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COVENESS VEESHE of the Witchen Guild House on Byne waited more than half a sunflip before contacting me through sharing.

My convoy had left Bowyl, Byne’s capital city, right at sunrise–or sunwink, as the locals called it. The afternoon passed before the first faint scratch at the back of my foremind. I turned to check if a large bug was brizzing me then felt the scratch again and realized a witchen was trying to share with me.

Had to be Veeshe.

Swaying slightly with each of my reptilian, horse-like cloptix’s steps, I breathed deep and relaxed. Did I want to let her in? At some point, I had to. I wasn’t being told everything about this mission. Better to figure what and why now rather than deep into it.

I rode alongside the convoy’s third wagon. The first Frontiersa settlement lay within sight, shadowed by the distant snow-capped mountains towering over our destination. Impregda towns stretched east and west a quarter-day’s travel behind us, along the Deep’s periphery. Kites meant to deter the large flying predators from dive-bombing the livestock marked their locations.

Near the front wagon, Three-Hook Powaxel and Deputy Officiate Mythe huddled with the one-hook in charge of the militiamen assigned to the convoy, likely discussing matters for when we arrived at the settlement. Trek-leader Cas Ferg rode with her subcommander and the chief of the merchant wagons. About two dozen others, also on cloptix, paced the convoy, a handful ahead, most behind. Two dozen more sat on the drivers’ benches with the drivers, their spears, bows, and loaded quivers at the ready.

I carried a recurve bow of my own, and a quiver hung from my saddle. Vents in my muxal armor allowed the steady breeze to wick away any collecting sweat. Enjoying the placid evening weather, I rode easy on Blaa, who handled my weight with aplomb. If this first afternoon was any indication, this might not be a bad few weeks–bugs and wildlife notwithstanding. As Cas Ferg warned earlier, both swarmed, lurked, prowled, and hunted everywhere, always seeking prey. On this primitive low-world, everything was prey–especially off-worlders.

I doubted matters would remain so, though.

The scratching spread from the back of my foremind and sent zings down the puush organs of my spine. I sighed and pictured a door opening in my foremind. A distinct presence swept through and hovered in my thoughts, bringing a moment’s dizziness. The touch settled.

“Coveness Veeshe?” I mumbled. Though sharing was a mind-to-mind activity, those new to it needed to vocalize. Only proficient witchen could make their thoughts ‘heard’ at the other end.

If the wagon driver heard me, the tall, broad, funny-looking off-worlder, he didn’t indicate.

Warden Maels Raptori of the Guild Guard. Thank you for granting me the privilege, Coveness Veeshe shared. Despite the hoots, screeches, and howls from the surrounding brush, her quiet voice came through clean, like whispers over both my shoulders. She had a pleasant tone, with the same sharp accent and low hissing of the locals. You may address me as Chen Veeshe, or Chen.

Just as a sharing’s intimacy let her see through my eyes, I caught a glimpse of her surroundings: a room bright with the setting sun, plants heavy with leaves of various greens and reds. Flowers. Crystal vases. Gleaming wood. Buzzing insects. Chirping birds.

“Thank you, Chen Veeshe. I’ve been waiting for you. Um... Why am I here?”

On the surface, your inclusion seems excessive, but we have reasons enough, Sir Warden. For the good of my people, we need you to fail.

“What?”

Young Crealee must never arrive in Bowyl. You must see to it.

I jerked in my saddle. Blaa bleated. “You want me to what?”

The nearby wagon driver glanced at me.

Assassinate Executive-elect Crealee. She must not swear her oath of office.

* * *

FOURTEEN HOURS EARLIER

I stepped from the overportal in the Guild House on Lysyde, where two old friends waited in the underground-cool portal chamber.

“Guardmaster Atakee!” I smiled and offered my hand to the big cinnamon-skinned Felderoth, one of the most senior Guild Guardsmen. “Good and greeting, my friend.”

Past him stood a group of about forty men and women of various species in loose formation, wearing the latest fiberplate armor. Something about the nearest, a short Yone with a beagle-like face, looked familiar, though his or her helm made it difficult to be certain. Thick, dark wooden beams buttressed the brown-streaked gray rock all around.

Light from the swirling, chaotic ux boiling within the portal chased away shadows. Small purple and huge pink flowers in polished silver vases scented the air–a pleasant blend of rose and honey. Arched doorways bracketed by slabs of gleaming, polished wood opened to staircases, all leading up–like most overportals across the Skein, Lysyde’s was buried deep in anchoring rock.

Atakee’s hand dwarfed mine, and his exuberance jostled me to my shoulder. “Warden Maels. Kaul said he’d call in the best, and here you are!” His smile reminded me of another Felderoth, a dear female witchen from my not-too-long-ago past. His white hair, braided into loops, had turned a shade of dingy gray, freckles and age spots splotched his cheeks, forehead, and neck, and he presented a bit unkempt in his scuffed armor and boots. Only the hilt of his sword carried a polish, the brass-colored metal glinting in the portal’s frothy light. His scabbard bore nicks and scratches, and what looked like bite marks. Ointment glistened over a wound on his ear, another on the side of his neck.

He’d run the Guild Guardhouse on Byne, my ultimate destination, for two years now.

I turned to the Oladi witchen standing beside him. She wore a heavy, rose-colored, frilly-hemmed robe bulging with pouches and pockets. Her many necklaces, bracelets, and rings, gold and silver beset with jade, complimented her dark-golden hair and pale down-covered skin.

We hugged.

“Chen E’sis, it’s been too long,” I said. “You look fantastic.”

She returned my smile and tight embrace. Like the Felderoth beside her, she was tall for her species–while Atakee and I stood eye-to-eye at around six-foot-six, she had us by half an inch. But where we had bulk and brawn, she was long-limbed and willowy.

In the forty-five years since we’d survived our brutal two weeks on Earth, she’d matured into a glowing representative of her race. Wrinkles creased the edges of her round eyes and the corners of her light-pink lips. Unlike witchen who used tattoos and piercings to identify their specialty and ascension, her cheeks and neck remained smooth and clean. She did love her jewelry, though.

Laughing, she pinched my cheek. “I see Menue continues to feed you well.” Her voice rang with the melodic clicks and echoes of her people.

I laughed too. “When I’m home. Which, I must admit, has been for too long lately.” And for all the wrong reasons. I kissed the back of her hand. “I understand congratulations are in order again. Eighteenth step now, ih? I’m surprised you’re not running your own coven.”

“My toughest ascension, but well worth the effort. T’reth steps for her twelfth next week. And as for being a coveness, I tried it once, on a relief basis. Ih.” Shuddering, she shook her head.

“Yes, T’reth mentioned such during her last visit. Send her my regards if I’m not available. I have no idea what my mission is, how long it’ll last. Only that it was urgent.”

“I have few details to offer. Atakee and the mercenary captain, who I believe you know, finished their meeting with Coveness T’thell and Guardness Kaul only moments ago.” As she spoke, she gestured to the group standing silently off to the side.

The leader unstrapped her helm and cradled it in her arm. A cape the color of forest greens and earthy tans draped over her left shoulder. She was of normal height for a Yone–the top of her head barely reached my breastbone. Faceted, metallic-looking fiberplates broadened her shoulders. Muscles bulged on her exposed furry arms. She approached, her beagle-like black lips pinched in a frown.

“Not quite happy as usual, eh, Cas Ferg?” I asked as she stepped beside E’sis. I offered my hand. Her grip, punctuated by curved nails on her fingertips, remained as firm as I remembered. I hadn’t seen her since she resigned from the Guild Guard some nine years before, and I wasn’t the least bit surprised she now commanded a successful mercenary service. She’d always chafed under someone else’s shadow.

“I’m quite happy, Warden,” the middle-aged Yone replied, her smile looking somewhat forced. Her yips and snaps sounded beneath the chamber’s translation spells. “We’ve been paid triple our usual retainer. My Wingers will willingly accept your leadership on this mission for such generous funds. I just question, and of course worry about, the why of it.”

“If it’s any consolation, you probably know more than I do. I’m sure both the Guard and the Guild have their reasons. And it’s good to see you again, too, Cas Ferg.”

“I look forward to working with you once more, Warden. And I go by Trek-leader these days.” This time her smile and the tone in her voice struck me as genuine. She stepped back.

I turned to Atakee and E’sis. “Guardness Kaul is here?”

“He authorized Coveness T’thell to send for you,” Atakee said. “Said it was time you broke out of your funk.” He leaned close. “I heard about your last rescue. My sympathies.”

A hand to his shoulder, I nodded. “Learned the hard way you can’t save–” The next words jumbled in my throat. My breath hitched. My limbs trembled as suppressed memories threatened. One slapped hard: the weight of her tiny bloodless body in my arms as I carried her–

With mental vehemence, I shoved it back behind the door I’d created to keep it at bay. Keep the whole mission at bay.

Damn! Thought I was ready.

E’sis pressed a palm to my cheek. “It is all right, Maels. No one blames you. For anything.”

Clenching my jaw, I forced breath through the tightness in my chest. How many times I’d heard that, or something similar. It’s not your fault. No one blames you. You did your best. Saved far more than you lost.

But young Krinell, the one I should have saved, the one that meant the most...

Damn it.

Atakee bobbed his head toward an arched doorway along the far wall. “They asked we send you right up when you arrived. I expect right after, we’ll be on our way.”

I straightened, squared my shoulders, and breathed deep. “Well, then. Best not to keep them waiting.”

“We will be here when you return,” E’sis said, hands clasped at her waist.

“Shouldn’t take too long,” Atakee added. “Kaul and T’thell stressed a certain...urgency.”

“Great.” I sighed. “Always on a deadline with these jobbers. I’ll be right back.”

With a final exchange of hands to shoulders, I left the portal chamber to find out just what the hell I’d been called in for.

At the first landing out of the portal chamber, rather than continue up the seven or eight flights of stairs to the top, I stepped onto a c-lift–a conveyor lift. In it, platforms floated within a pair of smooth-sided columns. In one, they rose; in the other, descended.

At the top and bottom, the platforms floated sideways into the other column and either ascended or descended in an endless loop. They moved slowly enough riders stepped on and off without the platforms having to stop. Taking the steps–or even puushing–might’ve been faster, but I was in no hurry, despite the supposed urgency of the looming mission.

As the c-lift was ux-powered, stepping onto a platform sent zings through my puushers. I twitched and one ankle kicked. Fortunately, I was alone.

Krinell. A rare born-sensitive witchen with a natural mastery of ux manipulation equivalent to a chen on her thirtieth ascension. The type of witchen that found new worlds by scouring the ux, then joining it to the Skein with a strand. A prize the Nassara sacrificed dozens of agents to acquire, and when they succeeded, they bled her for the witchblood they needed to work Guild-protected spells and equipment.

They’d held her–and the seven other witchen traveling with her–for less than twelve hours before my team descended upon their witchblood harvest site. At the cost of four Guild Guardsmen, we’d rescued the other seven. But the one I personally vowed to save...

Too sensitive for their brutal harvest. They bled her dry before they realized, all for naught–witchblood accumulates from experience. She had strength, skill, and mastery, but no actual ux manipulation experience.

How many new worlds had her death cost the Guild?

My heart kicked. I breathed deep through clenched teeth to maintain calm. My brow warmed, but no sweat beaded. It’d been nearly two months since that disastrous mission. I hadn’t lost my nerve, but I was in no hurry to resume my duties. At some point, though, I had to return.

At home, even as absent as she was on her own missions, Menue grew impatient with my constant moping. “Get yourself together,” she’d scolded me just two days ago. “The war hasn’t stopped to let you find your footing again. You’re letting your friends and allies down.”

That had hurt, coming from her. But it’d been the kick I needed.

At least I’d kept in shape. If anything, I’d intensified my daily workouts, including puushing exercises and weapons training. But even all the sweat, aches, and downright pains hadn’t helped me sleep at night...

Menue’s right. Get yourself together, asshole. Witchen still fall prey to harvests. They need you. Menue needs you. You need you.

Riders stepped on and off the platform. Standing near the back, I ascended past two sub-basements, then the Guild House’s four upper stories. The last pair of riders left at the fourth, leaving me alone for the final ascent.

Spell-translated warning placards on the column’s interior walls warned me I had to step off, else I’d be crushed against the ceiling as the platform rose to the slot where it slid sideways into the adjacent column to descend. The nature of the c-lift spell reduced the cross-over point to a narrow slot; the platforms tended to unbalance passing through too large an opening. I wouldn’t really be crushed–protective measures in place ensured the platform would halt and allow others to remove incapacitated riders if necessary. But that really jiggered the system and would make the witchen who had to restart the system quite cross.

I stepped from the platform at the fifth landing. A short, carpeted hall guarded by two Guild Guardsmen led to the open door of Coveness T’thell’s office. They stiffened as I approached.

“You’re expected,” one grumbled. The other rapped the butt of her spear against the wooden doorframe to announce me. Neither were concerned about Kleeve, my sword. Spells in the coveness’s office would render its use impossible.

Protective spells in the doorway thrummed in my puushers as I entered the room beyond. The foyer stretched out a good ten paces ahead and to either side. Couches, settees, and chairs filled nooks and niches, where private conversation could take place behind heavy curtains. The coveness’s office beyond was twice as deep and wide, with more couches and chairs arranged around tables, all at various heights and shapes for the differing races that visited.

Paintings–innocuous land- and seascapes–colored the walls. Vases on small tables and planters hanging from chains held bushels of greenery and flowers. Vines dotted with small purple flowers stretched from one corner to another. Rose-honey fragrances wafted on the steady breeze through the open floor-to-ceiling windows along the far wall. Tiny pollinators brizzed about, pursued by lizard-like critters. From somewhere out of sight, water fell in a steady drizzle–a decorative waterfall on the floor below, perhaps.

The tingle of ux in my puushers diminished but never entirely faded. Powerful spells lay coiled about, ready to be unleashed at the coveness’s whims.

An Oladi of advanced years, her bifurcated scalp covered in thinning, white-blonde hair, Coveness T’thell sat on a couch in an alcove, leonine Guardness Kaul in an adjacent chair. Both held saucers, on which rested teacups filled with steaming liquid–ti-parth, if the yellow color was any indication. A drink native to the world. I found it to be pleasant at first, but it sat heavy in my stomach and produced some hellish gas the next day. I intended a polite refusal if offered.

They wore casual clothing in plain colors–loose shirts with open collars, belted skirts, sandals. I wore heavier clothing meant for outside work at home–ankle-length denims, a long-sleeved button-up, boots, and a utility belt gifted to me by Menue, who knew about utility belts. I’d been told to dress casual, that clothing and armor would be provided along with essential supplies. I had a locker at the Guild Guard’s main hall to which Kaul had access.

One of my ready bags sat on the carpet by his chair.

“Ah, Warden Maels,” Kaul said in the deep baritone of the lion-like Shiss. He moved to place his saucer on a nearby table and stand. I waved him down.

“Good and greetings, Guardness. Coveness.” I nodded at each. “Please. Remain comfortable.”

“Good and greeting, Warden Maels,” the coveness said, melodic clicks beneath her words. “Lysyde welcomes you back to her fertile soils.”

“I appreciate the invite.”

Guardness Kaul tossed my bag to me. “Your basics. Appropriate clothing will be provided. And I believe his muxal armor is in the portal chamber?” He directed the last at the coveness.

“A fresh batch is being delivered, if it has not already arrived.” She leveled her gaze on me. “Shape and use it how you wish, but please, return with as much of it as you can.”

Ready bag in hand, I straightened. “I will do my utmost to not lose a sliver.”

She snorted. “Do not be too confident in your abilities on this one, Warden. This world of Byne... It presents challenges unseen within the Skein. We are not clear of the cause, but... Guild practitioners are not welcome there.” She and Kaul exchanged glances again, then she waved long fingers glinting with jeweled rings. Bejeweled bracelets on her wrists shifted. “Oh, the locals tolerate the Guild easily enough. We have over two dozen witchen now among the three factions. It is more of... The land itself seems opposed to our presence.”

Kaul grumbled, “Guardmaster Atakee has been with the guild house there from its inception, about two years since now. He’ll fill you in on the particulars–what he knows, anyway. His reports have had...conspicuous gaps.”

I raised an eyebrow. “If I may, the company of mercenaries in the portal chamber is highly reputable. They’re more than capable of getting this done in a satisfactory manner, from what little I know of the job. Why involve me? What do I bring the others do not?”

“The coveness requested you by name,” T’thell said before sipping from her cup.

“What?” My eyebrows rose all on their own. “Me?”

Kaul grumbled, “Apparently, the Oladi ambassador talked you up. A mission of this importance requires our best. And since you’re...between missions...”

My surprise shifted to suspicion. “The Oladi want me on this? With all the bad blood between us?”

Coveness T’thell clucked her tongue. “Now, now, Warden. It is but a minuscule minority holding grudges. Hardly worth your concern.”

“Oladi grudges aren’t insignificant. They’re passed down like family heirlooms.” I paused to steady my breathing. On top of everything else, did I have to worry about an Oladi seeking to redress a forty-five-year-old slight? “You’re certain the ambassador has no...ulterior motives wrangling me to this mission?”

“Coveness Veeshe insists your expertise will help ensure success,” Kaul said. “And after lengthy consideration, T’thell and I agree. Primarily because of your unique puushing ability. Flying carpets fail to operate for any duration on Byne, and we do not know why. All aeronautic devices, in fact. We believe your puushers will give the mission the distinct advantage Coveness Veeshe seeks. In addition to your...other skills.” His gaze shifted from me to T’thell and back.

She rolled her eyes and clucked her tongue again. “He means your nascent witch abilities. Yes, Kaul, the Guild is aware. Word has spread the Warden can cast null spells into his blade, there at his hip.” She faced me. “And that your control of muxal exceeds that of most witchen. You can even prevent a witchen from wrestling it from your grasp. Those together make you a formidable warrior. You have no need to hide them anymore. We chen can keep secrets.”

“They’re your edge in eradicating witchblood harvests,” Kaul said. He sipped his ti-parth, the porcelain cup nearly lost in his fingers’ meaty folds. He shouldn’t have been able to hold such a fragile thing, as big and brawny as he was, but it bore nary a chip or scratch when he set it back on the saucer. “We believe they’ll give you the necessary advantage on Byne. If used judiciously.”

I shifted my bag over a shoulder. “They’ve been...lethal to the unprepared. And even those who think they’re ready. But they’re more effective if our enemies don’t know about them, ih?”

The coveness waved again. “We have kept the secret this long, Warden. Ever since you began using your...unexpected talents. There is a mission chip in the pocket of your duffle. Swallow it with water or juice. It explains the broad strokes–escort a young Executive-elect from her academy across treacherous land to the government house, where she is to replace her mother as leader of a new ruling alliance. Guardmaster Atakee will fill you in on the particulars.”

Kaul must have noticed my expression–this was about as much information I’d been given so far. He raised a hand. “But do not underestimate the danger, Warden. The land is very hostile. It is a primitive low-world, and it...consumes. Even the locals lose their lives if they’re not careful.”

I remembered the ointment-covered wounds on Atakee, and the damage to his scabbard. Maybe those were bite marks.

Kaul continued. “Beneath that lies the uncertain element that plagues the witchen. All twenty-eight are locals. Few expect to remain with the Guild more than five decades. And recruitment is slow. We may not hit our goal of ten witchen per faction before the calendar roll. We’re at nine, but the drive to find new witchen has stalled. It’s as if the land itself hides them from us.”

“The land drains us, Warden Maels,” Coveness T’thell said. She sipped her ti-parth. “Opposes us. The reports Coveness Veeshe sends are vague about the details. In her time here, even she could not articulate the way the land...smothers ux manipulation. It is a curious and potentially troublesome situation.”

Kaul grunted. “Seems there’s an outbreak of peace on Byne for the first time in centuries. This new Executive-elect is meant to replace one of the leading peacemakers who brokered the truce currently in place. It’s fragile, though, and old sentiments run deep. You can expect attempts made on Executive-elect Crealee’s life–until she swears the oath of office. Then, like the others in the new government, she’s off-limits.”

Questions boiled through me. But rather than ask here, I decided to ingest the information on T’thell’s mission chip–no doubt a honey-flavored little nugget of deliciousness–and grill Guardmaster Atakee, who’d likely be up to speed on the latest news.

“Understood.” I stiffened and bowed formally to each. “I pledge to do my best, for the Guild and the Guard. You have my word.”

T’thell hummed. Kaul lifted his cup again, but paused bringing it to his wide, yellow lips.

“Warden, I trust the effects of your...last mission are behind you?”

“They will not encumber me. I have... I’m ready to move on.”

He nodded as he sipped. “Menuebrix said the same in her last report.”

My pulse kicked slightly. “I trust her judgment.”

“She’ll patiently await your successful return, then, as will we.” He nodded his wide, maned head once in dismissal. “Carry on.”

“Welcome back, Warden Maels Raptori,” T’thell said. “We wish you high fortune.”

“As pledged, I’ll do my best.”

Ready bag slung over my shoulder, I returned to the portal chamber and whatever challenges awaited.











02




WHEN I returned to the portal chamber, Guardmaster Atakee indicated a hall off to the side. Three sets of closed wooden doors ran down its short length. “I took the liberty of preparing a mesh undersuit for you and brought boots I hope’ll fit. First door on the right.”

“Right.” I dug the mission chip from my ready bag’s pocket, chewed, and swallowed. A banana flavor, rather than the honey I expected, lingered on my tongue. “Hopefully, this’ll kick in soon.”

He laughed. “Few hours. I’ll provide clarifying details before you leave.”

The changing room’s wooden door muffled the portal chamber’s sounds. In the quiet, I downed a glass of water waiting on a table, then examined the two-piece mesh suit hanging from its rack. Black and breathable with metallic threads glinting in the overhead globes, the lightweight, synthetic, layered weaves were almost as tough as muxal armor and could deflect most blade thrusts or arrow strikes–or animal bites. Small flexible fiberplates hung on the mesh for added protection.

I undressed, slipped into undertunics from my ready bag, then into the long-sleeved, mesh upper-suit first. Elastic hems held the weave snug at my wrists and ankles. Adjustments positioned the plates where they’d protect without impeding my movements. The room offered the space for me to stretch and move and test my full range of motion. I drew Kleeve for a series of practice strikes as well. The fit worked.

The boots, a base brown beneath slender vertical streaks of greens–almost like grass–rose to just below my knees. Quik-straps kept them in place. I thumped the steel toes and heels against the rock wall. Solid and not too snug. I didn’t know how much I’d be walking for this mission, but I’d not suffer blisters. Atakee had remembered my proportions well.

I folded my clothes into the ready bag and returned to the portal chamber. At the back of my foremind, blurry images hovered as the mission chip dissolved. Only minor thrums in my puushers hinted of ux involvement.

By then, E’sis had taken possession of a block of chrome muxal glinting in the portal’s flickering, ethereal light. As I approached, she shaped it into a hollow, adult-male-Raptori-sized figure. Her gaze shifted from the muxal to me and back as she refined her work. Paces away, Cas Ferg and her gathered Wingers watched with rapt attention.

I said to Atakee, “I’m starting to see images in my foremind.”

He nodded. “It’ll be a slow process, to give you time to absorb the information. Those images are place-holders. The real information will percolate behind the scenes. You’ll know when it’s ready.”

“I hope so. They were mysterious in there. Saying the land itself seemed opposed to a Guild presence.”

“Definitely. It’s hard to explain. You might feel it right off because of your puushers.”

E’sis looked up from the muxal armor’s torso, where she continued to shape the thin, overlapping plates. “But you should still be able to puush. Even with this armor.”

Hands on hips, I grunted. “Looks as heavy as usual.”

She smiled as she dug into a pouch at her waist. “You might be surprised. Here. I have a translation glyph for you.” A pale-blue light flickered across the crystal pinched in her long fingers. “It includes all three of the main dialects, several of the minor ones, and should last a year. Long enough for your mission, I hope.”

“If not, I’ll just learn the language.”

Atakee snorted. “Good luck with that.”

From where she stood, Cas Ferg asked, “Is that the same spell we have?”

E’sis turned momentarily. “Yes. You all have our latest translations.”

Smiling, I rolled down the mesh over my neck, exposing a black leather sub-collar. “How did you get so many dialects?”

She pressed the crystal flat against the cloth. Zings traveled up and down my puushers in the vicinity as she burned the glyph into the fabric. Substance from the crystal leaked over as well, giving the finished glyph a blue iridescence visible in the chrome muxal an arm’s length away. The smaller glyphs on the collar’s opposite side blended into the leather unseen. They held the four spells I was proficient in working.

 “Over two dozen Byne witchen trained here the past three years,” she said. “I helped familiarize them with their disciplines. Along the way, we compiled their languages, just as they collected as many of ours as they could.” She smiled. “It was fun.”

“How in depth was their training?”

“Each chen is now at her fourth ascension. Coveness Veeshe achieved her sixth.”

My eyebrows rose. “Fast learner?”

“And quite sensitive. A gifted witchen.”

I grunted at sensitive. So, skills but no real experience. A dangerous combination.

“How large are the Guild Houses?” I asked Atakee as E’sis turned back to the muxal armor.

“Small, with nine chen and six of my guard on each of the three continents,” he said. “So far the locals have accepted the covens without too much fuss. It helps that they’re keeping low profiles–at my insistence. Veeshe’s the twenty-eighth chen. She runs the main house in the capital city. Witchen rotate through, three at a time for six weeks or so, as do my guard.”

A word bubbled in my foremind. “The capital city. Bowlee?”

“Bowyl,” he replied. Bo-will.

“Bowyl. Where Byne’s three factions decided to make peace?”

Atakee nodded.

E’sis smiled. “Now and then our sensitives get the placement of an overportal right where it belongs.”

I winced again. She’d been a born sensitive... “Keep in mind a broken clock is right twice a day,” I said. Atakee and some of the Wingers chuckled while E’sis slapped my arm. “What about the understrand network?” 

He shook his head. “So far, only between the houses. And very difficult to establish, to hear Coveness Veeshe tell it.”

“Hmph. Any reason why?”

“The land. Just like everything else involving ux manipulation.”

I chuckled. “Sounds like they have a giant null problem.”

E’sis snorted. “Fortunately, the witchen who assembled that spell kept it small intentionally. They knew the risks.”

Null spells were fairly new in the Witchen Guild. Both they and their enemy, the Nassara, deployed them to great effect. Nulls prevented ux manipulation and sometimes could be used to cancel other spells outright. A witchen caught in a null’s influence became as helpless as a babe. And a witchen caught by a null couldn’t cast the simple spell to nullify the null. Forty-five years ago, I’d been caught in a null spell’s influence and nearly died, as had E’sis and T’reth.

The larger the receptacle into which a witchen cast a null spell, the less effective the null’s influence. Any crystal or other suitable container larger than my palm rendered a null spell too weak to matter. Multiple crystals could be placed close together to provide broader coverage–their influences didn’t cancel each other, oddly enough–but nullifying one then canceled them all.

The side that developed a stable, room-sized or even house-sized null spell would likely win the one-hundred-fifty year war still raging across the strands.

Atakee said, “I don’t think the witchen there even know what a null spell is.”

“Better off for it, they are,” E’sis said. She remained reluctant to cast null spells after our shared experience.

“How long’s the Guild House been in operation? A year?” I asked. E’sis positioned me in front of the muxal as she continued her adjustments–which I was fully capable of handling. I let her as she enjoyed the work.

“Give or take,” Atakee said. “Veeshe established the main house, then set up the three covens. It’s been five years since the Oladi re-established a portal.”

I frowned as an alarm warbled at the back of my foremind. “Wait. How old are these witchen?”

Atakee and E’sis exchanged glances. He said, “Veeshe’s just celebrated her thirty-second turning. As for the rest...”

“Most are in their late twenties,” E’sis said.

My mouth fell agape. “I thought the Guild only trained witchen from birth. Those they could identify as having the blood. If the portal’s only been there five years...”

E’sis waved. “There is an unofficial witchen-type practice in the communities. Those with the blood have been using their abilities in small ways. They safely matured with it.”

My anxiety diminished. “So, no mental churning of a weaver.”

“Absolutely not. These witchen practiced with the blood in their own ways, from early childhood. We simply gathered the most talented and trained them properly.”

Still, my thoughts continued to tumble. “So many young witchen...” Something about this feels out of place. But if E’sis and Atakee think it’s working... “I’m surprised no senior chen’s been assigned.”

“The locals are wary of outsiders,” E’sis said. “Especially where witchen are concerned.”

“It remains very much a primitive world,” Atakee added. “It’s been so since the Pheelm Chaos.”

“The Pheelm Chaos? That was over a thousand years ago.” I dredged my memories. “That relationship’s new. You have history now?”

“A bit, and it likely won’t be in your mission chip, so I’ll get you caught up as soon as we arrive.”

Cas Ferg stepped close. “I’d like to hear it, too, if possible. This’ll be our seventh mission there, and despite knowing us now, the locals remain suspicious. No one speaks of their history.”

Atakee nodded. “I’d be happy to share. Oh, and a deputy officiate is waiting for us–well, you. A Deputy Mythe.”

Cas Ferg’s eyebrows rose. “Mythe? I haven’t seen him for three Deeptreks. What’s he doing out of his office?”

Her tone hinted this Mythe’s presence was maybe not a good thing. I said, “Ih. Let’s go ask.”

E’sis stepped onto a small platform adjacent to the portal. “I will prepare the strand.” 

Travel through the Skein was simple enough–you stepped into the portal, suffered a sense of falling, then stepped out at your destination. With strands connecting to many destinations, a witchen had to isolate the proper one, if the desired destination was different from the last traveled. Such work was usually the duty of a novice, or at most, a witchen ascended to her fifth step.

I asked my friend, “You’re on portal duty?”

“I am the only one here with access,” she replied. “Byne is still on the hush.”

“Why keep such a primitive low-world a secret?”

“It is what the Olad anchor-world decided.” She waved. “Step into your armor while I finish.”

Smiling, I unbuckled and handed my sword belt to Atakee, positioned myself behind the hollow armor, then slowly pulled it against me. Like all the muxal I’d worked in my life, its presence formed a knot in my foremind, above and behind my right eye. Guided by my thoughts, the warm material washed over my body like syrup until I was encased in the semi-thick, semi-warm metal. After forming a proper opening for my face, I raised each foot to allow the muxal to form around my boot, then made slight adjustments in the bend of my joints. Between my armor mesh and the metallic cocoon, I felt snug and secure.

Atakee shook his head. “I’ve seen that hundreds of times, and still I’m amazed. Your control has sharpened.”

“I’ve been practicing.” I flexed my fingers, then retracted the muxal to my wrists and gathered the helm into a roll around my neck. More adjustments tweaked the remaining tight spots. The juts and facets of E’sis’s manipulations remained in place.

Cas Ferg cleared her throat. When Atakee and I turned, she tapped a nail to her armor’s breastplate. “I was advised you need to blend in.”

She did not mean my race. As the Skein’s sole surviving Raptori, with my beak-like snout, brown-splotched tan skin, and feathery hair from forehead to atop my shoulders, I wouldn’t blend in anywhere. Where I was headed, I would certainly stand out due to my height. Best to appear as a member of Cas Ferg’s outfit, to avoid drawing more attention.

I glanced down. The muxal’s chrome closely matched her fiberplates, but mine, like Atakee’s, had smoother edges throughout, rather than the beveled, chiseled look of her Wingers.

“The color’s good, but these here, here, and here need tweaking,” Atakee said, glancing from her armor to mine. He stepped behind us as I refined the shape of my plates. “The backside looks good enough. Plus, you’ll be wearing a cloak. That’ll help.”

I moved to Cas Ferg’s side and focused on the muxal presence. I combined plates, thinned out others, and gathered the extra muxal at my backplate and thighs, where I formed hollows to hold a small stash of supplies.

Atakee raised my blade. “What about Kleeve here?”

Cas Ferg looked it over. “Should be fine. We all carry blades and daggers. But you need a hooded cloak to help keep the bugs off. We’ll find you one after we arrive.”

I arched an eyebrow. “You have supplies pre-positioned?”

Her worried expression returned. “This will be our eighth Deeptrek. The locals, particularly the Impregda, deal exclusively with us now. I have an entire convoy of supplies pre-positioned, in Bowyl and several of the coastal cities. Raise your arms.”

As I turned in a slow circle, arms raised, E’sis said, “The strand is ready.”

The Trek-leader smirked. “You’ll pass. We’ll finish your dress when we arrive.” She pivoted to face her group. “Heer-RUP! Portal march!”

As a group the Wingers snapped to attention.

My smile widened. Just as I always pictured her.

“Safe travels, all,” E’sis said.

I turned to Atakee. “Guardmaster, if you would lead the way.”

“Of course, Warden.” He disappeared into the portal’s bright swirling froth with a sploosh.

“Good luck, Maels,” E’sis said as I followed a step behind Atakee.

Despite over a century-and-a-half of doing so, I hated traveling by strand. The falling sensation as my first step fell below where I expected it to land was always disconcerting. And for me, hissed whispers echoed at the periphery of my awareness. They came from travelers buried deep in my consciousness; beings of the ux that had been in me since I was six years old. I could not determine who or what they truly were, as I had to practically rip myself apart to communicate with them–which I’d endured twice in my life. They only made themselves known when I traveled through the ux. I’d decided long ago their whispers were them reporting their observations to whoever was listening–perhaps an entire civilization of such beings.

I didn’t mind my uninvited guests. They’d saved my life more than once. And them being there gave me an ux presence I could carry anywhere, enabling my small but growing witchen abilities. As long as I traveled through a strand and let them do their thing, they remained harmless and quiet enough.

Still, I never got used to their whispers at the edges of my consciousness, in no language I might ever understand.

My foot jolted against the ground as I stepped onto Byne with a grunt. The whispers faded.

Atakee, a step ahead, turned. “Strands still bother you?” he asked, barely suppressing a smile. We kept walking, Cas Ferg and her Wingers moments behind.

“Every damn time.” All anyone knew–save for E’sis and T’reth–was that traveling the strands made me queasy. I preferred it that way. Then I noticed our surroundings. “But not as much as being in caves.”

I hated caves. I’d nearly died in a catastrophic collapse, and too frequently, found myself in bad situations in caves. Even with all the stone arches and wooden beams buttressing the crags, I shuddered at the exposed, black-streaked gray rock all around.

Casting yellow-tinged glows, globes along the ceiling worked with the frothing portal to chase back the shadows. Flowery vines and leafy plants hung off wooden lattices. Carpets in brilliant hues smoothed the dusty floor. Large butterfly-type bugs flitted about, chased at times by small, scaly rat-creatures. Two patches of smooth, polished rock stood between the lattices–eventual anchoring spots for understrands, no doubt.

The cave smelled of flowers and a musky incense.

Two locals stood off to the side–a witchen and the deputy officiate Atakee said was waiting. Rising to about Cas Ferg’s height, they had round heads that poked out to a blunted point in back and a short, flattened snout in front. Bat-like ear flaps sat high along their temples, half-covered by dense mops of finger-length, tan-and-brown-striped hair running from forehead to blunted point.

A bulge of bone rose brow-like above eyes of vibrant yellow irises in pale greens. Their faces broadened at nose level, where two juts of curving bone served as nostril ridges. Their lips brushed the ridges, and smiles exposed twin rows of broad, sharp teeth.

Smooth scales covered their bodies, colored a mix of magentas, oranges, and greens over a yellow base. The witchen had more reds and oranges on her cheeks and chin, while greens dominated the officiate’s face.

The witchen looked comfortable in her loose robes, while the officiate wore pebbled animal hide held in place with leather straps and dark metal brackets–the local armor. Both wore boots of tan leather, with darker hide over the toes and up the ankles in back.

The officiate approached as Atakee and I stepped aside to let the emerging Wingers gather into formation–the chamber was large enough for all forty with ample room to spare. Cas Ferg appeared at my side as the officiate closed in.

“Greetings,” he said, the word translating in my mind a moment after I heard his chortle and hiss. “Trek-leader Cas Ferg. It is pleasurous to be in your company again.” They exchanged a handshake where he gripped her outstretched forearm from above while she gripped from below. A wide three-fingered hand sat at the end of his long slender forearm. Greens, reds, and oranges swirled down its length like blotchy round tattoos.

“The sun’s kept you warm and well, my old friend,” Cas Ferg replied. “May I introduce Warden Maels of the Raptori, of the Guild Guard. He will be senior on this mission. Warden, Deputy Officiate Mythe, of the Office Interiana Impregda.

I offered my forearm, and we exchanged greetings. “Officiate.”

“Deputy. And Warden, is it? Is that your proper title?”

“It is. Or you may call me Maels.”

“Of the Raptori. I’ve not heard mention of your people. But then, I’ve not heard mention of much beyond our peaceful little world,” he said. I took the expression he made right after to be one of amusement. He gestured. “Witchen Pythik of the Witchen Guild House, Bowyl.”

Cas Ferg and I returned her nod.

“I understand Three-Hook Powaxel of the Frontiersa Guild will be our senior,” Cas Ferg said. “He usually never works with outsiders.”

Mythe shrugged, a gesture that carried the same meaning from world to world. “He was in the city for business which has just concluded. Advisor Hennix herself asked him to guide us.” Half his bone-crest brow shifted in what I interpreted as a raised eyebrow. “Shows how important this mission’s turned. With hope, the sun will stay warm on our backs the whole way through.”

The last of Cas Ferg’s mercenaries stepped from the portal, filling out the formation. Cas Ferg’s subcommander shouted an order. One column at a time, the Wingers marched through the portal chamber’s lone doorway and up the wooden steps beyond. The globes there threw their shadows across bare rock walls. Bugs flitted about their helms.

As the last of them left, Mythe, Cas Ferg, Atakee, and I followed.

“How stands the situation in the Trynum?” Atakee asked over his shoulder as he led the way.

