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Prologue

"You never want to believe that what you're doing--that
what you've dedicated your entire life to--was the wrong cause.
You never want to think that the whole of your existence has been
for nothing, a blight to be remembered solely by those who hated
you. You never want to find yourself conspiring against your
dearest friends, knowing they are just as wrong as you once were,
and that there is nothing you can do to save them from your own
fate but pray. Pray that they'll see their mistakes before it's too late.
Pray that they won't do the same terrible things you once did. Pray
that they never find out it was you who tried to stop them.

"Over the years I have matured much. I have been one of
the lucky--or is it more appropriate to say 'unlucky'--few who have
seen the tragedy of their own life for what it was. Though I cannot
change the past, I can take every possible precaution to protect the
future from a terror as grand or grander than anything I ever
concocted. I hope the steps I have taken will prevent Ylwyn from
succeeding where I have failed.

"I will cease to exist, a victim of a punishment of my own
devising, one fitting for the crimes I have committed. One that I
hope, in some small way or another, will redeem my wretched
existence. One that will save this land I have come to love--its
places, its peoples, their beliefs.

"This is difficult thing for me to do, but it will be even
harder living with the guilt of my deeds--the past years have more
than proven so. It is thus with much remorse, and yet with much
hope, that I say farewell to this world. After all this time combating
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death's vacuous tendrils, I never thought I would be embracing it,
welcoming it.

"It always fascinated me how it took years to build cities and
nations, but only days to destroy them. The path of destruction is
an easy one to take, but rarely the wisest. I pray that Ylwyn
discovers this sooner than I did. I pray that if she ever discovers
what I have done, that she can find some way to forgive me.

"Ohn, in your wisdom, protect me from evil. I live in your
name, and your name alone."

And with a flick of the wrist, Elhoi Garan's mind vanished
into the void.



PART I: The Meeting

"Everyone's life is simple until that one person comes along . . . one
person who will change everything."






Chapter One

The cool afternoon breezes cascaded gently through the
window. The trees, bedecked in a wide assortment of colors, had
started to shed their leaves. Red, brown, yellow, all clinging for
their lives to the branches, struggling to stay put in the brisk winds.
Despite their efforts, they fell left and right, swirling to the ground
where they lay in death. Autumn had arrived.

Moren's Time, the weeklong pre-harvest festival, was less
than a week away. Already the wooden stands were being
constructed and the paper lanterns strung up down by the main
road. Everyone welcomed this chance to sing and dance the days
away, feasting on the finest pastries for leagues, partaking of the
sweetest wine Kagon had to offer, and conversing by the warm
glow of the bonfires with loved ones. Alexander Dreighton
Lansing was going to miss this yeat's festivities.

The Lansing plantation encompassed hundreds of square
leagues of farmland, but even at such a majestic size it was a mere
grain of sand to the desert that it once had been. The Lansing
family had once owned the entire nation of Kagon, but now their
share comprised well under a tenth of it. Most of the land had been
sold to farmers and families, and some lost to rivals in bloody
battles centuries past.

Gerhard Lansing never let his notoriety or wealth come
between himself and helping the farmhands, nor did he let his son
sit idly at home while everyone else labored. Gerhard was a strong
man, a proud man, a shining example of the greatness that the
Lansing family had once been, and he wanted Alexander to be no
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less. This year, however, Alexander was going to miss out on the
work as well as the festivities.

Alexander, Lan to his friends, was sitting on his windowsill
watching dark grey clouds roll over the billowing grain fields. He
took a deep breath through his nose, savoring the fresh crisp air of
his bedroom. He would not be here much longer, as Porthos
University beckoned. He wanted to study politics and management,
for as his father's heir, the plantation would one day be his.

The thought unnerved him. It was not so much that he
would have so many things to manage and attend to when he took
ovet, but rather that for him to inherit the plantation, his father
would have to be dead. Lan could not bear to think about living
without his father--without any of his family. Oftentimes at night
he would lay awake, listening to the crickets chirruping in the night
air, thoughts of loved ones dying haunting the dark corners of his
mind. He would cutl into a ball beneath his sheets and shudder.
The only way to drive the fears from his mind was to fall into a
deep sleep, and even then, oftentimes they followed him into his
dreams.

Lan wanted to tell his best friend Esmond about his fears,
but every time he tried, the words stuck in his throat. He was never
quite sure why. He trusted Esmond with all of his secrets--all
except the ones that kept him awake way into the small hours of
dawn.

Esmond had also been accepted to Porthos University. Lan
was thankful to have someone going with him who he knew so he
wouldn't have to start out alone, but part of him wished Esmond
were staying behind. Out here in Kagonese countryside, Esmond's
brash behavior and impudent wit rarely led to more than a shouting
contest, but in Porthos, largest city in the human lands, people were
less likely to react as nicely as they did here. Lan sighed. Perhaps
getting out from under his parents would force Esmond to mature
a little. Lan had always thought Cel and Salen Boyeui were far too
protective of Esmond. They always watched over him wherever he
went, and rarely let him go anywhere alone, unless Lan was with
him. They were quite different from Lan's own parents, who let
him come and go as he pleased, so long as he got all of his work
done.

FHFMAKE THIS TRANSITION***It would be nice to be
away from all of the hard work for once. His father usually
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consigned him to inventory work--counting bales of wheat, barrels
of apples, sacks of herbs--but on some rare occasions Lan had to

do fieldwork also. He looked forward to being in some strange new
place instead, this year. Lan had never been more than a few
leagues away from the plantation, except on a few short trips to
visit some of his fathet's friends or business partners. The
university lay nearly a thousand leagues away, in the neighboring
nation of Pyran.

Though the thought of moving to the foreign nation excited
him, it also made him nervous. Aside from missing his family, he
would have to adapt to his new surroundings. Pyran can't be too bad,
he thought. Affer all, the Pyranians are a lot like us. It's not like I'l] have
to learn another langnage or anything. 1t'll be interesting living under a
monarch, though.

A rumble of thunder shook Lan from his seat. He brushed
his lengthy brown bangs back from his eyes to get a better look at
the sky. We might not be leaving tonight after all. The carriage would
arrive well past sunset to get the boys, but if the rain was pouring
down heavily enough, the carriage-master would have to wait until
the following morning to set out. Won't make much of a difference,
leaving a half-day late, he told himself. No# with a trip this long.

A light rapping on his door brought him out of his
thoughts. "It's open," he invited, not turning from the window. He
heard the door swing open, then the sound of soft footsteps as
someone entered the room. **add heavy breath of mother**

"It seems like just yesterday I was tanning your hide for
what you boys did to that poor old cow." His mother, Mara,
speaking in that warm motherly tone of hers that always made him
smile. He loved the small, plump woman dearly and did not look
forward to leaving her.

"Mother," he said.**add more Lan dialogue here**

He turned to look at her. A tight bun of greying hair sat
twisted up on the back of her head. She wore an old blue dress and
a striped apron he had given her as a present on her last birthday.
The first traces of lines had started to wear their way around the
corners of her mouth. She was only thirty-seven, but life on the
plantation had taken its toll on her body in years. Things had not
always been as peaceful and prosperous for the Lansings as they
were Now.



Gerhard had been serving in the Kagonese military when he
met Mara. After a string of hectic events neither of Lan's parents
ever talked about for long, all of them culminating in the death of
Gerhatd's father, Gerhard had retired from the military, married
Mara, and taken over the plantation. They had little money, due to
some shady dealings Lan's grandfather had made, and had to sell off
the last remaining hornfruit orchards along the south of the
plantation, as well as several cattle pastures, livestock included.

With his hard-working personality and excellent charisma,
Gerhard had managed to pull the plantation out of the poverty his
own father had driven it into, and turn it back into the prospering
farmland it had once been.

"I see you've got everything packed," Mara said, looking
down at his disheveled canvas bags lying on the floor. She knelt
down and reached for one of the larger ones.

"What are you doing?" Lan asked. Mara jerked her head
upright, a wistful look in her eyes.

"I'm just double-checking everything for you."

Lan smiled as he walked toward her. "There's no need,
mother. I've double-checked it already."

"Well--" she started, unsure of what to say next. "I'm triple-
checking it." She turned her attention back to the large bag and
reached inside.

Lan laughed. "I've double-checked it and triple-checked it.
Everything's there. Don't worry yourself so much."

She paused in her rummaging and stared blankly at the
planks on the floor. Lan bent over to get a better look at her face.
A few tears started to stream™**streamed** down her cheeks,
following the gentle lines of her face down to her chin.

"Mother, I didn't mean--"

"No," she said, still staring at the floor. **hair hanging down
over her eyes, or something®™ "You're right. You don't need me
always hanging over your shoulder and running behind you to make
sute you're okay. You're grown now." She slowly stood up and
wiped her tears away. "Oh, look at me," she said. "Crying like a
little girl." She sighed. "I don't know what's come over me."

Lan walked to her and she held out her arms to draw him
near. He patted her gently on the back, trying not to let his
emotions overwhelm him as his mothet's had done. At least one of
them needed to remain strong.
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"It's okay," he said. "T'll always need you. You'll never lose
me."

"I know, Lan," she said. She squeezed him tightly. "I
know." They stood there silently and listened to the breezes
flowing through the limbs of the two large oaks in the back yard.
When Lan was younger, he and Esmond used to play all sorts of
games beneath those trees. The grand oaks had seen every nature
of boyhood game, from staves-and-warriors, to hide-and-chase.
The oak trees shaded this entire side of the house, 2 welcome
benefit during the hot, humid summers. As long as Lan could
remembet, the oaks had looked the same. Not even the most
powerful storm to ever blow through mid Kagon had so much as
bent a single twig out of place on their majestic boughs. **this
chunk is just too much information here, it clogs the flow of things
right now, let's just concentrate on lan and his mother**As old and
stout as the trees were, their age fell short of that of the plantation
house which they protected.

The house was not exactly large. Most who had never seen
it assumed it was an exquisite, sprawling palace. The Lansings had
always been very modest individuals, however, as the meager house
showed. They didn't believe in extravagancies, only in living
comfortably.

It was a two-story house, with a wrap-around porch where
the family enjoyed the long, hot summer days. A yard of green
grass that had seen more than its share of staff fighting stretched
out several strides from it in all directions with a few large maples
scattered about. **merge this in with talk about the trees**A small,
well-tended garden of various fruits and vegetables grew out back.
It his mother's only project that she considered her own, and she
would never let anyone help her with it, and Ohn have mercy on
anyone who so much as breathed on it the wrong way. Lan and
Esmond had both learned to stay out of Mara's garden quite early in
their lives.

**move this just down... have her enter the room first, then
give this information**Across the hall from Lan's room was his
little sister's room. Anya was four years of age, and had a fire in her
hair to match the fire in her personality.

As Lan stood there with his mother, he saw Anya's door
open. She skipped out and ran toward him, a wide smile stretched
across her face.
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"Lan, can I get your room when you go?" His mother
looked down at the little redheaded girl.

"Now Anya," she began, "you have your own room, and
there's--"

"It's okay, mother," said Lan. He knelt down next to his
little sister. "I can't just give up my room, Anya. Where would I
sleep when I come home for the summer?"

She frowned, stuck her lower lip out farther than Lan
thought anyone should be able to, and began twirling her hair with
her fingers. "I'll give it back then, I promise! Please?"

"Well, how about this," he began. "I'll let you have my
room, but only if I can have your room." Anya thought this
proposition over silently for a moment, her hands working fervently
in her hair. Slowly she looked up at her mother. Mara solemnly
returned her gaze. Lan could tell that his mother wanted to both
smile and cry at the same time. He knew exactly how she felt.

"I suppose we could arrange something," she finally said.
Anya's face immediately lit up to match the fiery redness of her hair.
She clasped her hands into tight little balls and started bouncing.

"I'm gonna start getting ready to move now!" She gigoled
as she ran back to her room, seemingly making an extra effort to
ensure that each and every step announced her joy. Lan shook his
head and stood, watching his sister as she started to dig through her
things. He smiled, glad to see her so happy. Nothing he could do
would ever be too much for her. **blah garbage remove**Esmond
would be a bit upset to hear Lan had given up his room, however.
Anya's small room would not lend itself well to accommodating
people on its floor, Esmond's favorite sleeping place.

"Are you sure you don't mind, Lan?" his mother asked.

"Not at all." He walked over toward his window to look up
at the sky. "I don't need all this space, and most of my things are
going to stay at the university during my holidays anyway." He
paused for a moment before continuing. "Besides, she'll be needing
a bigger room soon."**tell us why, lan!**

The sky was rapidly growing darker. A second crash of
thunder startled him, accompanied with a breeze that blew his door
shut. Mara brushed past and made her way to the window. She
gazed up into the darkness for a moment, then closed and fastened
the shutters.
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"I thought I'd close these before the storm starts. It looks
like it's going to be a bad one."

Lan plopped down on his bed and stared lazily around his
barren room. The shelf on the far wall where he used to keep his
books now held nothing but two old candles in dull, wooden
candleholders and a small mirror. A crack ran along the top left
corner of the mirror that distorted the face of any who peered into
it. *awk**He had cracked the mirror when he and Esmond had
been playing out in the fields one day. Lan was using the mirror as
a shield, fending off Esmond's barrage of pebbles. One of the
pebbles had been a bit larger than Lan expected, and as soon as he
deflected it he heard the distinctive cracking sound that could have
only been the glass of the mirror. His mother had been outraged,
and the throbbing in the boys' behinds lingered for days afterward.
Lan's grandmother had given the mirror to Mara shortly before she
died. It was the sole possession Mara had of hers. Lan never
thought she could scold him any worse--until the cow incident.

"I wonder where Esmond is?" he asked his reflection. "He
should be here by now."

"You know how he is," his mother said. "He's never been
on time for anything. Not even for his own birth, if you ask Cel."

Lan watched his broken visage in the mirror. From
*Fawk**this vantage point, his reflection looked unnerving. The
crack ran down his forehead then curved around below his left ear.
It twisted the left side of his face into an evil grin--nearly a snarl.
He stared intently, drawn into the mirror and the strange look it
gave him. Something about the face intrigued him and scared him
all at once. The young man in the reflection had an overbearing
sense of power and confidence.

He heard his mothet's voice, but retained none of the words
she said. The mirror entranced him. It enveloped his awareness,
and he felt himself being pulled deeply into it. He had seen that
face before--the hardened chin, the commanding eyes. He often
made it when he had devised a particularly nasty battle tactic in one
of his and Esmond's games of Skirmish. Only this time, the face
was not his own--the mirror made it for him.

It was the stern face of a man who had lead armies into
battle, been in the middle of the fray himself, and come out the sole
survivor. It was the warped face of a man on the verge of insanity,
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torn between two competing views of what was truly the right thing
to do in a desperate situation. It was--

"Lan!" His mother's shout broke the mirrot's grasp on him.

"Yes?" he said. He glanced around, disoriented from his
gaze into the mirror, trying to find her. She still stood by the closed
window.

"I said, I don't think you'll be leaving tonight if that storm
breaks any time soon. The carriage will have to stay here overnight
for the roads to clear up." She looked at him with concern.

"Oh, yeah." He felt awkward. He wanted to turn back to
the mirror but feared to at the same time.

"Are you feeling well, Lan?" Mara asked as she drew near
the bed.

"I'm--I'm just fine." He stared down at his bags on the
floor to keep his eyes from wandering back to the mirror. He
wondered silently why he had never seen his reflection quite like
that in all the years the mirror had sat there, cracked.

"I guess I'm just starting to feel a bit homesick already." As
he spoke, he heard the front door of the house open. His father
must be home early because of the impending weather. "I know it's
strange, since I haven't left yet, but--"

"I know how you feel." Mara put her hands on his
shoulders. "Everything will be just fine, Lan. I believe in you."

He heard someone rummaging around in the front room
where his family spent their evenings after dinner. The majority of
the noise came from the direction of the fireplace. After a short
pause, footsteps rapidly approached his room.

Though he expected it, he still jumped when his door flew
open. It slammed hard against the wall, sending the mirror on the
shelf tumbling over toward the floor. Mara shouted and leaped for
it but she moved too slowly. The mirror hit the hard wooden floor
and shattered into pieces. The shards settled, reflecting back a
hundred images of his empty room.

His father stood in the doorway, a mixed look of fear and
urgency on his face. A sheathed sword hung from his belt--the
same sword that had hung over the fireplace for as long as Lan
could remember. A plain military sword, with a flat metal handle
and smooth blade. Lan had only seen it unsheathed once, when his
father had told him stories of his life as a soldier in the Kagon army.
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His father had not wielded the sword since then. Something was
terribly wrong.

"Alex!" His father refused to adopt the practice the rest of
his family and friends had of calling him Lan. He insisted on using
his son's given name. "Mara!" His breath came in labored gasps,
and large beads of sweat rolled down his forehead.

"There's a girl out at the road. She was attacked . . . by sarn.
I need your help!" Gerhard braced himself on the doorframe and
tried to catch his breath as Mara scurried beneath him to pick up
the scattered pieces of the mirror. Lan had never seen fear on his
father's face until now.

