“When did Jal leave?”

“Two days ago.”

“You sat and waited for me?”

“Yes.”

“You’re angry.”

“Not about waiting. I saw what you did. Do you not feel the wickedness in the deed? I’ll guide you and protect you because I promised Kalum and accepted the coin, but I believe what you did was wrong.”

“Fair enough. I never expected you to understand.”

“Yes, you’re much smarter than me. From what I’ve heard, you’re much smarter than everyone. Time will teach you that brains cannot solve every problem.”

“Yes, they can.”

Gunter pointed to some strips of fish drying. “Help yourself.”

Still hungry, Ems quickly ate several ribbons.

“You need water more than food but drink over time or you’ll get sick.”

“I’m grateful for your help.”

“You’re welcome. May we head for SeaEnd in the morning?”

“Yes.”

Gunter returned his attention to repairing his glove. The camp was tense so Ems returned to her tent and her attention to the silver case.

She sat and brushed away the dried soil, revealing the image of a scroll lightly etched into the silver surface. Small latches on each side held the lid in place. She cast a simple spell searching for poison but found none. Confident she was safe, she slipped the hooks from the eyelets. Her hands trembled.

What do you contain? She wondered.

Her heart raced so she filled her lungs and released three short breaths, turning from the outside world to focus her attention upon the silver box. As the lid came free, a blast of arctic air blew across her lap. Ice crystals formed on her robe briefly before melting. She set the lid on the tent floor.

Inside the case she found an ancient text. The book’s cover appeared to be composed of hammered wood pulp, woven into an intricate design of burrowing roots. Ems opened the cover. The pages were made of a thin and delicate parchment, each covered with flowing, hand-drawn letters. Notes filled the margins and spaces between spells. She began to read.

Alarus had been a subtle mage in life, coaxing delicate magic from unlikely sources, spinning bird song and the baying of wolves into beautiful spells. Ems discovered Alarus wrote delightful poetry to nature in the margins of his spellbook.

The first pages showed how to befriend the forest creatures and speak the animal tongues, each page growing in complexity. She jumped to the end of his book but the theories presented there were too complex to immediately understand. Diagrams of volcanoes, tsunamis, and earthquakes told her at higher levels, druid magic was formidable. She read long into the night.

They broke camp in the morning and began the long hike home. They veered west to avoid any complications from Pital Minu, Sithial, or the army of dead. Each time Ems thought she heard Jal returning with Nesa, her heart leapt, but Jal never appeared. Gunter insisted Ems sprinkle herself with teeum oil and the girl was amazed how the jungle creatures avoided them. The stench was awful and she doubted she’d ever get the smell out of her nose.

Gunter remained distant. Ems knew his opinion of her had changed.

Roughly five weeks later they hit the Greenwood Coast and followed the shore north. Panaba took another week and then they waited five days for a merchant ship, Lady Abundance, to carry them home. Ems spent every spare minute studying the works of Alarus the druid.

They’d been at sea for a day when the galley crew came topside to dump inedible entrails overboard. The waters churned with delighted sea creatures and that drew various birds. When a giant albatross landed on the railing next to Ems, she had an idea and opened the book at the beginning, reading the lines from a simple spell. She struggled but improved quickly and soon entered a conversation of caws, squawks, and whistles with the huge bird. Worried sailors eyed her suspiciously. She lifted the thin gold necklace Billy had given her and clasp the item around the bird’s feathered neck. At the end of her chat, she pulled a recently caught seabream from a nearby bucket and fed her new companion. The bird took flight, climbing for long minutes until lost to haze.

She turned from the rail and discovered every man on deck stared at her.

“That bird’s bad luck,” barked a one-eyed old sailor.

Ems leaned forward, eyes like daggers. “Then be afraid,” she snapped.

The man recoiled. Ems turned her back on him, angry with the ignorant of the world, exhausted by the futility of educating the superstitious.

I’m tired. Tired of worry. Tired of loss. Tired of constant battle with everyone and everything at every turn.

She collected her staff and moved to the quarterdeck. She lifted her arms and began to chant, an edge to her voice. A breeze jumped up from behind and some of the men looked frightened. She raised her voice and the breeze became a wind. The ship lunged. She whirled her staff overhead and planted the point on the deck and the wind began to gust. Now the ship sliced through the water. Ems turned to the captain.

“Can you handle more speed?”

His face was pale but he nodded. She doubled her efforts and the wind grew into a gale. The captain shouted orders and the crew raced around the ship, securing lines and opening more canvas.

Ems held steady. Gunter saw the strain. Ems channeled her angst into her magic and for hours the ship sprinted across the sea. At sunset, Gunter lead her to her cabin. He brought food and drink and closed the door behind him. The crew avoided them.

In the morning Ems was back on deck, summoning more wind. She pushed herself hard, ready to be rid of this vessel and done with this trip, ready to be home.

The crew stayed far away.


Chapter Twenty-Six

The bang on the glass startled him. Billy closed his book and crossed the room he shared with Ems to open the window and look down into the courtyard. A light snow had fallen overnight but he saw neither footprints nor stone. He heard feathers rustle above. He leaned out and looked up.

Perched on the eves two stories up was an enormous albatross, eyeing him. The bird jumped from the lip and spread wings wide, curling through the air as he rounded and lined up to the window. Billy stepped back just in time; the massive avian folded wings and shot like an arrow through the opening, landing on their bed. The bird stretched his neck and emitted several long, high-pitched whistles, and then whipped his head all around before stopping to stare at the boy.

“All right,” Billy said, confused.

The bird repeated the pattern, this time adding a rapid clacking of his beak.

Billy showed his palms. “I don’t speak seagull,” he said.

The albatross rose, beating wings and squawking. A tiny glint of gold caught the boy’s eye. The bird wore a thin gold necklace nestled within his feathers.

“She’s coming home!” Billy cried. He punched his fists overhead in triumph.

The bird flapped his wings wildly.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

The black galleon lay dead ahead, a huge, red, dripping dagger symbol emblazoned across her vast main sail.

“They’re not even trying to hide anymore,” Ems said, shaking her head.

“They?”