“The Trynum’s proper governance remains shut down, as it will until young Crealee swears to office,” Mythe said. “Matters of import are handled in the shadows, out of necessity, but progress is made. The tension still weighs heavy, but so far, the peace holds.” After a couple steps, he added, “I think my people will gander back on this peaceful transition with pride.”

“Assuming the peace holds,” Cas Ferg said.

Mythe grunted. “We are cautiously optimistic that sun will stay warm.”

After ascending two floors, we followed the Wingers in silence through the Guild House halls of Bynick brick, wood, bamboo-type stalks, and packed dirt. I breathed in relief. Too bad overportals had to be anchored in thick rock or some other equally durable substance rarely found above ground, like celslab. At least understrand portals required less of an anchor.

I’d caused the calamity that collapsed that one cave. Didn’t matter–I didn’t like caves. Raptori were meant for wide open spaces, where we could puush without fear of knocking our noggins. At least, that’s what I remembered of my home world.

“Warden Maels and I will head this way, for now,” Atakee said at an intersection. “We’ll catch up with you at the main stables.”

Cas Ferg scowled. “So I don’t get to hear the latest?”

“I’ll fill you in,” I told her.

“Is this news I need to hear?” Mythe asked.

“It’s news you probably already know,” Atakee said, “but there’s no issue in you hearing it later as well.”

“Hey, it’ll give us something to talk about on the journey,” I said, lightly punching Cas Ferg’s shoulder. Her beagle-like frown scrunched deeper.

“Don’t dally,” she said. “Three-Hook Powaxel will want to give you a good going-over.”

“Not sure I like the sound of that.”

“Maels won’t be long,” Atakee said.

They continued while we turned.

He said, “I’ve a mount for you in the ancillary stables, where we can talk privately.”

“What’s all this really about?” I asked, wondering if maybe I didn’t really want to know.

“I’m not sure you really want to know,” he replied, his tone suddenly grim.
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WE WALKED down a quiet hall. A strange, dull thrum pulsed through my puushers, down my spine, and the back of each limb. I twitched, but after a step the odd feeling subsided.

Probably residual ux from somewhere.

Smells floated in the air–animal musk, cooking meats, what might have been unwashed bodies. Each world had its own variety. Some needed extended exposure before I stopped noticing. Here, deep breaths through my snout adapted me quickly enough.

Windows covered with gauzy curtains told of night outside. Voices mixed with animal grunts, clucks, and chirps. Wood creaked. A hammer thunked. Another produced metal-on-metal strikes. Large, multi-winged insects brizzed and skittered. A spider’s white web stretched from wall to wall in the straw ceiling of another intersection, with small cocoons dotting one corner. I shivered.

Figures there’d be spiders here. At least they’re too small to cocoon me.

Like caves, I had a deep-seated aversion to spiders. Of any size.

Atakee said, “My understanding is you and the Wingers are here to escort Executive-elect Crealee from Keef Rock Academy on Impregda’s west coast back to Bowyl. The land in between, called the Deep, is as rough as any you’ll encounter–perhaps the worst on this world.” He sighed. “I don’t know why Coveness Veeshe requested you be brought in.”

“I was told she asked for me specifically.”

He glanced over his shoulder. “She must’ve gotten your name from the Olad ambassador.”

“Ih.” Fragments from the mission chip formed into a fuzzy clarity. Not yet enough to be useful, but still churning through me. Blurry faces. Shadowy locations. Animals. “There’s been a death of one of the peacemakers?”

“Damned nasty business.” We stopped at a closed wooden door. “Executive Crenteeta was assassinated–poisoned–about two weeks ago. Despite our best efforts, the Guild hasn’t made any headway in determining who’s responsible.”

“Assassinated? I was told once elected, such officials are off limits.”

He grunted. “Obvious assassinations are forbidden. Crenteeta was Crealee’s mother.”

“Shit.” A chill sank through me. Keep it together. “Hell of a situation for a grieving daughter. How old is she?”

“Eight.”

“What! Eight? When I was told child, I expected someone at least in their teens.” Krinell’s young, ashen face spiked into my foremind. I shoved it down. Here and gone in less than a blink, but...

Put her out of your mind. For the sake of the mission...

“She’ll be nine around when she swears her oath of office, if everything works out. Here, that’s considered of age.”

Maybe I’m here because she’s so young. Still, something wasn’t right.

We passed through the door into a wide room full of locals of all ages working at tables, writing, washing, cooking. Closed doors led off in three directions. Barking, screeching, and reptilian hisses, growls, and snaps floated from the doors ahead with each local that passed through. Scents deepened, particularly those of food. And unwashed bodies.

Though the distant thrums remained, the usual Guild House zing failed to register in my puushers. Little ux manipulation was happening. I could understand that on the streets outside, but within the walls? Were the chens suppressing it due to the locals’ mistrust, or was all that talk about the world itself opposing its use more than speculation?

“There’s more,” Atakee said. “Before the Pheelm Chaos, civilization here was far more advanced. A global understrand network existed. Witchen were more involved with everything. It all literally blew up when the overportal collapsed.”

I grimaced, knowing first-hand what an overportal’s collapse did to a world. “Is this new information?”

He smiled as we neared doors leading out. “The Oladi brought in an archivist, gave her strict instructions not to speak of her work to anyone. They didn’t count on her having grown up in the same village as I did. We were practically neighbors!” He laughed. “What a fun reunion that was. She traveled around, talked to locals, and unearthed amazing discoveries. She kept her word, didn’t say a thing. But left me a crystal with copies of her notes.”

“Ah, the old, ‘Oops, I left my notes behind!’ routine.” I waved away an insect buzzing close. Another alighted on the back of my neck. A third danced near my thumb. I swiped and they all scattered.

The air hung humid and carried a rotting plant smell now. I’d stop noticing in a few minutes–the smell, anyway.

“Ignore them. They’re harmless,” Atakee said, waving away a buzzing beetle with a bright-green carapace that bobbed near his eyes. Two more swirled around his braids. A third crawled near his temple, close to his ear. A flick sent it spinning. “Anyway, I learned more reading her notes over a week’s time than in my two-plus years here.”

We entered a large, busy stable opening to a wide courtyard. Torches burned, occasionally dripping embers. Grooms bustled about, tending to the many animals, which lowed and whinnied and shrieked. Younger locals mucked out stalls. Others wheeled carts of food or straw or other sundries. Scaled, dog-like beasts ran about with baskets strapped to their backs. Others herded sheep-like animals.

The pungent, almost-abusive smells reminded me of the many farms I’d visited in my travels. Change the reptilian scales and pebbly hides to mammalian hair or feathered flanks, and this could be any stable anywhere.

Stalls for plump, owl-sized feathered creatures lined rafters joined by wooden walkways. Messenger birds?

Atakee led us between the many stalls. We stopped several times as animals crossed our path. We leaned close to be heard over the din.

“Civilization fell hard when the Pheelm collapsed,” Atakee said. “Anarchy held for centuries. About eight decades ago, the population, wanting change, forced a semblance of peace upon their respective governments. Fighting’s still broken out at times, but a viable government took shape–the Trynum. The three factions found a lot of common ground and agreed to disagree on the rest. History should eventually relegate those minor differences into the waste chute of progress.”

“Waste chute of progress? You turning poet on me?”

He laughed. “Her words.”

“How did young Crealee get elected into this?”

“The Impregda populace loved Executive Crenteeta and felt her suspicious death deserved an equally outrageous response. Her daughter’s at an elite school and is supposedly very advanced for her age. The belief is she’ll mature into her position with the right advisors.”

We rounded a corner, then stopped as a barking dog herded six lowing sheep across our way. It nipped at a slow one near the rear, which discharged a stream of chunky scat close to our boots as it ran by. If the stench bothered Atakee, he didn’t let on. I held my breath for several steps. Sometimes, my acute sense of smell had its drawbacks.

Bugs swarmed the wastes.

“Over this way.” We turned. The stables and courtyards continued on. Streets branched off between thatched-roof houses, some three stories high, joined by roofed, open-sided corridors–few structures stood alone. Torches burned at intersections and regular intervals down packed-dirt roads. Wagons rattled by. A glimpse down a wide street leading east revealed a distant horizon purpling with dawn.

“The governing cycle here runs thirty years. Each faction–Celvegda, Lovloga, Impregda–takes a ten-year turn at the helm,” he said as we passed stalls of larger, horse-like beasts. “We’re in the third cycle–the Impregda’s turn. No matter what, an Impregda sits in the executiveship. They have another seven years to rule.”

When I thought it safe to breathe again, I grumbled, “So she’ll grow into the job. Still sounds kind of cruel to force that on a grieving daughter.”

“Coveness Veeshe was upset when Crealee won. The Lovloga ambassador expressed concern as well. But it’s Crenteeta’s advisors that have the Celvegda and Lovloga factions in an uproar.”

Names and faces crossed my foremind as more of the mission chip seeped through me. “How so?”

“All three are judges for the Impregda high court and carry grudges over decisions made by the global over-court, which embarrassed and hurt several entrenched businesses where it most counted–their coin chests.”

I sighed. “Figured money was involved somewhere.”

He laughed. “Their presence ruffled feathers, but Crenteeta had them under firm control. They published articles deriding how certain decisions against them were poor law motivated by clashing personalities on the over-court. These opinions have the other factions worried as to how the advisors will guide Crealee. Efforts to legally remove them failed.”

We stopped at the last stall, before a large packed-dirt courtyard. The gate across from us opened to the streets. Bynick citizens–all Impregda since we were in their part of Bowyl–walked past, wearing subdued colors, carrying baskets or pushing wheeled carts. Huge horse-like beasts with white feathery manes, black scales, and spiked tail tufts pulled wagons.

Bugs brizzed. Birds screeched. Large kites with streaming tails bobbed and dipped in the steady breeze. Higher up, dragon-like creatures lurked.

“How do I fit into all this?” I leaned against a closed stall door. The horse-like animal within snorted wetly and sniffed my armor. A distant headache lightly drummed fingertips at my temples.

Atakee rubbed the animal’s pebbled, dark-green hide. “The daughter’s academy lies at the far end of Impregda. She needs to be escorted to Bowyl as soon as possible, to end the government standstill. The season changed recently, and violent seasonal storms prevent her from traveling by sea for another half-year.”

“An overland trek.”

Two grooms approached, one carrying a saddle, and we stepped back. One unlatched the stall. The other slung the saddle onto the beast’s back. It bleated in protest.

He said, “It’s a fifteen-to-twenty week round-trip through some of this world’s worst territory.”

“Cas Ferg’s Wingers’ve traveled it before?”

“They’re one of two groups the Impregda use.”

The two grooms led the placid animal into the courtyard where they adjusted straps and buckles for the tack and bulging packs hanging off the beast’s flanks.

“They’ll be supported by Impregda militia–the factions no longer have standing armies, just local militia.” Atakee helped the grooms. “Also, the Frontiersa will throw in a few men. Those are the men living in wilderness settlements.”

“All I need to do is ride along and make sure the executive-elect arrives safe and sound?”

We exchanged knowing looks.

“Right,” I muttered. Shit. What am I not being told?

Atakee and the grooms worked quickly together. The animal had pebbled green hide on top and a tougher hide yellowing to black down its legs. Short but thick cream-colored feathery hair stretched from forehead to rump. Its flattened head reminded me of a toothy Earth crocodile. Each foot had three claw-tipped toes, and spikes tipped its tail. But its big doey eyes, large horse-like ears, and the way its lips curled in a smile beneath its cheeks softened its appearance.

The guardmaster arched an eyebrow. “Hopefully Coveness Veeshe will explain why when she contacts you.”

“In person, or...” I tapped my temple.

“She prefers to share. Likes the intimacy.” He checked buckles and ran his fingers over straps that looked like alligator hide. I recognized the concepts–saddle, stirrups, reins, harness, a webbing of straps joined by buckles and such. It all looked out of position due to the animal’s broad bulk and reptilian snout.

He asked, “How long since your last ride?”

“A while. Never something this big, though.”

“Young Blaa here’s a gentle sort. Smart, too, for a cloptix.” He slapped her flank.

Ears flattening, she turned narrowed eyes at him.

He waved. “Climb aboard. I’ll see to any adjustments.”

I lifted a foot into the stirrup, grabbed the saddle horn, swung a leg up and over, and settled.

“Shit, I’m practically doing the splits up here.”

He laughed. “Let me adjust the stirrups. Here. How’s that?”

“Yeah, better,” I said, bouncing lightly.

“Lean back a little, check your center of gravity. Yeah, like that.” He adjusted again, then repeated the process on the other side.

We tweaked the rest of Blaa’s tack. The saddle’s shaped scoop and a backrest made the ride more comfortable than I anticipated.

I said, “I’m going to have some sore-ass thighs for the first few days.”

“You’ll heal quickly enough. Just be mindful of your center of gravity. For the long flat stretches, try to relax.”

Under Atakee’s guidance, I put Blaa through the motions: trotting, steering, stopping. She responded to both reins and knees. Although I’d never ridden this breed of creature, everything seemed familiar. Riding a horse was riding a horse–or ostrich, or kanthird, or belth...

I reined Blaa to a stop near the open gate.

“Looks clean to me, Warden. Don’t fiddle with anything, you’ll be fine.”

“Once I learn something, it tends to stick.” I remembered my entire life with unmarred clarity, thanks to the ux travelers residing in my mind.

He arched an eyebrow. “Get reacquainted with whatever you’ve learned about staying alive. You’re going to need every lesson.”

“Is it that bad out there?”

“I’ve lost militia friends to the Deep. Stupid mistakes, a moment’s carelessness...but those are the ones that get you killed.” He shook his head. “I don’t envy you, Warden. But Powaxel’s a renowned Frontiersa. If anyone can get you through this, it’s him.”

“I’ll be sure not to piss him off when I meet him.”

Atakee laughed. “Blaa here knows the way around to the main stables. If she gets lost, just follow your nose.”

I laughed with him, then offered my hand. “Thank you, Guardmaster. Good and greetings to you again.”

“Warm fortunes, Warden.” He shook my hand, then slapped one of the packs strapped to Blaa’s flanks. “There’s blankets, water skins, provisions, and other gear. The convoy will carry additional supplies, of course, and replenish everything once you hit the coast. You should recognize everything. Whatever puzzles you, just ask Powaxel. I hear he designed most of it. He’ll probably unpack it all to check everything, anyway.”

“No offense intended, but with the way you’re talking, I honestly hope he does.”

“See you in about five months, local time.”

I headed out onto one of the busy main thoroughfares.

My trip through the streets took a good half-hour. Blaa did know the way but enjoyed stopping and looking around. I endured long waits at three different intersections before I realized she was lollygagging, then used my knees to keep her moving.

As Atakee warned, I smelled the stables long before I saw them.

A groom led me to the Wingers and their wagons, gathered at the far end of the massive stable complex–a warren of covered stalls and open courtyards, with people, animals, and hauled transports in constant motion.

My first sight of the large boxy wagons with huge, thick leather-sheathed wheels that would be my convoy, dried my throat and sent chills down my spine. My last trip in such a convoy hadn’t gone well–I alone survived when disaster struck less than a half-day’s travel from our final destination. Even the grooms and mercenaries bustling about looked remarkably similar in the way they moved.

I cast the memories aside. Others, more recent and just as dark, tried to fill the void. They needed more effort to shove down.

Three-Hook Powaxel, a short, burly, and grizzled local, did indeed strip down both packs. He discarded several items, sending boys for suitable replacements. “Never trust them dirt-headed grooms to square it right, unless they’ve traveled the Deep,” the Frontiersa grumbled, his low, deep voice replete with the grunts, chortles, and hisses of his people. “Here, look.” He held up a leathery water skin, its top twisted off, and showed me the inside of the cap. “Who in their right mind ventures Deepward with filters this peppered? Hck! Useless dung-eating grooms! All of them!” He cast the skin over his shoulder, adding it to the growing pile. “I’ll pilfer you up a proper drinker, Warden.”

When he finished, he said, “At least your off-world Guard hooked you with a proper mount. Blaa’s solid for a cloptix, if a bit on the wandermind side.” He ran his hands over her flanks, through her mane, pinched off and flicked away a tick-like bug.

“Yeah, I kinda found that out.” I rubbed her snout. She seemed to enjoy it.

“Mud-maned cloptix. Good for her size. She’ll pump out fine foals.” He smacked her rump. She looked in his direction and swished her tail spikes near his cheeks. Laughing, he batted them aside. “Hck! Brutes over there’re blackflanks. We’ll hitch twenty-four for our Deeptrek, the militia another ten.”

I glanced to where he pointed. The two blackflanks hitched to a wagon stood tall at the shoulder, their long spiked tails swishing lazily. The greens on their head and neck turned to glossy black scales down their back. They probably outweighed Blaa thrice over. But they looked strong and sure-footed enough to unstick the huge wagon–which no doubt weighed as much as they did–from even the deepest mud. The thirty-four count meant two for each wagon and six in reserve.

The Wingers checking them over, along with the heavily chained harnesses and wagon, seemed quite familiar with them.

“Your turn now, Warden.” Powaxel stepped before me. His gaze flicked up and down my armor. “Strip it down, let me look you inside out. If the pleasure can be mine.”

My life soon to be in his hands, I did as he asked, all the way down to my mesh undersuit. Quick thoughts and an ingrained familiarity allowed me to remove my armor as though it disassembled into pieces. Passers-by stopped to gawk, but the Three-Hook’s scowl prompted them on with their business.

Despite my efforts, though, he noticed how the muxal flowed like a fluid when I formed a gap between my chest and back sections.

“Witchery!” He jerked back.

“No. I’m not a witchen. This is metal that can be shaped with thought. Nothing more.” Holding the backplate, I shifted the facets. “See? I can adapt my armor to any situation we might encounter. It’s a tool, like your club.”

Eyes wide, mouth slightly agape, Powaxel examined the re-shaped backplate. “Tool? Hck!”

I nodded. “I can combine pieces and create new shapes.” I merged the breast- and backplates into a shaft half as long as a blackflank and flattened the tip into a vicious-looking edge. Then just as quickly, returned the armor to its original shape before splitting the pieces apart.

He rubbed the smooth muxal. “Witchery,” he whispered. “I appreciate your giving me a gander, Warden. Let’s keep this hunched. No need to fret the young ones hitching the ride.”

“I agree.”

“Any other special tricks beneath your fancy armor?”

“Not with the armor, but... Well, I can fly.” Guardness Kaul had said this was my primary reason for being here, and if my life was in the hands of this experienced local...

Once again, his eyes widened. He raised a hand, palm out. “Show nobody, if you speak what I think I heard. That’s a revelation for private.”

“I thought it worth mention.”

“Appreciate the blunt forthrightness.” He paused as though to gather his thoughts. “I’m curious why the witchers thought to bring you in for such a tame run–you’ve more on your plate than escort service, I wager. But let’s finish our business here before digging.” He proceeded to examine every piece of my equipment, armor, and clothing with a suspicious eye. “Armor’ll do you well. The others like so?”

“No. Straight-up armor. But they’ve Deeptrekked a few times.”

He grunted as he fingered my mesh undersuit. “This true animal hide? Smells off.”

“Synthetic mesh. It’ll stop most arrows and spear thrusts. Should hold up against bites–if the animal’s small enough.”

“Few enough of those. And they’re not the ones to fret over.” He lifted my sheathed blade. “May I?”

“Be my guest.”

He drew Kleeve and ran his fingertips down the fuller with a whistle-like hiss. “Seen many carried by you off-worlders in my day, but none so...distinct. What metal is this?”

“It’s called pheltite. I had Kleeve special made, just for my fighting style.”

“Kleeve, hck? Fitting.”

He studied Kleeve, testing its balance, eyeing the razor edge, carefully swinging it about. He seemed to know how to use it, though I’d seen no indication anyone on Byne carried such blades. Their weapons, mostly slender, knob-tipped clubs or long spears, were made of thick dark wood, some tipped with black stone flints. I’d seen several others carrying recurve bows and wearing quivers, and some with straps of cloth that might have been slings. Metal seemed reserved for more practical applications.

“What be these patters in the metal here?” he asked.

“Microscopic–ih, tiny crystals that hold spells when activated,” I said, leaning close. The patters, as he called them, glinted in the early dawn down Kleeve’s entire length, mostly within the fuller. They blended well with the blue-gray pheltite. Hardly anyone noticed them. A patter or two strayed close to the edges–one razor sharp, the other flattened to deliver less-lethal blows–but didn’t interfere with Kleeve’s deadliness.

“Spells, you say? A witchery sword?”

“One spell in particular, called a null,” I said. “It defeats ux-powered protection.”

“Umph?”

“It neutralizes spells of protection.”

“Witchery against witchery. Bah!” He spat into the hard-packed dirt. “How’s it for straight-up slashing?” He made as though to cleave through Blaa’s neck.

“Careful, or you won’t get any foals from her.”

He smiled, then sheathed the blade. “Hck! Try it myself, once we’re Deepward.”

“I’d be honored.”

He praised my boots, then had me roll up my sleeves and leggings. “Your mottles’ll make for good blending in the Deep, should you find yourself a-streak.”

The whorls of dark brown spread over my tan skin from the ridges along my back, arms, and legs, fading as they circled around. My face, hands, and feet remained mottle-free. A wave of feathery tan hair cascaded from my forehead to my shoulders. I thought I cast a dashing appearance, but as the last of my kind and with only memories to guide me, I wasn’t entirely sure. Menue thought so. Her twin sister, Jeko, not so much.

“I imagine streaking out where we’re headed is rarely done twice,” I said, twisting my forearms to provide a better look. The ridges there were puush organs, the source of my flying ability. More stretched along my back and down my legs.

He laughed. “Hck! Naked in the Deep probably means blending is your only hope.” He scowled at my forearms and hands. “Never been slashed?”

I’d wondered if he’d notice. “I heal quickly. Very quickly.”

Another evolutionary adaptation that had served me well over my first century-and-a-half of life. Otherwise, I’d wear a patchwork of scars like what I saw on his exposed skin. I found it odd that scales could scar. I’d have guessed old scales flaked off as new ones molted in. Maybe they didn’t molt.

“Keep you alive, that just might.” He bade me dress. “You’ve a Winger’s cape to keep the flitters off? Otherwise, I’ll fetch you a hat with trickles, like that one.” He hooked a thumb at a passing groom wearing a hat with a fine netting draped from brim to mid-chest. The netting’s weave did look like drops of water trickling down in the torchlight. “Maybe gloves, too.”

I’d stopped noticing the bugs until he mentioned them. Several flitted about my head, none bold enough to land. “Cas Ferg has a cape for me. I’ll be fine without the gloves.”

“We’ll hitch a pair, just in case. Witchery armor there notwithstanding.”

“Warden! There you are.” Cas Ferg and Deputy Officiate Mythe walked from the stables. They made sure to keep out of the way of the traffic flowing in and out through the open doors and gates. The Trek-leader unfurled a cape colored like hers, but larger. “Here.”

Powaxel turned his gaze onto Mythe. They scowled at each other.

I slung the cape on and fastened the clasp. The hooks offered several options, one which pinched the edges close together at my neck, the last that let the heavy fabric lay wide across my shoulders. More clasps along the inner lining let me close the cape all the way to my knees. Slits in the sides provided openings for my arms. “Thing’s heavy enough.” I adjusted it so it sat more comfortably.

“Consider it another layer of protection.” She produced a small jar of ointment. “Lift the hood.” I did so, and she smeared ointment along the edge, inside and out.

“This repels most bugs,” she said. “Out in the Deep, it’ll let you see what’s in front of you.”

I smelled a hint of roses. “Are the Deep’s bugs really that bad?”

“Not bugs out there but swarms,” she yipped. “Not everywhere, thankfully. When we do run through infested areas, you’ll want this. Trust me.”

The Frontiersa looked over the deputy’s armor and fingered the leather flap that hung over Mythe’s right shoulder.

“Fancy polish to your dress, chair-rider,” he said.

Mythe glanced down, then shrugged off Powaxel’s fingers. “Needs breaking in, I admit. Just as yours did when you first shrugged it over, Three-Hook.”

“Still fancy yourself a wagon driver?”

“I’ll ride picket with a cloptix beneath me, but I still drive, yes.”

Powaxel crossed his arms. “Driving a chair is your best these sunflips, Deputy. Better if you reconsider. Too many hungry bellies in the Deep eager to grittle us. I’ve no place for one with skills drawn dry.”

As they spoke, Cas Ferg finished ringing my hood with the ointment. Catching my eye, she slightly shook her head. Don’t interfere. The jar disappeared into a small pouch at her side.

Mythe drew himself up to stand half-a-head taller than the Frontiersa. “I’ve a ride of my own, and room in the wagons, Three-Hook.” He rested one hand on his hip, the other on the club in a loop at his side. Powaxel wore a similar weapon, a smaller one at the other hip. “And an invite from the Wingers to lope along. I’ll not be a fret, or grittles for the eaters.”

With the two standing so close, I noticed telling differences between them. Both had the Byne rounded heads and slender tailless bodies. The coloring of their scales bore the same broad strokes. Powaxel’s head stretched back farther and flattened out on top more.

And his face looked gaunt, with tight cheeks and a more prominent brow. Mythe carried pudge, visible across his forehead, between his nostrils, along his chin, and down the sides of his neck. His scales held a buff, while Powaxel’s looked flat, their shine scraped away. The Frontiersa bore numerous scars, whereas Mythe remained mostly unblemished.

Muscles bulged along Powaxel’s bare arms. Mythe’s hung with the local version of flab. Powaxel wore his armor well, while the deputy likely anticipated slimming into his. The rest of the Three-Hook’s clothing looked scuffed and scratched and worn.

“Not for lack of trying,” Powaxel said. “Seen too many of your ilk step into a slip, end up meat, and take one of my own along. Riding picket’s a fair different game than riding a chair.”

“I’ve no frets about venturing Deepward again, Three-Hook,” Mythe said. “I’ll mind my own. You mind yours.”

“I’ve a mind to leave you back.” The Three-Hook put hands on hips. His face bunched into a scowl. “Why the chancing? Chair riding’s your skill now. No fret of being eaten there. Why chance yourself, and most likely others?”

Mythe’s cheeks bulged as he clenched his jaw. A fingertip tapped his club’s hilt. Was I about to see the infamous Byne temper in action?

“Something you’d understand, Three-Hook Powaxel,” Mythe grumbled with effort. “My duty.”

“Chair riding calls for Deeptrekking now?” Powaxel laughed. “Such is the easy life, eh?” He turned serious and stabbed a finger into the deputy’s chest. “Hck! The Deep’s no forgiving for your softness.”

Mythe slapped the finger aside. “Prime Advisor Hinnix herself sent me to ensure–”

“Hinnix’s proclamations echo as useless as yours, chair-rider. It’s the witchers whose word matters now. This one rides at the head of their herd.” He slanted his head in my direction. “I take talk from him, and no one else.”

Mythe had said this Hinnix was who convinced Powaxel to take lead on the expedition. The Three-Hook had low thoughts for the coven and their witchery. I wondered if he didn’t like the idea of me above him–technically speaking.

Powaxel added, “A splinter’s the worst of your day. Why risk worse?”

Mythe growled. “That’s none of your concern, Frontiersa.”

“If watching your hide’s to be a burden on me, I’ll need a reason not to bait you up for biters,” Powaxel said. “Otherwise, we’ll all be better off with you riding chairs here. It’ll be tangy enough with so many along already.” He glanced in Cas Ferg’s direction. “Present company excluded, of course.”

She smiled. “I enjoyed your company a while back, but you were a mere two-hook then. Three-Hook Conna finally find his home?”

Powaxel winced. “You might say that, if by home you mean a kavator’s guttles.”

“Oh, no! What happened?”

“What happens on all treks Deepward. A moment’s loss of guard, a forgetting of one’s place. A branchswinger glanced him from his cloptix. The kavator happened to be waiting.” He shrugged. “I imagine the meal I’ll make will come from similar wanderminding.”

I said, “Ih. Well, let’s hope that’s not for several Deeptreks yet.”

“Hck! I aim to make Four-Hook before making grittles of myself. But resting warm in a beast’s guttles ain’t all that bad a way to end, mind you.”

“It’s the getting in there that frets me,” Mythe said in a low voice.

While Cas Ferg and I laughed, Powaxel returned his scowl to the deputy officiate.

“My life hinges on Executive Crealee’s safe arrival,” Mythe finally admitted. He closed his eyes. His body sagged. “Advisor Hinnix weighed me with that burden. My duties include administration of the Deep–keeping your outposts manned and supplied, Frontiersa. Because of that, she and Officiate Ruul placed the burden of Crealee’s safety in my claws.” He looked at me. “Knowing my old friend’s skills and familiarity with the Deep, I sought the Wingers, and approached the witchers to request for Cas Ferg. The witchers stepped in with offers of help from their best.” He waved a hand palm up in my direction, indicating me. “I accepted with gracious relief.”

Powaxel snorted. “Hck! Thought it was knotted along those ropes. I’ve a mind to drag Officiate Ruul along with us. Dirty up her sagging, chair-riding rump as well. A bite or two ought to scar some sense into her.” He stepped back.

Mythe relaxed. “I know I’m a burden. True, I’ve traveled the Deep, but not in four seasons. I feel ridiculous wearing this again.” He waved a hand over his armor. “But Advisor Hinnix made it clear I was to personally escort Executive-elect Crealee. Her fate and mine are intertwined.” He looked at Powaxel, then me. “I couldn’t just stay behind, and I dared not trust the Frontiersa.”

“You can trust us,” Cas Ferg said with confidence. “I’ve pledged to seeing the young executive safely here, as have my Wingers. I’ve yet to lose a client traveling the Deep.”

Powaxel grunted. “I’ve lost my share, but through stupid non-heeding of my advice. Deserved their chomps, those dung-heads. Smart and sensible is what I’ve heard of young Crealee. She’ll see herself safe to her oath. I’ll just be nudging aside the eaters and biters from my place in the shadows.”

Mythe lowered his eyebrows at me.

I shrugged. “The fact I’m here, and that the Guild has paid generously for the proper outfitting of this mission should tell you all you need to know.”

Cas Ferg slapped a hand to Mythe’s shoulder. “Just stick with me and my bunch, Deputy. We’ll get you through.”

“Heed her words,” Powaxel grumbled. “I’ll have little time keeping you from becoming grittles.” He glanced at the sun, its edge cresting the nearby rooftops. I felt its weight on me beneath the cape and armor. Sweat beaded across my forehead and trickled down my neck. A headache was gathering strength. But the bugs stayed well back from the edges of my hood.

“You’ll not have to fret over me, Three-Hook,” Mythe said. “I’ll keep to no wanderminding. You’ll see.”

The Three-Hook grunted. “It’s a quarter to sunpeak. Get your wagons straightened, Winger. I plan to roll out within the quarter.”

“I’ll have my teams ready,” Cas Ferg said. She grabbed Mythe’s arm, and the two of them disappeared into the stables.

“Let’s visit the map room, then give a final gander at everything.” Powaxel walked into the stables, too. On his way past the pile of discarded supplies that had once been in my packs, he waved. “And fetch you proper fittings.”
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IN THE map room, tapestries covered three of the five walls, each displaying a continent in vibrant detail. Locals hunched over slanted desks and drawing on sheets of papyrus filled a fourth wall. Powaxel led the way to a wooden table and the stacks of trays along the remaining wall. Cartographers looked up, then returned to their work. Candles in chandeliers and sconces along the walls provided soothing illumination.

He withdrew a sheet of papyrus from a stack on a tray and laid it on the table’s smooth dark wood. “Here’s the trail laid before us. Given the season, migrating poondix herds’ll trample us a way through, south a bit. So, here. This trail in the south sweeps below the Gurgatin.”

I asked, “This is the Impregda continent?”

“In all her sparkle.”

Impregda’s northern coast rumpled along the equator, dips and juts eliminating smooth stretches its entire length. The western coast curved into two peninsulas, the coast of the larger blessed with usable beachfront. Its opposite coast swept southwest in a graceful curve, juts poking into the surrounding ocean like bent fingers beset with swollen knuckles.

Named dots represented settlements along the smoother southern coastline. One might risk shorter ocean journeys between the settlements during the storm season, but not the longer journey to the northern cities. Any sudden tempest would dash a ship against the rocks, if it wasn’t sunk outright.

Tree-shaped ideograms surrounded a large blue splotch–Lake Gurgatin–filling a quarter of the center. Mountains curved around on either side. Rivers meandered through the trees and joined a dotting of lakes before draining into Gurgatin. Others puddled at the feet of the eastern mountains. Islands dotted the larger lakes and both coastlines.

I studied the area labeled “The Deep,” between the mountains curving north to south from coast to coast. That looks like a massive impact crater. No wonder they call it the Deep. It probably is. The mountains eroded into low foothills near the coasts.

With his fingertip, Powaxel traced a river meandering through the Deep then rapped the largest settlement along the southern coast. Not the farthest and between the most impressive curve of mountains. Spits of land arced into the ocean, creating a large oyster-shaped roundness–Flenser Bay.

“The Gurgatin’ll give us one good flank half-ways. Ferries’ll float us across South Gurgax here.” He tapped the bottom of the central lake. “Map’s a good yearflip old, but the Gurgax seldom washes its banks into new sunlight. Seven sunrides in–six if the migrations are paced right.”

The translation spell turned sunrides into weeks. “Poondix herds?”

Powaxel gestured at a painting that depicted white hair-backed, hippo-like beasts. “Larger than the blackflanks. They’ll trample the grasses for us as they grittle. They migrate in waves, the bulk in a few sunrides. They’ll smooth paths for the wagons.” He tapped his fingertip to the map. “Some good paths established, but plenty of rough terrain. Tough on the wheels, but traversable. Weather granting.”

“I heard the season’s changing.”

“Cold’s sweeping from the south. We’ll see our fair share of drenchers. No fretting but to ride them through.” He laughed. “Damp and miserable after, but the wet’ll down the swarms.”

I swept a fingertip along our planned course. “Not a lot of room to maneuver. Why not skirt along the coasts here?”

“Storms as likely to suck us to sea as throw us against the rockbacks.” He indicated the mountains. “These’ll protect us from the worst. A bit safer in the Deep, all considered.”

“These poondix herds won’t trample us on their way by?”

He waved. “Scatterbrained and scared easy enough. Herd drivers’ll keep them back.” At my frown, he added, “Herd drivers loose whines when spun. Frights the poondix enough to turn their direction. It’s the eaters in their footsteps we’ll be watching, no two bites about that. Be coming as we’re going, and not so scatterbrained, these tusslers.”

Predators stalking the migrating herds, picking off the slow, the weak, the injured–and us, unless we watched our every step. “Hmph.”

“Arrows do well enough,” he said. “It’s here where the most cunning hunt we’ve to be on our toes. They’ll thrash our wagons if ill-tempered enough. Fall into their shadows wrong, and it’ll be our crushed and abandoned wagons pocking the path.”

I frowned again. “Abandoned?”

“Can’t pull a wagon without blackflanks. And chained up, they make for easy pickings. But don’t fret. We plan for a lost wagon or three.”

“And the return trip? How long should that take?”

“Easier sweeping back,” Powaxel said. “We’ll slip in behind a large herd and follow in their tramples well enough. Deeper into the wets we’ll be, so drenchers’re more likely to bog us. Turn-around at Keef Rock will be a sun’s sparkle at most.”

“Won’t we need to re-supply by then?”

“Wingers pre-positioned supplies their last time Deepward. Two yearflips ago. Ten wagons. If the carekeepers did their jobs, shouldn’t be a fret. We’ll come and go within a sunflip.”

“Where’s Keef Rock?”

Powaxel pulled a smaller map from a shelf. “Western flank of Flenser Bay.” He slid fingertips over the drawing. The city bunched between the coast and eastern mountains. “City’s too big for its own shadow. A good drencher-pushed tide, and it’s all out to sea.” He laughed.

I committed the map to memory as I had the map of Impregda.

Cas Ferg and Deputy Mythe appeared in the doorway. “Convoy’s ready,” she said, “along with the merchant wagons trailing along.”

Powaxel rolled up both maps. “Then we’re set to trek. How many ride our shadow?”

“Seven. They’ve hired their share of guards, but we’ve agreed to merge ranks. Shouldn’t be an issue. Eight wagons for the militia.”

“Eight wagons, a good six-and-thirty men. Plenty of arms to draw arrows or heave spears. Can never have too many.”

“That’s twenty-five wagons,” I said, surprised. “Is that usual for a convoy?”

“The Deep’ll thin that count quickly enough,” Powaxel said, “along with some of them riding.”

Mythe huffed. “Those are men, not to be cast aside like so much weight. If I’ve come to appreciate anything chair-riding, it’s that.”

Powaxel snorted. “I’ve not the time to poke into every little detail. Constant reminding’s done at sunwink. Mourning those who failed to heed is done at sundrop. Cycle of matters Deepward, if you recollect.”

“I’ll make it my task to remind all who’ll listen throughout the sunflip.”

“Hck! Maybe you’ll grittle fewer eaters, then. Maybe.”

Mythe smiled. “Fill none, I’ll wager!”

I raised a hand. “Let’s not get carried away.”

Powaxel laughed. “Unfair to grip such a wager.” He slid the two maps into wooden cases. “Back to the stables now. Lots of checking and pinching supplies left yet, with sunpeak nearer than not.” He slapped corks onto the cases.

“This is going to be one for the books,” Cas Ferg said. “Historical.”

“More flavor than you bargained for, hey, Warden?” Powaxel tapped a case against my arm.

I studied the room’s largest tapestry, depicting Byne’s four known continents. Impregda to the south, Lovloga straddling the equator, craggy Celvegda spearing northwest. The rough U-shape of tiny Bynane, nearly dead center, punched and pulled in equal measure along its coasts. Bowyl lay within a central smoothness.

Why am I here? “Just a hunch, Three-Hook, but I think we may all end up tasting more flavor than we’d like before this is done.”

* * *

Assassinate Executive-elect Crealee. She must not swear her oath of office.

I reined in my anger. “What the hell! If that’s why I’m here, I should’ve been told up front. This is outrageous!”

