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The Boy Named Warlock







"What will you do when you get home?" she asked.


Chapter 1

The whip cracked. Illith winced, but stubbornly kept her lips sealed.

"No tears?" the grimy overseer taunted, coiling the whip for another strike. "No tears for Gunto?"

His flabby arm drew back. The whip cracked again. Blood oozed from her pale skin through her tattered shirt. Her long white hair snagged the crimson fluid. Illith ignored the pain and continued scooping chunks of raw sulfur into the ragged woven basket. He wiped his sweaty palms on a fat belly, smearing the dirty apron he wore. He licked his lips, excitement building.

"You cried about everything when you first arrived," he sneered. "You cried when you were hungry. You cried when you were scared. You cried in your sleep." He leaned close, hot fetid breath in her face.

"You cried when your family died," he hissed. "One by one. You bawled your eyes out for them. Now, nothing makes you cry. I want to make you cry again."

The overseer stepped away. The whip whistled and popped. Pain seared her back. Gunto chuckled.

Laugh, Illith thought. Laugh like the man with the knife when he murdered my father, or the man with the spear who murdered my mother. My sisters Aleena and Celia died at the hands of a man with a whip and he laughed too, like you. I will make you pay. I will make you all pay.

The whip cracked again. Illith fought back tears.

"Cry," the man said. "Cry and I'll stop. I promise."

Illith lifted the basket of yellow rock and stumbled to the ore cart. She dumped the load and the whip bit again. The mine was a dark and dangerous place, filled with evil, sadistic men. Families labored ceaselessly, working until they dropped. Her tears would not matter. Her tears would change nothing.

Illith knew the whippings would never stop. Unless she made them stop.

I can take my own life, she reasoned. Or I can kill them all.

She returned to the cavern wall and the vein of yellow cake, scratching and clawing with dirty, bleeding fingers. Chunks fell.

"You are a pretty girl. Under all that grime, I see beauty. But you're filthy. You like being filthy. You crawl through these tunnels and refuse to wash. You're the only slave that refuses. Did you know that? You're disgusting."

Yet none of you force yourselves on me.

"What's your name, little she-pig? What did your dead mommy and daddy name you? I bet they chose a pretty name, a light and airy name, like a pretty meadow filled with sunlight and flowers."

Illith pushed the yellow chunks into her basket.

"You'll never see light and open air again," he hissed. "You will die in this forsaken hole like your family. I will throw your body in a crevice and no one will notice you're missing. No one will care."

Illith wiped sweat from her face, leaving yellow streaks like war paint. She scooped sulfur.

"I told you to cry," the man growled.

The whip flew. Illith took the blow, agony involuntarily curling her lips into a jagged grin. Gunto saw and mistakenly believed she smiled. The man's anger exploded. The whip fell twice, shredding clothing and skin. Illith grit her teeth and remained silent. The man's anger flared into a towering rage.

"I'll make you weep!" he shouted. "I'll make you weep buckets."

He dropped the whip and knocked the basket from her hands. He grabbed a handful of her long white hair and pulled, heaving her up the tunnel.

They emerged into a massive cavern filled with jagged spikes and broken rock, natural columns of basalt and murky pools of black water. In the distance, a large fire burned at the center, providing light and heat but causing shadows to dance wildly.

Slaves worked the mine like ants swarming sugar. Overseers watched from platforms above but Illith had learned they were there to keep the slaves fearful. The giant cave had dozens of blind spots. Gunto pulled her towards the central fire. Red hot iron brands sat in the embers, always ready to mark a rebellious slave. Illith realized his intent and struggled to free herself. Gunto called for slaves nearby to help and several grabbed her wrists and ankles. They carried her to the fire, laying her body between columns of blackened stone, bending her backward on shattered rock.  

"Hold the little animal," Gunto ordered.

The overseer withdrew an iron from the fire, the end, a small but ornate curlicue, glowed red.

"Your disobedience has earned you the Grim Mark," he rumbled. "You know what that means. Any overseer can kill you without owing a fee." He lifted the iron to show Illith the hot tip. "If you ever again disappoint any of us, you die. Painfully."

He gestured to a slave and the woman lifted Illith's dirty shirt, exposing a smooth, filthy, pale belly.

"Still no tears?" he taunted. "No screams?"

Illith clamped her jaw and glared at the man, refusing to give him any satisfaction. He locked eyes with her and pressed the end of the hot iron rod below her belly button. Flesh popped and sizzled but Illith clamped her jaw and made no sound. Enraged, Gunto pressed harder. Her pain spiked but faded as nerves died.

This time Illith did smile.

"Stop!" Gunto shouted.

He kicked the slave holding Illith's wrists. The woman fell backward. He meant to kick the slave who held Illith's ankles but the woman saw the strike coming and scrambled away. Gunto followed, cursing the woman.

Illith was loose. She sat up and spied the grimy pommel of the man's weapon, bouncing on his hip. For the first time in her terrible life in these mines, opportunity presented itself. She took it. She rushed to her feet, smoothly drawing the overseer's short sword while his back was turned. She held the weapon with both hands and rammed the point between his ribs, piercing his liver, puncturing a lung. The slaves cowered, terrified. Gunto coughed blood, confused by the sudden pain, bewildered by what happened. She yanked the blade free as he turned. He saw the bloody weapon in her hand, mystified how she's obtained it.

"Cry," she growled. "Cry, and I promise I'll stop."

Gunto wiped his mouth, stared at the blood on his palm.

"No tears for Illith? Okay. I'll make you cry."

She stepped close and drove the point into his stomach, upward, searching for his heart. Gunto's eyes went wide and filled with terror. At last he realized his fate. He tried to fill his lungs to scream but instead blew a bloody, frothy spray out his back. Illith shoved with all her strength, shoved until she felt the tip puncture his meaty organ. The overseer crumpled at her feet. She withdrew the weapon and showed him the blade smeared with his blood. She dabbed a finger in the liquid and traced the raw new brand on her belly.

"Your blood will heal me," she chuckled. She grabbed his face, leaned over the man, noses almost touching. "You are dying," she giggled. "I killed you." She held his gaze as the light left his eyes. She slipped the short sword back into his scabbard.

Armed slaves draw attention. I don't need it.

Blood oozed around the body, spreading. She stepped back.

I must hide his body, buy myself time.

She braced her back against a craggy column, gasping when sharp rock drove into tortured flesh, and shoved his stout body with her legs, working from feet to head and back, gradually inching him into a rugged ditch. A few slaves drew closer to watch. Illith spread a layer of loose dirt and rock to cover the corpse. The bright light of the central fire created dark, dancing shadows all around the chamber. Gunto's body would be difficult to spot unless spied directly. She squared her shoulders, noting the terrified eyes of the slaves watching her.

"I'm leaving," she said, rubbing soot and charcoal to darken her pale skin. "I've spent months learning the tunnels of this place. I'd planned to slip away soon but this pig makes me go today. I know the way. I'm getting out. You all should do the same."

"You'll die before you reach the Muddy Wood," said an older woman. "You'll bring death on us too."

"Fear is how they control you. There are more of us than there are of them. Stop being afraid."

"Will you free us?" asked the girl that had held Illith's ankles.

"Free yourselves." 

"They'll come after you," said the woman.

"I know a sorcerer," Illith said. "I'll make him help me."

"You're a fool," the woman scorned. "Magic is dead. A sorcerer can't help you."

"He can. He knows a special magic. He'll teach me."

"Why?"

"Because he's addicted to an orchid and I know where it grows. I'll trade. When I've learned enough, I'll come back and shatter this mountain on their heads."

The older woman drew the short sword from the overseer's sheath, holding the bloody weapon with hands too weak for the weight.

"I'll get extra rations for turning you in. You'll die in the wild anyway. I'll save you the trouble."

The woman lunged. After one clumsy stab, Illith grabbing her wrist and took the short sword away, plunging the blade in the woman's stomach.

"You are too stupid to live," Illith hissed, their faces close.

She yanked the weapon free and faced the remaining slaves. Behind her, the older woman crumpled, crying.

"All of you," Illith continued. "Too stupid and cowardly. Not me. I'm leaving. Soon I'll be a great wizard. You stay here and suffer and when I return, I'll kill you for being gutless."

Illith scanned the large chamber to get her bearings. She dropped the short sword and headed for a small tunnel at a trot, long white hair flying.


Chapter 2

Young William Tate sat his tea cup on the matching saucer. The ancient stone tower, the home he shared with Ems Fick, shuddered, buffeted by powerful winds. The storm had arrived at sunset and the centuries-old spire groaned, battered and beaten. A deep chill had seeped through the masonry to fill the small room. Billy and Ems were protected from the cold by warding tattoos but both sensed the frigid air anyway.

"I'm going after those kids," Billy stated. "They need me. You know my history, Ems. I was those children. I know exactly what they're feeling. I can't stand it. They are all alone, no loving parent, no one protecting them. I cannot do to them what was done to me. No. I'm going after those schoolchildren."

"We need help, Pitter-Patter," Ems insisted, using his pet-name, the name given to him by his dearest friends. "At the least I need to come with you. I believe we should gather a party, a group of trusted friends with a useful mix of skills. You need to be patient."

Ems tucked the blanket around her exposed toes. The tattooed glyphs which covered her skin prevented her from ever feeling cold again, or hunger, or fatigue, or a host of other human frailties, but old habits die slowly.

"I'm done being patient," Billy stressed. "We used those children. Without their knowledge. You want to sit here, comfortable and cozy, reading, while they suffer. It's unacceptable. How many have died already?"

"In war," Ems replied, coldly. "People die, including children. The price of saving hundreds is the death of a few. A frontal assault on Valdmur would be doomed. We know generally where they are being held but nothing specific. We need more information. We need to know the exact location and the defenses we'll face. To arrive on their doorstep, we'd need a massive army, the biggest army this world has ever seen, and we have no such army."

Ems leaned forward.

"A successful mission to Valdmur will require every friend, every weapon, every spell we can learn. A small group can succeed where an army, or an individual, fails."

"What I need is stealth. I need secrecy and speed. I am better than an army. I don't need combat spells to slip in and out. Avoiding battle is my only chance. I'm hoping you'll join me."

"Stealth, yes. Secrecy and speed, yes. But what happens when we are discovered? We will need combat magic and powerful weapons. We will need the combined skills of several. You are thinking with your heart and not your head."

Billy and Ems scowled at each other. Billy took a sip of tea.

"We allowed those children to be taken," he continued. "The single worst act I've ever committed. Your tracing spell worked and we learned the location of the Bloodletter's home. We can launch attacks now. We can keep an eye and be vigilant. But we must bring those children home. I did not agree to leave them in that awful place this long."

"No, you didn't. But I learned how to Speak with the Dead, and the graveyards and cemeteries of SeaEnd became a treasure trove of lost knowledge. I learned much, and quickly. The Bloodletters know every book in your library. They know the spells you know. They are prepared for you. We'll need forgotten magic to successfully raid Valdmur, magic they won't be ready for, magic for which they have no counter."

"You must not Speak with the Dead. It is forbidden. It's dangerous."

"Forbidden? The Council has no power over me, Billy. Not anymore. I'm right and you know it. You can't embrace an idea that isn't yours. You trust you. You're smarter than this."

Billy drummed his fingers.

"Smart is useless in this world," he said. "Where I come from people say I'm a genius. This place has taught me smart doesn't matter. The problems I face here require more than brains. You're smarter than me. Has that helped you? You've been kicked out of school and named a heretic."

"I'm fine with all that. The high council is a collection of fools."

"Mostly. But they're not always wrong. Speaking with the Dead is dangerous."

"For lesser minds."

Billy snorted. She was as beautiful now as the day he'd first seen her. He loved her pale skin and big eyes, long dark hair and pointy nose. The scar on her cheek added character and intrigue. He held her stare, adoring her, but saw something behind her eyes, something veiled. She kept a secret from him.

"You seek more than forgotten lore," Billy said. "Your hunt is specific."

Ems sat straight, eyes wide with excitement.

"I'm close, Billy," she admitted. "I'm eliminating dead ends, narrowing choices. Soon I'll have the hidden grave of Cedrac Angstrom, the most powerful Battlemage ever. I'll wake him from his eternal sleep and force him to teach me his magic. He invented spells which release tremendous energy with few gestures and fewer words. They can be used in the heat of combat. He's a legend. Imagine what I'll learn."

"Cedrac is dead and should remain so. There are barriers we should not breach. Each time you invite someone over the threshold, you risk them taking permanent residence in your head. What spells are worth that?"

She lowered her eyes.

"We should hear what he has to say. Also, rumor says it was he who hid the Song of Carnage. Such a powerful sword could shape the war, help us win."

"I knew it! I knew you were after more than new spells. You risk Possession over one sword? What difference can one sword make?"  

"You don't know what I know."

"I don't need to. One sword is not worth the risk. It's too dangerous."

"Says the man ready to sneak alone into the Bloodletter's lair."

"For the children! All you pursue is more power."

"For the children," she countered.

"I love you, Ems. I want you with me, but I'll go alone if you insist on waiting. I must. Those kids need me."

"Us."

"Yes. Us."

"Billy. You want to go alone. You prefer to do things by yourself."

"No, I don't. I need your help."

Ems dragged her fingers through her hair.

"No," she exhaled. "That's you saying the right thing. You're accustomed to taking care of yourself. You've waited long enough and can now justify the course of action you truly desired anyway. Think back on all we've done together. We've always followed your plans. You never include others."

"I'm trying to include you right now."

"Truly? Tell me, before you decided we needed to leave right now, did you ask for any advice? Did you seek my insights? Did we form your plan together? What part is my contribution? Or is heading for Valdmur immediately your idea, and you're trying to sell me on it?"

Billy stared at the rug.

"I understand why you are this way, Pitter-Patter. Everyone you've ever loved has left you. You lost your father, your brother, both sisters, and even your mom, when she slipped into oblivion. Now you protect your heart by keeping people out of it. You feel safer and more in control by acting alone. I know all this about you yet still love you with all my heart. Foolish, I know. You may never learn to let others in, including me, and that hurts. I feel lonely even when you're in the room. I know you love me. I see the love in your eyes. But you've already decided to go to Valdmur without me. You knew I'd never agree to behavior so rash. This debate is to make you feel like you tried. You're a loner. The broken heart of your childhood has made you a loner."

She stopped talking. Billy was done listening. She headed for the bedroom to change into combat clothes.

"I'm going to practice sword play," she said, hesitating. "I'll be home later."

His shoulders sagged. Exhaustion weighed on him. They'd argued for hours without progress. Days. Weeks. He rose from his reading chair and wrapped her in his arms. He kissed the top of her head.  

He sat on the bed and watched her dress. They kissed again and she left. He formed a list in his head of items needed for his journey, sending his eyes around their room. He saw himself in the full-length mirror: his face was still young but his eyes shocked him. His eyes looked burdened and ancient. He rubbed his shaved head feeling the tattoos there. He pushed the sleeves of his heavy robe, eyeing the many intricate sigils on his arms.

I am protected from almost everything, he mused. But no glyph protects me from an aching heart.

He removed his robe, following the flow of complex runes across his chest and stomach. He'd need neither food nor water nor sleep on this trip, protected from such weaknesses by the elaborate characters burned into his flesh. Acquiring them had been excruciating but worth the price.

He ran through his mental checklist again: boxes of various powders and small bags of gems. Assorted dried animal parts and several ancient books. One by one Billy filled his mind with the items he'd need.

Ems was right. I'd planned the trip alone all along.


Chapter 3

The Ancient Red soared above the wispy clouds. This was the time Gouge loved most: warm sun on his face and the ground far below. No burdens of State or policy to enforce. Just freedom, in every direction.

"Annihilation?" Dedathu asked.

The dragon's voice was deep and grinding.

"Complete," Gouge answered. "Utter. It's what she wants."

The young man pressed an armored knee against a thick red dragon scale, directing flight, but he needn't have bothered. Dedathu knew what to do.

Far below, Parth, a city engulfed in flames, slowly died. The Ancient Red spiraled downward. Winds whipped around them and terrified faces turned skyward. Young man and dragon plummeted through columns of smoke and ash. Soon the sounds of battle reached them. Dedathu aimed for the castle and at the last moment snapped huge wings wide, scooping huge volumes of air and bringing himself to a gentle halt. He hovered for an instant before placing all four feet on the castle roof. The stone building shuddered. Huge talons scraped marble.

Gouge slid down a foreleg and strode to the parapet, rooftop wind blowing the stylish red sashes tied around his arms and legs. His scarlet ring mail was silent. In the streets below, his ruthless and highly trained RedMen carved through city defenders, slicing through townsfolk and militia like harvesting wheat.

Why do they fight just to die? he wondered. Raga's way is better. They should embrace her plan.

Across the plaza, armed with only farming implements, citizens gathered in an alley between two shops. They'd taken defensive positions behind a barrier of overturned wagons and smashed furniture, splitting their terrified attention between the soldiers in front of them and the ancient dragon above. A phalanx of crimson armored RedMen advanced. For the townsfolk, any careless moment resulted in a flash of scarlet and long red arrow sprouting. The phalanx surged forward, smashing wagons, cutting citizens down without mercy.

It was a fate Gouge had seen a hundred times. Most cities surrendered without struggle. A few raised strident voices in rebellion but Gouge had learned to first infiltrate a town with Scarlet Ladies, the cunning diplomatic corps he'd created, and leaders were quickly identified and silenced. Blood-filled streets could be avoided. Lately the need for open battle like this was rare.

"Leave nothing," Gouge told the dragon. "Turn the city into a glassy crater. Parth is defiant and loud about it. Raga made clear the lesson she wants taught. These citizens must be broken. This city sits at a crossroads: travelers from all over will arrive and see what we've done. They will carry word around the world. What Raga does here today will most likely save lives, in the long run."

Dedathu grunted.

"You disagree?" the young man asked the dragon.

"Humans are stubborn, spiteful, calculating, and treacherous. Frequent beatings only serve to make them more so."

Gouge gave the giant lizard a sideways glance.

"Yet you do Raga's bidding."

"As do you," the dragon replied. "I am compelled. She is Beloved Kin. I must."

"I see the glee. You enjoy the killing. You enjoy the devastation."

Dedathu chuckled, a rumbling sound of boulders bumping and jostling.

"I am a creature of destruction," the dragon admitted. "Claw and fang and fire. All dragons are. For creation, you must seek the Mirada."

"What's a Mirada?"

Dedathu ignored the young man. Gouge pointed to a spot on the roof and stepped back. The dragon exhaled a small spout of white flame, heating the stone to a glowing red. Gouge took another step backward, his skin baked.

"Open it," the young man said.

Dedathu curled claws into a massive fist and slammed the glowing roof, creating a large hole. The huge beast stretched a long neck into the sky, filling giant lungs. The loud inward rush of air paused the fighting below, all eyes turning to face the dragon, suddenly aware of the beast's intention to breathe deadly fire.

"Deliver Hell," Gouge said.

Dedathu lunged, mouth pressed to the newly created opening, boiling fire blasting through the hole and belching into the streets through windows and doorways. Swirling fountains of raging flame roared. The RedMen took cover but the citizens were trapped behind their overturned wagons and smashed furniture. Dragon fire churned like rushing water, in, over, and around, consuming everything.

The fight was over in an instant, dozens of townsfolk scorched before they could scream. The RedMen rushed in, shoving the charred barriers and burnt bodies aside, hunting for survivors to finish off.

"Feast," Gouge told the dragon. "Stuff your belly."

Massive leathery wings snapped free, cupping air and thrusting Dedathu skyward. The ancient beast, free to stalk the streets, landed on the nearest tower, claws raking and crushing. Bricks tumbled to the ground. Dedathu threw his reptilian head back and roared. A single spear arched to thump against a thick scale before dropping harmlessly.

Dedathu released the tower to land on the street, murderous menace and terrible joy in his eyes. Citizens ran for cover. The dragon swung a heavy tail at the first building, toppling walls and caving the roof. Another roar shook dust from the mortar and sent townsfolk fleeing. 

A dying resident, charred and in agony, lifted a trembling dagger from the dirt, aiming the weapon at an approaching RedMen. Gouge froze, mesmerized by the strength of will this simple farmer showed. The man suffered immeasurable pain, yet remained determined. The RedMen stepped on the man's elbow and took the blade away, slamming the weapon under the jaw and into the brain. The farmer slumped to the dirt and moved no more. The band of RedMen, led by the ancient dragon, continued up the street, killing, billowing fire, destroying every building in their path. Those foolish enough to fight met Dedathu's jaws.

Gouge approached the dead farmer. The man was over forty, bearded, heavy-set. A ring on his finger showed he was married, wife and possibly kids hidden in town. They'd be found and slaughtered too. Today's lesson would be thorough and far-reaching. Sunlight glinted off the dead man's wedding ring.

"You fought bravely," Gouge said, immediately wishing he hadn't.

My words mean nothing to this man. He was no soldier in pursuit of glory. This wasn't even a fight. This was slaughter.

The dead man stared at nothing. Gouge withdrew the dagger and slipped it into his belt. He closed the man's eyes. A growing discomfort forced him to look away. He spotted a burnt pitchfork. He sent his eyes around at the blackened bodies.

Confronted by armed and armored killers, you fought anyway.

Husbands and wives, brothers and sisters, sons and daughters; all burnt flesh and battered meat. The few women and children who survived this attack, hiding now from the RedMen and Dedathu, would emerge to have their hearts shattered.

A swish of silks brought his head up. A Scarlet Lady, her body draped in billowing ruby cloth covering everything but the eyes, stopped several feet from Gouge.

"My lord," she murmured, bowing.

"I'm no Lord."

Gouge stepped aside. The young woman hurried through the victims, collecting anything of value, dropping what she found into a scarlet bag. She reached for the dead man's wedding ring.

"No," Gouge said. "That's mine."

She handed him the ring without question, moving to the next body. Gouge removed a glove and tested the ring on his fingers, sliding into place on his left thumb. He waited for the Lady to move on before slipping his hand into his glove again.

He stared at the dead man, trouble growing in his heavy heart. His feelings were changing. A shift inside left him sad.

He stood tall, straightened his shoulders. His eyes roamed the tortured dead again, settling on the Scarlet Lady plucking a necklace from a fallen boy.

Could Raga be wrong?


Chapter 4

Billy removed his backpack from the closet.

This wait is killing me.

He needlessly opened flaps to check items he'd packed days before returning the pack to the closet. He plucked at his bottom lip briefly and joined Ems in the living room, opening his stiff, leather-bound book and taking a sip of tea.

"What do I smell?" Ems asked.

Billy lowered his book and lifted his nose, testing.

"Sulfur."

They looked at each other from their reading chairs.

"Why do we smell sulfur?" Ems asked.

The tower shook. The air around them pulsed. The stone and mortar wall groaned and exploded outward with a roar, showering their small apartment with dust and sand. Ems and Billy dove behind the couch. Ems mumbled a defensive spell. Billy looked through the new hole in their wall. The air outside whirled and shrieked. A little girl wrapped in writhing green flame, her dress in tatters, floated a hundred feet above the ground. Her eyes, surrounded by webs of black veins, leaked emerald fire. Billy thought the child looked familiar. The girl shouted incantations, feeding the howling winds, driving the gusts ever faster. The couch they hid behind lifted to smash against a side wall, stripping Ems and Billy of cover. The stench of sulfur flooded the apartment. Billy gagged.

"That's a child taken by the Bloodletters," he yelled.

Ems ignored him, concentrating on her spell. Billy's tattoos resisted the child's magic, glowing with power. He aimed a finger and shouted. Crimson bolts flew from his hand to strike the child, knocking her backward. Ems completed her spell and waved a hand at the hole. Blue sparks flew from her fingertips to fill the gap with glittering spider webs, silencing the wind. Billy launched into a new spell. The little girl threw lethal magics at them, deadly shards crashing against the barrier.

The wooden door to their apartment splintered and exploded. Two children, boy and girl, wrapped in writhing green flame like the first, strode into the room. The boy hurled a beam of sickly yellow at Ems, piercing her shoulder. Ems cried out, smoke rising from her flesh. She fired a return spell, a thousand bats materializing from the air around the child and flying a tight circle, screeching and clawing. The yellow beam died. Billy faced the third child and froze.

"Da'hia?" he said.

"Not anymore," Ems growled.

Billy moved his fingers through intricate patterns and a claw of fire shot across the room to grab Da'hia and squeeze.

"I'm sorry," Billy muttered, closing his fist.

The flame-claw closed too, crushing the girl. Bones snapped. Ems saw Billy's success and cast the same spell at the boy, scattering the bats and gripping the young man in a fist of fire. She squeezed and the boy caved like an empty husk. Before Billy could move, Ems dropped the child and spun, sending the claw through her barrier to grab the girl floating outside. A flick of her wrist sent the crushed child dropping to the cobblestones far below.

"Not a sound," Ems said. "They died without a sound."

"They were already dead. We left them in that awful place and they were transformed into undead things to be used against us."

Ems ignored the wound in her shoulder. She muttered a spell. The hair on Billy's neck rose.

"What are you doing?" he asked.

Ems did not answer. Billy recognized the spell. The dead girl moved her jaw.

"You're going to Speak with them? Here? In our home?"

"We need to know," Ems shot back.

Billy had seen enough and left the room. Behind him, Ems finished the incantation. In the bedroom, he again checked his backpack, killing time. He made room for yet another book.

"I know why they attacked," Ems called out. She stepped into the bedroom doorway. "Bloodletters sent them. Those kids were raised in SeaEnd. They knew how to get back here. They knew who we are, where we lived. They know our faces. The Bloodletters intend to keep sending these child assassins until we are caught off-guard and killed. I disintegrated all the bodies."

Billy gawked at her.

"Those kids died a while ago," Ems quickly answered. "We can't return the bodies to their parents looking that way. I'll let them know their kids are dead. Everyone is better off this way."

Billy swallowed his outrage.

They can't come after us here if we're not here.

"I'm going," he said. He pulled the backpack from the closet. "Are you coming with me or not?"

Ems clenched her jaw.

"You are choosing the wrong path," she mumbled.

"I can't sit and wait. I can't keep learning new spells or searching for a powerful magic item. I need to act."

She dropped her hands, exasperated. His determination was clear. Further debate was useless. She moved to a dresser and opened a small jewelry box.

"Take this," she said, pressing a simple onyx ring onto his palm. "Wear it always."

"To remember you?"

"No, silly. I can find that ring anywhere in the world. If I complete my search soon enough, I can Displace, shifting myself through space to arrive near the ring."

"That's a nice trick," Billy said, trying to lighten the mood. "I don't know that spell."

Ems smiled, sadly.

"I'd like to make another point," Ems continued. "You froze. You recognized Da'hia and froze. Your error gave her time to cast. Our enemy counted on your reaction. Please don't make that mistake against the children you encounter in Valdmur. Remember, they're already dead."


Chapter 5

Ems Fick, she who was named Heretic by the High Council, felt each wet blade of grass beneath her bare feet. Solid contact with earth was best when Speaking with those long dead. The storm had passed hours ago yet a wet chill lingered in the air. She hurried, instinctively pulling her rabbit cloak tight against the cold and damp, although such inconveniences no longer affected her. A soft orange glow from her ring illuminated the night around her. She turned at the abandoned mossy church, entering the graveyard and opening her map.

The grave of Cedrac Angstrom proved far more difficult to locate than she expected. Great effort had been made to hide his final resting place. Lately she'd aimed her investigation in another direction, Speaking to his dead colleagues, working her way up the ladder of his closest friends. One would know. Friends buried the Battlemage. Sidalest the Elder, Cedrac's best friend, was buried in this graveyard.

Sidalest will know, she reasoned. Sidalest must have known.

She jumped, startled by the appearance of a large man crossing the yard towards her. He wore overalls flecked with dirt and a floppy hat, smudged.

"Stop," Ems said, an edge of menace in her voice.

The man stopped.

Ems mumbled a few words. Her ring brightened, radiating full sunlight. The man's shadow stretched behind him.

"All right," she said, dimming the light. "I had to be sure."

The man tilted his head, confused. He quickly understood.

"The dead don't cast shadows, Miss Fick."

Ems waited.

"You shouldn't be here," he continued. "You should let them rest."

Ems considered lying but the man obviously knew the truth.

"You're deep in it, Heretic. I saw you check for my shadow. That means the visitations have started. Stop, before you're lost. The Council is right."

"The council is wrong. If I don't do this, we all die. I risk everything for people who understand nothing, including you."

Ems covered her head with her hood and continued, striding past the man without meeting his eyes. She took the stairs to the lower terraces, eager to complete this night's work.

"Let them rest!" he shouted.

Ems checked her hand-drawn map again, tediously compiled by hours spent in the library. She was in the pauper's section now, most graves unmarked. Cheaper tombstones had weathered poorly, obscuring names and dates. She found a name on a headstone which matched her notes and counted off steps. She turned one quarter and counted steps again, reaching a small, unmarked, grassy mound.

"Telac bin usool," she mumbled, casting, fingers contorting. "Banalest fen doolum. You died poor and forgotten, but I know who you are."

She channeled her power and the wet earth shuddered.

"Come," she commanded. "Speak with me."

Grass waved and mist drifted upward, coalescing into a vaguely human shape. Clumps of vapor and fog drifted across the graveyard towards her, other spirits drawn to the bond she formed with Sidalest. These stragglers had frightened her, when she'd first learned to Speak, but she soon realized they would do her no harm. They were drawn to the breach between worlds. Now her heart went out to the restless spirits. No spell would ever give them peace.

Sidalest took shape slowly. She felt his mind sluggishly connect to hers, a bridge across centuries. His spirit would settle into place; their minds would sort the differences in language.

She knew this was the most dangerous time. This was when the weak were taken. This was when many who Spoke lost themselves, or followed the Speaker back to the grave. But her mind was strong. She took command and began her inquisition. Sidalest resisted, because they all do, but she swept that resistance away.

Hours later she left the graveyard, exhausted. She would travel to Cedrac's grave once she'd recovered. Mastering him would be a harder battle. She'd need strength. She tightened her cloak and hurried.

At the top of the stairs she paused. A trilling, like a distant song, faintly heard, called to her from over the southern horizon. Longing filled her heart. She listened and desire grew, a desperate yearning to abandon her quest and seek the source of such an aching sound. She licked her lips.

Stop, she scolded herself. Stay focused. There is nothing over that horizon you need. My Pitter-Patter lies to the north, not south. I hope he's safe. I should never have allowed him to go alone, although I would have been powerless to stop him.

She took one last look at the southern horizon.

The Song of Carnage moves closer. The puzzle comes together.

A thrill ran through her.


Chapter 6

Bast, dressed in the finery of court but always fidgeting and never comfortable, took point, leading her group through the slums of SeaEnd. Cinder, her black furred and massive Diremarsh wolf, trotted alongside. Prince Audric walked two steps behind, lightly armored, sporting the silver and green of his native Appacca. His cadre of bodyguards, in heavier armor but with similar colorings, walked two steps behind him. The prince chewed his lips, nervous to spend time near the destitute. He knew every alley and dead-end in Appacca, but SeaEnd was still a mystery.

"Tell me again what we're doing?" he called to Bast.

"Helping others," she said without turning. "I've healed enough of the aristocracy. I need to tend to the poor."