“Bloodletters, Gunter. Come to murder me.”

Gunter’s face sagged. He turned to reexamine the approaching vessel.

Behind him, terrified sailors raced around the deck, carrying out the captain’s orders. An hour ago the man in the crow’s nest had called out the dripping dagger sails and set the crew running. The captain, expecting the worst, had changed course. The black ship changed course to match and that was all the proof the captain needed. Ems and Gunter stood with their backs to the foremast gazing at the looming vessel.

“What do we do?” Gunter asked.

Ems pulled her eyes from the ominous ship. Gunter saw her jaw muscles working, her eyes hard as glass. He’d seen the look before from men about to kill.

“Do?” she asked. “Nothing. Go below. Have lunch. Carry on.”

Her calm exterior shook him. “Are you all right?”

“No, I’m not. These men have hunted me around the world. They hold my family prisoner. I hate that—”

About to reveal her Bloodletter ancestry, she caught herself.

“My history with them goes way back. I’m exhausted. I live in constant fear of the harm they inflict on the people I love. My decency is paper thin. My humanity hangs by a filament.”

She watched the sailors scurry about, pale faces and eyes big with terror, preparing for a fight they expected to lose. They all knew of the Gray Robes. They expected to die in agony simply because Ems was on their ship. Only their fear of her kept them from running a white flag up the mast and handing her over.

How long will that fear paralyze them? How long before they turn on me?

She checked the galleon again. Closer, but still not close enough. “And now,” she murmured. “This mob of Bloodletters stand between me and Pitter-Patter.”

Gunter heard a softness he’d never heard from her.

Pitter-Patter must be Billy, he thought.

He returned his attention to the massive Bloodletter vessel. The dark ship was close enough to see her name painted on the beak in gold letters; Crucifix. Five decks stacked above the waterline. Dozens of men clung to the rigging. Hundreds of men lined the deck and rails. War cries reached him across the open water. Lady Abundance was unarmed. Those men sensed an easy victory.

“We’ll be within bowshot soon,” the captain yelled. “Best you two get below.”

Gunter waved that he’d heard and faced Ems. “We should go.”

“You go. I’ll face them here.”

Gunter jerked his head back. “Face them? You intend to negotiate?”

She lifted a nighttime running lantern and spoke a few arcane words. A small jet of fire erupted from her fingertip and she lit the wick but left the lantern door open.

His mind reeled.

“They will not bargain, Ems.”

He looked across the white caps at their approaching enemies. Admittedly, Ems had power but this fight was already over. There were simply too many of them.

Ems left the mast and stepped to the forecastle, moving forward until her hips rested against the railing directly above the prow. She hung the lantern on a small iron hook and began to chant.

Now he understood. “You intend to fight?” His voice wavered. Gunter rolled his eyes and strung his bow. Foolish, but a promise is a promise.

Perhaps she means to rob their sails of wind?

Ems raised her arms and the water beneath the black vessel began to churn. Gray robes stepped forward to counteract her magic, cutting skin to fuel their dark art. The churning waters began to calm.

Ems smiled.

Lightning flashed from a cloudless sky and instant thunder roared, shaking the timbers of the merchant ship. Aboard the Crucifix, three Gray Robes flew backward in puffs of smoke. The waters began churning once more.

Gunter heard Ems mutter: “Think about that.”

Bows twanged but the shafts fell short of Lady Abundance.

More Gray Robes stepped to the railing, drew Letting Daggers, and tried to cast. Lightning arced to the metal blades and two more dark mages fell. The men on the galleon were furious, hurling insults and threats. More arrows flew.

Ems lifted the lantern and spoke soft words. Flames peeled away from the tiny flame and gathered into a ball hovering only a few feet ahead. She chanted faster and more flares joined. The ball grew rapidly. She placed the lantern on the hook and lifted both hands. A constant stream of fire now flowed from the lantern to the larger fireball. Her tone changed from soft to commanding. The whirling fireball expanded with a roar. Sailors on Lady Abundance backed away from the heat.

Across the water Gray Robes tried to muster a counter-spell to the ball of flame. Each brandished steel dagger was met with a withering electrical bolt.

Ems lifted her right hand and lowered her left. The ball spun faster and stretched upward into a tornado. Cries of alarm sounded from the black galleon. Still Ems pumped more magical might into the firestorm. The fire boomed and crackled, sucking in sea air. Now as tall as the mainmast, Ems began to guide the pillar of fire across the water.

Someone on the dark galleon decided speed was the best strategy. The sails filled and the galleon surged forward.  

Ems set the inferno on a collision course and turned her attention skyward. With both hands on the staff she started a loud incantation. Soon Gunter saw tiny pinpricks of light high above. Ems finished the spell and tucked her staff under an arm and cupped her hands. A few whispered words created a sparrow made of sea foam. She spoke to the little bird and watched as the creature darted across the water, dodging strong winds and a pillar of fire, to land on the galleon’s mainmast, above the crow’s nest.

Ems returned her attention to the water beneath the vessel. She pointed her staff and the water frothed, whitecaps licking the wooden timbers. The huge black ship lurched to a halt.

More lightning flashed. The tower of fire crashed into the trapped ship. The black spritsail and beak ignited like kindling. Men screamed.

The tiny pinpricks far above grew to large points and then to fiery boulders. Plummeting with mind-boggling speed, they came from many directions but all targeting a tiny, misty sparrow singing happily on the mainmast. The first boulder punched through the wooden ship like tissue paper. The tiny bird dodged the hurtling missile and chirped merrily, landing atop the mizzen sail.

The merchant sailors crept forward to witness the spectacle.

A second flaming rock tore through the canvas and the delighted little bird flitted to rest on the mainmast and a third boulder smashed down as the fiery tornado engulfed the main deck and all who clung there. Men leapt overboard but the churning waves held them in place just as they had the galleon.

The battle turned to slaughter.

Bolts of lightning flashed and Gunter knew each ended in Bloodletter death. The tornado consumed everything and the storm of boulders tore huge holes through the ship. Rigging crumbled. Sails ignited, lifting into the sky. Timbers buckled and snapped. Dying men screamed in agony.