I do not put you in this position lightly, Sir Warden, Veeshe shared. I understand your reluctance. But you do not see the big picture as I do. The greater good takes priority. Your own Guild Guard incorporates that philosophy.

“Yeah, and there’s always a defensible reason for sacrificing a few to save many. We kill ourselves to avoid such situations in the first place. How many of your people died trying to prevent the situation from getting to this point?”

Regretfully, I did not anticipate an assassination. Matters in the Trynum were moving optimistically. Most saw Crenteeta’s rule as promising, despite the baggage she brought with her–or was forced to bring.

“Her three advisors,” I said, recalling Atakee’s words. Faces linked to the names flashed across my foremind–the mission chip establishing itself. “They’re not well-liked.”

Understated. Guardmaster Atakee explained this?

“Some. But that’s something the Impregda people need to deal with. Not me. Or the Guard. Nor you, Coveness. This falls beyond your scope of duties.”

Seeing to the peace of my people is not my duty, Sir Warden?

“Killing little girls is not our duty.” I tried deep breaths, but my calm had been shattered. “No wonder you blindsided me. This is utter shit.”

How many lives is an eight-year-old’s worth, Warden? If she swears her oath, I guarantee you before her term ends, war will once again claim my land. You know full well such costs.

A war spanning dozens of worlds was playing out across the Skein. Three anchor-worlds and the considerable might of the Witchen Guild stood against the Nassara and their less-skilled but more numerous weavers. The conflict had been raging for over a century. Weapons remained limited to hand-borne arms, like swords or bows. Animals both natural and crafted added to the bloodshed. But ux compensated for any lack of destructive power. I alone carried enough muxal to make me more lethal than Cas Ferg’s Wingers–I could kill them all, had I the need. The local militia, with their wooden weapons and leather armor, stood no chance.

Fortunately, both sides exercised restraint in using ux, and limited their targets to active combatants–part of any victory included winning over the general population. Still, it was war; worlds had been looted, imprisoned, burned. Neither side could claim a higher moral ground. I’d had to bloody my hands as well.

Someone had prepped Coveness Veeshe to handle me.

“No chance to work on a solution after the swearing in, ih? Once Crealee’s in place, you know where the problem lies.”

Such workings will take too long to implement. Executive Crenteeta kept us all on a tight leash. She wanted improvements, but slowly. I had no quarrel with that. But someone did.

Any faction trying to stop Crealee from swearing, or removing the advisors, would plunge all three into conflict. Given the animosity held against the advisors, and the paths they intend to guide our young executive along, assassination attempts are guaranteed. Neither of the other two factions can chance seven more yearflips of the advisors. She sighed. We are not so far from our violent past as we’d like to think, Sir Warden.

“And you need me because..?”

You are not aligned. As an outsider, your actions will not stir the factions as one of us certainly would. In fact, your being an outsider might unite the factions for a time. Unfortunately, outsiders will suffer reprisals, but we can manage those and in time they will pass.

“Cas Ferg will just love this,” I said. “Coveness, remove the advisors. They’re the problem.”

They are popular, to a degree unanticipated. They enjoy zealous support in the populace and considerable favor with most of the Impregda businesses, here and their homeland. Had they so chosen, any of the three could have won the Executiveship.

“Why risk coming from the shadows? Better to rule behind the scenes.”

Something of that, yes. I failed to anticipate the roles they’ve established for themselves. Then I compounded that failure by underestimating the depths of their hatred toward the other two factions. This sad state of affairs is partially my fault, and if it would set right all my wrongs, I would gladly sacrifice myself. But sadly, it will not.

All I’ve done since my arrival, all the good my chen and I have and hope to accomplish would be lost. Despite my efforts to find another solution, one which spares the young executive-elect, matters moved too fast. You’re my last option, Sir Warden.

“No one saw any sign these advisors could wield so much authority?”

Such power only manifested after Crenteeta’s death. It was their efforts that elected young Crealee. We in the Guild hoped to elevate one of a half-dozen candidates better suited to our needs. But Hinnix and her coterie did a masterful job of swaying the populace. The election was over before we in the Guild could organize.

“Can someone convince Crealee to dump them?”

Unlikely. All three are old family friends. Their pasts and futures are deeply intertwined. Crealee would lose considerable support if she dismissed them without cause, and we need stability more than ever now. The populace considers the three her mentors. The other two factions fret that.

“For the sake of peace, can’t they be convinced to step down?”

After so long waiting to savor your revenge, would you?

“Shit.” Bugs swarmed, but none braved the hood’s edge. Small birds with feathery wings and twisting necks dove from the branches of the nearby trees, teeth-filled beaks picking off the larger bugs. Their dives startled me at first, but as with the bugs, I grew used to them.

“You mentioned dismissed without cause. Is there cause?” I asked. “Were their efforts too well thought out? The election perhaps...planned in advance?”

I know of no evidence of them having a hand in Executive Crenteeta’s death. Were the populace to think they might have played a role, such instability might shatter my homeland.

“You interrogated them?” Guild interrogations involved sharing. The intimacy of sharing prevented lies. One could evade, but not lie.

They were brought before me personally.

“And your manner of interrogation was thorough, no doubt.”

They were as stunned and saddened by Crenteeta’s death as everyone else.

“Poisoning. Ih. Nothing suspicious about that.”

Several dozen died along with Executive Crenteeta, and hundreds still suffer. They remain in the care of medicants throughout the land, and we expect many to die. We do not have sufficient resources to tend to so many.

That sounded odd. “Ask for help! I have a good friend on Lysyde who’d be willing to come–”

Our mistrust of outsiders would hamper any healing missions. It distresses me so but bringing in strangers might make matters worse.

I grunted. “Whatever, then. What happened?”

A new strain of rot in a fruit harvest. No one noticed. There’s chance this was a random tragedy.

“Then how did it reach the level of suspicious?”

The fruit came from a Celvegda farm. The Celvegda delegation scheduled to dine with Executive Crenteeta skipped the meal. The real delegates were found several days later–well, what remained after the eaters had their fill. Two of the fake delegates have been captured. They were Lovloga in disguise. They claim instructions from Impregda agents.

I considered her revelations. Definitely twisted! “This is being kept under wraps.”

Some has leaked, hence Crealee’s election. If the Impregda populace learned the full measure, they would be enraged, but against whom would they direct their wrath?

“Hmph. Guardmaster Atakee said none of the factions have standing armies, so what harm could any one faction cause?”

The worry is they could utterly destroy the capital. Instigators could cross over from the Impregda homeland and launch coordinated burns. We have eyes and ears in each of the populations, but we can’t see or hear everything. Fire remains a grave danger. We in the Guild are helping the locals burn-proof their buildings, but our efforts are still young and limited. If Bowyl burns, our generations of progress turn to ash as well. I say this as a Bynick, Sir Warden. I know my people.

I eased Blaa away from the wagon and slowed her to fall behind the driver’s bench. I didn’t like the way he kept eyeing me. But I stayed on the path through the low grass, away from the forest. Powaxel warned me not to venture too close until I learned which trees had dangerous leaves, which might hide animals such as branchswingers or host hives of wasps and bees and other stingers. “So the decision’s been made to sacrifice an eight-year-old innocent to preserve the peace.”

I did not make this decision lightly.

I waved. “It’s still bullshit. You want peace? Remove the advisors.” I struggled to keep my voice low. My cheeks were hot, and my fingers tight on Blaa’s reins. “I assume with Crealee’s death you’ll have someone more suitable elected? One who’ll dismiss the advisors?”

That, sadly, is the general idea. And yes, I do have candidates waiting. You’ve pledged to fulfill this mission. The Guild and the Guard expect such. With the Olad ambassador’s blessing.

She had me. I was indeed pledged to see to the dirty business of sacrificing the few for the greater good. This situation seemed to warrant it. “Shit.”

Guardmaster Atakee speaks highly of your skills, Sir Warden. I gathered from him I could trust you to fulfill your assignment. Amusement echoed in her voice.

“No. I won’t be party to the murder of an innocent eight-year-old. I’ve done some shit things in service to the Guard, but...no.” I was ready to twist Blaa around and return to the portal. I’d ride through the sundrop if I had to. Or hell, I could just puush back.

As if she could read my thoughts, she shared, It pains me to say this, but you’re not allowed to leave unless you complete the mission. As we speak, my chen are safeguarding the portal. Offworld traffic through it is suspended.

“And Atakee is just going along with this?”

I’ve sent him to the Lovloga coven, to investigate a possible lead in the executive’s assassination. He’ll be kept distracted long enough.

I breathed slow and deep to control my growing anger. I knew the protocols the Guard would use if the coveness convinced them. My unfamiliarity with the Guild House’s layout would hinder me, but eventually I’d find my way, leaving a trail of dead guard behind if necessary.

But I stood little chance against the coven. My abilities to manipulate ux were severely limited. I’d developed them in secret with E’sis and T’reth, whom I’d saved on Earth forty-five years ago. I might catch a first group of witchen here by surprise, but not a second. They’d defend their portal in waves.

If I did reach the portal, I’d be able to pass through–E’sis made it clear the strand only joined to Lysyde, so no witchen was needed to prepare the way. But that would be a hard ‘if.’

I wouldn’t escape Byne until they let me.

My apologies, Sir Warden, but sharing with a non-witchen tires me.

“Shame you didn’t send one of them along,” I growled. “Then you could’ve shared the moment she killed Crealee. Wouldn’t that have been fun?”

I understand your anger, and again, I apologize for this. But for the sake of my people, an outsider must do this. No faction can have a hand in Crealee’s death. Otherwise, it would bring about the very destruction I seek to prevent.

“You said that, Coveness. I’m not buying it.”

Such is the situation. Crealee must not be allowed to swear her oath of office.

“Because you say so.”

Because I know so.

“What about Crealee’s age?”

What of it?

“Isn’t she kind of young for such a position of power?”

She’s intelligent, diplomatic, thoughtful, and poised. Clearly her mother’s daughter. And our governing charter has no age restrictions. That, perhaps, needs to be remedied.

“There’s another solution. You need the courage to act on it.”

I have put considerable thought to this. Other solutions only invite the shattering of our nascent civilization that much sooner. She blinked as her vision blurred. Her touch wavered. A zing traveled down my spine. I fear I’m losing my focus.

“You’ve also lost your mind if you think I’m going to go through with this. You need to find another way.” I clenched my teeth at her sudden dizziness.

You have sunrides to decide yet, she shared, her words hard to discern. But if Crealee swears her oath, you will die here on Byne.

At that, our link severed. I breathed deep to fight the dizziness and nausea in its wake. Blaa ambled along where I’d positioned us, leaving me free to compose myself. Slipping into soothing meditative trances was almost second nature for me, a warden skill I’d learned early in my training.

The sun was behind the distant mountains when I opened my eyes again. I remained alone. The cloptix riders ahead, a mix of militia and Wingers, had nocked arrows and were staring into the trees. I looked, only now hearing the loud growls and snapping of branches. Something big lurked just out of sight. Then an animal squealed, and the snapping of branches stopped.

The pickets relaxed.

Shit. No wonder no one told me any details about this mission. And no two ways about it, I was stuck.

I had mere weeks to figure a way out. And I couldn’t dwell too deeply on my problem–one had to pay more attention to the Deep than their own worries. There was an alternative. I needed to find it. Otherwise, it was kill an innocent little girl or spend the rest of my life on this primitive, dangerous, bug-infested, backwater piece-of-shit low-world.
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I STOOD on the balcony of my third-floor room, listening to the waves crash against the rocky shore. The tail end of the drencher that had greeted our arrival earlier in the sunflip curled out to the horizon, deepening the early night. Lightning lashed from the clouds and heavy rain smudged the sky where one of Byne’s three moons, full and bright, peeked through gaps.

The crashing reminded me of my first real home after I was orphaned. Earth Cell had stood in an extinct volcano on a South Pacific island, overlooking a shore much like this one. Just as there, animals played in the wind and waves, seal-like creatures and leather-winged, sharp-toothed birds. A faint luminescence scattered over the sand where the waves broke through the rocks. Small crab-things side-walked over the seaweed washed up along the low, wet, vine-covered dunes. The air’s heavy, salty scent evoked memories. With three moons to draw the tides, the waves crashed hard, throwing spume high.

Braziers filled with glowing coals warmed the room behind me. Torches in sconces edged back the shadows. I had a table, a bed, clean clothes, and a warm bath at the ready. I debated whether I should even strip. The eight weeks spent crossing the Deep westward left a coating perhaps best left undisturbed. Especially since we’d be trudging back out come sunwink.

A night’s turn-around sounded certain. The wagons and supplies left by the Wingers had been well maintained. We’d only lost one wagon on the way, abandoned due to two wheels busting apart in an unseen ditch large enough to render such damage. If our luck held, the extra wheels we’d hitch along would help us recover that. It’d be something of a feather in the Three-Hook’s hat if he returned with as many wagons as when he’d left.	

Amazingly, we’d not lost a single soul–not that the eaters hadn’t tried. Several had been injured, and three Wingers and seven militiamen would remain in Keef Rock to recover from their wounds. Mythe and the One-Hook in charge of the militia were beside themselves with satisfaction at bringing the entire troop through practically unscathed. Even Powaxel commended their attention to detail. We’d maintain our numbers with replacements from the local militia.

I’d suffered bites and scrapes and stings, with blood drawn several times despite my armor and mesh undersuit. Even with my healing ability, I wasn’t entirely well. A steady headache, deep in my foremind, pounded away sleep. Nausea churned my gut since the second night out from Bowyl. Despite the sun, a chill deadened my hands and feet, like what I experienced when handling nulls. Not as deep or penetrating, but always frustratingly present. It hadn’t interfered with my duties. Otherwise, Powaxel would have sent me packing.

In addition, sometimes I found it hard to stay focused. I’d jolt from a doze with Blaa swaying gently beneath me as she trudged along. I’d been damn lucky to have only suffered what I’d suffered. I didn’t know the cause of my lethargy and maladies, but it had made the westward trip more difficult, on top of the revelation of my true mission.

The four blackflanks and six cloptixes lost to eaters were acceptable losses. Neither Powaxel or Cas Ferg fretted much. Some of the militiamen groused at having to ride the hard wagon benches for longer stretches, but they’d get replacement rides at the academy.

Emotions pulled at me. I’d been on rough worlds, in tight, blood-soaked situations. Nothing like the Deep, though. Even the plant life fought us, with thorns and prickles, leaves that stung and sap that burned.

It started with the damn bugs. Cas Ferg had been right–the deeper we went, the larger and swarmier they became. Locust-like crits denuded swathes of forest. Gnat swarms clouded visibility to a cloptix’s length. I’d batted beetles the size of my hand off my thighs and pinched too many bloodsuckers to count off Blaa’s back. Diggers wormed their way up animal legs to dig at softer flesh nears ears and eyes. They bit when beneath armor and clothing, too. Wasps, bees, and other nasty stingers left painful welts on any exposed skin. Their venom often left a victim retching and vomiting for hours, and I was no exception. And since they hid their nests so well, we never knew when the convoy stumbled too close until they swarmed. Sometimes they’d let half the convoy pass before harassing us.

But the bugs were only the tip. They drew small animals that ate them–mostly birds, which darted in without crashing into us. Unless they did. Then they bit and scratched and clawed as fiercely as anything else in their efforts to escape. Tiny ground-hugging jumpers also pursued bugs, springing onto laps or into saddles in their franzy. Their venom-tipped spikes tempered one’s instinct to swipe. If they caught their prey, one let them properly settle their meal before gently encouraging them along.

Smaller animals, including boar-like, kangaroo-like, and raccoon-like herbivores, drew in large animals–biters–which drew in even larger animals–eaters–each worse than the last.

Though not the largest, kavators were the most dangerous. In packs of thirty at a minimum, they stalked the migrating poondix with a frightening animal intelligence and grim lethality, thinning out the sick and wounded but just as easily downing healthy bulls that foolishly stood their ground. Too often, young kavators stalked us. Frantic volleys of blunted arrows delivering sharper blows than pointed tips returned their attention  to the poondix, but usually not before they’d charged the wagons, jaws gnashing, spiked tails swinging. We exhausted our spares replacing wheels from the damage, lucky to have only lost that one wagon.

They ignored the helpless blackflanks chained in their harnesses due to the rank, muddy potions the Wingers spread along the wagons’ flanks. The smell drew the kavators to the harder-to-damage wood, which could be more readily repaired and replaced. The potions, unfortunately, also drew in the bugs.

The heat and humidity added their heaviness. One could not travel without armor, capes, and sometimes trickles, and all left one sweaty and miserable. Nights were often as muggy and sleep as troubled, until one learned to ignore all the bothers or succumbed to exhaustion. Mythe groused the most but adapted after the second week. His snores frightened away some of the smaller foragers.

Only the drenchers, which struck once a sunride, made travel bearable. The lashing rains, cool and welcome, drove the swarming bugs away. We traveled through the worst of them, and recovered time lost elsewhere. One could even loosen one’s armor and clean the grime beneath. Scrubbing the cloptixes during the storms vastly improved their spirits. 

I’d refuse a Deeptrek during the dry season, with drenchers few and far between.

Despite all the misery, I looked forward to the return trip. Knowing what lay ahead, I could prepare, mentally and physically. After a long, exhausting, probably painful nine or ten weeks, it would end.

What kept me awake now–more than my head and body aches–was my mission.

Coveness T’thell’s mission chip delivered a slurry of names, faces, and places. Between those and Atakee’s information, I knew about as much I could expect. Conspicuous gaps remained, to my frustration. I couldn’t shake the sense I was missing something. Some vital element of this crazy situation. As to what that might be, I couldn’t guess.

There has to be more to this. It can’t be all about three angry advisors...

I’d seen Crealee earlier, when we arrived. She was in an eight-girl class, one of six currently enrolled. The academy’s headmaster mustered all the students to greet us with much welcome fruit and drinks, and helped pen and feed the cloptixes and blackflanks, all while asking curious questions.

To my surprise, every girl looked identical. Each wore the same knee-length smock, boots, and light red scarf around the back of their head. They all carried small flattened clubs strapped to their thigh, glimpsed in their excited running about. So while I must have seen the young Executive-elect, I had no idea which of the forty or so children was her.

Powaxel told me all eight in her class would return with us, along with their headmistress. Five of the Wingers’ wagons here in Keef Rock were set aside for them. They each had small cloptixes to ride, but Powaxel would keep them on tight leashes, probably confining them inside the wagons during the sunflip. Hopefully the breeze would penetrate the tight window slats. Otherwise, they’d be a miserable lot before the first sunflip’s end.

“Which one’s Crealee?” I’d asked Powaxel as grooms saw to our mounts. The girls ran about, curious to this and that. The Wingers and militiamen enjoyed the attention.

He smiled. “Hck! Need you to be knowing? Defeats the point of having them mirroring each other. Which one is Crealee, indeed!”

I scowled in return. Hide her in plain sight. “Can we be sure she’ll be with us on our way out, then?”

“Fret yourself not over that, Warden. Whole class’ll be keeping us company.”

“What? We’re dragging all eight through the Deep? I thought just bringing Crealee’d be challenge enough.”

“Be even more a challenge why an arrow found her without the seven others giving guesswork to whoever’d be plunking. And jobbing eight’s an easy rolling as just the one. Means a need for more grittles, but them we got in plenty.” He laughed as a pair of girls playing with one of the Winger’s recursive bows launched an arrow into a wooden beam along the rafters. “Besides, all have parents in Bowyl. A good time for reunions, given the squabbles in the chair-riders’ realm.” Chuckling, he disappeared into the sprawl of stables.

“Do the seven traveling with Crealee know they’ve got targets on their backs?” I mumbled. Pretty sure they do.

That left me with a huge problem. If forced, I’d have to discover which of the eight was Crealee–or slaughter them all.

Could I even do that?

Goddamn. Why the fuck am I even considering it?

Nausea churned in my empty stomach. Plates of food called from the table inside. I wanted to indulge, but my nausea warned me not to. I’ve done worse, but against declared combatants. Enemies who would just as soon see me dead. A youth slashing at me with a blade was fair game, depending.

A child holding a book as a shield?

The thought of using Kleeve against such made breathing a chore.

But I seemed to have no choice. Veeshe would trap me here unless I killed Crealee before she swore her oath of office. No matter if I had more important duties, for the greater good, out in the Skein. Something told me the Olad Ruling Council had a hand in this. I’d butted heads with them before, particularly over denying them Earth as a promising low-world. With Olad as Byne’s anchor-world, they were able to dip their fingers in the local governing structure to stir a pot or two. The ambassador had recommended me to Coveness Veeshe.

I’d walked into a fine little trap.

If I stayed my hand, I’d die here. Oladi schemers, who wanted to use the Guild Guard as more fodder for their senseless war against the Nassara, would seize the chance to slander Guardness Kaul and his organization. The Witchen Guild would resist, but all it would take was one Guild house, one crack.

If I completed the mission, though, the slander would be ten times worse. Child-killer. The Guard’s hero had slaughter an innocent eight year old. Or fuck me if it came to it, eight eight year olds! No matter that was hardly the truth. The Guild Guard’s reputation would be tainted, the ranks demoralized, the arrival of recruits diminished. Freeing the Oladi to turn it into a bludgeon against the Nassara.

My lifemate and fellow Guardsman Menue was used to me being gone for months on end. She and her twin sister–though you wouldn’t know it to look at them now–lived together at our home on Sophris. They weren’t entirely defenseless, and lived near a Guild house that adored them to death. How soon before the grudge-holding Oladi turned their attention on her? She’d helped Guardness Kaul resist their leadership, maneuver the Guild Guard into a position of authority, and free the Witchen Guild from Oladi oversight. The Oladi would love nothing more than to take us both out. How long would they wait, with me trapped here, before they made their move?

For her and Jeko’s sake alone, I had to find a way home.

She’s just an eight-year-old girl. They’re all...

The potential of what I might have to do sickened me.

Especially when Krinell’s slack face popped unbidden into my thoughts. Less frequently, as my foremind churned over my current dilemma, but still often enough to remind me. How old had she been? Not quite eight. Now she’d never reach that age. While Crealee might never see nine...

I couldn’t risk letting chance work in my favor. Powaxel and the mercenaries swore their lives to protecting Crealee. She’d never be out of their sight, never be left in a dicey situation. All eight girls would receive the same devout protection. All eight would arrive in Bowyl unscathed and delighted to be there. Provided I stayed my hand.

Eight eight-year-olds. If I couldn’t figure out who was who, I’d have no choice but to do them all. The greater good of Byne might benefit, but the greater good out in the Skein would suffer. How many lives would I sacrifice to let Crealee swear? How many years would pass wasted before I fought my way free?

I might never see Menue again.

I’d have to seriously consider my path, beginning at sunwink. Then I’d have no more than eleven weeks at most to decide.

There’s something more to this. Having weeks to dwell on the matter had left me certain. Crenteeta’s death opened the door for those three advisors. Yet the Guild cleared them. That means someone else wanted Crenteeta dead. Who? Why?

More and more, I considered using my limited ability to share with Atakee. I could, providing my recurring headaches let me focus enough. Maybe on the return journey’s final leg. Convince him to turn on Veeshe and seize the Guild House. If he knew the big picture, knew what Veeshe really demanded... He knew what the tense situation in the Trynum meant to peace and stability. Would he view Crealee’s death as a sad positive, all things considered? I doubted it, but could not be sure.

I can’t act until I know more. Something’s not right about this. And Crenteeta’s death was not an accident. But way out here, I doubted any new facts would fall into my lap.

I debated standing on my porch all night, listening to the waves. Might be the last peaceful night of my life.

Then came a rap at my room’s heavy wooden door.

I turned my head at the whispered conversation of at least two girls in the hall.

“...before Dotter finds out. She’ll be furious we left our rooms,” one said. “She told us to...”

“...won’t know if you shut up,” the other hissed back. “Now quiet!” Another light rap from a child’s knuckles followed.

I unlatched and opened the door. Looking up at me, red scarves holding back their light feathery hair, the bottom hems of their sleep smocks swirling around bare, three-toed feet, the two girls retreated a step. They probably expected me to be out of my armor, perhaps freshly bathed and ready for bed. One wrinkled her nose at my no doubt rancid musk.

Voice low, I asked, “May I help you?”

“Pardons, sir mercenary, sorry to fret your peace, but may I jabber with you?” the taller one–by just a hair–said without hesitation. She held a worn, folded parchment. “It is a matter of some urgency.”

The other glanced down the dark corridor behind her then back up.

I knew without doubt I looked down on Executive-elect Crealee. The way she stood–so certain of herself, the tone of her voice–spoke volumes of confidence and leadership. Though her companion also projected a similar self-confidence, she also let slip timidity and hesitation. Which only made the taller one beside her that much more...executorial.

Crealee. Right here in my lap. Shit. I could slay them both right now, dump their bodies far out into the ocean. No one would ever know.

“Perhaps you should come inside,” I said, my throat suddenly dry. I swung the door all the way open. They scurried in. I latched the door behind them.

Kleeve hung from a nearby rack. In one motion I could draw and behead them both. Or hell, two extrusions from my gauntlets and I’d be free to return home.

The thought left me as quickly as it’d come.

Crealee turned toward me. Her gaze remained on the parchment in her hands. “Are you for hire?”

I leaned against the closed door. “What?”

Her gaze rose slightly but still refused to meet mine. “Are you for hire? I have need. And I can pay.”

“She has the coin, sir,” the other said from behind Crealee. Her hand stayed close to a pocket at her thigh. What she might try with her club almost made me smile. “She truth talks in that claim. To pay, I mean.”

“You want to hire me for a...job?”

“Yes. A...job I need...done.” Crealee’s voice faltered and the parchment shook with sudden trembles. “A wrong that needs righting.” She blinked. Tiny golden drops slid down green and red cheeks.

Her friend put her hands on Crealee’s shoulders. “The sun is warm, Cree, it’s warm. I’m here,” she whispered. She divided her attention between Crealee and me, uncertain. Gold tears brimmed in her eyes as well.

The executive-elect quickly composed herself. She sniffled. Swipes with the back of a hand smudged away her tears. She squared her shoulders and her trembles disappeared. Throughout, she kept her gaze on the worn parchment.

“Perhaps it’s best if we sit down.” I waved at the table, with benches on either side and plates of food and pitchers of a sweet-smelling drink on top.

“No,” Crealee said sharply. “I need to know. If you are unable or unwilling to help, then I will move on. I must... Sunwink comes too early for this to remain unsettled.”

“Perhaps you might tell me about this job you wish to hire me for, then. A wrong that needs righting?”

“Yes.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I need you to tatter three people, sir mercenary. My mother’s primary advisors.” She unfolded the parchment to a length longer than her arm. “To right the wrong of her death.”

My eyebrows rose atop my forehead. “You want me to go after your mother’s three advisors? The judges?”

At judges, she looked up. “Yes. Them. I want them done under.” Whatever anguish she felt earlier gave way to a grim determination.

“Whuh–uh, why? If I may ask?”

She waved the parchment. “They tattered my mother.”








06




I BREATHED deep and exhaled slow. “I spoke to Coveness Veeshe, who’s helping with the investigation. She interrogated the judges. A witchen’s interrogation is quite thorough. She assured me none of your mother’s advisors or their staff were involved with your mother’s death.”

Crealee waved. “Trick talking is easy enough, sir mercenary. Veeshe is set to seeing truth where none flits about and convincing others likewise.”

“What?”

The two girls exchanged looks. “The right of Veeshe’s words are questionable, sir mercenary,” the other girl said. “She’s ambitions of her own for her witchery. Wants to reach her claws into places where they do not belong.”

“If she thought my mother’s advisors best declared innocent despite evidence otherwise, she’d make such words,” Crealee added.

“Are you saying Veeshe lied about the results of her interrogations?” The implications of these revelations slowly sank in.

“If such interrogations were even conducted,” Crealee said. “She’s plans for her precious Guild. Bring back witchery when it’s best left in the past. A much dangerous road to walk again, my mother warned.”

“Witchery has its place, sir mercenary,” her companion said. “And in time might be an acceptable path for one’s life. But we’ve not seen much the good of it. And it weighs our past. It brought the darkness so long ago.”

Crealee nodded. “She offered me the chance to follow in her steps. Said the blood was strong in me. My mother never let her speak to me since.”

“Said the blood in me was stronger,” her companion said. “A witchery witchen I’d be.” She nudged Crealee with her elbow. Crealee shoved back.

“Nuh-uh!”

“True too!”

“Nuh-uh!” They devolved into an elbow fight and their giggles broke the mood.

“I think I need to sit down.” I tried to reel in my thoughts. Veeshe lied–or, well, could’ve lied. The possibility had not occured to me.

My stomach gurgled.

“Your guttles call for grittles,” the companion said, still giggling.

Crealee turned toward the table, full of covered bowls and untouched pitchers. “Are the grittles not to your liking?”

“I’m sure it’s delicious. I just wasn’t hungry before.” The girls following, I walked to the table and settled onto a bench. While my head still spun, my nausea had disappeared. The two girls moved across from me. Without hesitation they lifted the covers from the various bowls and helped themselves, setting the first plate of food before me, then heaping their own.

“Chef Beecha’s grittles are the best!” the companion said.

“I’ll much miss all this,” Crealee said, poking a fork at her food. “The city food can be so bland.”

I poured each of us a mug of the fruity maroon drink. “Let’s talk business. First, what’s your name, young lady?” I asked the companion.

She smiled warmly. “Zoel.”

“Crealee, Zoel. Wait. You are Crealee, right?”

She nodded.

My thoughts fell back in order. “You can call me Maels. Or Warden. Now, what’s in that parchment? How do you know your mother’s advisors...um, tattered her?”

Clenched jaws and pursed lips followed, on both girls. The dining area’s brighter light provided a clearer look. More color along the cheeks and chins distinguished them from adults. Reds and greens swiped the sides of Crealee’s temples and washed down her neck, and the yellows on her face lightened beneath her eyes and nostrils. On Zoel, reds dominated, with green streaks curling around her chin like afterthoughts. Her face was a lighter yellow with subtle highlights. Both had the Byne deep-yellow lips, vivid amber irises, and somewhat chinty teeth. Their red scarves hid their feathery hair. They looked clean and healthy. Vibrant in their youth.

Full of energy and promise.

From a distance, they’d look exactly alike. Add in another six running around, and an assassin would have to kill all eight to be certain of success. Hidden in plain sight.

Crealee hesitantly offered me the parchment. “Mother quilled this before the last harvest. Told me not to gander it unless something...happened. She spells out near the bottom her suspicions, how Hinnix herself might–” Her words hitched as gold once again rimmed in her eyelids.

Zoel lowered her fork and hugged her friend. “Warm,” she whispered.

Shaking with silent cries, Crealee covered her face with her hands and leaned against Zoel.

I ate as I read the parchment in silence. At first I had to blink away my own tears before the words scratched on the rough tan parchment cleared. Memories of my last moments with Dell, my adopted father, peppered my thoughts. Over a century ago, I’d left him at a League Hall as a developing crisis involving the Oladi demanded his attention.

We never spoke again. We hadn’t shared a real good-bye, wished each other well. He’d not written me a letter. Within hours, I’d lost him and everyone else in my life, save Larrika, a young witchen.

What I wouldn’t give for a letter.

My dearest daughter Crealee...

The words blurred again.

Clearing my throat, I blinked furiously. A deep breath helped me regain my center. Put your emotions aside. I closed my eyes, steadied, then resumed. Across the table, Crealee continued to cry in her friend’s embrace. Zoel also shed tears.

The highlights planted themselves in my mind.

...they chaff under my rule, especially Hinnix, who I fear fills my sub-aides’ heads with her misguided ambitions ... a mistake to bring all three. I think at the third-cycle elections I shall dismiss Obturard, and diminish Elester’s responsibilities. Hinnix will resist, and countering her sways will be hard, but if I’ve learned these past seven seasons, it’s how to ... but more and more I fear their frustrations aim them down paths dark and treacherous. I’ve no proof of anything. They vow their loyalty with fervor, tattering doubts. Still, Elester’s visiting you so often frets me so...

My dear daughter, if it’s poison, know without hesitation or doubt it is by their hand. They’ll hide my tatter beneath the weight of dozens. For them, no too few are too many. A harvest celebration, from the Celvegda, most likely–it’s happened before their fruit chances rot sadly gandered too late...

...allowed the coveness to expand into each of the capital cities with great trepidation. I fret loosing witchery outside where we can keep careful gander. Their Guard has assured me of vigilance, and keep quiet the witchery’s use. The small number of witchen at the covens has allayed some fears, but we must remain of mindful ganders. She asks for another meeting, to discuss more items, but I fret additional outsider influence. The expansion of her coven did bring more of those Guard, by necessity. A worrisome development. On this my advisors and I agree...

...let no one know of my suspicions quilled here. Hold them close to your heart. Be of sound thoughts and astute gander. Hark your friends if offered sound advice. Such is needed. And brave, my dear daughter. Bold and brave, and when chance allows...

After a third reading, I folded the parchment and returned it to the young Executive-elect. “Your mother was very prescient. She was right to be suspicious and draft this letter.”

By then, Crealee had recovered. Both had cleaned their plates, as had I. Zoel sipped from her mug as Crealee solemnly lowered the parchment to her lap.

“Do you believe her advisors tattered her?” she asked quietly.

“She predicted the manner of her own death with too many details for it to be coincidence.” I drummed my fingertips on the table surface. “So, yeah, I think Hinnix, Elester, and Obturard are complicit in, if not responsible for, your mother’s tattering.”

“Then, Sir Warden, may I hire you to tatter them back?”

“No.”

Both she and Zoel flinched. Crealee’s mouth opened. Zoel slammed her mug to the table, sloshing the liquid inside.

“But–but– You gandered the letter!” she cried, telling me she’d gandered the letter too. She scrambled to her feet. “You–you– Come, Crealee! Let’s quit wasting–”

“Stop.” I raised a hand.

They froze, both with eyes wider than before.

“Hear me out. Crealee, you cannot hire anyone to tatter the advisors. You cannot risk this being traced back to your hands. The judges have too many friends. Everything your mother wished to accomplish would be undone. Is that what you want?”

Halfway off the bench, Crealee settled back down. “No,” she whispered.

“Of course not. But something has to be done to right this wrong. On that we agree?”

Zoel straddled the bench to hug Crealee against her. They nodded in unison.

“It’s far too risky for you to show anyone else this letter. I’m tempted to take it into my possession, for safekeeping.” Eyes widening again, Crealee stiffened. I raised a hand. “But you’ve kept it safe this long. I trust you to maintain your vigilance. Still, if there’s even the slightest worry, bring it to me at once. Understand?”

Both girls nodded.

Crealee said, “But what about–”

“As for the advisors, I don’t want you to hire anyone to tatter them, or even hint you’re thinking about it. Is that understood? Because I’m going to do the job. For free. After I determine their involvement in your mother’s death.”

“You have ways beyond Veeshe’s witchery?” Zoel asked.

“I have witchery of my own, and know where there’s more if necessary. I intend another round of interrogations. This time, no one will doubt their truth.”

Both girls stayed silent for a long time. Zoel’s hold on Crealee tightened. She kissed the Executive-elect’s cheek before letting her loose. Crealee seemed on the verge of tears again.

“Why?” she asked finally.

“Because... I’m the only one who can.” I resisted the urge to elaborate. Because I lost everyone dear to me, too. “I think there are more issues at play that don’t concern you. I aim to uncover them, set them right if necessary.” I’d see Crealee to her swearing in ceremony myself if I had to. Then I’d set my sights on the advisors. And Veeshe. Atakee, too, if necessary.

I’d have ten weeks or so to prepare myself. Ten weeks to convince Cas Ferg to stand at my back. Maybe even Powaxel.

“What other issues?”

I shook my head. “I’m not entirely sure. But right now, I need you to start focusing on who you need to contact to replace your advisors. At the very least, they have to go. Hopefully the new interrogations will accomplish that. If not, only you can dismiss them without plunging your populace into civil war. Our trip through the Deep will pass quickly enough. You need to be ready for all that follows.”

Crealee’s gaze grew momentarily distant. “There are several I need naught to do but ask, and serve they will, with honor.” For the first time, her lips held hint of a smile. “I trust you this job?”

“Without a doubt. I’d much rather kill three guilty people than...well, I’d rather right an ugly wrong.”

A loud crash of waves rolled through the open balcony door. Both girls turned. Zoel said, “The tides ride high tonight.”

“The drencher’s last pull, no doubt,” Crealee added. She turned back then inhaled and pointed to a large covered bowl. “Divids!”

Zoel lifted the lid. “And full!” She grabbed the bowl and, looking at me, asked, “May we?”

“May we what?”

“Feed the kelkee. They sing for divids!”

“It’s for warm fortune,” Crealee added. “A kelkee’s song harbingers sweet blessings.”

I glanced at the balcony with a sinking suspicion. “And where are these kelkee?”

“They bounce the waves,” Zoel said, confirming my fear. Bowl in hand, she stood. Crealee tucked her mother’s letter beneath her plate then followed. I trailed them to the balcony.

A stronger breeze blew against us. The flames in the room’s sconces snapped about. Both girls rose on their toes to look over the thick wooden railing, their scarves and smocks flapping in the breeze.

Zoel groaned. “We’ll never pitch the divids into the waves from here.”

Crealee fisted her hands. “I so wanted to hark one last song.” She turned to me. “Dotter said no divids tonight because of your arriving. Meant for the guests, she told. A waste, most likely, against this wind.”

I studied the two girls, guessed at about how much they weighed. Yeah, I could carry them both. But should I?

Only the moon low on the horizon cast noticeable light. The lightning flashes remained behind the clouds. Lanterns bobbed on hooks on the few vessels anchored in the harbor. Flenser Bay looked quiet. The wind blew away the bugs. Small, harmless birds rode the wind near the rocky shore.

As relatively safe a moment I’d probably ever find on this world.

I asked, “Where would be the best place to feed the kelkee?”

