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“What you Become, depends on what you Overcome.”
 
-A Saying of the Dragons of Mrycea
 




CHAPTER ONE
The mosquitoes buzzed around everyone in thick clouds through the humid air, and the intense smell of rotting vegetation nearly made Kathryn lose her breakfast as she dismounted from her horse.  From the look on the faces of the other cadets, they felt the same way.
Except for Donal.
Donal had told them all earlier that he grew up not that far away from this place, and he seemed right at home and comfortable as he adjusted the staff secured to his back after dismounting from his horse.  Kathryn studied the landscape around the company.  They were on the edge of a large marsh filled with stunted craggy trees, tussocks of large blade razor sharp grasses, and filled with shallow, stagnant water… The ideal spot to come out for a hunting trip… if you were looking for bugs and toads.
The sun was a good hand span above the mountain peaks and Ryn adjusted her shield to sit in a more comfortable position on her back as she waited for the rest of the company to arrive and dismount.  She then stood with her hand resting on the hilt of her longsword as she waited for Donal to join her.
“Good morning for it.”
“Looks like it Ryn.” All the cadets shortened her name to Ryn as if putting the Kath in front was too much effort to say.  She preferred it that way herself, only strangers, or those who thought themselves above her ever called her Kathryn.
Donal was wearing hardened leather and scale armor with the green and brown Blackwatch cadet surcoat just as she was.  The only difference in dress between them was that Donal only carried an iron shod wooden staff secured to his back by his harness and a dagger, whereas she had a sword and shield.
“How are you feeling?”  Ryn couldn’t help but ask.  Her stomach was busy churning away and had been since she got up this morning.  Today was going to be a big day.  A turning point for the rest of their lives.
“A little nervous.”
“As long as we stick together we’ll be fine.”
“These are the Daggerthorns, Ryn.  They are unpredictable, which is why the Blackwatch hold their Proving Trials here.  You know that.”
“Yeah, I know.  But you grew up around here.  You have an edge over the rest of us.”
“Well ,… there is that.”  Donal gave her a sheepish smile.  “Remember our promise Ryn.  We are to come out of this together.”
A loud caw sounded above them and Donal automatically ducked as Peck, Ryn’s pet crow swooped down to settle on the pommel of Ryn’s now empty saddle.
“You’re letting Peck come with you?”  Donal made no effort to hide the annoyance he felt.  Ryn knew that Donal and Peck did not get along, but Peck being a Nabolean Crow with a personality and attitude all of his own it was hard to force Peck to do whatever he didn’t want to do.  And he did not want to stay behind when he could be out stretching his wings.
“No. He is not doing the Proving with me.  Are you Peck.” Ryn reached up and scratched the crow under his neck feathers on the back of his head.  The bird adjusted his head so that Ryn’s finger scratched just the right area and he let out a creen of pleasure.
“Hey Ryn, you wouldn’t mind scratching me behind the ear like that would you?”
“Shut it Banar,” Ryn shouted back as she jerked her hand away from Peck and turned to face the group of new cadets who had just arrived.  Peck let out an indignant squawk and glared at the interlopers who had interrupted his scratch.
“Just ignore them Ryn.  They just want to put you off because you are the best warrior in our class,” Donal warned her as he grabbed her shoulder to get her attention back.  “You also know that Banar has a thing for you-”
“No, he doesn’t, Banar only has a ‘thing’ for himself.  If he’s interested in me it’s only because having me will make him look good.” Ryn heard Donal snigger in response.  “Anyway, Banar is all looks, no substance.  Let the keep girls gush after him and let the people who really know him avoid him like he’s got the plague.” 
“Alright Ryn.  He’s just been making my life a little difficult lately because he knows we want to be Proved together.”
“And he’s afraid that because you’re a man that I’m going to swoon in your musky presence and succumb to your wily seductions?”
“Something like that.”
Ryn snorted.  “We’ve known each other since we were seven. You’re like a brother to me Donal.”
“I know that.  And only mages and warriors can be Paired together in the Proving, so Banar is hoping that you get matched with one of the female mages.”
“Someone like Lily or Geia?  I think not.  They are way to ‘bows and ribbons’ for my taste Donal.”
“Speaking of girls, there are rumors going round the boys dorms that some of the female cadets have been seen sneaking into town at night.”
“Really?  I haven’t heard anything like that.  Why would a cadet risk doing something so stupid, anyway?  If they were caught by a constable, their career with the Blackwatch would be ruined.”
“Watch it Ryn, Banar’s coming our way…” Donal’s quick hiss warned Ryn just in time, so she managed to duck the arm that Banar tried to drop on her shoulder.  Peck gave him a warning squawk, and the noise scared the horse into moving slightly to nudge Banar away from her.
“Hey, Ryn.  Do you want to pair up with me in the beginning until we can find a mage to suit us?”
“No, not really Banar.  I’ve already found one,”  Ryn replied nodding in Donal’s direction.
Then before any talk could really get started, the first of the Knight Sergeants arrived.  He quickly dismounted, throwing his reins to one of his men and made his way to the center of the waiting cadets.  Knight Sergeant Kuma was a tall, grizzled veteran, broad shouldered and heavily scarred with a battered longsword strapped to his belt to match.  He took no nonsense from anyone and none in the class dared give it to him.  Beside him stood his Pairing.  Knight Sergeant Kimba  was a thin wiry woman who stood a full head shorter than Kuma.  She was suitably battle scarred and carried an equally battered Blackwatch mage staff strapped to her weapons harness.
“Listen up Cadets.” 
At the sound of his voice, everyone fell silent.  “Today will be your final test to see if you are worthy to be admitted into the ranks of the prestigious Blackwatch.  We were founded by King Alfred the Great to maintain the integrity and defense of this Kingdom, and I am not about to let you lot fail us now.  As you know, other schools will be coming to complete their final test with us and be matched up with their new battle partners.  Cadets, you are not to disappoint me.  Brookhaven Keep is the best, and I want to show the others what that means.”
“Yes, sir!”  was the response shouted by all the cadets standing around him.
“Very well.  The proving area has been marked off and your name will be drawn in lots for the order you are to enter the Proving.  Once there, the trainers will confront you with a battle and you will need to join up with your opposite, either mage or warrior, and work together to combat it.  If you are deemed successful as a pair and the bond takes, you will be passed out of the Proving.  If you are unsuccessful, then you will be separated and sent further in to find a different match.  Got it?”
“Yes, Sir!”
“Cadets, remember that friends do not always make good Pairings.  So don’t think to muddy the waters by keeping close to the entrance to catch sight of the other.  That will not work.”
Donal smirked at Kimba’s comment.  “Which is why we arranged to meet up elsewhere,” he whispered smugly to Ryn.
“As long as I can remember your directions Donal.”
“You’d better.”
“Do you really think they can stop us from teaming up?”
“We are perfect for one another Ryn.  Why would they want to not put us together?”  Donal’s scoff caught Banar’s attention.
“They won’t let you Pair together.  You don’t match Ryn’s fighting style, and she doesn’t cover your weaknesses.”
“You won’t be Paired with her either-”
Ryn frowned and grabbed at Donal’s arm before he could do something stupid.  The horrible thing was that Ryn knew Banar was speaking the truth.  Sure, she and Donal did fight well together, but she knew her flaws and her friend did not always cover her when needed.  The same went for Donal, she did not always cover to protect him either.  It will be something they can continue working on together once they are Paired.
“Wait until the Knight Sergeant’s finish speaking before you thump him one,” Ryn hissed at Donal, glad that they stood at the back of the group and not within direct sight of the Knight Sergeants
“I’ll thump him when we come through the Pairing together,”  Donal whispered back making sure that he was out of Banar’s earshot.
“If only you could turn him into a toad….” Ryn mused.
“Yeah, too bad my magic is more flame based.”
“A hot zap in the arse won’t hurt him-”
“Alright Cadets, settle down!”  Knight Sergeant Kimba raised her hands and an instant quiet fell over the group.  Thirty Three pairs of eyes focused their attention back on the two veterans.
“You all know how this works,” Knight Sergeant Kuma continued.  “But we do have a warning to give you.  This year, even with the other training groups testing here, there are an odd number of cadets, we do not have enough Mages to pair with warriors.  We are one short.  This means that that one of our brawns will not be paired and will have to wait for the next Proving.  I do not want that person to come from Brookhaven.  Do you hear me?”
“Yes, sir!”
“Testing will begin in ten minutes.  When your name is called, you are to go up to Corporal Lin who will direct where you are to go from there.  Follow the directions given by each observer until you are attacked.  Then your Proving will start.”
“Yes, Sir!”
Talking quickly erupted again from the assembled cadets and as a group, they began to move towards Corporal Lin and their assigned entry point into the Proving Grounds.
Ryn quickly secured the reins of her horse to the hitching rope and followed Donal to merge in with the rear of the crowd.  A rough hand on her shoulder pulled her back.  She turned, expecting it to be Banar but was surprised to see Ashe.  Cornelius Ashe was a warrior like her specializing in sword and shield and was a very good sparring partner when she wanted to get in some extra practice.  Ashe was tall and well-built with short spiky red gold hair and flashing blue eyes.  Donal was her closest friend, but Ashe wasn’t far behind.
“Ryn, I just wanted to wish you luck in the Proving today.”
“You too Ashe.  I hope you get paired with a mage you can tolerate,”  Ryn said the last as a joke but watching his face screw up in distaste made her regret her words.  “Remember there will be mages from other groups competing as well, you might not get stuck with Lily or Geia.”  Ashe’s faces suddenly relaxed back into his smile and he actually looked a lot easier.
“Geia been at you again?  I swear that girl must be on heat.”
Ryn watched as Ashe’s cheeks flushed red and she knew that her guess had been right.  Ashe was a good looking man and had attracted the attention of several girls though he did not seem all that interested in them.  Donal had said that it was because Ashe liked her, but Ryn blew it off.  Ashe had never said or done anything that would indicate that to her.  As far as she was concerned they were just friends and sparring partners.  Thinking of sparring…..
“Tomorrow I want you to show me how you do that ‘thing’ with your shield.”
“Thing?”
“You know, where I come lunging at you with my hardest hit and you just move your shield slightly and deflect me leaving my back open to your blade.  That one.”
“Oh… right.  Sure, tomorrow morning first thing after breakfast?”
“Sounds great.”
Then a horn blew and silence fell across the group again.
The Time for the Proving had begun.




CHAPTER TWO
First Banar was called, then after a five minute wait, Trin was next.  Ryn slowly watched as the surrounding crowd began to thin out.  Then she heard Donal’s name, and she turned and gave him an encouraging smile as he moved to go.
“Hey, sword and board.  Don’t forget,” he said.
“I won’t.  It’s you and I to the death Donal.  Just don’t get lost.”
“Just remember those directions I gave you.”
Ryn just nodded and pushed him forward and she watched as Donal made his way to Corporal Lin and was directed into the Proving Ground.
“What directions was he talking about?”
Ryn nearly jumped when she heard Ashe’s voice in her ear.  She had forgotten that he was standing behind her.
“Donal grew up here.  He gave me directions to a place where we can meet each other and make sure we do our proving together.”
“Ryn-”
“Don’t say it, Ashe.  Just don’t.  Donal and I have got it worked out.”
Ashe raised an eyebrow at her tone.  “I wasn’t going to say anything to stop you Ryn.  I was just going to tell you to be careful.  I overheard one of the mages talking last night after dinner that they were going to set a few confusion spells over sections of the proving ground to make sure people do not meet up unless by chance.”
“Really?  They are doing that?”
“Apparently.  They said that it will show how we cadets cope in a ‘real’ battleground.  Personally, I think they are doing it just to muck with us, hoping that we fall into some bog and get covered in filth.”
Ryn had to stop herself from laughing as she imagined Ashe and then Banar rising from a bog covered in slime.
“Gotta go, I’ve just been called.  Good luck.”  And with that Ashe trotted up to the Corporal and after a moment was ushered into the Proving Ground.
Ryn watched him go and then started to feel her stomach churn as the crowd of cadets slowly whittled down.  And when there was only three of them left, she began to wonder if they had even put her name into the bag at all.  Maybe it had dropped out when they were filling the bag back at Brookhaven… Ryn was suddenly snatched out of her thoughts by her name being called.  And then called again.
“Kathryn Weaver, get your arse up here now!”
Knight Sergeant Kimba did not sound happy.  Judging from the cloud of insects buzzing around her, she probably can’t wait to get under cover somewhere.  Ryn hoped that there were no bitey ones in that cloud otherwise tonight will not be a good one for the cadets.
“Yes, Knight Sergeant Kimba.”
Ryn unslung her shield from her back as she made her way forward and slipped her arm into its harness.   Her left hand gripped on the reassuring stability of its thick leather straps and Ryn used its weight to help center her nerves.  As soon as she felt the weight on her arm, Ryn suddenly became focused on the task at hand.  Three years of hard training had led her to this moment, and she was not going to allow her traitorous stomach to let her down.
“Weaver, get your arse in there.”
“Yes, Knight Sergeant.”
Ryn took a deep breath and then strode purposefully past Kimba, through the open gate and on her next step immediately sunk down to her booted ankles in wet, rank swamp mire.
“By Bellus, what happened to the path?”  Her words did not seem to carry far and when Ryn turned back to glare at the Knight Sergeant, all she could see was mist, reeds and water.  “I was caught that quickly?  Ashe wasn’t joking about the confusion spells then.”
A solid path lead away to her left and was only a foot away from her.   She drew her sword and used it to prod at the path and was satisfied when the point hit solid earth and stone.  She tried to pull her feet from the muck but found them stuck, every move seemed to drag her down more.  “Shit, buggar, bum, poo.”  The words slipped from her tongue in her frustration.  Ryn slung her shield over her back finding it now more a hindrance than a help and began to use her sword as a makeshift shovel to dig the mud away from her feet.  After a good fifteen minutes, she got first her left foot and then finally her right foot freed and quickly made her way onto the solid path before she could get stuck again.
“Now my boots are covered in filth.  They are going to take forever to get clean tonight.”  She wiped her blade against her pant leg and then sent the sword home in its scabbard.  She then took a good look around at her surroundings.
“I don’t recognize anything here from Donal’s descriptions… He’s going to kill me.  Or turn me into a slug.”
The only thing she could do was walk the path and hope to Bellus that she would accidently run into Donal. 
Ryn trudged down the path.  It was thin and winding but at least it was solid.  On either side of the track, the still water glittered like jewels when the breeze rippled the water enough to catch the early morning sunlight.  Small drifts of fog clung around the reed beds and wizened trees, but were slowly being burnt away by the morning sun.  The further in she went, the more stagnant the smell became.  Donal had warned her, but she had thought he was over exaggerating it.  Now, she knew he had not emphasized it enough.  By Bellus, she could even taste the stench–yuck.
She kept her hand on the hilt of her sword, ready for anything that might spring out at her.  But she could hear nothing except the song of insects and the occasional chirp of a bird.  It was as if the fog that clung stubbornly to the shoreline muffled the sound of everything around her.
Ryn kept walking.
And walking.
And walking.
The path kept winding its merry way through the swamp.  It did not branch off anywhere, and it did not widen more that it was.  Ryn was beginning to wonder whether the mages had forgotten to enchant this section of the Proving Grounds.  She should have run into something by now, if not some Blackwatch enemies than at least another cadet.
Ryn kept walking, though now the stillness and quiet was making her uneasy.  She drew her sword, the sound of the scrapping metal rang loud and garish against the cotton wool dampness of the swamp.  The weight of the blade in her right hand was comforting, it also gave her a much needed confidence boost that maybe, this lack of activity might be part of the test.
Or she was just lost.
She continued following the path and was rewarded when it finally began to widen as it met the shoreline of either the swamp edge or a rather large island.  Either way, Ryn was happier about being surrounded by dirt and not dank, smelly water.  Now that there was room enough to fight, something might happen.  She now stood in the center of the small clearing and waited. 
And waited. 
And she saw no one.
It then occurred to her that there was one extra warrior in the cadet pool, and if she had not yet met another cadet, another mage, then….
“Shit, buggar, bum, poo.”  The phrase spat out from her mouth and was automatically followed by a loud screech of frustration.  “I CANNOT be the last.  I cannot.  Knight Sergeant Kuma is going to kill me.”   She let the tip of her sword drop to the ground as she felt the shame of defeat claim her.
And that was when it started.
Movement erupted around Ryn and she barely had time to yank the cord to release her shield from her back before they were on her.  The shield dropped to the ground, leaning against the back of her legs, and as she bought her sword up to fend off the first blow she spun around in a movement, she had practiced to death with Ashe, reaching back and scooping the shield straps into her left arm so that she could use it for quick defense.
She got the shield ready just in time as something metal slammed into it so hard Ryn felt the vibrations run up the bone in her arm, causing her to scream out in shock.  In response, she threw some weight into the shield and pushed back against the attack coming from that side while using her blade to furiously parry the first attack.
It was then that she got a good look at her attackers.
Ah Shit.  That’s all I need.
Murgots.
A lot of Murgots.
Ryn parried and then did a riposte that scored a satisfying bloom of red along her opponent’s upper arm.  The Murgot screeched in pain and then gnashed its teeth and doubled down on its effort to remove her head from her neck.  A few more parries and the Murgot backed away.  She angled her shield back behind her, trying to protect her rear from those behind.  Ryn took this moment to assess her situation.  A quick head count showed that there were five ringing her, which meant that there were probably another five hiding in the underbrush or on their way.  If this was part of her test, then it wasn’t a fair one–she had not met her mage as yet.
“A little help would be nice,” Ryn shouted out as loud as she dared.  Murgots could be unpredictable and that was what made them dangerous.  “Five against one is not fair odds!  By Bellus, I hope this is part of my testing….”  The last was under her breath as the Murgots circled in for a new attack.




CHAPTER THREE
A loud cry shattered the peace of the morning.
Dagan was startled awake, reaching for his staff and only remembering just in time that he had made his bed up a tree the night before.  It was the only dry place he could find in this Bellus forsaken, mosquito infested swamp.  He lay still a moment, his back pressed comfortably against the trunk of the tree, one leg dangling from the branch he was resting on and listened.
Carried on the breeze came the faint sounds of ringing metal.  And it did not sound like someone cooking breakfast.  Dagan cocked his head in the direction of the sounds and listened again.  Definitely someone fighting.  As long as they keep it over there it shouldn’t concern him…
Dagan leaned back against the trunk and reached up into his pack which was hanging from a nearby branch to grab an apple.  He bit into it and the satisfying crunch briefly drowned out the sound of swordplay.
“A little help would be nice.” The woman’s call intruded into Dagan’s contemplation of his apple.  It had to be a woman, it was the one soft spot that Dagan couldn’t resist.  A woman in distress.  By Bellus, what was a woman doing out here in this place?
He bit into his apple and reached up to unhook his staff and pack from their tree limb and then slipped down from his branch landing on the ground in a low crouch.  He then slung his pack over his shoulder and moved silently towards the sounds of fighting.  He slipped amongst the thick reeds and trod carefully through the squelching mud until he could see a small group of black furred Murgots fighting furiously against something in a clearing.
Dagan slipped his pack from his shoulder and placed it aside near the base of a small tree and then moved forward, still in his low crouch, his staff held ready in his right hand.  The thick reeds concealed his presence, but the Murgots were too busy to notice him even if he jumped out and yelled surprise.  
The woman they were fighting was dressed in light armor and used her shield and sword with enough skill to show that she had been well trained.  Even so, she was not skilled enough to fend off five Murgots by herself.  She needed help.  By Bellus, what is she doing out here?
Dagan watched a moment longer, chewing at his bottom lip.  She was trying to use her shield to stop them flanking her, and that left a larger opening in front that her sword work had to compensate for.  A dead Murgot lay near her feet but there were still plenty more to worry her.  The girl was good with a sword he’d give her that, but she was outnumbered and will eventually be worn down enough for one of them to get a lucky strike in to finish her.  He should just go and leave her to fate.
But something within him stirred and kept him couched by the edge of the clearing.
Then his conscience got the better of him and gripping his staff in his right hand, Dagan stood up from the reeds and thrust his staff out before him.
Power flared in his gut and within the blink of an eye, it moved through his chest and up his arm.  He then channeled that power into his staff.  The secret runes inscribed along the length of the staff flared to life in a flash of pale blue light.  The fighting Murgots still had not seen him and Dagan took full advantage of this.
Dagan walked slowly forward and with the flick of his staff, a small blue fireball shot from its tip to hit one of the Murgots square in the back.  It howled in pain and then screamed in agony as the magical flames quickly flowed all over its body and quickly consumed it.  The creature’s scream caught the attention of the others and, seeing what happened to their comrade they quickly fled.
The girl turned, her sword raised to ward off a new threat, but as soon as she saw he was human she lowered her blade.  “Thank you.”
She had long black hair tied in a thick braid that fell down her back and as he walked closer, he could see that her eyes were as gray as thunderclouds over a stormy coast.  Even with the hair pulled back and the not very flattering armor, he could see that she was pretty.
“What in Bellus’s name are you doing out here?  Shouldn’t you be at home sewing or something?” he snapped.
The girl instantly straightened her posture and the expression on her friendly, pretty face hardened like a stone.
“Excuse me?”
“I said-”
“I heard what you said.  Do I look like someone who spends all day sewing to you?”
Dagan ground the base of his staff into the dirt and leaned on it as he shrewdly contemplated the woman before him.  Now that he was closer, he could see that she was a little older than he initially thought.  And she also did not look like the typical slippered town woman either.
“Well, no.  No you don’t.  You look like someone who likes to get into a lot of trouble.”
She glared at him a moment longer and then burst out laughing.  “You are not far wrong there.”  She stepped forward, moving her sword to her off hand and held out her right hand to Dagan.  “Hi, I’m Kathryn Weaver but my friends call me Ryn.  And no.  My parents weren’t weavers.  And you are?”  She looked expectantly at him.
Dagan looked down at her hand and, moving his staff over to his left, took it in a firm handshake.  The skin of her hand was hard and callused and showed the ingrained dirt of someone who worked with their hands.  So, not a pampered highborn or someone who lives with them.  Maybe she wasn’t playing at being a soldier.
“My name is Dagan.  Dagan Drake.”
Kathryn’s brow quickly furrowed though she did not release his hand.
“Dagan?  So roughly translated, you are called Dragon Dragon? How original,” She said with a smile and a touch of disbelief.
Dagan sighed.  He always had this reaction to his name from those who knew languages.  It also seems that this soldier has had some form of formal education.  Most unusual.
“My mother had a sense of humor.”
“Had?”
Trust this woman to pick up on that.  It was a slip of the tongue, and his mother was not a subject Dagan wanted to discuss with a stranger.  It was a topic he really did not want to talk about at all.
“She passed on several years ago.”
The woman’s face seamlessly slipped from one of disbelief to one of compassion.
“I’m so sorry.”
The look on her face told Dagan that her platitude was genuine but, it was too early in the morning for all of this emotional crap.  So he said the first thing that slipped onto his tongue.
“Why? Did you have something to do with her death?”
The compassion abruptly turned to surprise and shock at the question.
“No! Of course not.”
“Then there is no need for you to be sorry.”
There was a moment of uncomfortable silence.  Ryn moved her sword back into her main hand, but she did not clean it and put it away.
“What school are you from?”
“School?”  The abrupt turn in conversation threw Dagan.  What has being stuck out in the middle of a swamp have to do with school?
“I’m from Brookhaven.”  She quickly added as she noticed the look of confusion on his face.
Brookhaven.  There was a keep near this swamp called Brookhaven.  It is a-
“Are you part of the Blackwatch?”
“Ah…. Yes.  Why else would a cadet be here in this Bellus forsaken swamp?”  Ryn gestured to her surroundings with the point of her sword as she spoke.  “The Proving is the final step to entering as a full member of the Blackwatch.”  She then looked at him askance.  “Did you take a blow to the head or something from one of those Murgots?”
“You’re a cadet?”
“Of course.  Aren’t you?”
A cold sliver of fear sliced down Dagan’s spine as he heard those words.
“Is there a Proving going on at the moment?” Dagan could not keep the sense of urgency from his voice.
“Well, yes.  Of course.  That’s why we’re here… Right?”
“Are the Spells active?”
“I was hit by a confusion spell when I entered which is why I am out here.  Donal is going to kill me.”  She muttered the last under her breath.
“You’re a Blackwatch warrior going through her Proving.  And I am a mage who helped you… Shit.”
“Just what do you mean by that?”
Hurt and consternation at his words were plain on her face.  Dagan closed his eyes to center himself.  A calm mind is always in control his mother had always said.  Once he had composed himself, he answered.
“I’m a Wilder Mage.  I’m not Blackwatch.”
“A Wilder Mage?  What are you doing in here?  The Proving Grounds were locked off over a week ago to prepare for today.”
“I camped here last night.  There was no one or nothing to stop me.  I should have been magically repulsed at the border, but I wasn’t.  Why was that?”
The problem pushed all other thoughts from Dagan’s mind as he rummaged through his brain to discover a reason why he would be able to pass through the Proving boundary.  Spell mechanics and logic problems are his favorite things to work on.  And it helped him not to think on what the ramifications of this action could mean for him.
“Well, there aren’t any Blackwatch observers here.  Maybe-”
At that moment a Murgot broke out from the surrounding reeds and charged, weapon raised, straight at Dagan’s exposed back.  Ryn immediately bought up her sword and shield and stepped around him, using the metal shield to pummel his attacker in the head and chest, push it back and then follow through with a sword thrust into the creature’s side just under the ribs.
The glyphs on Dagan’s staff flared blue as he let power flow into it again, and he moved to stand back to back with Ryn as more Murgots appeared out of the surrounding reeds.  It looks like the ones he scared off have come back with some friends.  They must be desperate–or really hungry.
“Well, Dagan.  Wilder Mage or not, it looks like you and I will be fighting together for a little while yet.” Ryn called out as she angled her shield to take the blow from a rushing Murgot.
Dagan did not answer as he was slightly busy with Murgots himself.  He had four facing him and they were not in the mood to talk.
Their mud black skin and fur looked dull and unkempt and Dagan saw the look of hunger in all of their eyes.  The season was late turning towards spring and the game has not yet returned to the area.  Their lips peeled back on their canid like jaws to show yellowed, sharp teeth and their tails wagged back and forth, giving them the agility needed to stay upright on their dog like legs. They are only this daring because of self-preservation.  Their problem now though was that Dagan liked his own flesh and blood exactly as it is now and not dissolving in some Murgot’s belly.
The pale blue light emitting from his staff reflected back at him from their dark eyes and for this moment the threat of its power gave them pause.  So, these Murgots have had experience with mages before then.  Dagan tightened his grip on the staff.  Ryn bumped into his back as she stepped back from her attackers with a clash of steel, and he took that moment to act.
In the blink of an eye, he swept his staff up and from its steel shod base erupted a bolt of chain lightning.  It hit the first Murgot in the chest, knocking him back and then it branched out and hit the four creatures standing with him.  Three more dropped to the ground, their burnt, smoking flesh and hair now thick in Dagan’s nostrils.  That now left two.
He stepped forward, twirling the staff above his head until the light of its runes blurred into a single ball of energy, and then used the staff to hurl that energy at the ground between the two Murgots.  The ball exploded and Dagan turned his head to protect his eyes from the flash.
“By Bellus’s Bloody Balls, what was that?”
It was Ryn’s voice.  He opened his eyes and saw her standing before him, shield on her left arm and sword held loosely in her right.    Behind her lay the bodies of four Murgots.  His eyebrow rose, impressed at the accomplishment in spite of himself. 
“It was a little trick I picked up from another Wilder Mage a few years ago.”
“Language Cadet.”  The deep voice rumbled into the clearing.
“Knight Sergeant!”  Ryn automatically slung her shield to her back and snapped to attention.
Dagan turned at the sound of the new voice and sighed.  The blue light from his staff suddenly winked out as he relaxed his grip on his weapon and withdrew the power feeding the glyphs.  He didn’t need to look at the newcomer.
“Hello, Kuma.”
“Dagan!”  The surprise in the man’s voice gave Dagan a moment of conceited gratification.  He looked at the men moving through the reeds behind Kuma and frowned.
“Where is Kimba?”  The mage asked.
“I’m here,” came a voice from behind him.  The Blackwatch group must have split to flank whatever was in the clearing.  Dagan looked over his shoulder to see the mage step out from the reeds followed by a small group of men.
“By Bellus, what are you doing here?”  The Knight Sergeant stopped a short distance from Dagan, staring at him and the dead Murgots around them shrewdly.
“I’m not here by choice Kuma.  I heard the sounds of fighting and, stupid me, I came to help.”
“But this is a Proving.  You are within the wards, Dagan.”
“So I was just learning from Cadet Weaver before we were rudely interrupted by these Murgots.”  He gestured to the dead littered around them.
Dagan could feel Ryn staring at them both.  He looked sidelong at her.  She was still standing at attention, the point of her sword thrust firmly in the ground before her.  It was a stupid thing to do, that was a good way to blunt a weapon.  Someone will need to work with her to break her of some of these actions before they become habits.  The woman also looked anxious and also itching to ask questions.
“You both fought well together.  You would make an excellent Pairing,” Kuma said.
“I do not want to be a member of the Blackwatch.  I don’t like taking orders-”
“But Knight Sergeant, you said that I was to pair up with Ryn…”  The whiney voice drew Dagan’s attention to the slip of a girl that still stood leaning on her staff within the reeds lining the clearing.
The Knight Sergeant turned to the girl.  “Only if Ryn didn’t find Donal.  Which she clearly didn’t.  Instead, she found someone else.”  Kuma’s bright eyes turned back on Dagan.
“But Knight-”
“Shut it girl!” Kimba said from behind Dagan.  “Banar is the nearest unpaired warrior.  Move her to him.”
“Yes Knight Sergeant!”  The Knight Corporal closest to the girl grabbed her arm and pulled her away followed by two more men.
“After what happened, I’d never thought to see you in a Proving Ground Dagan.”  Kuma said as he signaled Ryn to fall out.  The girl immediately pulled her sword from the ground, wiped it down and then slipped it back into its scabbard.  She then moved to stand beside Dagan.
“After what happened, I was never planning to.”
“I take it you two have met before?” Ryn asked as she looked up at him.
Kuma didn’t answer, so Dagan did.  “Yes, a few years ago when I was younger and stupider than you are now.”
“But we will not go into that tale right this moment,” Kimba cut in.
“I wasn’t planning to,”  Dagan responded.  Kimba had not changed in the few years since they had first met.  Just as curt and abrasive as ever.  Kuma on the other hand….
“I take it the Spell Wards are laid down?”
“They were finalized last night.  I supervised their placement myself,” Kimba responded.
Dagan kept watching Kuma.
“And….. did they activate here?”
Kuma smiled, and Dagan had his answer before the man opened his mouth to reply.
“Yes.  What did you think summoned us over here?  You know that as soon as a Pairing is complete, the two are taken from the grounds so as not to interfere with others.”
“But I am not a cadet.  I’m not even in any of your training schools.”
“And yet here you are on our Proving Grounds helping a cadet warrior defend against enemies.  How gallant of you.”
“The Pairing in binding Dagan.  Even if we wanted to reverse the spell, we cannot.  You know that.”  If he didn’t know any better, it sounded as if Kimba’s voice held a touch of regret and sympathy for him.  If he didn’t know any better.
In his frustration, Dagan let his control slip and the glyphs on his staff flared to life again.
“Dagan…”
He felt a hand on his arm and turned to see Ryn staring compassionately up at him.  He tugged his arm away from her and the glyphs faded back into the hardwood of his staff as his concentration was broken.  There was no way out of this.  Even now he could feel the presence of the bond beginning to grow.  Even now he could sense her…
“There is nothing to be done.  Especially not here,” Kuma said.   “Let’s head back and wait for the others to complete their trials.  Then we can discuss what happens next.”
Dagan allowed himself to give a simple nod and followed the group out of the marsh.