Gunter looked awestruck at Ems. Her face was twisted with rage. He was sickened by this ruthless display of magical might. Merchant sailors stared in open fear.

Ems ignored them all and raised her staff. A cloud formed high over the Bloodletter ship and black-tar raindrops fell to feed the fire until the intense heat boiled sea water and the men trapped there.

Gunter felt sick.

The black ship burned to the waterline. The ocean rushed in. Without fuel the flaming tornado turned to shreds and flew apart. The last boulder fell. The clouds dissipated and the black-tar rain stopped.

Lightning flashed and thunder roared.

“Ems?” Gunter said.

“No one survives,” she said, her jaw clamped and her gaze fixed.

“Ems? Those are men.”

Flash. Boom! Flash. Boom! Ems pounded the men in the water.

“Ems!” Gunter yelled. “They’re beaten!”

Her face snapped around. He saw her pain, her cheeks stained with tears.

“No one survives!” she screamed.

Lightning smashed the water, launching tall gouts of steam. Ems targeted anything floating. The merchant sailors backed away from her. Gunter put away his bow. Ems redoubled her efforts and lightning shrieked and continuous thunder rolled until the men covered their ears and backed far away. Some sank to their knees and covered their heads. The tortured air stank.

Ems hammered anything that floated until nothing did. When she finally staggered back from the railing, her mahogany staff steamed. She faced the crew, saw their fear. She came around to Gunter, saw his disgust and disappointment.

She stepped to him, poked him in the chest with a delicate finger as she emphasized each word: “You. Don’t. Know.”

She spun on a heel and descended the steps to the main deck. Tendrils of fatigue already climbed her legs. She pushed through the merchant crew eager to get out of her way. She took the stairs to her cabin and locked the door. Three shaky steps and she fell face down on her bed.

On deck, Gunter faced the crew.

The one-eyed old man said: “Those were sailors, like us.”

“Were they?” Gunter asked. He let his eyes slide from man to man.

“She butchered the helpless,” said another.

“You don’t harm a man in the water,” said a third. “Everyone knows that.”

“Would you have pulled some from the drink and brought them on board? Not all those men were Bloodletters, that’s true, but would you have taken the chance?”

Gunter gave them a moment to consider.

“You all saw the Dripping Dagger sail,” he continued “You know there is no mercy under those colors.”

The first mate spoke: “No, she saved us, there’s no denying that, but perhaps from an attack she caused. I don’t fault her; that could just as easily have been pirates and then I’d be thanking the Gods she was on board. But she was savage. We all saw her. She’s ruthless. She’s vicious.”

Gunter had no argument.

“Back to sailing,” yelled the captain. “Let’s get Lady Abundance home and put this damned trip behind us.”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

The sun was high and the sky clear when the albatross curled a twisting path out of the sky. He landed on the main deck and startled a sailor who quickly called for Ems. The crew spoke to her only when required.

She climbed the stairs into the brilliant sunlight and saw the bird. She smiled and then cawed, which the bird returned. She plucked a recently caught bluefish from a bucket. The bird lowered his head and Ems took back the thin gold necklace, which she placed around her throat. The bird bobbed his head and Ems tossed him the bluefish., which he swallowed in two gulps. She stroked his feathered head and thanked him in a series of short whistles. The bird took flight.

She turned and found every sailor on deck watched her. In the days following the attack, she’d spoken little, and only to Gunter, although he kept each conversation brief.

She squared her shoulders and faced the sea, driving her loneliness out. She’d spent so much time in her gloomy cabin and the last few days were beautiful. They were two days out from SeaEnd which meant only two more days away from Billy. Her heart ached to see him. She felt at ease around him, free to be herself. He was the only one who understood her, the only place she felt safe. He’d slip his arm around her shoulder and the world would fall away. Tears welled and she took a quick breath. No time for that now. First, home.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Billy stood on the pier for hours, since well before sunrise. He smelled clean; hair washed, body scrubbed. He wore his best robe, freshly laundered.

Sailors and dockworkers moved all around him, going about their duties while avoiding the immobile boy from Windham Keep with eyes glued to the horizon. Dawn warmed the eastern sky and seagulls tussled overhead when Billy saw the dot rise above the edge of the world. He willed the speck to grow faster but of course it did not. The spot became a splotch and then he saw details; full sails, towering masts. His heart beat faster to see her again. The vessel swung north before looping around to approach the wharf from the west. Billy released his breath in three short bursts but calm would not come.

The sun crested the horizon and the seaboard was flooded with light and there she was, standing at the rail, like him, searching for her beloved, as desperate to see him as he was to see her. Billy knew she controlled her breathing too.

Before the mooring ropes were looped, a man dressed in Huntsmen Rags leapt from the deck and walked quickly away, headed for the school. Billy had never seen him before and was surprised to see his kind leave the ship.

The ropes were cinched, the plank dropped. The sailors on board, as eager to see their families as Ems, held well back and let the young woman disembark first. Billy noted their fear and contempt, but then he raced forward and she was in his arms. She stank of sweat and strain but he cared not at all. The tidal wave of worry he’d kept walled away broke through and he held her face and kissed her lips again and again. She burst into tears as she returned his kisses and squeezed him tightly. She buried her face in his neck.

“I lost Nesa!” she wailed, and broke down. Sobs shook her small body. Billy held her and let her cry. He wondered why Nesa was even present but those questions would wait. He tenderly stroked her hair.

As the men left the ship, they gave her wide berth. The one-eyed man sat her backpack at Billy’s feet and backed away.

Soon she’d calmed and Billy led her up the hill and into the Keep. He carried her pack and got her home. By the time he bolted their door behind them, she’d regained her composure. He made hot tea and sat next to her on the bed. He let her enjoy a few sips and when the time was right, he said: “Tell me everything.”


Chapter Thirty

Billy and Ems sat at their favorite table in the Windham Keep library researching the Song of Carnage. Almost a week after her return, Ems continued to keep Billy close.