They pointed in the same direction. Crealee said, “We go there most nights when we wish to hark the song.”

“Rock top’s flat and sure, even in our bare feet,” Zoel said. “Climbing’s a chore, even with the vines to grab hold, but worth it, when the tide lets us steal across the sand. Not likely with the crabbers there. See?”

“Well, since we stole your divids, it’s only fair I let you have mine. Here.” I stepped close. “Put both feet on my boots there. Good. Give me the bowl and grab tight. Now, this is important. Don’t be alarmed or scream, or we’ll be caught.”

I hooked the bowl to a pair of extrusions I formed on my backplate. “Ready?” After making sure their holds were tight around my waist, I put my hands on their backs and puushed.

They inhaled sharp breaths as we rose from the balcony. Zoel growled while Crealee muffled a squeal. “Quiet,” I urged. “We don’t want anyone coming to look, right?” I hovered for a moment to let them settle. “It’s pretty dark. No one should notice.”

“You can flit!” Crealee said, breathless.

“Let’s make this our little secret, ih?” I smiled at their wide-eyed wonder. “Now, hold tight!”

I puushed over the wave-pummeled rocks, descended to a large flat boulder about two hundred yards down the shore. Frothy water sparkling with luminescence swirled about its base. Crabbers continued their sideways dance over the rumpled seaweed and taut fingers of leafy vines. Both girls shook as I touched down. They looked at the vine-covered rock beneath their bare feet, back at the balcony, then me.

Chirps rose from the waves splashing us with salty drops.

“Kelkee!” Zoel said. She and Crealee rushed to the rock’s forward lip. I resisted the urge to warn them back. They knew.

They sat the bowl between them. I stood back as they flung handfuls of worms into the waves. The cries from below changed to excited kik-kiks before mellowing into synchronized, oddly soothing chirps. The girls cast the divids one way then the other, laughing and pointing all the while.

After a few minutes, I noticed the sharp, almost painful coldness beneath my boot and glanced down. A cluster of leaves on one of the many vines twisting over the rock’s surface bunched beneath my feet. Round and wide at the base, they pinched to a point.

I lifted my boot. The chill dissipated. I stepped back down, and the chill slowly returned. The sensation reminded me of a null’s cold touch. That’s damn odd. The leaves are affecting the muxal inside my boot.

Both boots had muxal plates in the soles, to protect the bottoms of my feet when I puushed and form extrusions, should I need to knife anyone with a kick.

Was the plant casting a null-like chill?

I crouched and hesitantly touched a leaf–no telling if it would touch me back. Its wet, smooth surface offered no fight. I rubbed it between my fingers. Feels pretty normal.

I lowered my gauntlet-covered palm to the leaves.

The chill quickly encircled my hand, as though I held a small null. I tried to re-shape my gauntlet. The muxal moved grudgingly. The effort caused pain above and behind my right eye–not unlike the steady throb I’d felt for so long. I clenched my teeth on a groan.

Caught up in their play, neither girl noticed.

What the hell? Is this some sort of...natural null? I tried to lift the finger-wide vine, but it lay tight against the rock. I raised my gauntlet, extruded a short blade–snik!–and slashed the vine to cut a section free. A dull ache punched through my hand to my elbow. Though razor-edged, the extrusion barely nicked the vine. I jerked my arm back.

Fuck me if that’s not a null!
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TYPICALLY, A witchen cast a null spell into a crystal or other small receptacle. The spell interfered with ux manipulation within its limited influence. In my first encounter with the spell, on Earth forty-five years earlier, nulls on muxal columns in a cave complex kept the rock from crashing down.

Later, I suffered the hell of nulls attached to a leather strap tied around my head. The spell burned cold as though the top of my skull had been removed. Meant to prevent me from manipulating muxal, the nulls left me helpless to an exsanguinating witchblood harvest. E’sis and T’reth suffered similar torture. Drawing on ux provided by the beings inside me–rather than reaching out for ux–I’d cut the strap using muxal slivers within me. Without those beings, I’d have died, along with E’sis and T’reth.

I formed a serrated edge and sawed the vine. Each back and forth launched painful throbs up my arm. My fingers became deadened weights. Clenching my jaw, I forced the cut through. The vine split with a psst. Using water puddled on the rock’s surface, I washed the extrusion clean of vine juice before being able to retract it.

A lack of a healing itch confirmed what I’d felt was null-like, rather than a physical injury. The throb behind my right eye returned to its background lurk. I repeated the process farther down the vine using my other hand. Anticipating the cold did nothing to diminish its bite. With the second extrusion’s smaller, sharper teeth, I cut through more quickly.

I cleaned and retracted the muxal off my hand, then curled the wet, foot-long piece of vine into my palm and felt no cold. A leaf touching the muxal at my wrist produced a penetrating ache. Son of a bitch. A natural null. Not as strong as a spell, but...

I needed to gander this more closely.

A natural null.

As far as I knew, nothing like it existed anywhere in the Skein. The Nassara certainly did not have this, either.

This could change everything. End the conflict, or...extend it forever.

I looked around. The vines stretching over the sand originated from a swath of brush up the shore. Squinting revealed more vines clinging to the sides of the academy’s stone and wood exterior and other structures, encircling large trees, and twisting through brush. Might not be the same type of vine, but they’re everywhere.

My thoughts raced. I forced quiet. Not now. 

The girls squealed as the pitch of the kelkees’ song changed. They both cast more divids.

I looked at the vine in my palm. Let the girls finish up, then back to my room. I’ll take a closer gander there. I couldn’t hold the vine in a muxal plate–the null effect wouldn’t let me manipulate it around the vine–so I retracted the muxal around my shin up to my knee then tucked the vine into my boot.

The girls jumped and shrieked with exuberance–this late, I doubted anyone would notice. They saved me a handful of the finger-length worms, which I cast into the wind as hard as I could. Small, cat-sized shadows plunged through the waves. The gleeful chirping told us the kelkee appreciated their treats.

They continued singing long after the divids ran out. The girls hugged and swayed to the soothing croons. This was their final night here–Crealee for sure, anyway–so I let them be. Local gulls swung close on the breeze, and bugs brizzed by, but otherwise, we were left alone. In the distance, dark shapes leapt from the waves–leviathans breaking the surface to splash hard. Alligator-type beasts swam near the anchored boats, tentacles reaching up now and then. A shadowy figure on a lower deck slapped them away with an oar.

Across the bay, birds my size twisted over the waves, plucking fish from the water with long beaks before flapping into the shore’s shadows. Similar beasts had circled in the skies during our trek out. Every now and then, one plunged below the treetops then flapped away with a squirming animal in its talons. I’d kept an eye on them as much as the kavators as they struck me as threats, too. Maybe because if I puushed, I’d be invading their territory.

Finally, Crealee turned. Her soaked smock clung to her slender form, outlining the club at her thigh. “We’d better hark back now, Sir Warden.”

Zoel’s teeth chattered. She wore a club as well. “I’m cold.”

“Step on my boots. Okay, hold on.”

For fun, we left the bowl behind. Crealee said one of the stewards would find it at sunwink. How it got there on such a stormy night, without any footprints in the sand past the reach of the waves, would remain a mystery for seasons to come. Both girls seemed pleased at that.

I realized later that there on the rock, with their backs to me and the waves crashing hard below, I could have killed them both and made it look like an accident. Out feeding the kelkee one final time... But the thought never occurred to me.

I’d made up my mind.

* * *

After the girls left, yawning but with wide smiles, I examined the vine. Alternating shades of green striped its length. Brighter hues marbled the leaves. It lacked thorns and the leaking sap left no burns. Save for the odd null-like influence on my muxal, it struck me as very un-Byne-like.

I dripped sap onto the muxal at my wrist. The cold punched hard. The null effect comes from the juice, then. I wiped the muxal clean then stretched the segment on the table and studied it in the light.

How the hell did this come about?

Natural adaptations to the ux were extraordinarily rare. When we existed, us Raptori powered our puush organs through ux. I’d heard mention of one water-borne species using ux to power their swimming and enhance their communication. The Witchen Guild kept the location of their world a closely guarded secret, lest the Nassara discover them and harvest their natural witchblood. I knew of no plants repelling ux as a defense mechanism–assuming this was such an adaptation.

A defense against what?

Had there been an animal–perhaps a bug or worm–that used ux to find and feed off the vine? A null-like response made perfect sense.

But if it wasn’t a defensive adaptation, if this was something...made...

Holy shit. Is this some sort of weapon?

According to Atakee’s researcher friend, at the start of the long-ago Pheelm Chaos, the overportal joining Byne to the Skein was collapsed. The world’s extensive understrand network then failed. The resulting devastation would’ve been widespread and immense. Had the Pheelm purposefully collapsed the portal? They’d been Byne’s anchor-world. Was this vine the reason?

Then I yawned, practically falling asleep where I sat. Exhaustion weighed my limbs. It’s the food. I ate too much. Ugh.

I stripped, cleaned my mesh undersuit, then indulged in what sleep I might.

Before sunwink, a steward brought the previously promised tub of steaming water, the wheels squeaking as he maneuvered it inside.

After bathing, I self-assessed. My five pairs of undertunics showed signs of wear. My undersuit bore bite marks at some hems but remained intact. The supplies tucked within my backplate–matches, compass, needles and threads, and water purification tablets–survived the trip out undamaged, as did the fingernail-sized, glossy receptacles also brought along. Though it required effort, I could cast null spells into each.

I’d left the vine on the table, intending further scrutiny in the morning light. Nebulous thoughts swirling in my foremind suggested I’d stumbled onto something important.

As I dressed, someone knocked on my door. The bustle of others in their morning routines filled the hall when I answered. The steward from the night before waited there with a lantern in hand, though flames burned in the sconces along the walls behind him.

“Three-Hook Powaxel sends his greetings, honored sir,” he said. “Sunwink grittles are served in the stable hall. May I escort you down?”

“Sure, but can I ask you something first?”

“Of course, sir mercenary.”

I beckoned him to the table. “What kind of vine–”

The leaves had yellowed and withered, their stems curled. The vine itself was now a dried husk that crumbled when I touched it. “What?”

“Sir?”

“This vine. It had round leaves curling to points, kind of a smooth husk. Do you know the one I mean?”

Holding the lantern close, the steward gandered the desiccated remnants. “It appears to be a marbled choker, if the leaves are any indication.”

“Is it common around here?”

He chuckled. “You’ll find it and others everywhere there’s enough water. Weaving their way into and around everything. Quite the sweeping nuisance.”

“Does it always crumble like this when you cut a piece off?”

“Yes, but it grows back quickly enough. As I said, sweep of a nuisance.”

“Do you know if anything feeds on it?”

The steward hesitated. “Well, hck, striped buzzers fight over the flowers when they’re in bloom.”

I nudged the flaking vine with a fingertip. “But no animal eats it as food? Sips the sap?”

“Not that I’m aware, sir.” The steward stepped back, quite uninterested in the vine. “Perhaps the farmers deeper in could better answer that.”

“Yeah. Okay.” Disappointed, I followed him to the door. I’d hoped to ask Powaxel or Cas Ferg what they knew about the vine. Hopefully, I’d find more in the Deep.

After ensuring I’d left nothing behind, I followed the steward down the hall. Girls halfway dressed ran from room to room, giggling and talking excitedly. An older female followed, clapping her hands. “Girls! This is no time for play! Ensure you’ve tucked up all you wish to carry!” Her admonitions went mostly ignored.

We rounded corners, descended two flights of steps, passed through heavy wooden doors. We were about to descend a third stairwell–leading to the stables, if the smell was any indication–when a sharp zing of ux manipulation jolted down my puushers.

That’s a fucking sub-portal opener!

I jerked to a stop. The zing had come from the landing’s one rock wall. I leaned against it, palms flat, ear against its cold surface. But the stone was too dense to let sound through.

The steward stopped at the first step. “Sir?”

I straightened. “What’s on the other side of this wall?”

“Uh? Erm...storage space, I think.”

“Take me there.”

We hurried back down halls, around corners, and through doors. I didn’t expect to find anything by the time we arrived–whoever opened the sub-portal had closed it just as quickly–but I did keep a sharp eye on everyone we passed. The steward greeted or nodded to each.

“Here, sir.” He opened a worn wooden door, revealing a storage space lined with rickety shelves full of pots and pans and other containers along one wall. He raised his lantern, casting back the shadows. I walked in, ran my hand over the back wall’s cool stone. Retracing our hurried steps in my mind, I determined we’d stood on the other side of this wall moments ago. I wouldn’t feel any sort of ux residue, but the wall looked thick enough for a sub-portal to anchor. And it was unobstructed from floor to ceiling–roomy enough for someone to come and go as they pleased.

No lock on the door, either. Come and go as they pleased full well. “Have you noticed any strangers in the halls recently?” I asked as we retraced our steps. “People who didn’t seem to belong.”

“No, can’t says that. But I did overhark the kitcheners fretting over missing grittles. Fresh-delivered fruits and nuts up and vanishing.”

“What about supplies people might need out in the Deep? Armor, weapons, that sort of thing?”

He frowned. “Well, yes, now that you mention it, grooms have jabbered accusations of pilfers amongst their ranks. Tack and harnesses and chains gone missing. It’s fretting quite a stir. Most recently the sunflip before last.”

Right before we arrived. “Hmph.” I bet a check with the surrounding inns and stables would reveal similar thefts or strange parties arriving out of nowhere before heading into the Deep, drencher or no. We hadn’t passed anyone on our way in, but Powaxel had indicated several paths in and out of Flenser Bay. Departing, we might use a different route depending on how wet the drencher left the roads.

I imagine we’ll have company...

The stables bustled with organized chaos. Grooms and stablehands shouted at each other, animals voiced their displeasures, and the four girls clustered off to the side chittered in excitement as they ate. Shortly after we arrived, the remaining girls arrived and attacked the grittles, despite their headmistress’s admonitions. Powaxel was busy tending to the small details that would ensure our timely departure. Mythe escorted what looked like merchants through the stables. The steward showed me another table full of sunwink grittles, this one popular with both Wingers and militia, then departed. I could tell he was bursting with questions.

Whatever suspicions I harbored would have to wait. If someone was intent on stopping us, they’d certainly wait until we were well into the Deep. I anticipated a prepared force backed by a witchen. With the firepower we carried to fend off the wildlife, they’d need to use witchery. We’d have time to prepare.

I ate a huge warm muffin stuffed with berries and crunchies while standing where Powaxel would spy me. He nodded and waved but kept to inventorying supplies, checking each item with the thoroughness that had kept him alive, shouting at grooms to fetch a newer this or less-peppered that. The Wingers checked and re-checked harnesses, weapons and armor, and the militiamen’s preparations. The militiamen returned the favor.

The stink of potion-smeared wood filled the air. Fortunately, few bugs swarmed, and those that did stayed away from me.

Clipboard in hand, Cas Ferg appeared, guzzled a mug of juice, grabbed a muffin, and returned to the frenzy. I hung at her side. She stopped at a wagon and made notations on her clipboard as a pair of grooms wheeled a barrel up the wagon’s rear ramp. The aroma of fresh-baked bread floated from the boxy interior.

“Any outside food on board?” I asked, curious. I had not seen anything non-native, like energy bars or powdered drinks, and they could certainly have been used.

“The locals embargo everything like that.” She counted a stack of small bags near the bottom of the ramp. Done with the barrel, a groom lifted the sacks one at a time to the other still in the wagon. Cas Ferg said, “Keep those near the door, please.”

The groom in the wagon muttered, “Aye, aye.” 

“Oh,” I said. “Do they let you take anything off world? Some of these berries are pretty tasty.”

She scowled at me. “Nothing comes in or goes out. The Trynum doesn’t allow it. And believe me, they check. We eat what’s here.” Her scowl deepened. “Is that what’s bugged you the trip out? Can you eat the grittles?”

I waved off her concern. “The food’s fine. I’m still full from what I ate last night. I just wondered why we didn’t have off-world food. Seems unusual to not bring anything condensed along.” I waved at the supplies still stacked at the base of the wagon ramp. “Anyway, carry on, carry on.”

She scowled a moment longer before turning back to her work.

I decided to find and prepare Blaa when a scratch touched my foremind. Zings shot down the puush organs along my spine. As the spinning settled, I opened myself to Veeshe’s presence. “Coveness.”

Sunwink greetings, Sir Warden, she shared. Three-Hook Powaxel assures me you will depart on time.

“Looks like it. Everyone’s mounting up and the stable doors are opening, anyway.”

Good, good. Have you decided on a course of action?

“Actually, I have.”
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I ADDED, “But I’m going to keep my plan to myself.”

 A wise decision. What I don’t know I cannot confess.

“How solid is the justice system here on Byne?” I asked. “Clean top to bottom, or more corrupt the higher you go?”

She chuckled. Clean where the commoners stand, but the influence of coin taints matters the more entrenched businesses become involved. Leaves stains sometime on the higher court rulings. The over-court remains beyond reproach, though. All factions see to that. I doubt this is no different on the worlds you’ve traveled.

“I’ve seen both ends of the spectrum, but often matters are cleaner throughout than corrupt. If there’s one thing societies demand without exception, it’s a fair system of justice, whatever form it takes.” I walked to the pens where the individual cloptixes were being readied. Blaa’s stall was the last in the row. Grooms tended to the placid beasts.

The coveness asked, Do you fret the repercussions of fulfilling your mission? Because I can assure you, we will do all in our power to see to your safe departure. Her concern struck me as genuine.

“No, Coveness. Just curious about how your system handles matters when those accused of wrong-doing are well entrenched. As a society, I mean.” Blaa nuzzled my hand. I fed her the last bite of my muffin. The groom tending to her frowned.

“Left her all as she was when you arrived, sir.” He fingered straps and checked buckles. “She’s clean and fed and had a good rest. Should be on her best behavior.”

“Thank you. She’s a good mount. Right, young lady?” I rubbed my knuckles hard up and down the groove between her eyes. Her eyelids squeezed shut and her ears swivelled to face me as she enjoyed the attention. Her spiked tail swished the air.

If the evidence for the accusation withstands scrutiny, the accused receives same as the commoner. We’ve advocates in society making sure each case collects no curtains to hide behind.

“That’s good, Coveness.” I walked around Blaa, checking her tack. Everything looked as I’d left it the afternoon before. Her hide shone with a recent scrubbing. The tightness of the straps securing my packs told me Powaxel had already seen to my supplies. Still, I ran my fingers over them and checked again each pouch and skin. My unstrung bow hung from its saddle notch, and someone had packed my quiver of blunt-tipped arrows. “I’m curious. Who attends interrogations? Do members of your justice system observe, like those advocates you mentioned? Do they ask questions? Or do they give you a list?”

Her pause was a palpable lightness in my thoughts. Curious questions, Sir Warden. Is there a reason for this line of thought?

“That’s not an answer.”

Typically, a pair of witchen conduct the interrogation, with three advocates present, and sometimes a member of your Guard. And a scribe for notes. We do keep such matters thorough and solid.

Her gaze rose from the vines wrapping a post in front of her to the skylight overhead. The sun blazed down; it was well past sunwink in Bowyl. The brightness left spots in my vision. More vines, but... Not what I found last evening, though. I wonder if those are also natural nulls. If so, it might explain why...

I blinked. If natural nulls are everywhere, no wonder the land feels like it’s...smothering for witchen. For me. I forced my focus back on the coveness.

“If I need to, would I be allowed to question those present during the interrogations of Crenteeta’s three advisors?”

Another pause. Transcripts are available. You may question the scribes.

“But not the advocates?”

I ask again, why this line of thought?

“How come you haven’t established an understrand here in Keef Rock? Of all the places on your home continent, I would think a strand here would’ve been a priority.”

Her emotions wobbled. Nothing identifiable but there. Has your Guardmaster not explained to you my people remain suspicious of witchery? I had frets enough convincing them of the need to join the faction covens to the Guild House here in Bowyl. Frets enough even establishing those covens. Such matters take time. A lot of scales discolored with talk of such witchery.

“But Keef Rock, Coveness. Or any distant point on any of the continents. Even I could make a strong case for such a need.”

I doubt you’d be heard. The Trynum remains as wary of outsiders as it does witchery. More of your Guard standing watch at the home covens nearly prevented their establishment. Took months before the Trynum even considered such deliberation, much less a vote.

“Has Atakee invited locals to train? The Guard tries to make use of local talent.”

The offer was extended. Those with such thoughts tend to migrate into the frontiersa or militias, though, and serve for long stretches of their lives. I know of only two of our own in your Guard, and both at the Lovloga home coven. She sighed. Again, likely the fear of witchery keeps most away.

“I understand Executive Crenteeta wasn’t very receptive to your expansion plans.”

She was not alone in her frets. As Executive, she expressed them the loudest, as expected.

“You got what you wanted.”

She snorted. I’d hoped for more. But witchery remains chilled by a cold sun.

“Any worries young Crealee will prove as reluctant?”

Her, I do not fret over.

“Ah, yes. The judges would stand in your way.”

She sighed again. Sharing over such distance wearies, Sir Warden. My chat with Powaxel was brief, but this taxes my limits.

“My apologies, Coveness.”

Have you new information? I feel you are holding back.

“I have something. But I will not discuss this with you through sharing,” I said with firm politeness.

This time I easily identified her emotion: worry. Has this shaped your decision, Sir Warden?

“I do not intend to reveal my plans, Coveness. For your own protection, of course. What you don’t know, you can’t confess.”

Agreed. Your prudence is appreciated. Her tone, though, left me wondering.

I don’t think she means that.

Before she could continue, I threw out, “Coveness, do members of any coven on Byne use sub-portal openers?”

Surprise replaced her anxiety. I am unaware of such a device anywhere on my world. We do not allow such false witchery. If discovered, its use would cause closure of all covens.

“You know what a sub-portal opener is, what it does?”

Of course. I spent time off world, learning and sharpening my skills, Sir Warden. All my fellow chen have. We are not sheltered savages. I’ve seen the damage sub-portals cause and worse. I support all efforts to keep them from our world. We never considered using one to fetch young Crealee here, such is our...distaste.

“Then you better gander with more scrutiny, because I felt a sub-portal opener being used, right here in Keef Rock.” I swung onto Blaa’s back and settled onto my saddle. My thighs ached at spreading wide again, but the throb quickly disappeared as my healing ability itched it away. Still, the coveness flinched. Sharing often opened one side to what the other felt. It proved debilitating if one end suffered unexpected pain. I’d seen it happen.

Her concern turned to alarm. Are you certain of this, Sir Warden?

“Quite. I recognize the sensation. Your Oladi masters can confirm my sensitivity to ux influences. And sub-portals hammer out a great deal of ux influences.”

That was how a lot of worlds protected themselves–the use of sub-portal openers exposed those using them. Elder witchen called sensitives could pinpoint where a sub-portal opener was used, focusing on the power orbs with remarkable precision. Kill teams handled the rest.

Krinell would have been able to sense the location of a sub-portal’s power orb within a particular room of a house– I slammed the thought aside.

Veeshe’s presence wobbled. A headache throbbed in her touch. She whispered, This is most disturbing.

“I agree.” So, you don’t deny you have Oladi masters. Hmph. Blaa hissed as I kicked her into motion toward where I’d last seen Powaxel. Once we were outside and she settled into her pace, she’d mellow.

But why? Veeshe asked.

“Frankly, I think someone wants to make absolutely sure Crealee never swears. Perhaps the same people who tattered Executive Crenteeta. And since the advisors have been cleared, you’ve got a real problem on your hands in figuring out who. Might be one of your covens.”

That would be a tragic set of circumstances. If one faction is revealed to have a hand in Executive Crealee’s assassination, especially from its coven, it would likely spark the very conflagration your mission here is intended to thwart.

Blaa maneuvered through the shifting traffic then settled near the open doors leading out to the packed-dirt street. She raised her snout into the light breeze. Though drenched the sunflip before, the ground looked only slightly muddied, even after our convoy’s passage.

“I doubt they intend to leave any survivors.”

Down the stalls, Powaxel checked his small but tough-looking cloptix. Past him, the Wingers and the headmistress herded the girls into the wagons set aside for them. From where I sat I found it impossible to determine which was Crealee. Or Zoel.

Anger battled with the dizziness in Veeshe’s sharing. Such an outcome cannot be allowed, Sir Warden. The members of your own convoy must truth talk under interrogation that you and you alone are responsible for Crealee’s death. For the sake of my society, the blame must fall squarely at your feet. After a pause, she added, No malice is intended, Sir Warden. You realize this, I hope. And I trust your unique abilities will allow you to arrive at my Guild House in time to slip free. You can set aside your concerns over our system of justice.

My anger surged. How did she know I could puush? Yes, someone’s definitely prepared you to deal with me. She figured I would wait until we reached the Deep’s eastern edge or rolled just past it before I killed Crealee, then puushed to the portal before word of what I’d done reached Bowyl. Veeshe would see to my speedy departure.

I smelled the Oladi all over this. Who else have they told about me?

“I’ll do my best, Coveness. But if too many of your witchen are deployed against us, we won’t stand a chance–especially if they have a sub-portal opener.” They’d need a good, hard surface for that, though. A good-sized boulder. Weren’t too many of those along the Gurgatin Trail. Maybe with Powaxel’s help I can narrow down their windows of opportunity. I shifted in my saddle, made sure to mentally express my concern so that she could sense it. “Perhaps you should recall your witchen to your Guild House.”

I see Powaxel leading the first wagon into position. Oh. The spinning in her head intensified. I must let you go now. I promise to share again when I’ve recovered. Know that the priority must be to keep any other party from tattering our young Executive-elect. Accomplish your mission as best you see fit otherwise, Sir Warden.

“I intend to do just that, Coveness Veeshe.”

She swirled away, leaving blankness my foremind. My own consciousness puddled back in. By then, Powaxel was guiding his cloptix close beside Blaa. Behind him, the front wagon creaked and squeaked into motion, blackflanks groaning.

He half-scowled at me. “Hck! Is all well, Warden?”

“The coveness wanted to check in with me,” I said. “We had a few matters to discuss.” We urged our rides from the stables. Several Keef Rock staff and students stood along the road, cheering and waving good-bye, arms swinging up and down. Above the trees and mountains ahead of us, sunwink colors painted the dawn sky.

“Naught for my ears in all that?”

I barked a laugh. “There’s a lot you need to hear with what we’ve discussed, Three-Hook. Cas Ferg, too. And Mythe and the militia. Shit, may as well include the merchant wagons. They’re in just as much fret. But we’ve time. Let’s get the convoy rolling first.”

His scowl matured. “Fretting the sound of that.”

“You and me both, Three-Hook. You and me both.”
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CAS FERG guided her cloptix between Blaa and Powaxel’s mount. “Heard me some interesting chitter-chat this sunwink when I helped distribute the grittles.” Her cape lay tight around her shoulders, hood down. I glanced at her, then returned my attention to the kavator pack ahead of us. The rear-most bulls kept eyeing our wagons, which trundled through the trampled grass near the tree line of a broad forest. Powaxel did likewise but held off from stringing his bow.

I asked, “Oh?”

The sunflip, mid-week on our fourth from Keef Rock, was cooling after a steamy sunpeak. A breeze pushing away the humidity heralded another drencher. The frontiersa settlement at the South Gurgax Ferry Crossing lay three sunflips ahead. By the Three-Hook’s estimate, we were making good progress and should reach the settlement before the drencher arrived and made the crossing messy.

The poondix herds helped by maintaining their steady migration. As with our trip in, the massive herd in front of us–about two miles long and half as wide by my reckoning–trampled the thick, knee-high grass, which our wagons then handled with ease. We went with the flow now rather than dodging through herds, allowing us to maintain our pace. The kavator pack ahead mostly stalked the poondix–we’d only had to avert a handful of charges with a fusillade of blunted arrows.

In the distance, poondix cows rhooed and bulls grooed, with wet snorting mixed in for good measure. Vegetation crunching beneath their broad flat feet rose above cries heralding their intent to settle for the night. The Halamic River curved into our path about six miles ahead, where the grasses rose above head-height. The poondix preferred such wet ground and tall grass during sundrop. Copses dotting the grass between river and forest boasted towering trees.

Random kavator screeches echoed. Lowing rose from other smaller herd animals migrating among the poondix.

Facing me, Cas Ferg said, “Seems a certain pair of lassies say you’ve an ability to flit about bird-like. They’re quite sure of it.”

I failed to hide my smile. “Wondered when they’d talk about it. Surprised it’s not been camp fodder before now.”

Powaxel turned his attention from the kavators. “They?”

“Ih? Oh, you know... They. Them. Whoever.”

Cas Ferg snorted. “You know which two. The ones with the most...enthusiasm.”

I laughed. While Crealee and Zoel hadn’t been troublesome, their schemes had caused a fuss among the militia. They’d been first to race their cloptixes up the convoy’s length, first to see who could shoot arrows the furthest–which wouldn’t have been so bad had they not aimed at ill-tempered eaters lurking in the brush–the first to fly kites from the wagon tops... The list went on. Too often, the other six joined in.

It didn’t help that the Wingers encouraged them at times. Harmless fun, some said.

Powaxel and the militia–and Headmistress Dotter–failed to gander it that way.

“Hck! Preferred no one knew you could straight twitch through the air,” Powaxel grumbled. “How’d they figure it? Gander you one night?”

“Could be. I try to puush when I’m not so noticed.” I glanced at him. Better he thought Crealee and Zoel had snuck out of their wagon and spied on me than revealing how they truly knew. “The night watch does gander me on occasion, so rumors were bound to crop up. They’re just not sure what they’re seeing.”

I didn’t need to mention the birds. Whenever I puushed, they always followed, some curious, others defending their turf. Fortunately, few dared to challenge me. But flocks raising a ruckus and flitting about as I came and went drew unwanted attention.

The Three-Hook half-scowled at me then the kavators. He flicked a large beetle from his cloptix’s mane before waving off a pair of pink-hued dragonflies inspecting his ear. They buzzed my way, forcing me to shoo them as well. Like Cas Ferg, my hood was down so I could enjoy the light steady breeze.

“Gandered naught in your scouts?” he asked, changing the subject to my nightly flights.

I huffed. “If anyone’s out there, they’re damn good at hiding themselves. I’ve seen no sign of an ambush ahead.”

Cas Ferg waved at the trees. “Forests are pretty dense. A skilled frontiersa team knows how to not be seen.”

“Naught to argue with there,” Powaxel said. “Used your witchery to null all the rocks you found?”

Placing nulls on rock faces would prevent sub-portals from opening. “As many as I could in the dark, yes,” I said. “I still think any ambush will happen after we cross the South Gurgax.”

“Witchery! Bah!” He spat. “Could be they’re lurking out farther than you scout and waiting for us to stumble up.”

“I don’t think they’d risk getting too close to the frontiersa settlement at the South Gurgax. Still, best we remain vigilant.”

“Learn anything more on your vines?” Cas Ferg asked.

“Only that they’re everywhere. And it’s not just vines that show null characteristics. The vines are the strongest, but a lot of vegetation interferes with my muxal. Trees, brush, those short bright-green grasses.”

“You think that’s what’s behind your constant headaches and nausea?”

“Pretty sure.” Both still troubled me. My head pounded sometimes, and I’d gone sunflips unable to keep anything down far too often. I made sure to stay hydrated.

“A world of null plants,” Cas Ferg mused. “The Guild would love to get their hands on this.”

I grunted. “Not just the Guild.”

The ephemeral thoughts I’d had when I first discovered the null vines were coalescing now that I’d explored the Deep with greater focus. Motivations behind Crenteeta’s assassination were falling into place. I replayed conversations in my head. Snippets that hadn’t seemed important now loomed. I had to contact Guardmaster Atakee, read through his friend’s notes, but the larger picture of why I was truly here, was taking shape.

And I was pissed. Kill an eight-year-old girl, indeed. Not if I have any say in the matter.

“Witchery in our very bones,” Powaxel grumbled with disgust. “Fret this loud and long my people will.”

I said, “It might actually work in your favor. Any null plant I cut withers pretty quick. Makes it nearly impossible to take samples. Or smuggle anything off Byne.”

“What about seeds?” Cas Ferg asked.

Before I could reply, sounds from the poondix herd, about a thousand yards ahead, rose in intensity. Hundreds of bulls hooted with heated cries. The cows’ answering bellows sounded panicked. The crashing of vegetation also increased.

In the distance, dozens of birds rose from their roosts in the scattered copses, flocks of squawking, screeching beasts of various sizes scattering every which way.

Sharp mechanical wails rose above the increasing din.

I frowned. “Are those...sirens?”

Powaxel stood on his stirrups. “Herd drivers. We use them to direct beasts when paths need to be cut through the taller grasses. But no frontiersa dares use that many. Panics the herd...” Then he rose to his feet on the back of his cloptix, his boots crossed over the seat of his saddle. He moved so smoothly I muttered a surprised “Ih!”

The noise increased. Trees in the distance shook, throwing leaves and branches. The large kavator pack twisted around and barreled over the flattened grass and brush, toward us. They formed a protective half-circle around the young in the center.

Powaxel fell back into his saddle as quickly as he’d stood, then grabbed Blaa’s reins. “Flit up and gander where the poondix stampede!”

“Oh, shit,” Cas Ferg muttered, barely heard.

I glanced at her, Powaxel, then back at the noise and snapping vegetation. Stampeding? “Right!” I kicked my feet from the stirrups and puushed.

“Three-Hook!” a wagon driver behind us shouted. “Is it a stampede?”

The herd drivers–four by my count–continued their loud, piercing whines.

I rose high enough to see the front of the massive herd. “Oh, fuck.”

The entire herd was in full stampede down the path, turning in a wide half-circle from the slow-flowing Halamic. In their frenzy, they trampled small trees, through wide, muddy puddles, and over those that stumbled. Dirt, branches, and shredded vegetation flew into the air. The individual cries became a merged roar of a thousand frightened bellows. Three other kavator packs raced from the poondix, two toward the river, the third angling into the sweeping forest. Other small animals also fled, most following the easy paths of trampled grass and brush. Birds continued to take flight as the herd crashed across untrampled ground.

The stampede could not have happened at a worse location. The dense forest prevented the convoy from fleeing in that direction–unless we abandoned the wagons. The Halamic curled somewhat close, reducing the grassland in between. And in this grass, dense copses and thick brush pocked the trampled blades. Hurried travel through that would be slow and rough. Within moments, the massive beasts would fill the land.

Worse, a finger of dense forest poked from the tree line. The trampled path pinched to about a quarter as wide for about three hundred yards behind the convoy.

Why the hell had the poondix squeezed together like that through there? What lurks along the Halamic’s banks that scares them?

Despite the herd’s size and density, the mass of poondix was swinging around fast. The nearest kavator pack rapidly closed on the convoy’s lead wagon. The poondix would soon follow. Driven by the wailing herd drivers, they knocked down mature trees in their frenzy.

“Fuck!” I descended to Powaxel’s side. “Drive the first seven wagons forward to the forest’s edge as far up as you can!” I screamed, pointing. “Turn the rest of the convoy around into the pockets behind that bulge!”

By then, Wingers and militiamen on individual mounts joined us at the convoy’s front.

Cas Ferg’s eyes were wide and her ears limp against her temples. “Is it a full stampede?” Beside her, Deputy Officiate Mythe blinked rapidly and breathed hard.

“Spin the rear wagons back, far and fast!” Powaxel bellowed at her and Mythe. “Go, go!” He pointed at the others. “Ride the front seven ahead, to the forest’s edge! GO!”

As the mercenaries and militia followed orders, he drove his cloptix to the lead wagon’s driver. “Go! GO!” he shouted, pointing at the trampled grasses and brush ahead.

The driver snapped his reins, spurring the blackflanks into motion, shouting, “EYAA!” In my opinion, they moved so...slow.

Bleating, poor frightened Blaa spun and galloped down the convoy, on Cas Ferg’s heels. I wrestled with the reins and kicked her sides, to no avail. Shit! I puushed. As Powaxel raced to the second wagon, screaming for the driver to get her ass moving, I dropped down beside the driver of the first.

“EEYAA!” he screamed, sounding like a kavator’s lunch.

“GO! GO!” I pointed at the roughly smooth path ahead. Two hundred yards beyond, the front of the poondix herd appeared amidst the flying dirt, brush, and branches.

The first kavator pack approached as the lead wagon edged through the pinch. I drew Kleeve and puushed ahead. Most of the fleeing predators kept to the center of the trampled grass, but two large bulls, their blue-black flanks bright with green stripes, angled toward the wagon. They bellowed and lowered their heads. The driver edged the blackflanks closer to the tree line.

I closed on the charging kavators. I couldn’t allow them to frighten the blackflanks.

My charge confused them, if their head twitches meant anything. I rose an instant before their jaws snapped around my legs and punched muxal from my leg armor into their exposed necks. Snik! Fwak! My razor-edged extrusions pierced their pebbly hides. Painful jolts blasted through my shins. Kleeve almost slipped from my grasp at the unexpected burn, which only ended when my extrusions slipped from the kavator flesh.

Their bellows turned to squalls of pain louder than my own cry. One bull stumbled, kicking dirt and grass. The other kept its feet and retreated.

My sharp, sudden pain faded. I retracted the extrusions. Fwip! I puushed around to the fallen bull, still thrashing in the grass. Fuck! That hurt! What the hell?

But I’d had my suspicions since my discovery at Keef Rock. The poondix and other herbivores fed on null-enhanced vegetation. The predators ate the herbivores. The null influences passed up the food chain.

I’d not used my muxal to fend off any of the wildlife until that moment. Had I done so, I would’ve discovered the dangerous mess I now faced.

The kavator pack raced past me as I landed and approached the fallen bull, my jaw clenched against the anticipated pain. Bracing myself, I snapped extrusions into its head, stilling its thrashing limbs. Krak! Fwak! Burning stings lanced up my arms. My legs wobbled as I retracted. Thwip! Fwik!

Passing kavators hissed at me as they flashed by, maintaining their protective huddle around their young, who somehow kept pace with the adults and their longer legs.