Mara shook herself from her task. "Sarn? Here? Are you
sure? That's impossible! Why?" She threw her arms about wildly
as she spoke.

"There's no time to worry about it. I came to get Alex. I
need his help." Lan started wringing his hands. He had never seen
sarn before, and from the stories he had heard of their human-
eating tendencies, he never wanted to.

"But father--"

"There's no time!" his father shouted, grey eyes wide with
fury. "Jon and a couple of his men are out there now trying to fend
them off, but I'm afraid they won't last long. These aren't just
rogue sarn--they've been well trained. Soldiers, my bet, from one of
their blessed Nations."

Lan's heart raced. How could he possibly be of any help to
anyoner His father was the veteran soldier, not him. Lan had
never fought in his life, except with a few children from school in
his younger days, but that did not qualify him to go up against sarn.

Before he could open his mouth to protest again, his father
grabbed him by the arm and forcefully dragged him off of the bed.
"Come on, boy! No time to waste!"

"Get, he's--"

"Not now! Get some hot water and a towel ready. The
gitl's badly hurt, and I refuse to let her die." And with that, he
dragged Lan from his room.

As they passed the family room, Lan glanced at the
fireplace. His father's sword hung there no longer. The stone shelf
looked naked now, with only the two small vases adorning it.
Suddenly the reality of the entire situation hit him. The dreaminess
faded away, and that scared him. This was really happening.
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Gerhard swung the front door open forcefully. It crashed
against the side of the house. The top hinge broke loose and
scattered across the porch with a high-pitched clang. Lan saw the
door swaying awkwardly back and forth, attached only at the
bottom, as his father dragged him away from it.

Once down the front steps and out on the small lane to the
main road, Gerhard let go of Lan's arm, but momentum and a hint
of curiosity kept Lan running alongside his father. He looked
around nervously, expecting to see hordes of sarn with human flesh
and blood dripping from their mouths, wielding swords covered in
gore. Instead, he saw nothing out of the ordinary. The limbs of the
large trees lining the lane swayed in the strong winds. He saw no
movement out in the grain fields other than the billowing stalks.
The lane ahead of them was empty. It seemed like any other day.
There were no signs of any sarn attack going on.

A few minutes later, as he thought to himself that this was
all some disturbing prank, they reached the stables. Men were
scurrying about like ants from under an overturned rock, arming
themselves before they took off running down the lane. Several of
the men sped past him and his father, armed with an assortment of
farming equipment ranging from sickles and scythes, to pitchforks
and rakes.

When they reached the end of the lane, the alarm bells
sounded. Lan had only ever heard them used for severe weather,
never for an attack. He tried to convince himself that the
oncoming storm had provoked their sounding and not the sarn.

"Good," huffed his father. "Simon made it to the bell
tower. Maybe now we'll get some more help out here."

They turned southward down the main road, which led to
Esmond's house. I wonder where he is in all of this? 1 hope he didn't get
canght up in the middle of it on his way here. His stomach sank. Caln
down, Lan. Esmond's always late. There's no way he's gotten involved with
this.

"Now," began his father, "hopefully they'll have the sarn
pushed back away from her by the time we get there. I'm going to
rush in to help them. Once she's clear, while we're still keeping the
sarn busy, I need you to grab her and take her back to the house."

"You're crazy! 1 don't want to get anywhere zear any sarn!"
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"You won't have to. We'll push them back, and then you
grab the girl and run. You don't have to fight, Alex. I'll make sure
of that."

"But what if she's already dead?"

"She won't be. Trust me. One of the farmhands saw her
get shot down with an arrow, but it struck her upper shoulder,
nothing fatal. These sarn are hell-bent on getting her, which means
we don't want them to. There's no telling what they want with her,
but it can't be anything good for us."

They started climbing the only hill that stood on the road
between his house and Esmond's house. On a good day, he could
see many leagues from atop this hill. He knew that once at the top,
just a few more strides away, he would be able to see the skirmish
his father talked about.

A sharp pain flashed through his left side, and he slowed
down. He wrapped his left arm around his stomach. He was in no
shape for this. Why couldn't his father get any of the other men to
bring the girl back to the house? Why did he have to put his own
son in danger?

"Alex, come on!" his father shouted over his shoulder.
"Hurry!"

"But father--"

"There!" his father shouted. Lan knew what his father saw.
Adrenaline surged through him and the pain in his side went away.
A strong feeling of nausea quickly replaced it. He shivered as the
blood drained from his face. Beads of sweat formed on his
forehead. His palms grew suddenly clammy and numb. He
grabbed the thighs of his pants tightly and came to a complete stop.

He doubled over and swallowed the urge to vomit. He
would not go over that hill. Nothing would make him change his
mind. He fought back the nausea, trying to regain his composure
so he could run back to the house. This was crazy.

"Alex!" Lan jumped at the shout. His father grabbed his
arm again and started dragging him toward the crest of the hill.

"No!" Lan shouted. He tried to dig his feet into the ground
to stop his father.

"Alex, you have to!"

"Buy why? I can't do this, I just can't!" A million horrific
visions flooded through his mind, all of them involving him getting
maimed or killed or eaten alive by sarn.
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"You're the only one I can trust."

"Trust? Trust with what? Any of your men could do it as
casily--"

"She's half mesefu, Alex! The other men might notice that
and leave her to die, but I know you won't. I'd do it myself, but my
men need my help in battle. None of them are trained for this kind
of thing!] Now come with me!"

A half-mesefu. He had to see this for himself. Curiosity
triumphed over his fear, and he began trudging up the hill as the
nausea quickly faded away. His father was right--Lan would not
have to fight. When had his father ever let him down? If need be,
Lan could pretend it was all one large, life-sized game of Skirmish.
His troops would push the enemy troops away from the goal, and
he would fly in and seize it before they could swamp him. Yes, just
like a game. Only if I lose this one, 1 die.

As soon as he reached the crest of the hill, he saw the fight.
It raged on a mere thirty or so strides away. At least twenty men
fought against the most bizarre-yet-humanlike creatures he had ever
seen. From this distance he could not make out much about them.
They stood roughly as tall as the men they fought against. Pale
green skin stretched across their square-jawed faces. They wore
what appeared to be crude leather armor with some sort of white
plates attached to them. Except for one.

One of the sarn had dressed himself in an elaborate steel
chest-plate, with a thick fur collar that hid his neck. On his head sat
a large helmet with two horns curving upward on both sides and a
smaller one sticking up in the center. A sash with several round,
white objects attached to it hung across his left shoulder. Their
color matched that of the plates the other sarn warriors wore. He
stood in the back lines of his men, shouting orders in a strange,
guttural language, and waving a crossbow about, taking random
shots at farmhands.

Several bodies lay on the ground amidst the fighting. Lan
could not determine if they were farmhands or sarn from this
distance, but one of the bodies stood out from the rest. A girl lay
face down on the ground in a pool of blood a few strides from the
other bodies. When he and his father drew a bit closer, Lan saw her
back rising and falling with her breath.

The girl attempted to roll away from the fight. A sarn
reached to grab her leg, but one of the farmhands thrust a pitchfork
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through the sarn's back. The sarn growled in pain, a far more
terrifying sound than Lan had ever imagined it would be, and
released the girl. He fought with the farmhand's grip to remove the
fork from his back, but death caught up with him before he
succeeded. The sarn slumped forward, slid off the fork, and fell to
the ground. The girl crawled to her knees and stumbled down the
road, away from Lan and his father. She quickly vanished behind
the chaos of the melee.

"Break off the road, around the fight. Get her and take her
to the house. I'll watch you. You're going to be fine, Alex."

Lan ran on beside his father in silence. He had just seen a
man--sarn or not--killed before his very eyes. That could happen to me.
Dear Obn, that could happen to me.

”I__I__"

"You'll what?"

He hesitated. He did not want to die, yet he was the only
man his father trusted to not harm the girl. Once the other men
realized she was a half-mesefu, they might let the sarn have her to
save their own lives. She's just as much a person as that sarn. 1've got to
help her. As crazy as this all seems . . .

"T'll do my best, father," Lan finished. He turned from the
road and ran parallel to it along the side of a grassy hill. Shouts and
grunts escaped the fight beside him, but he tried not to look over at
the violent scene.

Once the battle was behind him, he glanced back to get a
better look at the sarn. He would never forget what he saw for as
long as he lived.

The plates on their armor were bones. They looked like the
shoulder blades of humans, attached to the leather armor in a scale
pattern. The white objects that adorned their leadet's sash were
human skulls--five to be exact. One of them had a prominent crack
over the brow that extended back to an irregularly shaped hole.

The stories were true. They wore the bodies of their
victims. He had always thought that tale was only meant to frighten
children. Now he knew otherwise. Nausea tried to creep back into
him, but he choked it back. He forced himself to look straight
ahead again and not at the fight.

A shout louder than any of the others rang out from the
battle. It was Gerhard, issuing a battle cry as he plunged into the
melee. Lan still did not look back. His stomach twisted and
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wrenched about inside him and his vision faded in and out. He
stumbled a couple of times, but never quite fell, one foot after the
other haphazardly catching the ground beneath him.

He spotted the girl, doubled over in a ditch on his side of
the road. A new energy surged through him that drove away the
nausea and weakness with a powerful finality. The girl was shaking
violently. Blood ran down her back from an arrow wound--the
shaft protruded from her body, decorated with reddish-orange
feathers.

Thunder roared as Lan sped toward her. He quickly began
trying to devise a strategy to get her back to the house. The sarn
stood between them and safety. He knew that he could not move
fast carrying her, and she obviously could not run.

When he reached her, he finally got a good look. She wore
what at one time had been a white tunic, now stained with a
disgusting mixture of dirt and blood. Her pants were made of the
same fabric as her shirt, but brown instead. A wide black belt held
them about her waist, and a large cloth pouch hung from it, bulging
at the seams. She doesn't look any different from any other person I've ever
seen.

The arrow wound looked far worse from here. Crimson
blood soaked the arrow shaft as well as her hair. He could not tell
its true color--he saw only a muddy red.

He approached her slowly with his palms up and
outstretched so she would know he meant her no harm. She turned
her head up to see him and shrieked. "It's all right! I'm here to
help!" he shouted. She rolled over and sat up. The arrow shaft
nearly hit the ground and drove itself in further. "Carefull I'm not
trying to hurt you. I want to help you."

Her yelling subsided but the shaking did not. Her blood-
drenched hair covered her face. Pale, slender arms, encrusted with
mud and grit shook with her body.

"Y ...you..." she began. "Are you from . .. the farm?"

Her voice sounds normal enongh. Maybe father was wrong about her.

"Yes. We're here to save you." He took her by the arm and
helped her stand. "Please come with me so I can get you some

help!"

"I don't. .. have time," she said. "I must...goon..."
She lost her balance and nearly fell over. Lan grabbed her and held
her upright.
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"You're delusional. You've lost too much blood. If you
leave now, the only place you'll go on to is the grave."

She pulled away from him and brushed her hair out of her
eyes. She had a small, delicate face. Almond-shaped eyes of some
indiscernible color between grey and green glared at him. Thin lips
bordered her small mouth. A pointed ear peeked up through her
hair. His father had been right.

"Dear Ohn . .." he said. She looked at him questioningly.
"A half-mesefu . . ."

She grunted and started marching away from him, down the
road. He watched as she reached behind her with her left arm and
forcefully broke the extruding arrow shaft off, leaving the tip inside
of her. She tossed the feathered stick to the ground and broke into
a run.

"Nol!" he shouted, starting after her. "That's not what I
meant!" She ran awkwardly. Her wounds slowed her down. He
caught up to her easily and ran alongside. He looked over at her
face and was met with a cold look of determination. He saw a small
scar over her left eyebrow that he had not noticed earlier. It left the
tiniest bald spot in her eyebrow.

"It was just--I've never seen anyone like you before." She
did not show any signs of paying attention to him. "Look, I'm
sorry. I shouldn't have said that half-mesefu thing--"

Without so much as glancing in his direction, she
backhanded him with a force that threw him to the ground. How
could someone in her condition be so strong? As he fell, another
rumble of thunder, the loudest yet, roared through his ears. Large
drops of rain began to sting his face. It quickly became difficult to
see much farther than ten strides through the thick downpour.

Lan leaped to his feet. The girl had fallen to her hands and
knees and was vomiting.

"What are you doing, Alex? Hurry!" Lan looked back
through the hazy rain to see his father withdrawing his sword from
a sarn. His fathet's men had the sarn surrounded, but the green-
skinned warriors fought on aggressively. He knew his fathet's men
did not have much time left. They had suffered several casualties
already--Dear Ohn, people are dying out there--and the more time Lan
wasted, the more dead there would be. He had to act fast.
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He ran up to the girl. She was unconscious. If not for her
breathing, he would have thought her dead.

Lan hefted her up over his shoulder without much
difficulty. The lightness of her body amazed him. He secured her
over his back with one arm around her waist, and started to trudge
back toward home.

He quickly made his way past the brawl and soon reached
the hill. Thick mud now slid down its steep side, becoming less and
less navigable with each drop of rain. He had to exert an extra
effort to pull his feet off of the ground, each step accompanied with
a sickening sucking sound. He didn't think he could make it up the
hill with the girl draped over his back. Her limp unconsciousness
made her an awkward burden. He made slow progress up the hill,
bent over nearly on all fours.

More men from the farm came charging over the hill
toward the fight. They startled him, and the girl started to slide
from his grip. He tried to adjust her, but when he turned his feet,
they lost their grip in the mud and he fell. He and the gitl splashed
down into the mud and started to tumble down the hill.

He managed to dig his hand into the cold, slimy mud to
stop his sliding before he reached the bottom. The girl was lying
face down in the grey sludge. She showed no signs of movement.
Lan reached down and turned her over, then started to pick her up
again. As he lifted her, he heard his father shout. "No! Son, look
outl" Lan jerked his head toward the battle and saw that the leader
of the sarn had broken free of the melee. The sarn had his
crossbow aimed in Lan's direction.

"No!" Lan screamed. The sarn pulled the trigger. The bolt
sped toward him. He had no time to duck or leap out of the way.
The bolt was moving too quickly. He closed his eyes. [ can't die, he
told himself. I can't die. This can't be happening. It's a dream. There's no
way thisisreal. I...1...

And then there was a release. A feeling of complete and
utter solace, a calm like no other calm he had ever felt, washed over
him as all of his anxiety flushed from his body. Lan heard nothing
but his own, rhythmic heartbeat.

I should have been hit by now.

He slowly opened his eyes. He saw the sarn leader through
the downpour, jaw dropped open, staring at Lan in amazement. He
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had let his crossbow arm fall to his side. Lan looked down at his
feet. The crossbow bolt lay in the mud a short distance from him.
If I believed in Obn, 1'd thank him for this.

The sounds of the storm and the battle rushed back into his
head with such force that he squinted. He quickly grabbed the girl
and tossed her back over his shoulder, then continued his flight
back to the house.

The mystery of the crossbow bolt filled his mind. It should
have killed him. It had flown directly at his head. He should be
lying in the mud taking his last breaths. But then, this was not the
first time something strange had ever happened to him. He forced
it to the back of his mind--more important things needed his
attention at the moment. He ran onward.

"Alex!" his father shouted. "I'm behind you now! Run!"

Lan topped the hill and ran along the road away from the
fighting. His father ran behind him and fended off any attackers.
Once over the hill, Gerhard motioned for Lan to stop. Blood of
human and sarn alike had soaked into his fathet's clothes, and his
sword dripped with the thick red liquid from tip to hilt.

"Take her on to the house. I've got to go back and help my
men finish these cretins off. Go! You're safe for now." He patted
Lan on his arm then turned around and charged back toward the
fight. A low, haunting horn blast sounded from the battle, followed
by two more quick bursts. Lan hurried on toward the house. He
hoped the girl would still be alive when he got there.

The trip back home was a haze. He noticed nothing but the
pounding rain and the weight on his back. He would not have even
realized he was at home had he not heard Anya's shouting. He
looked up and saw his mother standing in the door of the house,
Anya wrapped around her legs. His mother shouted something he
could not understand through the sound of the rain in his ears.

He glanced back over his shoulder. He couldn't see
anything through the solid wall of rain. He knew that somewhere
back there the fight raged on as his father still struggled for the lives
of his family and farmhands. Lan ran on up the porch stairs. He
motioned his mother and sister out of the way, and continued into
the house. His mother snatched up Anya and carried her inside.
She slammed and barred the door behind them.
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"Bring her in here, Lan. Quickly!" She hurried off into the
washroom. Lan followed close behind. "There," his mother said.
She pointed to a blanket she had laid on the floor. "Set her down."
Lan knelt down and let the girl slide from his back gently to the
floor.

"Now what?" he asked his mother."Go wait out in the front
room with your sister while I fix her up." She smiled grimly at him.
She tossed him a towel to dry off with, then motioned for him to
leave with Anya. Lan nodded silently, took Anya by the hand, and
closed the door as he led her out.

"The girl looks bad," said his sister.

"She'll be okay, Anya. Mother's taking good care of her."

"Mothert's good at taking care of me when I'm sick!"