Everywhere, townsfolk saw her entourage approach and scurried for cover. No matter where she went, the common people scattered. Reproachful eyes glared from behind curtains and shutters. With improper drainage and no maintenance, the trashy streets were muddy in this part of town. The smells of fetid, rotting things filled the air.

Bast confronted the prince.

"Send your soldiers away," she ordered.

"What? No. This part of town is dangerous."

"If you're frightened you can leave with them."

"While you remain?"

"Yes."

"No. These people would rob you. These people are vicious."

She folded her arms over her chest.

"They're not. These people are desperate. These people are frightened of you. I grew up on streets like this. I am these people. When viciousness visits the slums, it comes attired in finery."

Prince Audric rolled his eyes.

"Yes," he said. "I understand your roots and how lucky you were to escape. You were these people at one time, but no longer. Your clothing is worth a house and your jewelry could buy a farm. I understand your heart remains with them but they would rob you in an instant. You have Cinder to protect you, yes, but would you truly wish those fangs ravaging these people?"

Bast turned to study the watchful eyes, seeing the envy, the cunning. Audric was right: alone, she'd be relieved of her treasures in minutes. She clenched her jaw.

"Fine," she said.

"Good. Let's get out of here."

Bast removed her necklaces and handed them to Audric. She removed her earrings and handed them over too, adding to the pile in his hands. With only one hand, she used her mouth to remove her rings. Finally, she removed her gold-thread outer robes, standing now in simple linen shirt and pants, blonde hair catching the breeze. She threw her expensive clothing to a startled and red-faced guardsman who quickly averted his eyes.

"Calm down," she told him. "I'm not a lady of high standing. Nobody will have your eyes put out for daring to look at me in my underthings."

"Yes, your highness," he said, glancing at Audric.

"I'm not–" she began. "Never mind."

The prince passed her jewelry to another guardsman and mumbled instructions. When he faced Bast again, she'd already crossed the filthy street. She and Cinder followed the stench, working deeper into alleyways and aiming for the poorest slums. Bast stopped to heal cuts and broken bones, and one case of blindness.

Soon she entered a small square with a broken well pump at the center. A mother wet a cloth in the dribbling water, a weeping child seated on her lap. The child's forearm had a deep and angry red gash. The mother dabbed at it, trying to clean the festering wound. Stress etched deep lines in the mother's face. Bast approached.

"I can help," she said softly.

"I have no money," the woman croaked.

She saw the huge black wolf and shrank away.

"Cinder will not hurt you. I'm a healer. Let me help."

"I cannot pay. I have nothing."

"I don't need money."

Bast knelt and placed her hand on the child's forehead. She sang a low song, quietly at first but growing in strength. The wound hissed. Steam rose. The gash began to close. A line of deep red formed on Bast, a wound opening across her forearm identical to the child. She continued her lilting song, her beautiful and clear voice rising and falling. Soon the youngster was healed. Bast's wound hissed and steamed too, closing gradually. The woman's eyes were wide.

The child sat up, blinking, bewildered, color returning to her face. The mother hugged the child tightly. Bast moved away, aiming for an alley across the square. Cinder followed, massive head and yellow eyes swinging side to side, always watching, always sniffing.

"Thank you," the grateful mother called out.

Bast wandered the streets for hours, healing anyone who needed it. She grew tired, but her face softened, the strains of palace life melting away.

Soon she entered another square, with a cobbled trough running through the center. Acrid water sloshed over dead rats and a putrid dog carcass. A skinny, dirty man lay crumpled on the ground, breathing slowly, too weak to move.

"May I help you, sir?"

He struggled to lift his head. Unfocussed eyes searched for Bast in the dim light but missed her.

"Help me?" he groaned.

Bast saw the knife wound in his gut, gangrenous and festering.

"I can," she said.

The wound was serious and would exhaust her, leaving her weak and far from home. She swallowed and set her shoulders, determined. Cinder sensed her anxiety and circled the pair, eyes and ears on high alert. She raised her nose to sniff the air. Her tail wagged. Bast turned her attention on the alley. Audric stepped into the dim light.

"Wait," he said.

"You followed me?"

"Yes. I need to keep you safe."

The prince moved closer. He saw the worry in her eyes.

"A dreadful wound," he said. "You will suffer. You may perish. You don't even know him, Bast."

"He needs help."

She placed her hand on the man's forehead. She hummed a light melody, preparation for song. Audric felt a low thrumming drifting through the air, her strange magic pulsing. She scowled.

"Wait," Audric said again. "Bast, may I take a portion of the burden?"

She furrowed her brow, confused.

"Can you shift his hurt to me?" Audric explained. "Must you bear the pain alone? Does your power allow you to share it?"

Bast looked at the injured man.

"I–I don't know. I've never tried."

Audric rested his hand on her shoulder.

"Try. If you can shift a portion to me, perhaps we can keep you from the abyss."  

Bast drew a deep but shaky breath and hummed again, calling the magic in her veins. She reached for the injured man and softly sang. A slow agony grew in her belly. She positioned the man in her mind and locked him into place. She went searching for Audric. She found him, his selfless and compassionate desire to help sitting like a warm light behind her eyes. She joined him, holding both men in her awareness. Her song rose and searing pain blazed. Her head fell back, her voice strained. Audric groaned. The man's agonizing hurt shot through his body too. The prince gasped and doubled over. Bast sang through her agony. She wept, tears spilling, but her song never faltered.

Audric groaned and she tried to break free of him, tried to spare the prince, but he stayed with her, enduring what she endured. A spike of torment was coming but had no way to prepare him. He moaned again and his guards moved in, preparing to pull their prince away from Bast, to break their connection.

"No!" Audric commanded. "Step away."

The guards stopped but stood ready.

"We will not allow her to kill you, my lord," a guard said.

Blood seeped through her linen shirt. Audric discovered the same happened to him. He lifted his shirt with his free hand and was stunned to see an open wound across his belly. With trembling fingertips, he touched the gash.

"It's real," he croaked.

Now he saw Bast in a new light. Now he understood the torment she endured each time she helped another. He was speechless at her willingness to suffer for others. He remembered all the times she'd used her power and wanted to weep for her.

Soon her song became less strained, more lilting. Pain eased across his gut. Bast lifted the wounded man's shirt to find a wide pink scar snaked across his belly. She shifted her song again and set about healing herself and Audric.

Finally, her song ended. She lay on the cold wet cobblestones, exhausted.

"Show me," she said, gesturing towards his blood-soaked tunic.

He lifted his shirt. A small red line crossed his stomach.

"Why?" she asked. "You had no reason."

"Neither did you."

She turned her attention to the man who now slept peacefully. She checked his wound and placed her hand on his head, probing his condition. Satisfied, she faced Audric again.

"I had no idea another could help me. Brilliant idea."

His cheeks flushed pink.

"You should open a free clinic here," he said, waving a hand around the square. "These people need it. I'm sure you could find a few altruistic nurses willing to suffer like you do."

She rose on trembling legs.

"Help me get him over to those pallets," she said. "We'll let him sleep."

Audric was surprised at his weakness. He waved his bodyguards over and together they all maneuvered the man off the street and under an awning. Audric covered him with a tarp.

"I need food," she said. "A bath, more food, and sleep. You too."

He slipped an arm around her shoulders. They headed for the palace.


Chapter 7

Bin kept his eyes on the polished marble floor. Raga played with her long red hair, keeping her olive eyes fixed on the priest. She sat casually on the Dragon Throne, carved and polished from the skull of an Ancient Green, center of Highpoint and capital of New Drakkadun. She rose, the many layers of her sheer white robes clinging to her body. Bin watched her descend the steps but averted his eyes once she drew near. Her aging had slowed, true, but her curves made clear this was no longer a little girl.

Raga would never dress this provocatively. Which ancestor controls her now?

Summer heat had all the inhabitants of Highpoint dressing lighter, showing more skin, but subtle differences told Bin in Raga, a darkness lurked. Raga had assured him Silvera was under control, but he doubted.

Raga smiled, drifting to an open window to look upon the thriving city. People from all over the world continued to arrive daily, eager to join the new revolution. The myriad voices became a confused murmur, a thick soup of spoken words, matching the constant mix of whispered voices in her head.

The holy man is handsome, Silvera intoned, her voice rising above the others in Raga's mind. Honest, intelligent eyes. Lovely cheek bones. Strong body. We should have him.

No, Silvera, we should not, Raga responded. The holy man is a dear friend.

Highpoint had become a sprawling metropolis. Impossibly thin spires, held aloft by magic, lined the streets. Raga, and all the witches within her, used magic in architecture all over the city, creating wild twisted buildings and colorful open squares. Ribbons and banners and flags of every hue embellished the rooftops. The streets had been paved with smooth and sparkling quartz. Every type of tree and shrub grew here. New Drakkadun had transformed into a fabled, mystical, fantastic city.

All to convince the masses my path is correct. My capital city is one big shining testament to the truth I speak.

She watched the happy townsfolk hurry about their day.

I slaughter thousands in the name of peace, she reasoned. This is better than hundreds of thousands to the march of war. I pacify a rebellious species. I cut off an arm to save the body. If I don't, they will destroy themselves and turn the world into a wasteland.

She bit a fingernail. She'd wrestled with her path many times, always ultimately reaching the same conclusion; this time, the ends will justify the means.

Behind her, Bin cleared his throat.

Silvera is right. He is handsome.

"You bring good news?" she asked, watching his eyes avoid her body.

"I do," he said. "Gouge has taken Prakam. The royal family is dead. We have installed a new king regent."

"Perfect."

Bin shuffled his feet. He looked out the window. Raga's capital city flourished.

"Speak," she said. "I trust you."

Bin clasped his severed wrist behind his back. He glanced around the throne room at the slumbering dragons, hides of deep scarlet, shimmering emerald, translucent aqua, blinding alabaster, and stark jet. The chamber was vast and vaulted, easily large enough for five sleeping wyrms.

"Beloved Kin, my heart is heavy."

"Go on."

"I understand you must show strength. You are young. You are female. Without a show of strength, few, especially men, will take you seriously."

She leaned forward.

"My queen– Raga, there has been much death, much suffering. I–"

She raised a hand to stop him.

"You regard humanity too highly," she said, traces of iron in her voice. "I am Drakkadun. Humans are small and petty and cowardly. Sometimes individuals rise to heroics, true, but too few. Your kind is barely worthy the gift of life. Left to yourselves you will obliterate each other and EmberEarth too. Haylan saw this and snatched magic from your hands. He sought to limit the damage you can do."

She left the window to sit again upon the Dragon Throne.

"I take a different path," she continued. "I say you cannot be given a choice. To know peace, your species must be subdued. This is the only way to keep the human species alive. "

Bin stared at the marble floor.

Ashur has placed me here, but this feels wrong.

"Pressure is building, my queen. I can feel it. Not merely within me but out there, around the world."

"I feel the same."

"We are headed for disaster. Our plans allow for no unintended consequences, believing nothing will go wrong, nothing can stop us. We kill the rebellious again and again until there are no more rebels, yet they return. Killing a rebel creates a rebel."

Raga rested her hands in her lap.

"What you feel coming is the death of the old ways. Pain always accompanies birth. There is always fear, always resistance. But the new way breaks through, and the people see with clear eyes."

"No," he said. "Everything we know will die."

Raga's face hardened.

"Yes, young priest. That is my wish. Old crops must be cleared for new crops. My vision will take generations. I must break them to reshape them, break them to undo millennia of false lessons. Animal savagery soaks humans down to their bones. I must weed it out."

Raga's voice had risen and Bin detected a subtle harmonic woven within. Silvera and Raga spoke together. Bin heard the difference.

"I will eradicate rebellion from the species," she concluded.

Bin sagged. The coming slaughter weighed on him.

"I ask permission to leave."

"To go where?"

"I will pilgrimage to the Burnt Waste. I will fast. I will suffer and pay penance. I will seek an understanding to this conflict which rages in me."

Her eyebrows rose.

"You go to die in that barren place. No one survives the Waste."

"I have faith."

"You will die."

"I have faith."

"Very well. We'll miss your counsel but wish you well."

"I'll return soon."

"No," Raga said, and Bin again heard Silvera in the tone, manipulating and influencing his friend. "I'll never see you again."

Bin bowed and strode from the hall. Each dragon opened their eyes as he passed. Each dragon looked at him with menace. He had upset their queen. They all knew it. He realized they waited on a word from her to unleash hell.

A trickle of sweat meandered a path between his shoulder blades.


Chapter 8

The galleon called Laughing Dog moaned and creaked, soaked timbers smashing through the storm-tossed sea. Frequent lightning lit the dark sky. Peals of thunder rattled the sailor's bones. Billy could quiet the tempest but casting would expose him and secrecy was essential for this trip. The Bloodletters employed many spies. He could trust no one. Cold wind caught the ocean spray and doused him with icy saltwater. He pretended to shiver.

"You should go below deck," the first mate warned. "You paid for passage. There's no help you need to offer. If the Dismal Straits can't kill you outright, they'll do their best to scare you to death."

Billy made a face, feigning dread. He feared no force of nature. He clutched his jacket and headed for his cabin.

Inside, he locked the door and lit a lantern.

Information regarding the city of Valdmur was hard to find. He'd read everything he could at home, discovering a final tome in the archives at SeaEnd before he sailed. He hung the lantern and dropped into a chair bolted to the floor. Guilt crept in. The many faces of the stolen children drifted through his thoughts. He began to read.

Hours passed. The gentle rolling of the ship grew more severe. Shouts from the deck above caught his attention. He placed a bookmark and left the cabin to investigate.

On deck a tempest raged. Wind howled. Waves crashed. The galleon rose on swells before dropping into deep troughs. Seawater sprayed the deck. The Laughing Dog left port with a crew of seventy and all of them panicked now, racing around the ship, tying sails and lowering booms in a desperate attempt to save the ship and themselves. A young sailor grabbed Billy's shoulders. His eyes bulged. Teeth chattered in his pallid face.

"The Straits!" the man cried. "The captain steered us wrong!"

Towering cliffs of jagged stone loomed out of the mist. Massive rocks, sharp and serrated, sliced the stormy waters, appearing to close like massive jaws.

"Yes," Billy stated. "The Dismal Straits. I've sailed them before."

"You came back?" the man howled.

"I do not fear them."

"We're going to die!"

Billy scanned the cliffs, closer now, impossibly high. The Laughing Dog raced directly at them. Screaming winds sent sheets of stinging rain against his skin. He bore it, rather than reveal his power. The ship lurched when the keel slammed a submerged rock. Loud splintering echoed across the deck. A muffled roar rose from below. The captain's face turned ashen. Every man knew what the sound meant. Billy understood if he did nothing, dozens would perish.

"You're right," Billy shouted. "We're going to die."

"Save yourself!" the frightened sailor wailed.

"Let us pray," the young wizard said, grabbing the man's wrists.

He tore free from Billy's grasp, stumbling across the heaving deck.

"Captain!" Billy cried. "Gather your men. I'll pray for us."

The captain gawked at Billy like the young man was insane. The roiling deck had men clutching whatever they could find for support. A few moved closer but most were too frightened. Billy pretended to pray, uttering a quick spell which granted the ability to breath water like air. The duration would give everyone a fighting chance.

The cliffs emerged from the mist, looming overhead. Billy finished his spell an instant before a rocky tooth slammed through the hull, splintering wood and spraying saltwater. Several men were knocked overboard.

Billy ran for his cabin. Men shouted warnings but the young mage ignored them.

Below decks the damage was worse. Seawater poured in through numerous holes. The ship rocked and swayed violently but Billy forged ahead, protected from the cold by one tattoo and able to see in the dark by another. He yanked his cabin door wide and grabbed his backpack. The manuscript he'd been reading floated close and he grabbed that too. He buckled the pack and worked the straps over his shoulders.

Loud moaning filled the hallway, wooden beams tortured to the point of breaking. The ship would split soon. Billy held his ground, waiting, sensing the moment was close. The moaning grew louder, became a roaring, splintering wail. Certain he was alone and unseen, Billy rapidly muttered another spell, allowing him to swim like a dolphin beneath the waves.

The hull split from port to starboard, cracked like an egg against the jagged rocks. A wall of dark, frothy water surged inside. He stepped into the powerful rush, feeling the icy touch but unaffected by it. He kicked his feet and the spell sent him like a needle through the churning waters.

He aimed deeper, putting distance between himself and the sailors. He paused under the sinking galleon and peered upward, the halves of the vessel two large black splotches against the lighter sky. He saw sailors kicking for the surface, swimming hard.

Satisfied, he pulled water into his lungs, trusting the spell to filter the oxygen he needed. Instinct made him want to cough the water out, but he resisted the urge to panic. He controlled his breathing, using a wizard's trick to calm his mind, and, once he had his bearings, he turned to follow the coast, underwater to escape detection.

They saw me go below deck. Let them believe me dead.

Billy kicked and shot forward like an arrow, but stopped abruptly. Above him a man floundered, thrashing, panicked. Billy recognized the man from the crow's nest and realized at that height, the man had been outside the water-breathing spell.

If I leave, Billy calculated. He dies.

Billy watched the man fight for his life.

His added weight means I lose my pack.

Billy slung the backpack off his shoulders, watching the darkness below swallow the bag. He kicked hard, breaking the surface near the man, instantly lashed by high winds and churning waves.

"I have you!" Billy shouted.

He circled the man's waist with an arm. The man became wild, fearful eyes on the young wizard, crying out in terror. Billy swam vigorously, aided by the spell, and dragged the man with him. He followed the rocky shoreline, battered by the storm, searching for a place to exit the rough water. The man fought Billy's help at first but quickly slipped into shock, becoming dead weight. Billy spied a small lip of pebbly beach and aimed for it, dragging the unconscious man's body onto the gravelly shore. Icy winds lashed them. Stinging rain hammered their skin. Billy tried to see what remained of the stricken vessel, hoping to place the man where surviving sailors would find him, but the dense rain was too much.

"I can't leave you," Billy mumbled. "But you can't come with me." Billy uttered a spell over the man. Warmth spread. Hunger and thirst vanished. The heat moved through the man's body until his fingers and toes tingled. He opened his eyes, confused, and focused on Billy's face.

"We can't stay here," the young mage yelled over the wind.

The man blinked mist from his eyes and scanned his surroundings. His face turned pallid. His eyes grew wide. He shrank against the cliff wall, shaking. The storm raged, pelting them with stinging spray.

"We're in The Straits," Billy shouted, aiming his finger over the boiling sea.

"No!" The old sailor recoiled, struggled to rise. "Ashur save me, no."

"Yes. But Ashur won't save you. We need to move. This storm never ends. We cannot wait."

The man slumped, crumpled into a pile at Billy's feet.

"We're finished, lad."

"No. The current will sweep us through where the weather is calmer. There's a town. Bes. I've done this before."

The man had wild eyes. He faced the churning, wind-whipped waters. He stared up the soaring cliff. Billy pointed to a large broken beam with rope and tack attached at the water's edge.

"That's the Laughing Dog," he shouted. "We lash ourselves, ride the current. It's our only chance."

I could save myself. Levitate, float up this cliff and walk to town in less than an hour. I could send help. But this man would see I was a wizard.

"We must trust The Straits," Billy added.

The man's shoulders sagged.

"I could have lived my life never hearing such a sentence."

"If you have a better idea, speak."

"No," the sailor said, wiping rain from his face. "None."

Billy offered his hand.

"My name is William Tate. My friends call me Billy or Pitter-Patter."

The man shook the offered hand.

"Dunmore Pomeron. My friends call me Crow, though I might surmise, based on current evidence, I have no friends."

"You have at least one." Billy helped the man stand. "I'm sure my prayer saved others of your crew. Let's get you reunited."

They shuffled to the churning water, wading waist deep and clutching the shattered beam from the galleon. Crow was surprised when the water did not chill him. They tied themselves and shoved away from the shore. The strong current caught, sweeping them forward.


Chapter 9

Ems woke slowly. She struggled to open her eyes. Gummed by a crusty residue, she rubbed with knuckles and tried again. She blinked rapidly.

How long have I slept?

Fuzzy objects took shape. Shapes became forms. Forms gained detail.

A severed hand in her lap still gripped a sword. A severed leg, wrapped in plate armor, lay across her ankles. Ems shuddered. Cold sweat broke out. She scrambled to her feet, more body parts falling.

She stood in a town square, knee-deep in a ring of mangled bodies, soldiers and townsfolk. The positioning told her the warriors died protecting the civilians. To her right sat a community well. To her left, stables. Horses nervous at the stench of blood pawed the ground. Beyond the stalls lay empty cobblestone streets lined with shops and homes. A soft moan at her feet drew her attention. A girl, with raven hair and pearly skin, lay buried in the tangle of bodies. She hugged herself over deep lacerations, clearly soon fatal.

"What happened here?" Ems asked.

The girl lifted her head and saw the young wizard. Her eyes darted around, seeking escape. Ems brushed hair from the girl's face and the child groaned and tried to crawl. The wound opened wide. Blood spurted. The girl quivered. Ems quickly pressed a hand over the gash but the girl went limp, accusing eyes wide and lifeless. Ems climbed from the bodies and took trembling steps, blood-soaked clothing plastered to skin. She staggered to the well and flushed her eyes with cold water. She scrubbed hands and face, searching memories for where she was and what had happened. Nearby movement drew her eye. Tangled in the pile of bodies near the well, a frightened boy tried to free himself.

"You're safe," Ems said. "I will protect you."

The terrified boy clawed at the arms and legs which trapped him. He frantically shoved bodies aside, people he'd known in life. Ems froze. Understanding landed like a hammer. She examined the town again, noticing for the first time the terrified faces watching, the people hiding.

"It was me?" she croaked, gazing at her blood-smeared hands.

A vague memory drifted. She stood in a small cemetery outside SeaEnd. She Spoke to Tor Galmorde, a wizard dead for centuries, known for war magic and a murderous temper.

He possessed me, she realized, feeling sick.

She looked at the dead littering the street, noticed her staff under a pile. She withdrew the long wooden rod and faced the town.

"I'm sorry," she cried. "I'm truly, deeply sorry."

She wanted to scream her grief. She wanted them to hear how sorry she was. Tears flowed. A little boy watched her closely.

"Please tell them I'm sorry," Ems said. "Tell them it wasn't me. Another wizard used me. Please make them understand."

The terrified child shrank from Ems, breaking her heart. Ems cried again. She muttered a spell, opening a rift in open air. The frightened child saw a beach and rolling waves through the gap.

"It wasn't me," she sobbed.

She stepped through the fissure and onto the beach, closing the breach behind her. The sand here was coarse, the sun, hot. Ems planted her staff and walked into the waves, crying uncontrollably. Flashes of memory assailed her: Soldiers blown apart. Townsfolk obliterated. Tor Galmorde wanted the fight intimate. He'd gone face to face with those poor people. Ems scrubbed her skin raw, scouring her soaked robe and sandals. A red cloud drifted into the water from her hair and she cried again.

Galmorde had used her. She'd never wash that stain away.


Chapter 10

The small galleon dropped anchor. Heavy netting was tossed against the side. A long rope was thrown to the men adrift.

"We nearly missed you," the captain called, red hair blowing in the wind. "You're safe now. How long you been in the drink?"

"Three days," Crow said, laughing with joy.

Billy helped the old sailor grab the rope and climb the netting. He quickly followed. Crow sank to his knees. Billy stood tall, stretched. A sailor offered Crow a tin cup of fresh water.

"You're lucky," the captain said. "The sun leaves us. If we'd sailed by ten minutes later we'd have missed you in the dark. Welcome aboard The Darting Swift. She's small, but she's quick. I'm Captain Walsh."

Crow gulped the water and leaned to kiss the wooden deck. Billy watched the gentle swells and lamented the loss of his backpack and the time wasted.

"Thank you for rescuing us," he said.

He turned to find the crew stared at him.

"Three days in the drink clinging to a stick," an older sailor said, taking a step back. "No food. No water. Yet all you need is a little stretch?"

"I had jerky in my pockets," Crow lied. "We captured rain in our hands."

The sailors shuffled uneasy, murmuring.

"You look like three days of jerky," the older sailor said. "The boy doesn't. The boy looks untouched. Might be the devil. The lad carries the stench of sorcery, and wizards bring bad luck. You're welcome but the boy goes back in the drink. Best to do it now and get it over with."

"Calm your fears, men," Captain Walsh said. "I'll throw no one overboard without good reason. Find these men some grub and get them stowed."

"Thank you, captain," Crow said. "I'm famished."

Walsh patted Crow on the back, steering him towards the crew.

"You're one of us. You'll earn your passage, I know it."

Billy leaned his elbows on the rail, staring out to sea. The Dismal Straits were well behind them, roiling black clouds on the distant southern horizon.

"You look like you left a friend out there," the captain said.

"The Straits killed the Laughing Dog," Billy explained. "We lost everyone."

"No, I'm saying you left someone out there. Was your woman with you? Did she go down with the Dog? Your look says great loss. Your wounds look personal."

"My woman is alive, but I miss her terribly. She couldn't make the trip."

"Lucky her."

Billy shuffled his feet. The man's piercing eyes made him uncomfortable.

"Why is she lucky?"

"She'd have gone into the drink with you, maybe doesn't survive."

"Right. Lucky."

The captain stepped closer, staring. His nostrils flared as if drawing Billy's scent.

"Where are we headed?" Billy asked, as he folded his arms over his chest.

"North, to the Highland Narrows. We skim the coast before we dart across the Ardent. Best way to avoid The Maw."

"What's The Maw?"

"Pray you never learn."

Billy waited. The man pointed to a small patch of drifting seaweed.

"That's salty botch, a kind of fast growing ocean weed. The botch sprouts gas bladders and floats high on the water. I've seen it grow ten feet in a day. The stipes and fronds get tangled, growing together in a weave, creating a dense mat. A man can step onto the big patches and not slip through. I've seen men walk atop the ocean."

Walsh pointed to the northern horizon.

"There's a giant patch in the Ardent which has grown for centuries, trapped ships for centuries. It's miles big, lad. That's The Maw. No ship escapes. If your spotter misses it, if your captain steers you wrong, if the capricious winds damn you, your ship rides in and you're done. You're a fly in the spider's web. Say goodbye to your family. No one will ever see you again."

"I pray I never see it."

The captain ran his eyes over the young man.

"You're more than you seem," he admitted. "We all have our secrets. Every man on this ship is running, pretending he's a man he truly is not. With you there's more. With you there's a darkness. The men see it."

Billy remained silent.

"Where were you headed?" the captain asked. "Before the Dog met her end?"

"I have family in Yesen."

The captain narrowed his eyes and took a step back. His jaw tightened.

"Nothing but lies from you. All right. I'll stop asking. You're welcome to stay but you're expected to work, and you have soft hands. I doubt you've ever done real work. I'll give you tasks and that will quiet the crew, but I'm dropping you at the first port."

"What about Crow?"

"Crow can do as he wishes. I can always use a seasoned hand. Don't cause trouble and you'll have none. I can vouch for my men. Fair?"

"Fair."


Chapter 11

Billy stood alone on the forecastle, arm resting against the bowsprit. Yards of slack canvas hung all around. A mile over his head winds whipped the clouds to shreds. Here at sea level not the barest puff of breeze stirred the hair.

I could call those winds and fill these sails, revealing to everyone I am a wizard. When we reached port, word would spread. Bloodletter spies would hear and my mission would die.

"Six days," Crow said, climbing the steps to join Billy. "That's one hundred forty-four hours. Well over the patience threshold of the common sailor."

Billy raised an eyebrow at his new friend.

"One hundred forty-four hours?"

"Give or take."

"You are not a common sailor, are you, Crow?"

"I like to think not."

"You like big words. You have a big brain."

"I employ my intellect."

"Six days is a long time," Billy agreed, grinning.

Crow placed a hand on Billy's shoulder.

"You are in more danger than you realize," the old sailor said. "I chart the stars. With no wind and no oars, we are subject to the whims of ocean currents. Presently, we track north by north-east."

"What does that mean? Pretend I'm not a sailor."

"That means The Maw may get us. If our colleagues resent you now, imagine their ire when we're well and truly marooned."

"Should I jump overboard and start swimming?"

"Billy, you need to understand your danger."

The young wizard looked to the meandering sailors. They watched him with fear and anger in their eyes. The winds died when Billy came aboard. The men blamed him.

Crow followed Billy's line of sight.

"Eye contact makes it worse," Crow said. "You've at least a few days before they throw you overboard to rid themselves of your curse. Maybe longer because we came aboard together and they like me."

"Maybe you're the source of the curse."

"I'm one of them and they know it. Stop grinning. This is serious."

"Their logic is inconsistent."

Crow studied his new friend closely.

"Why aren't you concerned? I suggest time runs out for you, but you're unperturbed. Such information would frighten most men. Most men would ask for advice or help. One hundred and eighty-two men stand against you. You face hundreds of miles of open ocean in every direction. Your proper response is fear, Billy. The correct emotion any man would feel in this situation is terror. But not you. Not my young Billy. My Billy-boy is cool. You understand they will throw you into the ocean? They'll bind you with heavy chains and drop you over the rail. I've seen it happen."

"I have nothing to do with the winds dying."

"So what? There's the truth and there's what they believe."

"Superstition," Billy scoffed. "The same for men on every world."

"Pardon? How many worlds do you know?"

"Never mind. What can be done?"

"Pray for wind, lad."

Pray, indeed, Billy thought. Because if wind does not come, I must bring it, and my great secret will be revealed.

"Why did you lie for me?" Billy asked. "When they pulled us from the water. You said we ate jerky you had in your pockets. We didn't. Why lie?"

"You saved me so I saved you. We drifted for days but I never felt thirst or hunger. I don't know how you did it, but I'm alive because of you. I owed you. These men would have thrown you back."

"Well, thank you."

"You're welcome."


Chapter 12

The meadow was bright and colorful and serene. Waves of springtime grasses swayed. butterflies fluttered. Bees droned. Bast and Cinder and Audric sat on the large blanket and enjoyed their perfect moment in the sunshine. A distant line of oak trees surrounded this spot in the pasture: a defense against the outside world.

Cinder lifted her nose to test the air. Bast rubbed a furry ear.

"What's wrong, Darling?"

The huge Diremarsh wolf growled low and tested the air again. The beast rose to follow the scent.

"I guess lunch is over," Bast apologized.

The young woman followed Cinder. Audric joined and signaled his nearby men to do the same. Cinder gained speed. Bast trailed with Audric by her side.

The wolf trotted across the rolling plain, angling towards the low hills, headed for the line of oak trees. She lost the scent for a moment, wagging her head and searching the air, but then hurried once more. She waited at the edge of the forest for Bast and then plunged, gliding through the oaks on a winding path until she reached a clearing. Bast and Audric joined her there, all eyes on a scene of blood-splattered butchery.

A man in red plate armor lay sprawled against a tree trunk, arms and legs twisted. Branches and shrubs leading to him were broken and flattened. He was surrounded by charcoal statues, men poised in battle. Four carbonized statues manned the framework of a burned ballista. Other bodies, soldiers, lay where they fell, a few reduced to ash. Centered in the bodies was a crimson mass of broken bones, torn skin, and cracked scales. Pierced by many spears and arrows, bleeding from many wounds, including the long shaft of a ballista spear through the chest, the dying red dragon breathed slow and shallow.