I kept the fallen bull between me and the passing pack, half-expecting more to charge. Powaxel had warned they took an attack on one as an attack on all and went into a frenzy when threatened. But the poondix stampede forced them on.

With the bull dead, our blackflanks should stay in motion and under control.

Puushing, I returned to the lead wagon, fifty yards away and closing, the blackflanks at full speed. The wagon shook and shuddered as it passed, the ground near the trees uneven and rough. Wood snapped–hopefully low branches and brush rather than wheel spokes. The second wagon rumbled on its heels. Keeping pace between the wagons, Wingers and militiamen urged their cloptixes not to stop. The crash of the approaching stampede drowned out their shouts and the animals’ cries. Only the herd driver wails rose above the ground-shaking thunder.

I faced the panicked, frenzied wave of death.

The bulging beasts reminded me of Earth hippos, with wide eyes, broad snouts tipped with large wet nostrils, muscular legs driving huge flat feet, and heavily scaled chests and bellies. But these were heavier, the largest bulls taller than Earth elephants. They had white feathery hair across their backs and scales darkening to muddy browns down their legs. Their bellows of fright exposed flat teeth and bright red tongues. Less than a stone’s throw away, the lead bulls trampled a trio of smaller cesadixes trying hard to stay ahead of their larger brethren. Blood splashed in the obscuring dirt and debris.

Three more wagons and groups of riders raced behind me as the sprawling stampede closed in. Smaller animals threaded into the forest. Several slammed into the wagons and fell beneath the giant wheels. Others crashed into riders and ended up a tumble of flailing limbs, dirt, and shredded vegetation. The stronger cloptixes stumbled, but none–or their riders–fell, and quickly regained their momentum. Dust and the sound itself obscured my view of the first few wagons–had they made it past the pinch point where the tree line curved away from the Halamic and avoided the stampede?

I hovered in the path of the approaching poondix bulls, waving my arms and flashing muxal, trying to scare them from the tree line. The herd driver wails remained loud and–to the huge beasts–terrifying. I wouldn’t dare use extrusions. I’d only hurt myself, and any beast I killed would be turned to paste by those behind. But those in back would follow those ahead, so if I turned them away– 

“Warden!”

Somehow, Powaxel’s shout reached me through the cacophony. He spurred his small cloptix just behind the final wagon. The wagons ahead had flattened the grass along the forest’s edge, giving the blackflanks firmer ground, but in that instant, I realized neither he, the three riders with him, nor the wagon would make it.

“Three-Hook!” I puushed at him as the lead poondix bull grazed the bottoms of my boots.

He yelled as I swept him off his cloptix, driving us behind the last wagon and into the trees. A thunderous crash followed as the massive beasts slammed the wagon sideways against the trunks. The driver and one of the blackflanks cried out, the sounds quickly lost in the din. Branches and tree trunks cracked and snapped. Leaves, twigs, and seed pods rained down. Wagon parts ricocheted through the gaps. Dodging like crazy, I puushed until we were yards deep into the forest.

Breathing hard, teeth clenched, hands over his ears, he leaned against the nearest trunk. His legs shook, his knees buckled, and he fell to the forest floor. Blood gushed from a gash along his temple. My own hands over my ears, the ground beneath my feet shaking, I turned to the tree line.

The poondix thundered by. Dust and dirt filled the air. Animals shrieked. Trees and branches along the forest’s edge snapped and flew about, spinning in too close for my liking. Animals fleeing the stampede continued to rush from the poondix wave, into the trees. They kept running, ignoring me and the Three-Hook. That they made it through gave me hope for the convoy.

I motioned for Powaxel to head in the direction of the six wagons that had made it ahead of us. He nodded then pointed at his eyes and waved at the branches.

I nodded, slapped his shoulder, and puushed. Within moments, I was high enough again to look around.

A cloud of dust and dirt obscured the stampede. In the curve of forest ahead, six wagons still drove forward, the rushing poondix just feet away. About three dozen individual riders kept pace between the wagons. The tree line curled away from the Halamic, and the wagons soon had more breathing room. The poondix herd kept coming.

Looking back while ascending higher, I followed the forest edge, searching for the convoy’s remaining wagons–eighteen of ours, twelve driven by merchants tagging along. The rising clouds made spying anything difficult. Moving with remarkable speed now, the poondix herd looked more like a wave of white water inundating everything in its path. It filled the grassland. Several poondix floundered in the mud along the Halamic’s bank. Dozens more lay motionless in the trampled grass.

Puushing in the stampede’s direction revealed breaks in the tree line with oval-shaped cavities large enough for four or five wagons each. Poondix thundered by, none straying into the openings more than a few steps. Through the haze I spied riders on cloptix directing wagons into cavities farther down.

“Fuck yeah!” I punched the air with a fist before heading toward where the stampede started. Where the herd drivers first sounded.

Only a handful of poondix lay motionless in the half-trampled grass. Far more hrooed in pain and dragged broken bodies on barely working legs. Others walked in circles, dazed or crazed. Smaller beasts staggered along, some into the forest, others toward the Halamic. Circling birds descended, some right onto the dazed and wounded, talons digging in. Additional scavengers left ripples in the Halamic’s slow waves as they stalked floundering prey.

The stampede’s thunder diminishing, the herd drivers’ piercing whines in the tall grass crystallized. Two came from my right, one ahead of me, the last near the Halamic.

Drawing Kleeve, I descended. You fuckers want some noise?

The whines died down as I hovered just above the grass and brush, both rising above even my six-foot-six height. In the resulting quiet, I easily pinpointed the sounds of people shoving through the grass, muffled conversation, and bursts of laughter. I dove toward the nearest.

The three men in animal-hide armor and capes colored to match the grass jerked in surprise when I dropped among them. Two carried spears, which they used to fold back the grass as they forced their way through. The third carried a short club in one hand, a cylinder on a chain in the other. The cylinder, about the length of his forearm, was purple with white markings around the bottom. Light whistles rose from the slats along its sides as it bobbed at the end of the chain. I figured if spun hard, the cylinder’s light whistles would become the piercing shrieks that so terrified the herd. The sound reminded me of the cries of the giant eaters that picked off poondix that strayed too far.

I punched Kleeve into the face of the man carrying the herd driver and launched extrusions into the chests of the others. Whik! Whap! Though expecting the burn, my limbs went numb to my elbows. I clenched my jaw on my scream. I jerked Kleeve free, retracted the muxal, and puushed away before any of them crumpled to the grass.

Fuck me! I’d extruded from the muxal at my shoulders. The deep, dull aches lingered. Breathing hurt. My healing ability warmed my joints, itching as they repaired the null-influenced damage. Aim for exposed skin. That animal hide armor must still have null influence within it.

Staying at grass-top level, I angled toward the next set of sounds. Around me, birds twisted through the air. Beetles flitted about the tips. The cries of wounded poondix and squawks of scavengers tearing at them rose in intensity. In the distance, kavators and other large eaters roared. I shook my arms. Feeling returned down to my wrists, but stiffness lingered in my fingers.

I surprised the four men trudging through the grass, bunched close for easier trespass. I jammed Kleeve into the forehead of the man with the herd driver, also purple and tan, while launching extrusions from my left gauntlet and shoulder plate into the rest. Each cut through exposed faces and necks. The blows produced more aches, but not as sharp. As quickly as I struck, I puushed off.

I dry swallowed at the nausea collecting in my gut. My lingering headache gathered strength. Shit. I’ve got to figure out something else. Every muxal strike leaves me worse off than before. I veered toward the next cluster of conversation and laughter. 

The third group was fending off a small pack of knee-high biters with the blunt ends of their spears, laughing as they did so. They seemed intent on encouraging the animals away over hurting them. The herd driver had been set down.

“G’on, you slanty bugger!” one said, jabbing his club at the nearest. “Feast on the easy picks in the tramples!” His accent was not Impregda.

“There’s enough for them to eat right here,” I growled

All three whirled.

Sticking to Kleeve, I moved quicker.

I left them alive, arms and legs gashed. The biters flinched as I struck, then tore into their feast as I puushed away, herd driver in hand. The men’s cries merged with the cacophony of predator and prey. Dust still hazed the air.

I secured the herd driver to my backplate, like I had with the bowl of divids. At grass-top level, I angled back toward the Halamic, toward the final group. The riverbanks stretched ahead, between low hills. Copses of leafy trees stood like islands in the sea of green and tan grass. In the far distance–three sunflips away at the poondix herd’s pace–sunlight sparkled off waves where the Halamic emptied into Lake Gurgatin.

Near the riverbank, the final group forced their way through the tall grass, into the tip of the poondix herd’s tramples. All three brushed their capes and armor free of beetles and detritus from the grasses, then called for their comrades, again in accents different from the Impregda.

“Ukos!” the one with the herd driver cried. “Yakroset!”

I studied them for clues as to which faction they belonged. They lowered their hoods, exposing purples mixed with the greens, reds, and yellows on their cheeks and down the back of their necks. Their feathery tan hair was close-cropped. Earthy tans and browns colored their armor. They stood taller and brawnier at the shoulders than Powaxel and the militia. No, certainly not Impregda.

They focused on a small biter that emerged from the water and scurried by on large hind legs, growling as it angled toward a small poondix lying in the grass. Vulture-like birds already tearing at the flesh hissed, then paid it little heed as it bit off chunks of the dead beast’s belly. Bugs swarmed over the carcass. Piles of poondix droppings lay about, most squashed flat into the trampled grass. Insects clouded the air above each. The breeze blowing into my face carried the pungent stench. I hardly noticed.

Swatting at insects, the three walked toward the river. “Ukos! Oy!” the first shouted again. “Over here!” Then he spun to face me. The herd driver’s chain fell from his hand. “Who’re you?” Who’or eow?

My herd driver whistled as I dove at them. They tried to raise their clubs and spears. Kleeve silenced their cries. Blood spurting, they thrashed in the grass.

A quick puush over the Halamic revealed a large, flat-bottomed boat about a hundred yards downstream, lashed to a tree leaning over the waves. A broad flat rock provided a stable landing. I noted its location, then puushed to where I’d seen the surviving front wagons. Birds flapped out of my way or received a jab from Kleeve. Covering my herd driver with muxal muffled the whistle. The sound still scattered scavengers picking at the fallen poondix.

Hopefully, someone from the convoy would recognize the herd driver’s colors and identify the faction.

Movement along the forest’s edge resolved into men rushing in tight formation across the fifty-yard clearing. They drew wooden clubs and split into five four-man squads as they closed on the six wagons. Another group carrying bows emerged from the trees and circled around the convoy’s exposed flank. About a dozen Wingers and eight militiamen charged from the wagons to meet the threats. Over the screeches of feeding animals, the distinct sounds of combat–men shouting, the crack of wooden blades, cries of pain–arose from the trees.

“Shit!”

I dove at the bowmen. Several launched arrows at the Wingers and militiamen, and through the gaps between the wagons. The Wingers’ armor minimized the damage. A few cloptixes bleated at arrows punching off their scales. Two militiamen fell, one howling in pain. Two bowmen fired arrows into a wounded cloptix until it toppled, its Winger jumping free at the last moment.

The squads with spears and clubs engaged my fellow travelers.

Shrieks from girls inside the last two wagons carried over the noise.

I sheathed Kleeve. Speed and ferocity would serve me best, which meant using muxal. I puushed along the rear of the bowmen formation, using extrusions from both arms to kill from point-blank range. They fell in sprays of blood. I slaughtered half before anyone noticed. Though I aimed for exposed scales, the pain from my strikes left me dizzy, nauseous, and gasping for breath, and my arms throbbing. The null influences within their blood hurt worse with each slash.

The nearest turned and raised their weapons or tried to nock fresh arrows. I puushed through them at shoulder level, cleaving heads, gashing necks. A handful in front managed to launch arrows. I formed shields from my forearm muxal and deflected their efforts–a trick I’d learned during my last battle on Earth–until I got close enough to slash back.

The last turned to run. I cut him down from behind without a second thought.

My entire attack took maybe twenty seconds.

During my frenzy, the Wingers on cloptix, originally intent on cutting down the bowmen, wheeled their mounts around and engaged the remaining enemy. Their metal weapons, stronger armor, and organized response made short work of their foes. Four more militiamen ended up dead or wounded.

The attackers seemed stunned to find their supporting bowmen killed off.

“To the trees!” the lead Winger shouted between heavy breaths, pointing his sword at the sounds of combat from the trees near the front-most wagon.

I dropped to the grass, on my hands and knees, gasping for breath.

A Winger approached. “Warden! Are you hurt?”

I settled to a kneeling position. “Just need a moment.” I shook my arms, opening and closing my fists. “Go, go!”

The ten Wingers and two surviving militiamen hurried to help their brethren.

“Shit,” I whispered, a headache pounding in my temples. Then I fell to my hands and knees again and dry-heaved into the grass. Afterward, my dizziness settled enough I could puush again. My healing itch spread through my chest and down to my fingertips. My nausea churned hard before dissipating.

I turned at motion in the corner of my eye to face another formation of bowmen taking aim. “Ih!” I snapped a fold of muxal in front of my head. The first wave of arrows spakked against my armor. None penetrated, but each produced sharp knots of pain across my torso and thighs.

The pain helped me refocus. “All right, you fuckers,” I growled, and puushed.

The next wave of arrows whisked beneath me.

Their leader shouting orders, the archers spread apart in squads, firing arrows like crazy. I protected my head with a muxal helm and slashed through their ranks. After a minute, during which I suffered arrow strikes too numerous to count–each a spike of pain–they were dead. My entire body itched as my healing ability kicked in. Exhaustion made me heavy. Nausea cramped my guts, and dizziness challenged my puushing. But I had over a century of combat experience. Having acted on instinct, I hardly remembered any of my attack.

About a dozen men carrying spears and clubs arrived as I cut down the last of the bowmen. Whoever was directing the fight was trying to flank the Wingers and militiamen in the forest. I alone stood against their efforts.

I engaged them, puushing to dodge spear thrusts or strengthen my strikes.

They seemed stunned I’d stand against so many alone. Their initial rush almost buried me through numbers, but I replied with a ferocity unexpected even from me. Kleeve shattered spear shafts and splintered clubs. Extrusions split flesh and bone. My armor absorbed blow after blow. Our screams merged in adrenaline-charged howls.

As their numbers shrank, their surprise turned to panic. Against similarly armed foes, their tactics would have secured a hard-fought win, but their leaders, trying one formation after another, had no way to counter my superior weapons or puushing ability. It didn’t help that carrion feeders, drawn by the stench of spilled blood, pounced on their wounded brethren, changing the tone of their screams.

Someone plunked an arrow against my elbow. The pain burned. I puushed at him as he fumbled for another arrow, slapped his bow aside with Kleeve, then snapped an extrusion clean through his neck. FWAK! His bow flew aside as he toppled, head one way, body another.

The remaining enemy turned and fled back into the forest, some throwing their weapons aside. Cries of “Witchery!” filled the air.

They collided with another formation of bowmen rushing from the trees.

I plowed into their ranks. 

Whether by accident or intent, someone slammed the butt end of a spear against my chest. I fell. A pair of spearmen made to jam their blades into me. I puushed. Their spears plunged into the grass between my spread legs.

Then arrows punched into the spearmen. They cried out and staggered back.

I glanced over my shoulder. Two Wingers were rushing over. They stopped, fired, then continued running as they reloaded.

I puushed to my feet.

The Wingers and militiamen across the clearing cried and howled. They pursued their foes, who threw their weapons aside as they fled.

“The battle’s turned, Warden!” one of the approaching Wingers cheered. “We’ve cut them back!”

“Keep after them!” I waved them forward.

“FALL BACK!”

The shout came from deep into the trees, in the accent of those who’d carried the herd drivers. A horn blast–whoo-WUUH!–followed. The formation of spearmen appearing between the trunks ahead paused, turned, then joined their panicked brethren.

Despite my headache and burning pain, I puushed after them.

I slashed down another handful. A pair of bowmen tried to give their brethren time to reach whatever safety lay ahead. I killed the nearest. The other snapped an arrow into my unprotected boot as I lanced extrusions into his face.

We both tumbled into the brush.

“Fuck!” I crashed onto my back, the knobby roots of nearby trees punching my armor. Dizzy, nauseous, arms heavy, I spent a moment catching my breath, then bent my knee and examined my boot. The thrashing and gurgled wheezes of the bowman stopped as I did so.

The arrow pierced my boot at the base of my big toe and hurt like hell, but the bone hadn’t been affected. My lightweight and flexible Raptori skeleton had a lot of give. The itch of my healing ability collected behind the sting.

Dammit! These were some excellent boots! I extruded an edge from my wrist muxal and slashed the shaft. I’d dig the tip out later.

Whoo-WUUH!

I puushed upright then launched myself toward the sound.

After a minute, I blew into a clearing maybe fifty yards across. Tingles in my puushers warned of ux influences. At the far end, which rose to a tree-covered hill, a giant rock lay half-buried in the grass and brush. Near the base, frothy light bubbled within an oval-shaped portal just wide enough for a man to pass through. The second-to-last of our attackers dove into the sub-portal opening.

The last, shorter, skinnier, and standing off to the side, glared at me. The sub-portal’s frothy light illuminated a wide streak of yellow scales down her left cheek and feathery white hair. She cradled a sub-portal opener, a cylindrical device with dark twisting wires and a back end bright with an orb of ux as its battery. She strained with its weight–I knew from experience the weight of those damn devices.

“Warden.” She sneered. “We’ll meet again.” She stepped into the sub-portal, which sealed behind her, leaving bare, unblemished rock.

I collapsed to the grass. Chest heaving, trying not to retch, the itch of healing heating my body, I smacked my fist into my palm. “Looking forward to it, witchen fucker.”
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STILL BLEEDING from his head wound, Powaxel had joined the survivors by the time I returned, assigning people to the wounded, to the wagons, and to securing a perimeter. “Get us out into the open, out of these flitting trees,” he told one of the senior Wingers. “No more eaters sneaking on us.” He turned and pointed at a militiaman bleeding from a gash along his temple. “You! Gather canteens! Get everyone properly hydrated! Last we need is the heat toppling whoever’s left standing.”

“Three-Hook!” I stepped to his side, over bodies all the way. Wingers walked among them, finishing off enemy wounded. We did not have the supplies for them, and leaving them alive for the scavengers, though tempting, was a bit harsh. The Wingers didn’t relish their grim task–the fighting had left more injured than dead.

I’d learned on the way out it was common practice that the locals took no prisoners. “Not even for interrogations?” I’d asked.

Powaxel had spat. “No truth talking from that sort of jabber, ever.”

“Ah, Warden! Quite the tattering you delivered today,” he snapped, sounding furious, then raised a hand against my reply. “Fret me not. Angry is all, at missing the fun, this knock on my noggin. Flit to the rear group. Get them up as speedy as you might, if you please.” He turned and barked at a passing militiaman, “You! See what you can do to quiet them screaming lassies!”

“Right.” I limped into the clearing and having recovered, puushed.

Whether through inertia or because they ran into the smaller herd originally behind us, the stampeded herd had stopped about two miles back and now milled about in a spread of white. A steady stream used a break in the forest to tromp away from the Halamic. Their cries carried on the breeze. Birds swept through the air, some landing on fresh kill in the grass, others on smaller carrion feeders. Eaters of all sizes emerged from the forest and river to also feast. Their fights, among other eaters or scavenging birds, sounded as raucous as the stampede. None were close to the pockets in which the rear of our convoy had taken refuge–most of the fallen poondix lay close to the Halamic. The farthest wagons were leaving their havens, heading forward.

“Cas Ferg! Deputy Mythe!” I dropped down among the wagons. Frightened blackflanks bellowed and shifted in their harnesses, but the wagon brakes held them in place. Riderless cloptixes milled about, nibbling on brush poking through the low grass.

Over two dozen Wingers, militiamen, and merchants emerged from the trees, all armed, most with nocked arrows. Cas Ferg waved for them to lower their weapons. “Warden! What news?” People crowded around.

“We lost a wagon and a few riders, and more in the ambush that followed,” I said. She and others winced. “But more survived than not. You?”

“No casualties to report, by the sun’s warmth.”

“Powaxel wants you up with the rest.”

She turned. “Drivers, to your posts! Riders at flank! Eyes about! Lots of danger still, so look sharp!”

As the crowd dispersed, I spotted my mount. “Blaa!” I limped to her side and rubbed her snout the way she liked. She hissed in satisfaction. A quick inspection found no wounds. “You’re one lucky-ass animal.” I brushed fingers through her mane. The wagons rolling, I mounted and rode ahead of the lead wagon. Cas Ferg, Mythe, and a pair of Wingers joined me. Together, we figured the easiest course through the dead poondix and sprawl of scavengers.

About an hour later, Powaxel, Cas Ferg, Deputy Mythe, the One-Hook militia leader, the senior merchant, and I gathered near the command wagon. By then, we’d tended to our wounded, established a perimeter, seen to the children, and recovered supplies from the one wagon we’d lost.

The frontiersa and merchant cooks were stripping a trio of giant poondix bulls for meat, hide, and bones. Militiamen with bows stood guard. They’d already had to unleash a volley of blunted arrows to encourage a pair of eaters to feast elsewhere.

I asked, “What’s that poondix meat taste like?”

Powaxel grunted. “It’s for the settlers at the South Gurgax. They’ll gladly take everything we can scavenge in trade–hide, meat, bones. Them bulls’ll do us and the merchants well.” He spat into the grass. “Not the best grittles, but it’ll keep them fed as good as any.”

“Ih.”

Four Wingers joined the group keeping watch. A fifth brought more quivers of blunted arrows.

Addressing everyone, Powaxel said, “In all, still much to fret over, but not as smashing as it might have been. The militiamen from Keef Rock proved a fortune.” We’d lost four Wingers, six militiamen. Another handful were down with injuries. Headmistress Dotter kept the eight girls, all calm now, busy tending to the wounded.

“What’s the aim, Three-Hook?” I asked.

“Gurgax Crossing’s a sunflip or two away still,” he said. “Figure we’ll tag behind another herd, weave our way along as before. We can re-supply there, coax more militia to ride our flanks if we can.”

“Think we can get the herd moving again before sundrop?” Mythe asked, glancing back down the path. The poondix were just visible, still milling about, aimless.

I said, “They’ll not chance coming back this way until the number of scavengers clears. Given all the dead, I don’t think that’ll happen for a couple sunflips.”

“We’ll have to backtrack,” Cas Ferg said, “find another route.”

“Aye, that we will.”

I pointed to the forest. “I saw a wide break filled with low grass. Poondix were crossing through. We might follow in their steps.”

Mythe said, “Maybe you can flit about, give a good determination of their direction.”

Powaxel grunted. “Be a sight helpful knowing the right herd to shadow.”

“Just say when,” I said. “Anyone identify our attackers?”

Cas Ferg shook her head. “None of my Wingers know. We’ve not dealt with that faction before. Only traveled here, through the Deep.”

“Some of my men think they’re Lovloga,” the One-Hook said. “From their northern frontier. Came a long way to fret us.”

“And we’ve blackened their lips,” Powaxel said. “Doubtful they’ll try again soon.”

At last count, the enemy dead numbered just under eighty. There might’ve been more, but eaters had dragged off several bodies.

I nodded. “I don’t think they expected to lose so many. That stampede was probably supposed to thin us out a lot more. It sure was one hell of a trap.” Had I not been here, it’s likely the convoy would have been lost.

“Well tricked, that’s for sure. Hck!” Powaxel spat again, then crossed his arms over his chest. His head wound, closed with stitches and glazed with ointment, was red and swollen. He glanced at the merchant, who’d remained silent. “Any of yours know the markings or the colors of their armor?”

“No. But the colors and markings on the herd driver do say Lovloga.”

I’d recovered the herd driver I’d dropped. It had been smashed, but the colors and markings remained recognizable. “Does it matter?”

We all looked at each other. “Not really, I guess,” Mythe said, “if they can move around at will with that...sub-portal device.”

“Witchery,” both Powaxel and the One-Hook grumbled.

“It does give them an advantage,” I said.

“Any way to put a splinter in their skin?” Powaxel asked me.

I shook my head. “Only way to keep it from working is smash it. Or steal it.” Or destroy Byne’s overportal. But that was best kept to myself. “I’ll keep dropping nulls on the rocks I can find, but obviously, I can’t get them all.”

“Anyone think they’ll try another stampede?” Cas Ferg asked, vocalizing what we all must have been fretting.

“Doubtful. The herd drivers sound, we’ll know to move,” the One-Hook said. “I expect a just straight ambush at some point. Harder to anticipate, and a damaging first strike would hamper our counter.”

“That it would,” Powaxel said. “On our guard we’ll have to be, all the way to Gurgax Crossing and beyond.” He moved hands to hips. “Puzzles me why they’re aiming for us. What do the Lovloga have to gain? And once it’s known the Lovloga made this try, it’ll raise all sorts of hackles for sure.”

Mythe grunted. “We have armor and weapons for evidence. No closed eyes on that.”

A silence stretched.

I said, “They must now make sure none of us live to tell the tale. That yellow-cheeked witchen will deploy ux next time.” If she was skilled, the skinny Lovloga witchen could crush us before we’d have a chance to respond. Hopefully, her inexperience would work against her.

She’d likely held off this time to make it look natural. Our bodies would have disappeared by the time a follow-up team found us, but the smashed wagons would certainly tell what happened. And ux use would be sensed by Coveness Veeshe or the other witchen.

But her next attempt would have to use ux. Depending on which of the ux arts she’d embraced, we’d have to worry about fires, shit thrown at us, unnatural floods, eaters attacking without provocation... The potential scenarios were endless.

But ux would expose her. I had a glyph that let me home in on it from a distance. While the Oladi might have revealed my abilities to some, I doubt they knew I could now work ux with a limited degree of skill. I might not be able to deflect the witchen’s first attack, but I could damn well make sure it was the last.

“No sense fretting about that,” Powaxel said. “Best aim then would be to complete our delivery. Be it the young lass or our tale. If but one of us survives, their game is lost. Work toward that we all should.”

“I’m still committed to seeing Crealee to Bowyl,” Cas Ferg said. “Now more than ever.”

Mythe said, “I think we all are.”

Powaxle spat again. “Sundrop’s coming soon, as is the drencher riding the breeze. Warden, if you’d be so kind as to flit up and gander us a path, we can get this convoy rolling again. I’m aiming for the South Gurgax by two sunflips.”

“You got it, Three-Hook. Be back soon.”

“Find us back a bit, at the break you mentioned,” he added. “Head there rightly enough, since ahead looks too thick with the grasses.”

“Right.” I puushed.

I scoured the surrounding landscape for an hour as dusk claimed the sky. Three poondix migrations looked promising. The nearest herd numbered half the size of the one we’d been following, and their path through the grasses wasn’t aimed where Powaxel wanted to go, but I spied a cut we might use to angle behind a migrating herd of smaller meldix that was. A bog spreading out from one of the Gurgax’s many tributaries worried me. If the drencher arrived before we reached firmer ground, we might be stuck for days.

Too bad we can’t use the Halamic. It’d deliver us right into Lake Gurgatin. But Powaxel warned of large, ferocious crocodile-like predators in too many places to count. They swamped boats twice their size, and the smell of the cloptixes–their favorite prey–would all but encourage them to try. The enemy who’d used that flat-bottomed boat to get into position in front of our poondix herd had been safe traveling slowly and without mounts.

I rejoined the convoy as it was easing into the break and explained what I’d seen to Powaxel. He agreed falling into position behind the meldix was our best option.

“You’ll be flitting up and out a lot for me, Warden,” he said, riding beside the lead wagon. His new cloptix was larger than his first but well trained. Blaa placidly followed it.

“Just let me know what you want gandered when.” I mounted my cloptix without disturbing her stride.

He grunted. “Hck. Rest assured, Warden. They’ll be plenty needing a good gander, now that I can be open with the option.”

We eased into position three hundred yards behind the smaller, more talkative poondix herd, a pack of kavator stalking the stragglers, and made good time. By sundrop, we were miles past the ambush. The poondix rested near a large pond, feeding on brush and tall plants near the banks. The kavator fed off a cow that strayed too far.

After evening grittles and removing the arrow tip in my foot, which had missed all my bones, I moved down the wagons, talking to the Wingers and militia, who recounted my bravery and ferocity. What’s it like to fly? What’s that armor stuff? You killed so many! These mostly from the militiamen, who’d never seen muxal or imagined people could fly.

Thank you for saving my friends. This from everyone–Wingers, militia, and merchants.

Crealee and Zoel found me near the convoy’s rear. Their clothing, boots, and scarves blended well with the surrounding vegetation. They both wore sheathed clubs at their thigh in the open now, as did the other girls and their headmistress.

“Sir Warden! Sir Warden!” Crealee gripped my hand, Zoel the other. “Can you flit us again?” With the secret out, they figured asking for rides was allowed. They conveniently overlooked that they were almost responsible for exposing my secret in the first place.

Zoel added, “Please! All the girls want flits! Please?” They tried dragging me back the way I’d come. Though a headache thumped, and nausea prevented me from eating as much as I should have, I let them, laughing all the while.

“There won’t be much to see with the sundrop,” I said, knowing full well none of the girls would care.

Suddenly, the other six joined the fracas. “Sir Warden! Sir Warden!”

“Fly us up! Please?”

“Please?”

“Can you?”

“Please?”

I laughed harder.

“Girls! Girls!” Headmistress Dotter, emerged from the nearest wagon and clapped her hands. “What have I told you about fretting our protectors? We must not keep them from their duties.”

“It’s all right,” I told her. “I’m not doing anything right now, really.”

“But the girls are!” She scowled at her young charges, all now quiet. Crealee and Zoel still held my hands. “We’ve still the nightly lessons, the wounded, then wash-up. The stampede has not trampled us from our obligations.”

“Oh, please, Mistress Dotter!” Crealee leaning against me. “Just this once. Before the drencher sets. Please?” The others joined in. Again, I laughed.

Dotter huffed. “We must remember our obligations.” She glanced at the scattering of clouds, then back at me. I caught her fighting a smile. “And besides, I’m not all sure it’s entirely safe. Plenty of flapwings and snippers flit about. The air is theirs to command, just as the ground is ours.”

I understood. “It’ll be all right. I’ve been flitting about all day, and no snippers have bothered me. And I’ll take extra care to make sure the girls are safe. Look.” I stepped behind her. “Step on my boots. That’s good.” I wrapped an arm around her waist. She gasped. “Too tight?”

“Oh, no, not at all, Sir Warden.” Her words clipped together with hesitant excitement.

“Hold on.”

Her scream merged with those of her eight young charges as I puushed into the sky. Laughter from those watching rose with us.

She kept her hands over her eyes until I stopped, twice the height of the surrounding treetops. Above the forest’s shadows, the sundrop threw plenty of light across the landscape. I angled back to leave her standing straight.

“It’s okay. I’ve got you. Take a look.”

Slowly, she lowered her hands. Her next cry was one of amazement. “Oh! Sir Warden! This is–this is–” She twisted her head to and fro. I rotated, giving her a look around.

“The Halamic!” She pointed at the river. A herd of small animals moved along its far bank, their black-and-white striped backs clear in the setting sun. For a moment, her breaths hitched, then she gasped. Birds screeched and squawked as they flitted about, but none bothered us. “Oh, it’s so...beautiful!”

“Amazing how different it all looks from up here, isn’t it?” I let her look around for a couple more minutes, then asked, “So, think it’s safe enough for the girls?”

“Girls? Oh! Oh, yes, yes! Quite safe!”

I spent the final hour of sundrop giving rides, not only to the girls–all in tears at the experience, including Crealee and Zoel–but also several militiamen and merchants. To my surprise, none experienced acrophobia, maybe because they didn’t know to be afraid. Even Powaxel asked for a flit. At first, he tensed, then relaxed as the rolling hills and watery dips spread out around us. The experience left them with memories to last a lifetime.

Now I have to make sure they enjoy long, long lives to savor this moment.

As I made my way to the command wagon, where I slept with Powaxel and the militia one-hook, the skinny witchen’s last words echoed. We’ll meet again.

“I’ll be waiting,” I growled.

* * *

After two sunflips following the meldix herd, and one crossing the South Gurgax, we spent five more at the ferry crossing.

The frontiersa settlement spanned the two banks. Around a hundred militiamen and frontiersa called the twin forts home, while merchants and traders came and went at random regularity. The surrounding forest had been cut and burned away for a couple hundred yards as a buffer zone and for convoys to make camp. An inn on the east bank had rooms and communal baths, and a stable for beasts of burden. Additional structures housed a smithy, a wagon repair shop, animal treatment stalls, and hospitality cots for the injured. Brisk business took place sunwink to sundrop at the farmer’s market and trading post. Rumor had it the Guild would soon establish a presence, though this sparked grumbles of witchery and a general unease.

Enterprising merchants had strung together two ferries–large flat rafts pulled across by hand using ropes anchored at each bank–to ply the slow-moving South Gurgax’s currents. Powaxel and the senior merchant used the harvested poondix hide and meat to pay for our crossing and stay. During each trip, the rafts with enough room to carry two wagons at a time, the Wingers and the merchants scrutinized their rides. The damage discovered caused our lengthy stay. The axles, undercarriages, and wheel spokes cracked during the frantic ride out of the stampede’s way, had survived the gentler sunflips following the meldix herd, but Powaxel worried another hard ride might crack a few wheels to pieces. He wanted everything patched before we continued.

Both he and the merchants paid extra to cross during the drencher that finally caught up. They agreed on having the convoy on the same bank and undergoing repairs before the waters rose too high or the waves too rough. The smaller community on the west bank didn’t have the room or the equipment. The men at the ropes complained, forced to work in the cold, driving rain, but did what we’d paid. The drencher passed before sunwink, clear skies and a lethargic breeze in its wake. The mud dried quickly.

Lurking eaters and migrating herds worried me. While crossing, the people, cloptixes, and wagons on the rafts were particularly vulnerable. But as I learned on the way out, tree trunks sunk upright into the muddy bottom like the bars of a cell–spaced to allow smaller animals to swim the currents–and armed guards at each end kept the croco-beasts from interfering. The poondix and other migrating animals preferred the shallows further inland for their crossing. The only dangers we faced were man-made.

 With all the cloptixes and herd animals about, kavators and other predators poked around. The frontiersa knew what disincentives worked best and responded with practiced maneuvers to chase them off. They kept fires burning in pits on both banks as an added defense.

When I wasn’t busy helping with repairs, identifying more null-laced plant life, or resolving problems that cropped up, I provided flits. The girls always urged me to go higher or faster. Trips over Lake Gurgatin produced screams of delight. Seeing the landscape at sunwink or even in the bright of day continued to awe.

I limited myself to one adult or two children at a time, and only in short, five or six minute bursts. I carried one girl easily. One on each boot or a single adult Bynick cost more effort. Without my armor, I might’ve done well with three girls–the third riding my back–but I decided against such risk. On my own, I could puush for long distances, with breaks to let the dizziness subside. Carrying someone quickly tired me, as I often had to hold my limbs in rigid positions. But the one hour a night at sundrop was within my abilities. And frankly, I enjoyed the flits too, if only to see the expressions on the Bynicks’ faces.

Crealee, Zoel, and the girls organized something of a business, promising merchants and frontiersa flits in exchange for treats, gems, and trinkets. In four days, they raked in more trade than any of us anticipated. I played along, providing flits usually during the last hour or so of sundrop. Headmistress Dotter saw to it everyone shared equally in the bounty, especially me–she wanted to give me half the cut since I did the heavy lifting, so to speak. I refused at first, then agreed and put Zoel in charge of ensuring my half was also shared magnanimously. I did keep a pair of mesmerizing green gems, though. I thought they’d make great gifts for Menue and Jeko when I returned home.

I continued my nightly surveys. With Powaxel’s guidance, I discovered four rocks large enough to allow for sub-portals. Each was too far away for me to feel if a sub-portal opened, so I prepared nulls to sap-glue to the rock, to prevent sub-portals from anchoring. I waited until our final night then nulled them in a single sweep.

A glyph held the null spell. It sat opposite the translation spell E’sis had burned onto my collar. Focus and a nudge from my foremind as I touched the glyph let me fill a receptacle, much in the same way I controlled my muxal.

Working ux was simple. According to a senior witchen at Earth Cell, my home for six years before it was destroyed over a century ago, I was as close to being a witchen as one could be without being one, due to my puush organs–a rare individual known as a witch. They drew on the ux to power my flight and infused me with a high level of witchblood.

I was perhaps the only person across the Skein able to do so. Only three others–Menue, E’sis, and T’reth–knew. The two witchen helped me hone my nascent skills.

In one line of thought, ux divided reality from unreality, a barrier of unmeasurable thinness. Manipulating it was simple once one knew how, which one learned by feel more than anything–except practice. Adjusting the ux altered the influence of either reality or unreality, depending on which way one nudged. Reduce reality, and things became easier to lift or change shape, fires burned hotter and brighter and in directions that defied all a world’s known laws, or other seemingly impossible actions. Increase reality and gravity pushed harder, liquids acted more like solids, winds blew hard, and shallow water flooded. Manipulating ux involved patience, skill, and study. One could spend an entire lifetime mastering but a fraction of its potential.

Ux use was divided into arts–air, earth, water, fire, the very use of ux itself, and others. A witchen had a better degree of control in one, occasionally two. E’sis thought I leaned more toward air arts, which included throwing rocks great distances with some accuracy, but at the moment I remained at a basic level. Casting a null spell into an empty receptacle was at that level.

A null spell left a world’s reality so firmly in place, ux manipulation could not influence the area. For my purposes, the null spell did not have to be very strong, just placed where I wanted to deny ux use. Nulls could be used on rockfaces as easily as witchen. I’d felt firsthand such terrible effects–cold and crushing. Fortunately, a null could only be cast into a receptacle for it to work, not thrown at a target. Otherwise, the war between the Witchen Guild and the Nassara would have produced far more casualties.