"Yes, she is," he said. "Just be quiet for now and let's wait
for father to get back." Lan toweled himself dry as best he could.
He then led Anya out into the family room. He sat down in the
padded chair that had been his favorite for as long as he could
remember and took his sister into his lap. He spoke soothingly,
trying to reassure himself more than her. "Everything is going to be
all right, Anya. Everything is going to be all right."

He leaned back, and after a few moments exhaustion set in
and he fell asleep.
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Chapter Two

Lan slowly opened his eyes to find himself alone in the
front room. Two tall candles flickered above the fireplace, casting a
soft amber glow about the room. He heard raindrops pattering
softly outside. A glimpse through the only window showed nothing
but a dull grey light. How much time had passed since he returned
with the girl?

He stood up and peered across into the dining room.
Nothing stood there but the plainly-crafted table and chairs,
shrouded in shadows. He walked out into the deserted hall.

Nothing stirred in the washroom. All of the towels and
bowls his mother had set out had been taken away. All he found in
his bedroom were his bags resting on the floor. The glass shards
from the mirror were gone.

On the way to the stairs, he glanced into Anya's room. She
was curled up on her bed, asleep. Clothes and toys littered her floor
from her moving preparations. A7 least someone is still here, he
thought.

He slowly walked up the stairs. The hallway was dark, save
one pale light coming from the guestroom. He went to the door
and looked in. His mother was stretching sheets across the bed
against the far wall. He stood there silently and watched her work.
He knew this would be one of the last times he would ever see her
like this.

She finished tucking in one end of the sheets, gave the bed a
good pat, then looked up from her work. "Are you feeling okay?"
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"Sure," Lan said. He walked into the room. "I'm still a bit
drowsy--" he yawned "--but I'm feeling fine."

"Good." She turned her back toward him and started
tucking in the sheets along the side of the bed. "I still can't believe
Ger dragged you out in all that. I know he thought you were the
only one, but--"

"Only oner" he asked. "There were a lot of men out there.
Why did he have to take me?"

"Lan, she's part mesefu."

"I know. He told me, and I could see it in het." He
thought about how mysterious the girl had looked. The unnatural
color of her eyes haunted him the most. "I don't see why that
should make any difference, though."

"You know most people don't care for mesefu--"

"But why? It's pointless. She's not even a full mesefu. If I
hadn't known any better, I would have thought she was one of us!
She doesn't look at all like a mesefu's supposed to look. None of
the sleek clothing, none of--"

"Lan." His mother turned to face him. "I know it's hard to
understand. Sometimes I can't even understand it, and I've been
around much longer than you. That's just the way itis. The mesefu
and humans can barely tolerate each other." Lan sighed. "If only
more people saw things the way you did." She smiled again and
embraced him closely. "Maybe you'll learn to be a great politician in
Porthos and find a way to change things. I know you can do it."

"Thanks." He squeezed her briefly, then let her go back to
her sheets. "Where is she?" he asked.

"Your father took her into our room to discuss some things.
When she came to her senses, she insisted on leaving alone, but Ger
refused. You know him. He said she could stay here in the
guestroom tonight and leave with you boys in the morning."

"Leave with us? She was heading for Pyran?"

Mara nodded. "She said she was travelling to her uncle's
place in Porthos and her parents were unable to come. I think she
said her uncle's name was . . . Keon." She paused both in speech
and in action. Lan stood there in silence waiting for her to go on.
Seconds passed.

Lan opened his mouth to begin to speak. "So--"
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"Dear Ohn," his mother said as she turned from the
unfinished bed. She walked hurriedly from the room and down the
stairs. "Why didn't I realize it earlier . . ." He noticed that her face
had gone pale as she passed him.

What on Kalra was that all about? he wondered. He walked
out into the hall and looked down the stairs. He heard his mother
in the family room, mumbling to herself. He started to walk toward
the stairs when a voice from his parents' room caught his attention.

". .. think you're hiding something." It was his father,
speaking in a gruff voice. Lan crept up to the door and put his
head against it to better hear what the conversation.

"Not at all," retorted a stern, assured voice. "I have no
reason to hide anything. For the last time, I was going to my
uncle's house in Porthos. My parents couldn't go because my
mother is sick. My father stayed to take care of her. I've made the
journey many times alone and nothing's ever happened before.
Sure, this time I was unfortunate enough to run upon some
vagabond sarn who--"

"There was nothing vagabond about those sarn. They were
trained soldiers who managed to kill off several of my men before
they fled so abruptly. I don't know why they retreated, but if they're
after you, keeping you here is a danger. There's no telling when
they'll regroup and come back. I'll let you stay for the night, but--"

"They're not after me! 1 don't know what they wanted or
what they were doing. Perhaps they felt like having some sport.
That's not unheard of, you know."

"What did you say your uncle's name was again?" asked his
father.

"Keon."

"Interesting. Very interesting."

"Why do you say that?" Her voice was faltering.

"I knew a Keon once. He..." The words faded into a
murmur. Lan could only hear muffled sounds. His father must
have moved to the far side of the room. He sat there, anxious to
hear how the conversation would turn out. While he could not
discern any individual words, he definitely noticed that the only
voice he heard was his father's. The girl never got in so much as
one word. After a few minutes, the murmuring became clear again
as his father moved back near the door.
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"... of who you are, I will let you stay the night. You may
eat with us this evening then retire to the room Mara's prepared.
Tomorrow morning, you will leave with my son and his friend for
Porthos."

"I'll be only too glad to leave," she grunted and stomped
toward the door. Lan quickly stepped away and started to walk
toward the stairs. He heard the door open then slam shut behind
the girl. "Bisz," she muttered under her breath. "Oke endosher efu
nubushirai kya. Kei endosher ylu nubushirai neidto--"

The sound of the mesefu language baffled and mystified
him. The syllables flowed seamlessly from her mouth. Though he
could sense her anger behind the words, they still sounded
beautiful. Pyranian sounds so dull and clunky compared to that.

He turned around to see her looking at him. She looked
eerily beautiful now that she was clean. Her almond-shaped eyes
were now a deep brown that verged closely on black. It matched
the wispy hair that flowed down the sides of her face and stopped
just above her shoulders. Her skin glowed a pale, creamy white.
The tips of her ears protruded slightly from beneath her hair, giving
away her mixed heritage at a glance. She wore an old grey tunic of
his, along with her own tattered brown pants and black belt. The
pouch still hung there, still bulging with its contents. A thin leather
strap encircled her neck and fell down below the neckline of the
tunic. Lan silently wondered what kind of trinket a half-mesefu
would wear around her neck, and if it would be as beautiful as all
mesefu jewelry was rumored to be.

"What are you looking at?" she demanded as she wrinkled
her nose. "Those aren't for you to gawk over!" She folded her
arms quickly over her chest.

"That's not what I was . . . I mean, thatis...'

"Well, what were you doing?"

"Um--nothing--nothing much. Just, uh, just going back
down to my room." Her beauty and charm faded as her attitude
overshadowed them. Even the memories of her beautiful language
started to vanish, a new harshness replacing them.

She grunted unintelligibly and walked into the guestroom.
Awkward fool, he scolded himself as he walked solemnly down the
stairs. Esmond wonld have handled that much better. But who was she to
accuse me of staring at ber chest? 1 was only looking her over . . .
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A sharp knock rapped on the front door. He raced to
answer it, hoping it was his friend. He flung the door open to be
confronted by what appeared to be a walking stack of luggage.
Three large leather bags, stacked haphazardly on one another,
teetered precariously back and forth. Two gangly legs protruded
from beneath them. Rainwater dripped off of everything, and the
bottom bag had thick grey mud caked all over it.

"Esmond?" asked Lan as he dragged the misshapen heap
through the door.

"Damn it, Lan, watch out! I don't want to drop these
blessed bags again!" Lan hopped to the side as Esmond stumbled
forward. His friend wavered and nearly fell, but Lan grabbed the
bags and steadied him.

"Here, let me help you set these things down."

Esmond grunted as he let the bags fall. They hit the
wooden floor with a dull thud and splashed water and mud about.
"Now that," Esmond started as he stared at the leather bags that
held his clothes and belongings, "was a horrible experience."
Esmond slumped down to his knees on the floor beside the bags.
"I'll never do that again. There had better be someone coming with
that carriage to help put these things on it, because I refuse to carry
them another second." He shook a fist at the stack of bags. Mud
and water oozed from them onto the wooden floor. "I'll leave the
infernal things here, by Ohn. Just a bunch of worthless books and
underclothes--"

"You catried those by yourself all the way from your
house?" Lan interrupted. He didn't care to know any more about
the state of Esmond's undergarments.

Esmond puffed a little from exhaustion then looked up at
Lan with his bright blue eyes. "Well, no, not really," he said
through gasps of air. Water dripped from his hair onto his
drenched white shirt. "My mother was helping me for a bit since
my father was at home resting from the fight, and then we got into
some sort of argument--you know how my mother is--and she got
mad and started shouting at me." He sighed and brushed some wet
hair away from his face. "As usual, I ignored her, and as usual, she
got even madder. Finally, she dropped my other bag and stomped
back off toward home, mumbling to herself."

"She'll be back, I'm sure," Lan said. "She'll calm down."
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"If you say so," Esmond mumbled. His shoes squeaked
loudly on the floor as he stood up. A large puddle had formed at
his feet from the water that dripped from his clothes and his thick
blond hair. He looked to Lan expectantly. "Could you get me a
towel?"

"Sure." Lan looked down at the mud on the floor and his
stomach twisted. "If I don't get that mud cleaned up before my
mother sees it, I may never make it out of Kagon. I'll be right
back."

Lan ran up the stairs as Esmond stood in his puddle,
surrounded by his dirty bags.

He walked past the closed guestroom door where the gitl
was resting. He wondered if he would have a chance to talk to her
later. Alone. He wanted to know motre about her, about where she
was from, and about what his father had said to her. .And, he
thought, 7 #ry and make up for my pathetic first impression.

"Lan?" Esmond's voice brought his mind back to the task
at hand. Lan hurried on to the end of the hall. He could hear his
mother, now in her bedroom, talking to his father, but they were
speaking too softly to understand. He opened the closet and
grabbed two white cloth towels. Mother'll kill me if I stain these cleaning
up that mud, he thought. But then, she'll kill me if I leave it on the floor,
too. I can't win. He sighed and pushed the closet door closed.

As he turned around, he saw the guestroom door creep
open. A gust of cold air sailed through it and swept down the hall.
He pulled the towels against his chest with a slight shiver. Harvest
season was coming on faster than he would like it to. Slowly, he
approached the door and peeked in.

The girl sat on the bed, staring out the window, her dark
hair blowing in the wind. She was leaning back, breathing deeply.
How she had opened the door and gotten back to the bed in such a
relaxed position so quickly eluded him. He stood in the doorway
staring at her in the silent breeze. He wanted to say something to
her, but had no idea how to begin.

"Yes?" Her voice startled him. She spoke without moving,
still gazing out the window.

"Um. ... hello there." A nervous chill ran through him as
he spoke. "You--you seem to be feeling better."
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x"Yes," she said flatly, not looking back. She did not have
as strange an accent as he would have expected, especially after
hearing her speaking her native tongue. But then, would the
mesefu language be her native tongue? The mesefu tended to look
down on mixed races just as much as the humans. Where did she
come from?

He stepped into the room, trying to come up with
something to say that would not sound awkward. "I'm Lan. Well,
not really. My name's Alexander, but everyone calls me Lan. Well,
except my father. I don't remember why, because they've done it
since before I was born, so--"

"Do you always talk this fast?" She turned to look at him.
Her eyebrows were raised and her lips twisted in a questioning
manner. "And how could they have called you anything before you
were born?"

"Well . .. um. .. that's not what I meant to say. I actually
think it was Esmond who--oh, that's not important." He squeezed
the towels tightly to his chest as his knees began wobbling. "Sorry
I'm acting so strange. It's uh--it's just that I've never seen anyone
like you before and 1 feel really nervous and--"

"You're the one who saved me, aten't your" Lan saw a
flicker of recognition in her eyes.

"Yes. That's me." He felt the warmth of blood rushing into
his cheeks as a smile formed on his lips.

"I suppose it is only appropriate that I introduce myself to
you. My name is Ria."

"That's a nice name. Is it a common mesefu--"

"I don't care to be interrogated again," she said.

"I'm not trying--" Lan begin.

"I know you're not in here just to introduce yourself. You
probably came in to gawk and stare. After all, I'm a half-breed." She
spat the last word out sarcastically.

"But--" He tried to interrupt her, but she carried on.

"I know you humans hate me. All of you. Even your
father, though he denies it."

He stared at her in disbelief, his mouth hanging open trying
to form around words that would not come to him. His father
would never carry hatred for anyone because of his or her race or
heritage, and neither would Lan. He was offended that she would
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even suggest such a thing. Just telling her otherwise would not
change a thing, however. He knew that the only way to prove her
race didn't matter to him was to show it.

"I'm not here to hurt you or question you." Her accusatory
looks did not show signs of fading as he continued. "I only came in
here to talk to you. I saw you open the door and wondered if you
were feeling better or possibly needed anything."

"Needed anything?" she asked. "Like a solid interrogation
or a swift shove out the window?"

"No," he retorted. "I was wondering if you needed
anything to drink or eat. Perhaps more medicine or clean sheets.
Anything I could get you to make you feel better." He paused,
letting the towels drop to his side. "I just wanted to meet you,
that's all." She was being tough on him, and he did not know how
many more of her accusations he could take before he snapped in
frustration and started shouting. And that was something he did
not need to do. It would only help her prove her point.

"And you expect me to believe that a human would want to
try and help me?"

"My mother helped you, didn't she? My father didn't throw
you out, did he?"

She started to speak but stopped herself. She stared at him,
unsure of how to react. "Still--" she began.

"You'll just have to trust me," Lan said. "You must be used
to people mistreating you, what with the way you go around
assuming every human's going to hurt you or shrug you off."

A new wave of anger and disbelief swept across her face.
"Who do you think you are, trying to tell me what I've experienced-

"I've heatd the stories about how people of mixed race are
treated. The mesefu and the humans both deplore them and do
whatever it takes to be rid of them. They're looked at as inferior."

"How do you--" she started, but Lan refused to stop.

"Why do you think my father came all the way back to this
house to get me to help you as opposed to any of his other
farmhands? He could have easily instructed one of them to bring
you back, but no. Why?" He paused to see if she had anything else
to say. She turned her head away from him. Confident she would
not try to interrupt him, he continued.
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"Because we're different, that's why. Because we don't care
where a person comes from or whether or not their ears have
points. All we see are people. We don't see mesefu, human, or
anything in-between." Lan started pacing back and forth in front of
her. She continued staring at the sheets on the bed as another gust
of wind came in the window.

"My father taught me that. He's a good man, a very good
man." He stopped to catch his breath. Ria sat motionless. "Why
did you accuse me of trying to mistreat you? When did I ever show
any signs of that?"

"You. .. you didn't," she uttered. "I apologize. Saurei wes."

"What? Are you trying to confuse me? Or was that some
insult I wouldn't understand, because I'm a2 human?"

"Never mind." She shook her head. "It's just a mesefu
apology. I never should have said those things about your father. 1
know better. I was just angry that he's being so protective."

She talked as if she knew his father. How was that possible,
though? His father had never made any mention of knowing any
half-mesefu gitls in his life. Especially none he would ever be
protective of. Perhaps she was mistaken. "Do you know my--"

"What's going on in here?" Lan and Ria both jumped and
turned to the door. His mother stood there, a stern look on her
face. "What were you shouting about, Lan?"

"Well, I wasn't really shouting--"

A shout from downstairs interrupted him. "Lan! Where on
Kalra are your You went up those stairs ages ago! I don't think
towels will help me much anymore. I'm pretty much dry. Can't say
the same for the floor, though . . ."

"Lan! You didn't tell me Esmond was here! By Ohn, if
there's water on my floor--" She stomped into the room, snatched
up the towels, and marched down the stairs.

"I have to go, but I want to talk some more." Lan said to
Ria.

"I understand." She looked into his eyes. He felt as if her
gaze was piercing into his soul. Chills ran through his body.
"Again, I apologize."

"It's okay," he said, feeling as if something was probing at
his mind. "I'll see you later tonight." He began backing out of the
room, suddenly eager to get away from the strange, intrusive feeling
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her eyes had given him. He noticed before he looked away that her
eyes were now as deep blue as the sky on a clear summer day. They
were strangely hypnotic and frightening. As he turned away and
began walking down the stairs, he suddenly felt, in the pit of his
stomach, that this girl would somehow change his life.

#

"Remind me why I agreed to play this with you again?"
Esmond was sitting across the Skirmish board from Lan on the
floor of his empty room.

"Because we're going to test something." Lan began sorting
through the pieces, and deciding on what should be substituted for
what.

"If you ask me, this is all kind of morbid."