Cinder entered the clearing, trotting to the man in armor. She nuzzled his hand, sliding her nose under until the hand rested on her head. Bast and Audric absorbed the scene before them, horrified. Bast stepped forward but Audric caught her elbow.

"This is no place for us. These woods could hide more soldiers."

Bast pointed at the man in crimson armor.

"Cinder knows him and that means I know him."

Audric released her arm. Bast hurried to the man in red. She removed his winged helm and gasped when she recognized Gouge.

"Remove his armor," she told the prince's men. "Carefully. I must see to his wounds. Take care not to injure him further."

Audric gave a nod and the men started to work. She ran her hand over his arms and legs, testing, sensing. He had a broken femur, along with many cuts and bruises. She directed Audric and his men to set the bone and bandage the wounds. She stepped away, turning her back on Gouge, Audric, and his men.

"What's wrong?" Audric asked.

"Gouge is not the one who needs me, and I'm afraid for what I must do."

"I've never seen you afraid," Audric softly chuckled. "What could possibly daunt the great Bast? She who sacrifices–" His voice trailed away as understanding dawned.

Bast trembled all over.

"No," Audric commanded. "I will not allow–"

She placed her hand gently on his chest.

"You are not my prince. You may not order me."

Audric clenched his jaw, swallowing the flood of words he had for her.

"Bast, please."

She faced the enormous red dragon. She drew a deep breath, calming primitive fears. Ancient scars marked the beast, a lattice of pain and suffering, many scars piled upon scars older still.

"This creature suffered unspeakable agony for years." Bast drew a fingertip along a raised crease. "No, centuries."

Fangs like swords lined the jaw. The muted roar of internal fires frightened her. The creature bled from many wounds and the potent fluid faintly sizzled. Bast controlled her terror, but barely. She moved closer. She laid her shaking hand on the plated brow but gasped and quickly snatched it away. Raw power saturated this creature, coursed through bone and flesh like magma. Ancient magic flowed through veins and arteries. She quieted her panicked heart and tried again, probing, sensing, searching. Primordial force infused every cell, electrified her, threatened to overwhelm her senses. Her mind traveled each inch of the beast, learning all she must do to save him. She brushed against something and circled back, curious. She sent her mind deeper.

"Oh!" she screeched. "No!"

She staggered. She swooned and bent at the waist. She vomited.

"What's happening?" Audric asked.

Bast fell to her knees but kept her hand firmly pressed. She sobbed, tears streamed. She groaned low and loud.

"Bast," Audric pleaded. "Tell me."

"In his belly," she sobbed, struggling for breath. "There's a man digesting in his guts. He dies a slow, terrible death, eaten by acid and fire, soaked in an ocean of pain."

Audric backed away from the great crimson beast.

"This creature carries a man in his stomach?"

"His name is Sarden Kahlar," Gouge moaned, waking. "He sacrificed countless others to extend his life and now lives those stolen years in pain. He deserves his terrible fate. He tortured Dedathu for centuries. Sarden is a Bloodletter wizard. He forced Dedathu to reveal his secrets. Sarden gets what he deserves." Gouge turned to Bast. "Save my dragon, Bast, please. I'm begging you. Dedathu is all I have. Don't let him die."

"I'm scared," she pleaded.

"I understand. Dedathu is terrifying. He's huge. But I know you. I've seen what you can do. Try. Please, try."

Bast steeled herself. She closed her eyes and searched for each wound. She measured the damage, resisting the dread the creature inspired.  

"The dragon stands at death's door."

She surveyed the spears and arrows penetrating the creature's hide. Most were superficial but many were not. One spear, over the heart, was deadly.

"They ambushed us," Gouge said. "Knocked us out of the sky."

"He's Fae, Gouge. I've never healed a creature like him. My ability may not work and if it doesn't, I'll fail and my connection will draw me into death with him."

Gouge groaned, agony lanced his leg.

"I don't want you to die, Bast. You know how I feel about you."

"I do."

Gouge began to weep. He rested his head on the grass.

"Never mind," he muttered. "Don't. You're right. It's too risky. I'm sorry for asking."

Bast chewed her lip. Her brow furrowed. Tears leaked. She turned her attention from her friend to the crimson behemoth. A warm breeze lifted her long hair. Dread squeezed her heart but not merely for the pain she would endure. The creature frightened her more than anything she'd ever faced. The colossal being radiated immense and ancient power, even weak and this close to death. Nothing of EmberEarth could stand against it. The idea felt impossible. This was a primal force wrapped in heavy flesh: an earthquake on four legs, a hurricane with wings. The creature battled for life, life which should have faded already. Only an iron will kept this beast alive.

"This will kill me," Bast whispered.

The young woman set her jaw and planted her feet.

"Don't be foolish," Prince Audric said.

Her sweet voice began a trilling hum. Pain stabbed her body instantly.

"You trade your life for his?"

Bast ignored the prince, her song lifting and gaining strength.

"This is a burden you can all share, Bast. We know that now. I will order my men to share this with you."

Bast saw the fear in their eyes, fear that their prince would give such an order. Bast stopped her song.

"No," she said. "I would ask this of no one. I would not ask it of myself, except I must, if I am to stay true. I will give all I have but I will not take others in my failure."

"They are mine to command."

"No. I will not."

Audric faced his men. He searched their frightened faces. He longed to give the order but Bast would refuse their help. A young guard stepped forward, meekly.

"My lady."

"No."

She focused her attention on the dragon. The young guard took another step, removed a glove. He stretched a tentative, trembling hand to touch the dragon's thick red hide. He exhaled deeply. He drew himself to his full height.

"My lady, I am afraid. This is true. But before today I believed this creature a myth. A fairy tale. Now I see the truth. The beast lays dying and but for my cowardice, it might live. I cannot allow fear to stay my hand. I cannot live a life knowing I had this moment and my character was found lacking. I don't want to die, but if I can save this legendary creature, I will."

Another guard stepped forward.

"As will I."

The other guards slouched and drifted away from the crimson beast. Audric gave them a hard look.

"Two plus one makes three," the Prince said. "With you, Bast, we are four, and four is better than one. Four will be enough."

"I am grateful, my lord." She faced the two guards. "I am grateful to you also, but please reconsider. This is not your battle. You are brave, but you will suffer. You will suffer like nothing you've ever known."

"I'm a soldier," said the second guardsman. "I have suffered."

Bast hung her head.

"Not like this," she warned.

She instructed the remaining soldiers to remove the spears and arrows from the dragon hide, saving the spear over the heart for last.

"I will tell you when."

She placed her gentle hand on the knotted scarlet brow. A huge eyelid rose and Bast met the ancient, weary gaze, saw the life draining slowly away.

"The world has many one-handed girls. The world has but one Ancient Red."

The giant eyelid closed. Audric and the guards inched closer, resisting the fear this beast brought. Audric rested his hand on Bast's shoulder and the soldiers did the same. Her voice rose, a lilting song without verse.

Bast groaned. Pain seared her mind. Both guards cried out in agony. Audric opened his mouth in a silent wail, staggered, but maintained his hold on the young woman. Wounds opened across their bodies, blood seeped from beneath armor and soaked through clothes. Bast threw her anguish into her song, voice rising. The second soldier began to weep. Blinding torment ravaged them. Bast forged ahead: she knew this landscape well. She knew what needed to be done.

Bast ignored her suffering and poured herself into her song, stitching together ancient flesh, connecting ancient veins. Misery drenched every corner of her being but she endured. The monster was glorious. A savage, ancient, primordial beauty.

She raced through the massive body, absorbing the hurt, salving the damage.

"Now," she groaned.

The soldiers standing by pulled the last spear from the beast's chest. The four healers cried out in agony. The second soldier fell and did not rise.

Bast wept, her song rising again. Audric groaned, leaning his weight on her. White light filled her mind. She heard her voice sounding sung by another, soaked with agony, an older woman bearing terrible strain but fighting through.

On and on she sang until only the blazing pain remained, filling her head with brilliant alabaster light. She lost track of Audric in her mind, of the remaining soldier, both fighting for life. She lost track of herself, becoming pure mind, floating in a white haze. Time ceased. Their lives hung on a precipice, one false step and all perished.

A sense she would fail slithered in. A terrible awareness, a knowledge they would not be enough. Despair touched her like a spider web against her skin. She fought back tears, clinging to fading hope.

A new mind brushed hers. Another soldier, fearful earlier, now resolute, joined her in the maelstrom. A strong hand squeezed her shoulder. She quickly made use of his presence. She tapped his energy, heard his cry of agony. Pain hammered them all. On and on she fought until only white light and roaring wind remained.

Then, cool darkness swallowed her.


Chapter 13

The night was blacker than tar. No moon lit the sky. Dark storm clouds blotted even the stars. The inky sky merged seamlessly into gloomy waters. The Darting Swift floated alone in an unbroken void. The stench of stagnant saltwater turned the air thick.

A single lantern hung on the main mast and in the tiny ball of flickering orange light, Billy saw the angry, weathered faces of the crew. The soft rub of dense seaweed against wood drifted through the air. Occasional sounds reached the ship through the darkness: distant wood creaking, the clink of a chain, a gentle cough.

"What awaits us?" one hushed sailor asked.

"Dawn will tell," came the whispered answer.

One by one, the men stared at Billy.

They hate me. They believe I've cursed them. They believe I killed the wind.

The Maw had them. They'd caught the edge of a sprawling patch days ago and the natural bobbing of the ocean had, like a splinter, steadily worked them deeper. Hours after sunset, the bobbing had stopped. The ship became motionless. Beyond the small reach of the lantern's glow, the darkness hid what new fate awaited.

"You killed us," an old, one-eared man said.

Billy scoffed. One Ear stepped forward, planting himself before Billy but addressing the entire crew.

"This could end tonight. If we took measures."

"Measures?" Billy mocked.

The old man stared with loathing.

"Oh. Right. You ignorantly believe sacrificing me will free the ship."

"It will," a man growled.

"We're out of food and water soon," One Ear said. "Captain makes a quick decision then."

"Why wait?" a voice yelled from the back. "Captain should decide now. Get us moving again."

"You bucket of superstitious sand crabs," Crow bellowed, stepping into the light. "Your imagined horrors have sunk claws deep. You'd slaughter an innocent lad on a whim? No! I will not allow such folly. If any of you men want young William, you'll go through me."

"You chose him?" One Ear asked. "You're a seadog, like us. Why side with the boy? He stinks of the city and books."

Crow took a hard step at One Ear.

"He saved my life. He brought me alive through the Dismal Straits. Yes. I see your faces. I see doubt. This city boy, at great personal risk, dragged me waterlogged and half dead through the tempest. Cast him aside at your peril."

The men murmured, uneasy.

"How?" One Ear asked. "How did this city kid save you from the drink? He can barely dodge a lanteen rig. Your tale smacks of sorcery as well. We need change, Crow. The boy curses us." 

"He fought hard. He kept my head above water. He shared all he had. That's how. You harm yourselves if you harm him. Now back off."

One Ear had no reply and the crew wandered off, disgruntled and shamed.

"Thank you for that," Billy said.

"I spoke the truth, but One Ear has a point. I do not know how you saved me. We held tight to a splintered timber. I forgot I was hungry. I forgot I was thirsty. I don't know how or why it happened, but it did. Maybe I was too scared or maybe God took mercy."

Crow faced Billy.

"Or maybe it was sorcery. Doesn't matter to me, I'm alive. But perhaps you'd care to enlighten me?"

Crow waited for an answer which never came.

"All right," he muttered.

He left Billy at the railing. To the young wizard, the gloomy night lasted forever.

Dawn came and slowly illuminated a nightmare. With light came the discovery salty botch encircled The Darting Swift, extending to the horizon in every direction. They were trapped. The rising sun amplified their dread with each passing minute, gradually revealing they were not entombed alone. Around them other ships lay tangled, some of newer designs, some centuries old. Each showed signs of decay. Human skeletons dotted many of the wrecks. On the older ships, the seaweed had climbed the sides and covered the deck, climbing to the top of some masts. Vines hung from crow's nests, drooped from shrouds, sagged along rails. Sunlight grew until Billy spied nearly a hundred ships captured in this wasteland.

The crew of The Darting Swift stared, aghast.

"We're going to die here," One Ear muttered. "Like these sorry lads."

"It's Billy's fault," sounded a voice from the back. "Lord Ashur smites him and we get caught under his fist."

Billy noticed most ships had awnings and buckets placed to catch rain for fresh water. Fishing tridents and spears lined the rails. These marooned and forgotten sailors had been here for years. Some had lived out their days on their vessels, never to see friends or family again.

"I believe many ships house survivors," Billy said to no one.

On a galleon trapped nearby, a bearded sailor emerged from below deck. Several sailors on The Darting Swift cried out in shock and alarm.

"They're alive," shouted one. "They live out here."

Their cries brought others into the open. All around them men appeared on deck.

"We're done," wailed a sailor aboard The Darting Swift. "Finished. We'll live all our remaining years trapped in this place."

A few crew members clambered over the sides, clutching the bowsprit netting, testing the surface. The dense seaweed mat sagged but supported their weight. Sailors on ships nearby shouted, waving for the men from The Darting Swift to turn back.

"Get off the botch," Billy warned. "Return to the ship. Something's wrong."

The crew from The Darting Swift ignored him.

"You don't give us orders," a sailor snapped.

A large dome of seawater rose between two ancient galleons. The bulge formed under the matted weed, formed and moved. The mound slithered between ships, headed for The Darting Swift.

"Run!" Billy yelled, pointing. "Go back to the ship. Something comes."

The crewmen ignored him, eager to join their ocean-faring brethren, eager to contact those long stranded and learn if their fate would match all those trapped on this massive floating island.

Wild sparks shot across the water, sizzling electricity arcing from leaf to stem to sailor to leaf. There were no screams: muscles clenched and jaws clamped shut. Voltage surged, popping and crackling, racing across the mat of floating vines. The crewmen racing across the seaweed stiffened and toppled, paralyzed. One by one they were sucked under from below. The last man struggled to use his legs, just before huge jaws opened beneath him. Water rushed in, carrying the paralyzed man into the inky darkness. The moving bulge vanished. The men on nearby ships cursed with frustration, their shouted warnings unheeded.

The men on the Swift were horrorstruck.

"A creature lives within the seaweed," Billy said. "Like an electric eel, but huge, big enough to swallow men."

Several sailors looked at the young man.

"What's an electric eel?"

Blank faces stared at Billy.

"A giant snake which lives underwater," the young man explained. "A snake with lightning crawling over its skin."

Wide eyes everywhere. The men, near panic, spoke hurriedly. Crow slipped into the spot next to Billy.

"The whole crew is terrified," Crow said, voice low. "Faced with a slow lingering death of old age trapped on a ship, or a lightning quick one, swallowed by a sea devil from below."

"Rock and a hard place."

"I don't know what that means. But what I do know is, again, our young William Tate is unfazed. Our young William looks like he struggles with choices of a different kind. You should be terrified, lad, fearful of a long imprisonment with men who hate you or an awful, terrible death, but you're not. You act like you have options. You believe you can get out of this mess if you choose."

"You're a smart man. You see a lot. I do face choices, choices of a different nature but equally fraught with danger, and not only to me."

Crow waited.

"I can't tell you," Billy said at last.

Crow raised an eyebrow at Billy's pained expression.

"I can't," Billy insisted. "There's too much at stake."

Crow waved at their surroundings.

"Current circumstances have taken the choice from you."

Billy's shoulders sagged.

"The lives of many depend on my speed and secrecy," Billy continued.

"Speed? What speed? You're trapped. You have no speed."

Billy glanced around to make sure no one could hear. The crew's attention was fixed on the serpent and the other ships.

"I did terrible things," Billy said, voice thick with emotion. "Awful things. The worst acts I've ever committed. I need to make things right."

"I understand. Go on. Tell me."

"I used children, Crow. I allowed evil men, Bloodletters, to capture children, kids I knew from classes I taught. They bore an enchantment so they could be tracked. We were desperate to find the Bloodletter stronghold, desperate to go on the offensive. There's a war coming."

"There's always a war coming."

"Not like this one. Bloodletters feed on human suffering. They use a kind of magic rooted in pain. They're insane. They must be stopped but we had no idea where to find them. We enchanted the children, Crow. Children, used for bait. We waited, promising ourselves we'd rescue them soon."

Billy drew a deep breath. His lips trembled.

"But we never did," he continued. "Other matters always demanded our attention, matters which delayed our mission."

"You decided to go after them alone."

"I'd reached my limit. I was sure they felt abandoned, unloved. That's my whole childhood. I can't do the same to them. I won't."

"Where are you headed? Where is the Bloodletter stronghold?"

"Valdmur."

Crow recoiled as if slapped.

"You head for Valdmur? Do you know of the place?"

"Only what I've read, which isn't much."

Crow rolled his eyes.

"Valdmur will swallow you whole. I sailed the coast. We pulled a man out of the water off shore and he had plenty to tell. That city is the darkest place on EmberEarth. We smelled blood in the air and we were a mile away. The city is surrounded by swamp and pestilence. Death lives there."

"Then I go to confront Death."

"I understand why you've kept everything secret, Billy. If Valdmur knows you're coming, they prepare and you fail."

"Exactly."

"But you are stuck here."

Billy both hands over the stubble on his head. His chin lifted. His eyes gleamed.

"But you're not stuck here, are you?"

"No."

"You can leave this dreadful place?"

"Yes."

"Whenever you wish?"

"Yes."

"How?"

Billy made sure they were alone.

"I'm a wizard."

Crow leaned back.

"That explains a lot. I had suspicions."

"I can free myself. I can free us all. But then everyone will know."

"Go anyway. Save yourself. Leave, and your secret remains trapped with us."

Billy raised his eyebrows.

"They'd tear you apart for siding with the wizard, and I cannot leave you, or even the men that hate me, to die a slow death of old age trapped in this place. I'm hoping for another solution. I'm hoping the wind arises and we get free."

Crow pointed to an ancient, vine-covered galleon.

"Do you see the three-level brigantine?"

"Yes."

"She has a small jib compared to her main sail. The style of that ship went out over one hundred and ten years ago." He swung his finger to another ship. "The caravel is around one hundred fifty years old, give or take. That's how long these vessels have been trapped here."

"There is no wind coming, lad. Not ever. There's been no wind for at least a hundred and fifty years. What do you think gave birth to this place? Leave. Go save those children."

"I cannot."

They stared at each other a long time.

"You saved me," Crow said. "When the Laughing Dog went under. It wasn't luck or prayer. It was you. I owe you. I can't ask you to save me twice. I want to get out of this prison but if you have a spell to save yourself, cast it. You owe us nothing. You owe me nothing and I owe you plenty."

"I am faced with impossible choices."

Crow patted Billy's shoulder.

"True for us all."

The old sailor placed an arm around Billy's shoulders and squeezed. The salty botch bobbed and gurgled, uncaring.

"Make things right," Crow said, finally. "This I know from personal experience. I didn't when I had the chance. Instead I ran. I joined a merchant fleet and never went home. I regret my choice every day. Every day. Few of us get the opportunity to put things right. If life has presented you with a way, take it. Do it."

Billy's eyes filled with tears. He looked from ship to ship. Men stood at the railings all around him.

"Son," Crow said. "I appreciate your struggle. I do. You barely know any of us but you agonize over leaving even one man behind. Even those that hate you. I admire you. But I'm going to force your hand. If you don't go save those children, I'm going to tell these men they were right, you’re a wizard."

"You wouldn't."

"I surely would."

"After everything I've done for you?"

Crow chuckled.

"Because of everything you've done for me, idiot."

"All right," the young mage said after a minute.

Billy closed his eyes and uttered a cantrip, sending his mind into the ether. He sensed the lines of EmberEarth magic running through the air. One minute became ten. Ten became twenty. Crow waited patiently.

The winds of the world create The Maw, Billy discovered. All of them. Not just those of the Ardent. I will need hours of casting to work the proper effect.

"I know what I must do," the young wizard said, at last.

"Tell me what you need."

"I intend to save every crew, not just ours. I have explored the weather and learned the conjunction I need arrives in three days. I must stand on the open deck, weaving my spell for a long time, summoning the winds to maneuver all these vessels. Each sailor on every ship will know of the wizard aboard The Darting Swift. Word will spread the moment we hit port."

"Then we'll need to move fast," Crow said, bouncing his eyebrows.

"We?"

"Yes. I owe you twice over and helping you fix this will even the score only partially. I'm with you all the way. I have skills that will come in handy. I also have a powerful desire to stay alive, strong enough for us both since yours is a bit lacking."

Billy hugged the old man.

"You're a good lad, Billy, even if you do try to do everything yourself."

"We will race like lightning," Billy said. "We'll avoid battle, but if I must, I will obliterate anything in my path. Nothing will stop me from rescuing those poor children."


Chapter 14

Raga wagged a finger in the black dragon's face.

"No acid," she cautioned Vulgut, the Ancient Black. "You splash too much."

She aimed her attention at the other dragons, jerking a thumb at the massive building behind her. "No breath weapons at all, from any of you. This library is precious. I want every book and scroll and tablet preserved. The rest of the city is yours but do not harm my library."

The ring of dragons bowed and launched, massive muscles propelling huge bodies aloft, each headed in a different direction. Soon the clamor of battle echoed through the streets. Warriors shouted, townsfolk screamed. The ground shook. Raga opened the heavy double doors with a wave of her hand. Inside, row after row of precious books and scrolls sat waiting. She approached the first, stepping over the bodies of fallen librarians.

Our favorite pastime, Silvera intoned.

Does Silvera mean slaughtering humans or reading?

The young woman extended her hand and drew a delicate fingertip down a leather-bound spine. A small blob of liquid blue erupted, dancing where skin met hide. She absorbed every word contained in the ancient tome and moved to the next, more liquid blue scintillating. She walked the length of the bookcase, touching each tome lightly, eyelids fluttering each time she added to her immense body of knowledge. She'd long ago crossed the threshold for more books read than any person in history.

The more she learned, the more convinced she became her path was correct.

One book on the shelf especially caught her interest: On the Origins of Wyrms. She plucked the tome to take with her. When she reached a pile of the recently slain, with calm magical gestures she maneuvered the bodies into the shape of a bench.

She sat.

Outside, something massive slammed the wall, sending dirt cascading and dust tumbling amongst the shelves. A bellowing roar shook the stones. She smiled.

Malachite engages the rebels, Silvera suggested.

I know. My babies slaughter the mutinous.

Raga forced the ancient woman from her mind, focusing her attention on the book in hand. She'd raced by a chapter on the source of the first dragons and wished to peruse the passage more thoroughly.

A chorus of screams reached her through the thick wall, screams cut short by a blast of dragon salt. Raga knew outside a clean skeleton lay gleaming.


Chapter 15

Billy stood on the forecastle staring across miles of floating weed. He gripped the railing, fingernails biting into wood. The setting sun cast long shadows, illuminating the men moving about on nearby ships. A dismal fate awaited them. Despair had set in. He hung his head, staring at the salty botch massed against the ship.

The winds will never come, he admitted. The food will run out. Men will turn on each other. We can fish but like the other vessels, the crew will starve until only a few remain. They will come for me first.

Billy heard footsteps.

"Crow."

"Billy."

"I can wait no longer."

"I was about to tell you the same. Rumblings. Discontent."

Billy scanned the suspecting faces aboard The Darting Swift.

"How will you do it?"  

"I'll summon the wind. I'll direct it where I wish, steering the vessels through the muck. When I have them where I need them, the men will change ships."

Crow looked doubtful.

"There are a lot of ships. Are you up to this task?"

"I'll need time. Will you guard my back?"

"Of course. With my life."

"I'll swear them all to secrecy, but few will honor their promise. Hopefully their newfound fear of me will buy us time."

"Fear of you? You have much to learn, wizard. These are hard men. They've lived dangerous lives on a merciless sea. If your plan calls for them to fear you, we need a new plan."

Billy smiled at his friend.

A rope ladder hung over the side which no one had dared use since the eel attack. Billy climbed down.

"What are you doing? You said you'd stand on the open deck and weave your spell. Don't stand on the botch."

Sailors on other ships shouted warnings but those on The Darting Swift were glad to see the boy leave. They moved to the railings, hoping to see the young man swallowed whole by the terrible creature. Billy stepped onto the spongy, matted vegetation, testing his balance, finding his footing. Satisfied, he walked a short distance and waited. Across the open space, a mound of seawater formed deep in the tangled mass. Billy balanced on the balls of his feet. Even at this distance and despite his protective tattoos, he felt electric tingling.

"Impressive."  

The bulge of water grew larger and moved towards him, gaining speed. Tiny whitecaps foamed at the edges. Men shouted warnings from the other ships. The men of The Darting Swift shouted back, telling them to shut up and mind their business. Billy moved away from the Swift, bobbing gently.

A sizzling blast of electricity roared through the seaweed. Electrocuted fish rose to the surface. The sailors gasped but Billy barely felt the surge, protected by a glyph. The creature sent another blast, stronger than the first. More fish floated. Pockets of seawater boiled against the botch. Billy, unaffected, lifted a hand to watch the sparks dance along his skin.

The swell of water rose higher and broke, pierced by a massive scaly eel rising over the ships. Multiple spears hung from the face and neck, mere toothpicks hanging limp, all failed attempts over the years to kill this nightmare creature. Men screamed and ran. Crow shouted dismay.

Billy waited calmly.

Teeth like pearly swords lined the creature's jaws. Salty botch hung in shreds, dangling, snagged on scales and fangs. Water raced in rivulets down the monster's crusty hide and mist blew from two nostrils like slits. Gleaming yellow eyes raged at Billy, the defiant little creature still standing after two blasts of crackling power.

Billy drew his dagger. 

"A dagger?" Crow howled, distraught.

The men shouted. Clearly, the boy had lost his mind. Men cowered or ran below decks or jumped overboard, racing across the seaweed for other ships while the beast faced Billy.

Most men waited for the serpent to swallow the boy.

Billy balanced his dagger on an open palm. He muttered an incantation and gestured with his free hand. The dagger spun, faster and faster. A thrumming filled the air. The serpent clacked angry jaws and blew mist, rearing back to strike.

"Here she comes, lad," Crow shouted. "Move!"

Billy did not move. The young man stood serenely, studying the magnificent beast, salty spray in his face. The creature sent a tactical surge of electricity through the water, hoping to stun Billy but only paralyzing the men fleeing on the far side. When the monster struck, Billy flicked his hand, sending the whirling dagger at the armored snout, chewing through flesh and scale. The creature thundered and jerked aside, jaws snapping on empty air.

Billy growled a command and the dagger swung in a wide arc to come back, slamming into the thick neck, biting deep, burrowing through grisly flesh, grinding scale and cartilage alike before plunging deeper, slicing veins and tendons and tissue. Blood sprayed, a huge shower of oily black ichor. The creature screamed. Billy raised his voice and the dagger spun faster. The creature lunged, huge jaws clamping short of the target. Billy gestured and the dagger changed course, lacerating flesh before diving deeper still, tunneling through meat.

The monster bellowed in agony.

Black blood drenched Billy. He allowed the dagger to slice and slash and turned his attention to a derelict vessel, the crew dead for more than a hundred years. The young wizard focused on the main mast. He gestured and wooden planks creaked, the mizzen mast bowed from the base, threatening to break. Billy sent a surge of magical power across the water and the rigging tore free, mast flying across the seaweed like a massive lance, piercing the serpent's neck and jutting out the other side. The behemoth shrieked in misery, thrashed, churned blackened, bloody water.

Too late, the huge but small-brained creature realized this fight was lost. Coils looped and rolled and the monster sank beneath the surface, retreating. The battle was won. The creature headed home to die. Billy flicked a finger and his dagger burst from beneath the water, skimming the surface to wash itself clean, and driving into the sheath on his hip with a snap.

Stunned silence fell upon the men.

"Yes!" Crow screamed.

"Sorcery!" One Ear cried. "I knew it."

Billy closed his eyes and raised his hands, concentrating, gesturing slowly, sending his mind into the still air. He'd spent the last three days placing threads of power and he collected them now, weaving them together like fashioning a rope. Crow climbed the ladder and took a defensive position behind the young wizard, sword in hand. The serpent was dead but no sailor dared leave their ship. Billy levitated, floated above the seaweed. He spun lowly, gathering lines of power. The air buzzed.

A breeze stirred.

The men cursed this wizard and his magic.

"I warned you, didn't I?" One Ear said, pointing. "Sorcery."

Billy's hands wove complex patterns while he chanted, nudging, coaxing, insisting when he had to, forcing the air to accept his command.

A light breeze filled the main sail of The Darting Swift, puffing the canvas.

"Will you curse him now?" Crow shouted, pointing at the sail. "Go ahead you miserable, ungrateful, ignorant donkeys. The boy saves your lives!" Crow pointed directly at One Ear. "He saves your life!" the old sailor shouted.

The air swirled. Ships from all around The Maw shifted and moved, drifting towards each other, pushing the salty botch into ridges. Men fell to their knees, weeping, grateful for even a little movement.

Once the vessels were close enough, grappling hooks were cast, ropes drawn tight. Within an hour an artificial island of ships had formed. Billy had positioned the largest, an ancient, five-decked behemoth named Glorious, on the outer edge.

Billy levitated higher. A breeze he directed pushed him over the gunwale where he drifted to step lightly on deck.

"Bring every man not of The Darting Swift to this vessel," he told the men there. "I want all the men from the other ships on this one. Once complete, we'll hook a line and tow the Swift. I will get us to the nearest port. From there, each of you can sail for home or wherever you wish to go."

Men scrambled over railing and rigging, eager to sail for home. A few looked distrustful but most cheered. Many wept. Soon the sailors finished their task: The Darting Swift and Glorious linked by heavy ropes. All the men gathered, waiting for Billy. The young wizard raised his voice, sweeping his accusing finger in a slow circle.

"I travel in secrecy," he shouted. "But I swear I do it for good cause. I hurry to save scores of innocent children. I ask for your aid. I return your lives to you but demand an oath in exchange. No one must know what I did here. You did not see me. When asked, you will say the winds arose at last and carried you home. Make no mention of the young wizard who helped you. Many lives are at stake. Many blameless children will die if you speak of what you saw today. If you feel any gratitude for what I've done, honor my wishes."

He lowered his voice menacingly.

"But I will not count on gratitude alone. I swear, spill my secret, and I will spill your blood. I will hunt you around the world and take terrible retribution."

Billy knew the urge to share what happened would be great, too great to contain. He had no intention of hunting any who broke their vow. He planned on outracing their wagging tongues.

"Swear it."

All around the ship men made their vow, a few mumbled, but most poured all the passion they felt into their promise. Several men from various ships offered to accompany Billy on his quest but he refused them all.

Billy faced the captain.

"Hoist sails," the young wizard said. "I bring you wind."

Billy moved to the stern and raised his arms. He closed his eyes. His fingers traced intricate loops and swirls. He sent his mind once more into the wind, finding the enchantments he'd placed there earlier.

The main sail billowed and snapped, full. The Glorious lurched, shuddered, and slid across the salty botch. Billy concentrated and the winds blew harder, driving the huge ship faster. The Darting Swift lurched followed.

Hours later the hulls slipped free of the clutching ocean weed and surged forward. A joyous cry arose, men, restored to life.