I withdrew four of the small receptacles from my thigh armor. Touching fingertips to the glyph on my collar, I focused on the receptacles, one at a time, and nudged the ux just so, as though flicking it with a mental finger. The sensation from the glyph shaped my focus. With each flick, the receptacle filled with a deep, frosty chill–the tell-tale the casting worked.

As the sundrop wore on, I flitted from rock to rock and used a glue made from tree sap to secure each null to the rock face. Once we were far enough past the rocks to not worry about an attack from behind, I’d puush back and recover them. No point in wasting four perfectly good nulls, which would remain until I nudged them with the counter-spell.

Powaxel and Cas Ferg tolerated my and the girls’ activities under the strict condition no one mentioned Crealee’s status. They wanted it believed the girls were a bunch of academy lassies heading home. Powaxel warned anyone even hinting at Crealee’s importance would see them all locked in their respective wagons.

In speaking with merchants who’d headed into the Deep since our departure, matters in Bowyl were tense but business chugged on. Only when businesses shut their doors and families snuck from the capital did anyone worry. It had happened twice before; both times resolved with negotiated settlements. But the potential for bad to happen remained entrenched.

Coveness Veeshe’s warning crossed my thoughts. We are not so far from our violent past as we’d like to think, Sir Warden.

Both Powaxel and I shared the stampede with Coveness Veeshe when she contacted Powaxel the third sundrop of our repairs. We looked over the armor and weapons we’d taken off dead combatants with her watching. She agreed the colors and markings were from the Lovloga frontier, but said such could be purchased anywhere, including the faction’s trading posts in Bowyl. We concluded we couldn’t use what we’d collected as proof of much, other than we’d been attacked.

Matters remain quiet, she shared. The Trynum appreciates what news I deliver and are eager for Executive-elect Crealee’s arrival. They plan to remain in session the entire week you are expected to arrive.

Powaxel assured her we remained on schedule, even with the delay brought by the necessary repairs, and that Crealee would be delivered safe and sound. They both agreed not to mention all the details of the stampede, only that there’d been one, a wagon was lost, men were hurt or killed, and repairs were causing a delay.

I again refused to discuss my intentions with her.

I worry now Powaxel will be correct, that Crealee will arrive unharmed, she shared the next sunwink. She’d barely recovered from her sharing with Powaxel but wanted to speak to me. I had a hunch I knew why. Our sharing was shaky at best. That you will not do what’s required for the peace of my people.

“Coveness, I’m bringing my own set of requirements for peace to the table,” I declared. “I do not intend to reveal to you what they are. But I can promise a resolution that should settle matters once and for all.”

After a long pause, she said, I wonder, Sir Warden, if we agree on the desired outcome.

“I know what I hope to happen before I leave. The same peace that reigned before Executive Crenteeta was murdered, a murder no one’s answered for, as far as I know,” I said. “Certainly, that’s what you’re aiming for here, too.”

Such a peace would be an acceptable outcome, she replied, worry in her ephemeral whisper. But certain...requirements must be met for that to happen. We can agree on what those are, at least?

“I think everyone involved knows what those are. And I intend to address all of them. Before I leave.”

Another pause. Very well, Sir Warden. I apologize for the stress that’s befallen you and your company. Such was not meant to be. I will strengthen my investigations and uncover who is responsible for the attack. It does please me my two sensitives did feel the sub-portal opener being used but unfortunately not from where.

“I applaud your efforts so far, Coveness. Tread carefully. When roused, our opposition will take harsh measures. Depend on Guardmaster Atakee to safeguard you. He is back, is he not?”

He is investigating rumors around the Celvegda Guild House, and will return by understrand as soon as he concludes. He fears his investigations have borne little fruit. The sun’s grown cold on our search for Crenteeta’s killers, I am sad to say.

The sunwink on the sixth morning heralded another hot, humid day. Eager to be our way, we rolled into the Deep at dawn. I flitted ahead at Powaxel’s request and found a migration moving in the direction we needed. We spent half the sunflip easing into place behind them. The miles rolled by. Thirty additional militiamen, four wagons, and another six blackflanks bolstered our ranks. An additional four merchant wagons lengthened our convoy.

The witchen with the yellow cheek attacked after sunpeak the next day.
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SHE TURNED out to be somewhat proficient with the fire arts.

No one noticed the initial arrow strike. The first hint we were in trouble came when fire suddenly flared across the top of the third wagon. It burned bright and hot, drawing screams from the driver of the following wagon, the girls in the wagon in front, and the militiamen riding beside.

Both Powaxel and I were up front, the Three-Hook keeping a careful eye on a kavator pack about two hundred yards ahead. To me, they seemed more interested in the small poondix herd trampling through the knee-high grass leading up from the valley floor. Low hills breached by slow streams and topped with heavy brush spread out ahead. A dense forest on gently rising hills blanketed our right. Most of the remaining trek would be on a slight uphill grade as we climbed out of the Deep.

“They’s gandering us too intently,” he said in a low voice, lifting his small bow from its hitch on his saddle. Using a bowstringer which he pushed with a boot, he bent the arms of his recurve bow and looped the string into its grooves at either end. He removed the bowstringer and nocked a blunted arrow, all in about five seconds. “Launch a warning at that bull in back, there, might be all we need.”

“What’s drawing their attention?” I asked, studying the predators, each with impressive blue-black stripes along their green hide. Despite my weeks riding alongside him, I remained unable to see what had claimed his frets. A pair of pups hissed and snapped at each other until a nearby adult hissed and slapped one with its short arms.

“Could be anything.” He leaned forward in his saddle. “We’re carrying scent of their droppings, or that of another pack, one of our blackflanks has a bleeding hurt somewhere, or–”

“FIRE!”

We spun. Flames spread across the third wagon’s roof and halfway down its left side. Gray smoke billowed into the afternoon sky. The flames glowed white hot near the base and softened to dull orange at the tips. Their color, and the way they licked first halfway down the side, then around to the front, forcing the driver from his bench, told me they were under a witchen’s control.	

A Winger on cloptix tried to dodge away. Flames licked across the gap and latched onto his arm. Flailing his limb, he pitched from his cloptix. Another tongue followed the driver from his bench and caught his boots. His screams merged with the burning mercenary’s.

The flames leapt forward, down the wooden harness and across the blackflanks’s backs. Their feathery hair caught. Panicked, the bleating animals lunged forward and to the side, toward the nearest trees, some fifty yards away. As they passed near the rear of the second wagon, flames crossed the gap. The girls inside screamed louder.

The second wagon was burning before Powaxel or I reacted.

“Witchfire,” I said.

He started down the convoy, shouting orders. “Away from the trees! Space out! Space out!”

I aimed Blaa at the second wagon. With the rear burning, the girls inside had no easy escape. A small door opened to the driver’s bench, but it was often locked. The girls in their panic might not unlatch it in time.

Blaa protested, so I puushed. With a quick thought I formed my muxal into a protective shield, saving enough to punch holes beneath the wagon’s slatted window. The heat pushed at me. Flames hammered the muxal, warming it. The wood popped and snapped, and the fire swirled with a furious whoosh. With extrusions, I punched hole after hole beneath the window, splintering the wood and tearing away chunks. Quick rips tore free the polished slats.

The screams from the girls inside intensified as the flames spread across the top, as though to come at me from my flank as well.

“Come on!” I grabbed the first girl as she reached for me, dragged her through–her smock tearing on the jagged edge–and tossed her behind me. The second followed just as quick.

By then, flames reaching down from the roof singed my hair and blistered my forehead.

I puushed back and twisted, moving my protective muxal shield in front of me. Flames slammed against it, blossoming around the edges in a wash of heat. The grass below smoked but did not ignite, but the wagon wheels did.

I ascended. Wingers picked up the two girls and raced away from the forest. The front wagon had turned from a hail of flaming arrows. Two caught, one on top, the other on the rear. More arrows landed on wagons farther back as they fled the tree line. Wingers and militiamen had climbed onto the tops and used their capes and water skins to douse the flames.

But three wagons burned, furiously now as the witchen took command of the flames. Smoke rose in gray and white clouds. Both blackflanks and people screamed as they died. Those who tried to use capes on their burning friends found themselves wrapped in flames as well. Others screamed for everyone to stay back.

For a moment it seemed the witchen had lost control. Flames spread then stopped on one wagon, then danced about in unnatural patterns on another, then the third–she wasn’t as skilled as she perhaps thought. Otherwise, as each arrow struck, she would’ve washed the flames across the wood before concentrating on engulfing the rest of each wagon.

Then, near the rear of the convoy, four more wagons exploded into flames.

Wingers and militiamen helped the girls out and carried them to safety. Powaxel and others armed with bows maneuvered between the convoy and the forest, shooting arrows where flaming arrows emerged in a steady stream. Cas Ferg and the militia One-Hook kept everyone on foot running deeper into the grass. Mythe urged the drivers of burning wagons toward a distant pond.

I puushed toward the nearest Wingers and pointed at the closest stream. “Get them to the water’s edge!” I screamed to be heard over the roar of flames behind us. “She’s going to ignite–”

As I shouted, white flames washed across the trampled grass and brush all around us in a half-circle of flickering brightness.

Several militiamen’s cloptixes thrashed, throwing riders. Those on foot found flames licking up their clothing. The Wingers managed to stay astride, though they had to wrestle with their mounts for several terrifying seconds.

The flames failed to take hold, probably due to the drencher two sunflips past. Smoke choked the air, hindering our flight. Several continued in panic, slapping at their burning armor or boots or smocks, while others dropped and rolled in the steaming foliage. All kept screaming. Cas Ferg and her Wingers helped where they could, throwing the four girls they’d rescued onto their cloptixes and hurrying them away.

I spun at the cries of animals in pain. A burning wagon, the backs of its blackflanks engulfed, bounced past. Flaming debris fell from the disintegrating wood. One of the harness posts snapped, its splintered end stabbing into the grass. The wagon pitched off-balance. The blackflanks turned one way in their panic, and the wagon toppled. Half the burning wood scattered through the nearby grass, just behind the rearmost Wingers.

“Oh, shit!”

I puushed at the fleeing group, aiming for the four girls–I could not tell if Crealee was among them. The rest sensed the danger. Those on their feet ran harder. Those still slapping at flames tried to rise.

I grabbed all four before the flames exploded across the grass again. Their weight kept me from puushing above the flames, but I was far enough away to escape the worst. I clutched two girls in my arms, held the other two with muxal. Their weight slowly sank me to the grass.

I rolled before crashing. The brush softened my landing, leaving me with bruises. The girls’ screams merged with the others from the convoy, now about a hundred yards away. I released all four and sat up, facing back the way I’d puushed. A thick wall of smoke obscured the forest. Three wagons bright with flames continued to head toward the pond. Riders on cloptixes darted about the burning grass, between the few wagons no longer moving. People continued to dodge flames, though the witchen caught far too many with burning fingers sent across the grass.

“Girls! Girls!” I placed my hands on the heads of the nearest. “Quiet! Quiet down! We’re safe!” As their screams turned to frightened weeping, I grabbed the other two and drew them close. “It’s okay! We’re okay here. Are any of you armed?”

I had to repeat myself. One whimpered, “I have my club,” through her tears.

“Here, take this.” I handed Kleeve to the nearest, who’d composed herself. “Keep watch for animals. Hopefully the smoke’ll keep them away, but use this, just in case.” I stood.

“Where are you going?” one cried. The others wailed again.

“Stay!” another shouted.

“Don’t leave us!” the one with the club pleaded.

“I have to rescue others,” I said, carefully jerking their hands from my armor. “You’re okay out here. I’ll just be gone a moment. Just...calm down.” I looked at their faces, most smudged with mud or soot from the grass, a couple with red smears along the sides of the heads where their scarves should have been. One held her leg out, blistered scales on her calf. I couldn’t tell if any of them were Crealee or Zoel. “I’ll be back. I promise.”

The one holding Kleeve grabbed the others’ arms. A burn reddened her forearm, and scales on her temple and forehead had blistered. “Let him go! He needs to save the others!”

“Crealee?” I asked.

“Zoel,” she said after a pause. “Please, find Crealee! I think she was in the eleventh wagon!”

“Wait here and keep the rest calm. I’ll return as soon as I can.”

Despite pleas for me to stay, I puushed away.

Flames licked across the grass in the direction of the wagons at the pond but failed to reach. I helped stragglers, carrying those too injured to run, guiding others through the smoke. I moved fast, knowing the attack was far from over. Though most of the convoy was beyond the reach of the arrows and fire, the enemy would move soon come to finish off the survivors.

Wingers still on their mounts worked with me, some serving as distractions while others herded small groups toward the pond.

“Warden!”

I angled toward the rider who’d choked out my name–Cas Ferg, her clothing burnt away, blackened and blistered flesh over half her body. She’d found another cloptix. How she remained in the saddle was beyond my comprehension.

“Trek-leader!”

“Two girls hurt, in that group there,” she gasped, pointing with a shaking hand.

“I got them!”

I puushed to the group, all of them limping, all crying in pain. A Winger carried one of the girls. The other walked nearby, half her smock burned away. “Fuck,” I muttered. I lifted the one from the injured Winger’s arms, and puushed to the other. When I dropped down in front of her, she stepped onto my boots without a sound.

“Go, Warden,” someone wheezed. “We’ll be along.”

As I carried the girls to the wagons, a horn sounded from the forest.

Whoo-WHUU-whuu!

“Warden!” Deputy Mythe cried as I landed near him. Wingers, militiamen, and merchants were using blankets wet in the pond to douse the wagons still burning. He handed his wet blanket off to a passing Winger and took the injured girl from my arms.

“That’s probably their signal to begin a ground attack,” I warned him. “I don’t think the witchen can control her fire this far from the forest, so she’ll be coming closer. Move the wagons to the far side of the pond, or off to the river, if you can. Form a defensive ring. Leave wet blankets along the wagon sides.” The injured girl stepped to the deputy’s side. I pointed. “I left four girls in the grass over there. Hopefully they’ll keep their heads down until you can send someone out to get them. Right now, I’d wait. It’s a risk, but one we have to take.”

Mythe nodded the entire time. “Everyone here’s wounded, just about, but those who can hold a bow will do so. Go, Warden! We’ll hold.”

Whoo-WHUU-whoo!

I puushed into the evening sky and spotted movement in the brush near the pond’s distant edge. I peered at the shadows. “Those aren’t animals.”

The realization froze me. Enemy militiamen waiting in ambush.

I had to take out the witchen. I could find her with my spell, but that would take time. But I couldn’t let the convoy ride into the ambush. Practically everyone there was injured. The enemy would make short work of them. Shit! I glanced at the tree line, mostly obscured by smoke. She can’t work her fire from so far away. She has to expose herself. I have time.

I puushed at the ambush as Mythe bellowed orders below. Too late to redirect him.

The shifting clumps in the brush resolved into four groups of five men, spread out along the bank, wearing grass and leaves in their armor. When they realized they’d been spotted, they rose. Half aimed arrows in my direction. Four or five others whirled slings.

I dipped and jigged as I closed. Three launched their loads, then a fourth. The first three loads buzzed over me as I dove. The fourth splattered against my shoulder.

The sudden chill enveloping my shoulder and upper arm forced me to dodge aside.

The fifth slinger’s load slapped my ankle as I peeled back. My foot and lower leg went numb.

Null influences. Fuck! I twisted and puushed to a running stop about fifty yards away, then nearly fell when my leg threatened to give. Walking backwards as half the group stalked toward me, three slingers reloading their weapons, I craned my head to get a better look at whatever was stuck to my armor. The dark, muddy clump smelled like the glue I’d used to adhere my nulls to the rock. It left a cold, penetrating across my muxal. The clump on my ankle produced a similar ache.

The null-sap locked the muxal in place but did not hinder my range of motion. My shin muxal was also froze. I couldn’t grab any of it, lest the null influences spread to my hands and forearms.

Arrows plunked into the grass around me.

“Shit!” 

I puushed back where the wagons were beginning to move, landed, and removed my muxal. All but that on my shoulder and leg formed into a thick rectangular block. I grabbed two large handfuls, shaped each into blades the length and shape of Kleeve, then grabbed more and created four-pointed throwing stars. I used muxal hooks to hold them, settled a thin layer of muxal over my right shoulder, belly and back, then puushed back at the riverbank ambush.

Another volley of arrows hissed through the air as I closed a second time. I dipped and jigged, avoiding them–though a pair tugged at my mesh undersuit as they zipped past. More glistening mud flew my way. A clump caught my knee. The impact hurt, but without muxal to influence, that was all.

I aimed at the forward group of five but veered at the last moment to slam boot-first into a second group instead. Two of the men in the first group raised a large net glistening with sap just as I changed direction. One launched an arrow at point-blank range. It clipped my elbow.

The front two men in the second group also had a net, but I flew in at chin-level before they raised it. My boots broke their jaws as I drove them into the two men behind them. The archer snapped off a shot that punched my armor backplate. I reached out in passing, slashed my blade beneath his jaw. As his blood wet the blade, a spike of pain lanced to my elbow.

Crashing into the two men slowed my puush. I shot up. Arrows whistled through the air around me. I curved over the pond, then sped low toward another group. By then the rest were spreading out, bowmen and net holders giving each other room.

I attacked the bowmen first. They tried to keep up, and I suffered agonizing hits to my flanks and legs. None penetrated my mesh. But they hadn’t trained to hit a target that changed direction or moved as fast as I could, and for every hit they scored, one of them died. Two more rope-slingers also scored, but I stayed high and used throwing stars. When the final six men tried to flee, I returned to using my blades, no matter how painful.

The blood attracted eaters lurking in the water.

Having noticed, Mythe stopped the wagons halfway around the pond, where he formed them into a defensive circle. He also positioned the blackflanks so the wagons could escape if the grass caught fire.

In the meadow beyond, a breeze pushed away the obscuring smoke. Wagons–and the poor blackflanks still hitched to them–burned, the flames normal-looking now. Burnt grasses smoldered, the flames extinguished presumably by the witchen. Dead men and cloptixes lay in scattered heaps. A handful of riders–Wingers and militiamen–galloped to where the convoy huddled.

Whuu-WHUU-whoo!

Men streamed from the forest in two groups about two hundred yards apart. They formed into ranks. They’d attack using a classic pincer movement. Despite my dizziness and nausea–neither clearing as fast as I’d hoped–I puushed higher to estimate their numbers. At least fifty to either side, most carrying bows. All they’d need were flaming arrows on each side.

More enemy emerged. More.

“Fuck.” I couldn’t handle that many quickly enough.

A light scratching brushed my thoughts. I jerked. Another scratch–someone was trying to establish contact. Certainly not Coveness Veeshe. Desperate for time, I invited the witchen in as I dove for the wagon formation.

“Hello?”

Warden. I said we’d meet again, she shared. Her voice skittered about in my mind, her focus troubled. You fight remarkably well. I was warned not to underestimate you, but yet again you force me to alter my plans. That ambush was to be a wonderful surprise.

“Sorry.” I dropped to a crouch near a wagon with small flames dancing along one side. Wingers with wet blankets slapped at it. White smoke billowed. “Wait!” I puushed to the top of the wagon. “A moment, please.”

The mercenaries moved back. One said, “But the witchfire–”

“We’re beyond the witchen’s control.” I held my ankle in the flames. The mud sizzled then broke off. My boot smoldered. I grunted at the pain.

Ah, Warden, that was...interesting. I felt the chill from the null-sap, the heat from the flames. Such conflict! Tell me, does it hurt?

“Of course it does, you fucker.” I said, brushed the clump on my opposite leg over the flames, puushing to keep my balance.

Fucker. Curious word. It translates into a such wide variety of meanings. Ah, I understand which is intended here. Oh, the burn!

“Good. I’m in no mood to explain the obvious.” Heat singed my skin. With a blade, I brushed the crisped clump free, then rolled my shoulder close. Heat sent pain crashing through my body. Somehow, I managed not to scream. My nausea dissipated, though.

The mud sizzled free.

Brave of you. I will admit you just are at the edge of my influence, the witchen said. Her focus finally clarified. I could set flame to all three of you atop the wagon if I so chose.

“What fun would that be?” My healing itch swept over the blisters on my neck. Teeth clenched, I breathed deep as the pain retreated.

Oh. I definitely felt that. It does hurt, yes? But you heal quickly. I was warned of that, too.

The itch of my healing ability flooded through my body. “I owe you for this, fucker.” To the Wingers, I said, “Go ahead now. Then cover the wood with wet blankets. Spread the word.”

That will only delay the inevitable, Sir Warden.

“Whatever makes it harder.” I puushed toward my block of muxal. “You’ll have to earn this.”

The witchen’s breath hitched. Spectacular! I was hoping you’d flit again. What a wonderful experience! Please, look around for me.

“Expose yourself, and I’ll give you a look around you’ll never forget.” I landed, placed my hands on the muxal, and thought my armor into place. I formed my blood-stained blades into muxal gauntlets, merged the remaining throwing stars into my torso. My healing itches scratched. Dizziness swirled. I was sweaty, thirsty, and felt like shit.

Plenty of fight left to fix that.

Tempting, of course, but I think not, the witchen shared. Through her eyes I saw tree roots, dead leaves, and forest brush, nothing to reveal her position. I make you a generous counter-offer. There’s no need for those still alive to burn to their deaths. Such a nasty way to go.

“Instead you’ll have your men...what? Bludgeon them instead?” I puushed again, focusing on the nearest formation, resisting the urge to check on the convoy or the hiding girls. Both groups had formed into ranks, maybe eighty in each.

Where in the hell had they come from?

The witchen made a sound as she scratched a boot through the leaves at her feet. They will die. Nothing you can do will prevent that. But if you flit away now, leave young Crealee to her fate, I promise you, Sir Warden, they will not needlessly suffer.

“Just abandon them.” I turned to the poondix herd, about five hundred yards away. Could I get them to stampede? I dismissed the idea. Then my gaze fell on the lurking kavator pack. They numbered far more than I thought, at least forty adults, the bulls keeping watch on the nearest enemy formation. They stood in a rough line before the kavator young.

Yes. You and I know this was meant to happen. The advisors must not be allowed to influence the young executive. Peace will only survive if they are never allowed to remain in such positions of power. Those tired, tainted, angry judges will cause naught but chaos.

I puushed toward the cluster of kavator pups at the pack’s center, an idea taking shape. What had Powaxel said? Nothing worse than to threat the pack, especially the young. Whole pack’ll take grave offense and frenzy their frets into submission. “So certain are you killing young Crealee is the only option?”

Maybe not, but it’s the easiest. Look how close we are to ending this threat to our collective stability. She made a noise in the back of her throat again. Where are you going? Are you really abandoning the convoy?

I focused on the smallest pup, about as large as one of the girls, the blue-black stripes along its back mere smears of color. Several larger kavator prowled about nearby, but none close enough to stop me if I puushed quickly enough. The pup, tail wagging, scratched at something in the grass—a small animal, perhaps. Other pups sniffed at its feet.

“What’s your name, witchen?”

I’d be a fool to tell you, Sir Warden. Ah, you’re not fleeing, then. You’d rather let the eaters have at you. Curious.

I hovered over the pack. Their growls floated up, as did the grunts and lows of the poondix herd, settling for the night. The predators either hadn’t noticed me or didn’t consider me a threat.

“Well, nameless coward.” I breathed deep, bracing myself. I had to incapacitate the witchen, if only for a few minutes. “Focus and pay attention. Learn why I’m a Warden.”

The tickle of her sharing intensified. What do you–

I punched dozens of muxal needles through my mesh, into my skin, piercing soft spots all over my body, through muscle, into bone. Want to share, fucker? Share this.

As the pain exploded through me, she gurgled a scream.

Our link abruptly cut off.
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I RETRACTED and puushed, crashing onto the kavator pup, driving it to the grass. It whelped in alarm. The nearby pups flinched with their own cries.

Hooking my legs beneath the pup’s thighs, I braced its ankles to mine with muxal and wrapped my arms under its shoulders, linking fingers behind its neck and holding tight. A muxal plate prevented it from butting its head against my chin as it thrashed. Claws scrabbled at the muxal over my forearms.

I puushed hard, above the jaws of a lunging kavator. The effort dizzied me. Others also lunged, but the pups at their feet gave me the moment I needed. My pup’s cries intensified as I ascended over the leaps from the bulls ahead.

The pack’s howls drowned out the poondix herd stampeding away in panic.

My dizziness and the pup’s thrashing made puushing difficult, its flailing tail causing me to jag side to side. My healing itch burned off my vertigo. Shouts arose from the bowmen in the nearest formation. Those who hadn’t noticed me turned. I closed the distance as quick as I could.

“Sorry, little one,” I whispered then eviscerated the thrashing, frightened pup. Terror and pain filled its final howl, which would haunt me for a long time.

Blood and entrails splattered among the formation. Bowmen launched arrows. Most sailed wide. A few hit the pup. Only one bounced off my armor. I circled over the enemy, raining blood over as many as I could.

With their attention on me, only a handful of the enemy noticed the rampaging kavator pack. Few had time to scream as the largest bulls slammed into the formation.

The enemy scattered. Enraged kavator stormed through them, jaws snapping, arms slashing, and spiked tails whipping about. The pack fanned out, chasing anything and everything that moved. Their howls carried more rage than I’d ever heard from an animal–it almost felt palpable.

I dropped the pup close to the second formation, which was breaking apart with screams of terror. Within moments, the raging kavator shredded their ranks as well. Those too slow were slashed, gashed, or trampled. Wild with frenzy, the predators pursued others trying to run. The kavator bit and moved, bit and moved, never slowing. The enemy spread out, to little effect.

I puushed toward a small formation of enemy using spears to turn aside the enraged kavator. A whistle blast sounded from the convoy. Wingers on cloptixes charged from the wagons.

Arrows from enemy bowmen arced toward me. Most fell short. The rest plunked harmlessly off extruded shields. Flaming arrows aimed at the approaching Wingers dotted the grass. The bowmen must have expected the witchen to burn the mercenary charge. The Wingers stormed past the dying wisps. At a second whistle blast, they launched their own salvo of arrows. Enemy along the front of the formation cried out and crumpled.

The witchen would not rejoin the battle anytime soon. Sharing was an intimate affair. Though only words were exchanged with clarity, and sights and sounds did intrude, the mental proximity left each vulnerable to what the other felt. I’d seen the results of pain exploding into that intimacy twice before. In both instances, the affected witchen needed days to recover.

No, the yellow-cheeked witchen would not rejoin the battle anytime soon, if at all.

As though exhausted by their fury, the kavator pack gathered around the fallen pup. Their howls turned to groans and wails. Younger bulls hissed at the enemy from the edges.

Bellowing, I plunged among the enemy ranks. Muxal shields kept their arrows from striking me above the waist. Some clipped the armor along my hips and legs. Once I was among them, shields became extrusions. With me so close, and them flailing back, few even brought their weapons to bear. One lifted a sticky net but tangled his fellows before I cut him–and them–down.

Clubs and spears slashed and stabbed. Arrows flew. I suffered with each blow that landed. But as before, my experience in puushing, shielding, and extruding kept me going. In addition, arrows from the charging Wingers thinned their ranks even more. Pain turned me sluggish. Dizziness and nausea threatened to topple me.

Leaders screamed for the ranks to hold their ground, engage the Wingers, overwhelm me. But panic from the majority turned their stand to a rout. The Wingers launched arrows relentlessly, then crashed their cloptixes into what little of the formation remained. They wheeled about, hacking with their metal blades, charging after those fleeing as savagely as the kavator. Arrows continued to whistle through the air, punching through animal-hide armor with ease.

I slashed at the nearest remaining enemy, then breath heaving, puushed over the treetops. I followed those fleeing through the trees. Whistle blasts sounded behind me, the Wingers likely falling back to protect the convoy’s survivors. Someone ahead of me, deeper into the forest, sounded the enemy horn.

Whuu-WUUH!

I zeroed in on the sound.

The clearing was small, easily missed. Cut branches canted over the large flat rock near the center, hiding it from prying eyes above. Tents also camouflaged with branches and brush said they’d been here a while, waiting for us. Possibly visible at sunpeak, in the approaching sundrop, they were damn near impossible to spot, even with my heightened vision.

Two men dragging a smaller female deposited the twitching body near the base of the rock. A fourth following close fiddled with the sub-portal opener in his arms. I landed on the rock face before he could trigger the device and smashed him with extrusions as he raised it, likely out of reflex. One extrusion speared his chest. The other hit the sub-portal openers’s power orb, which shattered with a PWASH! and flash of light. Ux influences kicked me off-balance. The others screamed in surprise. Recovering, I punched razored edges into them. Fwik! Snik! Fwak! Tak! Each blow drained more of my strength.

Those in the tents scattered in panic.

The witchen with the yellow cheek writhed in the grass at the base of the rock. Gasping for breath, I collapsed beside her and leaned over with a smile. Her gaze danced about, only focusing on me after I growled, “Hello, fucker.” Beads of my sweat pattered onto her face.

“Warden,” she gasped. She tried to roll into a fetal position, but the spasms in her limbs rolled her back.

Catching my breath, I asked, “What’s your name?”

She choked unintelligible words. Her gaze shifted to the abandoned campsite and back. Her head twitched. Drool spilled.

Screams floated from the trees.

“Your name?” I asked again.

“Veeshe will...chill your...back,” she choked between gasps. “A cold...sun...warden.”

I placed a muxal-covered hand over her face. Her fingers scratched feebly at my forearm. A skittering crossed my foremind as she tried to take control of my muxal. I punched a palmful of extrusions into her head. Her body jerked, her arms flopped to the grass, and she lay still.

Men emerged from the forest, saw me, the bodies, the smashed and smoking sub-portal opener, and fled back into the trees. Exhaustion prevented me from pursuing them. But they had nowhere to go. The Deep would claim them soon enough.

I glanced at the sub-portal opener. Could I have used it to get the convoy survivors to safety? I knew how they operated. Destinations had to be programmed into the data bank. If I picked the right one, I could deliver us right to Bowyl. But the witchen had kept its presence a secret, especially from Veeshe. I doubted any destinations in its data bank would open to any place friendly. And we might end up at a further distance from Bowyl than we were here in the Deep.

It’s moot, anyway. Without a power orb...

I sighed.

Pain in my ankle drew my attention. Two arrows poked from my boot. “Shit.” I used muxal to dig them out. My blood drew swarming insects. I puushed to the tent and found a waterskin hanging from a branch stub.

I splashed half the water over my wounds, drank the rest, then puushed above the treetops. Sundrop smeared the western sky with orange, the eastern horizon a dark purple. Drawn by whistle blasts, I returned to the convoy.

At the pond’s far bank, Wingers used arrows to turn back prowling kavator bulls. Bodies littering the trampled and burnt grass drew the attention of too many scavengers to count. Birds squawked as they descended. Most aimed for the smoking blackflanks still chained in their harnesses. Others poked at the scattered bodies. Wounded men from the second formation dragged themselves through the grass. Their efforts drew the attention of prowling eaters.

Kavator fed on bodies and snapped at scavengers trying for bites. Most of the pack huddled around the pup, hissing and groaning in enraged despair.

The poondix herd moved farther off.

With the kavator threat turned aside, Wingers rounded up the loose cloptixes, some half a mile back the way we’d traveled, others tempting the eaters along the riverbank. Merchants poked around their burned wagons, recovering precious little. Several of their guards numbered among the dead. Dark whorls told where the witchfire spread.

Dizzy, thirsty, aching, and healing, I puushed to the four girls huddled in the grass. “Any of you hurt?”

Crying, they stood. “Sir Warden!” Zoel ran over and hugged me. The others quickly followed. Had I been less exhausted, I might’ve puushed us all to the convoy. Instead, I merely took Kleeve from Zoel’s small hand and sheathed it.

A girl whimpered as she limped close, walking gingerly on her burned leg.

“Here.” I lifted her into my arms.

“We’ve just burns and scrapes otherwise, Sir Warden,” Zoel said. “We can walk to the convoy now?”

“Yes, that would be a good idea,” I said as a croco-beast’s face broke the river’s placid surface close by. It eyed us, then meandered downstream toward the surprise ambush, where birds and small eaters tore into the bounty.

Groans and wails of the injured reached us long before we neared the wagons. The sounds included suffering animals.

“Headmistress!” Zoel cried.

“Girls! Oh, I’m so glad to see you! Oh!” Dotter limped forward and embraced all four. Gold tears streamed down their faces.

“We were so scared!” the one with the injured leg cried.

“It hurt!” another added between sobs. “The fire hurt so bad!”

Zoel waved as I passed. “Thank you, Sir Warden.”

Mythe approached. “Sir Warden, thank the warmth!” he wheezed. A damp scarf encircled his head, another his hand.

I walked into the ring of wagons, leaving the girls behind. They didn’t need to hear what Mythe might tell me. “How bad are we?”

“Cas Ferg suffers terribly.” He fell into step beside me as we walked to the wagons with the moans and groans. “The worst injured.”

“Three-Hook Powaxel?”

“No sign. One-Hook Kriesa fell. By arrows, at least. The trek-leader’s in here.”

We stopped at the first wagon. Militiamen milled about, wet rags over their wounds. I turned to them. “Listen up.” I raised my voice. “We’ll lick our wounds back at the South Gurgax ferry crossing. We travel through the sundrop, and all sunflip tomorrow until we arrive. Those able to drive, find wagons. Those able to use bows, arm yourselves and join the drivers. When all the Wingers return, we roll.”

Though a few militiamen on the ground stood, no one else seemed inclined to move. Even Mythe appeared too dazed to do much more than gawk at me. A single Winger lay among them, her shins and feet badly burned. She rose to her elbows.

Their apathy angered me.

“MOVE IT!” I shouted. “You see those kavator? They’re still very pissed. And those scavengers? That’s us they’re turning into grittles next if we don’t get the fuck out of here! Understand? We’re hurt too damn bad to stick around. The ferry crossing is our only hope. SO MOVE IT!”

My shouts snapped the nearest from his daze. His standing spurred the rest into motion. I grabbed Mythe’s arm. “Take charge.” Then I climbed into the wagon.

Six badly injured men lay on blood-soaked blankets. A seventh crouched near one who maybe had a chance of surviving and held a skin to his mouth. Closed cabinets lined the interior. Shelving had been pushed aside. Supplies had been jettisoned. The open front door allowed an easternly breeze warning of an approaching drencher.

“Warden,” Cas Ferg whispered from where she lay against the wall. She raised a trembling hand.

“Easy.” I took her hand. “Don’t move.” Sodden blankets covered her legs. Swathes of her burnt undertunics melted into the skin at her waist. Fluids puddled at her hips.

She must have seen my grimace. “That bad?”

“Seen worse.”

Her grip tightened. “Could use a drink.”

The militiaman helping his wounded brethren corked his waterskin and tossed it over. I opened it and held it to my Yone friend’s lips. “Drink as much as you want.”

She tried to smile. “Now...I know...it’s bad.” She swallowed a mouthful, a second, then settled back. The man beside her, covered in wet towels, moaned and twitched. I tossed the skin back to the militiaman.

“I’m returning to the ferry crossing.” I leaned close to ensure she heard. Doing so snapped a memory fragment into my thoughts, of a Yone warden and mentor who’d been gravely wounded days before Earth Cell fell. I’d never had a chance to speak to her again, thank her. I blinked back tears and cleared my throat. “Be about a full sunflip. Think you can hang on until then? There’s a pair of healers there.”

“Locals,” she wheezed. “Not...for me.” Her grip tightened fractionally. “Crealee?”

“Alive. I think so are all the girls.”

“Two died.”

“Oh.” Damn. Fuck.

“Get Cree...”

I bent lower. “Say again?”

Her inhalation was wet. She closed her eyes. “Get Crealee...home.”

Her grip loosened. She shuddered and released a final breath.

I spent time at her side, fighting my exhaustion, my frustration. I wept beneath a hand over my eyes. Her death hit hard. Maybe because of my mentor. Whyever, I found it hard to breathe, and my hands wouldn’t stop trembling.

A gentle tap at my shoulder, then the militiaman forced the skin into my hand before leaving. Raised voices outside told me Mythe was taking charge, shouting orders and encouragement. The wagon shifted slightly as a driver settled onto the bench, joined by another who placed two quivers of arrows between them. The blackflanks bleated in protest.

I uncorked the skin and drank it empty, then laid a palm to the Yone mercenary’s rounded forehead. You will not die in vain. This I promise.

When I left the cabin, the militiaman and another, also wounded, climbed in, carrying full skins and rolls of bread. I walked to the front, where Mythe sat astride a cloptix. At his side, her reins in his good hand, stood Blaa. She turned and bleated as I approached. Burns and bites marred her flank and legs, but otherwise, she looked hale. Her wounds glistened with salve. I rubbed her snout.

Lips down-turned, Mythe stared blankly at the blackflanks beside him.

“Powaxel?” I asked.

He flinched then bowed his head. “Wingers found the Three-Hook’s cloptix, burned dead,” he said, voice low. “Charred armor and clothing marked where the frontiersa fell. An eater dragged his body away.”

I settled atop Blaa. Bugs buzzed about. I ignored them. “He did say becoming grittles was a good way to go.” I breathed deep and wiped my eyes a final time. “Just you and me now, Deputy.”

He snorted. “Always thought it was just tough frontiersa talk. I see the peace in it now.”

“You going to be all right?”

A scream from the forest echoed over the squawks of feeding scavengers, then abruptly cut off.

After a moment, Mythe muttered, “Better than him, I think.”

“Yes, I think so.”

“Crealee and the others are with Headmistress Dotter in the third wagon. We’ve salves and wet wraps for their wounds. They’ll be well, hopefully.” He paused. “I thought it best to keep them together for now, with all the...” He waved at the smoldering wagons, the bodies, the animals.

“You did well, Mythe. We’ll be safe. None of the enemy will get away. There’ll be no complaints from anyone.” I gestured at his wounds. “And yourself?”