"Not really," Lan said, as he started placing pieces on the
board. "I just want to see if they had any chance at all. I don't
know everything about what happened today, and I may never, but
I just want to see if those sarn thought they had a chance." He
pointed at one piece--the piece normally reserved for the Wizard--
and looked up to Esmond. "Okay, this is going to be the gitl. She's
wounded, and can't move unless this piece--" he pointed to a
Wizard of another color "--captures her. Then they are assumed to
be moving together, but the capturing piece can only move at half
speed. To simulate having to carty her and all."

"What does that mean?" Esmond asked.

"What does what mean?" Lan started setting up more
pieces. The Pikemen would easily suffice for the farmhands and
the sarn.

"This stuff about the sarn. So what if they thought they had
a chance?"

"If they thought they had a chance," Lan began, laying out
the last sarn pieces--all that remained were pieces representing the
sarn leader and his father, "then there has to be some other reason
they retreated than being attacked by farmhands. Farmhands they
must have planned on, knowing where they were. Something else
must have happened to make them flee."

"But what if they didn't have a chance in the first place?
What if they didn't know where they were?"

"Then something is very, very wrong about what happened
today." He placed a Sergeant down as his father, and an Archer
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down as the sarn leader. "Now, this Archer is the sarn leader, and
all these Pikemen around him are sarn. The Sergeant is my father,
and the Pikemen around /z» are his farmhands. You already know
the rest."

Esmond sighed. "I'm going to lose."

"I know," Lan said, "which is why I'm controlling the sarn.
If they had a chance, under the conditions as I saw them, then if I
win, it means something strange happened to scare them off.
Either that, or I'm just a better strategist than their leader, which I
highly doubt. If they didn't have a chance, then I'll lose." He
smiled at Esmond, but Esmond did not return the gesture.

"I don't see how a stupid game of Skirmish can determine
that," Esmond said. "Lots of things happen in life that can't be
figured out by a silly strategy game, Lan."

"You're just jealous because I'm undefeated!" Lan smiled
again.

"Perhaps." Esmond finally smiled back. "So, who goes
first? Are there any other new rules than the rescue rule?"

"You do, and no, there are no other rules."

They set to playing the game, one that Lan never thought he
would ever get Esmond to play again. For as long as he could
remember, Lan had never lost a game of Skirmish. Not even to his
father, who was actually in the military in his youth. The game was
used to help plan battle strategies in wars, as well as re-enact old
battles to help teach up and coming commanders.

What Lan was not telling Esmond was that he was pretty
much sure he knew by now what had made the sarn retreat so
hastily after he escaped with the girl. It had something to do with
that crossbow bolt dropping at his feet.

Esmond was just about to place the piece representing Lan
when Lan cried out, "No, not that way!"

"What are you saying?"

"I didn't go that way. You can't expect to just walk right in
there and take her! You'll die! You have to go around!"

"If you tell me every move to make," Esmond scowled,
"then of course you'll win. There's no hope for me, is there?"

"Esmond, I'm trying to make this as close to what happened
as possible, okay? Look, if you're going to make such a fuss about
it, then just go on and I'll play it through on my own. I just thought
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it would be fun to get in one more game together before we leave
tomorrow."

"Fine, fine." Esmond reluctantly moved the Lan piece to a
position alongside the road.

"There, now," Lan said. "My move."

The sarn were mixed in combat with the farmhands. He
could not capture them yet, just move close to them. He did, and
then he remembered the sarn leader and his crossbow. The Lan
piece was not quite in range yet, so he couldn't fire. Had the sarn
moved closer to him to get a good shot? He wasn't sure. He had
been paying too much attention to the gitl. 1/ imagine my father
charging in distracted hin, and that he only noticed me when 1 started going up
the hill with the girl.

A few minutes later, a couple of farmhand and sarn pieces
lay dead on the board, and Esmond made the capture. "There, I
got her! Iwin! Yes! Finally, I beat you!"

"No, no," Lan corrected, "you didn't. You've got to get
back to the edge of the board, remember?"

"Oh, Ohn be damned!"

Mara, passing by the door on her way to the kitchen, called
out, "Esmond, watch your mouth!" Esmond shrugged her off,
half-smiling, and started moving the Lan piece away from the
melee.

"No, half speed, remember? You can't move full speed
with that piece while carrying another!"

"Oh, right." Esmond backed the piece up. "I'm doomed,
aren't I?" It was now on the edge of the road, about where Lan had
been when the sarn leader had shot at him. Only in this game, the
sarn leader piece was too far away. Lan had kept him near the back,
close to his fathet's piece. He wanted to see if he could bring down
all the farmhands, his father included. It was the only way to ensure
victory--total annihilation of the enemy. Leaving just one alive
meant there was a chance, however small, that he could lose.

A moment later, he saw his opening, and he went for it.
The sarn leader captured his father. "There! The leader is down!
The rest should be easy!" Lan clasped his hands together, his
mouth cut wide in a devious grin.

"Lan, you just killed your own father . . . and you're excited
about it?"
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"I did no such thing. I just captured a piece in a game,
Esmond. Pay attention to what's reality and what's not, won't you?"

A few moves later Esmond's pieces were all but gone. The
Lan piece was nearing the edge of the board, however, and two
farmhands still remained. Lan had one of them shot with the sarn
leader's crossbow. Two enemy pieces left. A farmhand in an out of
the way place, and his own representation, four spaces from the
edge of the board. On Esmond's next turn, he very well could win.

The last farmhand doesn't matter, he told himself. There are still
Plenty of sarn left to tackle him later. 1've got to move for the cutoff. Esmond
will never exipect this.

Lan knew the look was on his face. The same look he had
seen forced upon himself in the cracked mirror earlier in the day.
He had devised his strategy. He was going to win.

"Charging and flanking," he said, naming the rules he was
putting to use as he began wrapping the remaining sarn troops
around the Lan piece.

"You're leaving them undefended from the back? With that
piece of mine ready to pounce on one of them next turn?"

"Yes," Lan said. "I know I'll lose troops for this, but I
won't lose sight of the goal. It's the goal that is important here,
because it is for a greater good. Only, playing as the sarn, I have no
idea what that is to them. Anyway, as I said, charging and
flanking." It meant he got to move double speed, and he even did
it with the Archer piece--the sarn leader--even though he knew it
meant missing a turn to fire. He had to surround the Lan piece at
all costs.

"There, my turn's done."

Esmond looked down at the board in confusion, shaking
his head, not understanding why Lan had just left his men open to a
rear attack. With a swift blow, Esmond took down three of the
sarn troops from behind, leaving only one sarn troop and the sarn
leader. This was going to be close, but Lan already saw his victory.

Taking advantage of the gap created by the now-dead sarn,
Esmond moved the Lan piece away from the surviving enemies.
"Okay, your move."

This was it. He had to do it this turn or not at all. Esmond
would win with his next move. Both sarn had already charged, so
killing the farmhand was out of the question. He was too far away.
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He would just have to set things up so that the farmhand would be
forced into capture, but only after he took the Lan piece.

"Oh, damn it all," Esmond cursed. "You've won, I see it
already.”

Lan moved the Archer forward one space. "Sarn leader
fires on Lan. Lan is dead."

"There, see? You've won."

"Not yet. I've still got to kill that farmhand. If he survives
to get the girl after the sarn are dead, then I've done no good. The
sarn leader can't shoot next turn, he must reload, and by now he's
too close to the farmhand to escape death. So..."

Lan moved his sarn soldier piece into a position where the
farmhand was stuck. Its only options would be to run away,
creating an endless chase that would never be resolved, capture the
sarn leader, or capture the sarn soldier. Both of the latter options,
however, would result in his own demise the next turn, inevitably,
as either one placed him in range of attack from the other. Lan had
won.

"There," he said, as if putting the final touches on the move.
"Now I've won, unless you want to run around the boatd all
afternoon."

"Hooray," Esmond sighed, staring at the board. "I should
just run around the board all night to make you mad, but--"

"Boys!" called his mother from the doorway. Lan had not
noticed her standing there. How long had she been watching?
"Shouldn't you be going to get the last few things of Esmond's? It's
getting late, and we'll be eating soon. I don't want you boys out
after dark, and the sun'll be setting within the hour. There'll still be
plenty of men out there to watch over you and keep you safe.
Hurry along, now. There'll be stuff to eat when you get back."

"I'm hungry." Esmond smiled and stood up. "And I need
to go get my stuff. Come on!" He brushed his pants straight and
started walking out. "I may have lost the battle," he said over his
shoulder, "but I'll make an impression on that half-mesefu gitl she'll
never forget!"

"Esmond!" Mara scolded. "Watch your mouth, I said!
Now hurry up. You too, Lan."

"Sure, mother," Lan said, absentmindedly. He was still
absorbed in his victory. The sarn had won--he had won. He had
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just accomplished what the sarn leader had not. This meant that
something had indeed made the sarn unsure that they could prevail.
It had to be the crossbow bolt.

Dear Obn, what did I do?

He followed Esmond out of the house, smiling, but at the
same time nervous on the inside. Deep inside, memories started
trying to force their way into his mind of a time when other such
inexplicable things had happened to him. He had an idea of what
exactly he had done, and the thought of it scared him stiff.

It had to be magic. It was the only thing he could think of
that would make the sarn retreat. Their kind could not wield magic,
and it frightened them into hysterics, so the tales said. The
crossbow bolt. He must have stopped it with . . .

Dear Obn indeed.
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Chapter Three

"What? She's also a half-breed?" Lan was telling Esmond
more about the battle and the girl as they walked down the road
past the battleground. The bodies had all been cleared away in the
hours since the attack, and the rains had stopped. It was eerily
silent and calm as the two young men walked down the muddy road
under a darkening sky.

They wete on their way back from Esmond's house with his
remaining luggage. Esmond's mother had apologized and he
apologized to her. Lan was glad his friend would be leaving his
family on a good note.

"Yeah. She's got the thin, slanted eyes and the pointed ears.
There's definitely some mesefu in her, no mistaking it." Lan
thought about the strange way her eyes changed color, shivering at
the memory of her penetrating gaze as he had left the guestroom.
"Her eyes are really bizarre. They keep changing color. It makes
me feel a bit uneasy."

"I knew it!" Esmond exclaimed. "I knew mesefu had
strange powers! Even half-meseful She was trying to hypnotize
you, Lan. She wanted to make you her slave for the rest of your
life!"

"No," Lan laughed. "She's not anything like that. She is
beautiful, though. Very beautiful." He thought back to the delicate
way her hair had flowed across her shoulders in the wind back at his
house. He remembered his first good look at her standing in the
hallway, the beautiful sounds of the mesefu language rolling across
her tongue--
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"You're blushing," Esmond noticed.

"No I'm not," Lan retorted.

"Yes, you are." Esmond smiled and elbowed Lan. "Have
you finally met the girl of your dreams? I never thought it possible!
Especially after your little fling with--what was that pig-nosed girl's
name from school?"

"Elsinda," Lan huffed. "And there was no fling."

"Yes, there was."

"No, there wasn't. In fact, if I remember correctly, it was
_yon who had the eyes for Elsinda."

"What?" Esmond said, aghast. "I would never!" His smile
gave away his sarcasm.

"Sure you would. How could anyone ever forget that chant
that was going around about you two? 'Esmond and Elsinda, back
behind the school. Kissing and hugging--"'

"Okay," Esmond spat. "That's quite enough. I heard that
chant far more times than is good for anyone's mental well-being."

"You see? I was right."

"I know," Esmond said. "But still, there was something of
an attraction between you two before she set her sights on me."

"Set her sights on you?" Lan let forth a hearty laugh,
patting Esmond on the back. "I think your memory is a bit rusty. 1
remember seeing you oftentimes staring at her."

"Never!" Esmond smiled.

"Whatever," Lan sighed, smiling. He knew he was right and
Esmond was just playing the fool.

"You never answered my question," Esmond said.

"What question?"

"About the girl. Ria, I think. Is that her name? You know
I'm horrible with names." It was true. It was mainly because of
Esmond's failure to remember Lan's name the first few times they
met that he had come to be known as Lan and not Alexander.

"Yes, that's her name, and no, she's not the girl of my
dreams." Lan swallowed hard, thinking about her more and more
with each passing second. Perhaps Esmond had been right about
her putting him under some sort of trance. Get that out of your head,
Lan. 15 nonsense, he told himself.
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"Oh, that's right," Esmond said. "I forgot--you dream
about Biggs' cow." Esmond started laughing. Ian jabbed him in
the shoulder lightly and started laughing as well.

"The only dreams I have even remotely related that poor
old cow are nightmares of my mother shouting and scolding me
after what we did to it." Lan shivered at the memory of his
mother's wrath.

"I'll never get over that," Esmond laughed.

"What, over my mother's shouting at me?"

"No, no. Over what happened with the cow."

Lan chuckled. "That was pretty funny." He sighed, gazing
across the rain-soaked fields of grain at the dark, cloudy horizon.
Far off in the distance, thunder began to roll again, announcing the
coming of another rainstorm. There were a few farmhands
scattered about the fields, going about their daily business. "Do you
think it was worth it?" he asked.

"The punishment? Yeah, it was worth it. I've never quite
seen a cow like that before." Esmond smiled as he bounced along,
deftly dodging mud puddles in the lumpy road.

"I suppose it was too," Lan smiled. Aside from their feet
scraping the ground and the low breeze across the fields, it was
strangely silent. Though it made many feel uneasy, Lan always
loved the silence before a storm. It was very calming to him, very
peaceful. He often wondered if that total silence and serenity was
what death was like. If so, he supposed it would not be that bad
when the time finally came for him to set aside the memories and
experiences of his life. Just sit in the void for all eternity, listening
to the blissful silence . . .

"So, when we get back, do you think you could introduce
me to her?" Esmond asked.

"Who, Biggs' cow?" Lan asked, grinning with sarcasm.

"No, you dolt. The gitl. She was upstairs in the guestroom
the entire time we were playing Skirmish."

"I won't have to introduce you. My mother or father
probably will. She's eating dinner with us tonight."

"Really? That's great!" Esmond clasped his hands together
in delight. "I've always wanted to meet a mesefu. Well, a half-
mesefu will do too, of course. Maybe she'll do that eerie eye thing
to me!"
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Lan shook his head in silent disapproval.

"You know I'm only joking, right--"

Something glinting in the few rays of the setting sun's light
that broke through the clouds caught Lan's eye. "Hold on," he said,
cutting off Esmond. He could see something small and shiny out
in the field but could not tell what it was from this distance. It
flickered like a signaling mirror from a wayward traveler seeking
assistance. He set down the bag he was carrying and started
walking hurriedly toward the object through the thick grass, leaving
Esmond standing on the muddy road alone.

"Lan, wait! Where are you going?" Lan paid no attention to
Esmond as he sprinted through the field. "I thought we had to stay
off of Biggs' land now! Come back here!" Lan continued to ignore
his friend's shouts. "Lan? Have you gone deaf? Did that girl do
something to your head? If you get caught out there again, you'll
wish--"

"Hush, Esmond," Lan shouted back, not listening for a
response. He was upon the shining thing he had seen from the
road, and he was shocked at what he saw. Thetre were two dead
sarn here, one of them still wearing his helmet, both lying in a
bloody heap with deep slash marks covering their bodies. They had
so much skin and meat missing from parts their bodies that the
bones peecked out. Looks of terror were frozen on their stiff faces.

His first desire was to run, but something fought it back.
He gazed down at the lifeless sarn in shock. He had never been this
close to a dead person before. Something about them looked fake,
as if they were statues in a festival show. The blood covering their
bodies and the surrounding ground looked more like some sort of
syrup than what it truly was. Maybe this is how my father and other
soldiers come to deal with death. I1's so easy to imagine it's all fake.

One body was lying across the other. Lan kicked it off and
it rolled face down onto the muddy ground with a sickening watery
thud, bending back some of the grain stalks. Stuck into its back was
a silver-hilted dagger with a large red gem set into the pommel. He
grabbed the dagger and pulled it out slowly. It came out easily,
although accompanied with a disgusting sloshing sound. There was
not even the least amount of resistance. He fought back his nausea
again and wiped the dagger off as best he could using some tattered
cloth lying with the bodies.
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The hilt was cold to the touch. The blade was made of a
material he had never seen before in his life. It was black at its
thickest, and grew lighter green toward the edges as it thinned out.
The sharpest points along the sides and tip were a bright emerald
green. He had heard tales of the deep green mesefu mineral before,
but this was his first time to ever lay eyes on it. Renol, it was called--
a strange, tough mineral that only the mesefu could forge, using
their magic. He knew that this dagger could not belong to anyone
living or working at the farm. It had to belong to Ria.

He stood there in the cold dusk studying the intricate
patterns carved into the silver hilt as clouds flowed overhead and
his grey travelling cloak flapped in the wind against his back. Many
of the carvings looked as if they could be writing of some sort. He
could not be sure, however, as he had never seen any mesefu
writing.

Lightning flashed in the southern sky, followed a few
seconds later by thunder, breaking the eerily calming silence. He
slipped the dagger into a pocket in his robe and ran back to the
road.

Esmond was standing there, arms crossed, staring at him as
he returned. "What was that all about? You have me more
confused than when--"

"Nothing," he interrupted flatly. "Just a few dead bodies
hidden in the grain stalks that nobody found. Killed while fleeing
the fight, I guess. Come on, we need to be heading back." He
glanced up at the sky. "Looks like the rain might start up again
soon, and I do 7of want to be caught out here again."