A cryptic message arrived at the school two days after Ems with instructions on where to find her oldest sister, Greta. Guards were sent and Ems sister retrieved. She was famished and dirty and traumatized so the Council placed her in the constant care of the infirmary. Ems visited Greta many times each day and was relieved to learn her family yet lived, although in deplorable conditions. Discovering where her family was held proved impossible.

Ems pushed her book away and leaned back.

“Does this bother you?” Ems asked, touching the new scar on her cheek.

“Not even a little bit,” Billy said.

Ems heard the conviction in his voice. “Billy, a long time ago we sat at this table and I asked you questions about death and killing.”

“I remember.”

“I told you I’d never known death. Even my grandparents still live. I wondered what was coming, how I’d react when I found myself face to face with mortality. I was frightened by the idea of death. You told me not to worry, that I’d make the choice in the moment based on what was happening and the appropriateness of that choice would say everything about me.”

Billy closed his book.

“Stupid girl,” Ems said. “Nothing I thought then matches what I feel now.”

“What do you feel?”

“Anger, mostly, and some relief.”

“Relief? Over what?”

“That EmberEarth has fewer Bloodletters today.”

“I know that feeling.”

“I was a monster out there, Pitter-Patter.”

“I know that feeling too. Go on.”

Ems drew a deep breath. She stared at her hands, too ashamed to meet his eyes. She exhaled and narrated the battle of the black galleon and Billy just let her talk, encouraging her when she faltered. Tears flowed but her voice remained calm and steady. Her mind recited events as her heart ached.

“You told me I’d make my choice at the time and you were right, I did. I slaughtered helpless men. I saw them in the water looking right at me, hoping for mercy, and I gave them none.”

Billy took her hands. “I won’t tell you everything is okay. I won’t try to make you feel better by saying they probably deserved what you did. You did a terrible thing.”

Ems nodded slowly.

“That they were awful men is no forgiveness; you’ll get no respite from your actions with that rationalization.”

“I know that.”

“That’s all.”

“What?”

“That’s all I have to say. I carry guilt for terrible deeds, too. There is no answer. Or the answer is you just live with it. I draw a slight comfort my terrible deeds were probably justified, but I don’t know that.”

“This does not make me feel better.”

“There is no feeling better, Ems. I can tell you killing them was the smart thing; this enemy forces us to kill them. You cannot leave even one alive. They will not stop. If a Bloodletter had successfully boarded your ship, I promise you disaster was inevitable. We are in a fight to the death with these monsters.” He ducked his head to meet her eyes. “But I would have done what you did.”

She squeezed his hand. “That does make me feel better.” Ems kissed his knuckle, noticing how Billy was becoming a young man. The hairs on his arms were darker and thicker and the lines in his skin more pronounced. He’d added a tattoo while she was away.

“They force us because we’re always reacting,” she said. “We need to take the fight to them.”

“I told Jasoom the same thing. We are working on a plan to lure them using bait.”

“What bait?”

“Me. Possibly me and Jasoom together.”

“Figures. But I think you and Jasoom miss the obvious.”

Billy gave her a blank stare.

“The Codices,” she said. “Bloodletters pursued them for centuries. Wizard magic combined with dragon magic? They know they’d be virtually unstoppable.”

Billy turned the idea over. “That might work,” he said. “We’d weaken the flame wreath around the Keep just enough to allow their constant scrying efforts to succeed. Once they locate the codices, they’ll attack and try to steal them. We defeat them but allow a few to escape and follow them back to their headquarters.”

Ems gave him a blank stare in return.

“What detail did I miss?” he asked. “We capture a few for interrogation?”

Ems shook her head. “No, we let them take the Books.”

Billy abruptly leaned back. “What? Are you crazy?”

“Think, Billy. We allow them to take the Books so we can follow the magical trail they leave. Those Books will be taken to their leaders, the highest ranking Gray robes. We’ll have a path directly to the heart of them.”

“But they’ll have all three Codex!”

“So? How hard have we studied them yet still understand little? The Bloodletters will take years to crack their code. We secretly enchant those books so we can follow them anywhere. We learn strongholds, supply lines, alliances…everything.”

Billy scratched his head. “I am often made uncomfortable by how you think.”

“I get that a lot.”

“We’ll never convince the Council of this plan.”

“Have I convinced you?”

“My mind says yes but my heart screams in panic like a monkey.”

“Which will you listen to?”

“My mind.”

“Then what the Council thinks does not matter. They are not wizards, Billy. They’ve read some books and lived long lives but they cannot cast. They cannot imagine possibilities the way we can. Why should we let men like that rule us?”

“The Council has vast knowledge and experience. we’d be fools to ignore them.”

“They’re too cautious. They take too long to reach decisions and once they do their solutions are unimaginative. If we presented my idea they’d debate while the Bloodletters brought the Keep down around our heads.”

Billy knew she was right. Some things the Council did exceedingly well but their lack of urgency was often maddening and their answers often simple.

“This is dangerous, Ems. Once we lower the Wreath the Gray Robes will detect the Codices and there will be battle. People will get hurt. People will die.”

“Suggest another way, Pitter-Patter. Have you better plans?”

Billy shook his head. “No, Jasoom and I have wracked our brains for weeks. Our plans have too many holes, too much left to chance.” He moved his chair closer to the table and sat up straight. “This is mutiny, Ems. We’ll be expelled, possibly imprisoned.”

Ems scoffed. “No jail can hold us.”

“Not really my point. We have a wonderful life. We risk destroying that.”

Ems looked around the room at the other students and the long shelves of books. Lanterns filled the room with warm, yellow light. Somewhere behind the shelves, a girl laughed.

“Billy, our wonderful lives are already destroyed. All of this is already gone. We are in a fight for survival. The kicking and screaming hasn’t started yet, but you know everything around us is pure façade. How many of the schoolchildren around us right now will be dead in a year?”


Chapter Thirty-One

Ems slipped inside and closed the heavy oak door behind her. She spoke a few arcane words and a dull blaze of yellow light ran a circuit around the doorframe, sealing the door shut.

Probably unnecessary, she thought. Few visit the Books anymore.

Only a handful could decipher the complicated texts. Haylan and the other authors were brilliant to the point of madness. The intellect required to comprehend the concepts and theories meant only the top students and a small group of Councilmen could understand them.