CHAPTER FOUR
“Ryn, Ryn!”
Ryn looked up as she trudged through the gate and saw Donal running towards her.  The excitement on his face did nothing to improve her own mood.  She had watched Dagan follow both the Knights Sergeant to their camp table, still arguing about what had happened.  This was not what she expected her Proving to be like.
“What happened?  I waited at the spot I told you about but you didn’t show,” Donal said as he fell into step next to her.
“I got lost.  I was lucky enough to be caught in one of the confusion spells that had been laid out and ended up in the middle of an empty swamp,” she said without much excitement.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine.  I had a run in with some Murgots.”
“Really?”
Ryn did not want to discuss what happened right at this moment so she quickly changed the subject before Donal could ask about her Pairing.
“How did your Proving go? You must have Paired to now be back out here.”
Excitement again lit up Donal’s face.  “Guess who I Paired with?  Bet you can’t!”
At least he wasn’t upset at her for getting lost.
“One of the cadets from the other schools?”
“No, thank Bellus.  I Paired with Ashe.  Isn’t that something?  We did pretty well as a pair too.  He saved me from being clocked in the back of the head by one of our attackers.”
“Ashe can be pretty quick, and he’s good with a blade.  At least if he’s Paired with you, I can still spar with him.”
“True enough.  What about you?  You’re out here which means that you Paired.  Who was the lucky mage?”
A loud squawk abruptly caught both their attention and then in a flurry of black feathers, Peck landed possessively on Ryn’s shoulder giving her a whack on the head with a wing for keeping him waiting.
“I’m sorry Ryn, but he didn’t want to wait with the horses,” Ashe gave by way of explanation as he trotted up to them.
“It’s okay Ashe,” Ryn said as she rubbed her nose against Peck’s neck by way of apology for keeping him waiting.  “If you didn’t let him go your hands and face would have paid for it.  He’s not called Peck for nothing.”
Ashe gave her a pleased grin.  “Did Donal tell you the news?  I am sorry that you two didn’t get paired though.”
“Don’t worry about me.  You should be more worried about having to put up with Donal’s bad jokes and snoring for the rest of your natural life.”
“Aww come on Ryn, you like my jokes.”
She gave Donal a crooked smile.  “I notice you didn’t argue about the snoring.”
“I’m not nicknamed ‘Sleeping Bear’ for nothing you know.”
“Congratulations to both of you.”  Ryn leaned forward and gave both the men a quick kiss on the cheek, fully intending to try to escape them, when she was surprised to see the startled look on Ashe’s face and then suddenly saw it flush scarlet.
“Ryn, you still haven’t told me who you Paired with.”  Donal looked about them as if trying to pick the person out from the surrounding crowd.  “Where are they?”
Ashe started to look about as well, though the hard, suspicious look on his face wasn’t what she expected.
Ryn looked towards the command area where she could still see Dagan ‘talking’ to Kuma and Kimba.  “He’s over there,” she said nodding in that direction.
“He?”
Donal and Ashe both turned to look, and Ryn saw Ashe’s face harden even more under his red gold locks.
“The black haired man talking with the Knights Sergeant?”  Donal asked as he went up on tip toes to get a better look.  “He looks a bit older than us.  And what’s with all the dark get up he’s wearing?”
“Yes, that’s him.  His name is Dagan Drake…. and he’s arguing with them to get out of the Pairing.”
“To get out of it?”  Donal’s eyes immediately snapped back to Ryn.  “What did you do Ryn?”
“Donal-” Ashe placed a hand on his shoulder, but Donal just shrugged it away.
“I didn’t do anything.  He says he’s not a cadet, that he heard me fighting and came to help and was accidentally caught in the Proving Grounds–that the bond should not have happened.”
“He helped you fight off those Murgots?”
“Yes, he killed five of them in fact.”
Donal gave a low whistle, impressed in spite of himself.
“He’s a little stuffed then,” Ashe said.  “Once the bond is active, it cannot be broken.  Except by death.”
“So Knight Sergeant Kimba told him, but he’s still over there arguing the point.  He and Kuma know each other I think.”
“Then the buggar should know that it is no use arguing with him.”  Ashe continued glaring at the command area.
“Don’t worry Ryn.  He’ll come around, it’s not like being in the Blackwatch is such a bad thing,” Donal said putting an arm around her shoulders and giving her a quick, reassuring squeeze.  “After all, the Blackwatch is all daisies and sunshine isn’t it?”
“Speaking of daisies and sunshine, I heard Kimba say on our way back out here that Banar hasn’t managed to Pair yet.”
Ashe quickly stifled his laugh.  “Just something else we have beat him at then,” he muttered.
Ryn smiled up at him.  This was the most she had heard him speak in one session, and he seemed to be a little more confident in himself.  She had heard that the Pairing can change a person but didn’t expect to see it in someone so quickly.  Or maybe the confidence comes from no longer being considered a cadet.
“Come on boys.  I’m hungry let’s go and get something to eat while we wait for the Proving to finish.”
∞∞∞
 
A low caw from Peck followed by an elbow nudged into her ribs from Donal gave Ryn warning.
Dagan was heading in her direction.  His clothes were dark, maybe once black but now either faded or dusty.  They made him stand out against the browns and greens of the Blackwatch cadets and he drew the eye of all the cadets around their fire as he approached.  Her Pairing story had spread like wildfire through the waiting Pairs and they were now all eager to see what the next installment of the story would bring.
As he came closer, Ryn could think of nothing but a predator dogging its prey, the look on his face showed that he was not happy.  His black hair was still tied back by a piece of black cloth and he had his staff and a backpack slung over his back, ready to leave.
Ryn slowly stood, though Peck still threw out a wing for balance, and turned to meet him.  She felt rather than saw Donal and Ashe stand with her.
“Did you sort things out?” She asked when he stopped a few feet from her.
Dagan’s gaze ran over them, eyes bright and golden brown as a Mid-summer sunset.  It was as if he were weighing them in his mind, and there was no sign on his face of what his internal scales told him.  Ryn could feel every eye in the vicinity boring into her back.  The man stood over a head taller than she which annoyed Ryn as she had to look up at him and did not much like the feeling.
“To a point,” he said though now the look in his eyes as he watched her was appraising.
“And… what was the point reached?” she asked slowly when it became obvious that he was not going to say more.  Ryn tried to smooth her features so that the worry she was feeling did not show.  She did not want to be remembered as the cadet who lost their partner on their Proving Day.
His eyes flicked again to all the expectant and waiting faces around the fire before coming back to Ryn. He pitched his voice louder so that everyone could hear.  “You are to be assigned to me as my assistant.”
“Assistant?” Ryn repeated in confusion?  “Assistant for what?”
“And,” Dagan continued over Ryn’s interruption.  “I am to be temporarily transferred to the Blackwatch, but to still operate under my original orders.”
“Original orders?  But you said you are a Wilder Mage?”
“I am.”
“But-” Now Ryn was really confused.  What is all this talk of orders and assistants?  Who was this man?
“But, I also need to make a living, so I work.  That is all you need to know for now.”
“But-”
“Butt is what goats do.  Now, you and your friends need to make room for me by the fire.  We need to start getting to know each other a little better.”
Goats? Ryn looked at both Donal and Ashe as Dagan walked past her to sit on the log she had been using as a seat.  Donal shrugged and followed Dagan, but Ashe laid a reassuring hand on her shoulder.  “I’ll be right here if you need me.”
“Thanks, Ashe.”
He gave her a small smile and went back to his seat.  The others around the fire had turned away now that the show was over and went back to their conversations.  Ryn turned and dragged her feet to resume her seat by the fire.
“I’m confused,” Ryn said as she sat beside him.  Dagan had slipped off his backpack and staff and had leaned both against the edge of the log. He dug his hand under one of the flaps of his bag and pulled out a folded piece of parchment.
“Read this.”
Ryn took the thick parchment from Dagan and could feel something hard folded inside of it.  She looked up at him and when he nodded for her to read it, she slowly unfolded the document.  A red ribbon had been threaded to loop through a hole cut into the parchment and attached to that ribbon was what looked to be a brass coin.  As she stared, her eyes widened as she quickly realized what exactly it was that she was staring at.  Her fingers shook slightly as she used her free hand to pick up the coin from its nesting spot on the parchment.  On it was a warrior astride a running horse, their sword held aloft as if calling everyone to arms.  It was the Great Seal of the King Regent of Mrycea.  She looked sharply up at Dagan who nodded again for her to read, this time with a smug smile.
Placing the seal carefully back on the parchment, she began to read.  After a few lines, Ryn glanced up at him again, this time with a frown.  “This is a warrant.”
“Exactly”
“For the apprehension of a man called Ben Henly.”
He continued watching her, waiting for more.  Ryn looked again at the parchment.  “It bears the Great Seal, so it’s a Royal Warrant.  This man must have…”  Her face suddenly drained as she realized exactly what she was holding.  In her hands, she held the life of a man.
“Must have?”  He prompted.
“Committed treason.”
Dagan nodded and held his hand out for the parchment.  Ryn carefully folded it up and handed it back to him.
“You’re a bounty hunter then.”
“In a way.  I’m a Mage hunter.  There is nothing more deadly than a mage bought to bay.”
“A Magister?”
“Yes.  Though I’m a special case, the reason why we will not get into now.  I will leave that explanation to a later time when the ears around us are not that sharp.”
Ryn looked around the campfire and saw the surreptitious glances being thrown their way.  The cadets were curious about this newcomer.  As would she be in the same situation.  Dagan was the first person that they knew of that had been Paired without first being a cadet.
“So, I take it that we are still going to be Paired then?” Ryn had to ask just to settle her own mind as Dagan had not outright stated this yet.  The way he was talking, everything was temporary.
“For the moment.  Yes.”
“For the moment?”
“Until we can work out a way to break the bond, you will be working with me.”
“But I’m Blackwatch!”
“As am I for the moment until orders from Kaldor tell me otherwise.  Now you might as well introduce me to your friends.”  Dagan gestured to the two men seated on either side of them.
Ryn pointed to her left.  “That is Donal Fergus and,” she then swiveled her finger right.  “That is Cornelius Ashe, though he’ll only answer to his last name.”
Dagan nodded to both men.  “Nice to meet you both, and I see that Donal has stayed his hand at killing you, Kathryn.” He said with a smile to show that he remembered everything she uttered when they first met.
Donal looked questioningly at Ryn. She sighed.  “I might have said something along the lines of that you were going to kill me for getting lost and leaving you to the mercy of fate.”
“I got Ashe instead, so I’ll let you live for now,” he replied with a grin.
Dagan laughed, a rich, deep sound that immediately set everyone at ease.  “I’m sure Kathryn has both told you my name, but I will tell it to you myself.  I am Dagan Drake, Wilder Mage, Magister and many other things besides.”
A cry rose up from behind them and those around the campfire turned to look towards the Proving gates.
“The last of the cadets must have come back out.  I want to see if Banar was the last man standing.”  Donal said the last with glee before trotting off in the direction of the gate.
Dagan looked at Ryn, eyebrow raised, but she just shook her head and stood up from her seat.  Dagan followed suit and plucked up his backpack and staff and slung them over his back.  “We were told this morning before heading out that we were a mage short for the Proving.  With you showing up, that means everyone should have paired.  I think Donal has forgotten that.”  She turned to Ashe who had not moved from the fire.  “You coming Ashe?”
Ashe nodded and turned to follow.
“Wasn’t Banar’s name mentioned when they sent that sniveling girl away?” Dagan asked as they walked towards the growing crowd.
“Yes, it was.  By Bellus, I hope they were Paired.  Banar’s an Ass, they deserve each other.”  She looked askance at Dagan as a thought popped into her mind and a grin quickly split her features.  “You’ve got a quick tongue, I hope he tries something with you.  I want to see you put him down.”
“Is he really that bad?”
“As I said.  He’s an Ass.  Thinks he’s better than everyone because he is the youngest son of the Earl of Welton.  He’s an insufferable Ass.”
“You must either like the word ‘Ass’ or we really need to expand your vocabulary.”
Ryn shot Dagan a sour look but dropped it when she saw the grin on his face.  “There are much more descriptive words you could use.  Such as ‘fool, idiot, imbecile, simpleton,’ or my favorite ‘half-witted camel gnat,’  Just to name a few.  Drop some of those in conversation with him next time and see where that takes you.”
“Thanks… I think.”
“You’re very welcome.”
Ryn did not know what to think of this man.  He was a bit of an oddity.  Serious one minute, jovial the next.  But it didn’t matter.  She was Paired and Paired with a mage that at least knew what they were doing in combat.
“Come, let us join the others.  Then once all the fuss here is over, we go back to Brookhaven and get ready for graduation and be presented with our uniforms as full constables of the Blackwatch.”




CHAPTER FIVE
“Kimba, what in Bellus name is going on?”  Dagan rounded on the Knight Sergeant as soon as the trio was alone in the office back at Brookhaven Keep.  He did his best to keep a lid on his barely contained fury, but it was hard.  Being in the Blackwatch was not what he wanted.  He could feel the magical bars and chains slowly forming around him, solidifying and strengthening the permanent link he would have forever with his new Pair.  Some slip of a girl that still had not had all the polish worn off her lofty ideals.  He is a free agent.  He will not be constrained to a leash.
“I don’t know what you mean Drake.” Kimba’s calm reply gave nothing away.
“You know exactly what I mean!”  Dagan leaned forward as he spoke, his nose an inch from Kimba’s face.  A faint glow of blue flared around his fingers.
“Look here Dagan!  Back off.”  Kuma moved between the two, his left hand hooked around the hilt of his dagger.
Dagan glared at him and then took a step backward, his hands raised to show he meant no harm.  “I received word from the Tribunal that I was to meet up with a contact in that spot of the swamp.  The orders were in that packet you passed to me three days ago Kimba when I passed through Brookhaven Town.”
It was not well known but Knight Sergeant Kimba was the local Aequitas Tribunal agent in Brookhaven.  But she volunteered to join the Blackwatch with clearances from both organizations to do so.  The benefits of the exchange of information was wanted by both agencies.
Kimba grunted and nodded to herself.  “That explains a lot then,” she said.  “When I first saw you I thought you might be here to look into rumors of unregistered magi hiding here in Brookhaven Town which would explain you receiving your orders through me.  The next day I received a packet commanding me to relax the wards in that area of the Proving Grounds to allow a mage to enter.  The orders did not say who it was or why.  Someone in the Tribunal must really want you joining us Drake.”
“Want me for what?  What good can I do them in the Blackwatch?”
“Maybe they wanted to snare your contact, but you ended getting caught instead?” Kuma relaxed his stance as Kimba sunk her chin to her chest in thought.
“It’s a possibility I suppose,” Dagan replied as he leaned back against the window sill.  “But that’s risky.  I can’t see the Tribunal doing that.  I CAN see them doing this to inconvenience me though.  Peistal would love to have me at his beck and call.”
“No, Lord Peistal would like to have your power at his beck and call.  You, he could do without.”
Dagan grimaced, but Kimba had a point.  Peistal was always nagging him to enlist full time into the Tribunal instead of freelancing and Dagan was under no illusions that the Lord Tribune wanted him because of his magical ability and not for his ‘sparkling conversation.’
“Peistal would not have organized this.  He wants me to join, but of my own free will.  No.  Something else is going on here and I plan to find out what.”
Kuma moved to lean against the windowsill beside Dagan and rested on his elbows to gaze across the central courtyard to the town clustered beyond Brookhaven’s walls.
“The orders came from the Tribunal for both of you.  That means someone with access and the authority to use the courier system,” he said.
Dagan adjusted his stance to lean on the sill next to Kuma.  There was a lot of activity in the Courtyard below as servants and cadets rushed between the kitchens and the Great Hall getting everything ready for the ceremony tonight to welcome the new Blackwatch Constables.  “But why the Blackwatch?  Why would anyone want me here?”
“To get you out of the way.”
Dagan quirked an eyebrow and looked over his shoulder at Kimba.  “I’m a freelancer, remember?  If someone wanted me out of the way, they just have to revoke my contract.”
“To revoke your contract, they would need to hold more power than the Lord Tribune,” Kimba coolly replied.
“Which they don’t, otherwise they would have done that.”  Dagan flipped around and leaned back against the window sill, his eyes staring hard into Kimba’s.
“Maybe they are not after you at all?  Maybe they are after the Lord Tribune?” she said.  “Your orders came from him.  Maybe whatever mission he has you working on is going to stamp on someone else’s toes.”
Dagan rubbed a hand across his lips as his mind began to churn in furious thought.  “I am a freelancer investigating treason…”
“So why isn’t a sworn member of the Tribunal investigating it?” Kimba’s expression hardened as the implications of what she was suggesting began to sink in to those around her.
“Because Peistal believes that someone in the Tribunal may be involved and wants an independent investigation to hopefully prove him wrong.”
“Speaking hypothetically here.  Let’s say, a plot against the kingdom was discovered, the instigator was identified, but some of this person’s connections lead to members of the Tribunal.  If I was the Lord Tribune, I would find someone I could trust that was impartial with no political ties, or connections to anyone else in the Tribunal to investigate.”
It was the most Dagan had ever heard Kimba speak in one breath.  But the words hit home, because they were the most plausible explanation he had heard.
“Someone in the Tribunal found out about my mission and tried to put me out of the way.  Hypothetically speaking that is.”
Kimba nodded.
“The Knights Commander are loyal to the kingdom,” Kuma turned his weather-worn face from the window to look at Dagan as he spoke.  “I am sure that if you submit a respectful request to them, they will give you leave to finish your mission.”
Dagan nodded and then gave Kuma a wry grin.  “But after that is done, I’m still Blackwatch.  With a Pair.”  As he spoke, Dagan could feel Ryn through the Link and her presence was becoming slowly stronger in his mind.
“Yes.  You will still be Blackwatch, but being part of the Blackwatch is not such a bad thing Dagan.  You’ll see.”  Kuma gave Dagan a companionable slap on the shoulder and moved away from the window.  “Ryn is a good cadet, though a little headstrong, but nothing you can’t handle.  Having an experienced mage as a Pair will be good for her.”
“If you say so Kuma.”
Kuma chuckled at Dagan’s dejected tone and then quickly sobered.  “Come, we need to be quick to catch the Commanders before they get caught up in tonight’s festivities.  Get them now, while they’re pressed for time and they’ll agree to anything to get rid of us.”
Kimba grimaced but moved aside as Dagan followed Kuma out of the office.




CHAPTER SIX
“Aren’t you a little old to be a cadet?”
Dagan’s voice prodded at her as she finished the last bite of the roast beef from her plate.  They were seated for the evening meal in the main hall at Brookhaven Keep.  It is a large stone hall with an ornate oak hammer beam roof and was large enough to house the entire population of Brookhaven for meal times.  Colorful stain glass filled the large windows with images of past glories of the Blackwatch or of memorials to fallen heroes.  The evening sun streamed through them, dappling color on the mass of humanity below them.  Ryn was trying to savor this moment.  This was her first meal seated at the Constable tables and Dagan was slowly ruining it by making her feel like a raw recruit again. He had asked her age, and she told him.  Twenty two.  She was starting to get a little tired of his questions.
“Aren’t you a little old to be a know it all?”
Ryn didn’t know how old he was, and really didn’t care, but he certainly looked older than her.
“True enough,” he said digging a fork into the pile of peas and gravy on his plate.  “I was just curious as to why.”
“Donal is twenty two as well.  He arrived a month after me.  And Ashe here has only just turned nineteen.  And anyway, we are no longer cadets.”
“No, you certainly are not,” Dagan said reaching across the table to grab the wine pitcher and filled his cup.  He then filled the cups of Ryn, Donal and Ashe.  “Time for a salute then.”
“A salute?” Ashe asked as he pulled his cup to him.
“A salute Ashe, a toast.  You know.  Paying respects to one's accomplishments, to one’s perseverance, to one’s stubbornness by taking a drink to express our honor and goodwill.”
“Oh.”  Ashe frowned at the cup in front of him.  Ryn knew that he was self deprecating to a fault and was probably trying to think of something worthy to toast to.
“I’ll start.” Ryn held her cup out before her.  “To our Proving and the fact that we are no longer cadets but full Constables.”
“That I wasn’t Paired with Banar,” Donal rushed out.
“That I Paired up with Donal,” Ashe muttered.
“That I wasn’t killed by Murgots,” Dagan said though his golden eyes watched Ryn.
“To the Proving.”  The group raised their cups, and each took a drink.
“How about Banar being Paired with Lily?  Those two deserve each other,” Donal said as soon as their cups were back on the table.
“What have you got against Lily?” Ashe asked
“Nothing.  I have nothing against Lily.”
“Donal liked Lily for a time, but he was always too chicken to talk to her.  He now thinks that the fact that she doesn’t come and talk to him indicates that she wants nothing to do with him.”
“She probably thinks you don’t like her.”
“Don’t like who?”  Banar slipped onto the bench next to Ryn, shoving Dagan to one side.
“Banar! By Bellus, watch out for Dagan.  He might fry your ass if you’re not careful.”
“There’s that word ass again,” she heard Dagan mutter, but Ryn ignored it.
“So you’re the blow in that helped save Ryn’s bacon,” Banar said turning to Dagan with a smirk while throwing his arm possessively across Ryn’s shoulders.
Ryn saw Dagan’s face harden and his golden eyes narrowed.  Across the table Ashe stiffened.  Donal first looked surprised and then he pulled a face as if he had eaten something distasteful.
“I didn’t save anyone’s ‘Bacon’, but I did help her deal with a few Murgots.”  Dagan’s voice was low, deep.  All jovialness in it was gone.  Evaporated with Banar’s rude appearance.  Banar being the bonehead he is did not notice.
Ryn deftly removed herself out from under Banar’s arm and slid down the bench away from him.  “I was fine.  And Dagan knows a few useful tricks.”
“You’re lucky the blow in arrived Ryn, otherwise you might not have been Paired and would have to spend another year as a cadet.”
Ryn scowled as Banar kept calling Dagan the ‘blow in’, even after learning his name.  “If Dagan hadn’t of showed up, I would have been paired with Lily.  Kimba was bringing her to me to pair, she was sent elsewhere once it was found I had paired with Dagan.”
“Lily?  They were going to pair you with Lily?”  Banar’s faced looked chagrinned.  “I paired with Lily.”
“I know, and she is a good match for you.”
Donal’s eyes visibly widened at her response.  “Ryn, you do know Banar’s upset because that means you Paired before he did?” Donal said.
“You paired with that whiney girl?”  Dagan shook his head and his face relaxed back into what it was before.  He pulled his plate closer and took another forkful of peas and gravy.
Banar glared at him but said nothing.
“I’m not upset.  Just means that the best Pairing was saved for last is all.”
“Whatever makes you feel better Banar,” Donal quipped.  “Where is Lily anyway?  Shouldn’t she be with you?”
Banar frowned and screwed up his face.  “She wanted to go sit with Geia and that lot to gossip.  I couldn’t stand their talk anymore so I came here.”
“Aren’t we just blessed then,” Ashe muttered.
“What are they gossiping about?” Ryn asked, curious as to what was more important to them than being with their Pairings.
“About blow in here,” Banar replied gesturing to Dagan.
“I have a name, use it.”
“Very well.  They are talking about Dagan,” Banar said jerking a thumb in Dagan’s direction.
“What are they saying?” Ryn asked curious in spite of herself.
“Stupid stuff really.  Ranging from how handsome he is to whether he is a dangerous criminal, or secret service.”
“They think I’m handsome?”  Dagan said with a feigned look of surprise.
“Don’t let it go to your head.”
“Anyway, we’re getting off the reason I came here.” Banar turned to Ryn.  “Spar practice before breakfast tomorrow.  Don’t be late.”
“Ryn and I have already made arrangements to practice tomorrow Banar,” Ashe cut in.
“And both of you will be sorely disappointed, as she will be practicing with me.  If Kathryn is to be assigned to me, I want to see what she can do,” Dagan cut in.
“Maybe we can practice against each other?  Pair to Pair,” Ashe countered.
“Wait? What?”  Donal sputtered as he had just taken a sip of his wine and looked wildly at both Ashe and Dagan.  “Pair to Pair? But I like to sleep in until breakfast!”
“Wooden sword and shield, and we use the main arena as that has permanent damage retardation spells placed upon it for mage practice.”
“Ashe, maybe not tomorrow.  At least give me a day to practice with Dagan before you try to beat me senseless with that shield thing you do.  Okay?”
Ashe glared at her but then his face relaxed.  “Okay, Ryn.”
“That’s settled? Good-”
The sound of a gong sounded throughout the hall and everyone immediately settled and turned to look up at the head table where the Brookhaven command staff were eating.  Knight Commander Roth Doran, warrior in charge of Brookhaven had stood from his chair at the center of the table, beside him sat his Pair Crom Hembrook.  Both men looked to be in their mid forties with dark brown hair peppered with grey, though Doran’s nose no longer pointed in the direction nature intended and Hembrook’s face alternated between flushed and pale. 
Once the Knight Commander was assured that he had the attention of the hall, he began to speak.
“I know that this has been a very long day for some of you, so I will beg your forbearance as I give announcements and congratulations,” Roth said with a smile.  “Never fear, my speech won’t be long so you will all be crawling to your bunks sooner than you think.”
Crom Hembrook raised his cup, “Hear, hear!”
“Congratulations are in order for those who have completed their Proving.  Raise a cheer for our new Constables!”
Roth raised his glass and the rest of the hall banged a hand hard onto their tables and shouted “Huzzah!”
“Fifty-nine people from Brookhaven went, and we got thirty pairs in return.  We had not one failure which is something that Brookhaven can be proud of.  This leads into our next announcement.  Postings for the new constables will be placed on the board tomorrow.  Be sure to look at it before you come to dinner, as your officers will be seeking you out.”  Roth’s eyes then slowly traveled the room until they reached Ryn’s table, the smile dropped a little from his face.
He raised his glass in their direction, pointing them out to all in the hall.  “We also welcome Magister Drake to our ranks.  We hope that this will be a partnership beneficial to us all.”
Dagan rose gracefully from his bench and gave the Knight Commander a gracious nod.  “I thank you for the welcome and I hope my presence here does not ruffle too many feathers.”
Crom Hembrook quickly stifled his laugh as he signaled the hall to give another cheer.  Roth Doran gave the Magister a knowing nod before raising his glass and taking a drink.  Dagan sat back down on his bench seat.
Ryn leaned across Banar and tugged at Dagan’s sleeve to get his attention.  “What was that all about?”  She asked when he turned her way.
“It was nothing.  I was just making the other big dogs aware that I have marked my turf.”
“Dogs?  What have dogs to do with anything?” Ryn asked in confusion.
“It’s politics.  Once you have worked with me for a while you will understand exactly what I’m talking about.”
“I thought it might have something to do with why the dogs here at Brookhaven don’t seem to like you,” Ryn said, her brow furrowed in confusion.  “They bark and growl at you whenever you go near them.”
“He’s just warning the others not to interfere in whatever he determines to be his business,” Banar said with a smirk.  Dagan turned to him with a look of surprise, which Banar caught.  “I’m a third son of an Earl, I was weaned on this stuff.”
“Well third son, I think it’s time you returned back to your Lily.  Kathryn is going to be bunking soon as we have an early start tomorrow.”  Dagan looked down his long nose at him as he spoke, reminding Ryn of Peck when he was watching something he was unsure of.
“I guess you’re right,” Banar said looking back at the table where Lily and her friends were sitting.  “I should ask her what else she can do with her fireballs.”  And with that Banar slipped back out of the bench and was off back to Lily’s table.
“He’s not that much of an Ass.  He has a good head on his shoulders when he decides to use it.”
“Sure, but he uses it so rarely.  Most of what comes out of his mouth is piss and shit which is why I keep calling him an ass.”
Dagan stared back at her but said nothing.
“How old are you, anyway?” She finally asked, not knowing what else to say.
“I’ve just turned thirty.”
“So what else are you besides a Magister and a Wilder Mage?”
“That is something I will tell you when you are ready to hear it.”
“I’m ready now.”
“No you’re not.  Now, if you will excuse me, I am going to bunk down, we do have an early start tomorrow.”  With that Dagan rose again from his bench and slipped out from the table.
“I will meet you outside your barracks tomorrow before daybreak.”  And then he left with Donal and Ashe giving him belated ‘goodnights’ and Ryn staring in shock after him.




CHAPTER SEVEN
Wakey wakey or no eggs and bakey.” Knuckles rapped hard on the door again.  Ryn picked up a pillow and threw it hard at the offending door.  It hit with a dull thud and fell softly to the flagstones.  The knocking abruptly stopped.
“I’m up!  Just let me finish getting dressed.”
“You need to be out of bed to do that,” came Dagan’s deep voice through the door.
How can he know that? Ryn thought as she glared at the door.  Probably just a lucky guess though.  “Is it even morning yet?  It doesn’t feel like I’ve had much sleep,” Ryn asked as she dragged her feet from under the nice warm covers of her bunk and hung them over the edge of her bed, psyching herself up to touch her bare feet to the cold stone floor of her room.
“Technically it’s morning.  It just a little earlier than planned.”
Nervous high pitched laughter echoed from outside quickly followed by Dagan’s exasperated cry.  “Oh by Bellus, put some clothes on!”
“We weren’t expecting a man-”
“Just go back to your rooms.  Now.”
Hurried footsteps and then silence quickly followed that exchange from the corridor.  Ryn took the plunge and dropped her feet to the floor and dressed quickly in the black-and-white uniform of the Blackwatch Constable.  Ryn pulled her socks and boots on before she slipped her shield straps over one shoulder and draped her scale mail over the other.  In her left hand, she carried her sword.  She would put the scale mail on once they arrived at the arena.
“You can come in now.”
Dagan quickly slipped through the door and closed it behind him, leaning back against it with a sigh.  He was dressed in black as he was the day before but without the backpack and with his staff harnessed to his back.
“How did you get in the women’s barracks anyway Dagan?  Men are not allowed in here during the hours of darkness,” she asked as she adjusted the weight of her scale mail on her shoulder.
“Let’s just say that I have the authority to go where I please if it is connected with pursuing my orders.”  Dagan pushed himself away from the door and came to stand next to Ryn while giving her room a cursory sweep.
“There is not much here yet.  I only got my assigned Constables room yesterday…” Ryn felt the need to explain the lack of décor and the reason why things were still sticking haphazardly out of the trunk at the foot of her bunk.  She had not felt like unpacking when she got back to her new room after dinner.
“Yes, yes.”  Dagan waved away her explanation and then turned his piercing golden gaze on her. “But you need to put that scale mail on and buckle that pig sticker to your hips.  And grab your backpack.”
“Why?  I thought we were training this morning.”  Ryn asked, confused about the turn in the conversation.
“We are, but not in the arena.  I want to see what you are like… on the job so to speak.”
“On the job?  You mean Mage Hunting?”
“That Royal Warrant will not sit and wait for things to be sorted out here, will it?  I have leads to follow before they dry up.”
“Where are we going then?  And will we get breakfast?”
“Trust a warrior to think of their stomach,” Dagan muttered with a smile.  “The kitchen staff have kindly prepared us a traveler’s pack to take with us.  You can eat in the saddle.”
“Excellent.”  Ryn dropped her things onto her bunk and picked up the scale mail.  The metal of the scale mail tinkled like a fall of hail coming off of a metal shield as she shook it out.  She loved the sound it made and even loved the smell of the metal links and the oil that she used to protect them from rust.  “Here.”  Ryn held the shoulder and arms out to Dagan.  “Can you hold this while I slip into it?  It will make it easier and quicker to put on.”
“Sure.”  Dagan gripped the scale mail, using his fingers to hold it open at the neck.
“I see you’ve done this before,” Ryn said as she disappeared into the skirt end and shucked her way into the mail, threading her arms through its loose sleeves.  Dagan held the neck opening up as she popped her head out of it.
“A few,” was all he said and stepped away as she grabbed her sword belt and strapped it around her waist and then settled it so that the scabbard did not catch her legs as she walked.
She then grabbed her pack from the footlocker and her new Blackwatch cloak from the top of her trunk.  “I’m ready.  Lead me to the stables and that food pack, I’m starving.”
Dagan raised a hand to his mouth to stifle a laugh.  She then realized that something was missing from Dagan.  “Why aren’t you wearing the uniform?  I’m sure you were given one yesterday.”
“I was.  It does not mean that I have to wear it everywhere.  Where we are going I do not want to be known as Blackwatch.”
Ryn looked at the black cloak she had just picked up and then looked back at Dagan.  She had been so looking forward to being able to wear her uniform today on her first day as a Constable…
Dagan must have known what was going through her head, he smiled and laid his hand on top of her cloak.  “Wear it.  If anyone asks, you are my sister on leave to help me.  Luckily we both have black hair so it will be believed.”  He then turned to the door.  “Come, let’s be off before the rest of the keep wakes.  The fewer people who know our comings and goings the better.”
Dagan slipped out her door and Ryn quickly followed.  If he had wanted to leave unnoticed, then meeting those girls earlier in the corridor might not go much in his favor… then a thought occurred to Ryn.  They caught him lurking outside her door, at night, in the dark.  Oh by Bellus’s Bloody Balls what whispers will she be coming back to tonight?  She swallowed hard.  There was nothing she can do about it now.  If she gets reported, then Dagan can explain it all to the Knights Commander.
Once out of the barracks, the two moved carefully around the buildings.  At this time in the morning, there were only a few guards walking their patrols and the night servants running errands or preparing to get the kitchens running for the day.
With luck, they made it to the stables unchallenged where Ryn saw two horses tied to the hitching post closest the door, saddled and ready to go.  She also noted the bedrolls tied to the back of the saddles along with the bulging well-stocked saddle bags.  She glanced sharply at Dagan.
“Mine is the black, I’ve given you the blue roan.  The stable master said that you and the mare have a good working relationship.”
“Where are we going?  Those saddles look packed for more than just a day trip.”
Dagan smiled as if pleased with her question.  “You are right, those saddles are packed for more than a day’s ride.  In my line of work, it pays to be prepared for all contingencies.”
“Where are we going then?”
“As I said before, we are going to chase down a few leads before they disappear.  If Ben Henly goes to ground, we may never find him again.  At least not until it is too late.” Dagan began to unstring his mount from the hitching post as he continued talking.  “It’s all been cleared with the Knights Commander.  Because of the Pairing, you have been assigned to work with me, and as I am the senior constable, you come under my orders.”
“Does that mean I now work for the crown?”
“You work with me but you are still Blackwatch.  Me, on the other hand, is a different matter.  I work for the crown but am now tied to the Blackwatch which will throw the Lord Tribune into a bit of a quandary when he receives word of what happened here.  He will not be happy.”
“You weren’t much happy about it either,” Ryn said as she released the roan from the hitching post.
“No I wasn’t, and I am sorry.  I did not mean to ruin the day for you.  But being a member of the Blackwatch means being bonded to someone else for the rest of your natural life.  Being a Magister is a solitary duty, worrying only about your own self-preservation and getting the bad guy.” Dagan sighed and then turned to look Ryn in the face.  “If only the Blackwatch did not insist on using the Proving Spell… but the theory is that bonded constables will be more dedicated to the cause and to each other than unbonded warriors.”
“You’ve learned enough to know the reasons behind that decision though?”  Ryn asked.
“Yes.  I understand the reasoning at the time.  The defeat of the Two Kingdoms armies by the Turkers left the warriors disheartened and wanting to see their families.  What little was left of the two armies deserted in droves instead of consolidating together to make a cohesive fighting force. It wasn’t until the personal guard to King Galhadin wanted to show their loyalty to their monarch that they undertook the Proving and then together with their King rebuilt the army, recruited allies and then pushed the Turkers back to the desert where they belong and claimed back their country.  They became the first Blackwatch.”
Dagan smiled and to Ryn it looked genuine.  “I know I am not the mage you were expecting to be paired with, I just want you to know that I do take this commitment seriously. And I am sorry if hunting fugitives is not as exciting as whatever regular Blackwatch duties are.”
“Are you kidding?  If I wasn’t assigned to you, I would be looking forward to nothing but drills, fight practice and paired bouts.  And having to spend time with Banar.  At least doing this I’ll feel like I’m doing something useful.”
Dagan gave a small chuckle and tugged his mount forward to bring it out into the stable yard.  Ryn moved to follow but was stopped at the door by a loud screech and a flurry of feathers and wind as a large black shape settled itself on the pommel of her saddle.
A flash of blue light from the corner of her eye made Ryn aware that Dagan had gone for his staff.  “It’s only Peck.  He lurks around the stables at night trying to catch mice,” Ryn said as she reached up to give Peck a scratch on his head.  The bird crooned and angled his head so that she would scratch where he wanted.
“That’s a Nabolean crow isn’t it?”
“Yup.”
“He follows you?”
“Yup.”
“Interesting…”  Dagan said rubbing the edge of his index finger across his lips.  Then in one quick motion, he swept himself into the saddle.  “We’d best get going before the keep starts to wake.”
Ryn quickly pulled herself up onto the blue roan and Peck launched himself into the air and slowly began to circle as he waited for them to move.
“Peck does follow you everywhere then.”
“Yup.”
“Does he give warnings?”
“What do you mean?”
“Does he warn you of others on the road with you?”
“He’ll caw a certain way if there are strangers approaching.”
“Really?  Most useful.”  And with that Dagan clicked his tongue and tapped his heels to his horse’s sides.  The Black snorted but began to walk out of the stable yard.
Ryn quickly followed suit.