"Rain? Who cares about the rain?" Esmond's eyes lit up.
"Let's go see those corpses!”

"Are you crazy? Esmond, they were just corpses. There's
nothing much to see."

"Am [ crazy? You're the one who rejoiced at slaughtering
your own father earlier."

"That was 7ot my father, it was a game."

"Yes, and those are corpses out there and I want to go see
them!"

"Esmond, I--" Lan wanted to get away from the corpses
and death as quickly as possible, so he resorted to the one tactic he
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knew would triumph over Esmond's grotesque interest. "Mothet's
rolls will be cold if we don't hurry."

"You've got a point there," Esmond said. "Okay, so we can
check out the corpses later. Maybe tonight after dinner!" Lan
shook his head. They walked back to the house in silence, Esmond
bouncing around puddles, Lan deep in thought about the dagger
and Ria's connection to his father. The clouds overhead held their
waters for another time.

#

The smell of the steaming hot rolls on the table in front of
Lan made his mouth water. His mother walked back and forth
from the kitchen carrying plates piled with various delicious-looking
foods. Esmond reached to grab one of the gleaming, buttery rolls,
but Lan elbowed him.

"Ow!" Esmond jerked his hand back, rubbing his side.

"Wait," Lan said.

"We've never waited before," Esmond complained.

"Just wait."

"What? Is it because of that girl? What's her name . . . Ria?
Do you--" Lan jabbed him again.

"What?!" Esmond exclaimed.

Lan motioned toward Gerhard, sitting across from them at
the table, head down. His hands were clasped over his head,
threaded through his hair. He had not spoken a word since he had
come downstairs from his room to the dinner table.

"What about him?" Esmond whispered. "He's not even
paying any attention. Are you afraid to let your father know you're
attracted to a--"

"Six men," Gerhard said, startling Lan and Esmond. "Six
men. I can't believe this. What am I going to do?"

"You're going to stop wortying about it for now," said Mara
as she returned to the dining room with a bowl of mixed fruit and a
large plate piled with hot, juicy strips of meat. She stopped in front
of the table, realizing that there was not enough room on it to set
the food. Normally only four people ate at the dining table.
Tonight they would be feeding two extras.

"Lan, could you move those candles?" she asked.

"Sure," he replied, standing up to grab the flickering white
dinner candles in their ornately carved wooden holders. His
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mother had bought them in Dryan one day at the central
marketplace. Lan had been amazed she had bought them--they had
been the only frivolous purchase she had made in years.

"How are we going to see anything?" Esmond asked, as Lan
started carrying the room's only two sources of light to a small side
table.

"Ger, light the lantern, will your" Mara asked her husband.

"All right," he muttered reluctantly, raising his head for the
first time and standing up. "Hand me a candle, Alex." Lan handed
one of the candles to his father and sat the other one on the smaller
table. Gerhard lit the lantern with the candle then stood back,
staring at the bright light. "Damn," he cursed. "Not enough oil in
there to last much more than a half hour. Here," he said, handing
the candle to Lan. "I'll go get some more." He turned and walked
from the room to the kitchen, where the lantern oil was stored.

"Your father is upset about losing those six men today," his
mother said to him and Esmond. "He feels responsible for their
deaths. He's still got that military mentality, I suppose. 'Chain of
command means chain of responsibility." She sighed as she
arranged the food on the table, then she started back toward the
kitchen. Gerhard came wandering past her carrying a jar of oil.

"Those men weren't trained in combat. What was 1
thinking? I never should have called them to come help," he said.
"I should have taken those sarn on myself."

"You stop that right now, Gerhard Lansing," Mara scolded.
"It's not your fault, and I don't want to hear any more about it.
This is the boys' last night here, so let's just put it behind us for
now. This should be a happy time for the boys, or at least as happy
as we can make it, given the circumstances."

Gerhard brought the lantern down and opened the oil
reservoir. "You can't just forget people who died under your
command, Mara."

"I'm not asking you to forget, Ger. That's what the
memorial service tomorrow afternoon is for. I don't want to talk
about this any more, understand?" She stood with her hands on her
hips, awaiting his reply.

He filled the lantern silently, closed the reservoir, and hung
it back on the hook above the table before saying anything. "All
right. I'll keep quiet about it."
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"Thank you," she said, dropping her arms to her side.

"Will you take this back into the kitchen on your way?" he
asked, holding out the oil jar to her.

"Oh, I suppose," she said, walking back into the kitchen.
"What would anyone around here do without me? Why, if it wasn't
for me . .." Her voice trailed off as she got farther away.

In a way, Lan was regretful at having to miss the memorial
service tomorrow. Though he did not feel responsible for anything
that happened in the least and did not know any of the men who
had died, he felt obligated to attend since he had been involved. He
sighed, trying to turn his thoughts away from the more gruesome
aspects of the day.

"I wonder what could be taking her so long?" he muttered
under his breath. He sat impatiently, wringing his hands into the
tablecloth. He had not seen Ria since their first meeting earlier in
the day and had been looking forward to seeing her again. He
fingered the ornate dagger under his tunic as he thought about her.
I swonder if she'll thank me for bringing this back to her? he asked himself.
Probably not. She'll just yell at me and accuse me of trying to steal it. 1'l]
probably never find out from her how she knows my father. He sighed.

"Should we go get her?" Esmond asked, finally breaking the
awkward silence pervading the room. "Because I'm getting really
hungry staring at these rolls."

"She'll come," Lan said. "When she's ready."

"Maybe she fell asleep," Esmond said. "I'm not going to
miss out on your mothet's hot rolls because the dinner guest
decided to snooze instead.”

"She's not sleeping!" cried Anya cheerfully, running into the
room. She ran over to Esmond and started giggling. "I saw her on
the stairs! I think she's coming to eat with us. Is she coming to eat
with us?" she asked Lan.

"She's supposed to," he replied quietly, half-irritated.

"She'd better!" Esmond exclaimed. "I've got to meet her.
She's a half-breed!"

"Esmond!" scolded Mara, coming back in with one final
bowl. "Watch your mouth!" She shook her head as she set the bowl
down. "If there's one thing that scares me most about you leaving
home, it's your mouth running around unchecked in Porthos."

"Yes ma'am." Esmond lowered his head.
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"Ahem." ILan and Esmond simultaneously jerked their
heads toward the door that led into the family room to see Ria
standing there. She still wore the same clothes Lan had seen her in
earlier. She walked over to the table and took the empty seat next
to Gerhard that was usually reserved for Mara.

"That's--" Lan started.

"That's perfectly fine," said his mother. "Sit wherever you
like. You ate our guest tonight."

Lan shrugged as Anya walked over to her seat at the end of
the table by Ria. "Hello!"

Ria looked down at the redheaded girl. "Hello there," she
said, smiling.

Anya stared at her, kicking her legs back and forth while
grinning. "I'm glad you're sitting next to me!"

"Anya, don't stare," Lan said.

"It's fine," Ria said. "I don't mind."

Ob, 1 see, Lan thought. As long as it's a little girl staring at yon,
it's perfectly fine. But once I take the slightest glance, you look to tear my head
off!

Anya tugged at Ria's arm and leaned over to whisper
something into her ear. Ria cut her eyes at Lan, smiling playfully.
"He does, does he?" she said in a sing-songy voice.

"Anyal" he shouted. He heard Esmond snickering. His
father shot him a sharp look of disapproval. Lan looked quickly
away from his father back to Ria. He thought he saw the faintest
hint of a blush in her cheeks, but it quickly vanished as she slid her
chair in closer to the table.

"She's only joking," he said. "Whatever she said. She gets
the strangest ideas sometimes. Once, she saw me talking to this
stranger out on the main road and--"

"You can go ahead and start grabbing food," Mara said to
Ria. "If I were you, I'd go for the rolls first, though. If you don't
reach for one now, Esmond will beat you to them and there won't
be any left."

"No," Esmond said. "I'll let her go first." He smiled at Ria,
but she did not return the smile. She quietly shrugged and reached
for the rolls. She grabbed one of them and tossed it on her plate.

Lan watched her in silence. Her hands were small and pale,
but he could see definite sighs of wear on the palms--they reminded
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him of his fathet's hands, with the tough skin and small calluses. A
shiver ran through him as he envisioned those hands holding the
dagger he had found. Swurely she's not capable of what 1 saw out in that
field. Surely not.

"They found two dead sarn out in one of the fields by the
road," his father began as he reached for one of the steaks. "They'd
been cut to shreds. None of the men knew who'd done it. None
of them had even been off the road." He paused, turning to Ria
beside him. "You wouldn't know anything about that, would you?"

She took a bite from her roll and tossed it back down on
the plate. She did not say a word.

"I suppose you'll be wanting something to drink with your
meal," Mara said. "I'll go get some mugs and a fresh pitcher of
watet."

"Yes, please,” Ria said, concentrating on her plate.

Mara bent over and said in Gerhard's ear, "And you behave
yourself while I'm gone, understand?" He sighed, nodding his head.
"Good. I'll be right back." She left the room once again.

When Gerhard was sure his wife was out of earshot, he
turned to Ria. "Well, do you?"

"Father--" started Lan.

"I want to know," Gerhatd interrupted. "Did you kill them?
If you did, then keeping you here overnight and sending you off
with my son and his friend in the morning is even more dangerous
than I first thought." He paused, waiting for her to show some
reaction. She sat chewing her roll in silence. "What are you doing
with a weapon, anyway? No mesefu carry deadly weapons. Not
even half-mesefu.”

Lan noticed her wince slightly at the words 'half-mesefu'.
"We're trying to eat," Lan said. "Just leave her alone for now,
please? You heard mother."

"Fine, but if sarn break in here tonight and slaughter us all--

"Gerhard Brennan Lansing!" Mara shouted as she entered
the room carrying a metal pitcher and a platter holding six wooden
mugs. "Your mouth is worse than Esmond's." She slammed the
pitcher of water down on the table so hard that a few drops of
watet shot out of the top, soaking the tablecloth around it. "If you
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can't say anything without upsetting someone, I suggest you sit
there and eat in silence."

Esmond slumped down in his chair, centering his eyes on
his plate. Anya stared on at Ria, smiling, kicking her legs back and
forth, oblivious to the tension in the room. Gerhard began quietly
eating a piece of meat. Ria finished off her roll and poured herself
some water. Lan sat there wondering what to say next. In the end,
he did not say anything else at all. Nobody did.

#

"I wish I could go with you tomorrow, but with the fight
today I have no choice but to stay behind and take care of business.
You understand, don't you?"

Ria was crouched outside Gerhard's room, listening to this
conversation with his son. Downstaits, a conversation between the
other young man, Esmond, and Gerhard's wife was taking place.
She was instructing him on how to watch what he said around
people in the big city. Though it sounded as if it would be
interesting to listen in on, she was more concerned with what her
uncle's friend was telling his son. She silently thought a spell to
enhance her hearing and leaned closer to the bedroom door.

"Yes, I understand. Everything will be fine, father."

"I don't know about that. Sending her with you and
Esmond might be a mistake. Four of my best men are riding along
with the carriage to protect you in case anything should happen. At
the first sign of danger, I want you and Esmond to run as fast as
you can in the opposite direction."

"Father, don't worry about it. I'm sure nothing is going to
happen."

"Alex, your lies' reality lies only in your head. You know
what that old proverb means, don't you?"

Ria knew all too well. Many a time she had told herself lies
to hope for a reality that deep down inside she knew would never
come to pass. She could only imagine that Gerhard's son's silence
was a nod.

"I want you to stay away from her, Alex. At all costs."

"How can I do that if we're riding together in the same
carriage?"

"After you get to Porthos and she goes to see her uncle, 1
want you to stay away. Let her go. Put away any feelings you may
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think you have for her. I don't care how beautiful you think she is,
she's dangerous. Not directly dangerous, as in the kind of person
who would kill you, but indirectly dangerous. And sometimes,
that's even worse."

"I know what you mean." Lan's voice dropped off. Ria
could tell that he was sad at that thought. In a way, it made her sad
as well. She was not upset that she could never return any feelings
he may or may not have toward her. What bothered her was that
her very presence endangered him. She knew it and so did
Gerhard.

"If something should happen to you, Alex, I have no idea
what I would do. I could never forgive myself for letting you go
with her and not being there to protect you myself."

And that was all she needed to hear. She stood up,
shedding a silent tear. Why couldn't her life be normal? Why did
danger have to always follow her? Damn her father and damn the
krea he had entrusted her with.

She wiped the tear from her face and walked back into the
room she had been given, closing the door behind her. She would
leave early tonight, setting out on her own. She knew that Gerhard
wanted to protect her by sending her with the carriage and guards in
the morning, but she could take care of herself. She could not live
knowing that she had put the son of one of her uncle's most trusted
friends in danger, should anything happen to him. She would not
allow the blame to lie on her hands. She had more than enough to
deal with as it was. Tonight she would leave, just past the stroke of
midnight.

But there was one problem--she would have to find her
dagger before she left. Or hope it finds me, she thought. She curled
up on the bed to rest for a few hours as the bell tower in the
distance struck twenty-one.

#

Lan sat on his windowsill listening to the wind rustling the
leaves outside. The clouds had finally parted allowing the full moon
to shine down upon the fields. By the farm bell tower, it was
shortly after midnight, and though he was to leave early in the
morning, he could not sleep. He sat in thought about the day's
happenings, casually surveying his room. The one candle on his
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desk shed an eerie light around the place, illuminating him like a
body afloat on a Merhosian funeral pyre.

Many thoughts swirled around in his mind. Some of them
were about leaving home. Some were about the crossbow bolt and
the fight. Most, however, were about Ria. He held the dagger in
his hands, twirling it around, the ruby glinting mystically in the
candlelight. Too many questions. Too many unknowns.

Lan slipped the dagger into one of the large pockets of his
bed-robe and lightly stepped down from the window to the floor.
He crept slowly across to his door, staring at Esmond the entire
time, hoping that his friend, wrapped in a thick blanket on the floor,
would not wake up.

His door slid open without the slightest sound. Lan tiptoed
down the hallway to the staircase. Each step he ascended was
accompanied with what seemed to him to be a deafening squeak,
but fortunately nobody was disturbed by it--or so he thought.

At the top of the staircase, he stopped abruptly. He heard
something moving. His heart pounded in his ears as he stood there,
trying to remain still but shaking nonetheless. Another low thud. It
came from the guestroom.

The guestroom door was cracked open slightly, and a faint
sliver of moonlight poured out. He peeked in, his heart pounding
so hard he thought it would burst. The bed was empty. The sheets
were untouched. A breeze came through the open window, rustling
the small white curtains. The girl was gone.

Lan slowly pushed the door open, grimacing when it let out
a loud squeak. He looked in all the other corners of the room from
the doorway, and Ria was nowhere in sight. Just the pale moonlight
bouncing off of the bare, polished wood timbers on the floor and
walls. She left, he thought. Through the window. She couldn't stand
Staying another--

Suddenly a hand was over his mouth and an arm was
wrapped around his waist. He tried to shout, but only a muffled
babble came out from around the clenched fingers. He threw
himself backward in a frenzy, slamming the person who had him
from behind into the doorframe. His assailant let out a sharp grunt
and loosened the grip around his waist. He pulled forward
forcefully and managed to break free. He pivoted around to look at
the person who had attacked him. A shadowy blob moved about in
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the doorway. He could not make heads or tails of it. It had to be a
sarn, here for Ria. There was no other explanation.

Lan opened his mouth to yell, but before the faintest hint of
sound came out, the shadowy figure leapt at him, knocking him
back into the bed. It moved faster than any person should be able
to. He hit the edge of the bed frame and fell, the force knocking
the breath out of him. Desperately he tried to shout for help, but
he could not get the much-needed air into his lungs. The shadow
was kneeling over him now, and though he could not make out its
face, he knew its eyes were on him, searching him. His heart raced,
sweat poured from his face. His stomach churned with
nervousness. The figure pinned his arms to his side. There was
nothing he could do now.

"Don't move," came a whisper. It was his attacker . . . and
it sounded like Ria.

"Riar" he gasped, still trying to get air into his lungs.

His arms were free. The shadow left him, walked over to
the door. As it entered the sliver of light from the window, he saw
that his attacker had been none other than the half-mesefu gitl. She
closed the door, turned the key in the lock, and walked back toward
him. She was wincing, rubbing her back.

"Oh, Ria," he uttered, frantically. "I had no idea it was you.
I didn't mean to distutb your wound again, I just--"

"Trying to sneak up on me, I see," she accused. "I knew it.
I knew I was right about you."

He was stunned. "Right? What do you mean?"

"Humans," she spat. "You're all the same. And to think I
almost trusted you."

He sat up, discovering new pains in his back that he must
have gotten from the fight. He finally managed to take a deep
breath and stand. "I wasn't trying to sneak up on you," he
whispered sternly. "I was trying to sneak up the stairs so I wouldn't
wake anyone. I just wanted to talk to you again, remember?"