In this room at the top of the tower, books lined the circular walls. She ignored them all for the three large tomes perched on white marble pedestals. Glittering blue and purple mist rose slowly from each and evaporated quickly. The Codices carried an array of deadly protections. 

Jasoom had been dead-set against her idea but only for political reasons; he worried about his career and his standing at the school. He would not speculate on the merit of her plan. She argued with him half the night. He promised to keep her plan secret, but refused to help.

She eased the tip of her staff against the first pedestal and drew a deep breath. Purplish mist curled around the shaft like a winding python. She exhaled and began unraveling the first of the many magical barriers defending the ancient texts. 

Hours later she stepped away and straightened her shoulders, arching her back to relieve cramped muscles. Her work here was complete. The protections around each Book would unravel slowly, giving her and Billy time to prepare for the coming fight. He, at least, was willing to listen. She remembered their conversation last night after Jasoom went home. She’d told Billy her ideas; I’ll set the protections to fade slowly so Bloodletter scrying will begin to succeed. Thinking they’ve at last broken through. They’ll locate the Books and detect the magical traps I’ve set, which they’ll remove with some difficultly. Soon after they’ll launch an assault to come get the Codices, probably rushing the tower from below but possibly through infiltration or perhaps blackmailing a current student. We’ll meet their attack and fight back, convincingly, but ultimately, we’ll fail. They will escape with the Books and then we’ll have something to trace. We’ll discover their stronghold. We’ll rescue my family.

She remembered his concern. Too many assumptions, he’d warned. He’d started to list them but she stopped him.

Let me think about it, she’d said, yet today she’d put her plan in motion without him or Jasoom. Better the blame land on only one.


Chapter Thirty-Two

They’d just finished breakfast when the knock on the door came. Billy opened to find two Keep guards in full uniform, looking nervous.

“May I help you?”

“We’ve come for the girl,” the older guard said. “Charges have been brought.”

Billy was not surprised. Too many eyes and ears in this massive building. He turned to face Ems and saw she’d already gathered her robe and staff.

“The staff stays here,” said the younger guard.

Ems stopped in front of him. “Is that what you think?” She met his eyes until he looked away. “Lead,” she said.

“I’ll come too,” Billy added.

“Our orders were for her only,” the older guard said. “But I’m sure the council will understand.”

Billy locked the door to their apartment and joined Ems on her march to the council room. The guards fell in behind. After many twisting corridors, the couple entered a cavernous room. The guards stayed at the entrance.

Intricate carvings of SeaEnd history adorned the walls and narrow goldfish ponds ran from front to back. Pews were evenly spaced along the main floor and at the head of the room an elevated area held nine large and ornately carved marble chairs. Behind those a giant sculpture of an open book stretched from wall to wall. Three massive chandeliers dangled above, unlit as sunlight poured in through the crystalline roof. Seven of the chairs were occupied, two by Kalum and Ollie. The center chair held Hassan Bok, a tall, mustached, gray-haired man Billy and Ems had seen only rarely. The chairs to his immediate right and left were empty. Billy knew those three chairs made up the Senior High Council. Haylan Pil once sat where Hassan sat now.

The walk from back to front was long. Billy wore slippers but Ems wore boots and her heels clunked with every step. When they stood before the Council, the guards closed the heavy doors.

“I know you, William Tate,” Hassan said. “No request was made for you.”

“Truth, High Councilman Bok.”

The High Councilman waited for Billy to continue but the boy just stared. The sage turned his attention to Ems.

A side door opened and Gunter and Jasoom entered and moved to the front of the room facing Billy and Ems. Billy recognized Gunter as the man who jumped from Ems’s ship before docking.

“Ems Fick,” Hassan said. “Charges have been filed against you; insubordination, treachery, rebellion, manslaughter, and, last and most serious by far, necromancy.”

Ems smiled. “Interesting. I hadn’t considered that but yes, I suppose you are right, technically.”

“You admit to these charges?”

“High Lord, please, this is not a civil court. You are chartered and operate under the king’s good graces. He can imprison me but you cannot. You can recommend he do so but honestly, can any prison hold me? All you can do is expel me from a university that hasn’t challenged me for almost a year. Your threat has no edge. You need me more than I need you.”

Billy expected the older man to get angry but he sat patiently.

“Yes, I admit to these charges,” Ems said after a moment.

“Will you restore the protections you dispelled from each Codex?”

Billy turned sharply to look at her. She avoided his gaze.

“No, High Council, I will not.”

Kalum stood. “Billy, were you aware she had done such a thing?”

“Although we’d discussed such an enterprise, I was unaware she’d acted.”

“Ems Fick, I ask again; will you restore the protections you dispelled?”

Ems shifted her weight impatiently. “Again, no.”

The Council leaned into a semi-circle and spoke in hushed tones. Gunter seemed bored but Ems knew that was a feint; the man was ready for action. Jasoom looked nervous and uncertain.

“Having doubts, Jasoom?” Ems said.

The young man looked away.

Hassan stood. “The Council has reached a decision. Considering your confession and the seriousness of your crimes, I declare you tu expulso. Ems Fick, you are hereby expelled from Windham Keep for all time. Further, for the charge of necromancy, you are named Heretic and all rights and privileges are rescinded. Your name will be struck from the school’s records. Your name will be submitted to the King for banishment from SeaEnd for all time.”

“Doubtful. The king owes my family a fortune.”

“Lord Bok,” Kalum asked. “Can we avoid making this contentious?” He turned to Ems. “Miss Fick, may I ask why you removed those protections? I know you. To make that choice you must have sound reasons, but, sadly, I cannot fathom them. Will you share your thoughts with an ignorant old man?”

Ems met Billy’s eyes. He gave her an almost imperceptible nod.

“I bait the Bloodletters.”

Kalum looked like he’d been slapped. The other Council members began talking excitedly amongst themselves.

“We sit and wait,” Ems went on. “We put up defenses and hide behind them. Meanwhile, the Bloodletters roam freely, acquiring ever greater wealth and power and converts to their cause. They launch attacks at us because they know exactly where to find us. They drain our resources at their pace. They learn our weaknesses at their pace. They work their agenda at their pace. I mean to end that. Let them take the Codices. They cannot use them. We can track the Books in their possession. We can know precisely where the Bloodletters are. We can counter-attack.”