"Now," Crow beamed, proud of his young friend. "Let's go free those children."


Chapter 16

"Both?" Illith said. "Both young mages escaped SeaEnd?"

Illith floated a foot above the polished cavern floor. Thin onyx threads materialized in the empty air around her before drifting to land on her smooth pale skin, all scars save one magically removed. Her ankle-length white hair wafted slowly, as if underwater, gently caressing the curves of her body. She stared on the four men standing at attention. Her fingertips idly brushed the curlicue scar below her navel.  She appeared composed but the men knew she only touched that scar when filled with rage. They avoided her.

"Yes, my queen," said the first lieutenant, staring at the floor.

Illith sent her eyes around the cavern. The walls were lined with old men, hair grown to the knees. The men were chained at ankles and wrists, writhing in continuous agony. Their beards reached the polished marble floor, their finger and toenails long and twisted. The shackled men groaned endlessly, screaming randomly.

With her attention on her prisoners, the first lieutenant risked a glance at her nude body, grateful for the magic that required she remain unclothed but terrified he'd get caught looking. He feasted his eyes on her stunning beauty, her delicate features and sensuous shape. The mere sight of her was like a mesmerizing spell. She'd punish him severely if she caught him staring. He looked to one of the thousand onyx filaments which formed continuously in the cavern air. He followed a wafting ebony strand drift towards his queen and land on her pale skin. The thread faded, absorbed.

"I was a slave in this mountain," she said, eyes unfocused and far away. "Have you heard the tale, Yulgar? Centuries ago. I was branded in this cave." She pointed at a nearby spot on the ground. "Right there. A little girl, all alone, family murdered before her eyes one by one."

The men shuffled nervously.

"I returned and conquered my masters," she continued. "Now those masters suffer eternal agony, bound in the same chamber they tortured me." She turned her full attention on the first lieutenant. "The world is my goal. Do you understand? The world is my goal and those two young mages are my only true concern. I wanted them captured or killed. Now the four of you tell me both have fled SeaEnd and we've no idea where they are. How is this possible? I had them where I wanted them."

"They vanished separately, my queen," Yulgar said. "They covered their trails with magic. We'll find them again. We have spies in every port, crawling the streets and alleys of every city. They will not remain hidden."

Illith faced the three officers waiting. One by one she met their eyes. The man in the middle looked away and kept his face turned. Illith floated near, bringing her body nearly in contact with his. He would not look at her. She worked her fingers in complex patterns and the lieutenant groaned. Slowly, she forced his eyes to meet hers. She studied the man, peering into his mind. The man turned ashen, cold sweat beading on his forehead.

"Dalum, I see your heart."

Her fingers danced. Dalum rose from the ground until the others saw the bottoms of his feet. He struggled but an unseen force held him.

"I see the error was yours," Illith said. "You gave the order to reposition men, despite Yulgar's warnings. You created the hole in our net which allowed their escape."

Dalum burst into flames. The man screamed. Illith ignored his cries of anguish and faced the remaining three. Dalum tried desperately to free himself, flailing his arms, kicking his legs. He danced in the air like a burning marionette.

"My stronghold is impregnable," Illith told them. "I have shaped this ancient volcano into a fortress. No army can penetrate these myriad tunnels. Not the assembled forces of Apathacura, nor the orphan girl and her RedMen."

Dalum popped and sizzled. His screams had dwindled to begging.

"But it is not an army which concerns me," she continued. "Those two young wizards can cause trouble. I've seen visions. Trust me when I say they matter most. Find them. Bring them to me alive. If you cannot, kill them."

The men avoided eye contact. Illith moved a finger and the fire scorching Dalum went out. The man fell to the ground, his skin undamaged. He did not move. 

"Go," she told them. "Dalum has finished only the first of his many punishments. Learn from his mistakes. Absorb his men into your units and continue the hunt. Bring me what I desire."

The three lieutenants hurried from the chamber. Illith lifted her chin to stare at the tiny patch of blue sky high overhead. She watched a fluffy white cloud pass.

"Prepare for an excruciating night, Dalum."

The former lieutenant sobbed.


Chapter 17

Ems Fick left SeaEnd aboard the four-deck galleon, Undaunted, boldly summoning the wind to speed her journey, ignoring the nervous crew. Hour after hour she drove the ship west through the WealWood Narrows and out into the Grand Salt Ocean. From there she spent days driving east after rounding Cape Verdant into the CoralWash.

The strange yearning had returned during her trip, becoming urgent once she rounded the Cape. She'd yearned to jump overboard and swim to shore. A trilling called to her. She needed all her strength to resist. Thankfully, with distance, the urge faded into the background, now little more than a tickling of her mind. She promised to investigate what assailed her when she had the time.

When they arrived at the place she'd marked on her map, she instructed the captain to lower the longboat and row her ashore. The captain, like the crew, was eager to leave the young woman behind. Ems stood alone on a thin strip of white sand and facing a wall of Tanglethicket jungle.

Cedrac's friends had done their utmost to hide his grave.

Is the Song of Carnage buried with the Battlemage?

She rejected the idea.

Ems picked her way through the jungle, using small spells to clear the growth and repel the clouds of insects. She soon found the river she sought and followed upstream. Within an hour she located the patch of basalt columns described in a long-dead mage's journal. She followed the columns to the river and around the bend, entering a hidden cave, precisely where her notes said the cave would be.

She touched the gold ring on her pinkie and soft warm light filled the darkened space. The moisture in the air made the rocks glisten. The musty cave became a tunnel for a time, opening into another cave where phosphorescent lichen clung to the walls and ceiling, filling the cavern with a pale blue glow and the stench of mildew.

There, on a sculpted dais, sat a sarcophagus of carved obsidian. The lid was etched with a radiant sun. Ems drew a deep breath. Her legs turned weak but she stayed on her feet, eyes riveted to the shiny black casket.

"I found you," she whispered. "At last."

She spread her fingers, muttering a quick spell to render the heavy lid weightless, and nudged the stone cover aside. Foul air boiled out, stinging her nose. She opened a pouch and withdrew a quill which had belonged to Cedrac in life. She hesitated, leaned over the open casket, placed the quill on the dead mage's ribs. Finely attired when laid to rest, Cedrac now lay dressed in tatters.

Ems drew a deep breath. In moments, she'd know if this was indeed the body of the long dead Battlemage or yet another false end, a decoy body used to confuse graverobbers, like herself. She spoke a few words and the quill rose, point down, ready for use.

"Hello, Cedrac," she muttered, satisfied.

She put the quill away. She sat on an outcropping of stone and contemplated the end of her long pursuit. Cedrac would likely send her on a new quest, but she would allow herself a moment to enjoy the fulfillment of this one.


Chapter 18

"Land!" shouted the bearded man from the crow's nest.

Every eye turned. First to him before swinging in the direction he pointed. A black speck sat on the horizon.

"An island," said Crow, and those nearby looked at him.

"You can see that?" asked one.

"Yes. Densely forested. I'd wager one of the Northern Bane Isles."

Men scoffed. Most believed him. Crow turned to Billy.

"We can part company with these men there," he muttered. There's a city, Ardenia, where we can resupply and book passage on a ship to follow the coast west, landing at Saladon. From there we travel overland to approach Valdmur from the landward side. We'll be undetected. Nobody enters the city that way."

"Why?"

"Too dangerous. The swamp around the city is huge and filled with monsters."

"Terrific," Billy said.

Men crowded the railing. The dot slowly grew into a huge island, filling the horizon. Men wept openly. Several came to thank Billy, promising they'd never speak of his role in their rescue.

"There are more ships trapped in The Maw," one man said. "We were in the largest batch of salty botch. There are other, smaller patches, holding fewer ships. The ocean currents moved us around. Ships would come and go over the months. A few would not return for years. I have a friend still out there, if he lives."

"That's a terrible fate," Billy said. "I plan to return and rescue them."

The man thanked Billy and shook his hand.

The Glorious rounded a cape and Ardenia came into view. Most of the city sat upon the main island but a second island, close and smaller, held part of the city too. A thousand bridges of white stone connected the city over a narrow strait of seawater. The inhabitants of the metropolis hurried everywhere, like an anthill aroused. Docks crawled with people, loading and unloading ships from all around the world. The arrival of the Glorious was scarcely noted with ports this busy. The Glorious aimed for an open berth, dockhands helping to guide her in. The men onboard shared their amazing rescue, omitting Billy's help, even before disembarking, shouting their joyous liberation over the railing to anyone who'd listen. The city folk were astounded. Bathatan, an Ardenia native lost for five years, kissed the ground on his return.

"This story will cross the city in an hour," Crow said. "Let's hope the men stay true to their promise."

"They will. Until a spy offers coin for the details."

Crow clapped his hands, rubbed them together.

"I'd suggest we grab a bite to eat, but I have no money and you don't eat."

Billy tapped a tattoo on the back of his hand.

"I'm never hungry. This magic glyph eliminates the need." He moved his finger to a tattoo on his forearm. "Never thirsty." His finger moved again, from one tattoo to the next. "Never cold, never sleepy–"

"You have everything covered, I'll give you that. Every frail human weakness is included. But you've also eliminated a lot of what makes you human, the joy of eating when you're hungry or quenching a thirst. There must be unforeseen ramifications."

They left the Glorious and entered the bustling streets of Ardenia. The city was clean and well organized, with white shops built from marble lining every road. Citizens lived on second and third stories above the shops. A wide variety of trees and shrubs grew everywhere. Many types of ivy clung to branch and building. Billy pulled Crow into an alley, turning his back to the street. He took Crow's hand and mumbled a few words. He made several intricate gestures and raw gold ingots materialized in the air to drop on the old sailor's open hand. Crow gawked, amazed.

"You– You can create gold?"

"Yes," Billy admitted. "It is a simple spell."

"All you want?"

"Yes."

Crow rolled his eyes.

"Let's eat," he exclaimed, stuffing the gleaming gravel into a pocket. "My treat."

Billy laughed. They exited the alley and Crow aimed for a tavern across the street: Hops and Grapes. The place was busy but they found a table in the back. A waitress took their order and soon they were eating delicious roasted lamb and drinking tasty spiced mead. Crow felt safe for the first time since they'd met and questioned Billy about his past. The young wizard held nothing back. Crow grew more amazed with each passing minute.

"So," he said at last. "You said you're not even from this world."

"True," Billy admitted. "Well, I might be. I've noticed things which make me wonder if this is my world but in my distant past. The moon here is closer and has fewer craters. Where I'm from the day is twenty-three hours and fifty-six minutes. Here, a day is around twenty-two hours. We have legends about magic and dragons but never see anything real. Are such ideas were buried in our ancestral memories? An odd coincidence otherwise."

"You are suggesting you may be from my future?"

"Yes. The idea explains a lot, like how Haylan Pil, the High Mage, could hide the Codices. He simply sent them forward in time, not to another world or dimension. A far easier spell and more likely to succeed."

Crow gulped the last of his mead. He opened his mouth to ask another question but those words died in his throat. Over the top of his mug, he saw a man in gray robes across the room, staring. Black, necrotic veins formed a web around the man's eyes.

"Heads up," he warned Billy. "Looks like trouble. A man I suspect of being a Bloodletter stands by the hearth, watching us "

The Gray Robe withdrew an ornate Letting dagger and sliced a forearm. A large shimmering net of energy sizzled into existence in the air over Billy and Crow. Before the net could drop and entangle them, Billy spoke a quick command and transformed his hand into a blade of white-hot iron. He sliced the net in an arc, side to side. He grabbed Crow and dove under the table. The tattered net evaporated.

The stunned crowd panicked. Pandemonium exploded. Shouting and wild scrambling filled the tavern. Everyone ran in different directions. Billy cast a spell quickly, firing flaming arrows from under the table which slammed the Gray Robe in the chest, knocking him backward against the wall.

"Out the window," Billy growled to Crow.

The old sailor understood, first throwing a heavy tavern chair through the glass and jumping through the opening into the busy street. Billy followed. They scanned the town square to get their bearings.

"This way!" Billy shouted, pulling Crow's sleeve.

Twin bolts of maroon energy flashed across the cobblestones and knocked them down. Crow coughed blood. Billy rolled to his feet, flaming missile spell ready on his lips. He froze. The animated corpses of two children from SeaEnd, wrapped in writhing green flames, faced him.

"No!" he shouted.

He'd known them. He'd taught them math. He was sick he couldn't remember their names. The dead children raised accusing fingers, pointing at Billy and firing black bolts of energy.

"I hate you for this," Billy cried, cursing the unknown Bloodletter who had animated these babies. He snatched his dagger from the sheath and uttered a quick spell. The small blade lifted from his palm and whirled through the air. Crow raised his head, remembering the battle against the giant eel. Horror twisted his face. The weapon darted over the street, ending with the sounds of rotten tomatoes bursting. Two small heads toppled from young shoulders. The weapon whirled, spraying dead blood before snapping into the sheath once more.  

"It's a nightmare," Crow sobbed, heartbroken.

A powerful blast of wind staggered them. Billy struggled to turn his head, spying the Bloodletter at the smashed tavern window twisting his Letting stiletto in flesh. The man grimaced but maintained the strong gusts, buffeting Billy, preventing the young mage from casting.

Another undead child rounded the corner, wrapped in green flame like the others, short sword in hand, dead eyes fixed on Billy. His path across the square brought him near Crow and the old sailor kicked the weapon away. The young fiend cast a quick spell and glowing darts lanced Crow's leg, making the old man howl.

The Bloodletter climbed through the broken tavern window, Letting dagger already drawing blood for the next spell. Billy fought the buffeting wind and gained his feet, firing a spear of ice into the man's stomach and driving the Bloodletter against the tavern wall. The Gray Robe grimaced and muttered a counter spell, shattering the ice.

"Run!" Billy shouted.

Crow tackled Billy, knocking him backward and freeing him from the buffeting winds. They stumbled into an alley, Crow limping badly. A bolt of red energy lit the small space with a hellish glow and Crow cried out, crumbling to the ground. Billy spun. Three undead SeaEnd children, wrapped in green flames, faced him including another he recognized from a classroom.

Billy cast a spell. The cobblestones at his feet rattled and loosened and flew from the street, smashing the kids and knocking them backward. Billy grabbed Crow and spun the ring on his index finger while staring at Hops and Grapes, sending both to the roof and out of sight. He waited several heartbeats before he risked a look over the parapet. The Gray Robe and his undead children searched the alley for Billy and Crow, heading in the wrong direction.

"I must get you to a healer," Billy whispered. "But we can't risk encountering them again. We need to wait a short time. Can you handle the pain?"

"Got no choice."

He winced when he brought his damaged leg around in front. He tore his pants open, discovering the darts of energy had become shards of bone. He pulled each fragment out and tied strips of cloth around the wounds.

"Was he a Bloodletter?" Crow asked, keeping his voice low. "The man in the gray robe? He looked miserable."

"Yes."

"He had dead children working for him."

"Yes."

"Your kids? Were those the kids you wanted to save?"

"A few. They took many. They use them to hunt Ems, my girlfriend, and me. The kids know us by sight but the Bloodletters do not. They also sent them to our home."

"They're kids. What kind of monster uses dead children?"

"Gray Robes have no honor, no scruples, no morals. They're evil."

"We could have used help. Why didn't Ems come with you?"

Billy made a face and rubbed his stiff short hair.

"It's complicated."

Crow waited for more.

"Ems wants power," Billy said. "She's off hunting more, believing that's how we win. She says a small group would succeed where an army or one man would fail."

"They kicked our ass. Maybe she's right."

"No. There's no point to confrontation, whether alone, with a group, or with an army. We'll never have enough power to beat them like that. They have a thousand-year head start."

Crow made a face, clutching his leg.

"The man's face was putrid. He cut himself."

"Yes."

"Why?"

"Pain and suffering fuels their magic. They let blood to cast spells."

"They hurt themselves for magic?"

"Yes."

"Why? I've seen you cast spells. You don't hurt yourself. What they do is terrible."

"I agree. Long ago a powerful wizard named Haylan Pil concluded magic was too powerful for human use. We can't be trusted. He banished all of it, or tried to, but Bloodletter magic survived because it feeds directly off the wizard casting. Haylan never imagined such a self-destructive discipline existed."

"Magic has returned."

"Yes," Billy admitted. "Because of me. I figured out what Haylan had done and unraveled it. I returned magic to the world."

"You?"

"Yes. Bloodletters had magic and we did not. Haylan unintentionally brought about exactly the world he tried to prevent. Once I learned of the Bloodletter threat I knew we'd need magic to defeat them. I undid Haylan's works."

"I know nothing about magic, but can't you heal my leg?"

"Wrong kind of magic, sorry."

Billy helped Crow stand. They studied the streets below to be sure they were safe and Billy levitated both to the ground. They moved cautiously, crossing the city to find a healer and a new tavern. Billy used others to rent a room.

Crow fell asleep quickly.


Chapter 19

Ems removed her hiking boots and dug her bare feet into the cave dirt, squishing phosphorescent moss between her toes. She planted the rounded end of her wizard's staff in the soil and muttered several protection spells, wrapping her mind with defenses against possession.

Tor Galmorde had taught her a lesson she'd never forget.

With sure and practiced hands, she pulled a small book from her pocket and used a thin ribbon bookmark to open near the middle. She read out loud, a lilting song, far too happy and joyous for the ritual she now performed. The air turned still. All sound in the chamber stopped. The magics she worked wove through a multitude of silenced voices, searching to find one and return.

“Cedrac Angstrom," she commanded. "Awaken!”

Skeletal hands rose to grip the edges of the casket. A skull, topped by a thin gold crown and wobbling on a stack of crumbling vertebrae, cleared the sarcophagus and sent empty sockets all around, latching onto Ems.

"Stupid girl," the ancient wizard hissed, jawbone working.

A hurricane of intellect assailed her mind. Ems gasped. Cedrac attacked with blind rage, pummeling her psyche. Without her protections, Ems would have been lost. This ancient dead wizard was a staggering force of intelligence and experience. He'd lived many years. Cedrac battered her consciousness until she groaned and sagged against her staff.

"Enough!" she cried. "You will do my bidding. Telac tonnin amal. With these words, I command you."

Cedrac recoiled, forced to retreat by the words of power. He regrouped and attacked her from a different direction, calling upon a deluge of emotions, assailing her with fear and doubt, forcing her to face again the pains of childhood, thee agonies of loss. He was ruthless. Ems whimpered, scrambling to deflect. Cedrac was a master, a warrior, resisting her control at every step, fighting to assert himself, fighting to once again enjoy life. This was no weak-willed priest. This was no unskilled merchant. This was the greatest Battlemage who had ever lived, and Ems found herself struggling for her existence. Their minds grappled and rolled.

Bit by bit Ems asserted herself, nudging him backward, gaining control.

"Telac tonnin amal," she growled. "I command you."

Cedrac relented. His skull tilted forward, jawbone resting on sternum.

Careful now, she cautioned herself. He's wily. Do not trust this surrender. Remember Tor Galmorde.

Ems began her questioning. Each answer was vague. Ems had to force the truth from him, spending precious mental energy, wasting time. She grew impatient.

"Cedrac, do you remember pain? I have spells which will remind you. I can show you agony. I can lay you to rest in torment."

Cedrac glared at his bony feet.

"You wake me to torture me? How far you have fallen, child. I expect better from one so intimate with death."

"I have no desire to inflict harm, wizard, but I must have answers." She was about to continue her questioning when his words sank in. "Wait, in what way am I intimate with death? Am I not like every other? How is my knowing special?"

"I see you."

"What does that mean?"

"You've died, child. You and I, we crossed over. You went back."

A soul-chilling shudder ran through Ems. His words were undeniable. She felt the truth of them. Worse, intuition told her the strange yearnings of late were connected to this newly discovered fact.

"What happened to me?"

Cedrac said nothing. Her mind raced, desperately trying to make connections, to understand what happened to her.

"You seek the Song of Carnage," Cedrac said, extending a bony finger over the casket to lightly touch the back of her hand.

Ems forced herself to return to the moment.

"I do," she answered. "War comes. Where did you hide the weapon?"

The skull turned until two empty sockets stared at Ems.

"What war?" the Battlemage asked.

Ems felt his keen interest, his gleeful curiosity. This Battlemage longed for war.

"Bloodletters seek to conquer all."

"Bloodletters? That cult is too small."

"In your day, yes, but no longer." Ems felt her spell beginning to fade. Fatigue was rising quickly. "They have grown mighty since your death."

"How long have I been dead?"

"Over a thousand years."

A tilt of the skull told Ems the dead mage contemplated.

"My friends hid me well."

"Exceedingly," she begrudgingly admitted.

"Will you carry the blade in combat?" Cedrac asked. "Or do you desire a trophy?"

"Combat," Ems said, sensing his turn. "A massive crusade against evil."

The ancient skeleton shivered with delight.

"The blade will enjoy that. You will too."

Ems felt her spell waver.

"Tell me," she rasped. "Quickly, before you return to the abyss. Where?"

The skull aimed empty sockets at the cavern ceiling.

"I hid the weapon in plain view," he chuckled.

"Where?"

Cedrac leaned forward, skull mere inches from her face.

"Have faith," he said, and she felt him slipping away. "Faith."

He was gone. The ancient skeleton tumbled into the casket again. Ems slammed fists on the obsidian edge.

"No!" she cried. "Faith in what? Hidden in plain view where? No! Wait!"

Cedrac slipped from her mind. Weariness rushed in.

"Damn it," she shouted. "All that effort for ambiguity? Damn it!"

Her eyelids drooped. She cast a protective barrier on the cave entrance and sat, her back against the rough stone wall. She closed her eyes.

Cedrac hid the weapon in plain view. But I need faith to find it.

"That could be anywhere," she whined.

Frustrated, she hit the ground with a fist. A question intruded as sleep took her.

What does he mean I've died?


Chapter 20

"I must return to Raga," Gouge said, looking each person around the fire in the eye. "I must tell her of the ambush against Dedathu and myself. She will demand retribution."

"Then maybe you shouldn't tell her," Bast said.

"Men attacked her dragon. They must be punished. I saw their livery."

"Dragons are individuals, Gouge. They do not belong to Raga. None of us belong to Raga. Her plan to subjugate the masses is insane. She'll never win."

"She says she needs but three generations to complete. She swears we will be the better for her efforts."

"She's wrong," Bast stated. "Some animals cannot be domesticated. What's next? Snakes? Lions? The people will always fight her. She creates a new rebel with each mother or father she kills, a new rebel with each son or daughter slain. Her plan is madness."

A rush of huge leathery wings overhead silenced further conversation. Eyes turned skyward. Audric's personal guard took defensive positions around their prince and Bast chuckled. Gouge smiled.

"What's funny?" the prince asked.

"Your men believe they can protect you from a dragon," Bast explained.

"They are sworn."

"I admire their loyalty," Bast admitted, feeling guilty for the guard who died. "Your man that fell. What was his name?"

"Riley," Audric said. "Riley Strub. I will honor him when I return to Appacca. His family will receive a large reward. I will commission a statue at my father's palace."

Dedathu dropped from the night sky, thrashing the grass nearby with powerful gusts. The Ancient Red landed on all four feet and folded his wings, walking the short distance to the camp and dropping a goat carcass near the fire. The great crimson beast curled behind Bast, sheltering the girl beneath red plated claw and shoulder. Audric signaled his men to dress the kill and prepare a meal.

"Dedathu likes you more than me now," Gouge said, slightly hurt.

"Don't take it personally," Audric offered. "It's part of the healing gift she has. Once she's tended your wounds, you adore her. We all like her better now, although I adored her from the moment I first saw her, so my affliction is worse."

"I'm familiar with the phenomenon."


Chapter 21

The library was dark, the air stale. Ems and Jaleen sat at a mahogany table covered with books of all sizes. A small yellow globe floated above them, illuminating their space with a warm glow. The two women spoke in hushed voices.

"Why are you here this late, child?"

"The Bloodletters know where I live. I can't go back. They can attack me at will in my home. They animated dead children from the college to send after us."

"Terrible."

"It was horrific. Little flaming undead assassins. Billy knew several and struggled to raise a hand against them. Better if neither of us go back to our apartment."

Jaleen shivered.

"Will the Gray Robes use anything?" she said. "Is nothing beneath them?" She looked at the books Ems had spread. "What do you hunt now?"

"I still hunt the Song of Carnage," Ems exhaled, exasperated. "I tracked Cedrac's grave and Spoke to him but what he said made no sense and proved unhelpful. I'm doing more research."

"What did he say?"

"His answer was vague. The dead can be evasive, especially the intelligent dead. I sensed he'd turned to my side when I spoke of war but his answer was a riddle. I put all that time into locating him and for nothing. I was angry. I'm in the library again, searching, going over all the same material, hunting what I missed."

"That's maddening. I'm sorry. What riddle? Maybe I can help. I like riddles."

"He said the hiding place was obvious."

"That's not a riddle. Is that a quote?"

"No," Ems admitted. "He said: 'I hid the weapon in plain view.' I pressed and he added I'd need faith to find it."

Jaleen stared at the young witch.

"Did you search there?" she asked.

"Search where?"

"Search Plainview. I'm from there. It's a village west of SeaEnd. Sits on a hill and overlooks huge fertile valleys. Hence, Plainview. The town is protected by mountains to the north and sea cliffs to the south."

Ems fell back in her chair. She shot forward, pointing a finger at Jaleen.

"You're telling me there's an actual place called Plainview?"

"Yes. Nothing ever happens there. No one ever visits. It's all farmland."

"Do the fine people of Plainview have churches?"

"One. A temple to Goleman, God of Bountiful Harvests and Mild Weather."

Ems rested her head on the table.

"I want to punch someone," the young witch said.

"The sword is there?"

"Yes," she mumbled. "The sword is there. I feel it."

"No one ever visits. If this Cedrac person and had arrived looking for a place to hide a sword, all the townsfolk would have made a legend out of him."

"He was a wizard, Jaleen. He slipped in and out of town with no one noticing."

"Then let's go get it."

"Sunrise," Ems said, voice weary. "I need sleep. Once I arrive I'll start my search at the church and radiate outward."

"I'm going with you. I can save you time. There's a shortcut in the hills behind SeaEnd. The road along the coast is too slow."

"I would love the help, Jaleen. You found Alarus when I could not. I welcome your skills and insights."

Jaleen sat straight, beaming with pride at the compliment.

"Thank you, Ems."


Chapter 22

The deck of the Sunrise gently rose and fell beneath their feet. Ocean spray wet their faces and clothes. Billy stood at the railing, watching the coast roll by.

"The Gray Robes had a thousand spies in Ardenia," Crow said. "I felt watched everywhere I went."

"We are safer out here on the water," Billy agreed, gesturing towards land. "How long to Saladon?"

Crow aimed his attention at the coast.

"That's DroughtHeart," he said, indicating the long band of yellow on the horizon. "We'll spend at least four days, maybe more, depending on winds, skirting that enormous high desert. After, we'll round Isle Cape and enter the Bane Isles South. The water turns dangerous beyond the Cape. The Southern Banes have sent many to the murky depths. Storms and hidden rocks and pirates. Barring tragedy, we make Saladon in a week. After that, the travel turns difficult."

"I will leave you in Saladon. I'll go the last leg alone. It's too dangerous for you to come with me."

"No," Crow declared. "I'm coming with you. I'll follow if I must. You need me. You need all the help you can get."

"You sound like Ems. I'm fine alone. I've spent my life alone and done well."

"It's easy to hit the target," Crow scoffed. "When the target is easy to hit. Your problem is the only person you trust is you."

"What's wrong with that?"

Crow faced the young wizard.

"Let me tell you a lesson hard-learned," the old man said. "The quality of your life is equal to the number of good people in it. It isn't money or fame or power. Kings and queens don't live more satisfying lives because they're rich. The secret to a good life is the number of people you love and love you. Loners go crazy. You never hear about a person with a loving family and friends going insane. It's always the loner, like you."

"Thanks."

"I worry about you, Billy. Solitary confinement is worse than death. You're a good lad but you carry the weight of the world. You can't do everything alone."

"I can. I will."

"Everyone learns the hard way," Crow muttered.

They fell silent, watching the ribbon of yellow on the horizon sail by.

"My enemy will animate dead children," Billy said. "My enemy will use anything in the fight against me. They'll do anything to achieve their goals. Maybe I should too. I need to change. I'm too nice."

"You'll need to live with yourself. Cross no line you'll regret. Would you animate dead children?"

"Of course not."

"Accept your morals. Understand you'll always fight at a disadvantage."

"I am sick of coming up short."

They returned their attention to the coast.

Saladon arrived on the horizon six days later. Billy and Crow blended with others leaving the Sunrise. The city sat at a natural deep-water port, with forest for lumber to the west and mountains for mining to the east. The streets were pure chaos, with no master plan or local government. People built where they found open space. The acrid air of smelting mixed with the scent of fresh cut pine and oak. Many townsfolk wore cloth masks over nose and mouth.

"Let's buy supplies and get out of town quickly. We can camp in the forest. I'm sure Gray Robes watch the taverns."

"Good," Crow said. "You relax and sip tea. Nobody knows my face. I'll get our supplies and meet you here. We'll need to hike, meaning no horse or donkeys, and that means the trip will take a while. You have excellent boots but we need top quality backpacks."

"I understand."

Crow held out his hand. Billy muttered and gold ingots dropped from the air onto Crow's palm.

"I'll never get used to that," he chuckled.

Billy bought tea and took a seat outside, alert for anything. Crow was gone several hours and returned fully stocked with all they'd need.

"Let's leave now," Billy said.

"My eyes are good," Crow said. "But I cannot see in darkness."

"I'll make sure you can. Once we're outside the city I'll give you night vision. You'll see heat patterns too. I have spells to boost our strength and combat fatigue."

They divided the supplies between two backpacks and adjusted straps. Billy chanted and Crow felt all weariness fade. His extraordinary eyes grew keener.

"Ready?" Billy asked.

"I am. I like this. Let's chew up some miles."


Chapter 23

"Ems?" Jaleen said, her voice from far, far away.

Ems heard her friend speak as if from the end of a long tunnel. The woman's voice tugged at her, roused her. She struggled to return to the moment. Ems felt trapped beneath tons of water, surrounded by darkness, crushed by weight, driven into the seafloor. She clutched at Jaleen's voice like a lifeline, focused her mind and kicked for the surface, swimming hard towards air and light.

Ems gasped. She came back to herself, astride her palomino under a warm bright sun. Fields of tall wild grasses stretched in every direction.

"Where'd you go?" Jaleen asked. "I couldn't make you hear me. You're lucky the horses we bought were accustomed to riders. Yours kept you in your saddled several times. You would have fallen."

"Sorry, I daydreamed."

Jaleen looked skeptical.

"No, you weren't. This was more. What happened?"

Ems looked around, shocked to discover how far they'd traveled. Wherever her mind had gone, she'd spent a long time there.

"I–" Ems began. "I felt like I was at the bottom of the ocean. I felt dead and alive, like I was inside my dead body and knew it."

"Sounds terrifying. What happened?"

"I don't know. I've experienced strange occurrences lately. Inexplicable yearnings, and they grow worse. I'll investigate soon."

"I'm going to keep a close eye on you."

"I appreciate that."