"How did you know I would be awake?" she asked, still
unconvinced.

"I don't know. I just--felt it."

"Felt what?"

"Felt that you would be awake."
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She sighed and walked past him to the bed. "You know,"
she said, sitting down. "There's something about you that makes
me want to believe you, but I have no idea what it is. I never trust
humans."

"What do you mean?" he asked, walking over to her. "Why
do you want to believe me? And what about my father? You said
you trusted him, I think. What's wrong?"

"I'm not sure. Perhapsit's..."

"What? Perhaps it's what?"

"Nothing. I don't know." She grunted in annoyance.

He stood there staring at her as she stared at the bed.
Crickets could be heard outside, chirping to one another in what
almost sounded musical to his ears. He unconsciously fingered the
dagger in his pocket as he sat down on the bed beside her.

"You have it," she said. "That's what I feel. My dagger."

"What?" he asked, realizing he had been touching the
dagger. He slowly removed his hand from his pocket, suddenly
feeling strange touching the foreign blade.

"My renol dagger. Silver handle with a ruby set in the
pommel, right? You found it, didn't you?" She looked at him
expectantly.

"Well, yes, I--"

"Give it back," she demanded, holding out her hand.

He pulled it from his pocket and held it out to her.
Suddenly he jerked it back. "Wait, how did you know what was in
my pocket?"

"I always know my dagger, Lan. It knows me as well."

He looked at her blankly.

"It is magically linked to me. If ever we are separated, it
always finds its way back."

Fear raced through him as he quickly held the dagger back
out for her to take. Magic had always made him feel a bit uneasy,
and was something he had never had much contact with as a
human. The mesefu were the ones with the great magic abilities.
Humans, with their weak magical skills, merely dabbled in it.

"It was you who killed those two sarn, wasn't it?"

"Yes," she replied. "And I could have taken the rest as well,
if not for your father and his men interfering."

54



"You can't be setious. You were nearly dead when I found
you."

"If you choose to believe that, I'm not going to stop you."

"Well," he said as the tone of his voice rose in agitation.
"How could you have saved yourself?"

"I have ways," she replied quietly.

"What is that supposed to mean?"

After a brief pause, she said, "Nothing."

He sighed. "Why won't you tell me anything? You can
trust me, Ria."

"Perhaps," she said. She slipped the dagger into the pouch
that still hung from her belt.

"I promise," he said. "I won't hurt you." She was shivering.
He wanted to place his hands around hers to keep them warm.
She'd kill you, he told himself. Only Esmond's lucky enongh to get away
with anything like that. And foolish enough to try.

"My father," she began. "My father told me things. Things
that could be dangerous in the wrong hands. The sarn who were
chasing me know that I know these things. They wanted to get that
information from me." She began shaking more, fear adding to the
chill. Lan grabbed the folded up blanket his mother had set on the
bed and handed it to her. "Thank you," she said, wrapping it
around her shoulders. "I've got to get to Porthos as quickly as
possible to warn the king. The sarn are rallying."

"Rallying? I thought all the different clans hated each other
and wete constantly at war?"

"Not anymore. There's a new force behind them now.
Ga'ruk is the man they're rallying under. He was the one out there
today with all the skulls on his armor. Trophies of the human
generals he has brought down. Supposedly one of them is even a
mesefu skull, but nobody can prove that. Likely just rumor." Lan
thought back to the armored sarn who had shot at him. He
thought back to the grotesque hole in one of the skulls hanging on
his sash. He thought back to the crossbow bolt, and how it had
missed him, and the look on the sarn's face when that had
happened. It had been a look of disbelief. Disbelief and fear. Lan
shuddered.

"Not even he has enough power to unite the clans, though,
however remarkable of a leader he may be. The force that has
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united them all is dangerous, and it must be stopped quickly. The
other sarn don't know anything about it."

"Wait," Lan uttered. "Do you mean to tell me that their
leader was after you himself?"

"He's always been that way. He doesn't trust any of his men
with important tasks. He insists on doing them himself."

"You've known him for a while?!" He was stunned.

"He's been after me for years, now." And then the most
unexpected thing in Lan's life happened--she leaned down and
rested her head on his shoulder. He felt awkward, not knowing
what to do. He had never been in a position like this before.
Should he put his arm around her? Or should he sit still and let her
talk?

"One thing bothers me about today," she said. "Ga'ruk
never backs off, especially where humans are concerned. Your
entire family should be dead now."

Lan pulled away from her, another shudder of fear coursing
through him. She was right. If not for that crossbow bolt incident
scaring the sarn leader, they would probably all be dead, for, as the
game of Skirmish had proven, the farmhands had stood no chance
against the sarn.

"What is it?" she asked, sitting up.

"Nothing," he said, shaking his head. He dare not risk
telling her that he had somehow stopped a crossbow bolt from
embedding itself in him, scaring the sarn away. It would only lead
her to question him more, and he did not need that now. He
needed her unwavering trust and attention. He needed to find out
just how she knew his father. Besides, there was probably nothing
mystical to the crossbow bolt stopping anyway. Perhaps the wind
blew it down, or the sarn--Ga'ruk--misjudged the shot. It was
raining rather heavily. But whatever it was made the sarn #hink that
Lan had some kind of powers. Yes, that must be it.

Ria sat there silently, tracing the patterns on the blanket
with her fingers. She gazed at the bed blankly. In the distance he
heard the bell tower ring once. It was an hour past midnight. He
yawned as sleep started pulling on his eyes.

He placed his hand on her back and felt the bandage around
her chest through the shirt she wore. As he touched it, a warmth
seeped through it onto his hand. "Oh," he started. "I think I
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knocked your bandages around in that scuffle. They're seeping a
bit. Do you want me to rewrap them?"

She looked up at him silently, her wide eyes gazing into his.
After a long moment, she spoke. "Yes," she said. "I would like
that." She turned to face away from him and leaned forward,
pulling her shirt up just enough for him to get at the bandages.
"No peeking," she said, playfully.

The thought had not once crossed his mind. He deftly
unclasped the bandage, pulled it back a slight bit, stretched it back
across the wound, and clasped it tight. After he pulled his hands
away, she sat leaning over, motionless.

Realizing finally that he was not doing anything else, she sat
up, pulling her shirt back down. "Through already?" she asked.

"Yes," he said. "My mother taught me a bit of what she
knows. Not everything, but enough to get by."

She turned back to him, smiling, and leaned her head back
on his shoulder.

"I'm sorty," she said.

"For what?" he asked.

"For getting you and your family involved in this. If I had
known where I was, I would never have come this way. I was
disoriented. I'm afraid I may have put your lives in grave danger."

"What do you mean by that? That you never would have
'come this way'?"

"Nothing," she sighed. Lan stood up and walked over to
the window. He gazed out at the dark landscape.

"Look," he started, searching for something comforting to
say. "I'm sure everything will be all right," he said. "You're leaving
the house tomorrow, so as long as the sarn don't come back
tonight, we should be fine."

"Perhaps," she said. "Perhaps." She stood up and walked
to him. He stared at her in silence, not sure what he should do.
She looked up at him and he saw the dim light from the window
twinkle in her eyes. "Hold me," she said. "For luck."

He slowly reached his arms around her, nervous to be doing
so. He had never held another woman before, aside from his
mother. She reached around his waist and pulled him close. He
stood with his arms awkwardly around her, her head resting on his
chest. She squeezed him tightly and suddenly his feelings of anxiety
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and awkwardness faded. He squeezed back, smiling in the dark.

All thoughts of questions to ask her vanished into the recesses of
his mind. He felt warm and comfortable. Safe, even. It was at that
moment that he knew somehow, someday, he would see her again
after tomorrow, despite what his father had told him.

Their embrace lasted nearly an hour.

#

Lan and Esmond were seated side by side, the guards and
others seated across from them. As the carriage pulled out onto the
main road in the eatly morning light, Lan scanned the fields futilely,
searching for some sign of Ria.

At daybreak, it was discovered that she had left the house
during the night. Lan feared that the sarn had gotten her, but none
of the guards had heard or seen anything. When he went into
the guestroom that morning looking for some clue to her
disappearance, it appeared that there were none to be found.
However, when he plopped down on the bed in frustration, he
discovered the ruby-hilted dagger buried under the pillows. If ever
we are separated, it tends to find a way back, she had said. Lan knew she
had to be alive and well. He also knew that he would be seeing her
again. She had left this here for him, so that their paths would cross
once more. His feelings the night before had been right.

He slept uneasily in the carriage for a great deal of the near
week-long trip, filling the rest of the time with idle conversation
with Esmond. They reached the Kagon-Pyran border at night,
where the guards woke him and Esmond so that they could present
their identification papers. After passing the border, they both went
promptly back to sleep.

The majority of the trip was spent crossing the large nation
of Pyran, as Porthos lay on its far western side. He no longer felt
strange about the concept of being in a foreign nation, especially
since this one looked much like his homeland of Dryan. It was
mostly covered in sprawling fields and farmland, with small villages
along the main road every thirty or forty leagues.

When he awoke as they entered the university's walls, he
remembered a dream he had had during his journey. In the dream
he had seen himself as many things. One moment, he was sitting
by a fire as a young gitl ran up to him and jumped into his lap. The
next moment, he was the ruler of a great nation, fighting to protect
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his stronghold from bloodthirsty armies. Finally, he was in a large
wasteland. He could see Ria through a large wall of flames. She
was crying, calling for him. He had silently turned and walked away
from her into a bright light, but only because there was no other
path to follow.

Lan pushed the dream away for now. It was the middle of
the night and he was still very tired. All he wanted to do right now
was take his stuff inside to whatever room had been arranged for
him and go back to sleep. Not even finally being at the university
he had striven to enroll at was enough to rouse him from his
fatigue. He would worry about seeing what the city and the
university had to offer tomorrow.

He slowly stood up and stepped out of the carriage. He
stretched until his back popped loudly in the cold night air.
Esmond rubbed his eyes as he stepped from the carriage, then
yawned.

"We're finally here," Esmond smiled as he patted Lan on
the back. They slung their bags over their shoulders and walked
into the large, red brick walls of their new home.

The strange dream kept creeping back into Lan's mind. He
wondered what, if anything, it could possibly mean.

#

Hidden in the shadows atop the walls of Porthos University,
a lone figure sat, staring down into the large courtyard at a carriage
that had just arrived from the neighboring nation of Kagon. Two
young men stepped out along with a few armored guards.

The shadowed figure looked more intently at the young
men until the one known as Alexander Lansing was distinguishable.
The shadow atop the wall shuddered for a moment upon seeing his
face, then turned and began descending the outside wall. He was
safe now, nothing would happen to him from here on, as long as
she stayed out of the way.

"There something about you," she said quietly to herself. "I
don't know whether to be afraid of it or calmed by it. But I know
that I'll be back. I've got to know what it is."

As Ria touched the ground and began walking off into the
dark alleys of the huge city, she whispered to herself. "Take care,
Lan." And then, she vanished into the darkness.
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PART II: The Injustice
"Many wars have been fought, many lives have been lost, and many
nations have fallen, merely because one man was in the wrong place
at the wrong time."
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Chapter Four

The bustling city stretched out as far as she could see
toward the horizon in all directions. The sea of twisted buildings
reached up to the sky, grazing the clouds. Ornate markings
decorated them, giving them a rough textured look despite their
pristine smoothness. Engraved in the surfaces of the buildings
were stories of ages past, of families who had inhabited them.
Numerous wide crystal bridges connected the buildings at various
levels, each one full of mesefu going about their daily business.
Lisen flew over them on her ve/ at dangerous speeds, ducking
through tight squeezes between buildings and swerving around
other, slower moving mesefu on /.

The ve/ were small, round discs, large enough for only one
person to ride, though larger versions existed. They soared through
the air, controlled by the minds of the mesefu.

Controlling the ve/ was easy for Lisen. She had been doing
it since she was a young child. However, in her state of disarray,
she was not concentrating nearly as hard as she should have been,
and neatrly collided with a mesefu man.

The man dipped downward, his head barely missing Lisen's
vel. As she sped on past him, she could hear a multitude of curses
spewing from his mouth at her. She paid them no attention.
Nothing mattered now except getting to the Council meeting.
Lisen was a member of the High Council of Altkrea, responsible for
the safety and welfare of the mesefu people. Almost every day she
helped make important decisions with the other twelve Council
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members that shaped the very city in which they lived. And almost
every day, Lisen was late.

She raced over league after league of the cityscape,
ascending to just above the tops of the buildings. A low layer of
clouds brushed her head as she flew toward the Council building.
The immense structure extended high into the sky, over twice as tall
as any other building in the city. The top of the Council building
was almost always hidden from the lower city by the clouds, and the
Council meeting chamber that sat on top of the tall spire almost
always looked down at the sea of white mist.

Upon reaching the Council building, she changed her
trajectory to fly straight up. She rose with a speed that would make
most mesefu sick with dizziness. For Lisen, however, such speeds
were normal. Being habitually late had tempered her body to the
sensations.

Most of her trip upward was uneventful, as usual, as nobody
else ever flew these paths. They were reserved only for the Council
members, and were very dangerous, as the visibility within the
clouds was terrible. When she finally broke out of the clouds, the
brightness of the sun nearly knocked her off balance. She squinted
and raised her hand to shade her face. On all sides the swirls and
ridges of the cloudy landscape stretched away seemingly infinitely.
She looked up to see the wiry, spherical crystal Council meeting
chamber set against a deep blue sky. The blue was so deep it was
easy to mistake for black without a careful look. Faint hints of stars
could be seen against the dark backdrop, far more than anyone
could ever see from the surface during the daytime.

The Council chamber itself loomed before her like a large,
twisted, spherical cage. Enormous braided bars stretched from the
main structure upward, encircling the chamber, twisting together at
the top. Itlooked as though vine-like braids had grown from the
Council building, ensnaring the crystal ball in their grasp. Twelve ve/
receptacles were built into the walls of the chamber, one for each of
the Council members. The thirteenth Council member--the High
Lord--ascended through the central spire of the Council building.
Lisen sped toward her receptacle, the pit of her stomach churning
as she saw three people standing at it awaiting her arrival. She
would be reprimanded.
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As her ve/ slowly locked into place at the receptacle, High
Lord Harishmon approached her, followed closely by Doran and
Eruin, two female Council members she was not very fond of.

"You are late," said Harishmon, flatly.

Lisen stumbled as she stepped from her e/ through the
elaborate crystal archway that served as her personal entrance to the
Council chamber. She grabbed the side of the archway to keep
from falling over. Harishmon stood before her in his exquisite
white robes, hands clasped together, staring at her. A wide stole
adorned with stitchings of ancient mesefu prayers hung around his
neck, the golden embroidering glistening in the sunlight. Though
she had grown up with the High Lord and had known him well
before he held the rank, his robed presence still commanded deep
respect from her. "I am sorry, High Lord," she said, bowing her
head.

"The meeting has not yet started, Lisen," said Harishmon.
The words came from his mouth in very distinct syllables, each one
enunciated to perfection. "There is no need to refer to me by such
titles. I had to hold the meeting until your arrival."

"I do not see why we keep her on the Council," said Doran
in her stern, dry voice. Her face was as white as the clouds below
the chamber, and her lips were thin and bloodless. The only
noticeable colors were in her deep blue eyes. The rest of her body
was hidden beneath a very plain and straightforward purple robe,
except for her hands, which were as white as her face. Upon her
head, she wore a large purple headpiece, which extended up and
behind her, with a draping veil on either side of her face. She had
always been the most elegant mesefu woman Lisen had ever seen.
And the most arrogant.

"We keep her on the Council because she is wise and
intelligent. She may be young, but the words of the young are often
the most important. They should not go unheard. She belongs
here," said Harishmon gruffly.

"Only by law, not by competence," Doran huffed.

"That is quite enough, Doran," Hatishmon said. "We have
more pressing matters to deal with than your bickering."
Harishmon looked back to Lisen. "Come. We must get started
quickly." He turned and walked from the archway, Doran and
Eruin following close behind. Lisen walked up to her Council
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podium and stood there as the other three took their places.
Harishmon ascended the central platform and began looking
everyone over.

Lisen gazed around the large chamber, waiting on him to
begin speaking. The sphere within which the chamber sat was
tinted, and bathed the chamber in a cool blue light that reminded
Lisen of the ocean. The other Council members were behind their
own podiums--wide, smooth, unadorned, and each carved from a
single piece of renol. The floor of the Council chamber was made of
grey-flecked marble, polished to a shine. The other Council
members stood rigid, some of them knowing what was about to be
said and dreading hearing the words from the mouth of the High
Lord himself. For until he spoke, there was a chance that the bad
news they had been hearing from one another was mere rumor.

"This meeting of the High Council has been called to
discuss the tragic event that befell our people late yesterday
evening." The platform he stood on slowly rotated around as he
spoke, allowing him to see everyone equally as he spoke. "Ol'tue,
the only weapon ever constructed by our people intended to take
the life of another, has been stolen." Silence pervaded the council
room. Lisen's jaw dropped open and her knees grew weak.
Although she had already heard this news in whispered tones from
several other council members eatlier today, it had seemed unreal.
Now, however, it all suddenly felt very frighteningly real.