CHAPTER EIGHT
Brookhaven Keep sat proudly atop its hill in an elegant array of elder trees and manicured gardens.  Built of the whitest stone that flashed blindingly whenever the rays of the sun crossed its gleaming towers, it was once built for elegance and luxury.  Over the ages that had changed.  Defensive walls, gates, mazes, and death traps had been built around what was once, ornate outer walls and were so successful that the keep had never been taken by force.  These newer additions blended so well with the old keep that it was now hard to tell where the old finished and the newer additions began.
Brookhaven Keep was now at peace and had been for the last six generations.  During this time a town had sprung up around its walls which catered to the keep and its occupants, for Brookhaven Keep was now the regional center for learning, magical knowledge and wisdom for the Blackwatch order in the country of Mrycea.  The children of high borns, kings, Earls, and commoners are sent here to learn the way of war and the way of peace from the Blackwatch teachers and Masters.
Ryn and Dagan rode silently through the pre-dawn of Brookhaven Town.  Around them, the streets and houses still slept in the last darkness before the dawn, though as they moved through the towns outskirts, warm yellow light streamed from some houses and the smell of baking bread and griddle cakes could be caught on the cool morning breeze. 
The smell reminded Ryn’s stomach that it was still hungry and it grumbled accordingly.
“Dagan, do you mind if I grab something from the food bag?  My stomach might get loud enough to wake the dead if I leave it much longer.”
“Sure.”  Ryn caught the small smile with Dagan’s reply as the warm light from one of the houses momentarily caressed his face as they passed.  “If the cook packed some scones, pull one out for me.  I’ve not had breakfast either.”
“Let me take a look.”  Ryn twisted in the saddle and unbuckled the bulging saddlebag and grabbing more by feel than sight, the light canvas bag that still felt warm to the touch from the Keep’s early morning baking.  She pulled it out and rested it in front of her on the saddle where she unlaced the flap and pulled out two freshly baked scones that were sitting right on top.
“The cook must have read your stomach Dagan,” Ryn said handing one of the scones across to him.
Dagan took it and held it to his nose and inhaled deeply.  “Love the smell of freshly baked scones.” He then took a bite and his face lit up in delight.  “If I knew the cooks at Brookhaven were this good, I might have joined the Blackwatch a long time ago.”
“Maybe you should tell the Knight Commander to put that on the recruiting posters,” Ryn said grinning. 
“Maybe I will.  Or maybe I’ll just ask the Lord Tribune to steal away Brookhaven’s cook for the Magister’s and the Aequitas Tribunal.  Bellus knows they need a decent cook.”
By now the two had ridden past the last houses of Brookhaven Town and were now following the road out into the open countryside.
Ryn brushed the crumbs from her cloak and took a swig from her water bag to help wash the food down.  “Is now a good time to ask where we are going?” she asked as she secured the water back to her saddle.  “Or are we just going to ride aimlessly around the countryside until we run into this Ben Henly?”
“Ah, no.  No, we are not.  We are going to the other side of the Daggerthorns.  That was where I was heading yesterday when we met.  I’m just hoping that having the Blackwatch in the area didn’t scare the buggers off.”
Ryn’s eyes widened in surprise.  “That’s a bit of a trek.  Who are we going to meet?  Are we going to a town?”
Dagan gave a small laugh.  “You are so full of questions aren’t you?”
His black horse snorted and nodded its head, and that’s when Ryn realized that she could clearly see it.  She looked up along the road ahead of them and noticed for the first time that the landscape about them was now slowly turning from inky darkness to a grey-white pallor.  The sun was finally rising from its nightly slumber.
“Are you going to answer then?” Ryn asked as she opened the food bag again and handed another scone to Dagan and fished another out for herself.
He took a bite of the scone and closed his eyes as he savored its buttery goodness. He nodded and Ryn took a bite from her own as she waited for him to speak.
“We are going to a place near Danzig to speak to a man about a horse.”
“Danzig?  Donal’s from Danzig.”
“Is he? He may know of the man I wish to speak to if he’s been in Danzig the last few years.  What do you know of the village Kathryn?”  Dagan’s question threw Ryn and put her thinking straight on the back foot.  She tried to dredge up everything she ever heard Donal say about the place.
“Ahh, only what Donal has told me.  That it is a small backwater that makes its living from the Daggerthorn marsh through fishing and harvesting those sweet smelling rushes that the gentry like to have their mattress filler made out of.  Donal also said about twenty people live there and they are all related to him somehow or other, though he is the first mage that he knows of to come out of the village.”
“He’s not the first mage, and he probably won’t be the last.”
“Really?” Ryn asked in surprise.  “Does this Ben Henly come from there?”
Dagan shook his head.  “No, but he does have in-laws living around there.”
“Is that who we are going to talk to?”
“No.  We are going to talk to a man about a horse, as I said.”
Ryn tried not to groan in frustration.  This conversation was like chasing a puppy around a farmyard.  Always running around in circles and not getting anywhere.  Best start going in the opposite direction then and try to catch Dagan unawares.
“What is so special about this horse then?”
Ryn could now see the smile on Dagan’s lips which then disappeared as he took another bite from his scone.  “Wait and see,” he mumbled around his food.  “Wait and see.”
Dagan finished the rest of his scone and then washed it down with a swig from his water flask.  “If you must insist on talking, you might as well tell me about yourself.  If we are going to be stuck working together, we might as well get to know one another.”  Dagan arched a dark eyebrow at her, inviting her to say something.
“Okay then…” Ryn hesitated, unsure about what to say or how to start.  “There is not that much to know about me.  I’m an orphan.  I was about three when I was taken to Evenstar to be bought up by the Sisters of Mercy, though I don’t remember it, with the intention that I join the order when I turned eighteen.  That is why I have the last name of Weaver.  It’s the Sisters little joke, they needed someone who could make decent cloth, and they were going to have me trained to do it.  I was good at it too, until Sister Asada saw that I have a better talent for hitting things with sticks.”
Ryn smiled as she remembered that day Asada caught her practicing swordplay with a broken broom handle instead of working the practice loom.  She had been out at the market with Sister Asada a month before that and had watched a member of the Blackwatch deal with a group of thugs who were trying to stand over some of the shop owners for protection money.  It was the first time she had seen swordplay and liked the idea of standing up for those unable to do it themselves.
“And so she let you join the Blackwatch?” Dagan asked with a note of uncertainty.  “The Sisters of Mercy are not known for supporting any of the martial arts.”
“Sister Asada can be very convincing if she believes the matter is true.  She knew that if I didn’t get the chance to do this, then I wouldn’t be happy and content if I joined the order.”  Ryn smiled.  “She knows me enough to realize that I would make everyone’s life miserable if I didn’t try.”
“You and Sister Asada must have been close,” Dagan said.
“She was like a mother to me.  She schooled me, fed me, cleaned me, punished me and loved me.  And I owe her everything.”
Dagan nodded.  “She meant a lot to you.”  He cleared his throat.  “I lost my mother when I was young.  I never knew my father. My sisters and I were put in the care of relatives and then I was sent to be trained in magic.”    Ryn felt a wavering over the link before Dagan spoke again.  “My aptitude come to the notice of the Tribunal and I have been working for them on and off for the last five years.”
“What’s it like working for the Tribunal?” Ryn asked.
“It’s a job like any other.  It has its moments of satisfaction that interrupt the long periods of boredom.  At least it gives me the chance to travel and see places I would never otherwise have the chance to see.”
“Now I understand why the Aequitas Tribunal  doesn’t use you to help with recruiting.  Which makes me want to ask, if you dislike this job so much, why do you do it?”
“I never said that I disliked it.  I want to ensure that you are aware of the reality of what you are getting into here.”
“Dagan.  Don’t mistake my enthusiasm for naivety.  I might not know the exact ins and outs of everything you do in the service of the Tribunal, but I have a pretty good idea though.”
Dagan gave her a smile but said nothing in reply. 
The two followed the same road that the Blackwatch cadets took to their Proving.  This road hugged the boundary to the Daggerthorns, threading its way along the first solid ground out of the marshes.  This road also led to Danzig which Ryn estimated that they should reach just before midday.  She had given up trying to talk to Dagan, and the two had ridden in silence for most of the morning.
As they passed the spot where she and Donal had waited yesterday morning to go into the Proving, Ryn wondered what would have happened if her name had been pulled earlier from the bag.  Would she have woken up today with a different Pairing?  She shook her head.  No use wondering over something that can’t be changed.  It was a saying that one of the Sisters at Evenstar Abbey used to say all the time and Ryn was only now beginning to think that she now understood what it truly meant.  That memory got Ryn thinking.
“It’s not really about a horse is it?”  She asked out of the blue to Dagan who was riding next to her.
He turned to look at her.  “No, but if anyone actually asks, we are after the grey plough horse.”
“Why? When we are not after a horse?”
“You are not a member of the Tribunal.  That is all I can tell you.”
Ryn frowned and moved in her saddle.  She was getting more than a little annoyed at Dagan’s obstinacy.  “But, I’m traveling with you.  I’ll see wherever you go and hear whatever you talk about.”
Dagan sighed and adjusted the reins in his hand as his black horse tossed back its head.  “There is nothing in the rules about ‘accidently’ letting you see things.  I just can’t outright tell you.”
“But we’re Paired?  Doesn’t that count for anything?”
He pulled his gaze from her face and returned it to the road ahead.  “In the Blackwatch it does, but not in the Aequitas Tribunal.  To them, you are an untrained interloper.”
“What do you think the Tribunal is going to say about us?”
Dagan shrugged his shoulders and kept his gaze forward.  “There is not much that they can say.  No matter what I spouted yesterday, the Proving cannot be broken once the spell has taken.  For better or worse, you and I are stuck together.”
“Then what does that make me?  And you for that matter?”
“I sent to Kaldor yesterday to tell the Tribunal what had happened, and that because of the Proving I have been ‘temporarily reassigned’ to the Blackwatch.  I can guarantee that the Lord Tribune is not going to be pleased with the news.  I expect a response back either tonight or tomorrow morning.”
“That still doesn’t answer my question.”
The mage’s gaze turned back to look at her and to Ryn, his golden eyes held a mix of reluctance and pity.  “You should not be in such a hurry to want to join the Tribunal Kathryn.  It is not all kittens and puppies and exciting fugitive hunts.  The work can be downright dirty and deceitful and can do more to stain your soul than making a deal directly with the Old One.”
Ryn was taken aback by Dagan’s words and they rode in silence for a period as she tried to organize her thoughts.
“So, the whispers about the Tribunal are true?  That they are responsible for more than just hunting down traitors?”
“We are responsible for the security of the Crown and the Nation.  Read into that what you will.”
A caw from above caught Ryn’s attention, and she looked up to see Peck gliding right above her, his head tilted to one side allowing his small black eye to stare down at her.   “There is someone coming after us.”
“After us?  You got all that from one squawk?”  Dagan asked looking behind them down the road.
“I told you he squawks certain ways and I know what those ways mean.”  She turned in her saddle to look behind as well but could see nothing.
“Whoever it is they are not within sight of us yet.”
“This road is not often traveled.  It might be someone following us from either the Keep or the town.”
“Why would anyone want to follow us?”
“There are many reasons.  The Knights Commander might have sent someone to keep an eye on us.  Someone may have taken a shine to our horses and accoutrements and want to relieve us of them.  Or someone from the town might have heard that I am a Magister and is coming to deal with me for their own nefarious reasons.”
“Does this happen to you a lot?”
“More often than you think.  It does not go well for the person following me though.”
“Maybe it’s someone with a message from the keep?”
“They would wait for us to return–unless it was urgent.”  Dagan’s eyes closed in thought for a moment.  “There might barely be enough time for a reply to my message to come back if the riders had ridden the post horses hard without rest.  Or if the message had been sent by bird.”
“What do we do?  Do we wait or continue on?”
“We’ll continue on.  We are not that far from Danzig and if we can get our business done before our follower catches us, all the better.” Dagan then set his heels to his horse and urged it to a quick trot along the road.  Ryn urged her roan to catch him.
Dagan led them straight through Danzig without stopping.  From the brief glimpse of the town–it was so small she only could glimpse it–Ryn could see that Donal did not exaggerate about the size of it.  Donal’s parents now lived in Brookhaven so that they could be closer to their only child which made the population of the village even smaller than what it was.  Donal had complained about it when they moved, but Ryn had been secretly jealous of it.  She had never known her parents.   Ryn had been raised with the other orphans at Evenstar Abbey and she was given the last name of Weaver as that was what she was going to be trained for.  But her aptitude for hitting things led her down a different path from what the sisters had intended.
“We are going off the road just up here.”
Ryn broke out of her thoughts and saw that a small, overgrown trail broke off from the main road and led into a stand of scrubby trees.  Peck was still circling overhead but showed no signs that he could see anything bad from his vantage point.
“Dagan, where are we going?”
“We are going up that path to see a man about a horse.”
Ryn abruptly felt a tickle of amusement run through her thoughts and she nearly shook herself to be rid of it.  She found nothing amusing about this.  She then realized that the amusement she felt was not hers.  Ryn glared with narrowed eyes at her companion.
“What’s so funny?  Are you making fun of me?”  The cadets had been warned of this side effect to the Pairing, that it would be near impossible to hide anything from your partner.  But you would also know if they were in trouble and needed you.
The feeling of amusement abruptly stopped and a look of contrition came over his face.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to upset you.  I just can’t help myself sometimes.”  He then turned to look at her and Ryn began to feel a little uncomfortable under the gaze of those honey-colored eyes.
“Since you and I are going to be traveling together, there are a few things you need to know about me.”  He held out his hand and began to strike each point off with a finger.  “One, that I tell exceedingly bad jokes.  Two, that I find humor in things that I have no right to.  Three, you can guarantee that I will say the wrong thing at the wrong time in social situations. Four, I really have no respect for authority.  And five, that I would never, knowingly hurt a friend.”
“Are we friends?” she asked
“I don’t know yet.  I’ve barely known you for a day,” he replied with a smile.  “Ask me again in a week.”
“I don’t have a list like that for you to know about me.  You basically have to take me as I am.  I am loyal to my friends and if I give my word, I will not break it.  That’s me in a nutshell.”
“Those are admirable qualities Kathryn and those more than make up for my pitiable list.”
The two moved their horses onto the side track and as it narrowed, Dagan took the lead with Ryn following close enough behind that her roan could nibble the base of the black’s tail.
“What is so special about this grey plough horse then?”
Dagan looked back at her over his shoulder.  “We need to get him to help us.”
“Help us?”  Ryn could not keep the combination of joy that he said us and the confusion she felt from her voice and she sensed the amusement rise again in Dagan over their shared link.  “Why convince a horse to help us?”
“Because only he has the connections we need to get the job done right.”
“And the job is to find this Ben Henly?”
“Correct.”
Ryn closed her eyes and shook her head a little as she realized that this was going to head into yet another circular conversation.  But she could not help herself and still asked the question burning in her brain.  “Forgive me for being slow, but how can a horse help us find Ben Henly?”
“If you ask the horse the right questions, he can lead you to a myriad of things.  Not all of them would be too savory though.”
“What treason did this Ben Henly commit?  Did he steal the King Regent’s horse?  Does he have a penchant for fondling royal steeds?  What crime did this man commit that would warrant consulting a horse about it?”
“His treason you will find out soon enough.  Once you meet the Grey, you will understand everything.”
Ryn nearly groaned in exasperation.  She was a straight talking person, and she appreciated it when people were straight with her.  But this?  Chasing around after one's tail just to get a simple answer?  If this is what working for the Tribunal does to its people…. She closed her eyes and shook her head.
She opened her eyes and looked up at Peck again and saw that he was still circling leisurely above them.  Whoever was behind them on the road must have stopped in Danzig.  “Alright, Dagan.  I’ll stop asking questions.  For now.”
Dagan laughed, and it was so infectious that Ryn found herself wanting to join him.  Maybe that was another side effect of the Pairing, shared emotion.  “I’m glad you put that last caveat in, otherwise you would make a pretty poor student,” he said once his laugh died away.




CHAPTER NINE
They followed the small path up the crest of the hill and paused to look down into a pine wood, across a slope littered with boulders and heavy brush.  The trail flowed down the hill and disappeared into the trees below.
The sun felt nice on Dagan’s back and the smell of field grasses, pine and birch mingled in the clean midday air.  He drew in a deep breath and slowly blew it out.  This would be a perfect day for riding, if they were not trying to bring in a traitor. 
Ryn turned and flashed a grin at Dagan, her hands tightening on the reins.  The roan mare reared as it caught her excitement.  Her pent up excitement rolled and crashed against the beach of his mind, Dagan could feel Ryn’s restlessness over the link.  She had not been out on a horse in a while and longed to stretch her roan’s legs and feel the speed of the horse rush through her body. 
“Since you won’t tell me what’s really going on about this horse, what do you say to a race then, down that hill?”  Ryn jerked her head in the direction of the wall of trees below them, a large grin across her face.
Dagan grinned back at her, Ryn’s excitement was infectious.  On impulse he gathered his reins and rapped his heels on the horse’s ribs.  Dagan’s horse burst into a lope, straining at the pull of the steep slope. 
Ryn let out a yell in surprise.  “Hey, no fair!” and he heard the sound of her horse as she urged the mare to thunder after Dagan’s horse.
Dagan tightened his reins to give his horse something to lean on.  A fallen tree trunk rose out of the grass like a low wall, and the ground all around it was littered with branches.  The horse gathered itself like a bow and sailed over the trunk, its neck and head stretched long.  Dagan clutched a handful of black mane and watched the trunk fly beneath them.  The horse landed and stumbled and then flung itself at a full gallop downhill.  Ryn’s horse pounded after him with wild, drumming hoof beats.
Dagan shouted in joy as the speed of the horse and the feel of the wind whipping at his hair took hold of him.
The wood rushed toward them, thick and dark, full of low branches.  They swerved into the mouth of the narrow trail.  Birds screamed and fluttered in the trees overhead as they passed.  Dagan crouched in his saddle as the ground flattened out and his horse lengthened its stride, pricking up it ears.  Glancing back, Dagan saw Ryn crashing along after him, ducking branches; her horses nostrils were red and wide, pumping.
A fallen tree appeared in the trail, and Dagan’s horse hurled itself over it almost without checking.  Branches scraped Dagan’s back, and he grunted as the pommel of his saddle struck him hard in the stomach. 
He pulled his head down to protect it from the whipping branches.  His guidance was of no use here.  Let the horse find its way through.  He used his hands and legs to steady it and urge it on.  The shifting of the horse’s balance delighted him, its quick coordination and speed through the trees made him glad he wasn’t the one running–the horse knew what it was doing.  A tree whacked his leg as the black maneuvered close around it at speed.
The horse crashed through a narrow place between two clumps of yew and burst out onto a large meadow.  Behind him, Ryn yelled, and the sound of her horse’s hooves drew nearer.  Dagan’s horse flattened its ears to its head and drove on, straining its body for more speed.  Dagan headed it for the other side of the meadow.  Ryn’s horse was faster and with each stride flew closer.
The lean roan head of Ryn’s horse drew even with Dagan’s knee, sweat had stained it as dark as Kuma’s armor.  Dagan pressed his rein against his horse’s neck, moving it over against Ryn’s roan, trying to keep the other horse behind him.  The rein shaved the thick lather from his horse’s neck in plumes.
Ryn shouted.  Her horse surged up head to head with Dagan’s and in two strides, right before the trees, the roan pulled out in front.  Dagan sat back to slow his horse before the two plunged head long into the trees.  Dagan sawed hard on his reins.
Skidding on the turf and leaf litter, the roan tried to stop but could not gain a purchase on the leaf litter and pine needles.  The horse slid right into a large oak tree, hitting the truck hard on its shoulder, and Ryn fell off into its branches. 
Dagan wrestled his horse to a stop and burst out laughing.
The roan horse stood shaking its head and snorting.  Ryn clawed her way out of the tree, her hair in her eyes, and looked dazedly from side to side.  She then bent at the waist, her hands on her knees and drew several deep breaths.
Dagan bent over his saddle pommel and sobbed with laughter.
“I won, at least,” Ryn called as she straightened up and went toward her horse.  When Dagan looked up, she was laughing too.  He wiped his eyes on his sleeve and rode over to her and dismounted.
“Are you okay? That looked like a hard hit.”
Ryn smiled and shook her head as if that would help bring her back to normal.
“I’m fine.  I’ve had horses, and trees, do worse to me.”
Dagan held back a smile and reached out to pluck a snippet of oak leaves from her dark hair.  She glanced sharply at him before hurriedly plucking out the rest of the errant twigs from her hair and smoothing the thick strands back into place. 
Dagan knew he was staring but could not help himself. The excitement of the ride still twinkled in her gray eyes and her face was still flushed from the exhilaration of her win.  The emotions were strong over their Link.  And she was happy.  He was struck by how pretty she now looked under the dappled shade of the oak tree.  Without thinking he pocketed the snippet of oak leaves he still held in his hand.  She looked at him again and gave him a tentative smile.
 “We’d better get back in the saddle and walk these horses to cool them down and give them a bit of a rest.  Then we’ll need to find some water for them to drink,” she said gathering up the reins of her horse.






CHAPTER TEN
They rode in silence along the small path as it wended its way further into the trees.  The silence left Ryn alone with her own thoughts.  The urge to race was a spur of the moment thing bought on by the feel of bright, warm sunshine and the freedom of being on a fast horse with no Blackwatch officers to tell her what to do.  What surprised her was that Dagan took her up on the offer to race, and that he knew how to handle a horse.  The man was a good rider.  She supposed that in his line of work that Dagan would need to have numerous skill sets to be able to complete his assignments.  As they rode, Ryn stared curiously at Dagan’s back as his body flowed back and forth with the movement of his black horse.  She could still feel his amusement over their shared Link.  In all her daydreams about going through the Proving, Ryn never thought that a man like Dagan would be her Pair.  She had always thought that Donal would be the person that she would be Paired with, but fate placed him with Ashe and she ended with Dagan.  Dagan, the man who yesterday did not want her, did not want to have anything to do with the Blackwatch was now completely accepting of her and his new lot in life?
The man was an oddity and though he was not Donal, she began to find herself liking the guy. 
Coming out of her thoughts, she quickly focused on her surroundings.  What Ryn first assumed was a small stand of trees was actually the tip of a small run of trees that had escaped from the main woods along a small dell.  The trail curved back and forth around the trees, leading them further into the small wood.  Ryn started to grow uneasy, and the feeling earned a reassuring glance back from Dagan who must have felt it through their link.  The small craggy trees quickly turned into tall, straight ones the further in they went.
Ryn momentarily closed her eyes and pulled at her memories for the map of this area from her geography lessons.  And when she tried to pinpoint exactly where they were in her mind, it then it dawned on her where they were and Ryn pulled hard on her reins and halted the roan in its tracks on the path.
“Why are we in the Witchwoods?”
Dagan stopped his horse and turned back in the saddle to look at her.  “I thought you weren’t going to ask any more questions?  And technically we are not in the Witchwood.  We are a little bit south of it.”
“Surely you do not believe all the stories about the Witchwoods do you?” Dagan asked her with a small smirk.
“Of course not!”
The words rushed out from Ryn’s mouth and she watched Dagan’s smirk grow wider.  Of course he didn’t believe her, the link gave her away.  She felt her face settle into a frown.  Ryn did not want Dagan to think her superstitious, so she quickly tried to change the subject.
“But why are we here?”  As she spoke, Ryn realized that she was heading into the same circular conversation as she had that morning and quickly held her hand up to stop Dagan’s reply.  “I know… to see a man about a horse.”
“Exactly.”  Dagan smiled.  “We are not far from them.  A word of caution though, don’t say anything disparaging about his beard.  He’s sensitive about it.”
“His beard?  Are we talking about the man or the horse?”
“Both.”  With that Dagan turned forward in the saddle and urged his black to move on.
Ryn sighed and kicked the sides of her horse to follow him.  She looked up to the sky but found most of it blocked from view by thick branches.  Only broken patches of sky blue could be glimpsed as she passed on the path below.  There was no sign or sound of Peck.
They were still passing through the dell when the path began to widen again and Ryn was able to bring her roan up alongside Dagan’s black.
“Now would be a good time to put on your Blackwatch cloak,” Dagan said to her, and then added as he turned to her.  “Oh and slouch a bit more in the saddle and rest your sword hand on the hilt of your blade like you want to draw it out and skewer someone.”
“You want me to act like one of those swaggering sellswords that come into town with the merchant wagons?  Why?”  Ryn raised an eyebrow at him.
“Because the people here will expect you to act like that.  Plus it will play in well to my story that you are my sister on leave from the Blackwatch to help me deal with some ‘family business’.”
Ryn looked about at the trees and shrubs around them and frowned.  “Who am I playacting for?  There is nothing out here?”
“Just do it okay?”
Ryn grimaced but fished her cloak from where she tucked it in a saddle bag and clipped it on.  She then flung the cloak back on her left side, leaving the right down to prominently show the shield, sword and staff badge of the Blackwatch embroidered on it.  She hooked her left hand around the pommel of her sword and turned to look at Dagan.  “How is this?  Is this better?”
Dagan critically looked her up and down and nodded.  “Better.  Also, remember to scowl menacingly.  Now, when we meet this man, just let me do all the talking and agree with whatever I say.”
With that, he pushed on ahead and after a few more twists and turns through the thick brush and trees the path widened out into a large woodland field.  Within that field was a collection of ramshackle houses and at the far end, a large building that was obviously meant to be an inn.  Wood smoke drifted slowly up from the chimneys and Ryn heard the whinny of a horse from behind one of the houses.  Some chickens scratched at the edge of the road and a stray sheep sauntered along it partway before turning to disappear between two houses.
Ryn turned to Dagan to speak, but the mage shook his head, warning her not to say anything and headed on into the village.  Ryn was quick to follow him.




CHAPTER ELEVEN
The houses hugged the path and Ryn tightened her grip on the hilt of her sword as she and Dagan passed between the first pair.  She heard movement coming from within them and then just as quickly faces began to appear at windows, watching them with suspicious eyes as they rode past.  Ryn pushed her horse up to ride beside Dagan who kept his eyes focused ahead of them at the inn.
Several stocky figures appeared on the Inn’s porch and leaned silently against the railing, watching them.  The whole place seemed to be watching them, watching her.  Ryn now knew where they were.  She had heard the rumors and stories at Brookhaven.  This small village was not on any map or mentioned on any official records, especially as being this close to the Witchwoods where no one comes unless they were trying to get away from something.
This was Dead Man’s Hollow.
This was the place felons came to lie low from the law.  This was the place people came to commission dark deeds or find nefarious henchmen.  This was the place where the pure of heart should fear to tread.
Ryn gave Dagan a startled look, but the man ignored her.
Dagan rode past the hitching posts of the large inn like building and pulled his reins up at the house across from it and dismounted.  Ryn did the same, making sure that at all times her sword was within easy reach.  She followed him up onto the front porch of the house, her attention and awareness focused on the invisible people she could feel watching them from their windows before she noticed that he did not have his staff with him.  Ryn glanced back over her shoulder and saw that it was still secured in its saddle harness on his horse.
Before Dagan made it to the front door, it opened slowly to reveal a large, burly man with long straw colored hair, but the thing that drew Ryn’s eye was his beard.  It was elaborately coiffed in plaits and twists and curls and looked completely out of place on the back country lad.  Then Ryn remembered Dagan’s words and quickly dragged her eyes away from the beard and up to the man’s face. Dagan was a tall man, but this fellow topped him by another head at least. 
The man first looked at both of them, then at their horses and finally at the people watching from the porch of the inn.  His gaze then dropped back onto Dagan.
“Good afternoon.  I wish to discuss renting your grey plough horse.”  Dagan spoke in a tone of voice that carried to all ears wanting to listen.
“You do, do you?”  The man’s slow drawl revealed a deep voice that sounded like the slow subterranean creak of breaking rock.  At least that was the first image that popped into Ryn’s head.  From behind the house, she heard the horse whiney again.
“I do, and I can make a generous payment for his services.”
“Harrumph…. that is yet to be determined.  You’d best come in to talk business.”  The man’s piercing blue eyes flicked to her and then back to Dagan.  “What of your Blackwatch?”
“My sister will be joining us.”
“Sister eh?  Very well.”
With that, the man turned and disappeared back into the house without saying another word.
Ryn shot Dagan a ‘What in Bellus’s name is going on?’ look, but he just smiled, tossed her his horse’s reins and followed the man inside.  She caught the reins and stood there a moment watching after him before quickly tying both sets of reins to the porch post and going inside herself.
She stood a moment in the doorway, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the new light level.  As she waited, she noted Dagan sitting in a comfortable chair closest to the door and the big, straw haired man sat in a large chair opposite him.  Ryn stepped into the room to stand just behind Dagan’s chair, closing the door behind her.  He did not look back at her, but Ryn felt something come through from their link that Dagan was pleased with her.
“So, why come to Dead Man’s Hollow for a plough horse?” The large man ran a hand down his beard as he spoke as if checking by feel that the intricate platting was still in place.
“Because he was recommended to me by a mutual acquaintance that he was a good worker.”
“Hmmmm.”
Dagan turned his head slightly.  “Kathryn, are those men still watching from the Inn?” he asked in hushed tones.
“I don’t know.”  She looked at the strange man sitting opposite them and waited for him to comment.  But he just sat, watching her expectantly.  Ryn sighed and moved to look out the window by the door.  The men were still on the porch, but they were more relaxed now and talking among themselves.
“They are still out there, but not watching us.”
“We should be able to speak freely now.  If they were going to start something, they would be off that porch by now.”  The big man said and what Ryn could see from under the beard hair and moustaches his lips were smiling as if happy to see them.
“How are things going Bron?  Are you still sore about being sent to this backwater?”
The big man shook his head.  “I was, but not now.  A lot of interesting bits and pieces come through this place, I now understand why we were sent here.  Vannik is the one that has his knickers in a twist about it, and I can’t say that I blame him.”
Dagan laughed.  “Was that him I heard out back?”
Bron nodded.  “He’s not had any respite for at least a month.  He’d leap at the chance to get out of this place for a bit and stretch his legs.”
“So… you two know each other?” Ryn asked from the window, trying to keep one eye on the porch ruffians and the other on the two in the room.  It seems like Dagan is known to everyone.
“Yes.  We met while Bron and his brother Vannik were on trial at the Seat of Judgment.”
“On trial?”  Ryn turned away from the window in surprise.  “You’re a criminal?”
“A reformed person.  Neither I nor my brother are criminals.  We are more ‘businessmen’.”  Bron sat up straighter in his chair and looked down his nose at her with ice blue eyes.
“You were aiding and abetting an unregistered mage, and you were both running one of the country’s largest betting rings and spy operations out of the slums in Kaldor.”
“Well, there was that then.  But Vannik’s registered now though isn’t he.”  Bron’s blue eyes moved again to Ryn.  “Are you really his sister?  You do look a bit alike.”
“Don’t answer him Kathryn.  He’s trying to work out if it’s safe for him to make a play for you.”
“Make a play?  You mean-”
Dagan nodded and turned back to Bron, though Ryn could feel that Dagan was amused and a little pleased.  “You always were one for the ladies.”
“It’s the beard.  Women are drawn in by the beard and once they become fascinated with its styling, then I can have them eating out of my hand.  And I just love a woman in uniform.”  Bron arched a brow at her and watched for a reaction.
Ryn gave Dagan a sour look.  She now understood why he wanted her to wear the Blackwatch uniform.  She was the honey trap to keep Bron pliable.  Ryn hoped Dagan could feel exactly what she thought through their link.  He owed her.
“Well brother, now I know why you brought me along.”
Dagan chuckled.
“Let’s get down to business then.  What is the job that you need the horse for?” Bron asked, leaning back in his seat and his blue gaze watched them both through narrowed eyes.
“The Tribunal has authorized an extra payment to be made to you for this one mission,” Dagan said as he handed a folded piece of parchment over to Bron.
Bron took it in his fingers and had it unfolded in the blink of an eye.  Ryn turned away to look back out of the window as Bron read and noted that the same number of porch ruffians were still lounging and drinking outside of the inn.  She turned back to look at Bron and saw that his eyes had widened and his mouth now seemed frozen between a snarl and a grin.  He jerked his gaze back to Dagan who was slouched comfortably in his chair, legs crossed, waiting.
“We’re going after–Him?”
Dagan nodded.
“Dagan, this is the bastard that ratted us out.  He lost us our entire Kaldor gambling operation.”
“Which is one reason why the Tribunal thought you might be interested in helping.”
“And the other reason is that we still have most of our spy network operating isn’t it?”
Dagan nodded.
“And they will pay us extra time towards our sentence remission?”
“That was the deal they told me.  Double the usual day rates until this mission is complete.  I know your sentences were heavy, this should go a long way towards paying that off.”
“And what of Vannik’s inhibitor?”
“That stays in place until his sentence has been completed.  You know that.”
Bron nodded, but the question piqued Ryn’s interest.  She had never heard of an Inhibitor before.  “Dagan, what is an Inhibitor?”
Dagan glanced back at her and Ryn knew that he was pleased that she asked the question.
“An Inhibitor is a charm placed on an apprehended unregistered mage that can be activated by a Magister at any time to block access to their magic channel leaving them unable to perform even the simplest of spells.  It is removed once their sentence is finished and have shown that they are trustworthy.”
“I didn’t know that could be done.”
“There is no need for it in the Blackwatch is there?”  Dagan said as he turned his attention back to Bron.  “Are these terms acceptable to both of you?”
Bron folded the parchment and handed it back to Dagan who immediately tucked it away into his tunic.
“Just give me a minute, I need to talk about it to Vannik first.”
Dagan nodded his acceptance and Bron rose from his chair and disappeared through the back door.
Ryn opened her mouth to ask a question but, without turning Dagan already had a hand up, warning her to be quiet.  She closed her mouth shut and went back to glaring grumpily across the street at the ruffians.
They did not have long to wait as Bron came back through the door with a grin visible even to Ryn under that beard hair of his.
“When do we leave?”
“As soon as both of you are ready.”