Hassan pounded a fist on his desk. “Betrayal!”

Ems rolled her eyes.

Hassan went on: “The Books Haylan fought so hard to keep from them you willingly handed over? Lord Haylan destroyed magic rather than allow those books to fall into Bloodletter hands. You’ve undone his work. Such arrogance! Are you naïve? Or do you secretly wear a Gray Robe, child? They yet hold your family, do they not? Have they bought you?”

Billy saw her eyes narrow, her mouth draw tight with anger. He stepped between her and the Council and took her shoulders in his hands. He put his forehead against hers. His voice was soft. “Just leave, Ems. Hassan already made the pronouncement. Only Kalum and Ollie would listen and on the Council, they’re outnumbered. You should just go. Argument gains us nothing.”

Ems searched his eyes and saw love there. They kissed briefly. Ems stood tall.

She faced Kalum, ignoring High Councilman Bok.

“High Mage Haylan Pil was wrong,” she proclaimed. “The void he left gave us the Bloodletters. Hassan Bok says I’ve undone Haylan’s work and now Master Bok is wrong too; I eradicate the disease Haylan created.”

She gathered her robe and staff and turned for the door. The guards looked for direction and Hassan opened his mouth to speak but Kalum whispered: “Let her go, Lord. Only Warlock Tate has a chance of stopping her and he would not raise a hand, I assure you.”

“What about young Nesa?” Hassan boomed. “She left with you but never returned. Are you responsible for her loss as well?”

Ems stopped, frozen, spine as stiff as steel. Billy held his breath.

Ems lowered her eyes to the chamber floor and headed for the apartment she shared with Billy. She was already considering which apartments near the city library would have the best view of the ocean. She’d leave campus tonight.

Hassan spoke: “Billy, your association with her places you in an unfavorable position. Have you anything to say in your defense?”

Billy waved the Councilman’s comment away with the back of his hand. “Lord Bok, I need no defending. I have tremendous respect for the chair you hold and your years of service and study, but you’ve already weakened the Keep’s defenses more than you know. I’ve known many men like you; politicians where I come from, constantly maneuvering to position themselves at the expense of others. The admission of ignorance is the first step of wisdom. Our school teaches that. You are too late to bring back Ems. Don’t say something stupid and lose me too.”

The High Councilman’s face turned red.

Billy continued: “Every action has unforeseen consequences; that is true, and not even Ems can predict every outcome. But if she says allowing the theft of the Books is the correct strategy, then, frightened by the idea as I may be, I support her. Forced to choose between her and you, I choose her.”

The young man and the High Councilman locked eyes.

“You’re entitled to your opinion,” Hassan said. “But you may not know some things about your companion. Huntsman Gunter Brugg tells us he witnessed Miss Fick desecrate a grave and destroy the living tower of Alarus the druid. She spoke with the dead, opening herself to Possession and madness. She slaughtered the helpless.”

“And I presume Jasoom told you about her ideas regarding the Codices?”

“Correct.”

“Then why are you talking to me about her? I love her. If you are trying to earn my loyalty, you are proceeding in exactly the wrong way.”

Hassan clamped his lips tight. He leaned his weight on his fists, shaking his head. “Fine. This meeting is adjourned.”

Disgusted, Billy gave the Council a withering look.

So many enemies out in the world and here I stand battling my brethren.

A strong desire to cut ties with the Keep washed over him but he knew he must not. Before this war was over, he and the Keep would need each other. He was sure that was the reason Ems dispelled the protections without telling him; she wanted to keep a connection to the school. Still, he needed to express his disdain for their decisions and his resistance to their ways.

He lifted his right hand, palm down, and uttered a few soft words. His hand immolated with blue-orange flame and the Council tensed. The door guards took steps forward. Hassan leaned back.

There was nothing more to say. He spread his fingers as the Council watched and ran his softly flaming hand up his forehead and back over his scalp. Loops and curls of shaggy brown hair burned away, falling around his feet. In a few passes his head was smoothly shaven. To Kalum and Ollie, the boy seemed to age ten years.

“History will speak of your mistakes today,” he said. He gripped his mahogany staff and gave Kalum and Ollie a solemn nod, and then left to help Ems pack.


Chapter Thirty-Three

They bought a small cottage between the university and city library. Word of Ems’s expulsion spread quickly with most students and faculty happy to see her gone. No one spoke to her except Billy and Jaleen. Someone at the Keep started the rumor that Ems was responsible for Nesa’s death.

Kalum and Ollie came to visit their new home after a few weeks. The four sat at a table in the dining room and Ems made tea.

“I’ve tried to reason with Hassan,” Kalum said to Ems. “But he’s stubborn. He sees you as a threat to his power and authority. He loves being High Councilman.”

Ems smiled ruefully. “That seat was called High Mage when Haylan held the title. Did you know that? Hassan cannot cast. I am a threat to his power and authority. So is Billy. If he was a man of character, he’d step down and hand the title to Pitter-Patter.”

Billy made an unpleasant face and Ollie chuckled and then said: “Others complain of your blunt speech, Ems, but not me. I prefer my truth raw.”

Kalum looked at his brother before speaking again. “We are coming apart just when we need to come together. I came here to plead for mercy; do not abandon us. Hassan is a fool. Ollie agrees. Please don’t leave.”

Billy and Ems exchanged a knowing look.

Ems said: “The Bloodletters will not release my family. They set Greta free only to make me think they will, but I know better. I need to accept that my family is dead.”

“But you don’t know—“ Ollie said.

“Stop,” Ems interrupted. “I appreciate your thoughtfulness but I do know. For the good of the world, they are dead. I must see them that way. I cannot allow myself to be manipulated. Billy and I will spend the next week or so preparing for the inevitable Bloodletter assault.” She ran her eyes over his shaven head. “Quietly empty the Keep as much as you can. The fewer students and staff present, the fewer will die. Trust me, this is our only path.”