Ems let the warm sun drive the cold memories of her vision from her mind. They let their horses set the pace, trying hard to look like two simple travelers. Ems hated the delay but knew she was hunted and needed to avoid drawing attention. Two women traveling was unusual enough.

"Tell me about Plainview," Ems said, trying to break the monotony. "Tell me about the church there."

"The temple to Goleman, God of Bountiful Harvests and Mild Weather, sits at the edge of town," Jaleen said. "The structure was built with the back against the mountains. It's not like a city church. People don't gather for sermons. It's more like a shrine built to honor our lord. It's filled with sculptures and paintings and works of art created in tribute. People leave fruit and vegetables and bread. It's a beautiful place. You'll see."

"Sounds lovely."

Their leisurely pace brought them to Plainview around noon the third day. Jaleen introduced Ems to her sister and nephews. Ems was eager to visit the temple. They stored their belongings in a spare bedroom and set out on horseback, climbing the foothills. They topped the last rise and Ems gasped: the town behind them was simple and small but the shrine they'd built astonished. Works of art were everywhere: statues, sculptures, and topiary, complex rock patterns on the ground and murals painted on the building. All portrayed Goleman as a powerful, conquering warrior.

"I expected a humble farmer," Ems commented.

Jaleen chuckled.

"Most do. But farmers know the war they wage. A loaf of bread on the table represents many battles won."

The shrine towered over them. Several stories high and adorned with painted art, stained glass windows circled the upper levels. They tethered their horses and entered.

Ems gasped again. The colorful glass above filled the room with dazzling multicolored light. More art of every kind sat on display, with a small dais at the far end. A recent offering of fruit and vegetables waited.

"So many statues hold swords," Ems said. "I'll need to use magic to check them all. The statues outside too."

"Can I help?"

"Keep watch outside. Alert me if anyone comes."

Jaleen exited, closing the large wooden doors behind her. Ems approached the first sculpture and uttered a spell to help her sense the presence of magic. She knelt at the first sword and concentrated.

Without warning, Ems found herself looking out over a massive field of warring soldiers, two armies locked in battle. Tents burned. Dead bodies lay strewn. The smell of blood and moans of agony filled the air.

"What's happening?" she muttered, staggering backward. She lifted her hands and saw they were now wrapped in metal gauntlets. They were male hands, rugged and strong. "No!" she gasped. She shook her head fiercely, trying to throw the vision out of her mind. "No," she said, demanding a return to herself.

The vision disappeared. She stood in the temple once more, surrounded by beautiful artwork. The front door opened and Jaleen peeked through.

"How's it going?' the woman asked. "You've been in here a while. Any luck?"

"Still searching," Ems answered, shaken.

Jaleen smiled and closed the door.

Ems returned to work, putting the bizarre vision behind her. One by one she scanned the sculpted swords, seeking any faint trace of hidden magic. She found none. She changed her search to hidden chambers and compartments, magically camouflaged partitions and cubby holes. Again, nothing. The familiar frustrations of all her searches reared its head.

"Nothing easy," she muttered. "Ever."

She sat on the dais and ate a nectarine she'd plucked from the offerings on the altar. She sent her eyes around the chamber, seeking what she'd missed, tilted her head back, dazzled by the sun, now high in the sky, blasting through the stained-glass windows. The room was filled with light and color. Scenes depicted Goleman in battle. Other scenes were simple images of plows, oxen, barns, shields, and swords. 

Swords.

Ems circled the room, examining each window depicting a sword. One especially caught her eye: a broadsword pointed down, framed in glass, the hilt, grip, and pommel black, the blade a shattered mosaic of brilliantly colored shards.

She saw it, and she knew.

A quick spell levitated her. She floated in air, examining the window, noting the rounded grip embedded in glass. If freed, the glass blade would be thin, impossibly thin, too thin to parry or stab.

"He said I must have faith," she muttered.

She contemplated smashing the glass and catching the sword before it fell but instinct told her she was wrong. To smash the glass admitted doubt. She closed her eyes. She imagined the weapon was real and waiting for her. When she was ready, she opened her eyes, extended her hand and curled her fingers around the grip.

She passed through the glass holding the weapon in place, the hilt snug against her palm. She laughed once, quietly, and pulled the blade from the window. Electricity crackled, a flash of light lit the interior of the temple in white. The air vibrated wildly and the now empty window hummed.

The colorful mosaic blade came free, a beautiful, glittering, razor-thin implement of destruction. With a word Ems drifted to the floor, booted feet landing softly. Her heart raced. Here, at last, was the object of her long desire. She swung the weapon side to side, testing the balance, learning the blade weighed almost nothing.

"Jaleen!" she called out, swinging the sword again, amazed how the delicate blade cut the air. "Jaleen! Come see. I found it."

Jaleen did not appear. Ems grew impatient, opening the front door and stepping outside. Her smile faded.

A horde of men awaited, each dressed in black scale armor with twin fangs of silver emblazoned on their chest. One man, taller than most and clearly their leader, held Jaleen by the elbow, a dagger resting at her throat.

"Drop the sword," he ordered, waving a subordinate forward. "Put these on."

The man, heavily muscled, stepped forward and threw manacles of a dull gray metal at Ems's feet. Capped ends for her hands would make spellcasting impossible.

"If I refuse will you kill my friend?" Ems asked.

"Yes."

"Then what will you do, once she's dead?"

The man stared at her.

"What's your plan?" Ems said. "If you kill my friend, there's nothing to stop me from laying waste to you all, and you've given me a reason to do so. To see your blade at her throat makes me want to kill you. Lower your dagger and live."

"No," the tall man said. "Drop your sword and attach those manacles or I'll kill your friend."

"You aren't listening to me," Ems continued. "You need to let her go, right now, to get you and your men out of this alive."

"I hold the dagger," Tall Man shouted. "I have the hostage. You listen to me."

Ems muttered a cantrip. Two quick words. She flicked her wrist. In less time than a heart takes to beat, a swarm of small arrows flew from her hand, striking Tall Man in the face and chest, punching through armor and bone. He died soundlessly, crumpled in a pile. The dagger dropped with him. The heavily muscled man tried to draw his weapon but Ems took two steps forward and swung the weapon in her hand.

After centuries asleep, The Song of Carnage woke.

Scintillating rainbow colors exploded. Multihued shards sprayed in a wide arc, following the path of the blade, slicing through the man before her and cutting five ranks deep into the men behind, severing arms and legs, opening chests and abdomens. Armor meant nothing. Blood spewed wildly. Men shrieked.

Ems gawked, looking at the mighty weapon she now held. The soldiers erupted in cries of fear and rage. Many panicked. A few ran but most charged the young witch. Ems grabbed Jaleen and pulled her away, thrusting the older women behind. Jaleen threw herself on the ground and covered her head. Ems gripped the sword with both hands and swung again. A wide swath of soldiers fell. Armor shattered and bodies flew apart. The sword cut through everything with equal ease: shield and bone, armor and sword.

Wild glee raced from the weapon up her arm and through her body. Her heart sang. She felt many of her tattoo protections flare but did not worry. The joy of destruction intoxicated. She laughed and waded into the sea of men. She chopped through swords and shields, struck ranks of men before they drew close. Blood splashed and splattered. The Song of Carnage slashed without slowing. Soldiers raised weapons to parry but the Song ignored their efforts, a flat plane of multi-colored destruction slicing deep. Ems never paused, never slowed. She whipped her blade around and obliterated everything in her path. Colorful shards filled the air around her.

Ems indulged pure slaughter. The men could launch no attack. The men could muster no defense. Ems cut them like wheat, harvesting souls. The joy in her heart grew, the ancient sword sang, filling her mind and body with bliss. Those fleeing had no chance either. The reach of the weapon grew the longer she battled.

At last the final soldier fell. Few had escaped. Ems breathed hard. She was drenched in blood. She dripped red into the dust.

"Are you hurt?" she asked Jaleen.

The older woman stared. Beautiful Ems was covered in gore. Soaked clothing clung to her body. The woman contemplated the tangled mess of bodies.

"No," she croaked. "Who were these men?"

"I don't know and I don't care. I did not recognize their sigil."

"You killed them all."

"I did."

"Joyfully, Ems. You killed them joyfully."

"They deserved it. The dagger they held to your throat made me think so. The manacles they brought for me confirmed it."

Jaleen rose to her feet. She turned from the field of death to look at the weapon Ems held.

"You found the Song of Carnage."

"I did."

Both women looked at the blade. Blood from the fallen coated the weapon, but gradually vanished, absorbed by the sword.

"That's eerie," Jaleen said.

"Will you go inside the shrine and wait for me?"

Jaleen gave her a puzzled look.

"I want to Speak to their leader," Ems explained.

"You killed him."

Ems waited for Jaleen to understand.

"Will you Speak with the Dead?"

"Yes. I need to know who these men were, what their mission was, and who sent them. I'd prefer you weren't watching."

Jaleen dusted herself off. She entered the shrine and closed the door without looking back. Ems removed her boots, dug her toes into the blood-soaked soil, and began the spell.


Chapter 24

"She killed them?" Illith asked, throwing back the bedcover. "Every man? An entire company? Armed and armored?"

"Yes, my queen," Sergeant Gillion said. "Every man."

"Including Lieutenant Kandavar?"

"Yes, your highness, sadly."

"Impressive."

The Bloodletter Queen rose from her bed, long white hair floating sensuously around the curves of her body. Gillion watched the continuous creation of onyx threads form in the air and drift towards her, landing briefly before absorbed by her skin. He'd seen Illith accept the gifts of torment many times but always marveled anew. Like every Bloodletter, Sergeant Gillion loved his queen above all else.

"You say she did this alone? The boy was not with her?"

"Alone, my queen. She had the older woman was her companion but the crone did nothing but cower."

"I had not believed the witch capable of such unrestrained destruction."

"She reveled in it, my queen. She was merciless and joyful."

"They split," Illith said, after a moment. "The witch and the warlock pursue separate objectives. This is surprising, given their relationship."

"Yes, your highness."

Gillion shuffled his feet nervously. Entering the queen's bedchamber always made him uncomfortable. She'd left instructions to notify her immediately of any news, but he desperately wished she'd dress. He'd heard stories of other men punished, men who gave in to their lusts and leered at the queen.

Illith sensed his discomfort and moved to the dresser, plucking a diamond circlet to collect and hold her floating hair. Gillion struggled to avert his eyes from his lovely queen, fully revealed.

"Shall I send more men after her, your highness?"

"Yes," Illith said, enjoying his discomfort. "Inform General Gaz I want him to attend to the capture of Ems Fick personally. Capture the Heretic and the boy will do whatever we ask."

"Yes, my queen. Am I dismissed?"

She enjoyed his averted eyes.

"You are."


Chapter 25

"There must be a thousand men," Billy whispered.

"More like two thousand," Crow rasped. "I see more men camped under the canopy of the forest. There are soldiers everywhere."

Billy hung his head.

"I have no desire to kill two thousand men."

"I'm glad to hear it."

"They may serve evil but that doesn't make them evil men. I don't know why they work for the Bloodletters. Perhaps a wife or child is held hostage."

"Every story has two-sides."

Billy studied the terrain below. He and Crow looked on a military camp which filled the clearing and extended into the woods.

"Is this the only way through?"

"It's the quickest way to Valdmur. We can go around this valley but that would be a longer and more dangerous journey. We'd add a lot of time. I had hoped to reach the Black Vein river and ride the currents, sticking to the shore. Now we'll need to cut through The Fangs and work our way through the Coven Quagmire. That's bad news."

"Delays," Billy mumbled. "Always delays."

"Bit more than a delay. The Quagmire is dangerous. Not two-thousand soldiers dangerous, but still deadly. Ancient evil lives there. The Fangs are no easy road either."

"Do we have a choice?"

"Yeah," Crow joked. "You could find a way to kill those two-thousand men and we could go that way."

Billy hung his head.

"All right," he conceded. "Lead the way around."

Crow set a quick pace. His weathered face made him look older than he was and Billy commented on the man's rapid stride. Crow said nothing, quickly putting the army behind them. They headed north for two days, Billy using simple magic to keep them fed. The ground slowly turned mushy. They left the forest and entered wetlands. Crow pointed to twin jagged peaks on the horizon.

"The Fangs," he said. "We will pass between."

Billy risked enough magic to keep insects away and a patch of dry dirt for Crow to lay his bedroll, but otherwise he cast no spells. The use of magic could draw attention. Through the day the elevation rose and the wetlands gave way to foothills. The winds picked up. Late the next day they crossed the saddle-back ridge.

"That's the Coven Quagmire," Crow said, running a finger along the horizon from right all the way to left. "The swamp is huge. We'll try to skirt the western edge and pray nothing drives us east. After a day or two we'll swing farther west, come on Valdmur from behind. Any idea who leads the Bloodletters? There's the man we want. We find his throne room and we'll find your kids."

"No. Any mention of their current leader is absent, which means a massive effort was made to hide the information. Ems and I searched every book, every scroll. We resorted to desperate measures to track their location. Any Bloodletter taken prisoner kills themselves before revealing any secrets."

"You may know nothing about them," Crow said. "But they know all about you. That army we saw represents a lot of resources committed to catching one young man. I assume they are spending equal effort on catching Ems."

Billy stopped to give Crow a hard look.

"They know Ems and I are two people they should worry about."

The two men began their descent from The Fangs into Coven Quagmire. They moved from sparsely forested land to walking under a canopy of drooping leaves and hanging mosses. The ground turned spongy again, the air dank and musty. Lady ferns and silver lace vines grew in abundance, lichen and mosses covered every open space. Every inch of earth was covered with life. Water welled to the surface and sat in stagnant pools all around them. Crow guided them with few mistakes.

"How do you know the way?" Billy asked. "Have you visited this swamp?"

"No, but my sense of direction is the best I've ever seen. I use stars. I use landmarks. I've studied every map I've encountered, and there were plenty. I told you I have useful skills. I was in the Laughing Dog's crow's nest for good reason. I may take a false step or two but I'll get us there."

They walked in silence a long time before Crow waved for Billy to stop. He pointed at clumps sitting low ahead.

"We need to go back," he whispered. "Nests."

Billy backed away, making room for Crow. Water splashed behind them and to the left. Crow changed directions, leading Billy into knee-deep marsh.

"Field of crocodile eggs," Crow muttered. "Big ones. Disturb those and the mother will chase you forever."

"Let's be extra careful."

Crow wove a winding path, encountering more nesting fields, following the tufts of grass which grew above the water and formed crude curbs. The nests grew larger and the eggs did too. The fetid water ran deeper. The sun sank lower.

"This is impossible," Billy said. "It's like a maze. Trying to avoid one nest leads us into three."

"We are making progress."

"I don't see it."

Crow led them carefully and cautiously through the swamp, backtracking when needed. Hours passed. Far ahead in the growing darkness, obscured by cypress draped in moss, a sickly, gangrenous green glow filled the air.

"What's that?" Billy asked.

"Nothing good," Crow answered. "Let's move away."

Crow changed direction, sloshing through knee-deep swamp until forced to turn when the water became too deep. At last they entered an open area surrounded by a hundred eggs resting in murky sewage.

"From bad to worse," Billy muttered.

"We go back. Maybe we can skirt whatever is causing the ill radiance."

"That will push us deeper into the swamp."

"True, but these eggs are the size of watermelons. The mother that laid them will be huge. She'd swallow us whole."

Billy stepped aside and Crow led the way, soon approaching the green glow again. The old sailor tried to find a path around but couldn't.

"You wait here," he told Billy. "I'll go see what's causing that sickly radiance. If the situation looks bad, I'll come back and we try another way."

"What other way?"

Crow glanced around the swamp.

"We build a raft and float deeper into the quagmire."

"We can't always add time to evade conflict."

"Then you may need to use magic, and we're trying hard to avoid that."

Billy glanced around the swamp too.

"It will be dark soon. You'll need sleep. We should find a patch of ground above the water, a dry place for your bedroll."

A mournful cry, half human, half animal, drifted through the marsh. Crow's face went pale.

"That's a dreadful sound."

"Let's get away from here."

Crow searched for a path but found nothing.

"It's too dark. The water gets deeper here and I'm afraid I'll lead us astray. We need a place close by to stop until morning."

They moved in widening circles until Billy noticed a small mound surrounded by scrub, nestled behind several willows.

"There," he said, pointing. "Flat and dry. Mostly."

They cut across open water before reaching the small knoll. They dropped their backpacks in the fading sunlight. Crow set up a two-man tent and Billy moved their gear inside. Crow made himself a meal.

The men talked into the night, ignoring all the strange and frightening noises outside. Finally, Crow could no longer keep his eyes open.

"Maybe I should get a tattoo like yours," he said. "No sleep needed. No way am I giving up food and drink though. I love both too much."

"I still eat occasionally. But now it's for pleasure."

Crow rolled onto his side and quickly fell asleep.

Billy opened a book he'd saved from the wreck of the Laughing Dog and began to read. He'd finished a hundred pages when he heard the splash. He'd heard other swamp sounds but this was close. He doused the reading light and opened the tent flap. The foul air was motionless. Billy strained his senses, probing the inky dark marsh. He moved to the water. A soft gurgle made him look down. A puff of air honed his focus. Black on black moved in the darkness. Despite the advantages conferred by several tattoos, Billy struggled to define what he saw.

Billy spun the ring on his pinkie and soft light filled the clearing.

An enormous mouth opened: rows of onyx teeth set in crimson gums. Black soulless eyes gleamed. The head of a crocodile, bigger than a horse, lifted from the oily water. Billy stayed rooted. A clawed foot landed, squishing moss and mud, and the massive body slithered awkwardly forward, dragged from the water. Now Billy saw the full size of the gargantuan beast and fear tickled his brain. The creature snuffed the air, deciding between Billy's scent or the aroma emanating from the tent.

The powerful tail wagged and the monster shot up the shore, mouth agape, eyes aimed at the tent. Billy readied a spell, fingers flying. Dozens of fiery bolts flew from his hand, raking along the scaly hide, showering sparks. The creature bellowed in pain but continued uninjured, tail scooping sand, thrusting the beast forward.

Billy quickly uttered another spell, using his hands to concentrate a beam of ruby light. The animal's hide was thick and plated but this time he punched through. The giant crocodile roared, twisting its body, turning on Billy with blind rage. Billy dodged snapping jaws and prepared another casting. A glittering silver spear formed high above his head.

A bolt of sickly green energy sprang from deep in the trees to flash across the open water and slam Billy in the shoulder, spinning him, searing his retina. He cried out, stumbled, and landed in the water. The silver spear vanished in a shower of shiny droplets. The crocodile lunged, teeth scraping the young wizard's leg before burying in his foot through his heavy boot. Billy screamed and foul swamp water filled his mouth. The crocodile bit hard, ebony teeth tearing flesh. The monster rolled down the embankment, shredding hardened boot leather and Billy's toe. Billy screamed again, swallowing fetid soup and choking from water entering his lungs. The young mage coughed heavily and heaved himself to one knee. He favored his wounded leg, and, ignoring the crocodile for now, shot a writhing claw of flame down the route the green energy had come. A scream of pain told him he'd found his mark.

Crow ran from the tent ready for a fight, dagger in hand, hair a mess. The crocodile scrambled after Billy. Crow rushed down the embankment and jumped onto the monster's back, stabbing with all his strength through a reptilian eye and into the brain. The great beast screeched and thrashed, sent Crow flying. Billy chanted, not yet finished with the emerald threat hidden in the trees, and created a golden arrow hovering at eye-level. He spoke a word of command and the arrow took flight, a yellow streak through the darkness, dodging trees and shrubs, zigging and zagging across the swamp until vanishing through the wall of vegetation. Another cry of pain, louder and deeper, told him the arrow had found its target. He faced Crow. The old sailor backed away from the wounded croc, drawing the beast's attention and saving Billy's life. Billy used the extra time to cast a more complex spell. A column of water lifted from the swamp like a cobra, growing longer and thicker. The young mage shaped the murky water into a jagged spike.

"Thi lama," Billy said, and the jagged spike froze solid. "Bana gee."

Billy flicked his wrist and the deadly ice spine rammed through the monster's skull. The beast died in the muck, pinned to the ground. Billy quickly faced the wall of vegetation again, preparing to attack the unseen source of the green magic. Crow moved to stand beside him.

"Who's out there?" the sailor murmured.

"I have no idea," Billy groaned. "But they have talent, and I believe there's more than one. I believe I wounded both."

"How's the foot?"

"Agonizing, and I accidentally drank swamp water."

"That's bad."

"My tats will protect me."

Crow looped an arm around Billy's waist to help the young man stand.

"I bought a healing kit in Ardenia. It's in my backpack, in the tent. Did you kill whoever's out there? Should I make a run for it?"

Before Billy could answer, wisps of emerald flame formed across the swamp, growing into a storm cloud of boiling green fire.

"Get ready," Billy warned.

Crow moved closer to his friend.

The cloud grew. Flashes of jade lightning followed by small peals of thunder echoed across the water.

"I don't know this magic," Billy said. "They cast spells I've never seen, never even heard of. The magic feels different."

A green hurricane came at them, rolling across the water, toppling trees, shredding small plants. Green lightning cracked and zapped. Billy cast a shimmering dome to protect himself and Crow, knocked backward when the storm slammed into them. Emerald flashes hammered and lightning flared again and again. Billy gave ground, limping, casting a new shielding spell each time the storm tore one apart. They were driven from the mound to the water's edge. Crow dug in, bracing his feet and supporting his friend. Billy quickly cast defensive spells. Gradually, the storm diminished. Finally, the attack stopped. The swamp grew quiet.

"We cannot leave our gear," Crow said, eyeing their tent. "I'll run for it.

Billy placed a hand on Crow's arm, holding him back.

"I know a powerful spell that will rain destruction on them and provide you cover, but I need time to cast it. Get ready to grab our gear."

"Tell me when."

Billy chanted. His fingers moved in complex patterns, arcane glowing shapes floated in the air briefly before evaporating. The ground trembled and groaned, infused with growing magical tension. The young wizard continued until a sharp tremor shook the hill.

"Wait," Billy rasped.

Crow braced himself. Billy growled the final words to the spell and threw his hands wide. The ground buckled and heaved. A massive wave of sludge shot skyward in a fountain of devastation, churning water and spewing muck. Powerful energies shredded cypress, willow, and mangrove trees. The wave raced across the swamp.

"Now!" Billy croaked.

Crow shambled up the hill, rapidly stuffing their backpacks and collapsing their tent. He moved with sure, thoughtful hands. He returned moments later, looping the last button hole. Strange voices shouted an unknown language. A pale blue glow shined through the trees. The ground erupted in geysers of muck and mire across the swamp.

"They're fighting back," Crow said.

He swung his backpack onto his shoulders and turned to Billy.

"What's happening to you?" the sailor asked.

Billy looked down. All along his arms and chest tiny blue flames danced on each tattoo, painlessly prancing over his skin. The glyphs sizzled and popped. All at once a blue web formed, linking each tattoo. Billy cried out, wracked with pain.

"They're stripping your protections," Crow cried.

The blue flames consumed the tattoo, hissing while they devoured the glyphs, even under his clothes. Intense pain saturated Billy. He sobbed. He tried to swat the flames out but they continued to burn. With a supreme effort of will he began chanting, fingers moving in complex patterns, each word rasped, bitten off through a haze of agony. Across the swamp a plane of red destruction descended. Every tree dissolved, top to bottom. Black dust drifted in the air, illuminated by the falling sheet.

"Run," Billy croaked, warning his enemies. "Run or turn to dust."

Billy poured himself into his spell, sweat beading on his forehead. Leaves and branches dissolved to trunk and shrub. Everything surrounding the enemy's hiding place turned to dust.

One by one the tiny flames on Billy's skin went out. The young mage sank to the ground, exhausted, drained. Crow cradled Billy's head in his lap.

"It's over," the old man said. "They're gone."

Billy lifted his eyes to see for himself, amazed at the wide swath of destruction. Nothing remained but flat ground in the fading red light.

"I'm hungry," the young mage muttered. "Hungry and cold. Sleepy."

"Let's get out of here," Crow said. "I'll carry your pack. Can you levitate again? I'll pull you along until we can find a place to eat and rest."

Billy mumbled the spell to render himself weightless, draining the last of his magical energies. Crow took a good grip on his friend, charting a way around their enemies. He soon discovered his worry was unfounded. Billy had disintegrated a large area, leaving nothing but bare mud.

Crow set a hard pace and hours later they stopped to camp again. The old sailor raised a spoon to Billy's lips. The young mage slurped hot soup.

"Your fever is high. You need more rest. You need to let the soup work. The tattoo that protected you against fever is gone."

"No time."

"Not up to you. Not anymore. Without all those runes, you're like us again. Human. You need sleep to heal. You're exhausted."

Billy tried to rise but his weak arms failed him. He settled onto his sleeping roll.

"Rest a few days," Crow cautioned. "At least your skin is undamaged. I believe this fever is from the swamp water you drank. My soup should fix you but needs time."

Billy rolled on his side, facing away from his friend. Crow heard the young man softly crying.

They camped for several days. Billy used magic to create food and Crow boiled water for his healing soup.

"Your fever is about gone," Crow said, "and your foot can take a little weight. This will be our last night here."

In the morning, they broke camp and continued north. Billy gained strength slowly. Several times at night they spied sickly green glows deeper in the swamp but they altered their path to avoid them.

"What did you fight?" Crow asked.

"I do not know," Billy answered. "The magic they used felt raw. Like they plucked it from the earth to throw at me. A terrible description, I know, but it's the only explanation which comes close. I recognized none of the spells. I knew none of the counters."

"That last spell you cast. You destroyed everything; trees and birds and rocks. Everything. Did you kill them too?"

"Yes, I believe so. That's why the flames on my skin went out. But casting that spell drained me. Next time I'll get close and kill them fast, face to face."

Crow glanced sideways at his friend.

"How about we avoid them?" he suggested.

"Avoiding them only means I face them later. How about I kill the evil bastards and have done with it. We've wasted too much time."


Chapter 26

"What do you see?" Billy called out.

Crow climbed from the mangrove tree.

"I saw buildings," he said. "Maybe a town, far north. We can resupply. Sleep in a bed. Eat a decent meal."

"Sounds good."

"We'll leave the quagmire today," Crow added.

The mushy ground had gained firmness since early morning. The trees were changing from mostly cypress and willow to oak and pine. They would leave this awful place but Billy felt no joy.

They traveled through the forest, gradually gaining elevation, until they chanced upon a crude road, winding through the foothills. Crow led them forward. At last they rounded a final hill. Ahead they spied the ruins of a small town. The streets were littered with bodies. Every building was burned and gutted.

Crow sagged. Billy dropped where he stood, kneeling in the street.

"This is recent," Crow said. "Yesterday. Day before, maybe."

"This was done because of us."

Together they examined the destruction.

"How do you know?" Crow asked. "Might be marauders. Might be we're not safe here and need to keep moving."

"We're safe nowhere," Billy said. "But marauders did not do this and you know it. I wish bandits had. We'd be safe. They would have taken everything they wanted, never to return. There would be no point. But you know it wasn't marauders. Look around. Whoever did this burned bags of grain. They stomped fruits and vegetables. They stuffed the wells with the dead. This is not the work of thieves."

"How do you figure?"

"Crow!" Billy shouted. "Food ruined. Water poisoned. They destroyed our aid. They slaughtered anyone or anything that may have helped us. They ruined everything we needed to recuperate. They couldn't find us in the swamp but they knew we headed in this direction, they suspected we might arrive at this town and slaughtered the populace and poisoned everything. They butchered an entire town to prevent us from a meal and a good night's sleep. Life means nothing to the Gray Robes. They'll do anything to achieve their goals while I am guided by ethics. I'm an idiot."

"You could not have prevented this, lad."

"Crow, I'm a fool because I keep playing by the rules. I believe some lines should not be crossed. The Bloodletters will do anything, anything, to win. I need to think like them. I need to act like them. I need to beat them at their game or I will lose at mine."

"Embrace their ways and lose your soul, Billy. That path is perilous. Resist it. Let's search the town and see what we can scavenge. Let's see what they missed."

Billy hung his head between his knees. He sat motionless a long time. Crow waited patiently until the young wizard climbed to his feet.

"All right," Billy grumbled. "What choice have I?"

They searched, moving from burned building to smashed wagon to dead townsperson, investigating, hunting for anything they could use now that Billy's protections had been stripped away. They found a large knife, a poncho that fit Crow, and three-cheese bread hidden in a cupboard.

When they emerged from the last building, a child, dead only a few days and wrapped in writhing green flame, raised a dainty hand and pointed a tiny finger. She chanted, squeaky voice weaving a spell. Crow froze. His face softened. His heart broke. Billy whipped his fingers through the proper gestures and spoke the words and a ruby beam of energy sliced through flesh and bone. The little girl collapsed in a pile. Crow spun on Billy but said nothing. The young mage waved away the old man's concern.

"If she's here," Billy said. "Others are too. Get ready."

Crow folded his arms on his chest.

"I remember a time when cutting her down would have troubled you."

Billy took two quick steps, his face only inches from Crow.

"Those times," Billy stated, voice flat with barely contained rage. "Are gone."

The air shimmed in the middle of the street. Gold flecks appeared, floating, winking. A high-pitched keening filled the road.

The ring Ems had given Billy warmed, but he scarcely noticed.

"What now?" Crow asked.

"I don't know," Billy muttered, preparing a defensive spell.

The keening grew louder and the air split, tearing like parchment, opening a slash in space and revealing Ems Fick, standing with Jaleen, an old church behind them. Billy's heart swelled with joy and relief. The women stepped through the opening.

"Ems!" Billy cried, racing forward.

Billy and Ems hugged fiercely. He kissed her face and lips and hugged her fiercely again. She returned his joy, laughing and squeezing.

"What are you doing here?" Billy asked, kissing her face. "You hunt the Song."

Ems pushed away, wrinkling her nose. She drew a stained-glass mosaic blade from a scabbard and held the sword overhead. Sunlight caught the glass shards, sending radiant sparkling colors everywhere.

"I found it," she beamed.

Billy hugged her again and kissed her lips. They laughed with pure bliss to see each other again. Ems slapped the Song into her scabbard and they both began speaking a million miles an hour, catching up on all that had transpired since they parted. Billy paused only to introduce Crow.

Ems stopped abruptly.

"Your tattoos! What happened?"

Billy told her of the battle in the swamp, how his unseen opponent had stripped him of his protections. He finished by explaining how he and Crow arrived here. Ems gave Crow a hug.

"Thank you for watching over my man. You must be something special. He always goes alone."

"I'm just too stubborn to leave him."

"I know the feeling."

She noticed for the first time the slaughtered child lying in the street. Her eyes went wide. She flashed Billy a look.

"Spies were spread through the swamp," he said, sadly. "My use of magic drew them after us. This town must be the only outpost for miles. They knew we'd come here. This child found us and attacked."

"This child," Ems rasped, pointing at the body. "Means Bloodletters are here already. We should prepare."

"I informed Crow of that fact when you arrived."

Heavy footsteps echoed. A man in black plate armor rounded a corner near a burned-out shop and saw them. He quickly retreated.

"You two get close," Billy told Jaleen and Crow.

Crow stepped in front of Jaleen. Ems and Billy put their backs to their friends, scanning the streets and rooftops for danger.

"He only retreated to inform others. They'll all be here soon."