“Nothing serious. Hurt worse at sunwink, I wager, but I’ll not fret. Gandered worse on others. I’ll keep in my saddle until the ferry crossing well enough, Sir Warden.”

“If you need to lie down, just speak out. Now, let’s get rolling.”

Despite there being more to eat, the squawks from the feeding scavengers sounded louder and angrier than the previous attack’s aftermath. Maybe because there were so many bodies...

Wingers took positions along the convoy’s flanks. Like the survivors, the wagons bore scars from the attack. Our wagon count reduced to fifteen–six burned, the wheels on a seventh wagon too damaged to trust–the merchant convoy down to nine, we trudged into motion.

Later, when the sounds of scavengers feeding and fighting fell behind, the cries of our injured and dying haunted the night.
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THE SUNWINK after we returned to the South Gurgax ferry crossing, I gathered the six girls into a room in the inn on the settlement’s east bank. Headmistress Dotter attended, as did Deputy Officiate Mythe, the Winger subcommander–now commander–and the settlement’s Three-Hook. We’d discussed the meeting’s purpose the previous sundrop. Mythe and the commander had then prepared the necessary supplies.

The girls settled onto the room’s large bed. Most sported wet bandages over their burns. Some of the salves and ointments applied by the local healers stank bad. Only the poor girl with the nasty leg burn fretted infection. The rest were recovering as well as the injured Wingers, militiamen, and merchants. While my own wounds had healed, I still battled a throbbing headache and churning nausea. A general weakness plagued my limbs. Maybe eating the local food was finally crashing through me.

Crealee and Zoel sat at the foot of the bed, their legs dangling off the edge. All six wore their plain sleep smocks and scarves, and damn if they all still didn’t look identical. Bandages wrapped Crealee’s feet and ankles, but she walked well enough. A wet, stinky wrap encircled Zoel’s forearm and ointment glistened on the burn over her temple and forehead.

I faced them from the foot of the bed. They sat with slumped shoulders and down-turned lips, collectively worried why I’d called them here before morning grittles.

“Girls, what happened three sunflips ago was bad. The convoy would not survive another attack. So, we had a discussion last night.” I waved at the adult locals. The girls looked their way then back. “We agreed our best option now is for Crealee and me to flit to Bowyl by ourselves.”

Eyes widening, they gasped. Crealee and Zoel exchanged glances, then turned toward Headmistress Dotter.

She stepped beside me and placed a hand on my arm. “He truth talks, my dears. We suffered in the witchery and fire, Sir Warden included. The frontiersa cannot spare any more men to safeguard us, and our Winger friends still recover from their injuries. Travel by convoy is too dangerous, but the Trynum cannot wait. Sir Warden and Crealee flitting on is best.”

“But–but...” Zoel put an arm around Crealee. “We need to travel together. For safeness!”

Crealee took her friend’s hand. “It’s what we were told.”

I crouched in front of them. “I know. But the situation’s changed, and not in our favor. We can’t guarantee your safety anymore. It’s too long a journey, and we’re too exposed.”

“Crealee, our people need you in Bowyl,” Dotter said. “Your mother needs you in Bowyl.”

At mention of Crenteeta, Zoel’s face scrunched, and gold tears fell. She raised a hand over her eyes. Crealee hugged her tight. “It’s warm, Cree. It’s warm.” Golden tears brimmed in her eyes.

“Wait. What?” I asked, then understood. “Ih. Never mind.”

The other girls crowded close, laying hands on Zoel–no, Crealee.

“We’re here, Cree,” one of them said.

“It’s warm. It’s warm,” another said.

“This is for the best, dear,” Dotter said, crouching beside me, hands on Crealee’s knees.

I was impressed. I recognized them now. They’d switched identities, had always answered to the other’s name since Keef Rock, having lived the warning to keep who they were a secret. I applauded the effort.

Crealee lowered her hand. Golden trails dotted her cheeks. “Can Zoel come?”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I can flit with two of you, but only for short distances. It would exhaust me to carry two of you halfway across the Deep.” As it was, carrying just her would be a terribly dangerous challenge.

“Sir Warden says the flit should take a couple sunflips,” Dotter said gently. “Far quicker than wagon rolling. Much safer, too.”

Well, hopefully. Quicker, anyway.

From the doorway, Mythe said, “We need to get you to Bowyl. The Trynum cannot be at a standstill for much longer. It needs its Executive in place.”

“It’s for the best, lassie,” the Winger commander said.

Crealee ducked her head then nodded. “But who’s after me?”

I said, “I think it’s the same people who went after your mother.” I’d voiced my suspicions with the group last night. An uncomfortable clearing of throats arose from the doorway. “Coveness Veeshe and outsiders called the Oladi. They want something here on Byne very badly. Your mother stood in their way.”

“Not my mother’s advisors?”

“They may be involved, but I don’t think they’re the driving force.”

Crealee and Zoel exchanged glances again. Some of the girls murmured to each other. At the doorway, Mythe cleared his throat again. He was here due to Advisor Hinnix.

“What do they want?” Zoel asked.

“Certain plants exhibit traits that are useful against witchery,” I said. “I think they were created a long time ago. But the dark times came, witchery here was destroyed, and your world was forgotten by outsiders. The plant life spread and became part of everything–here in the Deep, at least, but probably everywhere.” If those enemy frontiersa were from the Lovloga faction, then it was definitely elsewhere.

“Now the outsiders are back, and they’re intent on the plant life. They want to take it back to their worlds, to grow on their own. Your mother stood in their way.” I paused for a breath, remembering Cas Ferg’s warning. Nothing comes in or goes out. The Trynum doesn’t allow it. And believe me, they check. No need to mention that the local witchen, able to manipulate ux despite the null influences in their blood, would be valuable for their witchblood in the war against the Nassara.

“Witchery,” Zoel spat. The others added their disgust.

“Veeshe! Peh!”

“Witchery!”

I raised a finger. “I can’t prove this. It’s possible your mother’s advisors carried out the assassination on their own. Executive Crenteeta stood in the way of their plans, too.”

“My wager’s on Veeshe,” one of the girls said.

“She’s full of fret,” said another.

“I wager they’re both in the ropes,” a third offered. “Mom says Hinnix is a sour–”

“Girls!” Dotter clapped her hands.

I bit back a smile. “Either way, when we arrive, I’ll see that you swear your oath, then help you square things right. Tatter those needing it. Have you considered your new advisors?”

More throat clearing rose from those in the doorway. Mythe said, “We’d naught discussed that, Sir Warden.”

“We didn’t, but Crealee and I did, back at Keef Rock.”

“You sought out Crealee at the academy?”

“She came to me. She and Zoel. We shared an interesting meal then fed the kelkee.” I glanced Mythe’s way. “That’s how they knew I could flit.”

Both he and Headmistress Dotter said, “Oh.”

Crealee wiped the gold tracks from her cheeks. “I’ve tossed names.”

“We’ve bounced a lot,” the real Zoel added. “Came up with a good few.”

I nodded. “On our flit, narrow that list to the three you’d trust as your best advisors. Consider their appointments your first official duty as Executive.”

“But what witchery do the plants have, Sir Warden?” she asked. “I’ve no fret from any plants–well, save for the stingleaves.”

“Or pincher thorns,” a girl added.

“Stink blossoms!”

“Burnsap from the pink bells!”

Dotter clapped again. “Girls!”

This time, I chuckled. “Ih, it’s complicated, but some plants have developed an ability to interfere with witchery. It’s why I’ve suffered worsening headaches and nausea since I arrived and made fighting the enemy very difficult. Animals eat the plants, you eat the animals, and that anti-witchery gets into your blood, too. When those powerful outsiders discover the extent of that anti-witchery, they’ll make you fight for them in battles on worlds far away. Others will want what’s in your blood. Whoever wins will bring another dark time to your civilization, one you won’t recover from.”

Collectively, the girls gasped.

“Cold sun,” one whispered.

I nodded. “Definitely cold. But I can stop them. I’ll do my best, anyway. If I have to rid your world of witchery, I will. First, I need you in Bowyl. You need to support my actions. This has to be official.”

After a moment, Crealee nodded. “I’ll go.”

“Good girl.” Dotter rubbed Crealee’s knee again. “Very brave.”

“A warm sun, Cree,” Zoel whispered as she hugged her friend again. The other girls crowded around.

“You’ll swear it.”

“Warm sun, Cree.”

“Sir Warden will protect you!”

Crealee looked up. “When do we leave?”

Twenty minutes later, we were on our way, in what would be the longest, most dangerous puush of my life.

* * *

The swiftness of our departure surprised Crealee. With Dotter and Zoel, she went to her wagon for her armor. Mythe and the Winger commander escorted the remaining girls outside. The settlement’s Three-Hook and I trailed at a slower pace.

“I fear a cold sun on your back,” he murmured.

“It’s not going to be easy,” I said, steeling myself. “I just hope she’s as proficient with a bow as Mythe says. And her arm holds out. Or those birds might tear us to pieces.”

“Flit hard and fast, and you’ll be safe.”

“I can do that for a while, but even I will need my rest at some point.”

He placed a hand on my shoulder. “Trust her, Sir Warden. She’ll gander your safety when you slip to sleep. Don’t fret her age.”

“I’ll try.”

“Have you friends in Bowyl? I have names of good, frontiersa men in the settlements just past the farms on the outskirts.”

“I wouldn’t want to get them hurt,” I said. “I do have allies in the capital. And we’re up against witchery. We’re trained for such frets. Best if your people stay out of our way.”

He lowered his hand. “Take care, Sir Warden.” He offered his forearm. “I hope one warm sun to gander you again.”

I gripped forearms with him. “Thank you, Three-Hook. And we’ll meet again.” Or die trying.

Following my lead, Crealee ate a muffin and drank a small skin of water. I reshaped my muxal armor to hold the supplies prepared by Mythe.

He offered an animal-hide sack. “There’s enough dried meat here for eight or nine sunflips.”

“That peppery stuff?” I asked.

“A problem?”

“Nah. I’ve eaten enough of it since I’ve been here. It’ll do.” I looped muxal around the sack.

“Here. Nuts and berries for energy, split into small packets.” He pressed the pouch against my back. I crossed muxal over it. “Dotter gave Crealee ointment for her wounds. Make sure she smears a new layer per sunflip. Preferably at sunwink.”

“Got it.”

The Winger commander handed me two full skins of water. I looped one over each shoulder and used muxal at my waist to clip them in place. “The water is clean,” he said. “When you refill, be mindful of beasties lurking beneath the surface.”

“I’ll keep an eye out.” I made sure the corks were firmly in place, then bounced on my feet, testing the weight. With Crealee, it would be manageable. Still, my head throbbed already. I swallowed from an offered skin and breathed deep to quiet my nausea.

Yeah. This is going to be a bitch.

Another Winger handed Crealee a small recurve bow and a quiver of arrows. “Don’t be wasteful with these,” he warned. “Wait until the beastie is right on you before letting loose. Once should be enough.”

Crealee pulled back on the taut string, made it tung. “I’m not very good with this.”

He placed a hand on her scarf. “You’ll be good enough, lassie. Don’t loose until you can’t miss. Sir Warden will fly straight, as will the beasties. Let them sneak close, aim well, and you’ll be fine.”

Dotter crouched and embraced her. “Young one! Take care of Sir Warden, so he can take care of you.” The rest of the girls crowded around, saying their good-byes.

“We’ll see you in Bowyl,” Zoel said. They embraced.

“Time to go.” I crouched. Crealee pressed her back to mine. I shifted and shaped muxal into a chair, leaving my shoulders, flanks, and shins exposed. I reclined her to make it easier for her to watch our backs. She wrapped her cape around her shoulders and lifted the hood. I said, “Let me know if you get cold.”

She adjusted her bow and quiver. “I will.”

“Do you have your mother’s letter?”

She tapped her shoulder. “It’s safe.”

“Hold on.”

I puushed into the sky.

Relaxing into a head-first, feet-below-shoulders position, I manipulated muxal to make her comfortable, keep her quiver within reach, and balance our supplies. I shifted Kleeve to behind my shoulder, where I could draw it easily enough. Crealee squirmed and settled. I puushed above the tallest trees and aimed us northeast, toward the dawn sun rising behind the distant rim of mountains.

Almost immediately, birds chased us. Their cries drowned out the convoy’s final farewells.

As with my nightly flits, the birds remained behind me, perhaps more curious than anything. Most flapped hard then wheeled back. A few stayed on my boots far longer than warranted by their curiosity. But for every one falling back, another took its place.

Up near the clouds, larger birds circled, like those I’d spotted in Keef Rock plucking animals from the waves.

I squinted into the wind. Tears leaked down the sides of my cheeks. With blunted extrusions, I slapped aside birds coming at me from in front. Crealee loosed an arrow–tung!–and a bird squawked.

“There’s so many!” she cried.

More rose from the treetops ahead. I angled away, keeping to migrating herds, trampled grassland, and rivers snaking from the mountains to Lake Gurgatin.

“Is that better?” I called back.

“A lot are flitting back.” Her bow tunged again. Another bird squawked.

“Easy,” I warned. “We don’t have an endless supply.”

“How close do I let them get?”

“Wait until they’re ready to bite my boot. Sometimes they just want a sniff.” At least, that’s what most did during my nightly flits.

“Okay.”

“How’s your forearm?”

“It aches.”

All the more reason not to shoot so quickly. “Do your best.”

I descended to just above poondix height and sped over a large herd. Their roars and grunts drowned out the noise from the birds. I puushed fast past the many copses before the birds on the branches took flight. It mostly worked.

“There’s not as many birds,” Crealee said afterward.

“Good,” I rasped.

We flew into the afternoon, the sun arcing in a cloudless sky. I kept to migrating herds when I could; the birds seemed reluctant to fly over them. Otherwise, I stayed over rivers or fields of low grass. Birds came and went as the landscape changed. Throughout, my head pounded but my nausea settled.

Finally, I landed on an island in a small lake. I needed a break and suspected Crealee did as well. I circled it to give it a good gander. Neither of us saw any biters or eaters soaking up the mid-sunflip sun. Birds in the trees along the western edge rose in a cloud of bright red and yellow feathers to protest my arrival. I hacked a few, and the rest fell back, circling at treetop level until they decided I wasn’t a threat. The dead bird that fell into the water attracted the attention of something lurking beneath the surface.

Crealee eyed the circling birds as she stretched her legs.

I freed the jerky at my thigh. “They shouldn’t bother us, but let’s sit over there by that rock. That’ll at least protect our backs.” I used Kleeve to cut the brush so we could sit comfortably. Large dragonfly-type bugs swirled around. The buzz from a beehive floated from nearby trees. But save for gnat-like flitters, the wildlife left us alone. I wiped my sweat-drenched head and neck with a towel. My teeth ached–a normal effect of puushing long and hard–but I tore into the peppered jerky anyway as my healing itch warmed my jaw.

“Hungry?”

She set her bow and quiver into the grass then accepted a strip of jerky and a packet of nuts and berries. I assembled a similar meal. Her wooden club lay on her thigh. We ate while watching the birds. She sipped from one skin while I gulped from the other.

She asked, “What will happen when we arrive?”

“I’m not sure. Veeshe may try to stop you from swearing. We might have to sneak you into the Trynum. Whatever happens, your swearing’s our first order of business.”

“Why’s that top?”

“Too many people will be upset about what happens after. Your current advisors have a lot of support. It’ll be difficult to make the necessary changes. By being the Executive, you’ll be the one in charge. People will obey you because of that.” Or they should.

“Do I fret those I ask to replace Hinnix and the others?”

“What do you think?”

She thought quietly, her fingers on her club. “I think my mother’s letter will help.” Her voice quivered.

“If things go as I plan, my friends in Bowyl will call in a lot of outside support. With their help, we’ll determine who truth talks. It’s important we re-interrogate everyone involved. No one will trust Veeshe once we spread the news of what’s happened.”

“Will anyone truth our tattles? You are an outsider.”

“I know. But we’ll be interrogated too. Others who sit in on interrogations, people the population trusts, will confirm our tattles.”

She thought again. “Our teachers stress the power of truth.” Gold tears pooled in her eyes. “I keep hearing my friends’ frets as the fire cooked them. I want the truth of those screams heard.” She swiped at her cheeks.

I resisted the urge to put an arm over her shoulders, sensing she did not want my comfort. Was I looking upon the first sign of Executive Crealee? “If things work out, they will be. I promise you that.”

We finished our meals in silence.

She drank a final swallow, corked the skin, then asked, “Do you expect frets from Veeshe and her witchers?”

I debated my answer as I stood. “It depends on how hard she wants to hold her power, and if my friends can gain the upper hand. It’s going to be very tricky. In any case, we’ve got worries closer to home.” I pointed at the lake, where the flat heads of a pair of croco-beasts broke the surface. They gandered us too intently for my liking.

She settled on my back again, and I puushed off.
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BIRDS FROM the island chased us for a bit. Crealee snapped an arrow into one ready to do more than sniff my boots. I angled over a large poondix herd, but it fell behind us far too quickly. Without another traveling in my direction, I called, “Keep an eye out.”

“A lot of red flapwings try to flit fast, but they’re too fat.” She giggled.

Before the sunflip’s end, I stopped twice more to catch my breath. Each time we both chewed jerky and drank water. Cautiously, I refilled our skins by puushing to the center of a small pond. She sniffed at flowers, chased a butterfly, and told me in a stern voice not to gander as she relieved herself behind bushes. I laughed at her strident tone.

I debated whether to keep puushing through the sundrop. It’d be safer to find somewhere safe to sleep while I could. Plus, not as many birds would chase after me. While predators prowled the forests, I could find an island when I needed to rest.

“It’s near past sundrop,” Crealee said as shadows deepened.

“I’d like to puush on through the sundrop.” I angled around a copse full of birds with white plumage and long black beaks. Only a handful launched themselves after us with raucous cries, but quickly gave up.

“Oh.”

“You can nap if you want,” I said. “There’ll be fewer birds nipping at my boots.”

“Okay.”

“Are you cold?”

“No.” She snuggled into her cape. “Well, my feet, a little bit.”

“Yeah, our boots don’t keep toes warm when flitting about, ih? Let me know if it gets too bad.”

“Okay.”

Exhaustion weighed on me as sunwink brightened the eastern sky. The one time I’d stopped to catch my breath, I settled on my belly in low grass, in the middle of a resting poondix herd. Their proximity let me nap in peace. My cape protected me from insects on the ground. The sweat drenching me dried in the warm sundrop air. Throughout, Crealee snored softly. Before resuming, I made sure we left nothing behind.

Ahead, larger birds floated like inky shadows, I puushed over small herds, a river, then turned toward a huge jut of rock poking from the valley floor. At some point, the ground had fractured, and a long half-mile stretch of jagged rock rose about fifty feet over the surrounding hills. Catching the rising sunlight, the rock reflected a marbling of greys and tans, and the vines clinging to the crags were a variety of vibrant greens. A deep-blue lake formed a rough C-shape around the up-thrust ground.

That looks familiar. I dredged my memories of the maps Powaxel had brought from the Guild House. We’d consulted them during our journey out. They’d since burned with one of the wagons. But I saw the details in my mind and remembered this jut of rock.

“Sir Warden?”

“A warm sun is rising, Crealee,” I said. “Did you sleep well?”

She shifted and grunted. “I could stretch.” Then she inhaled. “There’s no flappers nipping.”

“They tend to sleep this time of sunwink. That’s my experience flitting around for Powaxel, anyway.”

“Oh.” She stayed quiet for several moments. Mention of Powaxel had probably brought back unpleasant memories. “Where are we?”

“About a quarter of the way out. Maybe three sunflips from Bowyl.” I slowed as I approached the rock. Heavy vegetation curtained its exposed faces. Large gaps beckoned, though–maybe with enough room for me to stretch out and sleep deeply. Might have to chase out an animal, but I could use muxal bars to keep them out.

“How do you know?”

“I remember seeing this rock formation on a map Powaxel showed me. There might’ve been a frontiersa settlement here at one point.”

She leaned over. “Fret those yellow vines. They’re burntips. Those thorns sting.”

“Thanks.” I pulled up. “Probably why no birds are bothering us.” I peered at the tangle of vines. “It looks like there’s an opening. Might be a safe place to sleep.” I drew Kleeve and swiped at the vines, then used muxal hooks to pull them free, avoiding the thorns and leaking sap.

A drop of null-sap smeared on my gauntlet. I shook my hand at the cold, penetrating ache.

“Are you well, Sir Warden?”

“Got bit by a vine. It’ll be just a moment, then we’ll see what’s inside.”

Bugs swarmed as I finished cutting a way in. Sunlight illuminated the space beyond. A floor covered with dirt, dead leaves, and small branches spread before a smooth rock face deeper in. Dirt and debris, mostly crumbled rock, piled throughout the tight space. I sheathed Kleeve. “This looks promising. Watch your head.”

I puushed inside.

The smooth ceiling revealed this wasn’t a natural formation, but a room with a doorway-sized opening ten paces ahead. It led deeper inside an ancient, near-collapsed building smack in the middle of the Deep.

I crouched, and Crealee hopped down. She cried out and stumbled. I helped her to her feet. “All stiffened up?”

“Cold sun on my legs. I’m all right now.” She adjusted her cape, and brushed leaves and dirt from her knees. “Oh! No bugs flit-fly in here.”

“I see that. No bugs, no spider webs, no nests, no droppings. No sign of any animal at all.” Light from the rising sun poked through narrow rectangular gaps in the vines–windows. “Looks like they had ways to get in, if they wanted.”

Crealee stayed close. “Maybe they didn’t want to.”

I crept to the doorway. Enough light penetrated to illuminate the huge rent in the corridor beyond–walls blown out, floors missing. A large section of the interior had collapsed. Four floors descended into the gloom. Sunlight streaming through gaps in the vines below brightened a mess of rock and dull, metallic debris piled in a half-circle around the wall closest to the outside hills. The crumbling wall bore numerous wide, deep cracks rippling from a central point, like frozen waves on a pond. Over everything lay dirt, leaves, and other bits blown in by the wind, but no animals. Nothing moved.

I stared at the crumbled wall. What cracks and pits rock like that?

Crealee kept a tight grip on my hand as she looked down, too. “Wow. What happened?”

“Something exploded. Nearly took down this whole building.”

“Building? Of such rock?”

“Rock and other material. See that?” I pointed at the pile. “That’s a metal rod. Probably used for reinforcement.”

“Who tossed this up?”

“I’m not sure. Your world was advanced before your dark times. Probably anyone could have built this.”

“Why?”

“Oh, could be anything. Stables, a resting place for travelers like the South Gurgax settlement or– Oh, shit.”

She looked at me.

“Witchery,” I mumbled. “This was a place where witchen worked. A guild house–or what existed before the Guild. Out here in the wild, with all the plants and animals at their disposal.”

She waved at the debris. “What happened?”

I was about to say, I don’t know, but the shattered rock face told me everything. “An understrand portal. When the dark times hit, witchery connecting places like this violently blew apart.” When Byne’s original over-portal collapsed. Over a century ago, I’d caused similar damage across Earth by collapsing the over-portal joining it to the Skein. The thousands of understrands put in place by the invading Qrill blew apart with it, causing civilization-shattering devastation. “Yeah. This was once a guild house. Witchen lived and worked here. And died here.”

“Any witchery hugging the dirt?”

“No. I don’t feel anything in my puush organs, anyway.” I nudged a small branch over the jagged edge. It sank into the gloom, caromed off a rock, and disappeared. Leaves rustled in the breeze blowing in.

“Why do the animals stay out?”

“There may be a residue I don’t feel. Makes them uncomfortable.” Or some sort of null repulsion. If they’re all imbued with null properties, it’d be effective to incorporate some sort of repulsive sensation into the structure. Shit. Something like that’s as valuable as anything else.

 Then I yawned.

She giggled. “Your tattles weigh weak, Sir Warden.”

“They do.”

She led me back into the room. “I’ll gander up. Let’s guttle grittles, then you toss down. All sunflip if you want.”

“Sounds like a deal.”

And it was.

I roused with the room in shadow, the sun having arced overhead. Crealee had used branches to prop aside the vines along the western face, allowing in what little light remained. The tall trees farther back and the distant mountains beyond conspired to drop an early evening gloom. The chitter, squawks, and cries of birds echoed. I sat up and wiped my eyes.

“You snore,” she said.

“Well so do you, you know.” I smiled. She giggled. “Any jerky left, or did you gobble it all while I snored the day away?”

“I gandered the birds too sternly to guttle grittles.” Kleeve and her bow and quiver lay within reach. She unwrapped our packets of food. “So we’ve food and drink enough.”

“Anything try to sneak in?”

“No. But I fret the flaps and slaps. They’re waiting for us, maybe. It’s tatter-spook.”

“Hmph.” I crossed to where she sat and used Kleeve to nudge vines aside to peek out. She was right–birds perched on every branch of the nearby low trees. No wonder they were so loud. Few were larger than Crealee’s head but were as colorful as her scales. They nipped and pecked at each other and flitted from branch to branch. Squawks and screeches rose and fell as they changed positions in constant, colorful motion. I let the vines fall back. “It does look like they’re waiting for us.”

“That’s not warm.” She moved to where I’d slept all day, against the wall, near the doorway.

I sat next to her. “We’ll worry about it after we eat.”

“Sleep unfretted?”

“It helped. I feel good, actually.” And I did. My headache was a distant pulse, my nausea gone. Starving, I devoured a chunk of jerky. She handed me two packets of nuts and berries, which I practically inhaled. “I’d like to eat as much as I can while I feel this good.”

“Have your guttles been cold?”

“I’ve always felt I was going to throw up.” I waved. “Whatever’s keeping the animals out must be countering the null effects that’ve been making me ill.”

“Witchery.” She sighed then glanced about. “They’re odd, these walls. Rock and metal. Did they use witchery to make this?”

“Witchen proficient in rock arts and metal arts working together, most likely. They might’ve spent days carving this out of the natural rock already here.”

She shuddered. “Gives a cold sun’s shakes just mind-jabbering this.”

“Witchery’s not all bad. Some of my best friends are witchen. Think of it like fire. Some fires are good–they heat our homes, cook our food, and warm our water. But if used wrong, fire can be dangerous and devastating, too. Just like any tool.”

“The witchfire that cooked our scales blew cold, Sir Warden.”

“But are all fires bad?”

She thought for a while. “We have to trust those we allow to use it.”

I nodded. “Everyone has to depend on everyone else. Consider Bowyl–or probably any city on your world. A lot of the buildings are made of wood. Wouldn’t take much to start fires that could burn the entire city.” Veeshe had stressed that very concern in our first sharing.

“Fires sometimes ash entire neighborhoods. At least once a season, somewhere on the homeland.”

“Do you stop using wood to build your buildings? Or space your buildings farther apart?”

“No. Mother fretted that.” She uncorked her water skin and drank. “She liked to visit Keef Rock, said the stone warmed her back.” After a pause, she added, “Stone doesn’t burn.”

“How often did she travel to Keef Rock?”

“Twice while I was there. It’s twenty sunflips by sailship–the new sailships, I mean.”

“Did your father ever visit?”

She frowned the upside-down Byne frown. “Why would he visit?”

I stopped chewing. “Sorry. I don’t understand family construction here. Fathers aren’t involved?”

“Not with girls.” She giggled. “He keeps with my brother, who’s also a Frontiersa guard.”

“Oh.”

“Is it different on other worlds?”

“It’s different on every world,” I said. “On some, both parents take equal responsibility for raising their young. On one, children are raised by the state, like your Trynum, so each is presented with equal opportunity of achievement.”

“Truth talk?”

“Certainly. On many worlds, your brother could be Executive.”

She laughed. “But he’s Frontiersa! What would he know about being an executive?”

“Aren’t there frontiersa in charge of other frontiersa?”

“Truth, but...they’re frontiersa!” She shook her head. “You outsiders and your curious notions.”

“How is that any different than what the leaders in Bowyl do? The leaders in the frontiersa have to make sure their men are taken care of, order is maintained, and all the necessary work gets done. It’s all the same, isn’t it?”

She stared at me, her meal forgotten as I finished mine.

I gestured at her jerky. “Are you going to finish that?”

“What? Oh.” After she bit, chewed, and swallowed, she said, “Headmistress Dotter says the few males in the Trynum are strange sun–not warm or cold. Anomalies. Our instructors say it’s the role of women to think work.”

“Has it always been that way?”

“Since the dark times. Men rather wanted to fight.”

“Well, then your system makes sense for your world. In time, males will hold more positions in the Trynum. Just as women will take their place in the Frontiersa.”

Her eyes bugged out. “Women in the frontiersa!” She howled with laughter.

I drank from my skin and waited for her to wind down. “Did you think Cas Ferg and the other female Wingers were lesser soldiers for being female?”

She wiped her eyes and sniffed back a hunk of snot. “No, but they’re outsiders.”

“If your women learned to fight as well, they could become Wingers. Cas Ferg considered every applicant equally, male or–” My words caught. Cas Ferg would no longer be reviewing applicants.

Still, my words had an impact. “What about where you’re familiar, Sir Warden?” she asked. “Your home?”

My reply hitched in my throat. I drank from my skin. Regaining my composed required effort. I hadn’t been asked about my home world for a long time. The memories remained raw. “I... I don’t have a true home anymore. A plague wiped out my species. I’m the last,” I said bluntly. That was usually easiest. “When I die, so will my kind.”

She shifted as she digested my revelation then turned to face me. “You’re the last of your people?” she whispered, eyes wide, mouth agape.

“It happened a long time ago, when I was young. Younger than you. No one knows where it came from, but it was deadly. I got sick, too–very ill, but I survived. Outsiders rescued me. One adopted me as his son.” Memories of my adopted father, Dell, flashed across my foremind. The wave of emotion I’d felt reading Executive Crenteeta’s letter to her daughter punched from my foremind. “He inspired me to walk the path of a warden. I survived these many years because of him.”

“Can you sire children?” she asked.

“I have someone I care for very deeply, but we cannot make children together.”

A blush pinked the scales along her cheeks and neck. “Oh.”

“It’s fine. Having a child would only delay the inevitable.” Alternatives, like cloning, had been considered and rejected. While allowed on some of the more technologically advanced worlds, the Witchen Guild frowned on it as a practice in general. So did the Nassara. It seemed clones, for whatever reason, couldn’t work ux. One had to wonder how they figured that out.

“Oh,” she said again.

“But I own my home world now,” I said. “The Witchen Guild bestowed me with all of it, as the last living member of my race.”

“A whole world? Like all the homelands?”

“Everything. But I can’t visit.”

She frowned. “Why not?” Her tone carried a hint of anger.

“The plague. No one knows if it’s still lurking. The Guild doesn’t think it’ll ever be safe for me to return.” I waved. “I’m not sure I want to. My last memories of my home nest are...unpleasant.”

Crealee nodded. “Like after a neighborhood ashing.”

“Other people are there, taking care of things. My lifemate spends time there doing research. She’s something of an archivist.”

“What's that?”

“She collects information and tries to make sense of it. She’s exceptional at it. Right now, she’s trying to piece together all the information on the plague.  If anyone can figure it out, she can.”

“Is it safe? Then to come home where you dwell?”

“The plague seems dangerous only to my people.” I chomped the crumbs in my packet of nuts and berries. “What about your brother? Do you see him a lot?”

Again, she seemed surprised. “Never. I don’t even know his stomps, or my father. Somewhere.” She gestured toward the setting sun. “Maybe at the South Gurgax settlement.”

“They’re just not a part of your life, ih?”

She dumped the last bits of her nuts and berries into her mouth. “My life is academics. I plan one sunflip to win election to my homeland executiveship.” She smiled. “Zoel and my friends will be my advisors.”

“Executive of Impregda? Even after you serve as Executive of the Trynum?”

Her smile widened. “Of course. Serving the homeland is a tremendous honor. My Trynum turn will be a great good, no doubt. I’ll headstart on binds with the leaders of the homeland, those now and ascending. Zoel’s already planning my campaign. We’ll win easy, I think!”

Her casual dismissal of her coming term as Executive puzzled me. It was more important to her to serve her fellow Impregda on her home continent? The factions. Such thinking permeates their society. No doubt all factions think this way. Then Veeshe’s comment returned: We’re not so far removed from our past as we’d like to think. Distant thoughts I’d been mulling, about the state of this world, fell into place.

Just another reason why understrands aren’t connecting the outlying cities. The central Guild House sits in Bowyl, beyond control of any one faction. That concerns them more than the witchery. Veeshe’s desire to spread her influence is stymied by the current paradigm. It’s a faction thing, and she doesn’t have any sway. Killing her competition is her only path to more power.

Plus, the null influences makes establishing an understrand network so difficult. No wonder they’ve only the ones joining the Guild houses on each of the homelands. Longer strands might prove impossible. Then another thought coalesced. I wonder if it hurts to travel through those strands. Atakee would know.

I asked, “Don’t you have to serve out your term as Executive, first?”

She nodded. “It’s never too early to plan. I’ll shadow Mother’s walks. I intend to see it through.” After a drink, she shook the skin. “It’s almost empty.”

I lifted mine. “I’ll refill them before we head out.” The ruckus outside the window pushed its way back into my foremind–I’d been not listening to it. “Well, I’ll try. We should go. Hand me your skin. I’ll fill these and take a look around. You pack everything up.”

“All right.” She tossed me her near-empty skin, then patted her forearm wrap. “I should clean and glaze this. My crown, too. They’re dry.” She dug the jar of ointment from her pouch, along with dry rags. “Can you wet this one for me?”

I poured out the water from her skin. “Good enough?”

She unwrapped her forearm dressing. “I’ll be quick.”

“Do what you need. I’ll be back.” I left Kleeve with her. No need to risk leaving her defenseless outside her bow. I had my muxal, as much as it hurt to use.

The squawking from the birds came from the eastern face. As long as it remained there, I’d be fine.

I puushed to the rubble below. Each lower floor showed worse damage as I neared the bottom. The air carried a sooty smell. Off to a side, part of the second floor sagged where support walls had crumbled. Stairs hung over empty space along another wall, the metal railing bent and twisted. Metal bars lay scattered everywhere, some with rock still adhered, others rusted and crumbling. Nothing tingled in my puushers–the rubble was truly devoid of ux influences. Through a gap in the far wall lay the blue of the lake.

Birds flitted in the trees along the far shore. Small animals rustled through the brush growing along the wall. Something larger hooted and grunted in the thick grass closer to the lake. Insects brizzed about the opening, but ventured no closer. From another opening farther down the building, a wide, grass-covered finger stretched out into the water–a dock once, perhaps.

Overhead, three big birds circled. I frowned. They’d never been so close to each other before. And they’d descended. But they were still distant enough to not pose an immediate threat.

I just didn’t like how they circled our building.

When I puushed over the lake, a critter on the shore squeaked and dove into the water. A small flock flapped about nearby. I scoured the water for eaters lurking below the placid surface then uncorked the skins and descended.

I shaped muxal into a large funnel, scooped it full of water, then emptied it into the skins. Each needed but a minute to fill.

I looked around. Ripples along the far shore betrayed an animal more inclined to slip away than investigate me. An eater prowled the brush near the taller trees. Insects circled but were no bother. When each skin bulged, I corked then secured it against my waist. My knuckles popped from the water’s cold.

The squawking from the out-of-sight birds intensified, as though they fought furiously among themselves. “Oh, shit.” Fretting over images of Crealee being dragged from the room and torn to pieces, I sped inside. “Crealee!”
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“HERE, SIR Warden!” Crealee cried back. A moment later, she appeared in the doorway.

I puushed to a running stop beside her. “What happened? Why are the birds going nuts?”

She laughed. “Look! I tossed my peppered wrap. They went crazy!” She stepped to the window and used Kleeve to nudge the vines back. “I can’t believe they’d even want that!”

Through the gap, colors and squawks told of birds flapping and fighting with each other. They cried like the frenzied kavator pack from five sunflips ago. I watched for a moment, then motioned for her to step back. “You threw out your wrap?”

She raised her forearm. Ointment glistened on the ugly burn from wrist to elbow and her forehead and temple. “Headmistress Dotter said we should toss wraps to the wild when burning’s a fret. I figured out the window would be wild enough.” She lowered her arm. “Was that wrong?”

I glanced at the vines, and the continuous flutter of birds visible through the gaps. “No, but...” Something felt off. The birds’ reactions had surprised her. Can’t believe they’d even want that. I held out my hand. “Can I have my blade?”

She offered Kleeve hilt first. I used it to move the vines and peek again. Wings flapping, beaks pecking, feathers flying, the birds continued to squabble for something out of sight below. Their cries pitched higher.

I let the vines fall back. “Tell me what you did.” Then, at her expression, I added, “It’s okay, Crealee. You didn’t do anything wrong. In fact, you may have just saved us both a lot of trouble.”

“I unwrapped the wrap.” She raised her arm again. “With the wet rag I wiped the blisters clean, then smeared more piproot. My crown, too. Dotter says to let it sit for a little before wrapping again, so I put away the piproot.” She nudged the pouch at her feet with a boot. “Then I tossed the peppered wrap.” She shrugged. The ointment on her head glazed thicker than on her arm.

“And that’s when the birds went crazy?” I asked.

She nodded.

“Is this ointment, this piproot, what you always use for burns?”

“And other frets,” she said. “It’s balmy for snips and scratches too, but not so much for stings.”

“Let me see.” She crouched, dug out the small wooden container, and offered it. I sniffed the tan goo inside. Nothing strange there. Stinky, but I’ve smelled worse. “Let me have a rag.” She gave me a small strip of torn cloth. I pressed it into the goo then tossed it through the vines.

The birds pounced before it fell from sight. Their response was so sudden and frenzied I jerked back. “Shit!”

Crealee flinched as well. “Oh!”

I looked into the container again. “Is it usual for birds to come sniffing around this stuff like that?”

“We used it lots during the ride,” she said. “And after, at the ferry crossing.”

“Yeah, I remember. Everyone used it. And the birds didn’t bother us.” I tightened the container’s small lid.

Crealee’s eyes widened a moment later. “The birds fret over the piproot?”