“Hard times,” Kalum muttered.

“After the attack, Billy and I will be gone for a time. Do not fear; we are working hard to save this place, despite their treatment of me.”

“How can Kalum and I help?” Ollie asked.

“Bring every item you suspect may be infused with magic,” Billy instructed. He faced Kalum. “I know Sala has a few collecting dust. I’d like to examine them. We need every weapon we can get.”

“Of course. I’ll ask around, too.”

The conversation shifted to more domestic topics and after an hour the brothers departed. Billy collected saucers and cups. He sat them in a bucket of water in the kitchen. Ems came up from behind and wrapped her arms around his waist. She hugged him tightly.

“So,” she said. “The Song of Carnage?”

Billy turned within her arms to face her. “Yes, and some way to increase our rate of travel. I’ll search the old spell books at Windham Keep. You check the city library.”

They kissed softly.

“Pitter-Patter, something occurred to me after the battle in WealWood Tropics.”

“What?”

“Female Bloodletters; we’ve never seen or heard of one. Is that strange?”

Billy cocked his head, thinking.

“That is strange. What’s the significance?”

“No idea, but the fact feels important.”

“I agree.”

“The attack will come soon,” Ems stated, changing subjects. “I’ve anticipated their arrogance and aggression. The final protections will fade within days. They may try several attacks before a main effort, just to probe our responses. You and I have many battles ahead.”

“We will prepare all we can. We have time for another tattoo. Maybe two.”

“We’ll need them. Perhaps three or four, if we can take the pain. Those tattoos leave my head spinning.”


Chapter Thirty-Four

Nesa kept her eyes on the forest floor and her feet moving. The jungle came at her fast and she tripped often but jumped to her feet and pumped her legs faster. Behind her she heard the crackle and zap of Ems casting magic and the enraged mother spider screaming. Nesa knew Ems could not win. There were so many babies and Mother was huge. They’d swarm the young Witch, the only friend she’d ever had, crawling over her, spinning their sticky webs until Ems could no longer lift her staff or cast spells and then Mother would inject Ems and then they’d all feast on her. Nesa sobbed as she ran, falling again and again. Panic drove her.

As she sprinted, the sounds of battle faded, replaced by the thrashing of palm fronds and broad leaves. Startled birds squawked and small creatures darted away. Her lungs burned. Her legs ached. She snagged a foot on a vine and landed hard but scrambled to her feet to run some more. Finally, her body drained, she stumbled again and could not rise. Her little chest heaved as she sucked air. She rolled onto her back, eyes wide with terror, scanning the branches above, expecting eight-legged attackers to drop any second.

Youth quickly slowed her breathing and cooled her sweat, but fear remained. She crawled to a nearby kapok tree and huddled between the roots. Every nerve strained for some sign of the battle’s outcome. She searched ground level for Ems and scanned the branches for spiders. She waited, too frightened to move, trying hard to figure out what to do.

Time passed. The sun moved and shadows swung from right to left. Nesa whimpered and burrowed deeper into the roots. She carefully drank some water and pulled her bacon bread out to eat while she waited.

Eventually she began walking, continuing her path away from the spider battle. She nibbled her bread. As she pushed deeper into the jungle, she began to worry about nightfall.

Rustling above snapped her head up. Humanoid shapes moved effortlessly through the high branches, swinging into positions all around her. She squeezed her bread and began to run.

This time she ran with focus. The need for speed was too great. Blind panic and the constant stumbling that went with it would be the end of her. She darted through the jungle as fast as she could, trying desperately to lose the creatures above. She entered a small clearing and several hairless chimpanzees dropped from the branches to land in a ragged circle around her. She screamed.

The Guda held stone daggers and wooden clubs. Each had three crude dots scarring their forehead. Directly before her was an especially large male, face smeared with brightly colored war paint. He extended his hand.

A wild man exploded from the dense jungle wall. He was armed with two long daggers and fought like a whirlwind, slashing the closest chimp and diving for the next. All the primates screamed and scattered, all except War Paint. He barked some orders and his companions circled back, dropping from the trees to help their brothers.

Nesa ran again. She dodged around War Paint and pumped her legs like pistons. More bodies dropped from above and grabbed the girl mid-stride. She screamed as strong calloused hands clamped over her mouth and covered her eyes. As if weightless, she felt the ground fall away as she was hoisted into the treetops. The last thing she saw was the wild man take a hard blow to the back of his head and fall next to three monkey bodies at his feet.

Her trip through the canopy was terrifying. Nesa squeezed her eyes shut and felt her stomach flip and turn. The speed of these creatures astonished her and their feet were as dexterous as their hands. Sometimes the creature carrying her would hit a gap in the branches and he’d throw her across open space where another caught her with faultless precision. Nesa’s screams echoed through the foliage. Too much to bear, Nesa slipped into a stupor and waited for the madness to end. The rush of wind and swish of passing trees went on mile after mile.

Eventually, the troop slowed. Nesa saw they headed for an emergent stand of kapok which towered above the surrounding forest. Crude structures hugged the trunks and thickest branches and Nesa realized a village of these creatures lived four hundred feet above the rainforest floor. Hundreds of them ran along elevated pathways or swung through the trees.

War Paint screeched and hidden sentries returned the call. The village exploded with activity. Nesa guessed their numbers were closer to a thousand. War Paint aimed for a large floored area at the center of the village and the monkey carrying Nesa dropped lightly to a wide branch and set the girl at his feet. Villagers began arriving by the dozens. Soon she was surrounded by hundreds of curious primate faces.

War Paint stood before her and lifted both arms high. “Guuudaaa.”

Nesa looked around, unsure how to respond, terrified of making a mistake.

“I don’t know what you want,” she began, fighting back tears. She pointed at her chest. “Nesa.”

War Paint pointed at his chest. “Dak-Dak.” He swung his arm to point at the assembled throng. “Guda.”

Nesa faced the expectant crowd with no inkling of what she should do. Dak-Dak faced the gathered crowd and spoke to them with grunts and screeches. An excitement moved through them. Dak-Dak gestured at Nesa and she cowered but then he picked her up and threw her from the platform.