CHAPTER TWELEVE
“Danzig is the ass end of the world,” Bron muttered as the small village came into sight along the road.
“And you’re just passing through it, so what does that make you?”  Ryn could not help the retort and was rewarded with a sour look from Bron for her efforts.  Strangely, Bron’s grey horse looked like he enjoyed the joke as it shook its head and nickered.
Ryn felt honor bound with Donal to at least say something in defense of his home town.  Bron had done nothing but complain since they left Dead Man’s Hollow.  He rode the grey plough horse that Dagan had gone on endlessly about, complaining about how bony it was and now complained about Danzig.  Ryn could not see anything special about the horse except that it wanted to run.  Perhaps the horse farts location spells or something to that effect.  Perhaps Dagan just had a thing for gray horses.
“Come now you two, play nicely,” Dagan called back to them.
“I am playing nicely…” Ryn muttered.
Bron just huffed and averted his gaze from her.
“Ryn! Dagan!”
Ryn’s head jerked up at the sound of her name and she immediately looked about her as she recognized the voices.  And then she found them.  Outside a house not far from her stood Donal and Ashe, both dressed in their Blackwatch cloaks and each holding up a hand to attract her attention.  These must have been the followers that Peck had warned them about earlier.  No wonder the bird had not seemed worried.  Ryn smiled at them and then glanced up into the sky.  High above she saw Peck circling lazily, unconcerned about what lay beneath him.
Ryn stopped the roan next to where the two were standing.  “Donal, Ashe!  What brings you out here?”
“Mum and Dad said that I should come back home to show everyone that I’m a Blackwatch Constable now.  That there is more to life than what the marsh can offer,” Donal replied with a shrug.  “I think they just wanted me away from the house because they are preparing a surprise for me, usually along the lines of food.”
“What do your rellies think?”
“They are happy for me but-”
“They’re not as impressed as he’d hoped,” Ashe cut in with a smirk.  Ryn looked at him in surprise as Ashe was not generally that forthcoming.  Pairing with Donal has really started to bring him out of his shell.
Dagan chose this moment to ride up beside her, Bron had halted a short distance away.  “Kathryn, we need to get going.”
Ryn looked at Bron’s glowering face and then turned sheepishly back to Dagan.  “Yes.  Right.”  She turned back to her friends.  “We need to get back to Brookhaven.  We’re on business.”
“Excellent, we were just thinking of leaving ourselves.  We’ll ride back to the keep with you.”
Ryn looked to Dagan who nodded.
While they waited for Donal and Ashe to collect their horses, Ryn took the opportunity to talk to Dagan out of earshot of Bron.
“I was under the impression that we were supposed to have two of them traveling with us back to Brookhaven.  At least, that was what I heard discussed.  You asked for Vannik didn’t you?  Why have we only got Bron?”
Dagan gave her that smug smile of his.  “All will be revealed in time.  We have the gray horse and that is all that matters.  If I could just bargain for Vannik I would have, but you cannot have one brother without the other.”
“But what does the gray horse have to do with anything?”
“Kathryn, the grey horse is everything.”  And with that, Dagan urged his own horse into a walk and joined Bron where he was waiting for them on the edge of the village.
Ryn gritted her teeth to stop herself from calling after him.  She did not want to show her frustration with the man in front of Bron.  Hearing horses behind her, Ryn turned and saw Donal and Ashe and smiled at them.  At least now she could have a conversation with someone and get some sense out of it.
The two men took a position on either side of her and the group began the trek back to Brookhaven.
After running through a quick catch up on what each of them had been doing today, the conversation fell quickly silent.  Ryn did not tell them too much as she did not know what Dagan wanted others to know.  Even though he had not expressly forbidden her from telling anyone anything, she felt sure that it was heavily implied.
A loud rumble bought Donal’s talk to a stop and Ashe was wearing a look of shocked surprise.
“Was that you Ryn?” he asked.
Ryn put a hand to her belly and nodded.  “I’ve not eaten anything since this morning when we rode out.”   
Donal laughed.
“It’s not funny.  Especially coming from someone who’s just had a nice lunch.”
“It is past lunchtime isn’t it?”  Dagan tossed back over his shoulder.  “I think we can stop and see what the cook has packed in those saddlebags for us to munch on.”
The group made their way to a grassy knoll just off of the road and Ryn got busy going through the saddlebag that contained the food.  The cook must have taken quite a shine to Dagan because as well as those fluffy scones that they had for breakfast, she had packed them a small collection of cold meats, bread, cheese, mincemeat pies and apples.  Ryn shared these out between herself, Dagan and Bron.  Donal and Ashe refused a share (except a mince pie–nobody refuses cook’s cold meat pies) as they had eaten not that long ago.
Ryn had just sat down on the grass to eat when a loud yelp of surprise came from Ashe who was seated behind her.  She turned, a small wedge of cheese in her mouth, to see what had happened.  Ryn’s eyes widened in shock and that wedge of cheese fell unnoticed from her lips at the sight she witnessed.
“Bron, you lily livered, cod swilling, walking fly covered dung heap.  Were you really going to leave me here to eat grass when there are pies in the offing?”
The outburst came from a very naked, and well endowed, man.  Tall, stocky.  The mirror image of Bron, except that instead of straw colored hair, this man’s long hair was the color of the violent, dappled storm clouds that thundered against the Blue Mountains as the season changed from winter to spring. Caught in both beard and hair were numerous love me burrs from the plants that grew along the road.
“Now Vannik.  Don’t get your knickers in a twist–speaking of knickers, there is a change of clothes for you in the saddlebags you were wearing.”  Bron glanced at Ryn’s shocked face.  “I think the sight of your nakedness might have scarred the girl for life.”
“Pffish,” was all the man said in response as he knelt to go through the tack and saddlebags that now lay on the ground around him.
“But... he was a horse,” Ashe said weakly as he stared in shocked amazement at the man, who was now pulling clothes out from one of the saddlebags.
“He was a horse, but he is also a mage,” Dagan announced.  He had not moved from his seat on the grass at all during the commotion.  Ryn felt amusement run through the link between them.  “I’m just surprised he didn’t appear sooner.”
“I told him to not scare the girl, but the fact that you had mince pies could not keep him contained any longer.  Vannik loves his mince pies.”
Now Ryn had her answer as to why the grey plough horse was so important.  She looked long and hard at Dagan, who ignored her, so she picked up her dropped cheese wedge, brushed off the bits of grass that had stuck to it and then popped it back in her mouth.  She was still hungry and she will have words with Dagan about this later.
“There had better be some of those pies left or there’d be The Sorrows to pay.  You hear me?”
“We hear you Vannik.”
“How do you do that?”  Donal suddenly blurted out.  He had been sitting crossed legged, staring avidly at Vannik as he dressed as if the man had been sent down by Bellus himself to bless them all.
“Do what?  Get dressed?  Most probably the same way you do.”
“No.  Become a horse.  Can you change into anything else?  Like a bird or a dragon?”
Vannik turned and looked at Donal, stroking his thick grey beard as he thought.  Ryn then noticed that his eyes were the same ice blue color as his brother’s.
“I could probably change to something else with practice, but a horse is easiest for me.  I suppose you would call it my ‘sprit animal’, my totem.”
“Can any mage transform?”
“No Donal, they can’t.”  Dagan’s voice broke into the conversation.  “Shapeshifters are rare, and they have to have an affinity for it within their magic.  Vannik is the only one registered in Mrycea at the moment.”
“That you know of,” Ryn heard Vannik mutter.  If Dagan heard him he didn’t say anything.
Donal’s face fell.  Ryn knew that his brief hope that he could transform into a hawk and fly was dashed.
“That’s a shame,” Donal muttered before scooping up his mince pie and consoling himself with a bite.
“Can you transform?” Ryn asked Dagan.  She felt a hesitation to answer through their link, but outwardly he showed no change in his demeanor whatsoever.
“Didn’t you hear me?  I said that Vannik is the only one registered with the Tribunal who can shapeshift.”
“I heard.  What is your affinity then?  I know that Donal loves his fireballs and flame twisters and is good to have around if you need a campfire started.”  Ryn shot Donal a smile as she spoke and Donal nodded agreement.  “I was a little too busy to watch you yesterday.  The only thing I remember is that huge bang that scared the crap out of me.”
“My affinity?  I fall into the Spheres of cold and lightening.  I can manage some fire and spirit magic, but it is weak.”
“You can work in four of the five elemental Spheres?” Donal said in surprise.
“I can work in all five.  I can manage some earth magic as well.”
Donal whistled appreciatively.
“I take it that’s good then?” Ashe asked looking at both Donal and Ryn.
Donal gave a weak laugh, but it was Vannik who replied to Ashe.
“Magi, much like you pig stickers, have a skill in one area.  Using you as an example.  Judging by your longsword and shield, I’d say you were good at using both, but if I handed you a pike, a longbow or even a Saksa battleaxe, you wouldn’t be able to use it effectively.  The same happens with Magi.  We have an affinity for one Sphere and in most cases cannot even touch another.  Our magic channel stops us.  But every now and then, a mage comes along that can touch two or more.  I bet the same happens with you warriors.  Now and then you will see someone who can pick up and use any weapon with ease.”
“It takes a lot of practice though to get that good,” Ashe countered.
“And it takes a lot of practice for magi to get that good as well.”
“You are his sister, you should know what he can do,” Bron suddenly asked jerking his head in Dagan’s direction.  “Why do you need to ask..?”
“Sister! Wh-”
“Shut it Donal,” Ryn hissed.
“She’s not my sister.” Dagan’s voice rose over them all.  “But she is Blackwatch and has been assigned to me.”
Bron stared coldly at the Magister.  “The Blackwatch has an interest in Henly too?  Is that why we are heading to Brookhaven?”
“The Blackwatch has an interest in helping me.  That is all you need to know.”
“Why lie to me Drake?”
“It was more for your neighbors Bron.  Dead Man’s Hollow is not known for their love of Magisters.   I was going to tell you once we were at Brookhaven and your brother was no longer being your horse.”
“I can understand that.  I don’t listen well when you are sawing that bit through my mouth.  It hasn’t been toughened up like the other nags here.”  Vannik took a mince pie from those stacked on top of the food bag and bit into it.  “Hmmmmm,” he hummed as he chewed.  Quickly swallowing the bite, “These are bloody brilliant,” he then finished that pie and grabbed another.
“Is there anything else that we should know about?”
Dagan shook his head.
“I don’t care if he turns out to be the Lord Tribune himself as long as he keeps me supplied with these pies.”
“Vannik, please don’t think with your stomach…” Bron groaned as he ran a hand subconsciously down his beard, fingertips checking the intricate braids.




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Vannik and Bron doubled up with Ashe and Donal as Vannik refused to transform again.  He was sick and tired of smelling like a horse and carrying Bron on his back.  Ryn didn’t blame him, but she did feel sorry for Ashe who had to put up with Bron’s complaining all the way back to Brookhaven Town.
Dagan placed both brothers up at the Weeping Maiden, one of the better Inns in Brookhaven, with a promise to Vannik about bringing him more of cook’s mince pies the next day.  They made plans to meet up at lunch the next day to discuss using Vannik’s spy network to track down Ben Henly.
“Why not have them both stay at the Keep where we can keep an eye on them?” Ryn asked as they headed towards the main gate.  Donal and Ashe waved them their goodbyes as they had to report to the watch commander that they were back.
“Bron complains a lot but actually says very little of import.  Vannik, on the other hand, will say whatever comes into his head.  I would prefer to keep them out of sight from the Knights Commander for the time being.”
“So, you’re saying that Vannik, the leader of Mrycea’s biggest spy organization, can’t keep his trap shut?”
Dagan nodded.
“I take it that I’m invited to this meeting tomorrow?”
“Of course.  I need an impartial witness.”
“You really do not trust anyone, do you?”
“In my line of work, that’s the only way you survive.”
“How do you know Vannik won’t speak to the wrong person at the Maiden?”
“Bron will make sure that he won’t.  Anyway, once he’s had his bath and finished that meal I ordered for him, he will be more inclined to crawl into his soft feather bed than swill beer with the unwashed masses in the tap room.”
“You trust Bron to do that?”
“I trust Bron to look after himself.  And for the moment, his interests align with ours.  Once he gets what he wants, then things will be very different.”
“What about Vannik?”
“Vannik is not like his brother.  Vannik has a conscience.”
“And Vannik is the one who knows about how to find this Ben Henly fellow?”
Dagan nodded.  “Vannik is the man who runs their spy network.  Strange as that may seem.  He was also friends with Henly before they were turned into the Tribunal.”
“So that’s why Bron was excited to help.  He wants revenge.”
“Yes, Bron seems to blame Henly for their downfall, but I’m not so sure of that.  But if it means that he and his brother will help us all well and good.”
Ryn felt a small stirring of satisfaction at hearing Dagan use the word ‘us’ and not ‘me’.  Maybe he was a step closer to accepting the Pairing.
They moved their horses into the mounting yard and dismounted.  The stable hands came out from the shelter of the main building for the horses.  Ryn gratefully tossed her reins to Finn as he approached and gave him a smile.  The boy, barely out of his teens, gave her a lop-sided grin back.  “How does it feel to be a full constable Ryn?” he asked.
“Brilliant.  And I just remembered that one of the perks is that I don’t have to curry my horse or bed it down anymore at the end of the day,” Ryn said as she removed the saddlebags from the back of her mount.
“No.  That’s my job Ryn.”  The boy grinned again, showing off his crooked teeth and then moved to lead the blue roan away.
“Ryn.  Leave those saddlebags for me.  Take your stuff back to your room and I’ll meet you in the Dining Hall.  The evening meal should be starting soon.”
“Later on tonight, can we talk?” Ryn asked as she dropped the saddlebags by Dagan’s feet.  “You need to tell me more about this Henly person and what is at stake here.  You might find that we will work better together if you actually talk to me.”
Dagan nodded.  “Sounds fair.  After dinner, once the hall has cleared, we’ll talk.”
Ryn turned to leave but halted and turned back to face him.  “And you might want to tamp down on your mood swings.  You might look calm and collected on the outside, but through the link I can feel that you are all storms and tempests on the inside.  Remember that before you start spinning me a story.”
Dagan just stood staring at her.  She felt a brief flash of consternation before it disappeared as if shut away behind a door.
“See? That wasn’t so hard was it?”  Ryn then turned back on her heel and walked out of the yard leaving Dagan staring after her.
∞∞∞
 
Ryn sat at the end of the table, pushing what was left of her food around on her plate with her fork.  Donal and Ashe were not there as they are being feasted at Donal’s parents’ place.  Ryn wished she was there as well, nothing beats the taste of that savory egg slice that Donal’s mum makes, and Dagan had yet to put in an appearance.  If she was not carefu-
“Ryn! How was your first day out?”  Banar invited himself to the bench next to her and to Ryn’s surprise, he was joined by Lily.
“It was good…” Ryn said a little uncertainly.  “We went out to Danzig on Tribunal business and ran into Donal and Ashe while we were there.”
“Lily and I spent the morning training, didn’t we Lily.”  Lily quickly nodded, but before she could say anything Banar continued.  “Then after lunch, our officers took us out on patrol.  Just around the town, of course, we got to help break up a bar fight-”
“Where is Dagan?” Lily blurted out, cutting Banar off mid-sentence. 
Ryn shrugged.  “He was going to meet me here but…” she ended her sentence with another shrug and went back to pushing the food around on her plate.
“Lily, what do you want with him?  He’s too old for you anyway,” Banar said with a snort.
Lily clamped her lips and gave Banar an annoyed look before rolling her eyes when she noticed Ryn watching her.
“Where are Donal and Ashe, anyway?  It’s not very often that I find you alone.”
Ryn stopped herself from pulling a face at his question.  “They are both eating at Donal’s parents’ house tonight.  Donal had better bring me back some of his mum’s savory egg slice or there will be The Sorrows to pay.”
Abruptly a flash of consternation and intense anger rushed through her body and Ryn gasped in surprise.  And then it was gone, banished like the shadows at midday.  Something had happened to Dagan.  She started to rise from her seat, worry and fear crowding her senses when Ryn felt a flood of calm come through the link.  He was telling her that he was all right.  She settled herself back on her bench and concentrated on centering her emotions and she tried to send calm back through the link they shared.  She then got the impression that he was on his way to see her.
“Are you okay Ryn?”
Banar’s question pulled her back to the table.  She shook herself and nodded.  “It’s the Link.  It’s going to take a bit of getting used to.  Dagan will be here shortly.”
Now it was Banar’s turn to roll his eyes.  “Yes…. the Link.  Lily takes some getting used to as well.”
“You’re one to talk,” Lily retorted but the smile on her lips took the edge off of it.  Ryn did not know if the smile was for Banar or because Dagan would be there.
“So…. Ryn…. There was some talk going around this morning that you had a visitor last night in your room?”
Ryn’s face hardened, and she tried her best icy stare on Lily.  The woman just stared right back at her with her fake smile plastered all over her face.  This was the reason why Lily was sitting with them instead of with Geia and the others.  She wanted dirt.  Why couldn’t those three fluff heads this morning have kept their mouths shut?
“By Bellus’s Bloody Balls!  He was not there for That!”
“What are we talking about?”  Banar looked between both women in confusion.  “He?  Who was in your room?  Was it Ashe?”
“Ashe?  Don’t be silly Banar,” Lily said in her sweetest voice.  “Can you see Ashe going to a girl’s room like that?  It was Dagan who was seen lurking around outside her door.”
“Dagan?  But he’s her Pair?” Banar replied defensively.
“You should be asking why those girls were roaming the halls half naked at that hour of the morning Lily.  Bet they didn’t speak much on that.”
“Half  naked?”  The color on Banar’s face quickly flushed more red at each new revelation.  For all his talk and bragging, Banar was inexperienced when it came to women.  The man would probably faint dead away if a woman he liked actually showed him any affection in return.  Banar had the looks, and the girls did moon over him, but he rarely showed an interest in any of them.
“No, they didn’t…”
“Dagan was there because I was running late.  He was hurrying me up.”
“You? Late?  You’re never late.” Banar’s embarrassment quickly vanished at the change in focus.
“I’m late when he doesn’t tell me when or where to meet him.”
“Just as I’m late in coming to meet you for dinner.”  Dagan sat down on the bench opposite them and beamed a smile at both Lily and Banar as they both jumped in guilty surprise.  “You will find that things will eventually even themselves up in this relationship.”  He then looked back to Ryn.  “When you’re finished, we need to go and see the Knights Commander.  I have new orders from Kaldor, delivered by bird this afternoon.”
Ryn nodded, trying not to let too much of her inner curiosity show in her face.   She was burning to find out what had caused that outburst of anger from him.  Banar’s comment about Lily earlier started Ryn thinking about what exactly Dagan can sense from her over their link.  When they had some time, the two of them are going to talk about it.
“The Knights Commander have finished eating, perhaps we should see them now before they turn in for the night?”
“Yes lets,” Dagan replied.  He then raised an eyebrow at Lily and grinned.  “You really should ask those three girls why they were climbing back into the barracks through a hallway window in such a state of undress.”
“They were really climbing in through a window?”
Dagan nodded.
Lily giggled and then gave Dagan a conspiratorial smile.  “Just wait until Geia hears about this!”
“Lily… Please…”
“Banar, don’t be such a stick in the mud.  Gossip is the only excitement we ever get around here.”
Banar groaned and rested his head on his hand, a look of pure defeat on his face.
Dagan rose from the table and Ryn followed suit and she followed Dagan as he made his way past the tables and chairs up to the high table where the Knights Commander were sitting and talking with the other officers.
As they stopped in front of the dais, the talk at the table halted and all eyes focused on the Magister dressed in black.  Ryn stood a step behind to Dagan’s right as was the custom of a junior officer with her gaze respectfully lowered to the floor.  She wanted to show her commanders that even though her Paring was ‘unusual,’ she was going to try to uphold Blackwatch traditions.  Ryn still wore her cloak, the triform symbol of the shield, sword and staff displayed prominently over her left breast and right shoulder where it was stitched in silver thread.
Dagan gave the table a slight bow.  “Knights Commander, I have received orders from the Lord Tribune in Kaldor.  I wish to present them to you.  Can we speak in private?”
Ryn risked looking up and saw the two men look at each other.  Hembrook gave a slight nod and Doran turned back to Dagan, a flash of pained resignation flashed across this face.  “Come to our office first thing tomorrow morning and present your papers.  We can discuss your disposition and requests then, Yes?”
Dagan nodded.  “Very well, I will see you both first thing tomorrow.”
∞∞∞
 
“Where do you want to go to talk?” Ryn asked once they were out of the Great Hall.


“Talk?” Dagan’s tone was distracted, his mind seemed to be elsewhere.


“About our mission, remember?  We were going to talk about it tonight.”  Ryn stopped in her tracked and grabbed his arm to get his full attention.


“Ah, right.  We were.”


“Were? What do you mean were?”  Ryn felt her eyebrows dip into a frown as it dawned on her that she was being put off.


“Kathryn, we will talk about this, but I just can’t do it right now.  I’ll meet up with you in the morning after my meeting with the Knights Commander and I promise I will tell you all that I am able.”


“What is stopping you from telling me now?” she asked fully knowing what the answer would be if her past experience of Dagan was anything to go by.  A cadet walked passed them in the Hallway, and they both watched the boy as he disappeared around a corner. 


Once his footsteps had receded, Dagan spoke.  “I have some Tribunal business to attend to that can’t wait.”


“Is that what made you angry earlier tonight?” 


“Angry?”


“I felt it over the Link when I was eating dinner,” Ryn said.  “You felt as if you wanted to punch someone’s teeth out.”


“Partly.  Though I wouldn’t go as far as removing anyone’s teeth.”  Dagan quickly rubbed his fingers over his forehead and then gave her a rueful smile.  “I’m sorry you felt that.  I know you told me earlier to practice blocking but…”


“That one slipped out?”  Ryn shrugged her shoulders.  “We’ll both get better at it with time.”


“And time is something that I don’t have at the moment.  I need to go.”  Dagan started to back away.  “I’ll meet you tomorrow morning after I see Doran and Hembrook,” he said pointing a finger at her chest.


Ryn nodded.  “Okay Dagan.  I’ll see you then.”


And then the man disappeared through the door into the main courtyard.






CHAPTER FOURTEEN
“Have any of you seen Lily?”
Ryn looked up from her breakfast, as did both Donal and Ashe.  The worry in Banar’s voice caught all of their attention.  Gone was his usual cocksure attitude, leaving bare the true voice that Ryn knew was not that of an ass.
“No.  Geia’s over there.  She might know where she is,” Ryn said gesturing to Geia’s table with a spoon.  Ashe nodded agreement.
Banar took the empty seat next to Ryn, and for once he did not try any sleazy lines or try to touch her.  This, more than what he said made Ryn take him a little more seriously.
“I’ve already spoken to her.”
“And?” Donal asked dropping his spoon back into his porridge bowl.  “What did she say?”
“She… she…”  Banar’s face twisted and Ryn thought she could see wetness around his eyes.
“Banar?”  Ryn reached out and placed what she hoped was a reassuring hand on his shoulder.
“The link….” Banar said as he turned to look at Ryn.  “Remember last night when we talked about our Links?  And I said that Lily’s Link took some getting used to?  Well, it’s gone.  I can’t feel her anymore.”  The last was said in a near sob. 
“What do you mean her Link is not there anymore?”  Ashe asked and to Ryn he looked very uncomfortable with Banar’s obvious distress.
“It’s just… not there.  It disappeared early this morning.  I was shocked awake, feeling fear and pain and then…. the feelings vanished.  Gone. And I was alone.”
“Gone?  You don’t mean-”
“By Bellus, no.” Banar cut Donal off before he could state the unthinkable.  The near mention of it sobered Banar of his distress.  “No.  I didn’t feel… That.  The Link is there still, but it’s also not there.  It’s hard to explain.” 
“So, what did Geia tell you?”
“Geia told me that Lily wanted to find out if Dagan was telling the truth about those three girls, that they had been up to no good.  So they both decided to follow them into town last night when the rest of the women’s barracks had settled down for the night.”
“They did?  I wouldn’t have thought they had it in them,” Donal said in surprise.  “If Geia went with Lily, then she should know what happened to her.  Maybe Lily and her just got blind drunk, and that’s why you cannot sense her.”
“Don’t be silly Donal,” Ryn said.  “You know that being drunk doesn’t affect the Link.  Remember last Winter’s Night? When Yonnie got rolling drunk on mead and collapsed in a stupor after trying to dance on one of the feasting tables dressed in a skirt?  And his Pair Tanea, who is a teetotaler-”
“Kissed me.  She was drunk, and she kissed me,” Ashe muttered as he scrubbed a hand over his mouth as if trying to wipe away the memory.
“Yes, but the point is that Yonnie’s drunkenness affected Tanea, even when he passed out cold.”  Ryn turned back to Banar.  “Where did they go?  And did Lily come back to the keep with Geia?”
“Geia said they had followed the three into Brookhaven Town and… and that they went into the Wicked Woman.”
“The Wicked Woman?” Donal suddenly had a large smile plastered across his face and received an elbow in the ribs for it from Ryn.
“Being chased out of the Wicked Woman might explain their state of undress,” Ashe murmured a little uncomfortably.  “The recruits are banned from visiting the brothels.”
“Did Geia and Lily go in then?” Ryn quickly asked, trying to get things back on track.
“Geia said that she left Lily outside the Wicked Woman to go back to the Keep.  She did not want to be seen in there.  Geia said the last thing she saw was Lily going inside to find those girls.”  Banar suddenly thumped his fist hard on the table.  “Geia should have dragged her back to the Keep with her!”
“Calm down Banar.  If she went in there to see what the three were up to, then all we need to do is go talk to them.”
“I tried that.  I can’t find them.  No one remembers seeing any of the three girls last night or this morning.”  The calm that Banar had found was fleeting.  Ryn could hear the waver in his voice as his worry and fear began to build in him again.
“We need to tell the Knights Sergeant-” Ashe began to say, but Banar angrily cut him off.
“No!  They cannot know that she went to The Wicked Woman, that she had left the Keep past curfew without permission.”  Banar’s voice rose as he spoke and he drew some eyes from nearby tables.
Ryn placed a reassuring hand on his arm.  “Banar, calm down.  We will not go to the Knights Sergeant.  We’ll help you investigate.  Dagan is talking with the Knights Commander and will be there for a while I think,” she turned to Ashe and Donal.  “And both of you are not due for your patrol until fourth bell this afternoon.  That should give us the morning at least to find out what happened to Lily.”
“Ryn-”
“Donal, we have to help.  It’s Lily, Donal.  It’s for Lily.”
Donal glared at her for a moment longer and then nodded.  Ashe nodded his agreement as well.
“Thanks, Ryn.  I knew I could count on you.  If anyone can help me find her, you can.”  The relief in Banar’s voice made Ryn feel a little guilty about her comments about him to Dagan the night of the Proving feast.  This was the longest Ryn had spoken to Banar without her thinking him a complete Ass.
“So,” Ryn said as she brushed her hands together.  “You said that no one in the keep has seen none of the girls?  Then we need to go to where we know Lily was definitely last seen.”
“You want to go to the Wicked Woman?” Ashe asked in dismay.
“It should be safe at this time of the morning Ashe.  And I’ll be there to protect you from the seductive wiles of the women.”  Ryn gave him a reassuring smile as she saw Ashe’s cheeks flush red and his eyes widen in trepidation. 
“Anyway, it’s the men that work there that have the worst reputation.”  Donal gave a little snigger and nudged Ashe in the side with his elbow.  Ashe gave him a sour look in return.
Banar quickly rose from the table.  “Let’s go.  I need to find her.  I need to know that she is all right and safe.”
Ryn nodded and stood as well, gesturing to Donal and Ashe to do the same.  Both men stood reluctantly and stepped out from their bench.  “The sooner we do this for Banar, the sooner he can go back to being his usual abrasive self.”
Donal nodded and then grinned.  “Yes, let’s go.  Then I can go back to cleaning my scale mail and polishing my staff.”




CHAPTER FIFTEEN
“Are you sure Geia said they went into The Wicked Woman?”
Ashe asked the question as the four Blackwatch Constables stood on the walkway across the street from the establishment in question. 
It was still early morning and in this part of town, the only people out in the street were drunks staggering home after a night drinking from the seedier taverns and patrons from the brothels slinking away before anyone of note recognizes them.  Both drunks and johns avoided the quartet of uniformed Blackwatch as they stood contemplating the front of The Wicked Woman.  For a business located in the bad part of town, it presented a very prosperous front, especially compared to its neighbors.  Bright, fresh paint coated the walls and doors of the ground floor, and there was even a touch of gilding on the window frames.  Both the storey’s above were not as highly decorated, but were still color coordinated to make it stand out from the surrounding businesses.  Two very large and burly guards stood like structural pillars on either side of the bright red entry doors.
“Yes, I’m sure,” Banar replied.  Standing next to him, Ryn could feel his pent up anxiety.  Would she react like this if anything happened to Dagan?  Subconsciously, she opened herself up to the Link and was quickly reassured as she felt Dagan’s calm annoyance come through.  He wasn’t mad, so maybe the meeting with the Knights Commander was going his way.
“It’s doing us no good just standing here looking at it.  Let’s go in.”
Banar was moving before Ryn finished her sentence and she hurried to catch up with him and was quickly followed by the other two.  As Banar stepped up onto the porch, Ryn tensed as she waited for the two guards to move to block their entrance.  But they didn’t.  They both stood impassively, arms crossed on their chests and their eyes only gave them a cursory glance before they went back to surveilling the street.  They thought them no threat.  The four pushed through the doors and entered The Wicked Woman.
The four constables came to a standstill in the front parlor as all of their senses were assailed on all fronts.  The first thing that struck them was the smell.  It was a musky, cloying scent that shocked them on entering like getting slapped in the face with a wet fish.  Then the red and gold of the opulent surroundings pushed through the incense to assault their sight from all directions.  A moment after this, Ryn began to work her mouth as she began to taste the musky smell unpleasantly on her tongue.
“Can I help you with anything? Our breakfast menu is quite extensive.”
Ryn’s attention was suddenly drawn to the small woman sitting in a plush brocade chair with a small writing table in front of her on the far side of the room next to another set of double doors.  On the table laid out neatly was a thick leather-bound ledger, a collection of quills and a small container of ink.
“We are looking for a member of the Blackwatch who came in here last night.  A woman.” Banar moved to stand in front of the table and glared down at the small woman with an intensity that troubled Ryn.  She came up beside him and placed a reassuring hand on his shoulder.  He looked at her as she stared up at him.  There must have been something in her face that calmed Banar as the manic look in his eyes faded.  Ryn felt more than saw Donal and Ashe come up behind them.
“You’ll have to be more specific love.  We do a lot of business with the Blackwatch.”  The small woman answered in a rustle of black taffeta, her eyes half lidded as she waited for their answer.
“A young girl, about my age with shortish blonde hair and about a head shorter than me,” Ryn replied holding one of her hands at about the height she remembered Lily to be. 
“I’m sorry, but that still doesn’t help.  We had a few young girls from the Blackwatch in here last night.  And our guests that come in expect some privacy when they pay over their coin.”  The woman crossed her arms over her breasts and stared down her nose at Ryn as if she was something distasteful that the cat dragged inside.
From the corner of her eye, Ryn saw Banar tense, and she released a pent up breath as Donal placed a firm hand on Banar’s other shoulder which seemed to help him gain control.
“The girl’s name is Lily.  She came in after another group of three girls.  Those three were recruits who should not be served in here.  You know the town ordinance regarding Blackwatch cadets and houses of ill repute.  If Blackwatch command hears that you have been ‘catering’ to recruits, they may ban the use of this establishment entirely.”
The woman narrowed her dark eyes and glared at Ryn and Ryn glared right back at her.  The threat to inform was a bluff, but this rustling black taffeta puff ball doesn’t know that.  Ryn was not going to back down, Banar might hit someone if she did and being turfed out of the establishment on your butts by the guards would not help them find Lily.
“Fine, fine.  Just let me check the book.  By law, we have to keep a record of all people who ‘use’ our premises.  If she was here, it will be recorded.”  The woman reluctantly looked to the large ledger sitting open on the table and turned it back a page.
“They have to record everyone who comes in here?” Ryn heard Ashe whisper to Donal.
“Yeah, the town and the Crown taxes brothels per head, so they have to keep records to make sure they are not over taxed.”
“A girl who gave her name as Lily Brenker did come in last night, but she was here to see the three Blackwatch girls who came in before her.  I directed her to see Janin, it seems that he was quite a favorite of those three.”  The woman said using a long finger to read the neatly inked entry in her ledger.  “Janin is quite good at his trade, maybe you would like to try out his wares when you are finished with your inquiries?”
“Ah... no.  I think I’ll pass on that.”  Ryn could feel her cheeks beginning to turn red in embarrassment.  “So, those three had been here a lot then, to see the same man.  Is there anything else you can tell me?” she rushed as she heard Donal snigger behind her.
“Honey, I could write volumes about the goings on in here.”  The woman gave her a stiff smile which then turned mischievous.  “Unless you want to know their favorite positions and what they call out at climax, then I think you have all the information you need.”
“Where can I find Janin?” Banar asked, and Ryn could hear in his voice how much control it took him to say it civilly.
“Janin lives on premises.  Upstairs, second room from the left.”
Banar was on his way to the entry doors before the woman had finished speaking and it was left to Ryn to give her thanks before chasing after the three men.
She came through the doors and collided into Ashe.
“What the…” she began to say but stopped as she saw what had stopped the others. 
The room beyond the parlor was a large, open room that occupied all three stories of the building.  Three chandeliers were suspended from large golden chains from the ceiling and hung down to the height of the second story. Everything was decorated in white, gold and red with large panels of landscapes and half-naked people adorning the walls encased in ornate frames of bright gold and silver.  The ground floor was not the usual tavern or inn that Ryn had ever been in.  For one, it had a thick red carpet and the furniture and countertops looked like it had never been used in a bar fight.  Heavy oak tables surrounded by matching chairs were scattered around the floor with a large bar occupying the entire back wall of the ground floor.  Everything in this room looked like it would be at home in the King Regent’s house and even this early in the morning there were people sitting, playing cards and drinking around those tables.  There was a large group of people gathered near the bar around a table where five men were seated playing an intense game of Queen’s Gambit.  One of the players looked up at them as they stood staring and Ryn could have sworn that he winked and then smiled at her.
“Wow…”  The words that slipped from Donal’s lips would have been echoed by Ryn if she could close her mouth enough to speak.
“All very nice, but we’re here to find Lily.”  Banar grabbed Donal’s arm and pulled him in the direction of one of the ornate staircases that lead up to the second floor.  After a moment’s hesitation, Ryn followed Banar, dragging Ashe along with her.
Once on the second floor, Banar headed straight to the door that was supposed to be this fellow Janin’s room.  Ryn just hoped that the worst they would find there is Lily still asleep in the man’s bed, though that would not explain why Banar could not ‘feel’ Lily through the Link.  Again she opened herself up to the Link she had with Dagan and felt a flood of annoyed consternation flow into her.  He was still at the Keep, but somehow she could sense that he was on the move.  The man was upset, and a little worried, that she wasn’t waiting for him in the Dining Hall.
“Banar, wait!” Ryn hissed as Banar’s hand went to the latch.  “Let me go in first.  You are a little tense at the moment; we don’t want you punching the man out before he can tell us anything.”
Banar gave her a nod and stepped back from the door allowing Ryn to step forward to give it a gentle rap.  But she did not wait for a response before opening the latch and walking in.
A half naked man was just finishing making the bed and had his back to them as the four came into the room.  The room itself was just as opulently appointed as the other rooms they had seen and Ryn began to wonder just how much money the people working here actually made.
“Hello, you’re Janin right?” Ryn asked as she came through the door followed by the other three.
Janin looked at them, raised a manicured eyebrow and then turned back to neatening the bedclothes.  “I don’t accept group bookings this early in the morning.”
“We are not here for that.  We need to ask you a few questions.”  Ryn stepped further into the room as she spoke, more to see if there was any sign of Lily than to keep an eye on Janin.  “Do you remember talking to or entertaining a Blackwatch constable called Lily last night? There might have been three other Blackwatch girls either with her or before you saw her.”
Janin stopped his work and raised his finger to his lips in thought.  “Lily? Hmmm, that name doesn’t sound familiar.”  Janin was tall, and well-built with shoulder-length blonde hair and dressed only in a pair of loose linen trousers.  Though not to her tastes, Ryn could understand why women, and maybe some men, might want to see him for his services.
Ryn frowned and bought her thoughts back to where they should be.  She was never one to turn her head after a handsome face.  Why was she noticing him now?
“Do your clients like this dumb act of yours?  It must get dreadfully tiresome for you after a while,” Ryn said the first words that popped into her head and she felt a brief flash of panic at the back of her mind.  And then it was gone, like a light being shut out by a closing door.
“Wh-whatever do you mean?”  Janin spoke his words slowly and layered them with enough honey to make even the best female seductress green with envy at his skill.  He sat carefully on the bed and moved his hands slowly on top of the covers.  “Questions are boring, and I don’t want to do any thinking, especially this early in the morning.  Why don’t we have some real fun?”
As the man spoke, Ryn felt a strange sensation start to settle over her.  She shook herself to try to get rid of the feeling.
“Ryn, maybe we should go easy on him,” Banar said from behind her.
“You should listen to your handsome friend,” Janin said in that low, seductive tone of his, his hands still moving slowly over the bed covers.
“Banar, what’s your problem? We have to ask questions to find Lily,” Ashe asked though his voice did not sound right in Ryn’s ears.
“Yes, Yes.  But certainly, there’s no harm with mixing a little pleasure with business is there?”
Ryn gave Banar a quizzical look from the corner of her eye.  The man sounded drunk.  What was going on here?  “I’m here on business.  Just tell me about Lily and the other three, we need to find them.”
“Answer my questions first and I will answer yours.  Who told you about someone as inconsequential as me?”  As Janin spoke he looked straight into Ryn’s eyes and she felt something dart between them.
Ryn wanted to tell him to stop playing games and just answer her questions, but the words stuck like gum in her head, and those words did not come out of her mouth.  Instead, she heard herself saying that the lady in black seated out front had told them where to find him and that he was a regular for the Blackwatch girls.
“That wasn’t so hard, was it?" Janin said, his voice still soft and smooth, his eyes still locked with Ryn’s.  She tried to move and found that her body would not respond to her commands.  She was frozen in place.  “So, the door bitch sold me out did she?  That drab, pathetic little sewer rat.  She will pay soon enough for her loose tongue.”  Janin moved his hands over the bed covers again and this time Ryn thought she could see a red glow coming out from under the bed.
Janin pointed a finger seductively at Donal who was standing just behind Ryn.  “Now, can you just do one more thing for me?”  Ryn felt more than saw Donal nod.  “Please draw your little blade.”  Ryn heard the metallic ring as a dagger was pulled from its scabbard.  “Now, lean forward and bring the blade gently across the front of your friend’s throat.”  Ryn felt an arm slide over her shoulder and then felt the cold feel of metal press close to her throat.  Terror flooded through her and as Ryn watched, she could see Donal’s hand shake as if he was trying to resist pulling the dagger deep into the soft flesh of her neck. She could not move. 
“There’s a good fellow.  I’ll have you all put each other out of the way in a fit of jealous rage over your friend here coming to visit me.  Won’t that be scandalous?”  The man smiled as he closely watched Donal’s dagger.
It was only Donal’s sheer will that was keeping her a blades width from death.  The only thing she could do was pray to Bellus that she had enough willpower to force her voice to work.