"Agreed."

Jaleen whimpered in fear. Crow slipped a protective arm around her shoulders. Billy cast a glimmering magic shield over all four.

"That barrier won't stop everything," he said. "But it will stop a lot."

Warriors in black armor marched into both ends of the street. More emerged from a nearby alley. Bloodletters mixed with soldiers. The nearest soldiers parted and two older men stepped through. One, a muscular giant in jet armor adorned with silver fangs and wielding a serrated onyx sword, the other wearing a dirty, tattered gray robe and holding an ornate dagger etched with runes. His arms and chest were laced with old scars.

"My queen wishes to meet you," the muscular giant called out, pointing with the large black sword at Billy.

"I have no wish to meet her," Billy yelled. "Although she has much to answer for."

Ems beamed.

"And just like that," she said, snapping her fingers. "We learn the Bloodletter cult is led by a woman. Interesting."

"I don't care who leads them," Billy snapped.

"You sound angry," Ems teased.

"I'm furious."

"You cannot reason with them, General Gaz," the Gray Robe said. "Better to kill them and let Illith Speak with their heads."

General Gaz laughed, one loud, cruel bark, and took a step closer.

"Take the two young mages," Gaz ordered. "Kill the elders."

The front line of soldiers moved forward, eager to do their general's bidding. Billy raised his hands and chanted a quick spell.

A small ball of boiling flame erupted amongst the advancing men, growing rapidly, engulfing many. Billy sent the ball towards the ranks. Screams filled the street. Gaz shouted orders and the soldiers surged forward, half coming for Billy, half moving on Ems. The young witch whipped the Song of Carnage from the sheath and swung, a flat glittering plane of colors at waist level. Armored bodies exploded. Shields and swords split. Blood sprayed. Her weapon cut deep into the ranks of men, cleaving metal, bone, and flesh easily.

"Good God!" Billy exclaimed.

Ems let the momentum carry the blade around and up, swinging again, overhead, at an angle, driving a deep fissure through the men swarming towards them and creating a rainbow arc of scintillating color. Armored bodies flew apart.

"So beautiful," Ems laughed, bringing the weapon around for another swing.

Soldiers hesitated. Billy recovered from his shock and concentrated until his ball of fire had grown to fill the street. He pushed the air and the ball moved away, bouncing, churning down the road, incinerating men in its path.

The Gray Robe muttered and sliced his arm. Billy and Ems cried out. Pain wracked their bodies.

"Gaz!" the Gray Robe shouted. "They are too strong. Use the powder."

General Gaz barked orders and three of his men stepped forward, drawing small parchment packets from their belts. They cut the strings which tied the necks, preparing to throw the small packages.

"I don't know what that powder does," Billy groaned. "But I'm sure we'll hate it."

Ems fought the pain long enough to lift the Song of Carnage. She grunted in agony when she swung the weapon, a glittering wave of destruction fanning out before her. Armored soldiers flew apart, limbs tumbled. Two of the three lost their packets.

"Carve us a path out of here, Pitter-Patter," Ems groaned.

Billy faced a nearby building. A claw of fire shot from his hand, roaring, blasting heat and knocking the enemy warriors aside, opening a brief passage. He grabbed Crow and Jaleen and ran, pulling them along. Ems followed, turning occasionally to swing the Song and keep the attacking soldiers off their retreat. The Song of Carnage shattered weapons and shields, knocked men around like they were leaves in a breeze. The group raced through a burned-out warehouse and out the other end, crossing an open space to reach the edge of town.

"Into the trees," Crow yelled,

Crow led and Jaleen followed, Billy and Ems close behind.

"They won't give up," Billy said.

"Yes, they will."

They entered the forest and Ems sheathed her blade. She concentrated, chanting, reaching beyond her exhaustion. Gold flecks appeared, floating in the air. A jagged black seam appeared. The seam split, becoming a tear in space. Through the opening, a church waited on the other side.

"Hurry," Ems gasped.

They dashed through. Ems followed. On the other side, Ems ended the spell. The seam snapped shut.

"Where are we?" Billy asked.  

"Plainview," Jaleen said.

"I had to act fast," Ems explained. "I had no time to visualize. To make the spell easier I retraced my most recent magical trail. We had come from here."

"You located the ring you gave me."

"Yes. Took a lot of energy."

"You need to teach me that spell."

"Yes, I do. But first you must learn to Speak with the Dead."

Billy shot her a hard look.

"Your goal was to rescue the kids," Ems continued. "But from what you've told me, you can't get close to their stronghold. You can't even get to Valdmur. The Bloodletter defenses are too strong because they know every spell you're capable of casting and have prepared. They've studied your spells books. The Dead have taught me many spells you don't know, forgotten spells, spells you will need to succeed. But you're right when you say Speaking is dangerous. I can't keep taking the risk alone. I need to teach you to Speak, to double our efforts."

"Billy," Crow said. "Don't take that path. My gut tells me this is wrong."

"No, Crow, Ems is right. I cannot rescue those kids. I never should have used them. I underestimated my enemy and overestimated myself. Valdmur is prepared for me. The Bloodletters know the counters to my spells. I've seen it. Those kids are all dead, ready to use against us."

Billy hung his head.

"All dead," he mumbled.

To hear the words out loud crushed him. His lips trembled. Tears ran down his cheeks. A terrible sadness filled him, far greater than the death of children. A sadness that reached into the depths of him, filled him with longing for his lost father, brother, and sisters. He whimpered and Ems wrapped her arms around him. Her loving gesture opened the flood gates and Billy buried his face in her neck, sobbing for the lost children, sobbing for his lost childhood, sobbing for the loneliness and neglect. She held him tight, murmuring her love. After a moment, Crow approached and wrapped his arms around both. Jaleen joined him, doing the same. Nobody spoke.

At last Billy raised his head, sniffing. The group parted but stayed close.

"If I cannot rescue the children," Billy croaked. "Then I will avenge them. For all the suffering and death she's caused, the Bloodletter Queen must die."

Ems wiped the tears off Billy's cheeks. Before she could offer an answer, a black, serrated blade pierced the air inches from Billy's head and sliced to the ground, ripping the fabric of space with a shriek and opening a seam.

"They followed my trail," Ems growled, pushing Jaleen away. "How?"

General Gaz rammed his shoulders through the narrow opening, awkwardly swinging his sword at Billy, barely missing. Behind the General the Gray Robe leader chanted. Rivulets of blood ran down both arms and leaked from his eyes.

"Get inside," Billy shouted.

Jaleen and Crow ran for the church. Billy started a spell. Ems, enraged, whipped the Song of Carnage from the scabbard. She swung hard at the General's head, which he barely parried in time. The weapons met and purple sparks flew. Thunder crashed.

"Impressive," Ems purred, stepping back. "The Song of Carnage cuts everything. Your sword is the first to survive."

General Gaz squared his shoulders, looking skeptical.

"You wield the Song, child? The blade was lost."

"The blade is found."

Wary, the General moved in a slow circle.

"I will greatly enjoy plucking that weapon from your lifeless body."

Her eyes gleamed, her expression wicked.

"Doubtful," she said.

The young witch launched herself at the man. She had skill with the blade but from hours of practice in a training room, not from fighting for her life. General Gaz parried repeatedly, shifting his feet, planning his moves by watching hers, always ahead. Each deflection brought violet flashes and peals of thunder. Chips of onyx flew.

"Your weapon won't last long," Ems taunted.

"Long enough to kill you."

Ems swung hard and the General seemed to stumble and Ems rushed in, seizing the opportunity. Too late, she realized his ruse. Her tattoo protection flared, slowing his black blade, but the General was ready. He shifted his weight and pressed the point deeper. The onyx sword eased forward another inch and Ems gasped when the tip of the blade slipped deep into her shoulder. She quickly retreated, controlling the pain.

The General smirked.

"Come closer, little girl, " the General taunted. "Let BlackFang have another bite."

General Gaz feigned a thrust and the witch's inexperience betrayed her again. She swatted an attack that never came and BlackFang sank deep into her thigh. Ems cried out in agony and staggered backward, bleeding profusely, panic tickling the edges of her mind.

Billy was busy with the rift. Black-armored men crowded the opening, eagerly waiting for the lead Bloodletter to widen the breach, ready to pour through and aid their General. Behind them more Bloodletters readied spells. Billy held them at bay with hammering attacks of magical fire, but barely. Usually a Bloodletter had a counter spell waiting. When a small space opened, Billy shifted his attack to cast directly at the lead Gray Robe. A beam of ruby light shot across the distance and the Bloodletter howled, staggered. The rift began to close. Billy launched a barrage of spells, realizing which Bloodletter owned the rift, and bombarded the man with every attack spell he knew. The rift grew smaller as the man lost concentration. With a volley of flaming arrows Billy wounded the man grievously and the opening snapped shut to a chorus of frustrated soldiers trapped on the other side. Billy quickly turned to help Ems.  

Gaz sensed the shift. Cut off from his Bloodletters, facing two powerful wizards alone, he knew he would lose unless he acted quickly. He lunged at Ems, hurling a flurry of deadly blows, slowly positioning her where he wanted. At the last instant, he charged, drawing a second weapon, a short sword, and thrusting upward, beneath her defenses. Thrusting, but stabbing too fast. A tattoo glowed with protection and the point bounced off her skin. General Gaz realized his mistake too late. Ems brought the Song of Carnage down with all her strength, shattering his raised weapon, slicing through his black armor and opening him from throat to thigh. The Song continued the arc, carving through the ground under him before she struck an unnecessary defensive pose.

The General fell dead at her feet.

"That blade is insane," Billy said.

Ems stared at the mutilated body on the ground.

"Join Jaleen and Crow inside the church."

Billy studied her face, her plan obvious.

"Do not," he said. "This man carries protections, even dead. You open yourself to harm, even Possession. Let's tend your wounds and rest. Don't do this."

"I must," she replied. "I have tattoos to keep me alive long enough. You said the queen must die and you are right but to accomplish that we need more information. Gaz will give us everything."

"At too great a risk. What if I lose you, Ems?"

"You won't. Go inside with them. I'll join you soon."

They locked eyes.

He knew he should plead with her, beg her to stop, but he did not. He'd seen that look in her eyes too many times. He knew the meaning. Instead, he gestured to Jaleen and Crow, waving them inside.

"What's happening?" Jaleen asked. "Is Ems going to Speak with the dead General? You must stop her, Billy. She Speaks too often. I've read about this. You must stop her."

"There is no stopping her," Billy snapped. "Let's go. I'm hungry and I hate it."

Inside they built a fire and heated food. Jaleen and Crow spoke in hushed tones. An hour passed before Ems joined them, weak and shaken. She dropped BlackFang, sheathed, at Billy's feet.

"I have much to tell you," she said.

Jaleen hurried over with healing salves and bandages, working on her friend's wounds while the young witch shared what she'd learned.

"I confirmed a woman leads them," Ems said. "Her name is Illith. She's old. Incredibly old. She's a witch of formidable power but does not cast Bloodletter magic, leaving that to her followers. Her power comes from their suffering. She's a former slave and she's overflowing with hatred. General Gaz says she's breathtakingly beautiful, perhaps the most beautiful woman who ever lived."

Crow lifted his head to listen. Ems smiled weakly.

"She wants us captured," Ems continued. "But will take us killed. Billy, General Gaz says you and I are the only enemies Illith fears. She knows of Raga and her dragons but doesn't care. She worries about us."

Billy stared into the fire.

"Why? Why us?"

"I asked the same question. The General doesn't know."

"She won't stop. If that's how she sees us, she'll never stop."

"Agreed. They'll open another rift and pour through. We need to keep moving."

"I need food and rest now. We all do, even you. I critically wounded their top Bloodletter. We have a little time before they reopen the rift. Let's make good use of it."

Ems pulled an aged book from her backpack.

"I'll teach you the spells you'll need."


Chapter 27

"I thought their numbers greater," Crow mumbled, counting campfires.

"There's plenty," Billy said.

Ems shushed them. They hid amongst the rocks of the western range, the DroughtHeart desert to the east, Coven Quagmire to the west. Stars twinkled overhead. The Bloodletter army slept in a small meadow below.

"We need to attack," Billy said. "We need to harass those men every time they stop. We will diminish their numbers over time."

"Exhausting ourselves," Crow countered. "We make one mistake and we're dead. We've spent days running, dodging their counter-attacks, always losing to their superior numbers. Jaleen and I are dirty, tired, and hungry, and so are you."

"I agree with Billy," Ems said. "You attack from this side, I'll attack from the other. Give us a few minutes to get into position."

Billy and Ems kissed. She and Jaleen moved into the night.

"She's unstoppable," Crow muttered.

"Tell me about it.," Billy said. The young wizard slid around a pile of boulders. "Stay here."

Crow watched the night take him, too.

Billy moved across the mountainside, inching closer to the enemy camp. Ahead he saw a young soldier under a rock overhang. Placed as a lookout, the soldier had braced himself to sleep standing. Billy mumbled a spell, sinking the man into a deeper slumber. Billy plucked a smooth stone from the dirt. He chanted several times, moving his hands over the stone. He finished his enchantment and approached the soldier. He drew his dagger and pressed the edge to the man's throat.

"Awaken," he whispered, breaking his spell.

The man opened his eyes. Panic flared.

"Be still," Billy commanded. "Calm yourself. I have no reason to harm you. I wish to speak to the Gray Robe who leads you, alone. Take this stone and deliver my message. If he agrees, tell him to drop this stone at a place of his choosing. I'll know and come to him there. Do you understand?"

"Yes," the inexperienced soldier said, swallowing hard.

"I will remove my dagger from your throat. What will you do?"

"Carry your message."

"Excellent. Go."

Billy stepped back. The man ran away. Billy climbed the mountainside to return to Crow.

"What did you do?" the old sailor asked.

"I set a trap. I gave the lookout a bewitched stone. He'll carry the rock into their camp and deliver my message to the Bloodletter leader."

"What happens then? You have no intention of meeting that Gray Robe."

"No," Billy said. "I don't. The stone carries several concealed enchantments. The moment the Gray Robe touches the rock, or the rock touches the ground, the spells will trigger. We'll see the explosions from here."

Crow gave Billy a hard look.

"You lied."

"Yes," Billy admitted.

"You used that soldier like a dumb mule, bending his trust to serve you."

"Yes, Crow, I did. With luck, he will kill the Bloodletter for me. I doubt it. That dark mage will have protectives spells layered around him. His death is unlikely. But it will hurt him and those around him gravely. I may roast his best officers."

"Roast? Doesn't any of what you did feel wrong to you?"

"Yes, and in the past, that would have been enough to stop me. But we're at war with these people. They intend to kill us using any means available and I'm still playing by the rules of morality. No more."

Down in the meadow, deep in the heart of the sleeping enemy camp, a silent dome of blue flame erupted and grew. The roar of fire reached Billy and Crow seconds later. Men screamed. Tents, and the sleeping soldiers inside, burst into flame.

Ems took the explosion for her signal. The clouds overhead turned orange and red before fire rained from them. Frantic soldiers ran wild through the deluge, extinguishing flames and helping companions. Ems used the confusion to target officers and Bloodletters, steering large dollops at the men in charge, targeting the best minds and most experienced soldiers. Billy summoned more blue fire and moved to new cover, blasting away until the soldiers started to organize.

"Time to go," he said, dragging Crow by the arm.

"Merciless," Crow complained. "They were asleep, defenseless."

"I'm tired of losing," Billy snapped.

Two nights later they used the same tactics, slaughtering soldiers in their sleep. They continued to move through the western range, engaging the Bloodletter forces and avoiding the open desert.

Despite their victories, they were forced farther from Valdmur.


Chapter 28

Jaleen stepped from the tent and wandered away from the others. The cold mountain air felt good. Faint red light lit the sky, the sun not yet above the horizon. She spied the small lake farther down the vale and aimed for it, carrying her troubled thoughts with her. She needed time alone.

The soldiers we hunt would end our lives without hesitation, yet killing them while they sleep feels like murder. If we strike first are we evil? Must we always only retaliate?

She looked back. Billy, Ems, and Crow were still in their tents. She breathed deep, filling her lungs with brisk air and sending a delightful shiver up her spine. Snow lay on the ground. Pockets of glacial ice dotted the mountainside.

Jaleen reached the lake and filled her canteen. She drank deeply, the water pure and tangy and cold enough to make her teeth and nose ache. She shivered again, tilted her head back to gulp all she could before the pain hit. Her vision wandered onto the thousands of twinkling stars overhead.

Perfectly clear, she thought. Perfectly bright and perfectly beautiful.

A faint clattering of scree drew her attention. She hoped to see mountain elk. Across the basin a handful of ghostly figures moved down the slope, hiding behind boulders, moving from shadow to shadow.

Soldiers!

They ran to the lake's shore and split, half one way, half the other. Several noticed her and stopped. Jaleen drew a deep breath, preparing to shout a warning to her friends. A long black arrow sprouted from her chest, followed by a second. She tried to shout but escaping air made her only wheeze. She tried again to fill her lungs but more shafts sprouted. She crumpled on the rocky shore. Her canteen bounced like a hollow gong on the rocks, rebounding and ricocheting until landing in the water. Jaleen gazed at the stars overhead one last time and exhaled. Her eyes closed.

Billy was reading in the tent he shared with Ems when he heard faint metallic echoes from the lake.

"What was that?"

"Jaleen went to fill her canteen," Ems said. "Sounds like she dropped it."

They stared at each other.

"I'll check on her," he said.

Before he opened the flap their tent filled with brilliant emerald light. Outside, green fire roared. No fire touched them. The protections Ems cast the night before held strong. On the heels of the first attack came a shower of long black arrows, filling the small space inside with a staccato drone, like heavy rain on a tin roof. Again, her protections held.

Ems threw the tent flaps wide and both emerged, spells ready. A hundred men surrounded them and more raced through the mountain pass. A Bloodletter, thin and blond and tall, slashed an arm and fired a bolt of energy, punching through Ems protections and smashing Billy in the shoulder. He yelled in agony.

Ems cried out to see her man struck down and fury filled her eyes. She drew the Song of Carnage as the soldiers rushed in. She raised the weapon high and swung, cleaving bodies along a colorful arc. She swung the deadly blade again, meeting the new wave that rushed her.

"They attack like they've never seen the Song," Ems shouted. "These men are new. They're fearless. Where did they come from?"

Billy ignored the pain and scrambled to his feet. He blasted a wedge of soldiers with a fine acid spray. Flesh sizzled and armor bubbled.

Ems waded in, arm rising and falling, destruction exploding left and right. The soldiers encircled her and she realized her mistake, unable to bring the sword to bear on all. She cast quickly, firing a cluster of flaming missiles, clearing a path for retreat, positioning the soldiers in front again. She muttered a spell and flicked her wrist and huge spider webs flew to entangle dozens of men, buying Billy and Ems a moment. They moved shoulder to shoulder.

"There's too many," she said. "How did they get ahead of us?"

"This group broke away from the main body days ago. Crow noticed they were missing but I didn't understand what that meant. The main body of soldiers was bait. We believed we hunted them but in truth they steered us."

Billy sent boulders crashing into the men. Ems swung the blade continuously, cutting men down only to see them quickly replaced.

"There's too many," she said again.

Billy looked at the sea of warriors before them. His heart sank.

"All we can do is try."

Ems whirled the Song overhead.

"Get Jaleen and Crow to safety. I will buy you time."

Billy conjured a storm of needles and sent it against the men, blasting through gaps in armor, gaps in helmets, piercing ligaments, blinding them. Soldiers stumbled over their fallen comrades and created a barrier of bodies. He faced the men behind him and cast an eagle's talon of white fire, burning a path to Crow.

"Where's Jaleen?"

Crow lifted a trembling hand, gesturing over the army, down the slope, toward the small lake. Billy spotted Jaleen's body, pierced by many arrows. He shouted to Ems and pointed. Ems spied her fallen friend. Rage twisted her beautiful face. The scar on her cheek turned crimson. She screamed, an incoherent venting of raw fury.

Wild wrath consumed her, transformed her into a tornado of death. The Song revels in destruction, always eager for more, but Ems had controlled the weapon, imposing her will. No longer. The witch embraced her grief. She felt the icy fingers coil around her heart and crush her.

"Nooooooo!" she cried, her aching soul broken.

The sword became a wailing, whistling blur of instant death. Fueled by blind hatred, the ravenous weapon possessed her, pumped her heart full of rage, filled her mind with reckless abandon. She sliced through anything, everything, the reach of the sword growing with her anger, cutting many ranks deep.

Crow watched in horror.  

"You have to get her out of there," the old sailor croaked, crying. "She's lost. She's lost herself to the sword."

"She's saving us," Billy rasped.

"The sword has her!"

Billy grabbed Crow by the elbow and shoved him up the slope.

"Get out of here. Save yourself."

"Billy!" Crow shouted. "Look! Look at her! This rage brings her pleasure. That sword has taken control."

Billy heard a new sound, a keening, a mournful lament sailing across the battlefield. Ems was a demon, an angel of death. Wave after wave of soldiers attacked but the sword sang loudly, wailing high above the screams and shouts and clangs of armor. This was the true sword. This was the heart of the weapon unleased. Her arm rose and fell faster than humanly possible, smooth sweeping arcs of destruction, brilliant shards of color scattering with the storm of blood drops.

The soldiers slowly encircled her, pressing ever closer.

"She needs my help," Billy said.

Several fighters spied Billy and Crow and climbed the hill. Billy blasted them with fire. He returned his attention to Ems and found her laughing, soaked in blood and gore. She was glorious and shameful, magnificent and disgraceful. She was epic, legendary, dreadful.

"We must go," Crow said, face stained with tears. "She's buying our escape."

The older man tugged Billy's arm, drawing both farther up the slope and away from danger.

"We have children to save," Crow said. "Remember. Do not waste her sacrifice, Billy. Let's go."

Billy's hands curled into fists. He watched Ems fight, watched her throwback one assault after another. Bodies piled around her. The fanatic warriors would lose every man to reach their goal. Despite her heroic onslaught, the sheer numbers of men were pressing her backward, cornering her, reducing her ability to fight. Despite her mythic stand, she would lose.

"I can't leave her," Billy said without turning.

"It's her or the kids," Crow said, resigned, knowing who the boy would choose.

"She needs me. I'm sorry."

The young wizard headed down the hill. He aimed for the tall blond Bloodletter. The Gray Robe had watched Ems slice through his men and furiously launched spells at her, howling in rage when they all failed, deflected or absorbed by her tattoo protections. Billy stopped to fire a dozen flaming bolts at the man, setting his robes on fire, but the Bloodletter ignored the attack, chanting, eyes obsessed and insane. Finally, he ripped open his robe and drew his Letting dagger in a red line down his chest, howling in pain. Blood oozed. Billy raced ahead, beginning a new spell.

The ground erupted beneath Ems's feet, knocking the young witch down.

The Song of Carnage slipped from her hand and tumbled to the ground, immediately falling silent. A massive creature, heavily muscled like a bull but with a squat body like a bullfrog, broke through the soil. Stout and powerful legs which ended in curved claws tore through rock and dirt. Billy fired a bolt of energy but the creature's thick hide, evolved for burrowing underground, ignored the attack. Billy readied another spell but the creature jumped at Ems with surprising speed, raking claws down her back, ignoring tattoos, peeling flesh and cracking ribs and ripping a shriek of agony from her throat.

"No!" Billy screamed.

He unleashed a powerful blast of fire-magic at the monster, hoping to drive the beast away. The creature ignored the heat, raising a sturdy arm to point a claw at Ems, who still struggled to rise.

"Wait!" Billy shouted. "No! Please, no."

The beast drove the arm down.

The claw rammed through her protective magics and pierced her flesh. Ribs snapped. Ems screamed when the talon penetrated her body and drove into the rocky soil beneath. Eyes wide, she tried to cast but couldn't draw breath through the pain. A second claw stabbed her thigh. Another impaled her stomach.

"No!" Billy shouted again.

The monster reared and Ems, lying bloody on the ground, tried to crawl away. The brute rammed both claws down, punching through her body, piercing muscle and bone. Deathblows, Billy was certain. The young mage shrieked, sank to his knees. He threw his head down; mouth open wide in a silent scream. Red fog filled his mind and he hammered his fists against the earth. Roaring filled his head. Pain unlike any he'd known threatened to tear him open.

A strange and unfamiliar sensation rose in him, soaking through his flesh where he touched the dirt. Magical energies surged, made him dizzy. Pure magic, EmberEarth magic, unbridled and untainted, fueled by his raw emotion, bubbled from the blood-soaked earth. His anguished mind latched onto this new force and drank deep, sensing the pulsating power, unlocked by his grief. Rage and torment blossomed, erupted in a fountain of wrath.

The ground heaved and rocked in every direction, knocking men off their feet. Enormous chunks of earth and stone rose to land with a thump. Billy channeled his tortured mind into pure rage and directed that anger outward, channeling this new power. The blast radiated outward from him, toppling everything, shattering rocks and splintering trees, throwing large portions of earth skyward. Any soldier standing close blew apart, vaporized. Those farther away lost arms and legs. The beast was rocked, knocked off its feet. Bones cracked when the monster tumbled down the hill, coming to rest at the water's edge.

Billy seized the Song of Carnage and followed.

The beast scrambled to all fours and waited, watching the young man. Billy never hesitated. The creature lifted arms, preparing to slash, but Billy swung with all his might, new power coursing through his veins. Scintillating colors exploded, following the arc of the blade. A surge of power traveled his arm. The sword bit deep, cutting the monster nearly in two.

The sword whispered and towering rage flooded Billy's mind, madness from the Song, battle fury from centuries of war and death. He advanced on the horde of soldiers only now regaining their feet. He raised the blade high.

For the first time in his life he shouted a fierce battle-cry, a sorrowful sound of pain and anger, a clear challenge to all. The soldiers answered, surging towards the grieving young man, and Billy cut down the front lines with one swoop. Vibrant sparks flew. Rainbow shards scattered and soldiers fell. The more he used the blade, the greater the wrath pumping through his veins. He swung again and ranks of men flew apart. Billy turned on the Bloodletter, perched atop a stack of boulders and out of reach, believing himself safe. Billy forced his pain and rage into the Song, seeking, and felt the Song answer. He drew back and struck, splitting the Gray Robe split down the middle, the stroke carrying through to slice the huge rocks too.

The young wizard laughed: a cold, cruel, hateful sound. He faced the remaining soldiers and swung wildly, scattering the men before his advance. Billy killed the wounded, the stragglers, the stunned, any enemy he could. Crow watched from higher on the mountain and wept.

Billy reached Ems and discovered she yet lived, protected from instant death by a host of tattoos. His hope faded immediately. Her death was merely delayed.

"Hold on," he muttered. "Hold on, Ems. Don't die."

Ems struggled to speak. Her jaw worked side to side.

"Don't," she wheezed. "Alone."

Her body sagged, breathing her last. Her eyes closed.

Billy laid her head gently on the ground. Anguish grew, rising like magma, heart bursting with pain and loss. Sorrow became fury in the blink of an eye and he stood, body trembling. The soldiers still standing had regrouped and encircled him, weapons ready. Billy threw his head back and voiced a forlorn cry of grief. He felt the sword in his hand like a living being, pulsing, thrumming, urging him to fight, to take revenge. He lifted the weapon and moved his eyes across the faces of his enemy.

"You are all about to die," Billy growled.

Several men charged. Billy swung and their severed bodies fell. A shout went up from the remaining men and they rushed the young wizard. Billy swung, dropping the first rank, and the sword took over, fueling a blinding assault of whirling stained-glass destruction. Faster and faster his arm carried the weapon, slicing through everything and everyone until the last soldier fell.

Soaked with blood and covered in gore, Billy screamed into the heavens and collapsed, covering her body with his. Sobs shook him.


Chapter 29

Billy drew a glowing red symbol in the air and the bound man groaned in pain.

"Where?" the young wizard asked again.

"I don't know," the man whimpered.

Billy retraced the symbol, moving his finger slowly. The man groaned which rose into a scream when his femur cracked.

Crow entered the tent and dropped the flap in place.

"Billy," Crow said. "You're torturing prisoners now? Stop."

"No. He knows where the base camp is. He'll tell me or I'll kill him."

"You'll torture him to death?"

"I will," he growled. Billy looked the prisoner in the eye. "Tell me. Right now, and I'll stop. You'll only walk with a limp. Refuse, and I won't break the other one. Instead, I'll turn both bones to sand. Inside your legs. You'll never walk again. Ever."

The man whimpered.

Billy raised a hand, preparing to make the arcane gestures needed.

"Stop," Crow begged, catching Billy's wrist. "This is wrong."

Billy gave Crow a hard look.

"If you can't make this journey with me," Billy told the old sailor. "Stay behind. I don't need you monitoring my every step."

"William Tate," Crow snapped. "Your woman is dead but that anguish gives you no right to treat people this way."

"I care nothing about rights," Billy spat. "I'm done with everything except force. Coercion is all these people understand. That's all the world understands. Ems died because I was a good person. I followed rules. Now I will return their brutality blow for blow. I will use their tactics against them."

"Tactics? Is this man you are torturing a tactic? You aren't using tactics, Billy, you're using people. Real people with families and wives they love, children that love them. This man is more than a mere soldier. You must know that."

Billy regarded his friend. The young mage drew a new symbol. Crow looked away. The prisoner whimpered again, anticipating bursts of pain in both legs.

"All right," the man said, relenting. "Bring the map. I'll tell you."

Billy grabbed a scroll from a small table, which he spread before the prisoner.

"There," the man said, indicated a mountain with the jerk of a chin. "Mount Vall. The main army camps at the base near the lake."

"How long will they camp there?"

"Four days. Maybe five. We await reinforcements. They are marching from Valdmur to join us. From Mount Vall we sail for SeaEnd. With you and the Heretic absent, Queen Illith will conquer the city from land and sea."

"You have the information you need, Billy," Crow said. "Let him go."

Billy chanted briefly and placed his hand on the man's head. A jolt of electricity crackled and popped. The man went stiff in his chair, groaning before slumping.

"Billy!" Crow exclaimed, hands in the air.  "You killed him?"

"Yes."

Crow covered his face with both hands.

"I won't ask why. Your humanity is gone."

Billy levitated the body, guiding the dead man out of the tent and into the forest. He ended the spell and the body tumbled amongst the ivy and shrubs.

"No burial?" Crow asked.

"The animals are hungry."

"Especially the one in you," Crow muttered.

"Your protest is noted. Ems taught me how to open rifts. I can take you anywhere in the world. Where would you like to go?"

Crow met Billy's stare. The older man regarded the younger for a long time.

"I'm sticking," Crow said, at last. "I need to keep you in check, or at least try."


Chapter 30

Mount Vall rose behind the enemy camp, spire lost in clouds, a cap of snow dusted the peak. Billy and Crow sat hidden behind half-buried boulders under a lofty pine. They studied the sprawling encampment.

"Are you trying to die?" Crow asked. "You lost Ems and now life is not worth living? You can't kill yourself but you can get these lads to do it?"

"I intend to win."

"There's a thousand men there, Billy. More. Bloodletters too. Foul beasts of fang and claw bred for war. Your rage will carry you a long way but you cannot beat them all. There's simply too many."

Billy studied the placement of tents within the camp, noting the sheer mountain above and the river running through.