Stunned for an instant, Nesa screamed.

Four hundred feet below, the forest floor rushed at her. Nesa screamed again. She clutched at every stem and twig as she plummeted to earth and time seemed to slow. She cast about, wide-eyed, searching for any Guda coming to rescue her, but they all watched with rapt curiosity. Nesa screamed again as the horror of imminent death flooded her body and mind. In a split-second, fury and indignation exploded. Tired of the constant dangers and continuous threats, mind-numbing fears and endless perils, Nesa felt a boundless anger erupt.

She saw herself growing up alone on the streets of SeaEnd; hungry, dirty, frightened, always running. Running from all those who wished her harm, and the whole world seemed to wish her harm.

Until Ems. Ems showed her love. Ems fed her and kept her clean and bought her new clothing. More than material displays, Ems cared how Nesa felt. Ems cared if Nesa was happy. Ems sacrificed for Nesa. Fearless Ems. Courageous Ems.

With certain death rushing to meet her, Nesa resolved she would not die afraid. She simply refused. She made her small hands into fists and screamed: “No! No! NO!”

The forest floor exploded as she hit. Green and yellow flames swirled around her, igniting nothing but blowing back foliage and dead leaves like a whirlwind.

Bewildered, she found herself at the bottom of a small crater, looking at gleeful, yowling monkeys above. Her clothes burned with small green and yellow flames.

Dak-Dak had his arms raised and howled in triumph. The monkeys dropped rapidly to the ground and threw handfuls of leaves into the air, celebrating wildly. Some beat their forearms against trees while others pounded the forest floor. A deafening cry rose from the troop.

The flames sputtered briefly and went out, sending a wave of fatigue racing through her. She staggered trying to rise and a dozen monkeys rushed to her aid, pulling her from the basin. Her eyelids were terribly heavy. She saw Dak-Dak land a few feet away. He raised a hand with three glowing fingertips which he pressed to her forehead, burning her. Her eyes closed and she knew blackness.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Nesa woke inside a crude hut, surrounded by food. She recognized red apples and quickly finished one before moving on to blackberries. A plate of cooked meat smelled delicious but she was suspicious. Her hunger won and she ate several handfuls, delighted by the taste.

She threw back her covers and discovered she still wore her dirty and burnt clothing, but hanging nearby were a vest and skirt of tightly woven vines and leaves. She left bed and quickly changed. Her forehead hurt and she raised a hand to discover three rough patches of skin. She drank deeply from the fresh water gourd and stepped from the hut.

She faced a large platform courtyard built in the uppermost branches. Every type of Guda, adorned with rings and necklaces of animal bones, stopped whatever they were doing to stare at her. Nesa felt the entire structure sway gently with the breeze. From her lofty vantage point, Nesa saw vibrant green stretched to the horizon in every direction. A few steps took her to the edge. This was not the same village. This was a city. Tens of thousands of Guda swarmed the boughs below. Awkward footsteps brought her around.

Dak-Dak shambled towards her, inspecting her for injury. He nodded with satisfaction. Nesa made a tiny fist and hit him in the stomach as hard as she could.

“You threw me out of the tree!” she yelled.

Dak-Dak seemed terribly embarrassed, glancing around at his brethren.

“Did you save me?” Nesa asked. “Or did I save myself?”

Dak-Dak waved her question away and took her wrist, pulling her across the platform to a large and finely detailed hut. Flowering vines from below had been woven through the walls and roof. Nesa noted complex runes carved into the woodwork. Dak-Dak opened the door and tugged her through.

Inside the single room shelves were stacked with books. A desk and two chairs made for a human sat in the center. Against the far wall a bed rested on the floor and on the bed the body of an old human woman, long dead. The vines had grown through the wall and the woman’s face was framed with flowers of every color. On her forehead were three wrinkled dots.

Dak-Dak gestured for Nesa to look around so the girl tentatively approached the closest shelf. The book she pulled described many jungle plants and their medicinal value. Additional pages explained which flora were poisonous or made good tea. Nesa returned the book and pulled another and found information about jungle animals along with careful sketches. Dak-Dak grunted and pointed at the woman.

Yes, I’m avoiding the body, she thought. Nesa sighed.

She moved to investigate the aged woman. She saw no signs of decay but the desiccated skin hugged the muscles and skeleton beneath. Dry, gray, wispy hair ran to the woman’s knees. She wore a vest and skirt of woven vines and leaves, now dry and brittle. A journal sat on a low table next to the sleeping mat and Nesa turned to Dak-Dak, asking if she may touch the book. The creature misunderstood and quickly backed out of the room, closing the crude door behind him. Nesa felt icy fingers of fear at being alone with a dead body but quick anger cleared her mind.

No more, she thought. I am tired of being afraid all the time.

She looked down at the shriveled cadaver.

Still, I don’t want to be next to her.

Nesa took the diary and moved to the table where she began to read. Hours later she closed the journal. Now she understood. She went back to sit beside the woman and held her dry, bony hand.

Ems is certainly dead. That man that tried to help me is certainly dead. Jal and Paark have no idea where I am and have troubles of their own.

Nesa set the journal on the floor and carefully brushed hair off the woman’s face.

I am here for a long time.

Alone for the first time, sadness filled her. Tears spilled down her cheeks and she wiped them away. She again surveyed the inside of this crude hut. 

I am here for a long, long time.

The young girl climbed onto the bed and wiggled under mummified arms until the crone hugged her.

They revered you and you made them your children and when you knew you were dying, you sent them to find your replacement and they found me.

Bony ribs poked her. She snuggled closer to the mummified body and a great sorrow welled up.

“No.” Her spoken word echoed in the empty hut. She rubbed the tears from her cheeks. “Ems always fights, so I will fight. No more tears.”

She slipped out of the macabre embrace and opened the journal. She flipped through pages until she found what she sought.

She expected a funeral pyre but for forest folk, avoiding fire made sense. She’d prepare the body herself and then the various bones would be taken as prizes by the villagers. She read several times to commit the ritual to memory. When she was ready, she called Dak-Dak to rejoin her.

Ems will come for me. I need to stay alive and wait.

End
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