“And not liking what they smell.” I waved at the room. “This is the first time we really stopped. My nap in the poondix herds... Their smell probably overpowered the ointment. But here...”

The breeze stirred my hair, the few feathery strands poking from beneath her scarf. It blew from west to east. The birds were in the trees downwind. “Fuck.”

“Sir Warden,” she whispered, trembling. “Did Headmistress Dotter...”

I crouched and placed hands on her shoulders. “No. It wasn’t her. You know she wouldn’t do that.”

Her eyes brimmed with gold tears.

“And it wasn’t Deputy Mythe, either,” I said. “His boss sent him to make sure you arrived. He gets into deep trouble if you don’t, so he wouldn’t hurt you.” Additionally, while he knew now Crealee intended to replace her advisors, he hadn’t known when he assembled our supplies. He wouldn’t have had the motive to mess with the ointment. “It was somebody else. Some coward. Don’t fret it.”

She nodded. “Okay.” Tears slipped down her cheeks.

“Come here.” I hugged her. She trembled as she cried.

“Why?” She leaned back and swiped a hand across her cheeks. “Wasn’t mother’s tatter enough?”

“It’s complicated,” I said gently. “Like I said, I think Coveness Veeshe is being influenced by outsiders who want something really bad. But if we give it, they won’t stop taking until there’s nothing left.” I wiped a thumbtip beneath her eyes, removing the last of the gold trickles. “We cannot let them have even one bit of what they’re after. I’ll die before I let them.”

Her hands found my wrists. “Don’t die, Sir Warden. I don’t want to lose any more friends.” She fell against me again, body shaking with sobs.

I held her tight and let her cry herself out. My limbs trembled. Goddamn. That was really fucking close. If we had slept in the open, as I planned...

That would have been the slip Atakee talked about back in the stables, the big mistake that turned one into grittles. On an island, on the ground, in a tree–it wouldn’t have mattered. She might’ve been on alert, but she wouldn’t have understood until it would’ve been too late. Birds would have torn her to pieces before I could react–especially if one of those big ones dove in. Hell, three circled our building right now!

Why hadn’t they attacked that time when we stopped on that island? Maybe the piproot smell had faded enough or something else gave a stronger scent. Or we just got plain lucky.

“Now we know,” I said when she regained her composure. “It’s simple enough to fix, right? We wash your burns clean and leave the piproot behind.”

She touched her forehead. “They’ll get crusty. Headmistress Dotter frets at letting them get crusty. That leads to rot.”

“What if we use wet rags? Would that help?”

“A little.”

“And we’re just a couple sunflips from Bowyl. They won’t get too crusty before then, will they?” If I puush myself to death, which I’ll do if it saves her life.

“No...”

“Okay. We’ll wipe off the piproot, put on wet wraps, and get out of here.”

“But– What if–” She turned at the continued cacophony past the vines.

“Hey, don’t fret.” I turned her attention back to me. “We know they’re after the ointment. We leave that behind, they’ll leave us alone. I truth talk.”

“You truth talk?”

“I truth talk.”

With water from a skin, I soaked a rag, then scrubbed at her forehead and temple. Teeth clenched, she grimaced.

“Sorry, but we need to make sure the piproot is scrubbed off. None of your blisters look ready to pop, if that’s any consolation.”

She wept when I cleaned her forearm. “It hurts bad!”

“Sorry. Sorry.” I eased the pressure and rubbed in smaller strokes, keeping the rag wet. Blood oozed from tears along her scales. “Almost done.” I emptied half a skin over her wounds, swiping again with different rags just to be sure. She removed her scarf and leaned over to avoid getting her armor drenched.

“Here, dry off.” I offered the largest rag in the pouch. “We’ll keep this one for when we clean these again. And since none of these look like they’ll make good wraps...” As she patted her wounds dry, I spread my cloak and cut large strips using muxal edges.

I wrapped her forearm, pinching the end with muxal clips. “Too tight?”

“No,” she said, her tone subdued.

“Can you use the bow all right?”

She bent and straightened her arm, then nodded.

“Good.” I wrapped a thin strip around her forehead and temple, again clipping the end in place with muxal. “How about that?”

“It’s okay.” She tied her scarf back on, then pointed at the empty skins. “What if we get thirsty?”

“I’ll fill them again, but only once we’re away from here. Let’s pack everything up. Leave all the rags and the piproot over there. Oh, open the container. The smell should keep the birds here while we flit away.”

She glanced at the small container in her hands. “Okay.” She kicked the rags against the wall and sat the container in the middle of the pile.

“You didn’t get any on you?” I asked.

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Well, we’ll find out soon enough.”

I secured our remaining food and the skins, rolled up my cape, then let her settle onto my back.

She asked, “Should I nock an arrow?”

“Probably wouldn’t hurt. Got your cape on all right?”

“Yes.”

I breathed deep. “Here we go.”

Our departure proved anti-climactic. Heart beating fast, I dropped to the bottom floor, then through the large hole I’d used earlier. Keeping low at first, I puushed across the lake and between the nearest trees. The few birds there squawked and flapped about, but none followed as I curved around the ruined building. Even the large, circling predators paid us no heed.

By the time full sundrop darkened the land, the building, the birds, and the piproot were miles behind.

Eating jerky, I puushed through the night. Crealee dozed. I rested within a poondix herd when I had to and refilled both skins without waking her. My headache and nausea returned at sunwink. The food I’d eaten alleviated the worst of both.

Fewer birds flapped to inspect us. I should’ve seen it. Should’ve realized something was wrong with so many birds coming after us. Anger burned through my embarrassment. Fuck! Both of us could’ve been killed.

We spent the sunflip much like the last, stopping occasionally to rest and eat. Her mood improved, and by the time sundrop again shadowed the land, she was humming to herself. I settled onto a small treeless island at sunwink so we could stretch and eat.

As I refilled the skins, I felt a scratch in my foremind and flinched. “Not now! Fuck!” When it came again, I puushed back to the island, keeping the scratch distant. “Crealee!”

She looked up from the flowers she’d collected. “Sir Warden?”

I drew Kleeve and handed it to her. “Get behind me and don’t make a sound unless something’s about to attack. No matter what, keep quiet. It’s very important.” I sat in the ankle-high grass. She settled against my back. “Nudge me with your elbow if you see something, but say nothing!”

“Okay.” Her tone conveyed anxiety.

I answered Veeshe’s next scratch. “Coveness.” Deep breaths helped me focus. I couldn’t lie in a sharing, but I could sure as hell skirt the truth.

The same room as before filled her vision. She appeared alone, but like Crealee, visitors might be lurking out of sight.

Sir Warden, Coveness Veeshe shared. What news have you? I have been unable to reach Three-Hook Powaxel.

“He’s dead. As is a lot of the convoy.” I let my simmering anger color my tone. She’d feel it. “I’ve left it behind as I’m no longer needed.”

Her silence held for several beats of my heart. You’ve accomplished your mission? Crealee tattered by your hand and not in another attack?

“Who said we were attacked again, Coveness?”

Again, she hesitated. I assumed that since the first attack failed, they tried again.

“Did your investigations into who attacked us the first time bear fruit?”

I regret I was unable to learn much, if anything, Sir Warden. I fear that failure on my part jeopardized your mission. Please, what have you to report? Was the manner of Crealee’s death as we intended?

“If you’re still seeking answers, focus on the missing witchen from the Lovloga Guild House. She had predominantly yellow scales on her cheek. She also thought she was proficient in the fire arts.”

Veeshe inhaled. Guardmaster Atakee just reported her missing this sunwink. Was she–

“Dead,” I snapped. “I killed her myself. But not before she almost wiped out the entire convoy. Practically no one escaped injury–the girls included. We limped back to the ferry crossing. That’s where I left everyone.” I paused, then sighed. “I lost friends in that attack, Coveness.”

I understand. I am deeply sorry, Sir Warden. I did not intend to allow another strike. But they hid well from my attentions. The Lovloga Guild House, you say?

“The witchen I killed and all those with her wore the colors of our previous attackers. I destroyed the sub-portal opener and left the survivors to the Deep. They’ll not last long.”

I am pleased to hear that, Sir Warden. I shall concentrate on frontiersa settlements missing any of their men. Whoever organized this might have pulled your attackers from settlements all over, but so many tattered will be hard to hide.

“Search the homelands, too. I doubt the Lovloga alone are behind this. Like you said, anyone could have purchased that armor.”

Yes, but only the frontiersa could have trained and armed your attackers. No faction could hope to keep any militia that size hidden for long. We’re still too suspicious of each other.

“And whoever did this would have needed the help from one of your witchen. It’s difficult to keep such activity hidden from prying eyes. Lord knows Guardness Kaul has fretted enough trying to keep his Guild Guard beyond the control of the Oladi.”

She hesitated again. Yes. There is that, too. A light dizziness swept through our connection. Oh. I don’t think I will ever develop a strong sharing across such distance, Sir Warden.

I grunted. Yeah, I bet. “It’s fine, Coveness. All you need to know is that I’m no longer with the convoy. All witnesses will say Crealee was alive when they saw her last, in my company. And... Well, she’s no longer with the convoy, either.”

I am pleased to hear that, Sir Warden. I shall have to make the sad news available to the Trynum. This sunflip, perhaps. Where are you?

Let’s finish this. I swept my gaze across the hills, then into the sun out of spite. She flinched. “Maybe four or five days from Bowyl. I’m taking my time puushing back.”

Such beautiful country. I should venture out at some point, see the deeper secrets of my homeland.

“At least visit the South Gurgax frontiersa settlement. It’s really growing. Lots of potential. You might even think of establishing an understrand there. It would be just as helpful as any you locate elsewhere.”

Crealee softly nudged my back, then again, harder. Shit! Just a few more seconds! I braced myself to puush fast if I had to.

I will think on your suggestion, Sir Warden. Another surge of dizziness cut across our connection. Rest calls me. This has been a welcome sharing, Warden Maels.

“I’ll be in Bowyl soon,” I said, keeping steady.

Then something burst from the water behind me with a roar and a tremendous splash. Crealee screamed. “Sir Warden!” She pressed herself hard against me.

What? Veeshe shared, her dizziness cast aside. Sir Warden, was that–

I stabbed two dozen muxal edges into my body. FWAK! At the same time, I puushed away as hard and high as I could. The pain stole my breath and dizzied me.

Like the yellow-cheeked witchen, Coveness Veeshe’s scream was abruptly clipped.

The croco-beast bellowing below wasn’t the largest I’d seen, but it could have swallowed Crealee in a single bite. Its size and our distance from the shore saved us–it couldn’t move fast enough to reach us in time. Of course, save for birds, its prey probably didn’t flit into the sky. That might’ve confused it enough, too.

I winced as I straightened my limbs. I’d stabbed myself in relatively harmless places, and no edge penetrated more than an inch–just enough to really hurt. Already, my healing itch masked the pain. I’ve got to stop doing that.

Crealee’s panting steadied. “Sir Warden,” she whispered, almost too faint to hear.

“It’s okay. Let me land.”

I puushed to the nearest shore. “Are you all right?”

She dropped from my back. The yellows on her face and neck looked pale in the rising sun. Eyes wide, she nodded. “It gave no warning! I saw its eyes pop up, then–then–”

Wincing, I crouched and put hands on her shoulders. “It’s okay. You did good. We’re okay. The sun’s warm.” I held her until her trembles disappeared. She looked down.

“Here’s your blade, Sir Warden.” She offered Kleeve hilt-first.

I cracked a smile. “See? You knew not to drop my blade. That’s keeping your head under pressure.” I sheathed my weapon.

“I think... I was too scared to drop it.”

“It’s okay,” I said again. “Let’s flit a bit more, then maybe we’ll think about stopping for a little.”

“Okay.”

She climbed onto my back, settled, and I puushed off.

Exhaustion made me heavy. I carried too much weight. But I couldn’t stop. I had to finish this.

Veeshe knew.

The healing itch of my injuries faded. “Keep a good eye out,” I said over my shoulder. “I have to do some...witchery.”

“What was all that chitter-chat, Sir Warden?”

“Ih? Oh, the coveness, speaking to me in my mind. I have to speak to someone else now. Try to keep quiet unless it’s another emergency, okay?”

“Okay.”

I looked around. Four large birds dotted the clear morning sky. I slowed above a large poondix herd. Grassland stretched off and a river cut a path along the tree line of a distant forest. As good a place as I’m going to get.

With a fingertip, I rubbed the glyph on my collar and focused on Atakee’s consciousness. T’reth and E’sis showed me how to feel for whom I sought. I couldn’t explain how it worked to anyone. But rubbing the glyph and concentrating on my large Felderoth friend slowly brought his essence into focus. I sensed distant whispering, hints of sights and sounds. Then a second mind’s worth of sensation settled over my own. Because doing so was natural for me, I kept puushing.

A damn sight different than being on a sharing’s receiving end.

Then resistance abruptly smothered my effort. The headache in my foremind bloomed. What the– The null influences across the land? Shit. Now I understood what Coveness Veeshe felt. Dread filled me.  Will I be able to sustain a sharing?
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MY PUUSH wobbled. The poondix herd gave way to waist-high grasses. I swept over smaller herds and hunting predators. Using copses scattered ahead of me as a guide, I focused on maintaining my height, above the reach of biters and eaters. Birds took to the air but did not pursue.

Narrowing my focus, I reached out to Atakee again.

Hello?

“Guardmaster!” I wheezed. Sharing while puushing was new and threatened my balance. The blanketing null influence did not help. I slowed.

He inhaled sharply. A plate of food lay on a plain wooden table before him–breakfast, perhaps in his private quarters. Printouts, a tablet, and a stylus lay beside the plate. Sunlight brightened the room. Who–? Maels? You can share?

“Things have gotten bad, my friend.”

You’re telling me! A witchen from the Lovloga House has gone missing and–

“She’s dead. No time to explain. Seize the Bowyl Guild House. Use the lockdown protocols. If necessary, kill any witchen who opposes you. Call in your guard and move now! Coveness Veeshe is probably incapacitated. Secure her first. Then get help from Lysyde. Find E’sis–tell her it’s another Earth. She’ll know what that means.”

My Guardmaster inhaled again but projected no confusion, no hesitation. The lockdown protocols, which every Guardmaster trained for, told him exactly what to do. Hopefully, Veeshe would stay down long enough. If she could share and get the warning out, matters would turn bloody.

He stood. His chair scraped across the floor. He gathered his tablet and stylus.  Lockdown protocols. Understood.

“I’ll share again later today,” I said. “Go!”

I’ll be waiting. Good luck!

“You too.” I severed the link. Dizziness swirled. I discovered I’d dropped to treetop level, where I caught the attention of too many birds. I puushed higher. They might not be after Crealee’s piproot, but certain birds still liked to take a bite or two. Be careful, Atakee. Everything hinges on your success. I’d share again as promised, maybe late in the sundrop. That would tell me what I needed as I closed in on Bowyl.

The sunflip sped by. We stopped twice, and both times I sank to the grass almost too exhausted to eat. Sweat rolled down my head and neck and drenched my undertunics. My limbs trembled. At our second stop–in trampled grasses within open space and no predators in sight–I removed as much muxal as I dared, leaving only thick gauntlets, my thigh plates and supplies, and what I needed to hold Crealee. The rest I formed into a square block and left in the grass. Sorry, Coveness T’thell. I’ll fetch this if I can. I cast my heavy cape aside as well. Should’ve decided this sooner.

“Crealee, remove as much of your armor as you can and still be safe,” I rasped between bites of jerky and swallows of water. My head throbbed and nausea churned. I stayed kneeling, my legs too unsteady to support me. “Keep maybe your chest plate, your black plate, and your boots.”

A cool, welcome breeze shoved against us, hinting at a drencher on our trail. I couldn’t decide if that would help or hinder, then angrily shoved the thought aside. We’d either be in Bowyl before it hit or...

“Sir Warden? Are you all right?” she asked.

I blinked, snapping myself out of my daze, then frowned. She sounded off. The color of her scales seemed lighter. Dirtier, and not just on her face, but her neck and hands. 

For the first time in sunrides, young Krinell’s face punched from my foremind. She’d been deathly pale, her skin chalky beneath her silky, chestnut-brown hair. Its sudden presence was a slap to my face, leaving me momentarily dizzied.

Catching my breath, I added, “Whatever weight you can spare. Are you all right? You don’t look too well.”

“The sun is warm.” Frowning, she unstrapped the pebbled leather armor on her legs. What I was making her do probably went against everything she’d been taught. “Your frets scare me, Sir Warden.” Her voice conveyed a light breathlessness. She winced when she moved her arm.

“I know. We have to hurry. Things in Bowyl are not good,” I gasped. I forced myself to keep eating and drinking. “We may run into trouble when we arrive.” Bite, chew, swallow. “Make sure you keep your mother’s letter.” Bite, chew, swallow.

She kicked off her boots, stepped out of her armor, jumped back into her boots, but fumbled with the straps. I bent to help.

Suspicious, I asked, “How are your wounds?”

“The wraps are dry.”

“Okay.” I cut my cape into strips. “Empty your skin on these. Good. No, throw the skin away. We’ll just keep mine.” I finished my jerky then removed the wrap on her head as she uncovered her arm. Mine came off first, and she cried out as the final layer tore from the crust.

“Oh, shit, I’m sorry.” The thin, scab-like crust covered her burns. I brushed at it. “There’s no blood. The skin looks intact beneath.”

She cried again as she tugged off the forearm wrap. “It hurts, Sir Warden. It aches inside, bad.”

I examined her arm. Her swollen elbow bent with resistance. Her hand didn’t look swollen, and she could move her fingers. “Shit.” Blood oozed through cracks between her scales. “Let’s clean this really good.”

She weakly tried to pull her arm away. “It hurts!”

“I’m sorry. Here, do you want to do it?” I offered her the water-soaked strap.

“Yes.”

“Make sure you scrub hard. This will be the last time we fret this, okay? Next time these wraps come off will be in Bowyl.” Where there’re people who know what the hell they’re doing.

She wept as she scrubbed. I cleaned and wrapped her head, then helped with her arm. By then, the fingers of her good arm trembled, and her breaths rasped in and out. Gold trails colored her cheeks. I kept checking our surroundings, all too aware how the scent of her blood would be attracting unwanted attention. And before I rose from my crouch at her side, I caught a whiff of something...spoiled.

“I don’t think I can use the bow, Sir Warden.” 

“Leave it and the quiver.” I clipped the wrap’s loose end in place. “Don’t fret. We’ll make it.” Turning to hide my wince at my own self-doubt, I measured how much sunlight remained. “We’ll flit for a bit, then I need to stop and do witchery. Did you eat enough? I’m leaving what’s left behind.”

Blinking slowly, she nodded. “How much more?”

“A sunflip at the most. See those mountains?” I pointed. “Once past those, we’ll be over farmland. There’s a frontiersa settlement there. We’ll reach it by sundrop, then puush for Bowyl.”

Mention of a settlement perked her up. “Okay.”

I tucked loose strands of her hair under her scarf. “Some flitting for now, then a rest while I do witchery, then we’ll get to the settlement. Sound like a warm sun?”

She nodded again. I settled her cloak over her and raised her hood.

“Without your armor, expect to get cold.”

“Okay.”

Once she settled and I wrapped muxal loops over her, I puushed off.

Krinell’s face popped into and out of my thoughts. She’d never uttered a word, but I imagined her voice as weak and thready as Crealee’s. My heart thumped, and not just due to my exertions.

I’ll not lose another one. I will not.

But my dread deepened. Despite not knowing much about Byne anatomy, I knew what infection looked and smelled like. Rot had seeped into Crealee’s arm.

She’s alive. So I keep going.

We stopped as the sun touched the horizon. My lighter load helped, though I remained dizzy and drenched with sweat. My teeth ached–a side-effect of extended puushing that had plagued me all my life–but several gulps of water from our remaining skin eased the throb.

From her perch high in a tree, Crealee held Kleeve in her good hand. Reluctant to bend her elbow, she kept her wrapped arm down by her side. I worried about the look of her scales. Her forehead hadn’t felt hot against the back of my hand, but then, I wouldn’t know what a Byne fever looked or felt like. I left to refill the skin then hurried back.

What few birds squawked and flapped about were small and harmless.

“How do you feel?”

“I’m okay,” she mumbled, more out of breath than before.

“You don’t look okay. How’s your arm?”

She barely moved. “It aches. In my shoulder now, too. And a cold sun’s turned my hand.”

I wiped the sweat from my brow. “We should reach the settlement during the sundrop, find help. If not, definitely in Bowyl.” She glanced up at me, and I clenched my jaw at the look in her eyes. Milky yellows clouded the greens around her gold irises. Crud rimmed both bottom eyebrows. I thumbed them away. “Let me do my witchery, then we’ll get going.”

Lowering her head, she nodded.

A fingertip rubbing the glyph, I closed my eyes and concentrated on reaching Atakee. Again, the land around me smothered my effort, trying to spread it wide where I wanted it focused. With my pounding headache, focus proved elusive. After three tries, I gave up and relaxed.

Could be the tree and the vines. Last time I was out in the open. Here, there’s null influence all around me.

I breathed deep and tried again. Atakee, hear me. The glyph warmed beneath my fingertip, meaning it was working.

I failed. Not even a trace.

Asleep, Crealee leaned against the trunk, her good elbow propped on a branch. Kleeve lay across her lap. Below, something small moved through the brush. A smaller, faster animal squeaked and fled. The larger beast followed.

I collected my focus with a meditative trance, a skill I’d learned when I’d walked the path of a warden trainee, and reached out a third time. My focus strengthened, I sensed other minds brushing through the ether of a city of thinking individuals. I widened my cast, the land’s smothering resistance a distant pounding at the back of my foremind. I searched far longer than normal.

But again, absolutely no trace of my friend.

I remembered Veeshe sharing, I have been unable to reach Three-Hook Powaxel. And my response. That’s because he’s dead...

I relaxed my jaw, unaware I’d been clenching it. My whole body had tensed. I breathed slowly and deeply, filling my lungs, and shrugging to ease my muscles. Shit. Something’s happened to Atakee. I glanced at the sleeping eight-year-old beside me. The broad trunk left her in shadow.

Again, Krinell burst across my foremind. I’d found her asleep–or what I thought was sleep. The vision vanished as quickly as it came, helped along by Crealee’s slow breathing.

I’ve got to move.

A sense of urgency overcame me. I knew then I wasn’t strong enough to puush through the sundrop. But Crealee’s condition warned me I had to finish our journey this night. Had to find a settlement before sunwink, one large enough to have the medicine Crealee needed.

Never mind delivering her to the Trynum and tattering those who threatened her life.

This next puush... Might be my last.

But I had to keep going.

I could not fail. Not now, not after–

Crealee remained groggy when I roused her. “How’re you holding up?” I thumbed her eyes again.

“Huh? Are we there?” She blinked and looked around.

“Soon. Soon.” I hugged her to me, puushed to the ground, then carried her from beneath the tree.

“Sir Warden,” she whispered. “I’m hot all over.”

I clenched my jaw. Having slowed, my pulse kicked hard again. Shit. “I’m going to adjust your position.” Keeping her cloak over her, I shifted my muxal to hold her chest to mine. More muxal bands positioned her hips and arms. I shifted my gauntlets to my knees to hold her ankles. Final bands propped her head in the crook of my neck and shoulder. She moaned throughout.

I adjusted again after I puushed off. She thrashed until I cradled her arm, then returned to her troubled slumber, which carried her through the sundrop. Even the times I stopped to rest, she never fully woke, just enough to drink. Crud gummed her eyes and her nostril ridges. Her breaths wheezed hot.

The second time I stopped, I kneeled in the grass, holding her against me with arms numb below my shoulders. I couldn’t feel my feet. Goddamn! Don’t die on me, Crealee. Not after all this. Barely able to stay upright. I couldn’t tell if my dizziness worsened my headache, or my headache worsened the swirling. My heart hammered and gut clenched. My sweat-drenched undertunics and mesh undersuit weighed more than the muxal I’d left behind. Clenching my jaw hurt. Sipping water made it worse.

I... I have to keep...

Animals hooted and howled. Birds pursued me when I puushed past their trees–several pecked my boots. Croco-beasts lurked in the grasses along a fast-flowing river’s bank beneath me, one snapping as I puushed past. Having dropped low, I yelped and increased my altitude. The mountains loomed. One more good puush and I’d be back over the Impregda homeland. I inadvertently flew through insect swarms. Stings peppered my cheeks. My puush wobbled at the pain.

I am alone, with people trying to kill me and the child I’m meant to save dying in my arms.

Menue’s face replaced Krinell’s. My loved one, my significant, my lifemate. We first met on Earth forty-five years ago. She started out my enemy, but a friendship developed in those few days and deepened since. I’d lived with and loved Witchen Larrika from Earth Cell for far longer, but what I shared with Menue fulfilled me more intensely. The possibility of never seeing her again hurt worse than my physical afflictions. The pain felt like me saying good-bye.

I miss you. Her laughter echoed. Menue...

Clutching Crealee, I sat until I caught my breath and the spinning settled, then puushed into the sundrop.

I... Keep going. Keep going.

My entire body ached–save where I no longer had feeling...

The scratch came as I left the mountains behind. Flat farmland cut by dirt paths, hedges, rivers, and towering trees spread into the darkness. Small open campfires dotted the landscape. Even this deep into the sundrop, a crew of locals chanted as they swung scythes and loaded the harvest into baskets.

Another scratch.

Here we go. Atakee failed, Veeshe still holds the coven, and now she’s sharing to gloat. Maybe offer me one last chance at submitting.

My focus stolen by the scratch, I tumbled to a landing, somehow staying on my feet. I collapsed against the nearest trunk of a line of trees. Crealee moaned and twitched as I adjusted her position.

Still alive. I can still...

The scratch came again.

No point in delaying the inevitable.

So close...

“Hello?” I whispered, thirsty, dizzy, out of breath, and lights prickling my vision.

A small critter rustled in the nearby grass. I fumbled Kleeve from its scabbard. My arm bent beneath its weight. The blade thumped uselessly to the grass–but the movement chased off the beastie.

Maels?

I jerked at the voice. “E’sis!”

Crealee whimpered.

Guardmaster Atakee brought me! Are you all right? Her gaze fell on Atakee and other Guild Guard in the candlelight illuminating Veeshe’s office. A pair of local witchen stood to one side, a group of Oladi witchen, in their layered robes, to the other.

That’s why I hadn’t found Atakee –he’d been off-world!

“E’sis.” My breathlessness and exhaustion prevented me from laughing. “Crealee. She’s dying, E’sis. Help me. Please. She’s dying.”

Stay where you are. Chen on carpets are already on their way. Keep your eyes open, look around, and I will guide them to your location. Will not be long. Hold on. Worry tinged in her tone. Maels, this land... It is like it is trying to smother me.

“I know.” Hearing her shattered my despair. “That’s what this whole goddamn mission was about.”

You are exhausted, Maels. I have never seen you this spent.

“It’s good to hear your voice, E’sis. When I couldn’t reach Atakee...”

E’sis’s gaze shifted to the large Felderoth, who asked, “Is he well? Crealee?”

“He and Crealee still live. We will bring them home soon,” she said aloud. Then, to me, she shared, Atakee and the Guild Guard are fine. We had to subdue a handful of the local witchen, but we are in control. You can relax. You and Crealee will be fine. Hold on.

“Hurry, E’sis. She’s sick. She can’t die. Not after...”

Soon, Maels. I will stay with you until help arrives.

Four Oladi witchen on flying carpets arrived shortly after. I was barely awake by then. I refused to release Crealee until we arrived in Bowyl. The witchen piloting the carpet frowned at our combined weight. She breathed hard through clenched teeth, as did the other pilots. Our flight was bumpy, with dips and rises and birds squawking close. When she stopped to rest, another witchen offered me a skin of sweetened water. Crealee, who had roused into a semi-lucid state, drank as well. I kept her propped against me.

Another witchen placed a hand on Crealee’s back and forehead. Ux influences tingled in my puushers. Crealee moaned, but afterward, her breathing steadied.

The pilots grumbled about how hard it was to concentrate before we resumed.

Fingers burning as feeling returned, I swallowed from the skin again, then held it to Crealee’s lips. After sipping, she wheezed, “Sir Warden?”

“Yes, Crealee?” I barely heard her or my own voice.

She smiled. “We’re flitting fast. Are we home?”

The edges of her hood flapped around her head. I brushed back the feathery strands of hair across her face. “Almost, Crealee. Almost there.”

Krinell’s face jumped into my thoughts a final time, then dissipated in the breeze against my cheeks.

I passed out sitting up, cradling the young Byne against me.








EPILOGUE




THE RIOTS and fires started two sunflips later, after the arrests of Advisors Hinnix, Obturard, and Elester, and members of their staff. Re-interrogation under E’sis’s guidance revealed their ownership of Executive Crenteeta’s assassination. A half-dozen businessmen among all three factions were detained for financing the operation. Crenteeta’s letter to her daughter, read aloud when the Trynum assembled for a recovering Crealee’s swearing in, motivated the leaders to clean out the cold sun’s nest of conspirators.

Two additional witchen admitted to conspiring with the Olad ambassador to handle Crealee, without Veeshe’s knowledge. They orchestrated the attacks on the convoy with the goal to help Veeshe realize her dreams of an expanded and more influential Guild. They viewed Crealee as an impediment but knew nothing about Veeshe’s plan to use me to do her dirty work.

The ambassador, who tried to flee, was taken into custody for inciting assassination and providing the sub-portal opener. He’d likely die on Byne.

Under interrogation, Coveness Veeshe confessed to falsifying the results of the original interrogations and conspiracy to assassinate the executive-elect. As implied during Crealee’s visit to my room at Keef Rock, Veeshe hadn’t conducted any true interrogations. And she’d bribed the observers to confirm the advisors’ innocence. Thus, she was able to evade my questions with ease during our sharings.

She allowed the original conspirators to go free, expecting to have her favored choice elected as executive. She thought the conspirators had done her a favor and wanted to avoid the unrest that would follow their incarcerations. When Crealee unexpectedly won, Veeshe realized the youngster would follow in her mother’s footsteps and rein in the Guild’s expansion.

The Olad ambassador provided the final impetus for Veeshe’s ill-advised plans, persuading her to bring in a high-level member of the Guild Guard to handle Crealee—an outsider had to be responsible. In return, she promised to lift the ban on the export of native plant life, particularly any species with natural null influences. The ambassador talked me up to Veeshe. She’d used Mythe to make the formal request through Lysyde’s Guild House, where she’d been trained and still had friends. I arrived on Lysyde a sunflip later, two sunflips after Crealee’s surprising election.

My own interrogation lasted half a morning. E’sis handled it herself. A number of local justice advocates asked questions and took careful notes. They’d later compare them to Crealee’s statements, as well as everyone in the convoy who survived the trip home. The story I told sounded hard to believe–even I was amazed at surviving. As the truth got out, the locals’ treatment of outsiders turned decidedly different. Those who’d heard now considered me a friend and welcomed the new witchen and Guild Guardsmen with less suspicion. They wished us a warm sun too many times to count.

When the riots broke out, E’sis brought in over a hundred witchen, several proficient in the fire arts. Guardmaster Atakee heavily reinforced his ranks as well. Through the understrand network, they spread through the capitals of the various factions. With their numbers, flying carpets, advanced armor and weapons, and witchery, they quelled the rioting and quenched the fires before too much damage occurred. They involved the local militias as much as possible, which had a calming effect. Still, across the four continents, dozens of buildings burned, and hundreds died.

After explaining the situation to her superiors on Lysyde during a brief visit, E’sis proposed we seal the over-portal to Byne. Coveness T’thell approved. They agreed to hold off notifying the Olad anchor-world until the deed was done, deciding this was a Guild matter, not for them to decide.

Without the portal, the abilities of the witchen on Byne would return to what it was before the Oladi re-established the portal. They were happy with that. Being witchen had complicated their lives to the point they were ready to give it up and just be citizens again. Now they could.




Coveness Veeshe and the two witchen involved in the assassination attempts, though, would have their witchen abilities cauterized. They’d then be surrendered to the locals to face what justice they deserved. They’d be three of the large group learning their fates.




Two sunflips later, Executive Crealee, her arm in a sling but her scales glowing, told me it could have been much worse. But cooler heads among the factions prevailed. Her new advisors swore oaths of loyalty. Work in the Trynum resumed. Business carried on. She expressed confidence that even after all witchery left Byne for good, the factions would hold the peace. Her civilization had just passed an important milestone in its revival.

Despite my growing ache to return home, I hung around until her public swearing-in ceremony, a huge party that dispelled the gloom that had overtaken her homeland–she would never have forgiven me if I left before then. She considered my introduction to anyone and everyone the highlight of the event. E’sis ensured Headmistress Dotter, Deputy Officiate Mythe, Zoel, and Crealee’s four remaining friends arrived in time. They enjoyed their rides on the flying carpets more than my flits.

On the sixth sunwink, I decided my job here was done.

* * *

Three friends awaited me in the portal chamber.

“I was wondering where you’d all gone,” I said, stepping from the steps’ wooden planks to the stone floor. The exposed rock squeezed in all around. I shoved my claustrophobia to the back of my foremind. The polished-wood trellises, plants, glowing orbs, and buzzing insects helped.

E’sis stood closest to the portal, which she’d made certain was ready. Beside her, splendid in her robes of office, Crealee wore a huge smile and held a large bouquet of flowers. Her scales positively glowed. Her three advisors, who refused to let her out of their sight, stood at a distance. Beside her, Guardmaster Atakee looked happier than when I arrived on Lysyde. He still wore his scuffed armor, and ointment glazed new wounds on his forehead, neck, and forearm.

We shook hands. “It’s been an honor, Warden.”

“The honor is mine, Guardmaster. You risked your life taking on Veeshe. I can’t express my gratitude.”

It’d been close. Veeshe had recovered somewhat and thrown things at him with her air arts as he burst into her office, wounding him and three of his guards. She’d shared a cry for help to the next senior witchen, but Atakee dropped a null circlet on her head before the full message got through. Confused, the witchen came to inquire, but with the lockdown protocols in place, other Guardsmen subdued her, too. Figuring out who of the remaining witchen they could trust took a while but resolved without a fight. Then Atakee had gone to get help.

He said, “I hope to never have to go activate a lockdown again, but knowing the protocols work gives me confidence.”

“Expect Guardness Kaul to have you lecture on what you learned,” I said.

His smile turned to a scowl. “I’m to be punished for my success?”

We both laughed.

“You’re welcome anytime,” I said. “Menue would enjoy seeing you again.”

“I’ve still a lot of clean-up here to do.” Some of his good mood evaporated. “It’ll be hard to leave. I’ve come to like it.”

“Yeah, well, Kaul can always find another tough world for you. I think the guardmaster on Welke is looking for a replacement.”

“That swamp? Ugh! I think I’d rather give lectures, come think of it.” He offered his hand again. “Thank you, Warden Maels. You saved this world.”

“With your help, Guardmaster.”

“Go home, get some rest.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “Now, if you’ll excuse me...”

“Good and greetings.” 

With a nod to the others, he left.

I turned to Crealee.

“A warm sun to you, Sir Warden.” She offered me the bouquet. Red, orange, yellow, and blue flowers peeked between fern-type leaves and bright-green grasses. Thin, leafy vines draped the tan papyrus wrapper. Bugs buzzed about the flowers.

I crouched before her. “This is beautiful, Executive Crealee, but I thought no plant life was ever to leave your world.”

“Witcher E’sis says that prohibition is lifted temporarily. You’re to stand them in water as soon as you get home.”

“I will. I promise.”

Her eyes brimmed with gold tears. “I will never forget you. And I will consider what you said about men and women serving different roles.” She smiled. “It might be fun to tatter certain ways and whys.”

I laughed with her, and my own eyes watered. “Just be careful. Go slow. Let everyone get used to your radical ideas first. There’s no rush.”

She leaned in for a tight, one-armed hug. I was careful not to jostle her arm, still in a sling. The stink from the ointment beneath the dressing momentarily overpowered the sweeter scents from my bouquet. “Thank you, Sir Warden, for everything.”

I thumbed away the gold tears trickling down her cheeks. “Thank you for being so tough. You had me worried.”

“A warm sun watched over us, even during sundrop.”

“It certainly did. May a warm sun be at your back during all you do, Executive Crealee.”

Another pair of gold tears dripped from her eyes. “Yours, too, Warden Maels Raptori.” She stepped back.

I stood and faced E’sis. “I can’t thank you enough, Coven-ess.” I stepped close for a tight hug.

She laughed. “I can not believe you got me put in charge of another coven. You know I am not good at this.”

“You’re doing a fantastic job. And it’s only until you seal off the portal for good.”

“Just like Earth.”

I nodded. “Just like Earth.”

She sighed. “It has to be done. What the Pheelm tried to do here with those natural nulls... It is too dangerous not to.”

Atakee had shared his friend’s illicit notes. I suspected the Guild was now tracking her down to question her. Mostly about who in the Olad government had commissioned her study and why they then kept the results a secret.

“I’m sorry about all the mess this is causing.” I winced. The Olad Ruling Council was kicking up a storm about losing their low-world. But in this matter the Witchen Guild held the final say and stood firm against the anchor-world’s pressure–with the Guild Guard’s backing.

No doubt the number of grudges held against me would double in number and quadruple in intensity.

She shrugged. “It is not the first world we have denied them. Remember when we sealed off Earth?” She laughed.

“These people deserve their peace.”

“They certainly do.” She gestured to the portal. “It is ready, all the way to Sophris. Your lifemate is expecting you.”

My eyes watered and my breath hitched. “Thank you. Again. For everything.”

“Give Menue my love.”

I put a hand on Crealee’s head. “Good and greetings, Executive.”

“Warm suns, Sir Warden,” she replied in as serious a tone as I’d heard from her. The voice of an Executive.

Menue, I’m coming home. I breathed deep, nodded at E’sis, then stepped into the portal.

THE END
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