"I can wipe them out," he said again. "These men seek to join more of their kind before attacking SeaEnd. I must stop them. Maybe I can't stop them all, but I can kill most. I have magic. I have the Song of Carnage."

"What you have is heartbreak and anger," Crow said. "What you have is a blind need to hit back, a blind need for revenge. I'm telling you, please trust an older man with a ton of experience, you need to wait. You will regret this path."

"Stay here. I need to get closer."

The young wizard slipped away, moving from tree to tree, gradually working moving towards the encampment. Whenever he found a sentry posted, he put the man to sleep. He circled the edge of the camp, inching towards the mountain. When he reached the first craggy outcroppings, he stopped. He again surveyed the sleeping camp below and moved several feet up the slope, examining the rocky escarpment.

Satisfied, he placed his back to a massive sequoia and started a spell. For long minutes, he quietly chanted. On and on he pumped magical energy into the mountainside, saturating the rock with it, weaving threads of energy through the fabric of the cliff, finding natural faults and fissures and drenching them in magic. He stepped away, shaking off fatigue and moving to a new position along the slope. He repeated his long enchantments, lacing filaments within the ancient granite.

At last, he finished, sweaty and shaking. He checked one last time on his handiwork. From his hiding place, Crow watched Billy.

"What is your plan?" he muttered.

Billy drew the Song of Carnage. He raised a hand to the mountain and chanted, palm pressed firmly against the cool stone. Soon, pebbles fell. He continued his chant, driving the spells he'd placed deep into the cliff. Rocks clattered to roll down the slope. He forced his mind into the stone, feeling every line of power he'd placed there and gathering them.

When he was ready, he ripped his hand away.

Massive sheets of granite exploded. The base of the mountain along one side erupted and tore away, a massive avalanche racing towards the camp. No alarm was raised. Sentries had been posted in a half-circle facing outward. The mountain at their back was their best defense. Now that mountain became the weapon. A giant landslide rushed in like a wave. The roar deafened.

As the rushing landslide hit the sleeping camp, screams filled the air.

Crow gasped, watching from above.

Billy waded in from the side. Rain of fire spells lit the outermost tents aflame, creating a wall, trapping the soldiers between fire and the wave of oncoming earth and stone. Billy walked the center, casting rapid battle magic to blast with sparkling missiles or flaming claw. When soldiers closed, he swung the Song, slicing through rock and tree and human. The sword fed him power which he funneled into his magic. The first Bloodletter to raise a hand went down, split in two. Men ran wild, unsure of who attacked them or from which direction. Billy walked amongst them in the confusion, cutting down any who came near.

Eventually the avalanche slowed and stopped. In time, the fires burned themselves out. Soldiers organized. Two Bloodletters spied Billy and prepared a counter-attack. Letting daggers sliced and dark magic flew. Billy was beaten back, forced to defend as more men recognized their enemy and built a response. Arrows whistled and without his tattoos to deflect them, he had to stop the attack to cast protective magic.

The snap of a twig brought Crow back to his immediate surroundings. He shrank into his rocky nook and twisted his head, seeking the source. A platoon of men armored in black crept passed. Once they'd gone Crow inched from his hiding place and quickly learned other platoons crept forward all over the slope. He risked a glance at Billy, backed against a redwood and fighting for his life, and realized with a sinking heart the ruthless Bloodletter Queen had positioned that encampment with purpose, building in a vulnerability, knowing Billy would be tempted to attack. She'd used those men, many now dead, for bait.

Billy has no idea what's coming for him, Crow reasoned.

He shrank into his nook. The creeping soldiers were focused on Billy. None spotted an old man hiding between rocks under a tree. Crow waited until they passed but a second wave followed the first. In the camp, the circle of warriors around Billy was many rows deep. He held them at bay with the Song, but not for long and when the waves of platoons arrived, the flood gates would open. Men would pour down on him. Billy would be swamped.

"You're an old fool, Dunmore Pomeron."

He crawled from safety, running away from the soldiers in a long arc that would take him to Billy. The soldiers saw the man running through the forest and a sergeant signaled orders. Two squads peeled off to pursue the old man. Long black arrows flew.

"Billy!" Crow shouted, before he was close enough. "Billy!"

The young mage was too involved. Crow kept running, even when an arrow whizzed by his ear to thud into a redwood.

"Billy!" he screamed.

Billy caught the faint sound of his name. He saw Crow running down the slope towards him, pointing behind.

"It's a trap!" the old man shouted.

Billy looked beyond Crow, up the hill, spotting the men moving through the trees. He understood instantly, marveling at the queen's calculated ruthlessness.

"Get away!" Billy shouted. "Save yourself. I'll find you."

Crow veered away, charting a path out of danger. He waved to Billy, letting the lad know he'd heard him, when three black arrows burst through his chest, one after the next. His eyes flew wide. He gawked at the long black shafts, confused. Billy screamed in rage. The old sailor toppled into the leaves and pine needles.

Billy swung wildly, carving a path towards his fallen friend. The Song urged him forward, reveling in the mass destruction. Each swing cut through men, trees, rocks, and earth. Billy's rage grew, and so did the reach of the weapon. The air was filled with a cloud of devastation.

A sergeant ordered men to form ranks and draw their bows. At a word from their commander, the shafts were loosed. Many errant arrows struck men they'd fought alongside. Many struck Billy. More men came down the hill. The sergeant ordered another volley and shaped the rank of the foot soldiers. With a word, he sent them against Billy. Billy fought hard and fast but was simply outnumbered. He vanished beneath a crashing wave of soldiers.


Chapter 31

"Lord Gouge has not returned, Highness," the man said. "Nor the beast."

"The beast's name," Raga corrected. "Is Dedathu. Remember it."

She gave him a dismissive flick of her finger.

We've lost the Red, Silvera said. I feel the emptiness.

Yes, Raga agreed, seething. Gouge, too.

I care nothing for the human. No Beloved Kin has ever lost a dragon. You stand alone in this.

I am aware.

Raga felt Silvera's anger.

We must find the thief and kill them, the older woman insisted.

Word spread amongst her ancestors and anger swelled into fury.

First Mother, Nadlahee, shushed them all.

Silvera is always rash, Nadlahee counseled. Let us first discover why Dedathu changed his allegiance.

Your wisdom, Raga replied, is greatly appreciated.


Chapter 32

The urge to open her eyes overcame her desire to remain cold and still. Thin rays of sunlight pierced the small dark space. She lifted heavy arms, discovering she held a wilted daisy in her hands. She was buried under a blanket of rocks. She shoved, clearing a path to the open sky. She climbed free.

She discovered she'd been placed inside a tomb of stones which sat atop a mountain. Billy's dagger sat upon the rubble. Nearby another, smaller tomb had been erected. A flat rock etched with Jaleen, friend to all sat on that pile.

"That's Billy's writing," Ems said out loud.

She studied the two crypts and understanding formed.

"I died. Jaleen did too."

A great sadness welled in her but tears would not come. She placed a cold palm on the smaller stack of rocks, remembering her dear friend. She sent her eyes around the horizon, discovered mountain peaks to the horizon in every direction. She felt a familiar tug when her eyes swept south, the same recurring desire to seek the source of the yearning.

This time, death provided clarity. This time, she knew who called.

"Torqu Maz-Mul," she muttered.

Ems remembered the fight in the jungle: the Talgud Tamun, fierce warrior humanoids, had attacked her, Nesa, Jal, and his big cat, Paark, in the WealWood Tropics. Ems had barely survived.

I did not survive, she now understood. I crossed over. I died. I fought my way back but my brush with death made me visible to Torqu Maz-Mul. He's called me ever since. He calls me now, like he calls all the dead. His call raised me from this tomb.

Memories rushed in. Sadness filled her heart.

Nesa. My sweet little girl. I left you in that jungle. I never returned for you.

Her eyes fell on Jaleen's grave and the ocean of sadness swelled.

I remember the creature erupting at my feet. I dropped the Song. Billy fought hard, but that creature killed me.

She sighed heavily, air escaping through her ribs. She slipped fingers through slashed clothing and into gapping wounds. She'd been bathed, cleaned before being laid to rest with a flower in her hands.

Billy.

She plucked the fallen flower from the dirt to drape over Jaleen's grave.

I am dead. Torqu calls and I must rise but I will not be his slave. I will resist. I will fight his siren song. Billy needs me.


Chapter 33

Panic seized Billy. Bodies piled on, each frantic to be the man who killed the young wizard, each eager to please their queen. They hindered each other, shielding Billy by their numbers, the stabs of daggers and short swords inflicted on a comrade instead. The weight pressed Billy into the rocky soil, squeezed the air from his lungs. He tried to breath and couldn't. He tried to move and couldn't. The panic changed to fear which ballooned into anger. He again felt the rise of an unfamiliar magic, the new magic, the EmberEarth magic, rising from his contact with the soil. He captured this power and concentrated, building before releasing all he could in a burst. Bodies flew away. He was freed. Billy scrambled to his feet, legs trembling. He spied Crow's body lying in the leaves and pine needles.

The ring was a smooth band of silver with a central ruby, bracketed by tiny sapphires on each side. When Billy touched all three stones the ring would instantly take him to anyplace in sight. He used that ring now like he had in the razed town, jumping to a place he could see, a small hill close by. Billy next jumped to Crow's body.

The old man wasn't dead but soon would be. Billy used his ring again and jumped far down the valley, leaving the flaming, chaotic camp behind. Now, with time to catch his breath, he opened a rift like Ems had taught him, creating a gateway to a place he'd been before. He lifted Crow's body on this end and stepped into the hospital at SeaEnd at the other.

"Help him," Billy croaked.

Shocked nurses hesitated only an instant.

"You're the Warlock," said one, awestruck.

Billy held Crow's body out to them.

"Help him," he said again.

"Help you first," a nurse said.

Billy looked down, noticing for the first time his bleeding arms and legs, realizing only now three arrows had pierced his body.

"Yes," he said, handing Crow to orderlies. "Yes, help me too, please."

Billy fell against the white marble wall and slid, leaving red streaks. He tried to stand but couldn't. An orderly kept the young man seated with a gentle hand.

"You've been through a nightmare," the orderly said. "We know you. Let us do our job."

Billy met the man's kind eyes.

"All right," he murmured.

His lips trembled. His breathing turned ragged. He started to cry, cry for Ems and his lost love, cry for Crow and their pointless quest. He tried to adjust his blood-soaked clothing and realized he no longer held the Song of Carnage. That was lost too. Everything was lost.

"No," he whimpered, trying to return to the rift and retrieve the sword.

"Stay put.".

Billy laid his head on the cool marble and closed his eyes. Tears streamed. He felt a giant wave of sorrow rising, threatening to wash over him and break everything loose. He fought to control his emotions. He tried to swallow his suffering and be strong. The barrier cracked and crumbled. Billy wailed, sobbed uncontrollably. Years of grief, all the way back to the death of his family, rose from deep within. Billy cried and cried and cried.

"Let it out," the kind man said. "Let all the pain out."

Billy could not have stopped the flood if he'd tried. Exhausted, defeated, drained and despairing, Billy let go and allowed the blackness to swallow him.

The rift snapped shut.


Chapter 34

He awoke in a warm bed with clean sheets. He was bandaged and rested. Crow slept in the bed next to his. A nurse saw he was awake.

"Are you William Tate? Billy? Pitter-Patter? The Warlock?"

"Yes. Why?"

"The nurses recognized you. Death was close. You'd lost a lot of blood. They did all they could to save you."

Billy jerked a chin at Crow.

"Will he be all right?"

"Yes. You brought him in time. He'll need weeks to heal, like you."

"We don't have weeks. I don't have weeks. Bring me a healer. I have gold."

"We don't like to use the religions," she said. "Too many strings attached. Healing magic is rapid, yes, but one is forever indebted to the church."

"Bring a healer," Billy growled. "I must leave. How long was I out?"

"Three days."

"God!" Billy exclaimed, startling the nurse. "Get me a healer, now."

Two days later Billy stood in the hospital garden. He'd concentrated a long time, remembering the exact spot in the forest where he'd opened the rift. He was not fully recovered but could wait no longer. His memories were jumbled by his rush to escape, requiring him to quiet his mind and search carefully for every detail, like Ems had taught him. When he was ready, he opened another rift. The seam in space split apart and Billy saw mountains and forest beyond. He stepped through. From here he used his three-gem ring, jump-tracing the path he'd taken.

Piles of fetid cadavers greeted his arrival. The Bloodletters had left their dead to rot where they'd fallen, partially eaten by forest creatures. Billy stepped carefully, seeking the exact spot he'd started his retreat. He found where Crow had collapsed and followed the trail backward. He discovered a large circle of dead soldiers. He moved bodies out of his way as he searched.

There, buried in the needles and leaves, lay the Song.

"Thank God."

He retrieved the weapon and sheathed the blade.

"You again," a voice rasped.

Billy spun. One of the soldiers he'd moved aside yet lived. The man was gaunt and filthy, paralyzed and racked with pain.

"How are you still living?" Billy asked.

"Come to finish the job?" the man croaked.

Billy waited.

"You broke my back," the man said. "I ate my field rations. When those ran out, I took from my fallen brothers in arms. I had plenty. I was surrounded by the dead. You slaughtered us."

"Illith never should have sent you after me."

The man grimaced.

"She's hard to refuse. You'll learn that one day."

"I've heard of her beauty."

"Hearing isn't seeing."

Pain lanced and the man grimaced, grinding his teeth.

"I've seen beautiful women before," Billy said. "I was in love with one, until you bastards killed her."

"She wasn't beautiful like Illith. I promise you. Nothing is beautiful like Illith. My queen floats like the world has no say over her. Her feet never touch the ground. She drifts, naked and unashamed, gliding through the air."

"Naked? Why is she naked?"

The man swallowed in a dry throat.

"The Bloodletters feed her, Bloodletters from all over the world. Their pain and suffering fuel her magical might. She hangs like the sun in the sky, graciously accepting the gift of their agony."

"I've heard she uses no Bloodletter magic."

"True. Her perfect pale skin is smooth. No Letting dagger has ever touched her. She bears no scars save one: the brand given her when she was a slave. That one she keeps, to remember."

"How does she cast magic?"

"She was in love once, long ago, to a master wizard. Sarden Kahlar. He was in love with her too and cast spells to keep her beautiful forever, channelling the Bloodletter suffering into a power for her use. Each time a Bloodletter uses his Letting dagger, she gains. Her power comes from us. A gift of love."

"When the last Bloodletter dies, she's powerless."

"Last Bloodletter?" The man coughed blood. "We've spread like fire. She's more powerfull than ever. You can't kill us all. Impossible." A fit of tortured agony seized him, twisting his body. "Quit," he said, breathless. "She's unstoppable. Join her. Rule by her side. She feared you and the Heretic. Now the Witch is dead. You're free–"

Billy thrust the Song of Carnage through the man's throat.

"I know she's dead," he mumbled.

Billy sat on the pile of bodies, resting his boot on a dead man's head.

The man bragged of Bloodletter power, but unknowingly revealed a weakness. I don't need to kill all the Bloodletters. I only need to cut her off from them. If I find a way, I render her powerless. That's the flaw in her system. She has no power of her own. She relies on others.

He looked on the dead.

I need to know everything about her. Everything.

A chill raced up his spine. He faced the pile of cadavers, pawns in a mad queen's obsession. He searched, ignoring the fetid stench, arranging the dead based on insignia and age. He ranged across the hillside, hunting, tracking every dead soldier or Bloodletter of importance, dragging them together, lining them up.

"I'll start with you," he said, indicating a dead Bloodletter with a kick.

He removed his boots, remembering advice Ems had given, and wiggled his toes into the mountain soil. He calmed his mind and started the spell she'd taught him.

Minutes later, he Spoke with the Dead for the first time.


Chapter 35

"How did you survive?" Crow asked, smoothing his hospital sheets. "There were so many soldiers."

"I'm not sure. I tapped into a greater kind of magic. EmberEarth magic. I don't know how."

"A more powerful spell?"

"No. It wasn't like that. Imagine magic is a well. Each spell cast is dipping a cup and taking a bit of water away."

"You're saying EmberEarth magic is more like dipping a bucket?"

"No," Billy corrected. "EmberEarth magic is like being the well."

"Oh. Wow."

"Yes. I felt the unlimited power, but I don't understand it. I don't know why sometimes I can access it and other times I cannot."

"That might come in handy, if we ever make it to Valdmur."

"We aren't going to Valdmur. Not anymore. I've learned the Bloodletter stronghold is in a mountain on the outskirts of Valdmur."

"Not within the city itself?"

"Right. Mount Taber, an extinct and hollowed-out volcano. It was a sulfur mine for centuries. Illith, the Bloodletter Queen, was a slave working the mine until she escaped. She ran to a wizard she knew. To protect her, he created an enchantment which directed all Bloodletter suffering to her. Their pain and anguish fuel her magic. They are her source of power."

"No blade ever touches her perfect skin."

"Exactly. She has no need. She is fed by all of them. With many Bloodletters around the world, she's a gigantic pillar of magical might."

"Then why is she worried about you and Ems?"

"I don't know. None of the men I Spoke to knew."

Crow eyed Billy suspiciously.

"What men?"

"The scattered dead we left on the hills and in the forest."

Crow set Billy in a hard stare.

"You Spoke with the Dead."

"Yes."

Crow threw his hands in the air.

"Sailors are superstitious, Billy. Buried or submerged, you leave the dead be. That's why we put them in the earth or send them to the deep blue. You do not call them back, boy. They want to stay. Such spirits will haunt you always. Everyone knows this."

"I'll deal with that if it happens. I needed information."

"No information is worth that."

"I disagree."

"What did you learn?"

"Big things. Huge. I learned the Fick family still lives. I learned many children from SeaEnd still live. I learned the Codices have been shelved. She tried to destroy them but couldn't. They are too difficult to understand and not necessary for her plans anyway. "

"Which are?"

Billy pulled his chair closer, leaning over Crow's hospital bed.

"To Illith, you are either a Bloodletter, a soldier, or a slave," Billy said. "She'll conquer the whole world and those will be your choices in life."

"We need to stop her."

"She lives inside a fortified dormant volcano stronghold. There's only one main entrance, a tunnel they call The Throat, filled with a thousand kill points and traps. It matters not how big an attacking force was, any army could only come at her inside the mountain three or four men at a time. But before we can enter that tunnel we'll face the multitude of soldiers camped around the mountain. She has an ocean of men, hundreds of thousands strong. Bloodletters too."

Crow stared at Billy, face blank.

"We have no chance," Crow said.

"None."

"We'll die. We'll die under that mountain, Billy."

"What choice is there? Hide? Run? Keep running until her army grows so large there's no place to hide? No. If I'm to die I will die on my feet, fighting."

"You are the most determined young man I've ever met."

Billy smiled.

"When I first arrived," he admitted. "I needed breathing exercises to keep me calm. I ran from everything. EmberEarth has taught me courage. My adventures have shown me I can be brave. Before I came here I was a loner, a lonely boy keeping himself safe by avoiding relationships. Ems tried to show me that but I wouldn't listen. I see now what she meant."

"What will you do?"

"What I should have done from the beginning. I'll turn to my friends for help. I'll gather all I can and topple that insane queen from her throne. I should have done this while Ems was alive."

"Give me time to heal. I'll come."

"I was hoping you'd say that. I will begin planning now. I'll call healers to tend you. We'll leave soon, after I handle one last item."

Crow raised an eyebrow.

"Ems," Billy said. "I need a last moment with Ems."

"Ems is dead, Billy. You can't have a last moment with her."

Billy swallowed hard.

"I must," he croaked.


Chapter 36

Billy found a quiet corner in the hospital garden and closed his eyes, remembered the mountaintop. He pictured the rocky soil, he imagined the sweeping view. He'd fixed that sacred place forever in his mind. When he was ready, he uttered the words. Gold flecks appeared. The familiar hum of a rift opening filled the air. He concentrated until the spell was complete and opened his eyes, stepping through the portal.

He looked immediately to the toppled rocks, the stones he'd carefully placed, fallen. Her crypt had been defiled. Anger filled his heart. He noticed the flower he'd sealed inside with Ems now adorned Jaleen's grave. Who would tenderly place the daisy with Jaleen? He studied the tomb, realizing the rocks had been shoved from the inside out.

"Only Ems would give the flower to Jaleen," he said out loud. "She's alive."

His heart hammered inside his chest. The pain of her loss rushed in, followed instantly by an even more painful hope.

"Ems!" he shouted.

He surveyed the mountains and hills around the peak. There were no roads here, no trails. He'd chosen this spot carefully, to protect his beloved and provide her a view she would have loved. He was no tracker but he scanned the soil, hoping to find any clue. He remembered the ring she'd given him. He spun the onyx band, focused on memories of her.

"Come on, Baby," he whispered. "Feel me."

He closed his eyes, filling his heart.

A familiar hum filled the air. His eyes flew open. Gold flecks drifted and a rift formed. Ems stepped through. Ems, but not Ems. Her clothes, the clothes he'd buried her in, were still tattered and stained with blood where the monster had sliced them. Her skin was pale, faintly blue, and her eyes, her sweet loving eyes, were flat and lifeless.

"Ems?" he mumbled. "You're alive? How–?"

He stepped towards her, arms opening for a hug.

She stopped him with a raised hand.

"I'm dead, Billy," she said, voice drenched with sorrow.

"I buried you, Ems. How are you standing in front of me?"

"I was called."

"By whom?"

"Torqu Maz-Mul. Lord of all undead."

Her gaze drifted away, roaming the vista of mountaintops.

"You picked a lovely spot for me," she said. "I appreciate your thoughtfulness. I wanted you to know that."

"Why did Torqu call you back, Ems?" Billy said, voice cracking.

Ems pulled herself away from the view.

"Remember my quest to Speak with Alarus? I told you how Nesa stowed away but I never told you how I died on that journey to the WealWood Tropics. Our party was attacked and I was killed. I don't know what returned me to life. Nesa? She's a child. Is she so powerful? I don't know. I've been busy. I didn't realize I'd crossed over. Not until that creature killed me a second time. At last I understood."

"Why would the Lord of Undead call you back?"

She heard the ache in his voice, the pain of loss and dashed hopes.

"He commands us," she said. "He raises the dead and calls us to him to fight. He will kill every living soul and bend them to his will."

"He controls you?"

"Yes. But I resist. He's far away and the pull is weak but I feel it. He desires me greatly. He knows my power. When he comes for me I may falter. I may surrender, Billy. Better you cut off my head now and bury me again."

Billy slumped.

"I cannot," the young mage murmured.

His legs weakened and he sat in the dirt where he was. He fought back tears. Ems stepped close, resting a hand on his head.

"Your hand is cold," Billy mumbled.

"Yes."

A moment passed, silent.

"Your family lives, Ems."

Ems gasped.

"I wanted you to know," Billy continued. "Your family lives, there are children from SeaEnd yet to rescue, and Illith and her Bloodletters gave up on the Codices, finding them far too complex. They sit forgotten on a shelf. All hope is not yet lost."

"Is this true?"

"Yes."

"How do you know?"

Billy hesitated before answering.

"After you passed, Crow and I lost a fight to a battalion supported by Bloodletters. We both nearly died. I grabbed him and fled." He took a deep breath and forged ahead. "I went back later and Spoke with the enemy dead."

Ems groaned.

"I'm sorry I taught you that spell," she said. "I should never have. I wasn't honest with you, Billy. I failed. I failed in my resistance and I was possessed. Several times. I did terrible, terrible things."

"What did you do, Ems?"

She looked away, lip trembling.

"Slaughter," she groaned, her word drenched in unbearable grief.

He took her dead, icy hands in his warm hands, full of life. They were quiet for a long time, enjoying their last moments together.

"I understand what you were trying to tell me," he said. "I get it now. You were right, I was wrong. I had to nearly die to get the message through my thick skull but now I know. I will find allies, friends, others who will help. I wanted you to know."

Her expression softened.

"Not for this battle only," Ems said. "For always. Let people in. For life."

"For life."

Ems looked like she wanted to cry but could not.

"I'm happy for you," she said. "But I am crushed another will get that part of you." She moved closer, their faces inches apart. "Crush Illith, Pitter-Patter. Gather everyone who will fight beside you and crush her. Like a bug. She will enslave the world if no one stops her. All those who join you will each have skills to contribute. Let them. You can't do this alone."

"What about you? Will you join me?"

"I cannot," Ems said, looking south. "I go to fight a different war. But I can help your quest. I believe I know why Illith feared us. We found the EmberVein, the conduit to direct EmberEarth magic. Alarus gave me the spell to free the rod. I will teach you. Bring the silver rod with you to Valdmur. Illith's power won't work around that rod. Neither will yours."

"Then what good is the rod to me?"

"You carry the Song of Carnage," Ems said, looking Billy in the eye.


Chapter 37

The night sky was clear and filled with stars. The group sat in an open area around the campfire, tall prairie grasses extending to the horizon in every direction. Audric's men sat around a small fire of their own near the prince.

Cinder approached the Ancient Red cautiously, nose to the grass, snuffing the strange and unfamiliar scent. Dedathu waited, unperturbed, watching the furry beast. Cinder sniffed the scaly hide and oily snout, carefully examining every inch of the behemoth. She paused at the large curved claws, licking an old scent she found there. Satisfied, the Diremarsh wolf curled next to the dragon. Bast and Gouge chuckled.

"I guess you passed the test," Gouge said.

"Imagine my relief," the dragon rumbled, voice deep and resonant.

Everyone laughed.

"So what comes next?" Audric asked.

They knew what he meant.

"None of us wants to fight Raga," he continued. "Not her magic and not her dragons. She's a friend. But we all agree her plan for the world is terrible and must be resisted."

"Pitter-Patter and Ems fight the Bloodletters," Bast said. "Perhaps we should throw our weight behind their efforts first? Eliminate the lesser evil. That way we can concentrate on stopping Raga? Their help would be most useful."

Dedathu raised his massive head.

"The Bloodletters are not the lesser evil," he growled. "I know their queen, Illith. I met her when she was young. She will wrap the world in a blanket of woe."

"How do you know her?" Gouge asked.

"She is old. She and Sarden Kahlar were lovers. He sought to protect her using the powerful magic I'd taught him, twisting and perverting my intent."

Bast sat abruptly upright.

"Powerful magic you taught him?" she asked, shocked. "Bloodletter magic came from you?"

"Yes."

"All this pain and suffering is because of you?"

The massive dragon lowered his head until he met Bast's eyes.

"If I give a coin," he rumbled. "Am I responsible for how it's spent?"

Bast chewed a lip.

"No. People are responsible for the choices they make."

"Golgoth is a dragon magic," the Ancient Red continued. "Far too potent for humans. Sarden knew Haylan Pil would banish all magic and was desperate for a way to retain power. He held me prisoner, tortured me for centuries, forced me to teach him one spell after another. I did, instructing him in a discipline of magic which would quickly lead to his death. No Bloodletter lives long."

"Yet he did," Bast said.

"Yes, he twisted my intent. I mentioned he is a brilliant man, far more intelligent than I originally believed. He discovered how to take years of life from others to extend his own and launched a cult. He learned how to direct the flow of Golgoth through Illith, to protect her, keep her young and beautiful, provide her a power of her own."

"Golgoth sounds awful," Bast said.

"My very reason for teaching him. The discipline is not for humans."

"What would you advise?" Prince Audric asked. "You are the oldest and wisest of us. What would you do?"

Dedathu contemplated.

"Few become Bloodletters," he said, finally. "One must be filled with self-loathing, anger, and despair. They are chaotic by nature, disordered and unruly. Without a strong leader to organize and control them, they fight everyone, including each other. They quickly die out."

"We break their back if we topple the Bloodletter Queen," Audric said.

"Cut off the head and the body will die," Gouge added, relieved they would not make Raga their target.

"Precisely," Dedathu rumbled.

"Pitter-Patter and Ems?" Bast said, after a moment of silence.

Everyone agreed.

"We return to SeaEnd," Gouge said. "Any search for Billy and Ems should start there. They have a nice little apartment together."


Chapter 38

Billy stood atop the tower of Windham Keep, wrapped in billowing flames. At one time this had been his favorite place on EmberEarth. From here he saw all SeaEnd laid out before him: streets and alleys and parks and squares. A vast city of majestic spires and simple huts, merchant shops and farmer's markets. Nearby was the library, famous around the world. Behind him, snow-capped mountains, to his left, the glittering green of the Emerald Ocean. To his right, the churning water of the WealWood Narrows. He turned his attention across the Narrows. WealWood Tropics sat many times over the horizon, and that's where Ems lost Nesa. That's where Ems had her ill-fated fight, a fight that killed her, a fight that brought Torqu Maz-Mul into her life, and beyond.

Billy leaned his head back and closed his eyes. The red and orange flames licked his skin, curled from his hair, danced along his clothing. The fires made his skin tingle. The fires spread warmth.

The fires could not touch his broken, aching heart.

Much had happened during his time on this world. Much gained only to be lost. His thoughts returned to New York and his mother. Bin and Bast had cured her and they'd returned to EmberEarth, leaving her alone.

The clank of a trapdoor opening brought Billy around. Crow emerged onto the roof, skittish and worried, nervously watching the massive flames whip and flow.

"The fires can't hurt you," Billy said. "Relax, old man."

"See?" Crow grumbled. "This is why nobody likes wizards. They do tricks like this. Who makes people stand inside a fire? Why set the whole place alight?"

Billy chuckled.

"The flames are a beacon to the world. They announce to everyone magic is alive and taught here. They also provide magical protections and protections against the cold and rain."

Crow glanced around anxiously.

"But why is the tower on fire? It makes no sense. Magical protections sound great but they could have used a different effect, right? They could have filled the air with butterflies. They could have surrounded the tower with rainbows, right?"

"Yes."

"Ridiculous. Nobody likes to be on fire, Billy."

The young mage smiled.

"In the interests of transparency," Billy said. "I should confess the flames are my fault. The fire went out when Haylan locked away magic but returned when I set magic free. The tower burns because of me."

"I don't like it. No thanks."

"When I went to this school I came to the top of this tower every day. Last time I stood in this spot, I waited for Ems to come home. She'd traveled far to the WealWood Tropics, chasing new knowledge, while I was here taking tests. I passed and they named me Warlock. Did you know that, Crow? Did you know I was officially named Warlock?"

"No."

"There is no title higher for a wizard. Politically I could petition to join the Council and eventually try to win the office of High Mage, but magically, I've reached the summit, the highest order. There is no wizard at this school, including the High Mage, more powerful than me. Ems, who is a better wizard than any of us, came home and was put on trial and kicked out of college. The best and most brilliant of us, by far, banished. Exiled."

"Why?"

"Officially, because she Spoke with the Dead," the young wizard said. "But mainly because they didn't like her. She was smarter than all of them and stubborn and always right when they were wrong. Old men hate being shown they're wrong. Now I've Spoken with the Dead too. Shall I inform the Council and have myself banished? Doesn't matter. Soon there'll be no council. A Bloodletter army approaches from the north and all the council can do is debate and debate and debate again. Illith will win, Crow. There's no stopping her. There'll be no Council nor a Windham Keep or even a SeaEnd. Illith will seize the library and enslave everyone still alive."

"Unless we stop her."

"Yes," Billy agreed. "Unless we stop her."