"Lord Eruin was the first to discover its disappearance. For
your cooperation in remaining silent about the matter, I am
thankful." Harishmon nodded toward Eruin. She apparently wasn't
all that quiet about it, Lisen thought. Almost every Council member knows
already.

"However, this brings me to one of the more distressing
points of the day. Perhaps even more distressing than what I have
told you already. You are all aware that only Council members are
allowed into the blade's chamber. It was sealed that way long ago
by my ancestor, Gienev, slayer of Ethrakus." Harishmon paused.
He looked around slowly, staring at each person present for several
intense seconds before moving on to the next.

"Therefore," he continued, "allow me to be direct. There is
no point in dancing around the issue." He paused again, his eyes
turning down at the corners. "There is a traitor among us, in this
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very room." A gasp arose from the Council members as this
realization sank in. "All thirteen of us have shown up today, and we
are the only thirteen who are allowed access to the blade." The
whispering began between the Council members, each wondering
whom the guilty one was. "You can understand now why I was so
reluctant to call such a meeting."

Lisen's heart began racing as she glanced at random around
the room. There was a traitor among them, and she feared that any
second now the chamber would erupt in a frenzy of accusations
and lies, each person trying to put the blame on someone else.

"How can we possibly deal with this situation?" asked
Karinhas, a young Councilman.

"I will appoint an outside committee," said Harishmon,
reluctantly. "Their sole purpose will be to investigate the matter."

"Outrageous!" shouted Doran. "You are just as much a
suspect as any of us! Why should you be allowed to appoint the
committee? Do you have something to hide?" She stepped out
from behind her podium and began marching toward Harishmon.
"Are you appointing a committee of liars and da/chi who will take
your side and set one of us up to take the blame?"

"Lord Doran, I will remind you only once to remain behind
your podium," Harishmon said. She stood her ground before him,
shaking with anger. A low murmur arose over the Council room as
other members began talking about the issue in disbelief.

"You know as well as I that the Council will review the
committee I select. If you do not like those I choose, then you can
dismiss them. I tire of your baseless accusations of conspiracy.
They come all too often from you. I believe you need to reassess a
great many things." She glared at him, then slowly backed away and
resumed her place behind her podium.

"I will not trust any committee you choose, regardless," she
said. "I move to appoint my own committee who will work apart
from yours to ensure that the real truth is found."

"I do not see why more than one committee is needed, but I
also know that to reject your proposal is to label myself as guilty in
your eyes. Therefore, if it is not objected to by the greater part of
the Council, I second and support Lord Doran's motion to appoint
a second committee."
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Nobody spoke. Instead they all looked from Harishmon to
Doran and back again, as if wondering whom to show allegiance to.
This was not the first time Doran had attacked the High Lord, but
Lisen was more nervous now than ever before. Nobody had ever
hesitated to support Harishmon in such disputes before, except for
Doran's lackey, Eruin.

Harishmon stood strong, showing no signs of weakening
despite Doran's verbal assault. He watched the Council members
and waited. Silence.

"As nobody wishes to speak in objection to Lord Doran's
motion, I hereby--"

"I object!" shouted Lisen. She began shaking with nervous
anxiety. She had never stood her ground against Doran before, but
this time she felt the woman was going too far. "There is no need
for this second committee!" Lisen stepped from behind her
podium and stomped in Doran's direction. "Unless, of course, you
have something to hide, Doran."

Doran smiled, shaking her head. "I am sute the Council can
see now why I object to such a pompous incompetent youth being
among us." She motioned toward Lisen as she spoke to the High
Lord. "All she can do is throw my own words back at me. She has
nothing to offer of her own."

"And yet," said Harishmon, "I agree with her. There is no
need for this second committee, and in proposing it, you are
subjecting yourself to the same scrutiny you are subjecting me to."
He stared Doran in the eyes. They stood that way for several tense
moments. Nobody in the chamber was sure of what to do.

"I understand this," said Doran at last. "But I know I am
hiding nothing. I do not know the same about you. Or anyone else
here."

"Lotrd Doran, you act as if the entire Council is composed
of thieves, liars, and degenerates, which you know is not the case.
Only one of us is, for sure. It is with much regret that I must
approve your motion to have a second committee." He turned to
Lisen. "You may return to your podium at any time, Lord Lisen.
Though I agree with you, one objection is not enough to overturn
the motion."

"Yes, High Lotd," she said, slowly walking back. She had
finally stood her ground to Doran, but to no avail. She had been
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shoved back down once again. Sometimes I wonder why 1 bother, Lisen
thought. She sighed, resuming her position. The Council may not be
Jull of corruption, Harishmon, but you're right--there's at least one among us,
she thought, eyeing Doran accusingly.

"You are granted your committee, Lord Doran, but they are
subject to the same regulations as any other appointed committee,
which means the Council must review them to make sure they are
fit for the job."

"Thank you, High Lord," Doran said.

"Do not thank me, Lord Doran. The law requires I grant
your request. I have already expressed my feelings on the matter,
and I do not do it willingly." He looked over everyone a final time.
"The two committees will be brought before the Council for review
in two days' time." Harishmon looked down, taking a deep breath.
"Unfortunately, this is not all I have to say. There is more, and it is
the worst yet."

Lisen swallowed hard. What could possibly be worse than
finding out a traitor was on the High Council?

"Nobody would merely steal Ol'tue without some purpose.
The most logical purpose I have come up with is going to frighten
you, and I urge you not to tell a living soul what I am about to tell
you. We must keep chaos from breaking out."

Lisen's heart was now beating faster than ever, and she
broke out into a cold sweat. She already knew what Harishmon was
going to say. It could be nothing else.

"Just over one thousand years ago, a daecmon emerged from
the bowels of Kalra. Ethrakus. Everyone knows that story.
Everyone knows of the valiant Gienev and the dragons. Everyone
knows of the forging of the mighty Ol'tue that Gienev used to bring
about the destruction of Ethrakus." He began pacing back and
forth as he spoke.

"And everyone remembers the catastrophic destruction
Ethrakus brought. Entire nations were devastated. The city of
Porthos was reduced to rubble. Most of Altkrea as well." He
paused, scratching his chin. "I ask you all today, what would you do
if another daemon appeared? Because I have received word that
such may be the case."
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Gasps erupted from the Council members. A roar of
conversation and deliberation arose as everyone awed at the news.
Lisen felt the blood drain from her face.

"There is no official confirmation on this," continued
Harishmon. "But I have dispatched a small scout party to the south
to confirm the news. I hope to hear something within the next few
days.

"What would the disappearance of Ol'tue have to do with
the appearance of a new daemon?" he asked the Council,
rhetorically. "Ol'tue is the only means available to us to handle a
threat of such magnitude. With the blade missing and the dragons
gone, the daemon would be free to wreak havoc on the world as its
predecessor did."

"Are you implying that whoever stole the blade is in league
with the daemon?" asked Shiera, the eldest female council member.
"That's preposterous! No mesefu would ever work with a
daemon."

"Perhaps not, Lord Shiera," said Harishmon. "But whoever
stole the blade may not know the real reason for their actions.
Perhaps they were promised riches or power. Perhaps they believe
their intentions to be for the best, when in fact, behind the scenes
they are being manipulated. It has happened before, and it can
happen again."

"These truly are grave times, High Lord," said Nemol,
another Councilman. "What can we do against such things?"

"Wait," said Harishmon, solemly. "We shall have our
committees ready soon for investigation, as well as official word on
the daemon's existence. Our top priority lies in finding Ol'tue, so
that if another daemon Aas arisen, it can be dealt with in a swift
mannet."

"Yes, High Lord. I agree," said Nemol.

"I would now like to dismiss this meeting for two days,
when we will hold the committee review. Are there any further
issues the Council would like to put forth at this time?" After a few
moments of waiting, he continued. "Then I will see you all back
here in two days at this same time. Ohn, in your wisdom, protect
us from evil. In your name, we go about our lives. This meeting is
adjourned."
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Council members slowly retreated into their receptacles to
head home and brood over everything they had just heard. Lisen
stood still behind her podium, watching everyone leave. A glint of
sunlight caught her eye and she looked out, seeing the sun starting
to set beneath the clouds. Soon it would be night here, easily
several hours before the rest of the city below. She slowly turned
and walked back through the archway to her disc, wondering what
she was going to do if the news about a daemon was true. She was
tempted to run away, but she knew that was wrong. No mesefu
ever walked away from their own kind. Ever.

"Lisen," came Harishmon's voice. She turned to see him
standing before her. "May I speak with you, please?" Lisen knew
what he wanted to say. He was going to reprimand her for the way
she had acted earlier toward Doran.

"I'm sorry for my actions, High L--Harishmon. I just lost
control and--"

"And that is not what I need to speak with you about," he
smiled.

"Then what--"

"Lisen, how long have we known each other?" Harishmon
asked leaning against the crystal wall of the chamber.

"As far back as I can remember," she said. "Why do you
ask?"

"You trust me, am I right?"

"Of course! We grew up together, Harishmon. We used to
play together in the halls of the Council living quarters. Our
patents were best friends. You know I trust you."

"Yes," he said solemnly. "I was just reassuring myself. Ever
since I had to uphold the motion to have both your father and Ria's
father removed from the Council, I have felt awkward around you,
as if you despised me."

"I do not despise you at all. I despise Doran for tricking my
father into confessing his friend had an affair with a human woman.
She destroyed my father, the only man who ever loved her." Lisen
felt tears coming to her eyes. She turned away from Harishmon
and put her forehead on the wall, gazing down at the ornate floor.

"I know it has been hard on you since your mother died and
your father was deposed, but please hold together. I need you now
more than ever, Lisen."
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She sniffed, wiping her face with her hands. "What is it you
need me for?"

"I want you on my committee."

"What?" she exclaimed, jerking around to face him. "That's
impossible! The Council will never allow that. It's against the
laws."

"You and I both know Doran has never once done anything
for the welfare of the mesefu. She got emotionally close to your
father to expose him for hiding information from the Council about
Ria's father. Every other Council member overlooked the fact that
Ria was a mixed child. We all knew what had happened, but her
father was such a great man that nobody spoke up, except Doran
when she found proof. She knew that when your father was
removed, she would be next in line due to her 'wonderful' deed of
bringing out the truth. She held her secret committee then, so I'm
holding one of my own now."

"So you want me to work in secret?"

"Of course," Harishmon said, drawing near Lisen. "I have a
lead that I did not tell the Council about. A man in Porthos who
goes by the name of Osbick. He's the local retainer to a Lord
Roland who rules the northern reaches of Pyran. His name was
mentioned to me by outside sources as possibly having some
connection to the blade."

"I suppose you want me to go research the matter further?"

"Yes. In a few weeks, there is to be a meeting of the
Pyranian parliament in Porthos. We are sending an official to
present to them what I presented to the Council today. You will be
leading a number of guards who will be working with the Porthos
city guards to ensure peace during the processions of noblemen
into the Ceren, their capitol building."

"I am to go as a soldier? I was not meant to do such
things." Lisen had been trained well in the fighting skills of the
mesefu from childhood by one of her father's friends. She had
never intended on using those skills, however.

"You are the only Council member I trust, and the only one
well-trained enough in the ways of the military to do such a thing."

Lisen looked down at the white marble floor. She took a
deep breath as she thought about the possible consequences of
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travelling into human nations. She had never been outside Altkrea
in her entire life. Most mesefu never left the city.

"I will go," she said, "but only for you. Had anyone else
asked me, I would have refused."

"Thank you," Harishmon said. "You can go under your real
name. No humans would ever recognize you. In the days before
and after the procession, you will be free for the duration of the
patliament's meeting to roam about the city and collect information.
Parliamentary meetings in Pyran usually last several weeks. I am
sure you can find out more about this Osbick during that time."

"I will do my best, Harishmon." She bowed her head as a
sign of respect, and stepped onto her e/

"One more thing," Harishmon said.

"What is that?" she asked.

He walked over to stand beside her. "Tell Ria everything."

"What?"

"Ria has been living outside this city for most of her life. If
any one of us knows their way around Porthos, it's her. She can
help you."

"But Harishmon," she retorted. "If the Council finds out
that we are getting help from Ria, a dalchi, they will have us both
banished without a second thought."

"That is why I told Doran nothing of my lead in Porthos. 1
do not want her so-called committee following my people around,
especially when they are people the Council disapproves of."

"You sound so sute," she said. "Ohn forgive me for what I
am about to say, but overconfidence is not an admirable trait."

"With all that has happened within the past ten years,
Lisen," he said, putting his hand on her shoulder, "my confidence is
the only thing I have left."

She nodded in silent agreement. "I shall see you in two
days' time, then?" she asked.

"Yes. After that meeting I will fill you in on the specifics of
when you are to leave and what troops you will be in charge of."

"Of course."

"Ohn illumine you, Lisen," he said, patting her on the back.

"Ohn illumine you, Harishmon," she replied, a blank look
on her face. Slowly, she backed her ze/ out of the receptacle and
descended down into the clouds. She did not notice the other ve/
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and its purple-clad rider that sat in the shadows under her
receptacle as she departed.
#

As Lisen disappeared into the clouds, two figures hidden
under the Council chamber slowly floated out into the light.

"They do not stand a chance."

The purple-cloaked mesefu councilwoman gazed downward
into the sea of grey mist. "I agree, Eruin. What we have just heard
will bring an end to Harishmon and that annoying girl." Doran
clasped her hands together.

"We must act quickly. If we give them too much time--"

"Patience." Her tone was stern, yet calm. "We will let them
conduct their business and our committee will watch them secretly,
every step of the way. When the time is right, I will present our
case to the Council and they will have no choice but to depose
Harishmon and elect a new High Lord." Her lips cutled into a
wicked smile as she turned to face the younger Councilwoman.
"They will elect me."

"Don't be overconfident. You do not know that."

"It has already happened once," she said, gruffly. "Need I
remind you how I came to be on the Council in the first place?"

"No, I remember well." Eruin gazed off at the hotizon,
watching the orange sea of clouds below roll slowly eastward as the
sun dipped into them behind her. "But if they find out--"

"Nobody will find out." Doran shifted her gaze to the
horizon as well. "You will be well rewarded for your help."

"Yes, I understand," Eruin sighed, silently nodding her
head. "Once our committee is formed, we cannot dare take an
active hand in it. If we are caught collaborating with what should
be an outside committee, it would look bad on us and we would
lose any favor we have with the Council."

"Do not worry, Eruin. You will have no connections with
the committee we select. I will deal with them in my own way."

"Then what shall I do?"

"Wait."
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Chapter Five

"I knew this would happen again," said Headmaster
Whitlow in his low, stern voice. "Three times in one semestet." He
sat behind his large oaken desk, his clasped hands resting on the
desk's surface. He wore a large, puffed black hat that sat perfectly
straight on his head, casting sharp shadows across his aged face.
His grey brows were furrowed and wrinkled in anger.

"Ma--" started Lan, trying to get a word in.

"Master Trellin broke his tailbone when he slipped on that
patch of soapy water you two poured in front of his living
quarters." Whitlow gazed with what Lan considered a rather angry
look from beneath the shadows of his hat.

"There was no proof that we did--" began Lan.

"There was no definite proof," interrupted the headmaster.
"But I knew, however. Yes, I knew it was you two. I never said
anything, however. I know how hard it is for some students to
adjust, and you are both brilliant young men. This time, however, I
can make no such exception."

Lan gulped, brushed back the ever-lengthening brown
bangs from his face, and glanced anxiously over at Esmond, as if
there was something he could do to save them. No, Lan. Esmond's
only good at getting you into these messes. You're the one who always bas to get
out of them.

"Then the nurse." Lan looked back to Whitlow as the
headmaster continued. "Poor Nurse Wellingham. The rash from
the poisonous plants was very nasty. She is lucky we have such
good school physicians here or else her pain could have gone on for
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weeks and the hives may have left permanent scars." The
headmaster gazed sternly at Lan, staring him straight in the eye.
Lan looked guiltily away down at the floor, tapping his hand
nervously on the armrest of the high-backed, leather-covered chair
in which he sat. "There was no proof that you placed the soapy
water, but there was plenty of it pointing to you having poisoned
Wellingham."

"She told me I needed to bathe more often," chided
Esmond. He displayed no signs of nervousness. He was perfectly
calm here in the presence of the highest authority of Porthos
University.

Lan began wringing his hands and gazed out the tall
window behind the headmaster. The sky was bright and cloudless,
green grass filling the inner courtyard as a light breeze jostled the
trees planted along the entrance road. He could see the gate that
led out into the city, a city that he had lived in for the better half of
a year and still had seen none of, other than the few buildings that
peeked over the university walls.

It was not that he was prevented from leaving the
university, of course. He had had plenty of opportunities to go out
into town and explore. He merely never felt any urge to go.
Esmond had been outside quite often and had tried to get him to
tag along, but he refused. There were too many people out there,
and it was too easy to get lost. At least, that was what he told
Esmond. In secret, he was afraid of running into Ria again. His
father had told him to stay away from her, and he knew he should,
but something mysteriously drew his thoughts to her at least once a
day. If couldn't be that dagger, he thought. I don't keep it on me. I keep it
in a box under my bed. Surely its magic isn't strong enough to affect me from
there!