CHAPTER SIXTEEN
“Ashe, make him stop!”
Ryn’s voice came out as a croak as if it was being forced through broken glass.
“What?”  Ashe’s voice sounded strained, and from the corner of her eye, Ryn could see him shudder.  He then stepped forward while drawing his own blade.  “Let go of my friends.”
Bam! 
The door to the room rocked on its hinges and was then blown open to slam hard against the wall.  Filling the doorway stood the large man who had smiled at Ryn earlier from the card table.  In his hand, he held a small metal rod that glowed brightly with orange runes.
“Oh shit!” The words slipped from Janin’s mouth as the large man finished casting his spell.  A wave of power flashed out from the rod and swept over everything in the room.
Ryn suddenly had control of herself again and jerked back from Donal’s dagger.  At the same moment, Donal pulled his dagger safely away from her throat and turned its point on Janin.
“Is everyone okay?  The magic working in the room should be cleared by the dispel I just cast.”
Ryn and the others nodded.  And then she took a second, hard look at the man still standing in the doorway.  She recognized that voice.
“Vannik?”
The man nodded and Ryn had to hide her shock.  The man she remembered as having his grey hair and a beard full of burrs looked unrecognizable now that he had cleaned himself up.  She turned her attention back on Janin.  The terror she had felt moments before had now turned to anger.
“What foul magic was that?”
“Answer her man, or it won’t just be my magic you’ll face.”  Vannik held up a clenched white-knuckled fist and the runes on his rod flickered a dull orange.  Though his long gray hair was neatly pulled back into a braid and he was dressed in an ornate damask waistcoat and white linens, he was still large and imposing enough to block the entire doorway.  There would be no escape for anyone that way.
The noise of running boot heels outside the door was silenced as Ryn heard Bron’s voice speak up.  “Now, now there is nothing to be worried about.  Just a little disagreement among friends, it’s all sorted now.  Let’s go back downstairs and I’ll pay for the repair of that door plus a little something extra for your trouble.”  There was the clink of a shaken coin bag and then the sounds of several pairs of heavy booted feet walking away down the corridor.
Janin slipped to the edge of the bed.  Gone was the calm seductive confidence, now there was only resignation and fear.  “It was a weave to play on your mind, one of desire and control.  It’s a natural Talent I have.”  He sighed and dropped to his knees before Ryn, reaching out to clasp loosely at the hem of her scale tunic.  Tears now came from his eyes and his face looked more like a frightened boy than a grown man.  “Please, don’t kill me.”
The face may look like that of a boy, but Ryn still remembered the cold feel of Donal’s blade against her throat.  She took a step back out of his reach and then felt Donal’s hands on her shoulders.
“Are you okay?  I’m so sorry…. I-”
Ryn waved away Donal’s apology.  “I’m fine.  We were all under his spell, he even had Banar wanting to put aside his search for his Pair.  You have nothing to apologize for.  I saw you resisting, and that is why I am still alive.”  She turned hard, grey eyes back to the man sobbing on the floor.  Ashe and Donal still had their daggers drawn, and both now held them pointed at Janin.
“You are going to answer all my questions and if there is even a hint of magic…”  Ryn glanced at both Donal and Ashe.  “I will have Donal do to you what you would have had him do to me.  Understood?”
Janin quickly nodded and sat up from his crouch, resting his hands on his knees as he tried to stifle his sobs.
“Now, tell us what you know about where Lily Brenker and the other Blackwatch recruits are.”  As she spoke, Ryn placed her hand on the hilt of her own dagger.  She was not going to take any more chances, not this time.
“I’ve been enchanting the three recruits over the last three months, under instructions from a woman called Leeta.  Then last night the three were sent from here to the Farmhouse.  Your friend Lily?  She walked in on them being taken, she had the mind control charm cast on her and was taken with them.  I don’t know what happened to them from there.”
“Tell me about Leeta.”
“She paid me a lot of coin to get her some Blackwatch recruits.  She wants to mold them to become part of her network.  She wants to build up a spy network that can rival the best out of Kaldor.  Knowledge and control is power, and Leeta wants them both.  She is working with someone out of Kaldor though.  I have no idea who that is.”  Once Janin started speaking, the words flowed out of him and as he spoke Ryn couldn’t help staring at him in disbelief.  The story sounded insane.  But if it was true…
“This farmhouse of Leeta’s?  How many mages are there?  Any other defenses?”  Ryn asked.
“From what I hear people are going in and out of there all the time. I’ve only been there once.  There are traps, but there is a hidden switch at the front of the entrance that turns them off.  Th-That’s all I know.”
A muffled bang came from downstairs and then shouting and the sounds of footsteps rushing up the stairs.  Ryn gripped her dagger hilt a little harder and now wished that she had bought her sword, whoever was coming up the stairs did not sound friendly.  Janin looked up to the doorway with hope erupting in his eyes.  Ryn and the others watched silently as Vannik stepped back into the hallway to face whoever was coming up the stairs.
“Vannik.  Where is she?”
The voice was deep and commanding and Ryn released the breath she had been holding as she recognized it.  It was Dagan.
“She’s inside, she’s safe.”
Ryn opened herself up to her Link with Dagan and was nearly overwhelmed with a jumble of mixed emotions, fear, worry, sorrow.  But those emotions quickly retreated as their owner locked them away securely behind a barrier.  The only emotion Dagan left for her to see was anger.
“Let.  Me.  Through.”
No one moved outside in the corridor
“Let me through Vannik.”
“Dagan, you need to calm-”
“MOVE Vannik!”
The big man quickly retreated back down the corridor, leaving the way free for Dagan.  But the mage did not enter.  He stood in the doorway, dressed entirely in black with his staff gripped tightly in his hand with the glow of its activated runes bathing the room in an eerie blue light.  He stared.  Stared at those in the room, stared long at her.  And then his eyes fell to the crouching Janin and narrowed.
“Kathryn.  A word with you.”  Dagan stepped back out into the corridor.
Ryn gave a worried glance to her friends.  “Donal, Ashe, you know what to do if he so much as twitches the wrong way,” she said pointing her finger at Janin.  Both men nodded and Banar drew his dagger and sat on the bed behind the cowering man, effectively surrounding him.  She then quickly followed Dagan out of the room.
As soon as she stepped out from the doorway, Dagan rounded on her.
“What in Bellus’s name did you think you were doing?  You nearly got yourself killed.”
Ryn was taken aback.  He was angry at her? 
“Banar asked for help to find Lily.  She went missing last night, so since he asked nicely without being an ass about it and we said that we’d help.”
“So you went off without telling anyone?  A missing Blackwatch Constable should have been reported to one of the Knights Sergeant.  The only reason I found you at all was because we are linked… I felt it.  I felt it all.”  The last was said as a whisper and Ryn grew a little uncomfortable at the intensity of emotion burning in his eyes.
After a moment, Dagan seemed to compose himself and now that he was reassured that she was truly safe he slipped back into his usual annoying persona.
“Tell me exactly what happened.”
Ryn quickly told him all the events leading up to Dagan finding them.
“You were lucky Vannik was here.  If he hadn’t cast that dispel…”
“We would have four dead Blackwatch,” Vannik finished for Dagan.
Ryn jumped at his voice.  She had forgotten Vannik was there behind her.  She slowly turned back around to Vannik and looked him up and down.  “What exactly are you doing here Vannik?”
Vannik’s cheeks quickly flushed red, and he started to fidget a little under her gaze.  “Well… Bron had a hankering to get himself a woman, and I thought I could spend my time waiting for him by playing a few hands of Queen’s Gambit.  Nothing High Stakes though Dagan.”  He finished quickly holding up a hand to forestall any ill word from the Magister.
“Don’t worry Vannik.  I won’t report you for disobeying your Conditions of Parole.  I’ll assume that you weren’t counting cards.  Not this time.  You did me a service and I will pay that back to you.”
Dagan’s eyes slid back to Ryn’s, and she thought she saw the anger in them soften.  A little.
“I’m glad you’re alright.”  The runes on Dagan’s staff winked out, and he threaded his arm through its strap and slung it over his back.  Though Ryn noted that the staff could be back in his hand at a moment’s notice.  “I should have been here,” he murmured.
“But you weren’t, and I’m still here even if it was due in part to a little luck.  If Vannik hadn’t appeared, then Ashe had it handled.  He had regained control of himself and was about to stop Janin.  We Blackwatch are quite capable of looking after ourselves.”
Vannik’s muffled chuckle drew a hurt look from Ryn but she quickly composed herself and turned back to Dagan.
“Yes.  Thank Bellus that you had a Jdari with you.”
“A Jdari?”  Ryn’s tongue stumbled a little over the unusual word.
“Yes.  A Jdari.  Jdari is a word from the Old Tongue that is now used as a term for someone who can resist or fight magic.  Magic will not work on them or at least won’t work well on them.”
“Oh?  Are you saying that Ashe is a Jdari then?”  Ryn’s eyebrows shot up in surprise and then realization.  “Now that you say it that would explain a lot.  None of the Cadet Mages were ever very successful in stopping Ashe in our practice sessions.  They would slow him down, but that’s about it.”
Dagan nodded.  “Ashe may not be strong enough to stop a spell outright, but he should be able to throw off its effects quick smart.  I would have to test him myself to be sure though.”
“I would like to see you do that!” Ryn said with a grin.  And then she realized that she now felt better.  What was left of the terror and fear was swept away from her body and Ryn looked up with startled amazement at Dagan. He had distracted her with that Jdari stuff on purpose.  She opened herself up to the Link but still found it shut off.  His anger was still there, though not as strong as it was.  Ryn gave him a thin-lipped smile.
“Now that you are here, what should we do now?”
“What should we do now?  First, I want to hear what that bastard has to say from his own lips.  Then he will be placed in custody by the Blackwatch and then held under close watch until he can be taken to the Tribunal in Kaldor.  If this man really is capable of mind control and he is unregistered…”
Dagan then reached out and placed a warm hand firmly on her shoulder.  “I am glad you’re alright.  Now, let’s clean this mess up, get this mage to show us on a map exactly where Lily has been taken and then we go get her and the others.”




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Damn the woman.  I leave her alone for five minutes and she nearly goes and gets herself killed.  If Vannik hadn’t been here…
This one thought kept circling around in Dagan’s shut off mind.  This thought was one he did not want Kathryn feeling.  He watched Kathryn as she turned and walked back into the room, watched as she disappeared from view.  He then felt eyes upon him.
Vannik’s ice blue eyes were staring at him.  Hard.
“Are you alright Dagan?”
The question surprised him and it must have shown on his face as Vannik continued though in a more offhand fashion.
“She’s fine.  I think it would take more than a Menfau mage to take her down.  You need to give her some credit.  I heard her ask the blonde one for help, and when he and the dispel acted, she was on the Menfau and questioning him quicker than any skilled Magister.”
“I’m not training her to be a Magister, Vannik.”  Dagan scowled back at the doorway again.
“I didn’t say you were.”
“What is Bron doing?”  Dagan asked to pull the conversation away from Kathryn.  That was not a subject he wanted to discuss with Vannik or anyone.
“He’s downstairs paying the establishment to look the other way and to cover the cost of a new door.  He’s going to want you to pay him back.  Just warning you.”
Dagan grinned.  “I’ll put in a req to the Tribunal to reimburse him.  He might get his money in a year or so.”
“Yeah.  I gathered as much.”
“Would you both mind giving me a hand getting him back to the keep for questioning?” Dagan asked nodding his head in the direction of the room.  “I want to have someone with experience to help back up these new Constables.”
“Sure, though Bron will want your word that this work will go towards his sentence remission.”
“That’s a given Vannik.  What about you?  Don’t you want the same assurance?”
The big man shrugged.  “It’s no skin off my nose if you do or don’t.  A rogue Menfau is a bad thing to have, it’s my duty as a citizen to help.”
Dagan nodded.  It was the response he had expected.  Even with his background, the man always had a good code of ethics.  His eyes then slipped again to the doorway and his thoughts were drawn back to Kathryn.
The Link.  His experience with it was not what he expected.  Sure, he had read about it, seen it firsthand among the Blackwatch he knew, but knowing about it is not the same as experiencing it yourself.  The raw unguarded emotion, the sheer crippling agony as his gut clenched as the first wave of fear and terror hit him… his stomach still hurt.  And Kathryn just seemed to shake off the feeling like it was rain, even as he watched.  Maybe it was her years of recruit training that helped her get over it that quickly.  Maybe.  Either way, he could not let Kathryn know about his overreaction to her emotions over the Link.  He did not want to be diminished in her eyes.
With that final thought, Dagan walked into the room.
∞∞∞
 
By Bellus this man is young.
But age is no excuse for what this Menfau did.  Dagan thought he had a handle on his anger, but he found upon seeing the source of Kathryn’s fear, his simmering rage boiled up and threatened to explode.  He stopped just inside the doorway and it was only his intense will that kept the anger in check and stopped it from outwardly showing.  He felt rather than saw Kathryn glance his way.
Once Dagan felt confident enough that he had regained control of himself he came into the room to stand next to Kathryn.  The other three Blackwatch ringed the kneeling man, daggers drawn and not letting him move an inch.
“Dagan… he knows where Lily is.”  Banar’s voice broke the silence of this strange tableau. 
“So Kathryn told me.”  Dagan stepped forward and dropped to one knee in front of the prisoner so that he could see him eye to eye.  The man, Janin, looked at him and Dagan watched his eyes slide over him, noting the staff and the lack of a Blackwatch uniform.
“Do you know who I am?”  He finally asked.
The man shook his head.
“He is your worst nightmare Mage,” Banar sneered.
“That’s not strictly true.  Being taken by the Aequitas Tribunal to go before the Seat of Judgment would a magi’s worst nightmare.”  Dagan kept his voice soft and even.  “I am Magister Dagan Drake and what do I find hiding out in a city brothel but an unregistered mage, and a Menfau at that.  There is a reason that mind control magic is a strictly regulated magic.  It can cause a bit of a mess when it gets mixed with politics and profit.  The Tribunal knows the location of all registered practitioners and there is not one recorded as being in Brookhaven.”
“You’re a Magister?”  Janin’s voice came out as a croak.
Dagan nodded.  “Yes.  You are going to be taken into custody by the Blackwatch.  You will have an Inhibitor placed on you and then you will be taken to the Tribunal in Kaldor to face Judgment.  You are an unregistered Menfau mage who has used their Talent to try to kill members of the Blackwatch; they are not going to be all that gentle with you.   Now, the severity of that Judgment can be mitigated if you can help me with a few answers to some questions I have.”
The man’s now terrified eyes darted around the room, searching for any means of help.  “Questions?”
Dagan tried not to smile.
Magisters have a fearsome reputation, mainly because most rogue mages do not want to come in quietly and end up coming before the tribunal in a body cart.  And a Magister always gets their Mark, as the common saying goes.  In reality, this is not always the case, but Dagan is not going to let that slip.  This boy was willing to take the life of innocent people, of Kathryn, and had no qualms about doing so.
The thought of Kathryn and her terror caused the anger to begin to build up again and Dagan clenched his hands into tight fists in an effort to control it.  The boy saw this and flinched, obviously expecting Dagan to hit him.  Good, the boy needs to feel and understand what fear really is for himself.
“You answer my questions truthfully and you need have no worry about me.  Answer me with lies and that will be a different matter.  Now, tell me where Lily and the others were taken.”
“I told her,” Janin pointed a shaking finger at Kathryn.
“Yes, but you haven’t told me,” Dagan replied, his voice deep and low.  Janin’s eyes jerked back to his and Dagan’s golden stare drilled into them, holding them.
Janin swallowed.  Dagan could see his throat working to try to push the gulp down.  “They were taken last night to a farmhouse just off of the Kaldor road.”  The words sounded like they had been choked out of him, but once the stream started, the words began to flood out of him.  “When they came last night, they said that there was a Magister up at the keep and they were worried that the Tribunal may have heard rumors and sent someone to investigate.  So they decided to take the three recruits and try to cover their evidence.”
“What do you mean by ‘cover their evidence’?” Banar snapped from behind the man, making him jump but his eyes did not move from Dagan’s.
“I don’t know.  I assumed a memory wipe.”  Janin’s voice sounded weak, even he seemed not to believe his words.   
Dagan had heard these weak excuses many a time before.  The lies people tell themselves to make them feel better.  The lies that over time they may end up believing.
“It would take more than a memory wipe to allay my suspicions boy.  You knew in your heart what was planned for them and yet you still let them go.  Now you’d better hope that we are not too late to save them.”
Dagan rose to his feet just as the sounds of boot heels on the stair echoed in from the corridor.
“It’s Bron and some Blackwatch,” Vannik said from his position in the hallway.
“Good, it looks like those constables from the Keep have finally caught up to me.”  Dagan turned back to Janin.  “Now boy, I am going to cast an inhibitor on you and then you will be taken to the keep to be held by the Blackwatch until my return.”
At the mention of the inhibitor, Janin jerked away from him and tried to get to his feet.  Banar was on him in an instant and pushed him back down to his knees.
“Donal, you and Vannik may want to wait for us at the head of the stairs.  You may not like the feel of this spell while I’m casting it.  Send those Blackwatch in when I call for you.  Once this is done and they have him safely in custody, then we will all go take a look at this farmhouse.”
∞∞∞
 
Ryn opted to wait outside with Donal and Vannik, not wanting to witness Dagan’s ‘talk’ with Janin about the farms whereabouts or see the fresh reaction of a mage when an inhibitor is cast upon them.  The way Dagan talked, it did not seem pleasant.
She still could feel the memory of Dagan’s anger, and fear, in the back of her mind.  It sat there like a fresh scar across their Link.  Now his end was shut down, he learnt how to do that rather quickly for someone who hadn’t been trained.
“Are you both all right?” Vannik asked them after a moment of uncomfortable silence.  The door to Janin’s room had been closed behind them blocking out the only source of sound on this upper level.
Ryn nodded, but Donal answered.
“Yes, though I’m still a little shaky.  I still can’t believe how easily he did that.  Snuck into our minds and was able to…” Donal’s voice trailed away as the weight of his thoughts overwhelmed him.
Ryn then remembered something that Vannik had said earlier.  “Vannik, how did you know what was going on in that room?  You were playing cards downstairs, you couldn’t see anything.”
Even under the thick silver moustache, she could see his grim smile.  “In my line of business, it pays to set wards and alarms about you wherever you go.  You’re just lucky that Bron had come up this way to visit his…. friend, otherwise you might all be dead.”
“Thank you, Vannik,” Ryn said quietly.  She hated owing her life to someone else because of her own foolhardiness.  She would ensure that it would not happen again.
“Thank you Vannik,” Donal repeated Ryn’s words and, giving Vannik a small smile he reached up and clasped the big man’s arm. Vannik returned Donal’s smile before abruptly turning red and turning quickly away.
“Come, let us wait downstairs in some of those comfy armchairs instead of standing around at the head of the stairs.  I’ll get you a drink to help settle you.”  Vannik barely waited for their nod of consent before heading down the stairs. 
Ryn lifted a querying eyebrow at Donal who gave a shrug in response and followed the big man quickly down the stairs.  She glanced back once more at the closed door before following the others to wait downstairs.






CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Ryn lay flat on her stomach against the crest of the ridge, staring down at the farmhouse and a barn, beside her Ashe was doing the same.  The rest of the group was down in the valley behind them hidden within a small copse of trees securing their horses.
“Can you see anything down there Ashe?”
“No, nothing.  Not even a chicken.”
“A little odd for a farm house don’t you think?  To not have chickens and at least one dog roaming around the barnyard?”
“I guess that means we have found the right farmhouse then.”
Ashe nodded, but did not take his eyes from the buildings below.  “We’ll have to keep an eye on Banar.  The longer he goes without his Link with Lily, the more erratic he gets.”
“Can you blame him Ashe?  What would you do if something happened to Donal?  If Banar were me, I would be down by that house right now kicking the door in.”
That comment caught Ashe’s attention, and he turned to look at her.  “You would be that frantic for Dagan?”
“Look at how quickly he rushed to The Wicked Woman when he thought I was in danger when three days beforehand he probably wouldn’t have bat an eyelid at it.  The Pairing creates a bond, our instructors warned us about it, but it’s not the same as feeling it.  And Dagan didn’t have the training we had.”
“I would rush into that building for you Ryn.” 
Ryn jerked around to stare at him.  Ashe’s voice was quiet and heartfelt and she was caught off guard by the comment.  Luckily the sounds of movement behind them stalled any further conversation.
Both warriors looked back over their shoulders to see Dagan and the others moving low to the ground up towards them.  At the foot of the rise stood Vannik dressed only in his breeches.  Ryn threw a horrified look at Dagan who just grinned back.
“See anything?” Dagan asked as he took the position to her right.
“Apart from a near naked Vannik? No, and as Ashe pointed out, they are not even making any pretense that this is a working farm.”
“It does look pretty deserted doesn’t it,” Bron said with a smirk as he settled next to Dagan.  Ryn noted that he had a leather bag tied to his back.  He also had a protective cloth cover secured over his beard and held in place by loops around his ears.
“So there is no excuse for us to ‘horse’ around,” Donal added as he took a position to Ashe’s left with Banar settling in beside him.
“But there are no hors- oh!”
Ryn turned her sharp gaze on Dagan who nodded at the realization he saw in her eyes.
“Vannik is going down to see if he can draw anyone out.  A stray horse won’t startle them and may even draw someone out to try to catch him,” Bron said.
“Or some bored Mage will use him for target practice,” Banar said as he inched himself as close to the edge as he dared and looked down at the farmhouse.
“And there is the Banar we all know and love,” Donal said as he shared his mirth with Ashe.
“Let’s focus on the task at hand, shall we?  Let’s not forget why we are here.”  Dagan’s voice did not raise one octave higher, but it didn’t have to, to stop the two Blackwatch from playing around.  “We need to watch Vannik’s back while he’s down there.”
“Yes Dagan,” both Donal and Ashe responded sheepishly.
After one stern look at them both, Dagan looked over his shoulder down the slope to Vannik and gave him the signal to begin.
Ryn couldn’t help but watch as Vannik, now standing with his back to them, abruptly began to shimmer and blur and before she even realized what was going on, he was off and running as the gray plough horse.  She turned her attention back to the farm and waited for Vannik to appear down below.
“We need to all be careful when we go down there.  There is no telling what unstable spells and charms this many unregistered mages will cast.”
The group just nodded agreement to Dagan as Vannik came into view below.  The horse walked through the open yard gate and stood a moment, flicking his gray ears back and forth.  Snorting and shaking his head, Vannik seemingly satisfied that he was alone walked slowly towards the barn.  Nothing else moved.  Ryn watched as Vannik stopped to wuft at a tuft of grass and then his head shot up and he gave a nervous whinny.  An answering whinny came from inside the barn.
“It looks like someone’s at home.  But where?”
Vannik trotted towards the barn where the whinny was heard.  Beside her, Ryn felt Dagan tense up, and that was when they saw the first sign of movement.  The door to the barn started to open as Vannik approached and was then just as quickly closed.  Vannik slowed to a stop and stood staring at the door, ears pricked forward as if listening to something.  Ryn risked a glance at Dagan and saw him intently watching the scene below.
The door opened again, and this time a hand appeared, holding a wisp of hay.  Vannik stood staring at it a moment before nickering and heading towards it.
“He’s good,” Donal said appreciatively.
“He’s had years of practice.  After all, what better way to hide a mage?”  Bron answered.
Ryn felt rather than saw Dagan frown, but he said nothing in response to Bron’s dig at the Tribunal’s lack of skill.
Vannik stopped just a head length away from the proffered hay and flicked his ears back and forth twice.
“He sees only two in the barn.  Which means that at the moment they are both occupied with looking at him.  Let’s approach from the other side and see if we can take them by surprise.” Dagan said.
The group crawled away from the top of the ridge and then quickly made their way around to the rear of the barn through an old field that had long gone to weed.  Ryn could see that the field must once have held wheat from the sparse smatterings of it among the tall grasses.  The fence separating the field from the barn had all but rotted away to hollow wood and a section of the wood was easily broken to let them move quietly to the rear of the barn.
“Okay, what now?”  Donal asked as they all sank to a crouch.
“We wait,” was Dagan’s reply.  Bron gave a low chuckle.
A loud whinny came from within the barn that made both Ashe and Donal start in fright and then came the sounds of hooves on wood right on the other side of the barn wall from them along with the voices of two men cursing.
“Perfect.” Ryn heard Dagan whisper.  “Everyone, get ready to move.”
A loud crash came from the other side of the wall and both Dagan and Bron backed off towards the fence and quickly gestured for the others to do the same.
Another crash, some shouting, a loud deep throated neigh, followed by more shouting and then another crash. 
The wall of the barn shook, releasing a shower of dirt and hay dust.
More shouting, the sounds of heavy hooves, and then came the sound of steel being drawn. 
There was a moment of silence and then, CRASH. 
The wall of the barn shuddered and then one more shout and then another CRASH. 
Then the wall of the barn shattered, and a man came flying out over their heads and destroyed what was left of the fence behind them and landed in a crumpled heap in the field. 
Ryn was up sword out, ready to rush into the barn to help Vannik when the horse popped his head out of the hole in the barn wall and snorted.  Then before she could blink, the horse dissolved into the form of a man.  A very naked Vannik.
“Bron you daft bugger, throw me that bag.”
Ryn looked back at the man lying in the field but a large piece of shattered fence post had speared him in the side and from the odd angle had gone up under his ribs.  He will not be getting up again.
Bron rose to his feet and untied the bag from his back and threw it to the waiting Vannik, who deftly snatched it from the air.  To Ryn the actions looked much practiced like they had done this many a time before, which considering their circumstances, they probably had.  From the bag came a set of breeches, some boots, a shirt, and Vannik’s metal rod.  He dropped the bag and disappeared behind the still standing section of broken wall.
“Vannik?”  Dagan called as he rose and walked over to the hole in the barn wall.
“These two are the only ones in here.  There are a set of large cellar doors in the floor near the front.”
“What about the house?” Banar asked coming to stand next to Dagan.  “Wouldn’t they be in there?”
“The house is deserted,” Vannik replied.  “I could not smell or hear of any life coming from it.  That house is dead.”
Vannik’s choice of words was odd and Ryn looked at Dagan as she felt a small shudder come across their Link.  But he gave her a slight shake of the head.  “What about below?  Did you sense anything below?”
“Yes, there is life below us, but that is all I can tell you.  I was a little busy being manhandled at the time.”
A whicker came from further in the barn and Vannik, now dressed, came into view.  He whirled on his heel and pointed back into the barn.  “You, my friend can keep your opinions to yourself.  As if I would take kicking advice from a nag like you.”  He turned back to the others.  “The greedy bastards thought they could catch me and sell me in Brookhaven Town.  They thought wrong.”
“Okay people, let’s go.  Remember this place is supposed to be booby trapped.  We’ll take a quick look around for this switch Janin mentioned, but if we can’t find it quickly, we’ll just have to be extra careful when we go in.”
Ryn followed Dagan into the barn, carefully stepping over the broken pieces of wood still stuck to the frame.  Inside was dark and Ryn stopped to let her eyes adjust to the light levels in the barn.  The smell of horse manure mixed with hay was thick in the air and once her eyes had fully adjusted, she could see six horses stabled in the surrounding stalls.  Off to the other side were a large flatbed wagon and a small two seat carriage.
“Bron, Vannik, you are both experts in traps.  See if you can find that disarm switch.”  Dagan was standing in the center of the barn, the leather strap on his staff looped about his arm.  Ryn came and stood next to him, her eyes carefully scanning the barn.
“The switch will take care of the physical traps… what about the magical ones?”  Bron asked as he stood next to Dagan, opposite Ryn.
“There are three mages here.  We should be able to deal with them.”
Bron grunted and moved to the front of the barn.  Vannik was not far behind him.  “The switch should be close to the front, to be within easy reach of anyone heading down below.  For all their sophisticated aims, this operation seems pretty amateur.”
“What makes you say that?” Donal asked as he began poking around some hay piles with his staff.
“What decent gang puts two people in a barn and think that’s a good enough guard?  There should have been watchmen roving about outside in the fields and some on the hill tops around us.  Have enough eyes out to give warning that something was coming.  Bron, how many did you have watching your place in Kaldor?”
“Twenty in the surrounding streets, half that many on the rooftops.  Used a whistle or mirror flash to signal trouble coming.”
“And he kept a lot of armed men at all of his places of business.”
“Still didn’t help me when the Tribunal came for me,” Bron muttered as he moved some crates.
“That was my fault brother, they were coming for me.  You just got in their way.”
Bron grunted again and continued his search.
“Janin said that they thought the Tribunal was after them, didn’t he?”  Ryn said as she turned her grey eyes on Dagan.  His eyes widened, and he looked sharply at her.
“They’ve pulled their guards in.  They are cleaning house.”
Urgency flooded through her Link and Ryn took off running to the cellar doors.
“Everyone, forget the switch.  We have to get to those girls before it’s too late.”




CHAPTER NINETEEN
“Don’t go too far ahead.”
Ryn slowed down and let the light from the activated runes on the mages’ staff catch up to her.  Banar was right beside her, Ryn could see the outline of his face in the mage light.  It was a face that Ryn had never seen before.  It was hard and angry and it scared Ryn more than she would care to admit.
Not taking any heed of Dagan, Banar continued on a few more steps and as he placed his foot down on the third step, both he and Ryn heard a soft click!
Ryn darted forward, grabbed Banar by the back of his scale mail and yanked him backward with all her strength.  And in less than the blink of an eye, two metal javelins shot out from the left wall across the corridor missing Banar’s chest by a fingers width before retracting back.
“By Bellus! Are you okay Banar?”
Banar nodded and shook himself once Ryn released him.  “Thanks, Ryn, I need to be more careful.”
“Everyone will need to be careful.  Remember the booby traps.”  Dagan’s voice slipped out of the darkness, followed by a soft blue light as the runes of his staff lit up and pushed it back.
He looked back over his shoulder.  “Bron, if you wouldn’t mind?”
The big man nodded from the back of the company and pushed passed them all to kneel next to Banar.  Dagan came to stand behind him, letting the light from his staff illuminate the path ahead.  Bron leaned forward and put his cheek to the ground and studied the stone in front of them.  After a moment, he sat back up on his haunches and looked cockeyed at Banar.
“You stepped here?” Bron asked while pointing to a section of stone in front of him.
“Maybe, I wasn’t paying much attention to where my feet went.”
“Lesson number one.  Always pay attention to your surroundings,” Vannik’s voice murmured from behind.
Bron pulled out a piece of chalk and drew a large, white rectangle around that section of floor.  “That’s a pressure switch; as long as we don’t step on it we should be fine.  Let me go ahead, I’m better at finding these little surprises than the rest of you.”
Banar looked about to object so Ryn elbowed him in the side and gave Bron a strained smile.  “Of course, be our guest.”
The group made their way down the corridor, carefully avoiding the area that Bron had chalked out.  Dagan held his staff up high, letting the blue light bathe the corridor ahead of them as Bron searched the path before them.
“What about magical traps?  Can you detect those Bron?” Ryn asked sharing an anxious look with Banar.  His face was still pale from his close brush with the spear trap.
“I’m his backup,” Dagan said from behind them.
“I don’t need a backup,” Bron scoffed.  “I’ve gotten through more types of traps than you’ve had cooked breakfasts.”
“And I’ve released you from more types of traps than you can mark off with your fingers and toes,” Vannik rumbled from the back of the group causing a snigger to come from Donal.
“Phfaaah.”
The corridor they were in looked to have been hewn straight through the granite bedrock below the farm.  It was dry but cold, and even though they were not that far below the surface, Ryn imagined she could feel the pressure of the stone above pressing down on her.  Looking over her shoulder showed Dagan coming up behind her holding up his lit staff with Donal and Ashe sandwiched between him and Vannik.  Looking forward again showed only darkness.  But then ahead of them came the faint, orange glimmer of light.
“There are lanterns set ahead.”  Ryn peered harder into the darkness.  “It looks like this corridor opens up to a big room.”  As soon as those whispered words left her mouth, the sounds of voices came floating down the corridor.
Ryn signaled to Dagan who immediately stopped the rest of the group.  They all then stood still and listened.
There were several different voices, both male and female and though their words were not clearly heard, they sounded as if they were arguing. 
Dagan let the light of his runes die away and he signaled Donal to do the same.  Just as Donal’s light died down, Ryn saw a ripple of reflection cross the corridor space in front of them.  The spike of clarity that came across the Link told Ryn that Dagan saw it too.
“Bron, stay still,” Dagan whispered. 
The big man froze and Dagan pushed past Banar and Ryn to kneel beside Bron.  “There is a magical barrier a foot away from you,” he whispered.
Bron nodded and backed away to give Dagan some room.  He pushed his large frame in between Ryn and Banar. 
Dagan placed his right hand flat on the smooth stone floor and began to murmur softly.  Ryn watched as an arc of liquid blue light flooded out in waves from Dagan’s hand and flowed along the contours of the floor.  It then started to pool as it hit the magical barrier that covered the way before them and as Ryn watched, it quickly seeped up the barrier until it covered it entirely.  Only then did Dagan pull his hand from the ground.  The light from Dagan’s magic now reflected eerily against the magical trap, a blue barrier laid against the invisible one.
Dagan looked over his shoulder and signed them back with a wave of a hand back lit by blue light.  Ryn was thankful that the room ahead was well lit otherwise Dagan’s blue light might be seen by those inside.  She heard those behind shuffle carefully back and she did the same, keeping level with Bron and Banar as she did.  When they were back far enough Dagan, then covered his eyes with his hand and Ryn immediately turned her head and closed her eyes tightly shut.  She hoped everyone else was doing the same.  Reassurance came down the Link and Ryn relaxed a little.  Dagan’s got this.
She heard Dagan stand and then felt a concussion of force wash over her body and pass on to her friends behind.  There was no sound but Ryn felt an annoying feeling of something just out of earshot as the waved passed over her.  Taking a risk, she opened her eyes and looked back down the hallway and found Dagan standing still, murmuring.  He then dropped his hand to his side and sighed.
“It’s gone.  And it was an incredibly nasty little trap,” he murmured.
“It should not have detonated like that, not with the spell you were casting,” Donal muttered as he rose to his feet.
“Unstable magic will react in unpredictable ways,” Dagan softly replied.  “Which is why I raised that shield to protect us from the worst of it.  We should be thankful that whoever created it was not adequately trained.  That barrier should have killed us if we were not carrying the right token key.”
“Should have?” Ryn asked curiously.
“It was not formed correctly.  This type of barrier is meant to kill, but this instead would have fried our minds and left us as jabbering idiots.”
“Maybe it was meant to do that…” Ryn could clearly hear the uncertainty in her voice.
“I said earlier that this lot were amateur, this just proves it,” Vannik’s husky whisper cut in from behind the pack.  “Let’s just go and crash their party while they’re still arguing.”
“Why didn’t Janin tell us about the token?  The switch he was talking about wouldn’t have shut this trap off,” Donal asked.  Ryn turned and gave him a searching look and was rewarded when Donal’s face suddenly screwed up in consternation as he finally realized what had happened.  “…. Oh…. that bastard!”
“You’ve got to give it to him, as scared as the little weasel was, he still tried to get one over on you.”  Bron cocked his head as he looked to Dagan.  “What should we do about that lot down there?” he said nodding his head in the direction of the light.
Dagan looked back along the corridor to the bright orange light ahead of them.  Slowly, the runes on his staff began to flare up.  “I say we blunder into them, take them unprepared and hopefully be able to release the Blackwatch prisoners.  I just hope we’re not too late already.”
Ryn drew her sword, and she saw Banar and Ashe do the same.  Next to her, Bron drew his long, steel dagger and behind them came a flare up of light as Donal and Vannik activated the runes on their weapons.
“Let’s go.”
At Dagan’s command, they all moved quickly down the corridor, with Dagan taking point and Ryn at his shoulder.
The orange glow from the room grew brighter as they approached and the sounds of arguing still seemed to come from further away.  And then they were in the room.
It was large, and even Ryn could tell that it had been made from a natural cavern.  The floor and walls had been shaped, but the roof hadn’t.  The size of the room made the benches and tables it contained look inadequate.  On those tables were all sorts of equipment and magical paraphernalia that Ryn vaguely remembered seeing in Donal’s classrooms at Brookhaven Keep.  There was also a weird, pearlescent shimmer walling off a corner of the room.
“You see that?” Ryn asked Dagan, gesturing to the simmer with her sword.
“Yes, I see it.”
The arguing began to grow louder again and both Dagan and Ryn stopped in their tracks as they saw an opening at the far end of the chamber going to another room.
A woman surrounded by several men walked into the room, their voices all rose in a heated argument.  And then one of the men took notice of his surroundings and gave a startled squeak and tugged at the woman’s sleeve to get her attention.  The woman, dressed in a white tunic and long skirts glared at the man for his impertinence.  Then her eyes widened as she saw what was behind him.
“Where’s Lily and the other Blackwatch cadets?” Ryn demanded before anyone else could say anything.  She felt a flood of caution come over the Link and felt rather than saw Dagan increase the flow of power into the runes of his staff.  The rest of the group moved to form a semi circle around them with Ryn and Dagan at its apex.
The woman recovered quickly from her surprise and a haughty, disdainful look descended over her face.  “Ah look, some more ‘volunteers’ for our cause.  Let’s hope that some of these are found to be more suitable for our charm work than the others.”
“What is it with illegal charms?  One day I’ll run into something that will surprise me.” Dagan muttered more to himself than the room.  Raising his voice, “I am Magister Drake, and you have made the great mistake of kidnapping a Constable and several cadets of the Blackwatch along with your use of unregistered magic and harboring unregistered magi.”
While Dagan talked, Ryn took the opportunity to run her eye over the opposition.  There were only five of them, and they all looked to be mages.  This might be easier than she initially thought.
“You are now going to be placed under arrest and taken to Kaldor to await hearings before the Tribunal under the charges of being and harboring unregistered mages, performing restricted magic, and kidnapping and attempted murder for starters.”
“You think that little speech scares me little man?  Scares us?  I am not some hapless child that can be made to come crying to the skirts of the Tribunal because you think I’ve done something wrong.”
Dagan shrugged.  “It’s a spiel I’m required to give to you.  Usually, I give it after you are chained up ready for transport, but now seemed as good a time as you seem to want to be quite chatty.”
“What have you done with the Cadets?  With Lily?”  Banar’s voice cut across Dagan’s.
The woman turned her gaze on Banar and smiled at him.  “Is one of them your girlfriend?” she then waved away her own question with a flick of her hand.  “No matter… to answer your question, we have to test the mind charm, to see how much it will control the subject and how long it will last.  So far, once successfully cast, the charm can enable me to control anyone I want.  Any Blackwatch, any noble, any annoying Magister.”
“Leeta!” one of the men hissed at her.  In a swirl of blonde hair, the woman turned on him backhanding him hard across his cheek.  “Insolence will not be tolerated,” Leeta said as the man staggered back, blood seeping from under the hand he held to his face.  It was then that Ryn noted the large gold rings on her hand.  Ouch!
“Surrender peacefully and the Tribunal will not be as harsh with you.”  Dagan planted the foot of his staff on the floor in front of him and held the top of it loosely in his hands.  Ryn could feel the link between them tense and she renewed the grip on her sword hilt, ready.
“Surrender?”  Leeta turned quickly back to Dagan.  The man she had hit scuttled quickly to the back of their group, glad of the reprieve.
“You know we have you outnumbered three to one don’t you?” Leeta smoothly replied as more people came out of the room behind them, carrying various blades or staves in their hands.
Ryn inwardly cursed.  This is what happens when things start to look like they are going her way.  “Why are you still holding the Blackwatch?  Are they still alive?” Ryn let the tip of her sword fall to the ground.  It did her no good wasting her energy holding it up before her.
Leeta raised her hand and flicked it towards the shimmer that Ryn had seen earlier in the corner of the room.  The shimmer lightened enough for her to see through it.  Behind it was Lily and two other girls huddled against the corner.
Lily plus two? Ryn felt the frown forming on her face.  She turned her eyes back to Leeta, but Dagan asked the question before she or anyone else could.
“There is one missing.  There should be three cadets.”
“They can break the hold of the mind charm.  We cannot have them running to the authorities, can we?  So we are using their life and magical energy to help build better, stronger charms.”
“So… you killed her?” Ryn thought the voice was Ashe’s but she couldn’t be sure.
“Good to know you’re barking mad.  And dangerous.  A person’s life magic should never be taken by force.  It is an abomination to destroy the soul of another.  It makes what I need to do so much easier.”  Dagan straightened and the blue runes on his staff suddenly flared brighter.  She then saw that both Donal and Vannik followed suit, though Vannik held his rod in his hand like he was about to hammer something with it.
Leeta turned to her people and swept her arm out to point at the group of Blackwatch.
 “Capture them all, their life force is strong and can be used to continue our work.”