"Can we?"

Billy lifted his shoulders an inch.

"I don't know," he said. "You'll get no bravado from me, no boast about certain victory. We've fought her underlings to a stand-still. We've delivered huge losses yet her army comes. I don't know if we can win."

Crow heard the sadness in his voice, the resignation. Billy believed he'd fail. Fail, and deliver the world to death. But sorrow greater than mere death hung in his words.

"I'm sorry about Ems, lad. I know you loved her. I know she loved you too. My heart breaks for you."

"Thanks, Crow."

A long moment passed before Billy could speak again.

"Why do I lose everything I love?"

Crow looked away. The old sailor knew Billy's past, the pain the boy carried from his earliest years.

"What will you do?" Crow asked.

Billy squared his shoulders and stood a little taller.

"I will ignore the Council. I will spread word on my own, calling to me anyone who will listen. I will sound the alarm until I run out of people to recruit. To live under Illith's rule would be worse than death." Billy's voice dropped low, strained with emotion. "I will find my friends," he continued. "My true friends, and ask them for help. I'll understand if they refuse but I must ask. Ems wanted me to ask."

Crow offered a hand.

"Start with me. I know why we fight and I'm with you, if you'll have me. I can't throw magic or swing a sword, but I have wisdom, and experience, and great eyesight. Hopefully I can help."

They shook hands. Billy grabbed Crow in a fierce hug.

"Crow, you've been by my side through much. I couldn't ask for a better friend. I welcome your help. Thank you for everything."

"You're welcome. Now let's go. I'll never grow accustomed to flames licking my eyeballs. The sooner we leave this tower, the better."

Billy laughed. They turned for the stairs down.

"What's that?" Crow said, pointing into the distant sky.

Billy stared but saw nothing.

"It's big," Crow murmured. "Coming fast."

They waited for the faint object to get bigger.

"A giant bird," Crow muttered, focused. "Huge. No, wait. Good God, it's not a bird, it's a dragon. Run, lad. We need to hide."

Crow took two quick steps for the stairs down.

"What color is it?" Billy asked.

"Who cares? Run, you daft child."

"Tell me."

"Red. Blood red. Now you know. You happy? Come on."

"We're fine. I know that dragon, and the man riding it."

"Riding?"

Crow returned to the parapet and shielded his eyes. He looked again.

"I'll be damned. Riding."

Billy finally spotted a dot above the horizon.

"We have nothing to fear. They are some of the friends I mentioned."

"I hope you're right," Crow said, staring. "Because that beast carries more than one passenger."

Dedathu banked and tucked his wings, gaining speed in his descent. Billy and Crow heard a distant whine of tortured air. The dragon was a crimson streak, growing, spirally down.

Far below, citizens had spotted the flying monster and panic swept them. Rumors of dragons attacking cities had reached SeaEnd. Dedathu aimed for Windham Keep and at the last moment snapped wings full, stretching a huge rear claw to settle all four feet gracefully on the roof. Bast and Gouge dismounted. Bast ran forward to give Billy a mighty hug. He hugged her fiercely.

"Finding you was easy," Gouge joked. "Thanks for waiting on the roof. Did a wizard-trick tell you we were coming?"

"No. I was on the roof deciding the best way to search for you. I can't believe you're here."

"We've come to help," Bast said. "Dedathu explained the Bloodletters were a greater threat than Raga and her dragons, so here we are. Others are coming too, Cinder, and Prince Audric and his men. They travel overland."

"Your brother?" Billy asked.

Bast looked away.

"Raga has him."

"I'm sorry. We'll win him back."

"Where are your tattoos?" Gouge asked.

"No," Bast said, stepping away. "I have a better question. Where is Ems? I haven't spoken with her in forever."

Crow scowled. Billy's expression went blank. Bast understood instantly and grabbed Billy in a tight hug again, bursting into tears.

"I'm sorry," she cried. "I'm so sorry. What happened?"

"Let's first get Crow off the tower he hates," Billy said. "I have a lot to tell you."


Chapter 39

Dedathu gripped the rod in a massive claw, launching himself skyward. Billy waited until the Ancient Red was far enough away to begin his spell. This rift would need to be large, the biggest he'd ever attempted, and the silver rod made spell casting impossible. Billy set his feet and chanted, soon filling the air with flecks of gold. Space ripped and air rushed in. The fissure grew, expanding and widening. Beyond, moss hung from swamp trees like slimy beards. Cranes took flight, startled by the opening in midair. Billy focused his magical energies and the breach floated towards a small island in the swamp. Bast led the party through. Once the last of them entered, Dedathu flew through to join them on the other side. Billy closed the rift. Gouge helped Crow climb on.

"Study the city," Billy told Crow. Come back and tell us what you see."

The group stepped away. Dedathu took flight again, taking the rod with him. Billy ran everyone through the plan and their part again. They ate and waited, each lost in their own thoughts about the upcoming battle. At last they heard distant wings beating. Dedathu landed on their island and Gouge helped Crow step down.

"The city is vast," Crow said, "and by vast, I mean vast. First they built to the edge of the swamp, then they went vertical, building into the sky. They use a green stone, like jade. Valdmur is laid out like most cities, growing ever larger over time. Punishment for prisoners is harsh. Bodies of the executed line the streets, and there were plenty. Some hanged, some crucified, some impaled. Those who do not get the death penalty hang trapped in iron cages on street corners. The palace is a massive pile of jade but I saw little activity there. Beyond the city is a mountain in the distance, Mount Taber, and we checked on that too. Illith has already sent her main army to attack SeaEnd."

"Finally, good news," Bast said.

Gouge and Crow went on to describe in detail the lay of the land, answering questions, sharing what they'd seen.

"So," Billy decided, when there were no more questions. "We stay here until nightfall. Move through the city, exit quickly, and head for Mount Taber."

Everyone looked at him.

"We're harder to see under cover of darkness," he explained. "We enter the city at night. We'll have surprise on our side."

"Why enter the city at all?" Bast asked. 

"My thoughts exactly," Crow echoed.

Billy studied his friends.

You never include others, he heard Ems say. All our plans were yours. I simply went along.

"Good point, Bast," Billy said. "How does the group feel?"

"The sun at our backs makes for excellent cover," Audric said. "We want to move through the city to reach Mount Taber on the far side. Bast cannot bring Cinder through the town. She needs to circle around, and that requires daylight. I believe we should start now."

"We should avoid the city," Bast said. "Illith has proved she employs a thousand spies. Imagine how many this town holds. Let's follow the edge of the swamp around to Mount Taber, the dead volcano. There's no good reason to enter the city at all."

Billy watched them debate, realizing how much good counsel and brilliant ideas he'd missed over the years by excluding others. This burden was not his alone and that fact brought tremendous relief. He joined in like the rest, offering ideas and challenging others. Slowly, they hammered out a plan. Billy slipped the silver rod into his backpack.

"As of now," he said. "I can no longer cast spells."

The group grimly acknowledged him.

They left their island and headed north, led by Crow and his unerring sense of direction. Dedathu took to the sky with Gouge. Cinder never looked happier, trudging through the marsh beside the old sailor.

Before too long they spied the snow-capped caldera of Mount Taber and headed for it, Cinder swinging her nose side to side. Crow traveled with the great black wolf and together they pointed out hidden sentries for Audric to target with bow and arrow. Hours later Crow left them in a clearing to wait while he and Cinder scouted ahead. They soon returned.

"The sides of the mountain are covered with caves," Crow said. "Several may lead into the center chamber. I can't tell which but Cinder can. She was ready to go."

"I hate the idea of our group stuck in a small tunnel," Billy said.

"How else to get inside?" Audric asked. "We can't enter through The Throat. We'd get torn to ribbons."

The group was silent, each lost in thought.

"I'm not the smartest guy in the group," Gouge said, at last. "So maybe my idea is stupid. But I think have a plan."

An hour later Billy and Gouge sat astride Dedathu, circling high above Mount Taber. Below, the central lave tube gaped, like the mouth of the mountain. Billy carried the silver rod like a spear.

"Steeper," he told the dragon. "I need to be directly over the shaft. I need to see all the way to the bottom."

Dedathu tucked a wing and stretched his long neck, beginning a dive at the caldera. Billy looked down the long craggy tube into the vast chamber below. the Ancient Red gained speed. The wind howled around him. They dropped like a meteor, eyes fixed at the bottom of the shaft.

"Perfect," he muttered.

He drew back the rod like a javelin and threw with all the strength he had. Combined with Dedathu's speed, the silver pole streaked to the ground, piercing the cavern floor and lodging deep. Gouge and Billy and Dedathu followed close behind, dropping fast.

They entered the massive underground chamber and the Ancient Red let loose with a deafening roar, shaking the walls of the former sulfur mine. Dedathu landed heavy on all fours, tucking his wings. They were surrounded by soldiers, Bloodletters, cave workers, and slaves, all frozen in terror at the arrival of a massive crimson Dragon. Dedathu swung his enormous head towards the largest group, drawing breath, filling lungs. He stretched his neck and thunderous fire spewed, rolling and boiling, pouring through, over, and around the paralyzed men. Granite melted. Old sulfur caught fire. Bloodletter's attempted to cast, ready to hurl bolts of energy at the dragon, but the silver rod Billy carried drained their magical energy, rendering their spells mere wisps of power.

Billy and Gouge slid from the dragon's neck to land on their feet. Billy unsheathed the Song of Carnage. Gouge drew a sword of jet basalt, rolling flames curling around the blade like petals on a flower.

"You yet wield Shadow Caster?" Billy asked.

"Until the day I die," Gouge said, smiling.

The young men charged their enemies.

The mountain became an angry anthill. Dedathu swung his head side to side, spewing flame and burning everything. Gouge stood tall, sword in hand, slashing into the thick of soldiers. Bast and Audric entered from a small side-tunnel, led by Cinder, dressed now in her battle armor. Flexible banded armor covered most of the great wolf's head and throat, extending down her front legs and along her back. Short, fierce spikes started atop her head and ran her spine. Bast ordered the great Diremarsh wolf to pounce on the closest soldier. Audric fired arrows.

Billy strode away from his friends, lifting the sword high.

"I hope you practiced," Gouge joked, confident.

Billy watched his friend wield a sword. How many battles had Gouge fought since they parted company? How many enemies had the young man faced? Gouge always had blinding speed but experience had doubled it. Gouge would thrust and parry and counter attack before a soldier knew what happened to him. Warriors dropped before his advance. Billy was awestruck.

"Your turn," Gouge shouted, laughing. "Show me what you can do."

Billy advanced on the closest knot of soldiers. He raised the Song of Carnage and the men assumed defensive positions.

"That's a pretty blade," Gouge teased. "Fancy."

Billy swung the stained-glass weapon at the cluster of men and chaos exploded. Shards of color blasted through swords and shields, bones and flesh. The staggering cascade of power drove the front ranks back, those that didn't crumple in a pile of mutilated flesh.

Gouge snapped his head back, amazed. Audric lowered his bow, stupefied. Bast raised her hand to cover her mouth, horrified.

"For Ems!" the young wizard howled.

Before their eyes, Billy transformed into a razor-edged hurricane of death. Nothing stood before his onslaught and the longer he fought, the more destruction he rained, the greater his reach and sharper the edge. The Song of Carnage sliced through everything, including the volcanic cavern walls and floor.

Gouge laughed recklessly and jumped back into the fighting.

"I love it," he shouted. "Let's kill them all!"

Dedathu witnessed the old men chained to the cavern wall and bellowed with rage, too familiar with years spent in bondage. The Ancient Red drew a deep breath and for a moment, all fighting ceased, except Billy, slashing and hacking. The cave filled with booming fire. The great beast swung his head, searing liquid flame gushing. Dedathu whipped his head in a great circle, incinerating the manacled men. Each died with a flash of emerald light, dragon fire negating the spells of long life placed by Illith.

Soldiers, alerted to the surprise interior attack, poured from the tunnels, racing from positions outside the mountain. Word had spread, the shock of surprise fading. Officers organized the soldiers. Bloodletters cast spells, slashing themselves to release their power, only to see the silver rod eat every scrap of magical energy. Long black arrows flew. The cavern filled with calamitous noise. Billy put his back against the rocky wall, allowing the surge of fighting men to come to him. He cut them down, fury driving his sword like a whip.

More soldiers joined the fight. Illith had sent the bulk of her army against SeaEnd but a multitude remained, seemingly without end. Despite his incredible speed, Gouge was forced to give ground to avoid becoming surrounded. Audric shouldered his bow to draw his sword, too many men coming too fast. Their plan had been to draw Illith to the silver rod, nullifying her powers, but they all sensed if she did not arrive soon, they'd need to seek escape. Only Billy showed no signs of fatigue, no slowing. The longer he fought, the stronger and faster he became, and the greater the reach of his weapon. Audric dropped several of his opponents, their blows sliding smoothly off his scale mail armor, and turned to face the next.

A long black arrow sprouted from his neck.

Bast screamed and tried to reach the prince but three more arrows pierced his torso before she took another step. She cried out. Audric fell. Billy heard her scream and saw the prince crumble and threw himself into his attack. Gouge did the same, carving a path towards Bast. Cinder, heavy fur soaked in blood, mauled soldiers one after the next, powerful jaws clamping and rending.

"Billy!" Crow shouted.

The old sailor, only now emerging from a small tunnel farther up the wall, drew Billy's attention to Gouge struggling. There were simply too many men, too many arrows flying and swords clashing. Billy saw Gouge parry a thrust and another and strive to parry a third, but too late. The point of a sword plunged between ribs and Gouge staggered away, clutching his chest. Billy screamed in rage and fear. Gouge sagged against the wall, defending. Blood oozed.

"No!" Billy cried. "No, no, no."

The young wizard was a tornado of whirling death, carving a path to his friend.

Across the chamber, the soldiers and Bloodletters parted around the mouth of a large tunnel. A beautiful woman, nude, surrounded by long floating hair, entered the room. She sent her eyes around and discovered the men she'd held prisoner for centuries had been slain by dragon fire. Her face contorted with rage.

"You!" Illith shouted, an accusing finger aimed at Dedathu. "I owned those men."

Her soldiers brought big weapons to bear, forcing Dedathu to retreat. The great beast found himself backed towards the main entrance. Illith raised a hand, pointing. Ebony threads of power filled the air around her like flies. A thick turquoise beam of energy shot across the room, scorching the air but fading as it came near the silver rod, dispersing into droplets. Her eyes went wide, seeing the shiny shaft for the first time.

Dedathu laughed.

"Forget the men I burned," the dragon rumbled. "I have the man you truly want." 

The dragon reared back, lifting his massive head over the crowd. He stretched his long scaly neck, sneering, and opened his mouth. Illith cast a quick defensive spell, braced for a blast of dragon fire. Instead, she heard a mournful sound, a weak and starving voice from within. 

"Help me," the voice begged. "Help. Please."

Illith froze. Recognition landed like a hammer.

"Sarden!" she screamed. "I'll kill you, beast! I'll gut you!"

Dedathu chuckled.

"Come and free him. Come rescue your beloved."

Illith howled in rage. She rapidly launched several beams of power, each boiling the air, but the rod gobbled them all. She ordered her men to cut the dragon open and they intensified their attacks. She ordered others to remove the rod and a knot of warriors battled towards the artifact.

Billy cut a path to Gouge with a flurry of sword strokes. Flashing colors exploded as the Song bit. He cleared a space around his injured friend. The wound was grievous.

"Gouge," Billy pleaded. "Stay with me. Bast! Gouge needs healing."

Bast did not hear. Bast and Crow had vanished behind the fighting. The soldiers surged again, sacrificing their own to drive Billy away. Billy swung the Song with deadly accuracy but there were too many soldiers. Each time one fell, two arose. In these cramped quarters, he could not bring the full force of the Song to bear. The young mage was forced to give more ground. Gouge vanished behind a wall of warriors.

Billy roared with frustration. Illith and her men battled Dedathu but Billy couldn't reach the dragon to help. More soldiers rushed into the cavern. Billy's stomach churned.

We are going to lose.

He scanned the chamber, spied Crow and Bast hiding in a small tunnel.

"I need magic!" Billy shouted. "Take the rod!"

Crow and Bast ran to the silver stave. The old man and the one-handed girl struggled to free the deeply embedded ancient artifact, kicking and tugging. Soldiers recognized their efforts and moved to stop them. A thrown war hammer struck Crow in the back, knocking the old sailor down. He rose. He grabbed the hammer and swung against the staff. He struck over and over until Bast yanked the artifact free.

"Go!" Billy screamed.

They ran.

A hammer struck Billy on the jaw. He stumbled and fell, dazed. Soldiers surged and he fought ferociously to regain his feet, but was knocked down again.

Bast reentered the tunnel and Billy felt magic flood his veins once more.

Billy saw a sword swung at his head and tried to dodge. A clang of metal rang in his ears. He lifted his eyes to see Gouge standing over him, legs trembling, blood dripping through his fingers. He held his flaming sword and defended his old friend one last time. With a wild display of swordsmanship, his speed almost too fast to follow, Gouge battered the attackers away. Droplets of blood splattered all around.

Billy tried to focus, to collect his thoughts, but his head hurt terribly. Gouge spoke but words made no sense. A thrown dagger caught Gouge under the arm. Billy tried to stand but slipped on the slick polished ground. The young warlock began to shake all over. His stomach threatened to rebel.

"Too many," he coughed, jaw aching.

He tried again to stand and a mailed fist clipped his head. Billy crumpled. He dropped the Song of Carnage. The crowd of soldiers pressed forward. Gouge stood his ground over his friend, protecting Billy, deflecting, parrying, fighting a battle he could not win. A sword slipped through Gouge's defenses and jabbed between ribs, piercing. The young warrior shouted in pain. More blood spurt. Another sword slipped through, and another. Gouge teetered. He leaned against the wall. His sword dipped.

A soldier drove a blade through his heart.

Billy cried out. He reached for his friend but was knocked around as soldiers heaved. Billy searched for the Song lost among the armored feet.

Gouge tumbled and fell.

Billy stared at his friend's lifeless eyes.

"NO!"

His heart broke, shattered. A torrent of grief welled until Billy felt his chest would explode. He was determined to rise against the crowd of soldiers and avenge his fallen friend. He shoved away from the ground and felt his hands tingle and quickly burn. Billy gasped. Something raced towards him from the deep Earth. Billy shut out the chaos of the world around him and in an instant sent his tortured mind plummeting.

Magic from the forming of the world, magic deeply buried, pure and untainted, followed the spidery lines of EmberVeins upward through the soil and through his skin.

The ground rumbled.

Billy lifted his head. Tears ran down his face. Vibrant EmberEarth magic boiled the blood in his veins. His head snapped back. His eyes went wide.

The earth beneath him buckled.

Earth magic gushed, rising in step with Billy's anguish. The power rushed in and Billy channeled the force, bashing everyone around him. He screamed his sorrow and men flew backward. Other men rushed in, ready to end the young warlock and gain their queen's favor. Billy pulled the EmberEarth magic into his blood. He merged with the power. He saturated himself with it. His low moan built into a loud cry.

The ground shook again.

Billy climbed to his feet, dancing blue bolts of power connected his hands to the earth, small bolts of lightning prancing and crackling. Billy drew the EmberEarth magic into his heart and the ground quaked. The cavern floor rocked. Cracks formed and raced to every wall. The ground trembled and shuddered, knocked people off their feet. The quaking built, shaking the cavern violently.

Billy jammed a hand at the roof, pointed at the patch of blue sky far overhead.

A column of white-hot magma blasted through the earth, climbed like a fountain, strained to erupt.

Panicked soldiers ran. Billy dug deeper into this strange new magical force, bending the unfamiliar power to his will. He drew more and more into his body until the magic inflamed his mind, rushed through his veins like liquid fire. He felt pressure building rapidly. With Gouge lying dead at his feet, Billy threw his head back and screamed, screamed for his fallen friend, screamed for his lost family, screamed his anguish for his beloved Ems.

A deafening roar filled the cavern. All fighting stopped. A wide swath of ground suddenly tilted and rocked and a thick column of magma erupted, blasting those in the center of the room before rocketing up the shaft to blossom outside in the cool misty air.

The ancient volcano was born again.

Panic sent every man fleeing. Lava erupted everywhere. Fissures opened. Large cracks formed. Magma spewed from multiple vents. White hot molten stone blew jets at the ceiling, filling the cavern with the stench of sulfur. The ground shuddered, tossing people around. Billy let the raw magic course through him, summoned more magma, filled the cavern with lava.

Dedathu laughed with joy, bathing in the element of his birth. The great beast splashed and stomped, flung incinerating globs of liquid fire.

Illith, Queen of the Bloodletters, turned and ran.

Morale broke. Most of the Bloodletters and soldiers had been caught in the eruption. Those that still could ran for the tunnels. Dedathu added gales of flame, filling spaces and passageways, joyfully roasting soldier and Bloodletter and slave. The queen's men fled in complete rout.

The heart of the mountain exploded, hot lava gushed and flowed everywhere. A tower of magma sprayed up the main vent and hundreds of feet into the sky.

Billy grabbed the Song of Carnage and pursued Illith, dodging when she stopped to fire searing bolts of energy at him. He returned fire, dozens of flaming arrows swarming. She ran and he followed. The tunnel curved, following the natural shape of the mountain, and Billy lost sight of her. He muttered a spell to give him speed and felt the primal magic still coursing through his veins. He shouted after her. He moved fast, faster than ever. He rounded the corner and there she was, skewered on the silver rod. The bloody end jutted out her back. Crow held the thin staff like a spear and Illith tried desperately to cast spells at him but the rod ate them all. Her life force was strong and she tried to rip the silver staff away from the old sailor but he held fast. Billy joined Crow, watching the Bloodletter Queen struggle.

"She looked behind her as she ran," Crow said. "I set the rod against my foot and let her do the rest."

Illith fought for life. Her bloody hands slid and squeaked uselessly on the slick metal she tried to withdraw. Billy stepped close.

"For Ems," he said. "For Gouge. For every life you took, every life you ruined, you are going to die."

Illith groaned in frustrated rage. Billy took the rod from Crow. Bast and Cinder emerged from a nearby tunnel. Bast, weeping, hurried to Billy's side. She threw an arm around her old friend.

"I'm sorry," she wept. "He was already gone. The lava took him."

Billy knew she meant Gouge.

"I'm sorry about Prince Audric," Billy said, returning the hug.

Illith struggled. She tried to reach Billy. She tried to pull the rod for her chest.

"I can't watch this," Bast mumbled.

She wandered off with Cinder. Crow followed. Death approached and Billy eased the Bloodletter Queen to the floor. The Bloodletter Queen tried to rage at the young wizard around a mouthful of blood.

Finally, Illith slowed and stopped. The light in her eyes faded. Billy stood over the dead woman several moments and joined his friends.

They left the cavern. They continued along a main tunnel, arriving at a set of ornately carved double doors. Crow threw the doors wide and they all strode into Illith's opulent private bed chamber. Prison cells lined the walls. A moment later the group found themselves looking at the incarcerated Fick family, the children of SeaEnd, and many more, starved, filthy, and desperate. Children and adults burst into tears. Billy ran to the cells, talking excitedly, slicing locks with the Song. Bast and Crow followed, freeing prisoners, healing the injured. Billy wept. He offered the prisoners food and water, all the best taken from Illith's personal stock. Everyone had a story to tell.

Once the prisoners were cared for, Billy and his friends explored the large room. Crow discovered a door hidden behind a tapestry and they entered a smaller room. All eyes went to three books resting on simple wooden pedestals. The tomes were covered in skin and adorned with an ornate glyph. They sat dusty and forgotten. Bast stopped abruptly, hand rising to cover her mouth.

"The Codices? Truly? Hidden away and ignored?"

"They proved too difficult," Billy said. "Illith was given her power. She never earned it. She was no true wizard. Sarden made her one."

The young mage collected the books. He looked to his friends.

"Let's go home. We'll wrap Illith in a tapestry and bury the Bloodletter Queen in a secret location with the rod still in her. No Bloodletter spell will return her from the dead."

Crow and Billy ripped the drapery free. Bast continued her search of the bedroom, collecting various items of interest. Once their tasks were complete they exited the queen's chamber and stopped to collect the queen. They emerged into sunlight and fresh air.

Dedathu sat on a pile of boulders along the mountainside. Lava flowed in a river behind him. He roared in victory when he saw them, spreading his wings wide. He left his perch to land before the party. He sniffed the tapestry.

"You have the queen."

"Yes," Billy said.

"I claim her. My spoil of war."

"Why?" Bast asked.

Dedathu opened the tapestry with a claw.

"A special torment for Sarden," the dragon rasped.

Bast turned away, appalled. Crow placed a foot on her ribs and withdrew the rod. They watched the Ancient Red swallow the Bloodletter Queen. Dedathu looked delighted. Billy imagined Sarden's shock and shuddered.

"What will you do now?" he asked the dragon.

Dedathu watched Bast walk away.

"I go with Bast," the great beast said. "My new queen."

The party helped gather slaves and other innocents caught in the Bloodletter war. They organized the group, including the Fick family and the SeaEnd children, and made plans to get everyone home.

"Illith never expected a frontal assault," Crow told Billy. "She never imagined an enemy so bold. Gouge gave us the path to victory. The line of attack was his idea. She was wholly unprepared."

"This will be his tomb," Billy said. "Once the lava cools. Fitting."

All three looked back at the smoking mountain.

"She never expected the volcano to wake," Bast said. "Was that you, Billy? I had no idea you'd become that powerful."

"That wasn't exactly me," Billy said. "That was magic from the birthing of the world, channeled. That was long lost magic, The First Magic, I think, forgotten over eons. The mages of SeaEnd have a new discipline to explore."

"You mean you, right?" Bast said. "You're a Mage of SeaEnd. I imagine you'll return and take the office of High Mage. Windham Keep needs you."


Chapter 40

The young wizard closed his eyes, imagined the spot, and spoke the words. The hum of a rift opening filled the air around him. He focused until the spell was complete and opened his eyes: far-ranging mountaintops beckoned through an opening in space. He stepped through the breach. He placed the Song of Carnage, BlackFang, and Shadow Caster into her empty crypt and reverently restacked the stones.

She's not dead, but she's not alive.

Billy closed his eyes and sent his mind into the ether.

Feel me, my love.

Long minutes passed. She felt more distant, like death claimed her slowly, piece by piece. He refocused his mind and again went in search of her.

Soon a hum filled the air. A rift appeared, a jagged slice in space. The breach opened and Ems stepped through, looking exhausted, ragged from many battles. His heart sank.

"I won't last much longer," she said, seeing the sadness in his eyes. "He's too strong. I'll serve him and there's nothing I can do to stop it."

"No. You'll find a way. You always do."

She crossed her arms and met his eyes.

"You did it," she said. "You defeated the Bloodletters. You crushed Illith. Is she dead? Has their threat ended?"

Billy stood taller, shoulders back.

"We broke them. Illith died and Dedathu swallowed her body to torment Sarden. The Bloodletters are on the run and their self-destructive nature will soon reduce them to nothing. Without pay, her soldiers deserted her."

"A complete victory. Well done, Pitter-Patter."

"No, not well done Pitter-Patter. Well done Audric and Gouge and Bast and Cinder and Crow and Dedathu. Well done Ems. I would never have succeeded alone. You were right."

"That happens a lot."

Billy chuckled, suddenly fighting back tears.

"We rescued your family, Ems," he said. "They live."

The witch's eyes went wide. Her shoulders sagged. She reached for his hand but stopped herself. Billy must never feel her lifelessness.

"We found most of the SeaEnd kids too, and the Codices."

"A complete victory."

"No," Billy countered. "I lost you. We lost Audric. We lost Gouge. We scored a victory, yes, but at high cost."

"Always," she said, looking at her hands. "Always such a cost."

She aimed her gaze out over the mountaintops.

"You'll hunt the remaining Bloodletters?"

"no. I'll leave that to the wizards of Windham Keep. I'm leaving."

"Going where?"

Billy turned his back on her, staring at the rocky ground.

"Home," he said. "It's all too much, Ems. I've lost you. I lost Gouge. I miss my mom and my world. I miss taking the bus to the library. I miss pizza and French fries and cookies. Every day I remain, burdens are added. I'm responsible for much here. I'm still a kid. It's all too much. I want to go home. I know how to use the Codices to return to my world, at a time I choose, my mom waking from her illness, healthy. I'm taking the Codices with me."

"I understand."

Billy faced her again, tears on his cheeks.

"I miss you, Ems. God, I miss you so much."

His arms ached with the need to hold her but he knew she would be icy. He did not want such a memory of her. He wanted to remember only the love.

"What will you do when you get home?" she asked.

"Love my mother to death. Make friends. Stop being a loner. Grow up and try to be normal."

"You won't have magic."

"I'll miss it. Everyone here reveres me. They hang on every word I speak. I like the attention but it is exhausting."

"You carried them to victory."

"Did I? Raga is still out there, trying to domesticate humankind. Torqu Maz-Mul still builds an army. I'm sure there are other threats I know nothing about. Our victory was over Illith and the Bloodletters only. EmberEarth will need to defend itself. I have one task to complete before I depart."

"What task?"

"The Maw is huge and for every vessel I rescued, I left one behind. I promised a sailor I'd return and bring the rest home."

"You're a good man, Pitter-Patter."

Billy's breath caught in his throat to hear her use his pet name.

"I'll never see you again," he croaked.

"I hope that's true," she said. "If we do see each other, most likely Torqu has enslaved me and I lead his army of undead. I prefer you remember me well."


Epilogue

Bast nudged Dedathu with a knee, sending the Ancient Red into an easy downward glide. The wind blew her long blonde hair into a tangled tail behind her. In the field far below, Cinder ran at a full sprint, barking joyfully. The Diremarsh wolf loved this game of catch the dragon.

At that precise moment, but many millennia removed, Billy entered Saint Luke’s Roosevelt hospital and waved to the night nurse.

“How was school today, Billy?” Gloria asked, starting the routine they loved.

“Easy as cake,” he said.

"Easy as pie," Gloria corrected.

They chuckled and Billy continued. He jabbed the elevator button and waited. The car arrived and he climbed several stories to his mother's floor. She was in a different room now, recovering, heading home soon. Billy approached her bed and took his mother's hand and squeezed. He kissed the back. Her skin was warm and smooth, tiny wrinkles just beginning to show.

"There's my sweet boy," she murmured, waking, lifting her head to see him better. "Oh, you cut your hair."

"Easier to care for," he chuckled.

"I like it. You know, the nurse says I go home tomorrow. I'll need time to get my strength back but I can do that anywhere."

"That's great news, Mom. I'll have my friends from school help carry your belongings and get you comfortable."

"Friends? You have friends now? Oh, Honey, I'm pleased to hear you say that. I always worried about how alone you were."

"I know, Mom. I'm good. I joined a few clubs too. I talk to other students."

"I'm proud of the way you handled everything while I was sick. You're such a smart boy."

Billy looked at his hands. Faint skin, slightly lighter than the skin around it, showed where his tattoos had been. For a moment, Ems face floated before his eyes. A longing filled his heart. He missed her terribly.

"You look sad," his mother said.

Billy breathed deep, fought back tears.

"I'm tired, Mom," he said. "But I'm happy to have you back."

End of Book Three.
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