CHAPTER TWENTY
As soon as she finished speaking she rushed to the back of the group as they moved forward towards Ryn and Dagan and the other Blackwatch.
Ryn stepped closer to Dagan.  They were a Pair now, so they had better start fighting like one.  She noticed that Donal and Ashe had done the same.  Banar, so used to fighting with a mage was now by himself when the first of the enemy hit.  But Vannik, bless his heart, darted forward quickly to stand with him.  Then she lost track of the others as the enemy came against her and Dagan.
A pair of daggers flashed out at her. 
Ryn bought her sword around and knocked them away while her left hand pulled her dagger from its scabbard.  She did not have her shield, so Ryn hoped that she was good enough with the dagger to fend off the blows coming to her left.
With the dagger covering her left side and sword drawn, both Ryn and the man circled then began to whack at each other.  Ryn lifted her dagger and caught a blow then pounded into the man’s off arm with her own sword hilt. The man disengaged and smashed at Ryn again. The clashing of metal filled Ryn’s ears and made her unaware of anything else around her.
Ryn jumped, dodging a blow to her legs, and then smashed the man across the chest with the chunky butt of her dagger. A loud Oofff escaped his lips, and she swung hard with her sword.
The man retreated then attacked again.
Ryn swung toward him, and he turned to catch the blow with the cross piece of his sword. The man overcompensated his balance and fell forward, his sword thrusting toward Ryn's chest.
A zap of blue lightning caught the man in the side and he was knocked sideways to crash into another swordsman trying to flank Vannik.
A quick nod from Dagan, and then the next opponent was upon her.
She gripped her dagger, holding it along her forearm, edge side out and used it to help catch blows that her shield, if she had it, would have stopped.  Ryn had practiced like this many a time with Ashe, but this was the first time that her life and others depended on her skill.
Stepping forward, Ryn raised her arm and took a blow against the dagger on her forearm while jabbing at the man’s exposed belly with her sword.
The man sucked his stomach in and jumped back.
But Ryn followed him, using her sword as a distraction.
He raised his blade to parry hers away.
She captured his blade against her sword’s hilt.
And then she ran her forearm along the length of his sword arm.
Blood seeped into the surrounding cloth and Ryn danced away as the man’s grip relaxed and his sword dropped from nerveless fingers to clatter to the ground.
She made sure of her grip on her dagger, keeping it secure along her forearm.
Then another two men were bearing down on her.
She backed closer to Dagan.  He was just whacking the steel end of his staff into the head of a man already doubled over, knocking him unconscious.
Ashe and Donal charged the two men and now for a brief moment, Ryn and Dagan were unoccupied.
It was then that Ryn realized that she could now hear a low murmur over the sounds of physical combat.  She turned to look at Dagan.
“The mages stayed back for a reason,” he said.  “She wants us alive so they are combining their power to capture us in barrier bubbles.  We’ve got to stop them before they finish casting that spell.”
Ryn didn't quite understand about the spells but she knew whatever it was must be bad.  “What should we do?”  Ryn quickly looked around and saw that there was more enemy lying on the ground then there was standing.
“I need Donal and Vannik free to help me.  I know Vannik can cast an effective dispel magic spell, Donal and I will funnel our power to him and he can force a magic dispel to go through this entire area.  You and the others will then need to get to that huddle of mages before they can start again.  Got it?”
Ryn nodded.  “We can handle it.”
“I’m beginning to see that now.”
Ryn thought she heard a little respect in his voice, but she could be mistaken over the sounds of battle.
“I’ll go tap Donal and Vannik to come back to you.”
Dagan nodded.  He then reached out and clasped her shoulder.  Ryn turned back to him expecting more instructions.
“Please be careful.”
Her eyes widened in surprise and for a brief moment, she felt something flicker through the Link.  But then it was gone, replaced with cold determination.
“I will.  I’m like a bad smell, I always come back.”
With a grin, she turned and headed towards Vannik, who had now been joined by Bron.
She sidestepped as a swordsman staggered by her and fell unconscious to the floor.  She saw Bron spin and his hands whip back and then forward.  Light flashed off steel.  The man on Vannik dropped to his knees with a scream, clawing at his back where the blades had sliced through the leather.  Ryn could not believe that a man so large could move so fast.
For the moment, Vannik was free.
“Vannik,” Ryn called out to the group by way of warning.  The large man lowered his rod and looked at her.  Banar stepped in to engage the next thug.  “Dagan needs both you and Donal back with him.  He needs your magic.”
The big man nodded and retreated past her.  Ryn moved on and delivered the same message to Donal who gave her a quick smile and left.  She took his place next to Ashe and raised her blade to meet the next swordsman.






CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Dagan watched Ryn head back into the fray.
Since when did I become so sentimental?
Kimba was right.  The Link does do strange things.  The events of this morning amply proved that.
Dagan mentally shook himself and focused back on the task at hand.
At the far end of the hall, the mages had gathered around the one called Leeta.  She held her staff horizontal to the floor and the other mages had all placed their hands on it.  The runes on the staff began to glow with an eerie yellow light that reflected against the surrounding faces making them look like cadaverous mockeries of life.  Even above the sounds of fighting, he could hear the combined murmur as each voice incanted their power into Leeta’s staff.  There was something strange about that staff though Dagan could not quite put his finger on it.
“Magister, Ryn said you needed me?”
Dagan nodded to Vannik, though he did not take his eyes from the group of mages.
“Dagan, Ryn-”
“Yes, Donal.  I need both you and Vannik.”  Dagan finally tore his gaze away from the mages and looked at the two men.
Donal came to stand next to him, leaning heavily on his rune lit staff, his dark hair falling into his eyes.  Sweat beaded on his forehead and there was a red spatter against the skin of his cheek and neck, the rest hidden by the dark cloth of his Blackwatch uniform.  “They’re pumping a crap ton of power into that staff, Dagan.  I’m surprised that it hasn’t splintered under the pressure.”
A flood of realization came over Dagan as Donal’s words sunk in.  “It has a metal core which means that it has been expressly created to funnel power.”
“Which then means that we are in for a deep shit pan of trouble,” Vannik rumbled.  The big man looked unfazed, he still stood tall and true with his mass of long gray hair floating wildly about his head.  His blood spattered beard looked no better and his clothes also carried the muck of battle.  Bron will be sending Dagan a very big laundry bill.
Dagan nodded.  “I think they are going to cast a stasis spell to trap us all and we need to stop them before they can, which is where you come in Vannik.”
“Me?  But I’m a pseudo unreg.”
“A pseudo unreg who can cast a damn fine dispel magic that can go clean through an area in seconds.”
“It’s nice to have my magic be appreciated for once.”
Dagan nodded.  The murmuring from the group began to increase.  They did not have much time.
“Vannik, you are to cast and myself and Donal will funnel our power into you.”
“I’ve never done that before!”
“You’ve got to start sometime and now’s the time to do it.  Just cast your spell like you normally do and draw the power from your inner core.  Donal and I will be feeding our power into your inner core.  Draw as much power as you think you’ll need.  And then release the spell when I give the command.”
Vannik nodded and took his place in front of Dagan and Donal and planted his feet firmly on the floor and leaned forward as if he was bracing himself to catch something.
Dagan twisted his arm tighter into his staff’s leather strap and rested the head of his glowing blue runed staff against Vannik’s left shoulder blade and Donal laid his purple runed staff against the right.
As soon as the big man felt both staves on his back, he raised his rod horizontally before him and began to incant.
Time seemed to slow as Dagan felt the power flow from his core, through his body and into his hands, and as it flowed into his staff and seeped up the wood, each of the inscribed runes glowed brighter and stronger than they did a moment before.  He knew, rather than felt when his power finally entered Vannik, and then he lost it as Vannik gathered it all up and whisked it away. Dagan felt his muscles weaken, but he steeled his resolve and kept himself in place.  From the corner of his eye, Dagan saw Donal doing the same.
The murmuring from the Mages gathered around Leeta grew louder.
Dagan risked a look and saw that the stasis spell build was almost complete.  There was not long to go now, another moment and those mages will be just as wreaked as he and Donal are going to be when Vannik’s spell begins to be cast.
A body collapsed.  And then another.  Leeta abruptly tipped her staff vertical, with the foot of it knee high from the floor.  The murmuring ceased as the rest of the mages dropped to the floor, exhausted.  Leeta began to take up the chant.  The staff clasped in her hands began to pulse with the yellow light in bright, blinding bursts.
“Vannik, dispel, dispel, DISPELL!”
Vannik, his small rod held horizontal before him, let all the power he had gathered together within him flow from his hand into the slender metal rod with each word he murmured.  Runes flared to life in a burst of orange light, except Vannik’s light burned with the bright goodness of sunlight with hints of blue and purple glinting in its heart.
Dagan noted the muscles of Vannik’s shoulders stiffen as he bolstered himself against the powerful flow of magic running through him.
Leeta raised her staff and then bought its heel down hard on the floor, causing its sick, yellow light to flash out away from it into the hall.
At the same moment, Vannik swung his rod around his head and at its apex flicked it, causing a concussive wave of magic to flood into the hall, rushing to meet the expanding flash of yellow coming towards them.
Leeta’s yellow flash met her own men first, and they instantly froze in whatever position they were in when it hit.  The men were encased in a pulsating, yellow light, holding them immobile in the position they were in when caught.  Dagan watched as Ryn and the others rushed back towards their position and he felt a brief spike of fear come through the Link before being replaced by grim determination.
The yellow flash and the orange wave rushed towards each other to meet in the center of the hall.  They collided with such concussive force, that a shockwave of orange, blue and purple light burst out in all directions, knocking all and sundry to the ground.
Ryn!
Distracted by Ryn, Dagan grunted as Vannik’s large frame fell back into him catching him unawares.  He briefly heard Donal cry out before his voice was ripped away by the tail end of the blast.  He still kept a loose grip on his staff, though the leather strap that he had twisted around his forearm had tightened with the force.  And then all three of them were sliding along the floor, the force of the wave pushing them back.
And then in the blink of an eye, the hall was clear.  And silent.
“By Bellus’s Bloody Ball’s, what was that?”
The sound of Ryn’s voice breaking the quiet stilled the racing of his heart and stifled the unconscious fear that had been quickly building inside him.
“That was me… I think,” Vannik rumbled as he rolled himself off of Dagan and Donal and slowly pushed himself to his feet.
Pushing himself up on an elbow, Dagan moved his legs enough to get them under him and then rose slowly to his feet.  By Bellus he felt weak.  Luckily he had his staff to help him stand.
“Can someone help me up?”
Dagan turned and held a hand out to Donal, Vannik clasped the other and they both hauled him to his feet.  He wobbled a little but quickly steadied once he had his staff to help prop him up.
Movement at the far end of the hall caught Dagan’s eye.  Ryn and Ashe were checking the mages.  They were all out cold, as were the warriors.  Banar was checking the captured Blackwatch now that the barrier was down.
“Where’s Bron?”
Vannik’s question had Dagan’s eyes darting around the hall.  There were a lot of bodies though, none at first sight looked large enough to be Bron.
“Maybe he’s unconscious among all that lot.  He could be under some of them,” Donal said as he started to move slowly in the direction where he last saw him.
“Yes, he could.”  Vannik moved to follow him.
“Dagan?”  Ryn called out across the hall.
“Yes, Ryn?”
“All of these magi are out cold.  I think one or two of them might be dead.”
“She must have drained every drop of magic from them, or they were not strong enough to endure the channeling.”  Dagan made the slow walk to the other end of the hall to see for himself.  As he walked he could feel his strength returning.  He should not have channeled so much of his own magic into Vannik, but at least there was not one piece of operable magic in this place that Dagan could ‘feel’.  That blast must have cleared the entire farm.
“Thank Bellus that nightmare is over!”  A voice uttered into the quiet hall.
Dagan looked to the corner where Banar was helping Lily sit against the wall.
“Thank Bellus you’re alright,” Banar said as he placed a hand uncertainly on her shoulder.  “You are alright aren’t you?”
“The barrier is open… By Bellus’s light…” One of the girls had woken and was now trying to sit up.  “Are we saved?”
Dagan did not hear Banar’s response as Ryn was crossing the floor to meet him.  “Are you hurt?” she asked accusingly, gesturing to his use of the staff.
Dagan shook his head.  “Just a little weak, but my strength is quickly returning.  Donal is worse off I fear.  I don’t think he’s channeled before.”
Ryn glared at him and he felt her checking their Link to see if he was lying to her.  “Ryn, I’m a little hurt that you don’t trust me.”
“I do trust you,” she said stopping a hands width away from him.  “I trust you to tell me what you think I want to hear.”  Her eyes slid over his shoulder.  “Ashe has got Donal, he’s helping him look for something…?” she asked looking back at him.
“Helping Vannik look for Bron.  He’s not standing with us, so he’s got to be down somewhere.”
Ryn nodded and then looked over her shoulder at the group in the corner.  Dagan could feel a little uncertainty through the Link.  At least it was no longer directed at him.
“Dagan, is there a way to tell if they are still mind controlled?”
“Yes.  There is a way, but the Dispel that Vannik cast would have ripped whatever charms they had on them to shreds.  The only magic that could survive that blast would be rune staves.”  Dagan held up his own staff as an example and let the small amount of magic left in him to trickle into its runes.  They glowed a weak blue before he pulled the magic back.  “See?”
“Yes, I see.”  Her eyes flicked again to the corner.
“What I said to you the other day still applies,” Dagan said.  “Trust no one.”
“Even you?”
“Especially me.”
Ryn looked again at the corner, and then she frowned.  “Shouldn’t there be three cadets?”
Dagan looked himself.  There were Banar and Lily and he recognized the two girls from his run-in in the Women’s Barracks yesterday morning.  “Yes, there should.”
Without saying anything more, Dagan walked to the corner.  His steps were much stronger now and barely needed the staff to help him.  His rest as he talked with Ryn restored much of what was lost to Vannik.
“Dagan, she’s okay,” Banar said as he crouched next to him.  Ryn stayed a few steps back giving her a wide field of view of all of them.
“I see that Banar.”  The three looked shaken and white but relatively unharmed.  In the back of his mind he had expected crying and hysterics–that was the usual reaction on the rare occasion he could rescue someone–but was pleasantly surprised that none of them succumbed.  The Blackwatch knew how to train for steady nerves.
Of the three, Lily looked to be the least affected, so he directed his attention on her.
“Lily, do you know where the other cadet is?  You and three cadets were taken last night from The Wicked Woman, but there are only two cadets here.”
“Dagan-”
Dagan cut off Banar’s objection with a look.  “There is a missing girl.  We need to find her.”
“It’s alright Banar,” Lily said laying a hand on her Pairs arm to reassure him.  “They took her not that long before you arrived I think.  And then they started arguing.”
“There is a room through that door.”  One of the cadets pointed to the door Leeta had come through.  “That is where they took her, but this time they haven’t brought her back.”
Then before Dagan could answer her a roaring stream of cursing came from the room indicated by the cadet followed by a roared “VANNIK!”
Vannik’s head popped up from the bodies he was examining and then he was off and moving.  For his size that man can move quickly, Dagan thought.  He patted the girl on the shoulder in what he hoped was a reassuring way and rose to follow in Vannik’s wake.  Ryn fell into step beside him, calling to Ashe and Donal to secure the mages before they came to.
“I’m dreading what we’ll find in there,” she said quietly to him.
He felt Ryn’s emotions roiling through the Link.  “Let’s hope for the best, we might be surprised.”  Privately, Dagan did not hold much hope in finding the girl alive.




CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Ryn followed Dagan into the room.
It was much smaller than the hall with shelving and bookcases lining the walls interspersed with brackets that held lit lanterns.  The sputtering flames from these made the shadows of the room jump erratically around and made the room seem filled with people.  In the central area of the room were three tables set parallel with each other each with a neatly folded white cloth at one end.  That small piece of order set a jarring discord with the rest of the room.  Ryn’s eye was drawn to the far table where Bron, Vannik and now Dagan stood, blocking her view of its contents.
As Ryn moved slowly towards them, she noted the wide, leather straps attached to each table; enough to hold someone’s arms and legs.  She also noted the large brownish marks and stains ingrained in the wood of the table tops.  She scented the strong scent of vinegar and brine and under that, the faint smell of decay.
The smell was enough to turn her stomach, but she closed her eyes and steadied herself.  Ryn recognized the mix of smells.  It was the same as those used at the keep by the physicians to help preserve a body when it needed to be transported a long distance for burial.
“Ryn-”
“No Dagan,” She cut him off before he could finish.  Ryn could feel his concern for her over the link.  She did not want to be coddled.  She is a Blackwatch Constable, not some simpering manor girl with more beauty than brains.  “I need to see this.  You tell me that working for the tribunal is not all daisies and sunshine… I need to see what we’re up against, what you are fighting against.”  She took a deep breath.  “I am Blackwatch and so is she.  She is family.”
Dagan’s eyes narrowed as he assessed her words and through the Link, Ryn felt his concern turn to acceptance as what he saw and felt of her reassured him.  “Very well.”  He sidestepped down the table, leaving a gap between him and Vannik and gestured for her to fill it.  Through the gap, Ryn could see part of an arm and lower body of what looked to be someone lying on the table, half covered by one of the white sheets.
Ryn slowly walked the room, keeping her attention focused on that small gap between Dagan and Vannik, if she did that then it just looked like they were standing around someone who was sleeping.  As she slipped in beside Dagan, he gave her a little smile.  She returned it and then turned to look at the table.
A girl lay still on the tabletop, with short blonde hair and looked not that much younger than Ryn.  She recognized her as being a first year Blackwatch cadet–though could not remember the name - and there was no sign of trauma that could be seen on her body.  Ryn looked harder at the girl’s face and noted the sunken cheeks, the gray pallor of the skin, and the redness around the eyes.
“What happened to her?”
“Magic is what happened to her,” Bron spat out the words as if trying to rid himself of something distasteful.
“There is nothing wrong with magic brother,” Vannik soothed.  “It just depends on the people who use it.”
“Magic is a tool.  And just like any other tool, it can be misused to devastating effect,” Dagan’s low voice stopped any other response.  “This is what happens when unregistered mages play with things that they do not understand.”
“But there is not a mark on her.”
“There wouldn’t be.  They drained her life, Kathryn.  Everyone has a small seed of magic in them, it is the foundation for the core of what makes us human.  But as with other abilities, some people are blessed with more of an abundance of magic than others.”
“Cursed more like.”
Dagan ignored Bron’s words.  “The magic core is usually powerful enough to give us the basis of thought, speech movement, and our essence.  But with some people, such as myself, Vannik and Donal, our core burns a lot more brightly giving us a well that we have the ability to channel into what is called magic.”
“So, we all have the capacity for magic?” Ryn asked, a little confused.  This was the first time she had heard of magic being described in this way.
“Well… yes.  But it would kill you, even the smallest spell would drain your core and leave you a lifeless husk.  As I said, to be a mage, you need to be blessed to have a strong core that can store and tap the well of magic overflow that is produced.”
“Well, I’ll be.  I didn’t know that is how it worked.”  Vannik cleared his throat.  “So we are born as we are as Bellus wills it.”
“More or less.”
Ryn looked again at the girl on the table.  “I don’t even know her name.  Why would they drain her like that?  Why would they kill her?”
“Because that is what bastards like them do.  They only care for themselves and don’t give a fig about others.”
“Bron, we are not all like that,” Vannik said.
“No, you and Dagan aren’t.”
“To answer your question Kathryn,” Dagan said with a slight rise in his tone.  “Once we have the surviving mages secured at the keep, we will ask them.  Leeta said something before she attacked us about using our essence to fuel their mind control charms.”
“So this girl died because someone else wanted power.”
Dagan gave her a grim nod.  “There are always people in this world who crave control and power over others.  It’s up to people like us to make sure they don’t get away with it.”
Ryn couldn’t take her eyes from the pale face of the young cadet.  “We can’t let her friends see her like this.”
“They won’t.  Kathryn, I need you to go outside and call Peck to deliver a message to Knight Sergeant Kimba to have a squad come out and secure this farm and to take the prisoners here into custody.”  As he talked, Dagan moved to one of the worktables and grabbed a piece of parchment and a pencil and began to scribble on it.  “Vannik, you can guard the entrance to this room while Bron gathers Donal and Ashe to make sure the prisoners are secured, especially the mages.  Banar can make sure that the girls are comfortable, he won’t want to leave Lily alone.”
Dagan put the pencil down and rolled the paper into a tube and tucked it into a leather cylinder that he pulled from one of his pockets.  He then handed it to Ryn.  “Make sure that Peck knows to give this to Kimba.”
Ryn took the cylinder from Dagan.  “Peck’s not a trained messenger bird Dagan.”
“He’s a Nabolean Crow isn’t he?”
“Yes-”
“Then he will deliver that message to Kimba if you ask him to.”
“I’ve never had him deliver messages before.”
“Then this will be the first.” 
Dagan said this with such conviction that Ryn immediately turned and left the room.  The last thing she saw was Dagan pulling the sheet tenderly back over the pale face of the girl.




CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
The last of the prison wagons disappeared into the distance under cover of the dust stirred up by the horses that went before it.  Another wagon contained Lily and the two cadets and with them went Banar.  At the head of that procession was the wagon bearing the body of the dead Blackwatch cadet with an honor guard of Constables guiding her way back home to Brookhaven.
Ryn leaned against the gatepost to the farm yard with Peck, head cocked to one side, peering down at her from its top.
“Cacaw, cacaw,” the bird said followed by a ruffle of feathers.
“I know Peck.  I know you are not a pigeon and I sincerely thank you for delivering that message to Sergeant Kimba.  Annnnd I am sure Dagan will thank you as well.”
The crow flattened his feathers against his body and turned daintily on the spot to look back at the barn, he then half opened his wings in his version of a shrug.
“Cawww.”
“He won’t forget.  Not if I remind him.  When we get back to the keep, I’ll grab some steak from the kitchens for you as my thank you for helping.  If it wasn’t for you, we’d still be waiting for them to come.”
“Raww.”
“I wouldn’t try that if I were you.  Dagan doesn’t seem like the kind of guy that would allow himself to be hit by bird poop.”
Peck snapped his beak and cocked his head as he looked at the small group of people standing just outside the entrance to the barn.  Ryn looked as well, curious at what had caught Peck’s attention.
Donal was talking to Vannik with Ashe and Bron listening and nodding.  Not far from them, Knights Sergeant Kimba and Kuma were in what could only be described as a heated discussion with Dagan if the hand gestures from the two Blackwatch were anything to go by.
Ryn ‘listened’ to her Link with Dagan, but could only feel amusement coming through it.  Whatever was being discussed was not upsetting him.
“What do you think of this whole business Peck?”
The bird cocked his head quizzically at her.
“Vannik is right.  For a group backed by shadowy organizations from Kaldor, they were pretty amateur.  I mean, something just doesn’t feel right about all of this.  It shouldn’t have been this easy for us to capture this farm, and I think Dagan knows it.”
Peck cawed and looked around him.  Ryn knew he was looking at the Blackwatch Constables patrolling the farm perimeter and the two pairs stationed on the surrounding hills.  There was also a Pair standing guard over the cellar entrance in the barn.  Securing the area until a trained Tribunal team could come from Kaldor and investigate.
“Yeah, when you think logically about it, it doesn’t make much sense.  It still doesn’t stop me thinking that they wanted this to happen.”
Peck gave her a reassuring croon, making her smile in response.  Ryn reached up and scratched his neck feathers causing the bird to croon even more.
Her eyes rested again on her Pair.
“You don’t really like Dagan do you?”
The bird stopped his crooning and snapped his beak.
Ryn couldn’t help but laugh.  “Okay, you don’t have to be so rude about it, silly bird.”  She went back to scratching Peck’s neck while watching Dagan and the small group of Blackwatch.  “We are Paired now Peck, which means that Dagan is going to be with me a lot.  Will you promise to be nice to him?  For my sake?”
Peck puffed out his feathers and deposited a large dropping on top of the fence post.
“Peck!  Be nice, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re jealous.”
The crow gave out a loud squawk and quickly turned his back on her.
“If you’re going to be like this, then I am going back to the others.”
Peck did not turn back, so she decided to make her way over to the group to stand with Ashe and Bron.  Ryn heard the sound of wing beats as she walked away and from the corner of her eye, she saw Peck flying towards a nearby field.  Probably going to hunt for any mice silly enough not to be scared underground by the tromping of Blackwatch patrols.   
Bron was just finishing up what must have been a long-winded story about a donkey if the bored look on Ashe’s face was anything to go by when she arrived.  Ashe smiled and nodded at her as she stopped beside him.  Donal and Vannik were talking quietly together off to one side.
“What are they talking so intensely about?” she asked nodding towards the two magi.
Ashe shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I stopped listening when Donal asked him for details about that spell he cast earlier.”
“It would be a good trick for him to know.  It might come in useful for you both someday.”
Ashe patted the hilt of his sword and grinned.  “If it’s all the same to you, I prefer to keep my trust with my arm and my blade.”
“Magic has its place,” Bron said running a hand over his beard, fingers habitually checking his intricate braids.  “But I’m with you Ashe.  I prefer to trust what I can see and know.”
“I trust my blade, but I won’t complain if magic saves my skin.  I’d be a bit of a hypocrite otherwise after what’s happened to me over the last few days.”  Ryn glanced over at Dagan and then at the two Knights Sergeant who were still talking intensely, though more now with each other than with Dagan.  “Do you know what’s put a bee in their bonnet?” she asked them nodding towards the two Blackwatch.
“No idea,” Bron replied.
“They were talking about the unregistered magi and then they moved away and the talk became all hush hush,” Ashe said frowning.  “I have the distinct impression that those three know something more about this whole situation that we don’t.”
“What do you mean?  We only found out about this place when they took Lily.  If that didn’t happen, they may have succeeded in their plan in mind controlling those recruits and none of us would have been any the wiser.”  Ryn looked again at the trio.  They certainly did not want their discussion overheard.  They had moved enough of a distance away that their furious whispers sounded like a bunch of hissing snakes.
“I don’t think Dagan knew of this place before today either, judging from his reactions,” Ashe said with a strained looked that suggested he was getting his teeth pulled.  “But the Knights Sergeant?  Kuma moved around like this place was familiar to him.”
“You think Knight Sergeant Kuma was involved with this lot?” Ryn could not keep the shock and surprise from her voice.  “Ashe, I thought you always liked Kuma.”
“I do.  But that still doesn’t stop my gut from telling me differently.”
“It wouldn’t surprise me if he was, or at least suspected something was going on in Brookhaven town and at least knew about this place third hand,” Bron said, still stroking his beard.  “It’s always the older, more experienced members that know where all the dodgy stuff is happening.  The veteran Blackwatch are also experienced enough to not to try anything with the dodgy stuff unless they know they can win.”
“As opposed to us youngsters?”
Bron nodded to Ryn.  “The new blood always think they are ready for anything and will jump in feet first without testing the waters… Bad things can happen as a result.  You were all lucky here because you had experience turn up and help at just the right moment.”
“I don’t know…” Ashe frowned as he thought how to frame his next words.  “My gut still tells me that there is something not right here.”
“My gut is telling me the same Ashe,” Ryn look hard at both men.  “Do any of you think that this was a little too easy for us?  I know we are Blackwatch and all, and Dagan is a Magister, but that capture went a lot easier than I imagined.”
“According to Donal, that dispel Vannik cast was pretty powerful,” Ashe said.
“Dagan said the same thing.  That Vannik’s dispel would have knocked out any magic operating on this farm.”
“He was channeling both Donal and Dagan’s magic sources…”
“But would that still be enough to stop those magi?”  Ryn asked, looking hard at both of them.  “If it was me, I would go down fighting.”
“Donal and Vannik were pretty wiped out after that spell, and Dagan did not look much better.  Maybe it was the same for the unregistered magi?  Maybe they had depleted themselves as well.  Weren’t they channeling their power into that woman?”
Ryn grimaced at Ashe.  He was right.  Leeta was draining those magi dry of their source and nearly caught them all in her own spell, if not for Dagan’s quick thinking with Vannik.
“Maybe I’m reading too much into things here.” The words came reluctantly from her lips and Ryn found herself staring again at Dagan.  She tore her eyes away and looked back at Ashe.
“Have any of your gut feelings ever been wrong?” Bron, still stroking his beard, asked as he studied Kuma.
“No,” Ashe answered him immediately.
Ryn hesitated before answering.  “Most of the time, No.”
Bron stopped his beard stroking and looked at her.  “Most of the time?”
Ryn sighed.  “It has been wrong on occasion.  On two occasions to be precise.  But it has never been wrong when it really counted.”  As she spoke, her gut spoke to her again but this time her instinct did not point toward Kuma.  It pointed back at the prisoner wagon heading back to Brookhaven Keep.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
“I don’t know what it is Dagan, I just feel like something bad is going to happen.”
Ryn and Dagan rode at the head of their small group as they made their way back to Brookhaven Keep, with Peck flying high above keeping a watchful eye on the surrounding countryside.
“What do you mean?  I can feel your uneasiness through the Link, but it doesn’t give me much to work with.”
Ryn sighed and shrugged, unsure of what it was she wanted to say.  “I was talking with Ashe and Bron earlier and we all agree that things today went a lot easier than it should have.”
Dagan quirked an eyebrow.  “By ‘a lot easier’ you mean that we didn’t get our asses handed to us on a silver platter?”
“Well… yes.  I know they were unregistered magi and all, but even so, apart from you and the brothers, the rest of us are basically unseasoned recruits.  I feel like we overcame them too easily.”
“You think that they wanted us to catch them?  That Leeta has some ulterior motive behind her defeat?”
Ryn’s eyes narrowed at the jovial tone in his voice.  “Yes.”
Dagan stared at her silently for a moment and then nodded, letting a small smile appear.  “I happen to agree with you.
She could not hide her shock at his answer.  Ryn had been expecting some small amount of argument, not this easy capitulation.  She saw him smile at her obvious confusion which immediately made her frown again.
“I should say that I agree with you to an extent.  I think both our conclusions as to the why are poles apart from each other.”
“She wants something.  Or someone.  Though I don’t know how being captured by the Blackwatch will help her.  We are not a political order, we keep the provincial peace and protect the realm.  That’s it.”
Dagan shook his head.  “I don’t think she is after anyone from the Blackwatch.  Unregistered magi come under the jurisdiction of the Tribunal.  The Blackwatch will hold the group until the Tribunal comes to take them back to Kaldor for trial and sentencing at the… but what can she possibly hope to do there?”  Dagan let his words wander off as he fell into his own thoughts.
Ryn turned her attention back to the road and stayed uncharacteristically silent.
They rode that way until Ryn determined that Dagan had long enough to ruminate on the problem.
“You’re a Magister.  You work for the Tribunal.  You caught them.  Why do we have to wait for someone from Kaldor to come and collect the magi?  Why don’t we escort them?”  Ryn held tight to the reins of her roan as it was becoming skittish.  The horse was probably picking up on her own unease.  “If we escort them, then we can keep an eye on them to ensure that nothing goes wrong.”
“And by ‘we’, I’m assuming you mean us, your Blackwatch friends and the Osega brothers,” Dagan said and flashed her a grin.
Ryn felt his approval over their Link and she nodded.  “There are only four magi left alive and now that the inhibitor has been cast over all of them, our small group should be able to escort them to the capital with no problems.”
“Don’t ever say ‘no problems’ Kathryn, that’s just asking to invite trouble in.”
“For the short amount of time that you’ve known me, Dagan, you should have gathered that I’m not worried by trouble.”
Dagan threw his head back and laughed.  It was a deep, joyful sound that was completely unexpected from such a cynically sarcastic fellow.  Ryn could not help but smile as she heard it.
“Truer words have never been spoken,” he said once he regained enough breath back to speak.  “But have you forgotten the reason why I am out here in the first place?”
“No… but-”
“There are ‘no… buts’ about it.  I have been sent out to track down an enemy of the state.  I cannot just put that aside because we want to escort some unregistered magi to the Tribunal in Kaldor.  The longer that man remains at large, the more chance he has to work his mischief.”
Ryn shut her mouth and turned away from him to hide the sour look on her face.  The man was of course right.  He had orders to find Ben Henly and bring him in.  That was his priority.  But was Dagan forgetting that now he is also Blackwatch?  His path is now permanently linked to hers until one of them goes to meet their maker.  Ryn shook herself to get rid of her moribund thoughts and, once her features were schooled back to neutrality, she adjusted her posture in the saddle and turned to him again.
“So, what are our plans now?”
“Same as they were last night.  The Knights Captain have kindly granted me the use of Donal and Ashe, along with Bron and Vannik, which should give us a good-sized group to go ahead with.”
“So we are still going to Kaldor?”
“I can see where this is going, Kathryn.  And yes, we will travel with the prisoners for a part of the journey.  Then we are going to split away and find our own path.”
“You enjoy being cryptic don’t you,”  Ryn said this more as a statement than a question.
“It’s one of my joys in life and I’ll do it every chance I get.  And, in warning, if you say ‘So’ one more time I’ll make you darn my socks.  The smell of them alone will make you regret ever meeting me.”  Dagan smiled as he spoke and for some reason it made Ryn feel better.
“Have you had a chance to go through any of those papers you collected?”
“You know I haven’t Kathryn.  Kuma and Kimba arrived not long after I found them and we’ve been occupied since then.  We’ll both take a look through them once we are back at Brookhaven.”
Ryn’s face brightened.  “We?”
“We.”
A loud squawk from above caught everyone’s attention and Ryn looked up to see Peck diving straight towards her.  She reined her horse to a halt and lifted her arm and let that take the brunt of Peck’s momentum as his claws dug into the leather and chain as he landed.  Ryn moved her arm to her shoulder and let the bird take his usual perch.
“What did you see Peck?”
The bird immediately went into a long series of caws and croaks and Ryn listened intently to what he had to say.  She also heard the rest of the party move their horses up to flank both her and Dagan.
“You’re sure Peck?”
The bird cawed and nodded his head.  Ryn frowned at the news.
“What did he have to say?” Dagan asked once the crow had stopped talking.
Ryn turned in the saddle, looked at him, and then looked back to the others behind her before looking back again to Dagan.  “Peck says that there is a large group of people shadowing the road ahead of us.
“How far ahead?”
Peck croaked his answer and Ryn quickly translated it to the others.
“About a league or so away.  He thinks they are trailing the Blackwatch Caravan ahead of us.”
“Do you think they are after the prisoners?” Ashe asked bringing his horse up to ride alongside Ryn’s.
“I’m pretty sure they’re after the prisoners, Ashe.” Dagan frowned and looked to the road ahead, running a hand over his mouth as he thought.  After the span of a few breaths, he turned to them and said, “The caravan needs to be warned.”
“But they are over a league away!” Donal all but shouted at them.  “We’d run our horses into the ground trying to catch them up and it would be too late by the time we reached them to help.”
“Donal, have you ever heard of the saying ‘Quicker as the crow flies’?” Dagan asked.  Donal nodded his head in response.  Dagan smiled.  “Well, in this case, we literally mean just that.”
“Is Peck able to carry a message to the Blackwatch caravan?  To give them a warning?”
On Ryn’s shoulder, Peck stood straight up and fluffed his feathers, giving a croak that sounded like assent.  Ryn nodded.
“Good.” Dagan immediately slipped a hand into his saddle bag and pulled out a scrap piece of parchment and a pencil.  Using his thigh as a writing table, he quickly scrawled a message and then handed the note to Ryn.
Ryn fished a small leather pouch from her own saddlebags and pushed the note in it before tying it tightly shut.  She then secured the pouch loop over the bird’s shoulder and under the opposite wing.  “Peck, deliver this to Corporal Enon with the Prisoner caravan.  And then come straight back to us once he has it.  Understood?”  The bird snapped his beak and nodded.  Ryn smiled and held up her hand for him to hop onto and then, with a slight bob, she propelled him into the air and Peck disappeared into the blue sky like a small, black arrow.
“Now what do we do?” Donal asked.
“We ride.”  And with that Dagan put his heels to the sides of his coal-black horse and they shot off down the road kicking up dust behind them.




CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
The sounds of fighting faintly came to them over the thrum of their horses’ hooves before they could actually see it.  Ryn’s horse snorted heavily with each stride she took and combined with the puffing of the other mounts it made a strange but fitting rhythm to their haste.
The road ahead was clear, but even her with wind teared eyes, Ryn could see that it turned sharply into a copse of stunted, scrubby trees and underbrush.  She remembered it from their ride out.  It would be a good place for an ambush.
Ryn leant further into her horse’s neck, trying to protect her eyes from the wind but then remembered why she had stopped doing that as the roan’s bobbing head collided again with her cheekbone.  She settled back into squinting ahead and hoped that there were no surprises waiting for them on the road just ahead.
A bright flash of orange light lit up the copse of trees which bought their rushing horses to a sliding standstill.
“What was that?” Ryn heard Bron call from behind her.
“That is bad news.  We need to get in there and help them,” Dagan replied as he reined his black back under control.
Ryn’s skittish roan bobbed its head up and down and tried to turn away from the road.  The mare was usually so placid and Ryn could not understand why a flash would unsettle it so much.  It was then that she ‘felt’ something in the surrounding air.  She peered around her thinking that there was a marsh fog coming in, but the landscape around her was clear.
“It’s from the magic,” she heard Dagan say.  He must have felt her reaction through the Link.  “It’s charged the air, it won’t hurt you, but animals don’t like it.”  He looked back over his shoulder at the others as he slipped his staff from its saddle mount.  “Let’s go.”
Ryn drew her sword and made her shield loose on her back.  She heard the ring of steel and wood from the others as they too readied their weapons.
Over their shared Link, Ryn could feel his courage and determination and his desire to help bring justice to those unable to claim it for themselves.  And he was angry.  That emotion simmered beneath all the others and was directed more inward than outward.
Ryn’s roan came up alongside the black as they rounded the corner and entered the copse of trees.  She was immediately assailed by movement and sound, but followed as Dagan headed his horse into the surrounding trees.  The Blackwatch wagons were on the road ahead of them, each one contained within a protective bubble of magic that flashed a myriad of colors as Blackwatch Pairs fought to protect them and each other.
The attackers are many. And clever.  They also had mages.  Orange light flashed around them as an incoming spell hit one of the wagons.  More and more of the Blackwatch mages were set to strengthen the wards while their warrior Pairs fought to protect them as their attackers beat against the barriers in waves of steel and arrows.
“We need to take out their mages!” Ryn called out to Dagan as they moved quickly through the trees.  “Whatever we do, we need to do it quickly!” Donal called from behind her.  “They won’t be able to hold those barriers for long.”
Dagan jerked his black to a halt making the horse whinny in surprise.  Ryn reined her roan in next to him while the others quickly gathered around them.  Dagan sat still, studying the fight before them.
“It’s only a small group attacking, but they have magi,” Bron’s deep voice could be heard over the sounds of battle.
“They had to move in a small group so that they would pass undetected by Brookhaven’s patrols,” Dagan replied as he straightened up in the saddle.  “Their magi look to be concentrated in the trees on the left side of the road.  We’ll go around the outside of those trees and flank them, hit them from behind before they know we’re coming.  Their fighters are too intent on attacking the wagons to notice us.  They don’t fear attack from behind.  Let’s go.”
Dagan turned his horse back into the trees and the group followed him in.  They made their way quickly through the brush, circling behind where they estimated the enemy magi to be.  The group quickly dismounted and secured the still nervous horses to nearby trees before making their way towards the enemy.
Ryn unslung her shield and found herself clenching her grasp on the grip of her sword.  It was something she did before a fight, something that she was trying to cure herself of.  If caught unawares, a hit to the sword while her hand and arm muscles were clenched could send them into shock and maybe lose her grip on the sword.  She willed her hand back to suppleness and followed just off of Dagan’s right side.  To Dagan’s left came Ashe and Donal and behind them came Vannik and Bron.
The runes on Dagan’s staff suddenly flared up in a flash of blue and she saw Donal’s staff awake in a purple glow as well.  She gripped her sword again and tested the weight of her shield on her arm.  She was as ready as she was going to be.
And then they were on them.
Without thinking, Ryn launched herself forward and charged at the first man she saw.  The staff slashed down by her ear, narrowly missing her arm.  She rammed her shield hard into the mage’s midsection, knocking the wind out of him and stopping him from incanting.  Her momentum carried the two of them backwards, knocking the mage off his feet.  He fell on hard uneven ground, his weapon arm swung out to one side, causing the staff to fly out into the brush.  The man drew in a ragged breath and began to incant.
Ryn stepped forward and swiftly drove her sword into the man’s chest and the chant stopped in a loud sigh as his last breath left his body.  Pulling her sword, Ryn turned to look for her next target.
A man lunged at her.  She backed away from the burley young man, who had assumed a hunched over stance and was edging cautiously towards her, arms spread wide, much the same way that a crab approached its prey.  Ryn swallowed. She, too, bent over into a fighter’s crouch, and hoped that her training would be enough.
Her assailant knew he didn’t have much time before the attention of the others returned to them.  Ryn warily watched the man’s eyes.  If she could judge where he’d strike at her next, she might counter his move.  One of the training games Blackwatch cadets are taught was unarmed combat where she learnt how to deal with opponents twice her size and strength.  Techniques that can also be used in armed combat.  All she needed was for the big oaf to make one good mistake.
Ryn ducked as the man’s sword went whistling above her head.  With a grim smile, she moved in to swing her blade at his jaw, and intercepted his fist, jabbing in and catching her right in the throat.
Coughing, she staggered backwards.  Ryn cursed inwardly.  He was good, damn him!  It was a good shot, and in the throat.  That needs to be paid back.  She took two strides forward, backhanding his arm on the way past him with her shield and then twisted her shield arm and grabbed it.  With a quick foot, she pushed and pulled, flipping him over onto his back she stooped to bring her sword across his windpipe.  No one ever expects dirty fighting from a woman.  More fool them.
The others had charged on ahead, except for Dagan.  He was a short distance away from her in spell combat with a woman.  A flash of color caught her eye, and she turned to see an enemy mage dressed in white, his runestaff glowing bright orange standing near one of the wagons.  His gaze was fixed on Dagan, and Dagan had his back to him.  The man started to chant.
Dagan sidestepped as the female mage cast a fireball and then he let loose a barrage of mage bolts, shredding the woman’s magical barrier and striking her out cold.
The white mage was too far away for her to reach, so Ryn did the only thing she could think of.  She charged.
Ryn’s shoulder caught Dagan’s side and knocked him out of reach.  But the mage’s blast caught her instead.  Her sword flew from her grasp as she felt the power instantly swirl around and encase her as it lifted her up into the air.  And then every nerve in her body exploded with pain.  Ryn threw back her head and screamed.




CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Dagan slid to a stop in the dirt and immediately rolled into a couch, his staff still in hand.  Something had slammed into him.  As he glanced back to where he was standing, Dagan’s mind filled with blinding pain.  It was the Link….. Kathryn….
Dagan pushed himself to his feet and looked on in horror at the form of Ryn floating in the air encased in an orange glow of power.
The battle had quickly passed by them but Dagan saw the man dressed in white standing near one of the wagons, with a staff glowing in the exact shade of orange that covered Ryn.
Dagan set his feet, planting them firmly on the ground and stood his staff before him.  The surrounding area suddenly glowed blue and the runes on his staff became blinding.  The mage had noticed him.  The man became outlined in orange as he drew his power back to himself.  The bubble around Ryn disappeared, and she fell hard to the dusty earth.  She did not move.
Dagan felt his rage burst as her body hit the dust.  How dare this man…..   In the blink of an eye, he gathered the power to his hands and threw it across the gap between them.
It slammed hard into the mage who staggered back under the onslaught as the blue ball detonated in a flash of blue fire against his shield.  The orange bubble wavered, but held as the white mage frantically drew more power from his rune staff to bolster it.
Anger roared through him as Dagan gathered up more power from his well and his rune staff glowed so brightly that it would have blinded anyone who looked at it.  He moved forward, flicking his staff back and forth, sending hot bolts of blue force hurtling against the white mage’s protective bubble until he stood between Ryn and her attacker.
How dare you hurt her...
The white mage began to counter, sending out orange bolts of his own which fizzled against the raw power in Dagan’s shield.  Now the real battle will begin.
Dagan began to twirl his staff through his hands causing it to rotate faster and faster until its movement was all a blur.  Outside of his blue bubble, a vortex appeared sucking in all the magic that the White Mage threw at him, merging all the orange bolts into one large ball.  Dagan then twisted his whole body and swung the head of his staff hard towards the white mage.  The large orange ball came flying hard at the enemy and smashed itself against the mage’s barrier.  The orange bubble flickered before coming back though not as bright as before.  The mage incanted again, trying desperately to build up his protective bubble.
Dagan watched him, trying to find the best way to subdue him, trying not to give into his anger to outright kill him.  As he watched, Dagan’s face hardened.  The man’s moves and words were very familiar.  They were those taught at the Kaldor Elum school of Magic.  This man had been officially trained which meant that his name would be registered in the rolls held at the tribunal.  This was no unreg.  This group might be more dangerous than it seemed if they also have legal mages as members.
Pain, anger and guilt quickly flooded him, tearing him from his thoughts.  Dagan gasped in shock.  The Link had flared back to life. 
Ryn was awake.
Dagan clamped his mind down, squeezing his connection to Ryn to a mere trickle.  Having her in his head will not help him now.
Thank Bellus she’s alive-
Dagan’s shield rippled as a strong force slammed against his bubble.  He turned his attention back to the White Mage.
The man looked to have a death grip on a staff whose orange runes glowed with a blinding intensity.  The White Mage murmured again and Dagan’s lips and free hand moved to form a counter strike.
A whooshing sound flew past his ear as something large spun through the air towards the Mage.  The man was too far gone into his own incantation to react.  The object slipped through his magic shield and sliced through the soft cloth of his tunic to embed itself in his chest.  The orange bubble abruptly disappeared, and the runes went dark as the man’s staff dropped from his shocked hand.  The White Mage looked down in confusion at the hilt of the dagger protruding from the ruin of his chest as he slowly sank down onto his knees.
Dagan turned to see Ryn staggering towards him, her other dagger ready in her hand.  He dropped his own shields and rushed to catch her as she fell into his arms.
“Wasn’t expecting cold steel was he?  Stupid man should have set his barrier for physical assaults as well as magical.  He would be drummed out of the Blackwatch for that.”
“Kathryn, are you all right?” Dagan asked running his eyes over her for damage as he held her upright.
“I’m fine.  Just sore… actually I’m in a lot of pain.  My nerves feel like they are on fire.  Are you okay?”
Dagan tried not to grin.  “I’m fine.  But I can no longer hear the sounds of fighting; we’d best see what is going on.  Are you able to walk?”
“Of course I can, I’ve had twenty years of practice.”
Even with Ryn’s reassurance, Dagan kept an arm around her.  As with the nature of pain spells, the effects should dissipate shortly but until then you never know how they will affect a person.
The protective bubbles around the wagons had gone and as Dagan and Ryn trudged slowly by the skittish horse team of one of them, they saw the reason.
A huddled group of magi and warriors sat on the edge of the road surrounded by the Blackwatch guard.  Off to the side stood Vannik, Bron and Donal.  A quick glance around and he found Ashe talking with Banar by one of the wagons.
“Ashe, Banar!” Dagan called out to the two men, and they immediately came running when they saw his burden.
“Ryn are you hurt?  Let me help you.”  The words spurted out from Ashes mouth to both of them as he came to a stop before them.  He then moved Ryn’s free arm around his neck and then scooped her up into his arms and carried her back to one of the wagons with Ryn protesting all the way.
“You have to excuse Ashe.  I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but he’s got a bit of a soft spot for Ryn,” Banar’s low voice jerked Dagan’s attention away from Ryn’s retreating form.  He turned his golden eyes on the young man next to him.  For all his reputed shortcomings, Banar did not miss much.
“I’d heard it said that you had an interest in her as well,” Dagan murmured in return.
Banar gave him a nonchalant shrug.  “I chase after her and the others because it’s what people expect of me.  It doesn’t mean it’s what I am.”
Dagan looked on Banar with fresh eyes.  A noble youngling who knew exactly how to play the Great Game was a rare thing to find in a Blackwatch regiment.  “You play the Game on your friends?”
“The less they think of me, the less of a threat they think I am.”  Banar shrugged again.  “They were only fellow cadets before and I needed the practice, but now…”
“Having to depend on one another in a fight can change your perspective on people,” Dagan finished for him.
“Exactly.  Ryn, Ashe and Donal did not hesitate to help me when I asked for it and they fought by my side until we got Lily back.  That’s the mark of true friendship.”
Dagan grunted his agreement, before clearing his throat.  “Am I really that obvious?”
“About Ryn?” Banar turned shrewd eyes on him and then shook his head.  “Naah.  I’m probably the only one who would notice it.  You would need to beat the others around the head with a wooden practice sword while telling them slowly and loudly for them to catch on.”
Drawing a deep breath, Dagan looked back to the covered wagon where Ashe now had Ryn sitting on its back sideboard and was fussing over her.  “Make sure she gets water to drink and something to eat.  It will help her throw off the effects of the spell.”
“Yes, Magister,” Banar replied giving Dagan a cocky grin as he trotted off.
Tearing his gaze away from Ryn, Dagan now turned his attention to the captured magi and the Blackwatch guarding them.  The man who looked to be in charge was now talking with Donal and the others.  Corporal Enon if Dagan remembered exactly.
Corporal Enon turned to him as Dagan approached.
“Well met Enon.  Did we get a good catch?”
The young man smiled a white toothy grin, an odd contrast against his bloodstained black uniform and grime smeared face.
“Certainly did Magister, though some did get away.  Fein has gone after them.  If it wasn’t for Peck coming to warn us, they would have had us unprepared.”  As he spoke he waved a hand at Ryn who gave him a weak nod before turning back to argue with Ashe and pushing away the water skin that Banar was offering.  A loud squawk rent the air and the two men scattered as something large and black dropped between them before leaping up to perch on Ryn’s leg.  Peck.
“What of the prisoners?”
“Still secure in the wagon.”  Enon pointed to a wagon near the head of the column which, even now, had a Blackwatch pair standing guard.
“Did they try to escape when the attack started?”  Dagan asked, eyeing the thick oak walls and door of the wagon.
“No.  We didn’t hear a single peep from them,” Enon replied.  But there was a note to his voice that gave Dagan pause.
“Did something else happen?”
The Corporal moved uncomfortably on his feet.  “The two cadets that were rescued… they attacked the two constables riding with them in the wagon.  As you can see Banar is fine, Lily is in the wagon with them keeping them subdued with a sleep charm.”
“They attacked Lily and Banar?” Donal’s incredulity was plain in his tone.
“Yes.  They are asleep under a charm spell now and they’ll stay that way until they can be assessed at Brookhaven.”  Enon cocked his head toward the wagon Ryn, Ashe and Banar were sitting near.  “Which reminds me, I’ll have to select a Mage to take over from Lily so the girl can get some much needed rest.  If you’ll excuse me?”
“Yes, of course.  Go ahead.”
The Corporal gave Dagan a nod and then walked away, shouting out several names to the group of Blackwatch surrounding the prisoners.  Four mages left the group and moved to meet Enon by one of the wagons.
“I see everyone else made it,” he said once the Corporal was out of earshot.
Vannik shrugged.  “Just a few nicks and scratches.”
“Speak for yourself.  I’m going to need stitches!”
“Poor little mage… Did you get some blood on your new black uniform?”  Bron responded with an even stare.
The three men stared hard at each other.
And then all three of them burst out laughing.
The laughter quickly died away and Donal turned worried eyes on Dagan.  “If the cadets attacked, that means that charm must have taken.”
“But the witch who was heading that group is locked up in the prison wagon over there, magically muzzled and shackled along with her cronies.”  Bron nodded in the direction of the lead wagon.
Vannik shook his head.  “There is no way that she could have activated the charm and ordered them to attack.  It’s impossible.”
Dagan cupped his chin in his fingers as he listened, he eyes drifting to the captives on the roadside.  A mix of magi and warriors.  How many of those magi were registered?  How many of them were foot soldiers or were leaders?  Why try to attack a Blackwatch caravan?  What in the Sorrows here was so important?  Who got away? And where are they running to?
Dagan cleared his throat and drew his eyes back to the trio before him.
“The bigger question is who then holds the leash?  We will need to have Enon select a pliable prisoner for us to talk to.” He turned and looked at the wagon.  “I think it’s time I went and talked to our two sleeping cadets.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Giving a nod to the two Blackwatch standing guard at the door to the box wagon, he put his foot on the single step leading up into the wagon and opened the door.  Inside, the two cadets were huddled asleep in the corner with Lily sitting on the bench opposite them.  Lily turned to the door as it opened and she did not look happy.  He wouldn’t have been either if he had been attacked by his own people.
“Lily.”
“Magister.”
Her address was stiff and formal and she sat ram rod straight on the bench as if she were a tool waiting to be used.  Dagan knew shock when he saw it.  This girl had been thrust through pain and fire over the last few days and had been given no respite to rest and process the experience.  He sighed and tried to give her what he hoped was a comforting smile.
“Lily, why don’t you go out and join Banar.  The fresh air and company will do you good.”
The glassy look in her eyes faded and a hopeful smile tugged at her lips.  “Are you sure?  Corporal Enon told me to stay in here and watch the girls.”
“I’m sure.  If anyone gives you trouble, tell them to come see me.  You need to be with Banar.  And Corporal Enon was going to send a mage to relieve you, anyway.”
“Thank you Magister Drake,” Lily replied as she rose quickly from the bench and came to the door.
“I need to speak to these two,” he said.  “Can you lift your charm before you go?”
“Yes Magister.”  She turned back and with the flick of her hand lifted the enchanted sleep from the two Cadets.
“Thank you Constable.”  Dagan then moved away from the door to make space for Lily to leave.  She slipped quickly through the door and he closed it securely behind her.  Sitting on the end of the bench by the door, Dagan watched the two cadets as they slowly awoke from their sleep.  They stirred, blinking groggily and looked around them in confusion before their eyes settled on Dagan sitting by the door.
“Magister?” said one of the girls as she gently pushed the other from off of her shoulder.
“Cadets.  How are you both feeling?”
The red-headed girl who had spoken yawned as the blonde girl rubbed at her eyes with the heel of her hands.
“Apart from the splitting headache, better than what I was this morning,” one of the girls replied.  The other nodded agreement.
“Have we arrived in Brookhaven?” the blonde girl asked
Dagan rubbed a finger across his lips as he contemplated his next words.  “No.”  The two girls looked normal, no hesitancy, and none of the usual belligerent looks that suspects usually give him when they are being questioned and want to hide their true leanings.
“Can you tell me what happened to you during the attack?” Dagan asked.
“I don’t think we can tell you anymore than what we said back at the farm.  We were taken by surprise at… at The Wicked Woman and we are still only cadets,” the red head started and then glanced at her friend.
“Please don’t take that to mean that we are not ready to be Paired,” the blonde quickly said.  “We know it looks bad with us going to the Wicked Woman and all, but can’t we be given a second chance?”
Dagan raised an eyebrow in surprise.  They were worried that they might be kicked out of the Blackwatch.  And they have good reason to be, cadets that cannot obey simple rules of conduct will not make good Constables.  “What is the last thing you remember after getting into this wagon with Constables Banar and Lily?”
The red head frowned slightly at the question, but it was the blonde who answered.  “I think I fell asleep.  The rocking of wagons always does that to me.”  The red head nodded quickly in agreement.
“So you are both unaware that this caravan was just attacked?”
“Attacked!” both girls gasped at the same time.  “Did we sleep through it all?”
Dagan ignored the question.
“Do any of you remember feeling anything strange come over you while you were riding in this wagon?”
“Strange?” the blonde girl asked.  But the red head frowned.
“After what we’ve been through everything today is strange.  Tell us plainly what you want to know.”
“Very well.  You and your friend here attacked Banar and Lily in this wagon just as the attack on the rest of the caravan began.  Luckily for you both, Lily was able to cast a sleep charm to stop you from doing them any permanent damage.”
As he spoke the blonde gasped in shock, her hands covering her mouth.  The red head just stared at him.  She was the dominant member of this duo and Dagan decided that any answers he was trying to get was not going to come from her.
“As we said.  We don’t remember anything strange, just falling asleep until you woke us up.”
“What about dreams then?  Do you remember having any strange dreams?”
The frown lines deepened as the blonde furrowed her brow in thought.  “I think I heard a man’s voice-”
“You probably heard one of the riders outside,” the red head scoffed, but then she turned away in thought.  “I remember hearing a voice as well.  It was deep and echoing, like someone talking in a large, empty cave.”
“Yes, and he seemed worried about us,” the blonde continued.  “I don’t remember more than that.”
“We heard the same voice….” The tough demeanor of the red head crumbled a little as realization hit her.  “We are still affected by what they did to us aren’t we?.”
“So it seems,” Dagan replied.  They heard the same voice in their minds, that means we have another Menfau to deal with out there.  He rose slowly to his feet.  “A mage will be placing you both back under a sleep charm until we arrive back at Brookhaven Keep.  It is for your own protection until we can be sure you are safe.”
Both girls nodded their understanding but said nothing.
Dagan quickly opened the door and jumped down to the ground while signaling the waiting Blackwatch mage to go in.
“Corporal Enon!”
“Magister?”
Enon came striding into view followed by two constables.
The sound of hooves coming toward them drew everyone’s attention.  Dagan saw Kathryn try to rise from her seat, hand falling to the hilt of her sword with Ashe trying to push her back down.  Over the Link, he could feel the effort that cost her.  As battered as she was, Kathryn still had the will to fight.
“It’s Corporal Fein.  He’s back!”
Enon’s Pair came into sight through the trees quickly followed by a small squad of mounted Blackwatch.   Dagan caught a glimpse of a dangling pair of tied legs draped over the pommel of one of the riders.
“It looks like he’s caught someone,” Dagan heard Donal say.
Dagan turned to Donal.  “We’ll interrogate him and the others properly once we get them back to Brookhaven Keep.  The sooner we get answers, the sooner we can find out who is behind this.”




CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Ryn paced the length of her room, turned on her heel and then walked back to the door.  She paused, listening.  Nothing.  Turned, walked the length of her room, turn, walk back to the door.  Listen.  Nothing.
She had done nothing but pace for the last hour, waiting for Dagan or any of her friends to come and get her.  The last thing she remembered was being made to ride back to Brookhaven Keep on the buckboard of the second wagon.  Quelling the tremors and spasms from that pain spell had exhausted her and the pain she felt still echoed in every twitch.  Ryn could feel Dagan over their Link as he rode his black horse beside the wagon.  He was deep in thought, something troubled him.  And then she saw Donal ride up on the other side of the wagon and that was the last thing she remembered.
Damn Donal! He cast a sleep charm on her. Sneaky bastard!
She awoke in her bed to a note on her nightstand written in an elegant and flowing script which must have been Dagan’s telling her to wait in her room until he came for her.  What tosh!
The paper was still in her hand, now neatly folded and clamped between her index and middle finger, the pulp of the paper felt rough on her skin as she bent and straightened her fingers.
A note.  She should be thankful that Dagan didn’t have someone sit with her.  At least that meant that all she needed was some rest.  And at least she no longer felt the pain or was twitchy.
The Link.  Ryn opened herself to the Link and tried to sense through Dagan what was going on.  All she got was some good humored annoyance.  She frowned.  It seems that he had been expecting her.
A sigh escaped her lips, and she padded over to her bed and perched on the side while scooping up one of her discarded boots.  She will finish getting dressed as she waited for Dagan to come to her.
The wait was not long.  The clicking of a single pair of boot heels on the flagstones echoed from the outside hall and Ryn was on her way across the room before the soft tap was heard at her door.
“Dagan, what has been going on? Wha-” She started to ask as she opened the door.  Ryn’s questions came to an abrupt halt as she looked at her partner in bewilderment.  Dagan, dressed in his customary black now had a large, white dusting cloth spread over his left shoulder.  And perched on that shoulder was a puffed up and very annoyed Peck who had his head cocked, glaring at her.
“Kathryn, please take this feathered poo machine from me and tell him that you are fine.  He won’t believe me or Donal when we tell him that you are.”
“Donal shouldn’t have sneakily put me to sleep then.”  Smiling, she held up her hand and with a clack of his beak Peck hopped the distance from Dagan’s shoulder to her forearm.
“I’m alright Peck.  Just sit here and I’ll see if I have any of those biscuits you like.”  Ryn perched the crow on the back of her desk chair and then moved to her nightstand to check the draw for treats.
Dagan came into the room and closed the door behind him and swiftly removed the poo covered cloth from his shoulder and tossed it to the desk.  From the chair Peck eyed it curiously before cocking his head back in Ryn’s direction.
Ryn found what she was looking for at the back of the drawer.   She turned and tossed the biscuit across the room and Peck snagged it from the air with his beak and then hopped from the chair onto the desk so that he could eat more comfortably.
“That bird really doesn’t like me Kathryn,” Dagan said as he perched himself on the corner of Ryn’s bed.  Ryn noted that it was the farthest he could seat himself away from the crow and tried not to smile.
“He’s a good mate once you get to know him,” she said as she gave Peck a scratch on the back of his head.  “He’s just a little put out with you about what happened at the farm house.”  Ryn noted the cloth next to Peck had been well covered in droppings.  It looked like Peck had started getting his revenge on the mage.  She gave Peck another scratch and then left him to eat his biscuit.
“So you reward him with a biscuit for his unkindness,” Dagan muttered, but Ryn shook her head.
“No, but I reassure a friend that I’m all right.  Peck can be very protective sometimes and might worry himself sick enough to start losing feathers.”
“You are well then?”
“Yes, thanks to you and that sneaky bastard Donal.  You put him up to casting that sleep spell on me didn’t you?”
Dagan grinned at her, softening the lines and angles of his face and making him look boyish.
“It worked didn’t it?  No more pain and twitchiness.”  The smile quickly disappeared.  “You needed to rest Kathryn.  You shouldn’t have risked yourself for me like that.”
“Risk myself?  We are a Blackwatch Pair Dagan, a warrior will always fight to protect their mage.  Just as a mage will always fight to protect their warrior.  I did what I was trained to do.”  Ryn came and sat on the bed next to Dagan.  “But it’s not going to work sidetracking me with silly questions like this,” she said.  “What has happened while I’ve been sleeping and what are we going to do next?”
Dagan sighed.  Loudly.
Ryn could feel a slight wavering in their shared Link.  He was still worried about her.  She reached across and laid her hand over his.  “I’m fine.  You’d know from our Link if I was lying to you just as I know from it that you are worried.  What is it telling you now?”
Dagan grimaced.  “That you’re fine.  But that still doesn’t mean I can’t worry.”
Ryn gave his hand a little reassuring squeeze and was surprised when he returned it.  “Now, tell me what’s been going on? How long have I been asleep?”
“Now I definitely know you are fine since you are hounding me with questions again,” Dagan said letting a smile come to his lips.
A warning caw from the table caught Ryn’s attention, and she saw Peck glaring hard at Dagan and the hand he had on hers.  “Oh, go back to eating your biscuit you silly bird, there’s nothing going on for you to worry about,” she said, though Ryn did remove her hand from Dagan’s which he seemed to release with some reluctance.  For a man that kept reminding her of his independence, he was strangely protective of her.  It had been known for the Pairing to affect people in that way, but she would have thought that Dagan would not be one of them.
“And, as usual, you still haven’t answered me,” she replied to him to cover up her musings.
Dagan laughed.  “Yes, I haven’t.  But it’s best it wait until we meet up with the others.  You can get the full story then.  You’ve been asleep for over a day Kathryn, we all had reason to worry about you.”
“A day! I’ve missed a whole day?  No wonder I feel hungry.  And so much could have happene-”
Dagan raised a hand to halt her words, a smile catching at his lips.
“Much has happened, but nothing you could do anything about.  Keep your questions until we meet with the others.”
“When are we going to do that?”
“Don’t you want to eat first?”
Ryn glared at him, her lips held tight in narrow disapproval.
“We would be going to see them now if you’d stop questioning me.”
Ryn quickly leapt up from the bed, startling Peck into a flurry of cawing and puffed up feathers.  “Well? What are we waiting for?  Let’s go!”




CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Ryn’s Blackwatch cloak swirled about her as she and Dagan entered the small practice yard.  She was only wearing a light shirt over her black trousers and boots, so she grabbed the edges of her cloak and wrapped them tightly around her.  Dagan turned and looked at her, and with a smile took the leading edge of his cloak in his hand and quickly wrapped them both in it.
“Is that better?”
Surprise stopped any words from leaving her lips so she quickly nodded.  What happened to the smart talking, independent, secretive Dagan that she remembered from the other day?  He must have received quite a blow to the head to have knocked his senses about this much.
A loud screech cut through the air and something black whizzed low passed them enough to pull a clump of Dagan’s hair from his pony tail.  Dagan ducked down, pulling Ryn with him.  Ryn started to giggle, drawing a sour look from Dagan.
“It’s just Peck showing off,” Ryn said as they both stood up.  “He usually does that to Banar though,” she added.
Dagan ran a hand over his hair, brushing the clump of hair back in.  “I think that birds got it in for me,” he muttered.
“Dagan! RYN!”
That was Ashe.
Ryn looked in the direction of the voice and saw her friends standing in the center of the practice yard.  This was one of the smaller yards, with a single line of seats ringing the soft sand and then surrounded on all sides by a very high wooden palisade made of ironbark trees which had been charmed to keep both magic and weapons within its walls.  It was also charmed with a noise retardant so as not to bother those outside.
Slipping out from Dagan’s protective arm, Ryn rushed over to them.
“Are you all alright?  Lily?  How are you feeling?”
“Just like Ryn to worry about everyone else!” Donal said laughing.  “At least that means you’re okay.”
“What about Vannik and Bron?”
“They are back at their Inn with instructions to keep close,” Dagan said as he joined them.
“So, what has happened while I’ve been asleep?  Dagan wouldn’t tell me anything until we came here,” Ryn said as she wrapped her cloak back around her again as the wind picked up.
“I’m glad to see you’ve recovered Ryn,” Ashe said as he came to stand beside her.
She looked up at him and smiled.  “Thanks Ashe.  It’s good to see you in one piece as well.”  She then turned and looked at the others.  “But I want to know what’s been happening, or has nothing happened at all?”
“Oooh, things have happened alright,” Donal replied gleefully.
“Why are we meeting out here?” Lily’s whiney voice started up and Ryn could feel Dagan’s annoyance spike over the link.  “It’s windy and cold and-”
“No one can over hear us talk out here.  Not without us seeing them, and for the time being I want this conversation to remain private.  Understood?”
Everyone nodded their head.  Even whiney Lily.
Though, after what Lily went through, Ryn was inclined to clamp down on her own annoyance whenever her voice rose into that high pitched tone.  If it wasn’t for Lily and her nosiness, no one would have known about Janin and the group operating at the farmhouse.
“The Knights Sergeant have tested the remaining cadets, and the newly formed pairs as they would have been cadets at the time this group was operating. You all know this,” Dagan gave a general nod to all in the circle.  “Except for you Kathryn.  You have not yet been tested, but I have vouched for you.”
Dagan gave her one of his smug looks.
“And the Knights Commander took your word without complaint?  Will wonders never cease,” Ryn said, a crooked smile tugging at her lips.
“They trusted in your upbringing with the Sisters at Evenstar that you would never frequent a brothel, rather than just my word.”  Dagan said the words grudgingly as if he was annoyed that his word was not enough.
“And you thought that being raised by nuns would make life difficult for you,” Donal sniggered before receiving an elbow in the ribs from Ashe.
“Two more cadets have been found that have seen Janin at The Wicked Woman, and those boys have been isolated until the Masters can determine that they are not held under the sway of this mind charm.”
“What of the two girls?” Ryn asked.
“They are being held by the Masters until the Tribunal is ready to collect them for examination and to be used in evidence in Leeta and Janin’s trial.”
“Used in evidence?  What will happen to them after?” Lily asked.
“What happens to them is not up to me or any of you.   Cadets who break the rules so flagrantly and who also place the Blackwatch at risk… The one thing you can be sure of is that they will not be welcome back into the Blackwatch.”
Ryn pulled her black cloak tighter around her as the wind tugged at its corners as it tried to steal away what warmth she had.
“What is being done about the company that attacked Corporal Enon’s caravan?” she asked.
“Companies have been sent out to scour the area for any sign of them.  Word has been sent back that abandoned campsites have been found but, so far there have been no other sign of them.”
“But we know that a group of them, as well as their leader, got away from us.  They must be there.” Banar growled out, his face etched with a mix of anger and determination.
“Come on Banar, think about it.  This group has been operating for Bellus knows how long without anyone knowing of their existence.  They are going to know how to hide their tracks and they would have had their escape routes planned in case anything went wrong.”
“But we can’t just let them get away with what they’ve done!” If possible, Lily’s whiney voice rose an octave, making the muscles along Ryn’s spine clench in protest.
“Of course we’re not Lily.  Why else would we all be meeting out in this training yard in the freezing wind?” Ashe said as he squared and stretched his broad shoulders under his cloak.  Lily’s high pitch affected him too.
“I received word this morning that Magisters from the Tribunal will be arriving tomorrow to escort the prisoners back to Kaldor for trial,” Dagan said, gesturing for them all to lean in closer to hear his words.
“That prison escort will make a very tempting target,” Banar murmured once the group has bunched in closer.
“When they are ready to return to the Capital, Kathryn and I will travel with them.  You four will be placed under the temporary command of Vannik, who already is aware of this plan.  This is what I need you to do…”




CHAPTER THIRTY
The dark of pre-dawn still blacked out the shuttered windows of the guards mess, rain hammered against the wooden verandah outside but still could not cover the sound of horses and people moving about the courtyard outside.  A small candle burned steadily on an oak barley twist candlestick, its light only wide enough to encompass the three seated around the table.
Dagan dropped his spoon into his empty porridge bowl and pushed it across the table toward Kuma.  “You should have let me snatch some of those scones that the cook had laid out to cool Kimba when we came through the kitchens.”
The Knight Sergeant glared across the table at him and Dagan suppressed his grin within the flickering shadows of the candle.  Kuma shifted in his seat and snorted. 
“Are you sure about this plan Dagan?”  Kuma leaned in close, his voice low and only barely heard over the drumming of the rain.
“As sure as one can be.  And before you ask again… No, we don’t need any more help.  Too many fingers in the pot might ruin the surprise.”
Kuma snorted again and sat back.
A man came out of the darkness toward Dagan wearing the royal blue cloak of the Aequitas Tribunal.  The new smell of wet wool made Dagan aware of his approach.
“Are they all ready, finally?” Dagan asked.
“We can leave whenever you wish, Magister,” the man bowed to Knight Sergeant Kimba, who muttered something at him. Dagan was glad that she muttered as it did not sound at all polite.  A nervous smile on his face, Kuma got up, and Dagan took his black cloak from the back of his chair.
“Allow me to attend you, Dagan,” Kuma said.
“Thank you, Kuma,” Dagan replied, jamming his hands into his gloves.  He stamped toward the door.  Kuma lead the way with the candle from the table, leaving Kimba sitting alone in the darkness.  But now the dawn was coming, and he could see the door, pale in the dark wall.  He opened it and stopped before the threshold to put his cloak on.  Outside, he could see the courtyard streaming like a river in the rain, the Blackwatch and Tribunal waiting in their saddles, heavily secured coach near the rear, everything gray.
“Be careful on the road,” Kuma said, clutching Dagan by the arm.  “Make sure that you bring my Constables back safe and sound.”
Dagan made a noncommittal sound in his throat.  The boom of the rain on the wooden roof distracted him from Kuma; his eyes quickly searched the line for Kathryn and found her sitting on that blue roan of hers next to his own mount.  The leading edge of her cloak was raised over the pommel of her saddle.  The large shadow that sat beneath it moved and Dagan saw the flash of a sharp, black beak.  Peck.  Dagan’s face fell into a grimace.
“I’m always careful Kuma.  You know that.”
Startled, Kuma laughed, and Dagan headed for the door.  Kuma came after him to the edge of the rain to watch them go.
Magisters and Blackwatch filled the courtyard, swathed in their cloaks, their horses head down in the rain.  A groom held Dagan’s black stallion as he whisked the cloth from the saddle and in the same motion mounted, before the rain could wet it.  Dagan stabbed his feet into the stirrups.  Kathryn gave him a silent nod in greeting, as she dropped her cloak to let Peck leap into the air in a snap of feathers.
As soon as Dagan mounted, the group began to work their way out of the gate in a double file, with Kathryn just behind him, Dagan fell into the moving column two pairs from its head.   
The town surrounding Brookhaven Keep had still not stirred for the day, but those living near the main road would now surely be awake.  The clopping of hooves on the cobbles, the snorting of horses, the clanging of armor, the creaking of the prison wagon were loud enough to wake even the deepest sleeper in the pre-dawn quiet.
The meadows around Brookhaven Town were misty and dim in the rain, and the mud of the road sucked at the horses hooves.  Mud splashed up from the horses in front, and Dagan reined back a little.  The black horse snorted and shook its head protesting but it slowed obediently.
The column moved at a quick trot down the edge of the road as it was less muddy than the center.  Dagan shifted his weight more comfortably in the saddle.
They rode into the shrubby woodland trees.  The road wound downhill, slippery with mud and full of stones.  Birch trees and the thick pine gave way to oaks, taller, muffling the sound of the rain.  Ahead, the road narrowed down to a trail, littered with half buried boulders like uneven steps, in an effort to give the trail stability, and the line master formed the column into a single file.  Dagan looked to the rear of the line and saw that the prison wagon was thin enough, and agile enough to navigate the narrowing of the trail.  They slowed to a walk down a steep hillside.  On either side of them, the forest stretched out into the darkness.
Dagan stared into the forest to his right.  Dark green and pale green and brown, the forest resounded under the rain in a vast surrounding roar.
“Are you thirsty, Dagan?”
He looked around and saw the waterskin Kathryn held out toward him, swaying with the stride of her horse.
He nodded and snatched it, wrapped his rein around his wrist, and pulled out the stopper.  Kathryn smiled at him, and he took a long drink from the skin.
“Thank you.”  Dagan gave the waterskin back to Kathryn.
She hung the skin back on her saddle and then dug into one of her saddle bags.  “I got something else for you as I passed through the kitchen,” Kathryn said as she drew her hand from the bag and pulled out a cloth-wrapped bundle and handed it to him.
Dagan flicked back the cloth and even over the rain smelt the strong scent of fresh baking.  His face lit up, “Scones!”
Kathryn grinned.  “I snatched a few of them for you.”
“I see that, and it is very much appreciated.  Thank you.”  Dagan then took a bite from the scone, savoring the hint of warmth that still lingered in it from the kitchen.  “By Bellus this is good.  If my mouth wasn’t full of scone, I would kiss you.  You are a life saver.”
Kathryn abruptly blushed red and turned away.  Across the Link he felt a little embarrassment, and something else.  Something he didn’t expect.  He took another bite of his scone.
“The Line Master is signaling.”  Kathryn nodded toward the head of the column.
Dagan nodded and quickly re-wrapped the remaining scones and placed them into his saddlebags and slipped the rein from his wrist and took it back in his hand.  “He wants us to pick up the pace.”  They then urged their horses into a fast trot.
Long before they reached the river, they could hear it, overflowing its banks in the late unseasonable rain, rumbling stones and tree branches along in its course. 
They crossed it shortly before noon and rode deeper into the forest.  The rain lessened.  Twice the Line Master stopped the column to let the horses rest, and the soldiers sat talking in their saddles, passing water skins back and forth, the steam rising from the flanks and backs of their horses.
Dagan dismounted the second time they stopped and walked around to stretch his legs.  He kicked up the mulch under his feet and watched the exposed white insects burrow away from the open air, starkly reminding him of the foes they were baiting.  Something in the air did not feel right.
Tearing up the floor of the forest with his heels, Dagan walked back to his horse and mounted.
They moved on.  The Line Master moved the men riding behind up to the front to give them a reprieve from having mud kicked up into their faces.
They rode into a crossroads, and the Line Master called orders in a crisp voice.  The column slowed to a slow trot.  In the middle of the junction stood an old stone marker covered with climbing blue flowers.  Smoothly, without changing pace, the horsemen swung into the right branch of the road without even glancing at the monument.
That strange feeling came over Dagan again and he felt his hands tighten on his reins as he looked toward the surrounding trees.  He felt rather than saw Kathryn look at him curiously.  She felt his uneasiness through the Link.
“Dagan?” Her voice whispered to his ears just above the sound of the horses.
He didn’t answer.  Instead he unhooked his staff from his saddle and held it ready.  Ryn watched and loosened the strap holding her shield to her back and looked out at the forest on her side of the line.
They rode through the junction, their horses following those ahead when above them was heard a piercing cry.
Peck came flying quick and low over the column and, just missing Dagan’s head disappeared into the thick trees.  Ryn immediately came on guard and kept her eyes focused on the wall of trees that Peck had entered.  Dagan tightened his reins and his horse slowed in response.  The crow’s appearance automatically set all the Blackwatch in the column on edge.  Obviously they were used to Kathryn and her Nabolean Crow.  He whistled, sending a signal to all the Magisters in the column to be ready for trouble.
The column slowed and Dagan noted that riders dropped back to surround and be ready to protect the prison wagon.
“Dagan-”
Ryn was suddenly interrupted by a loud screech and the sound of fiercely beating wings coming from the woods.
“Peck!” Kathryn’s horse reared slightly
Dagan let his magic flow into his staff and activate its runes.
Half the company silently dismounted and stood by the head of their horse.  Kathryn and Dagan included. Silence descended over the caravan as each Blackwatch and Magister waited.
Calls, scattered and clipped, echoed through the trees. A series of thumping footfalls nearing. Branches breaking. Foliage crunching. The hiss of blades drawn. The wrap of wood.  A silent moment stretched for ages.
And then all Sorrows broke loose.




CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Boots pounded the ground. An arrow flew past and hit the stone monument with a whine and a thwack. It’s fletching placing a splash of red against the blanket of blue flowers.
Runestaves lit up as a yellow and pink force shields sprang around them as the Blackwatch mages threw up projectile protection for their pairs and the rest of the line. An arrow, two, a dozen glanced off, diverted. A mixed group of Blackwatch and Magisters broke away from the column and disappeared into the trees.
A great boom shook through the ground. Screams. Another boom and shrieks. The hiss of fire and crackling. The yawning groan and creaking of a great tree falling rattled their footing.
Ryn peeked around her horse through the blurry distortion of the Blackwatch’s force shields.
Fire gorged on the forest in an arc that spread over pits, fallen trees, and crumpled bodies. Horses screamed as they jumped through the flames. A second wave of about fifteen men charged straight for them, with more behind.
Dagan’s staff flared and a plane of azure light rippled out toward the riders. Horses and men were thrown back toward the flames, cries tearing through the air. Half a dozen riders still charged.  The loose horses about them scattered into the other side of the junction.
Ryn unslung her shield from her back and hefted it onto her left arm.  “Where are the others?  They were supposed be shadowing us.”
Dagan nodded toward the burning trees.  “Out there.  The loud booms are Vannik’s work and if I’m not mistaken, the fire is courtesy of Donal.”
“We’ve got to help them.”
“No.  We need to protect that wagon.  Come on.”
Dagan took off, weaving through the horses and soldiers towards the back of the column and the wagon.  After one last look at the burning trees Ryn followed him.
The wagon was enveloped within a protective yellow shield which must have come down so fast it had split through trees, shearing some of them neatly in two.  Around the wagon were Blackwatch magi, their staves lit up reflecting a myriad of colors against the mellowed oak of the wagon.  Their warrior pairs were standing just within the edge of the shield, waiting.
A boom sounded not far from them and Ryn spun around to meet the new threat.  Orange light flared through the trees.  Dagan stepped forward, swinging his blue lit Runestaff in his hands.
“Here they come!” a Blackwatch warrior called back to them and everyone around the wagon tensed. Ryn came alongside Dagan and set her shield and readied her sword.
Distant stone spikes erupted from the ground and sped toward them in a twenty-foot swath.
Dagan spun the staff through his hands and in the blink of an eye, a flash of blue, and the air shimmered as he directed his force outward into a hurricane toward the oncoming attackers. Wood splintered as the whirling air fed oxygen to the flames, making the sap in the trees expand and explode. The fire now burned brighter, stronger.
The hurricane split, dispelled. A man advanced through, followed by two others. The staff in his hand was bright with orange runes.
Burning trees collapsed behind the men and they stopped several feet before the edge of the force shield. One of them shot a bolt against the Blackwatch shield and watched the shield ripple rainbow colors with the impact.
A roar came from the burning trees and Ryn’s eyes moved from the trio in time to see a great, gray horse sail through the flames.  On its back was Bron.
The gray landed hard and several daggers flashed out, striking one of the men square in the back and slicing the sleeve on another.  The Blackwatch warriors within the safety of the shield roared back in response and charged.
Abruptly her vision turned blue.  Dagan had charmed a shield about them both.  Vannik–the gray horse was definitely Vannik- and Bron charged between the men and passed through the Blackwatch shield.
“They’re ours!” Ryn shouted, more for the Magisters than the Blackwatch.  But she did not take her eyes from the two men left standing.  Dagan whirled his staff again and Ryn moved to balance on the balls of her feet, ready to sprint.
The two men then split from each other, circling their way around the edge of the shield.  Vannik went after one with Bron shouting curses on all Magi.  Dagan’s whirling staff shot magic projectiles at the other. One hit a trunk and shattered it. One hit the ground and exploded in a burst of blue. Still, the mage evaded, using the trees and the milling horses for cover.
What in Bellus’s name is he up too? Ryn wondered as Dagan moved to follow him.  The look on the man’s face as they came out of the forest made her uneasy.  Either way, he had to be stopped.
A man charged through the protecting shield toward her amid the chaos of weapons, blood, and magic.  A large group followed him from out of the burning trees. Ryn spun behind her, sweeping her sword through the man’s neck. A head toppled to the ground. A second and third man advanced; she faced them, her face spattered red. An arrow glanced off her scale and became tangled in her cloak.
In her periphery, she saw the mage tumble to the dirt in a wreath of blue flame. Dagan moved behind her, his concentration focused entirely on the mage.  Sounds of fighting and magic were all around her, but the two warriors slowed to circle her and Dagan.
A howl of wind and rage sprang into a cage around Dagan, concentrated within his own shield.  Enemy magic. She felt him cursing at himself over the Link, he had not charmed the shield to go into and cover the ground as they would be moving.
One of the circling men moved in, short sword raised, and Ryn swung her sword, slicing through his flesh with deceptive ease. Blood hit her shield. He dropped his sword and fled back, clutching an arm only still attached by a lump of flesh. The other man–Ryn could not see him–The wind surrounding Dagan tugged at her cloak, the sound of it blocking everything except the cries of the injured.  Her heart thundered.
“Kathryn!”
Dagan’s voice. A warning.
She spun and parried the attacker’s sword and punched the man in the face with the edge of her shield.
Bloodied teeth flew.
The man staggered and fell.
A shadow passed over her from behind. She jumped forward. A heavy mace thudded into the ground where she’d stood.  She looked up.
And up.
This man was a giant.  Ryn firmed her grip on her shield and swung it up in time to take an overhead blow from the mace.  She could feel the blow vibrate along her arm, right to the bone.  Pain flared up in her arm and her forearm bent like a marsh reed in the wind. In spasms of movement, she dragged herself a few feet back closer to the wagon, her shield pulling her left side down like a lead weight.
She should unbuckle it.
No time.
Another strike. She dove aside.
Attack.
She had to attack.
But her throbbing arm wouldn’t cooperate and she didn’t dare stop moving. She feinted with her sword and scrambled away from another hit, closer to Dagan and his wind cage.
Her attacker raised the mace again and swung.
She brought her sword up to meet it.
Blood sprayed suddenly from a severed neck as the man’s head flew over her to be caught up in the wind.  The mace plummeted onto her injured arm and ribs.
Breathe.
She couldn’t. 
Her vision flashed white. Excruciating pain pulsed from her side.  She dropped to a knee.
Ashe pushed the headless body aside as he rushed to her aid.
“Ryn!”
“Ashe.”
He dropped beside her and unbuckled the shield from her injured arm and began to examine it. Ryn tried not to cry out in pain.
“Playing the hero again I see.”
Ryn squinted to look past Ashe to see Donal standing behind him.  “If we’re just playing, then I think it’s time for me to go home.”  She tried not to laugh, but the pain that shot through her chest told Ryn she was unsuccessful.
“Ashe.  Move and make sure no one tries to stick me in the back as I work.”
Ashe nodded and grabbing his sword and Ryn’s shield, rose to his feet and slipped back to give Donal room.
Donal’s runestaff was already glowing purple as he knelt beside her.  He touched the head of his staff to her upper arm and the purple quickly seeped from the runes of the staff onto her arm and was quickly absorbed into her body.
“The healing charm should work quickly.  Where’s Dagan?” he asked.
Ryn jerked her head toward the whirling wind.
“He’s trapped in there.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Denser and denser and tightening. The whirl of wind whipped around Dagan, slowly constricting around him.  One touch and it would rip him to shreds. It was created to stop physical things, but magic? He fed magic into his runestaff, feeling the draw on his body.  The wind whipped faster and Dagan sent a tendril of power into the whirling wind, it slipped easily through, and let it trace its way back along the winds charm path back toward its maker.
A dark, hulking shadow passed across the wind wall, heading toward where he sensed Kathryn was.
“Kathryn!”
Just in time.  Dagan watched the shadow play as Kathryn turned and struck the figure with her shield.
He had to get out.
The tendril of magic tracked to connect with the ring of blue fire that still spun around the enemy.  Dagan fed the flames higher.  The mage answered back by whipping the winds faster, its eye slowly shrinking in on itself.
Then pain flooded his body, and he found it hard to breathe.  Kathryn! He looked about him but could not see anything beyond the blur of the whirling wind wall.
He had to get out.
With more willpower than Dagan thought he had, he dampened the Link to Kathryn and the pain and agony that pulsed through his body dropped to a dull ache.  She was still alive and was still trying to fight.  But he had let her down.  Again.  They were supposed to protect each other, yet she was the one who received all the pain.
He fed his flame wall magic through the tendril making it twist and shrink towards the captured mage, while with his runestaff he wove a separate charm.  A blue wind quickly spun up from his feet and formed a wall between him and the enemy cage.  Needing more on his concentration, Dagan dispelled the force shield he had been maintaining and both wind spells, no longer contained, shot up into the sky.
He then drew a deep breath and abruptly felt the dull ache of Kathryn’s wounds disappear.  Healing magic.  Donal must have found her.  Dagan swung his staff and rammed its heel hard into the muddy ground.  Power rippled from it to the whirling blue wind, its cyclonic speeds now sucked at the orange, grabbing it, pulling it in and then blasting it apart in a torrent of energy and magic.  Flying splinters, mud and dirt flew outward.  Something hollow hit the wagon with enough force to wedge it in the oak.
Dagan paid it no heed, his attention entirely focused on the mage within his fire wall.  He was now free.
The mage raised a dirt dais out of the circle of flame. Jumped off onto the muddy ground near the monument. This man knew his magic. He must be the one in charge of this group.
Holding the fire wall up he siphoned more magic from his pool, widening control of his fire wall as far as it would go, spreading it in a massive circle that stretched past the mage in every direction. He flicked his staff and pulled it all together. Roaring fire converged in one location. Unrelenting pressure and heat raged over the mage, engulfing him. To keep stable, it required magic, more and more and more. He gave and gave and gave. Kept the mage within it. The orange wind cut through it from the inside, but he fed the indomitable blue fire the magic to obliterate it. If he had the larger magic pool, he’d win this test of endurance.
Dagan now pulled the fire into a large, towering inferno over the place where the mage had landed.  Dagan could see him throwing up shield after shield, only to have it burnt away by hungry blue flames.  The fire absorbing the orange magic to fuel its own.  Dagan could feel the heat of the flames against his skin and the blue flowers covering the monument were now burning away to ash.
The fight against the fire died. Dagan felt the resistance drop away, and the fire rushed into the vacuum.  He dispelled it.  The man collapsed into the mud, exhausted, his clothes and hair singed and smoking.
Too bad he needed his man alive.
In moments the Blackwatch and Magisters were upon the mage placing security charms and an inhibitor on him.  Dagan leaned heavily on his staff and let the blue runes fade back into the wood.  The sounds of battle had calmed.  The mud in the junction was all torn up and bloody.  The fires still blazed in the woods opposite, the Blackwatch magi were working on putting them out.  A tug on the Link made him turn.
Kathryn’s eyes met his as she gritted her teeth under Donal’s care.  Ashe was hunched over both, as if sheltering them from the wind.
She was all right.  She was alive.
Banar dusted off his cloak as he approached them, Lily hard on his heels the runes on her staff still lit as if expecting more trouble.
“Dagan!”
Dagan cocked his head and saw Bron appear from the now smoldering trees with Vannik clad only in a cloak, his metal rod clutched firmly in his hand.  Dagan raised his hand to acknowledge them.
The prisoner was now secure.  That battle was a lot harder than it should have been.  He needed to practice more.  Dagan made a mental note to ask Kimba to train with him when they next had the chance.
“Did we get him?” Bron asked, stopping next to Dagan and tossing a leather bag over to Vannik.
“Vannik!, You’ve blinded me!  We didn’t need to see that.”  Banar turned his face away from them, a hand over his eyes.  Next to him, Lily just stood staring at Vannik.
Vannik stood motionless, his arm still outstretched holding the caught bag, his now open cloak flapping in the wind.
“You can put it away now Vannik, this is the second time in as many days that I’ve seen you naked and that is two times too many for me,” Kathryn said trying not to laugh.
“Don’t stand there like an imbecile go, get dressed brother,” Bron hissed at him.
The big man meekly nodded and caught the edges of his cloak around him and disappeared back into the trees.
“We got him Bron,” Dagan then said jerking his head in the Mage’s direction.  “Kathryn, how are you feeling?”  Kathryn was covered in blood, mud and soot, but even through that he could see the sparkle in her eyes.
“I feel like a complete idiot, I should never have been caught like that, much less try to block a weighted mace like that with my shield.”
“It was either that or he smashed your head Ryn.  I saw it.  You did the only thing you could,” Ashe rushed in placing a reassuring hand on her shoulder.  Dagan frowned at that.
“Thanks for helping me Ashe.”
Ashe smiled down at her.
“No one ever thanks the healer,” Donal mumbled drawing a laugh or a snigger from those around him.
Kathryn, Ashe, and Donal were surrounded by bodies and weapons in every direction. Donal had already tended Kathryn’s wounds and now he stood up and began checking everyone else. Dagan sighed.  He throbbed with exhaustion, but could feel his inner pool quickly replenishing.  A twig snapped behind him.
One of the Tribunal men.  “Magister, the prisoner is secure and ready.”
“Thank you.  I’ll be there momentarily.”
“Sir,” the man acknowledged with a bob of his head before stepping away.
Dagan turned back to Kathryn.  “You did fine.  But you are right.  You do need to stop letting people use you for a pell.”  He grinned to soften his words and felt an unexpected warmth flood in his chest when she smiled back.  He nodded to the others, hooked his staff by its strap over his shoulder, and left them to follow in the tracks of the Tribunal officer.
The man was bound, warded and inhibited.  Left kneeling in the mud of the junction with the smell of burning, blood and burnt hair all about him.  The man was still slightly smoking.  Parts of his clothes had been burnt away and where the skin showed was either red raw or blistered.  Blonde hair had either melted or been burnt away from his head and face, making him look more a mangy dog than a man.  A Magister handed the man’s staff to Dagan.
He felt the warmth of the wood seep into his hands as he held it up to examine.  It was made of white maple and had been smoothed and polished from constant use.  Dagan fed it a trickle of magic and its sides lit up with blue runes.  He was surprised.  The power he felt emanating from the runes was far out of proportion to the magic he had released.  The staff also contained a metal core.  Whoever had created this staff was a master.  No wonder this mage was able to weld magic strong enough to stand up to his spells.  Dagan withdrew his magic, and the runestaff transformed back to white maple.  Eyes slid up from the staff to the man sitting on the ground between two magisters and found the man watching him intently. A suspicion formed in the pit of his stomach.
“I am Magister Drake.  I need your name.”
The man sneered at him as best he could with burnt and blistered lips and his muscles began to relax, but then suddenly tensed as his eyes shifted toward the woods. Dagan followed his gaze.  Vannik had reappeared from the trees.  Fully clothed this time.
“Vannik, a moment?” He gestured to him and the big man strode over to them with the offending cloak slung over one shoulder.
“What do you need Dagan?” he asked looking curiously at both the magister and the charred man.
“I know he’s not looking his best at the moment, but do you recognize him?” Dagan nodded to the prisoner.
Vannik looked again at the prisoner.  The man turned his head away, showing the worst of his burns and singed hair.  But he could not hide his eyes.  They say that the eyes are windows into the soul and they looked as bright as they did when the man appeared from the woods.
Vannik’s own eyes frowned a moment and then widened in surprise as recognition struck him.
“It’s Ben Henly.”
Henly turned his head and looked Vannik straight in the eyes. “Hello Vannik.”
“Hello Ben.”  Vannik’s eyes narrowed. “What are you doing with this lot?”
Ben scowled and turned away again.
“Answer him.”
The man looked up at him.  Looked at Dagan’s grip on the white maple staff.  Looked at Vannik.  Looked away.
“I have nothing to say to either of you.”
Vannik turned to Dagan.  “Bron wants to kill him.  Shall I bring him over?”
“Bron?  He’s here?”  Dagan saw a glint of fear in the man’s eyes.  The first genuine emotion he had seen in the man.
“I’ll go get him.”  Vannik turned to leave.
“Wait!”  Ben tried to throw out his hand, but had forgotten they were tied.  “Wait.” The magisters on either side of him grabbed him by the shoulders and set him back down.
Vannik stopped and looked back over his shoulder.
Dagan arched an eyebrow in surprise.  He knew that Bron had a bad reputation on the back streets of Kaldor, but instilling the fear of Bellus into a man like Ben Henly?
“Why should I give you mercy after what you did to me and my brother?  You turned me in to the Tribunal and ruined Bron’s business.”
As Vannik spoke, Dagan could see his persona change.  He was no longer the happy, gentle man he usually was.  He became the powerhouse that ran the best intelligent and information network in Mrycea.
Ben’s burnt lips pursed in distaste.  “Because I have information that may interest you… for a price.”
“You have no bargaining power here Henly,” Dagan said.  “I have a state warrant for your arrest on treason charges.”
“Treason?  What treason am I accused of?”
Dagan frowned.  “Plotting to assassinate the King Regent.”
“And that warrant was important enough to send you out after me wasn’t it?”
The frown deepened.  Henly’s smirk appeared again.  The magister on Henley’s left tightened his grip, digging his fingers into one of the burns.  Henly hissed in pain.
“Are you saying that you are here to kill Dagan?” Vannik took a step back toward Henly.
Henley turned dark eyes to Dagan.  “Kill or detain.  Someone just wanted you out of Kaldor.”




CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
“Kimba was right.”
Ryn was stretching out her arm and side after Donal’s Healing charm had spliced everything back together. It was stiff and a little sore but at least she was whole.  Dagan was standing next to her, brooding.  He and his magisters had just finished securing their new star prisoner in the second wagon.  His words struck her as odd.  “What do you mean?”
“Something she said to me a few days ago.”
“At least you got your man.”
Dagan gave her a grim smile.  “Yes, I got my man.”
“What do we do now?,” Donal’s voice lilted from several feet away as he watched Ashe, Banar and the other Blackwatch drag bodies into a pile on one side of the junction. The terrible stench of the battlefield flooded her nostrils, of blood, viscera, and singed flesh. Ashe came up next to him, wiping sweat off his brow and leaving a bloody smear. “Are we sure we have them all?”
“I’m sure.  Henley wouldn’t have made an appearance otherwise.”
Dagan winced, gritted his teeth. Blood trickled over his hand. Ryn grabbed Dagan’s wrist, looked him over. Under the cloak was a huge set of rents in his hardened leather cuirass.
“What is this?” she demanded, staring into his golden eyes. He shrugged. “I’m fine.”
“What. Is. This.”
He drew in a slow breath but coughed before his lungs filled.
“Off with the armor. Now.”
He held her gaze, face an unflinching mask. “No.  I’m fine.  I’ll heal myself when I’m ready and not before.”
The tone was hard. Cold.  And the intensity shocked her. Ryn took a step back, unsure.  Over the Link, she could feel nothing.  He had locked it down.
“Dagan.”  Vannik’s voice rumbled behind them.  Ryn thought it sounded both part warning, part consoling.  Dagan turned from her and looked at him.
“Acting like an ass is not going to change anything.  Pushing away those who want to help is not the way to protect them.”
“Protect them? Me?  From what?” Ryn leapt on Vannik’s words.
Dagan glared at Vannik and Ryn felt rather than saw her friend’s presence behind her.  They too were interested in what Dagan had to say.
“Dagan, if you don’t tell them, then I will.  Ryn’s your Pair now.  If you are being targeted, then she will be too.”  Bron came and stood next to his brother, adding his height and bulk to Vannik’s.
“The traitor in the Tribunal doesn’t worry me,” he replied.
“The Tribunal?  There’s a traitor in the Tribunal?  Is that what Henly told you?”  The words tumbled quickly from Ryn’s lips as worry and excitement took hold of her.
A moment’s hesitation and then Dagan slowly nodded. “This person is Ben Henly’s handler, which, if what he says is true, now makes them a Traitor to the Crown.  They knew that if Henly raised his head from hiding that the Lord Tribune would send his most trusted field agent to bring him in.  And that agent is me.”
“But, you’re a Wilder Mage?  You said so yourself.  You are not employed full time for the Tribunal?”  Ryn said.  “Why would anyone go to this much trouble to get rid of you?”
“That I do not know, which is why we need to get to Kaldor.  We need to find this person and bring them to justice.”
“What about this group of fanatics we just broke up?” Donal asked from behind Ryn.  “Are they real or just a set up?  In my opinion setting this all up just to get you seems to be just a bit of an overkill don’t you think?”
“This group has been about for a while, Donal,” Dagan replied.  “What they were testing here was a long term operation.  But their sloppiness marked them out as expendable to be used against me.  They don’t know who their bosses are.  The only person they know is Henly, and I suspect that he doesn’t know the identity of the person he works for, only that he’s in the Tribunal.”
“We only have his word that his boss is in the Tribunal Dagan,” Banar piped up.  “What makes you think he is telling you the truth?”
“What you should be asking is, if Henly is working for a traitor in the Tribunal, then who among these Magisters we have here can we trust?”  Bron’s words dropped heavy between them all, shutting down all further conversation in the matter.
Ryn found her eyes drifting away to stare at the Magisters going about their duties around them, wondering if any of them were traitors to the crown.
Blood dripped from Dagan’s hand.  Ryn glanced over at Donal, who was standing behind them both, nodded her head imperceptibly toward Dagan.  Donal’s staff began to glow a pale purple, and before Dagan could object, he cast his healing charm.  Purple infused into Dagan’s shoulder and side and Ryn could see his taunt muscles visibly relax as the pain was taken away.  He then spun around on Donal.
“Don’t.”  Ryn caught him by the shoulder.   “Yell at me if you must, I made him to do it.”  Dagan turned on her, anger brewing across his face.  “You were in pain.  I could feel it.  And you weren’t going to do anything about it.”  Her face softened.  “I can’t stand to feel you in pain.”
He glared at her a moment longer and then his face softened.  She could feel the change over the Link and for once he did not shut it off.  “I’m not going to yell at anyone,” he said quietly and laid a hand gently on her shoulder.  Ryn smiled up at him but then it dropped as the weight of their situation weighed down on her.
Dagan wrenched his gaze away from Ryn and looked around at the Blackwatch and Magisters working about them.  “I can guarantee the loyalty of most of the Magisters here,” he said keeping his hand on Ryn’s shoulder.
“The Blackwatch here can be vouched for,” Banar said.
“And the Blackwatch we can’t vouch for are being held in one of the wagons as trial witnesses,” Lily added.
“Which means that we should be safe traveling to Kaldor.  We can make sure that these criminals are taken into safe custody at the Tribunal and they get their just desserts in the eyes of the law,” Ashe said.
“What are we going to do now?” Ryn asked.
Dagan returned his gaze back to her. 
“We are all going with the caravan to Kaldor, deliver our prisoners to the Tribunal and then hunt secretly for the traitor in their ranks.”
END OF BOOK ONE
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