He did not mind staying in his room whenever Esmond
went out into town. He would study, which was what he did in all
of his spare time. He had advanced quickly to the highest rank in
his class in his short time here, and was already well on his way to
graduating with the highest honors--assuming he could reinforce his
willpower and not fall into helping Esmond with his mischievous
plots.

"Perhaps she was right," said Whitlow.
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"She wanted me to bathe twice a day! That's preposterous!
Why, if I bathed twice a day, my a--"

"Master Whitlow," Lan interceded. "We are very sorry
about what happened, but we feel our actions were justified. We
were very distressed with several of Professor Karin's comments
toward the class and felt that we needed to express our discontent.
We never--"

"How many times do I have to #// you?" Whitlow shot up
to his feet, sending his chair crashing into the wall behind him. The
glass panes in the window shuddered violently, and for a moment,
Lan feared the window would shatter.

"If you ever have any problems with staff members or other
students at the university, you come to e. This is the third time
you two have done this sort of rebellious act and the university staff
and I are fed up with it. I will take no more." Whitlow marched
around his desk, shaking his hands in disgust at the boys. "Never
before have I seen anyone with such disciplinary problems!"

"Master Whitlow," said Lan. "We are very sorry--"

"Sorry?" shouted Whitlow, staring directly at Lan and
shrugging his shoulders. "Sorry/ Sorry will not get Professor Karin's
hair back!" Whitlow pounded the desk behind him with his left fist.
"Sorry will not get you out of the severe trouble you have fallen
into!" He pounded his fist again, his face twisting more and motre
into a gruesome wrath. "Sorry will do you no good at a//, young
man!"

Lan slumped down in his chair, attempting to sink into the
floor and vanish. He was scared to death. There was nothing he
knew to do but apologize, but that did not seem to be getting him
anywhere. Futilely, he tried again.

"We--we never meant to set Karin's hair on fire . . ." uttered
Lan meekly.

"Yeah, but it was an enjoyable side effect," said Esmond, as
calm as if he were talking to his mother about the weather.
"Besides, he deserved it. Him and that snobby attitude of his."

Lan noticed the headmaster glaring at Esmond. Tiwe o save
him again, he thought. Time to save him like I always have. 1 feel it coming.
Any second now, he's going to say something so outlandish--

"I swear by Ohn," Esmond continued, "he has his nose
stuck so far up in the air that--"
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"What Esmond means is that we were extremely upset with
Karin's treatment of the class in general," intercepted Lan in an
attempt to prevent Esmond from saying anything else that was very
inappropriate at the moment.

"No," countered Esmond, "actually I was trying to say that
his nose is stuck so far up in the air that it's probably lodged in
Ohn's--"

"That is guite enough," roared Whitlow, clenching his fists
so hard that they were turning white. His breaths were coming very
quickly and Lan could tell the headmaster was trying to keep from
losing control. Lan and Esmond glanced at each other, wondering
what to do next.

Whitlow took a deep breath, straightened his hat which had
fallen over during one of his louder outbursts, folded his arms
across his chest, and walked back behind his desk. He stood there
for a moment, looking down at the desk as he continued taking
long, deep breaths. After a few moments, Whitlow sighed loudly,
pulled his chair back, and sat down, elbows on the top of the desk
and hands clasped. He rested his chin on his hands and sighed one
more time.

"I am forced to contact your parents," said Whitlow, his
voice a bit shaky as he tried to suppress his wrath. "Salen and
Gerhard will not be very pleased at all with you two."

Esmond started to stand. "I'm tired of sitting here listening
to you go off on your tirades. Just write your letters and let us go.
Anywhere's better than this morbid office any day. Nobody listens
around here anyway."

Esmond was right about the description of the office as
motbid. The walls were made of stone, with small arrow slits
spaced along the walls. The ceiling was nearly four strides high with
vaulted arches decorated with gargoyles of all sorts. It had been an
altar to some long-forgotten human god or goddess back when
Porthos University was the human stronghold in this land many
thousands of years ago. That was when the humans had decided
they would no longer live as slaves and had rebelled against their
mesefu masters. The humans had won, but the mesefu still reigned
as the predominant race in power. A pervading animosity still
existed between the two races, though not neatly as strong as the
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animosity both races shared toward the sarn who had come out of
the south ravaging the countryside.

Thoughts of sarn brought Lan's mind back to memories of
the past fall, when he had rescued Ria, the mysterious half-mesefu
girl.

Rza, he thought, fingering the ruby-hilted dagger he kept in
his right-hand robe pocket. Where conld you be now? And then he
realized what he was doing. He was touching the dagger. But how--
when did I put this in my--Dear Obn, it's more powerful than I thonght. He
was suddenly nervous to be around the dagger. He wanted to run
back to his room and put it away. He knew nothing of magic, and
wanted no part of the mysterious power. As soon as Whitlow let
them go, he would put the dagger back in the box and lock it, this
time.

Maybe you just picked it up without realizing it, he thought. You
were staring at it earlier today when you were thinking about her. 'Though
he spent most of his time studying, the breaks he took were always
filled with thoughts of the strange girl. He had been wondering for
many months what mysterious connection she had with his father
and if she was still in town. She had been the first girl he had ever
had any sort of connection to, as little as it was, and it filled him
with curtiosity. And yet, at the same time, his fathet's words of
warning came back to haunt him every time.

Headmaster Whitlow's sharp voice shook him from his
musings. "Where do you think you are going, Esmond Boyeui? 1
do not recall excusing you." Esmond was now standing up,
heading for the office door. He looked back at Whitlow over his
shoulder. "Sit down, now!" shouted the headmaster. Esmond
reluctantly turned back around and sat.

"I do not want you two to think that I have no faith in you.
I know that you can still change your ways, but severe measures
must be taken nonetheless. I am sorry it has had to come to this,
but remember--you brought it upon yourselves." Whitlow took out
two sheets of parchment from his drawer and an ornate mesefu
pen. Lan had seen other people at the university with similar pens.
Their main benefit was that they never ran out of ink. The mesefu's
mastery of magic had led them to create such wonderful things,
which they gladly exported to the rest of the world, usually for a
much higher price than was reasonable.
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"I will inform your parents of everything that has happened
since you arrived. The good as well as the bad. 1 will let them
decide what measures should be taken, but I warn you now--"
Whitlow looked at Lan, then at Esmond, pointing a bony index
finger at each of them in turn "--any further acts like this--anything--
and you will both be expelled from this institution immediately.
Understand?"

"Yes, sir," Lan said quietly. This was for real. If Esmond
got him drawn into anything else, his life would effectively be over.

"And your" Whitlow asked, staring at Esmond.

Esmond stared back nonchalantly, as if he was not the least
bit bothered by anything going on right now. "I suppose," he said.

"Good, then. You are both excused."

The headmaster began writing the letters. Lan sat and
stared at the walls, imagining all sorts of frightening, morbid things
his parents would do to him. They'll kill me, he thought. They had
always wanted the best for him and were thrilled when he and
Esmond had gotten accepted to the university. He remembered his
mother warning him to stay out of trouble, knowing that Esmond
was notorious for dragging him into doing things he didn't really
want to do in the first place. More and more, Lan was realizing that
Esmond was the source of many, if not most, of his problems.
Almost all of the things that the two had gotten into trouble for
were Esmond's ideas. Of course, L.an did not have to follow him.
That's my weakness, he thought. Not putting my foot down and standing
strong when he tries to drag me into bis pranks.

Lan usually didn't want to join Esmond in his mischief, but
at the same time, something about it was exotically alluring and Lan
found it hard to resist the temptation. Next time would be
different. He promised himself that next time he would give in for
nothing and Esmond would be on his own.

By the mesefu timepiece on the wall--a blue crystal star-
shape with thin, glowing green hands--it was well after noon. They
had been in here for neatly an hour. Most of that hour, however,
had consisted of Esmond and him in here alone, wondering what
the headmaster would do to them when he arrived.

"You have been excused," repeated Whitlow. "Go back to
your regular schedule. I will contact you when I have received
word back from your parents. It should be no longer than a week."
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Lan and Esmond slowly stood up and walked toward the
large, oak, double doors that led from the headmastet's office out
into the main hall of the university administrative building. As Lan
reached out to open the door, he heard Whitlow add, "And stay out
of trouble!"

He swallowed hard and opened the door, allowing Esmond
to walk out first. He stepped through and carefully closed it behind
him, trying to make as little noise as possible to keep from upsetting
the headmaster any more.

"Well," Esmond said, smiling, "that wasn't as bad as I
thought it would be!" He patted Lan on the back.

"Are you crazy?" Lan jerked away from him. "We could
have gotten expelled! We i/ be expelled the next time you--we do
anything like that."

"Me? Why did you start to single me out--"

"There you guys are!" interrupted a whining, nasal voice.
Lan and Esmond turned in unison to face the hallway leading to the
main entrance of the administrative building. The ceiling was
almost as high as the headmastet's office, and was vaulted in the
same fashion. Where the wall of the hallway touched the outside,
shafts of light coming in from arrow slits sliced across the stone
floors. Running clumsily down the hallway toward them was
Marcus. They both sighed.

"Oh great," muttered Esmond quietly.

"The feeling's mutual," said Lan. "He's the last person I
want to put up with right now."

When Marcus finally reached them, he was panting heavily,
totally out of breath. He was a short young man, with quite a bit of
weight around his midsection. He always kept his hair trimmed
very short and thin in a peculiar dome shape. He wore wire-
rimmed spectacles--his family must be very wealthy to afford such
things--and shiny leather boots. He was known for having a bizarre
wardrobe, but today Lan thought he had outdone himself. The
plump young man wore a long blue-grey robe with a fluffy white
fringe, tied about his waist by a black leather belt. A polished brass
buckle with his name engraved on it clasped the belt together.
Under the robe he was wearing pants that had been dyed orange
and a bright green tunic.
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"Dear Ohn," said Esmond to Marcus as the outlandishly-
dressed young man tried to catch his breath. "One of the festival
freaks escaped and is on the loose." He turned to Lan. "We've got
to go warn someone!"

Lan couldn't help himself. Despite the mood he was in
after the encounter with Whitlow, he laughed. "I'll get right on it,"
he said through his laughter. As he turned to walk away, preferably
toward his room to be rid of the dagger, Esmond grabbed his
shoulder, stopping him.

"You're not leaving me here alone! Festival freaks are
dangerous!"

"Ha ha," said Marcus, sarcastically, finally in control of his
breathing. "Very funny." Lan and Esmond both turned to look at
him.

"Seriously," Esmond said. "Where 4id those silly clothes
come from?"

"What?" Marcus started, looking down at himself frantically.
"I don't see anything wrong with this. What are you talking about?
What clothes?"

Esmond stifled a laugh. "Never mind," he sighed. "What
are you in such a big hurry to find us for, anyway? Annoying us in
the mornings and the afternoons isn't enough? You've got to come
annoy us at lunch time also?"

"No," Marcus said. "I wanted to hear if it was true.
Apparently it is, since you just came out of his office."

"If what was true?" Lan asked.

"If you really burned off Karin's hair!"

"Well, that's not what we were trying to do--" Lan started.

"Ah, it's all the same. Karin got mad and we got in trouble
for it. It was wonderful" Esmond was smiling. How could he
possibly smile about that?

"Esmond," Lan said. "It was not wonderful. You must
have some strange, twisted idea of fun if you enjoyed that office
visit."

Esmond's smile faltered for a moment, but one glance at
Marcus brought it right back. "Wow," Marcus said. "I wish I could
have seen that! Too bad I'm not taking political science anymore. 1
took it last semester. Passed with honors, too."
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"That's amazing," Esmond said. "Now, if you're through
researching the daily rumors--which are, apparently, all true--you'll
excuse me. I think I am going into town for the rest of the day."

"Can I come with you?" Marcus asked, excitedly.

"No thanks," Esmond said, starting to walk off.

Marcus ran up beside him. Lan followed behind them as
they walked toward the entrance of the administrative building.
"But you shouldn't go out there by yourself. What if something
happened to you? Nobody would know anything!"

"All the better." Esmond took a few more steps then
stopped in his tracks. Marcus almost stumbled over when he
stopped abruptly, trying to stay beside Esmond. "Besides,"
Esmond started, "Lan's going with me. I'll be fine."

"What?!" Lan exclaimed. "I am not going out there," he
said, pointing toward the general direction of the university gates.

"Sute you are," Esmond said. "You haven't been out of this
university since--well, since you got here. It's time to relax. You
need it after what happened in there. I'm surprised you didn't tense
up so tight that you shrank into a ball and vanished!"

Esmond started walking again, Marcus at his side. Lan
stood there in the hallway, wondering what to do. Perhaps he
should go out into Porthos with Esmond. His friend was right--he
had not left these walls since the day they arrived. And with a city
this size, it was silly for him to think that he would run into Ria.
Besides, it was not like he would be going against his father's words.
He would not be actively looking for her. But if I happen to run into
her by chance, then that's just the way things will be. He smiled as he ran
to catch up with Esmond and Marcus, who were turning to walk
out into the open.

They were standing on the steps just outside the
administrative building when Lan reached them, Esmond still
telling Marcus that he did not want him tagging along.

"I'll go," Lan said.

Esmond stopped his conversation abruptly and looked at
Lan--first with disbelief, but it quickly turned into a smile. "See?"
he said to Marcus. "I told you he was coming with me."

"But why can't I go too?" Marcus asked. Lan walked on
down the stairs and stared at the large gateway straight in front of
him, merely several strides down the cobblestone entry-road. A
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guard stood on either side with a spear. They were there only to
check identification papers of people coming and going, to make
sure that everyone was whom they said they were. Lan fished
around in his pocket, making sure he had his papers on him. His
hand brushed the dagger. I've got to take this back to my room first, he
reminded himself.

"Hey," he started, talking to Esmond.

"Ready to go?" Esmond asked. "I guess we can't stop
Marcus from following us. Maybe he'll scare the pickpockets
away." He smiled and playfully punched Marcus in the shoulder.
The plump young man rubbed at his shoulder as if it had hurt.

"Oh come on," Esmond said. "I barely touched you."

"But it hurt!" Marcus exclaimed.

"Do you want to tag along with us or not?"

"Yes, but--"

"Then shut up about it and let's go. If you insist on coming
along, then at least make yourself as unnoticeable as possible."
Esmond started walking down the cobblestone road to the gate. "I
understand if you have trouble doing that in #hose."" Esmond
gestured at Marcus's clothes.

"Esmond, I need to go back to my room first," he said.

"Oh no," Esmond responded, smiling, not stopping in his
walk. "If I let you go back to your room first you'll never come out
and I'll end up going into town alone with festival freak here. 1
can't begin to count the number of times you said you'd come with
me, but you had to go do something first. You never came back,
and I'm not about to fall for it this time."

"But I left my identification papers there!" Lan argued. He
could not tell Esmond about the dagger. It was his secret, and
nobody needed to know about it but him. It was a lie that he had
left his papers in his room--he had felt them along with the dagger
in his pocket--but it was the best excuse he could come up with for
going back to his room to rid himself of the dagger.

"Good one," Esmond smiled. "I know you have your
papers on you." Esmond, still walking, shoved his hand into Lan's
pocked and withdrew his identification papers. Lan nearly
panicked. I wonder if he felt the dagger? ""You had them on you when
we went to see Whitlow, I remember. You were looking at them
when you were in the office before I got there. You put them into

82



that pocket when I came in. I'm not stupid, Lan. I remember
everything." He held out the small folded papers to Lan.

"Fine, you got me," Lan said. "I was just trying to get out
of it."" Which was a lie. He was trying to get out of taking the
dagger with him.

"I knew it! What did I tell you? Now just loosen up and
have a good time, okay?"

"Where are we going, anyway?" asked Marcus.

"We're going to go find the festival you escaped from and
return you," Esmond said, "and then Lan and I are going to go to a
tavern and have a few sweetdrops."

"You're going to go see ber, aren't you?" Marcus smiled,
nudging Esmond with his elbow.

"Um--well--uh--"

"Who?" Lan asked. "Who is 'ber?"

"You haven't told Lan what you do when you go out?"
Marcus turned to Lan. "There's this tavern on the southwest end of
town he always goes to so he can stare and gawk at this gangly
redheaded gitl who usually sits in the back corner by herself. 1
think she's friends with one of the barmaids there."

"So, Esmond, you've finally found Elsinda?" Lan smiled.

"Funny," Esmond said dryly. "No, I've found the girl of my
dreams. She's amazing, really. Short red hair, cute little face.
Always wears this fabulous green cloak that makes her hair look like
its on fire and her eyes look like the bluest ocean." Esmond stared
outward dreamily.

"So what's her name?" Lan asked. Esmond remained silent,
gazing out into the city. They were close to the gate now.

"Go ahead, Esmond," said Marcus. "Tell Lan her name."
Esmond looked down and started walking faster. "What was that?"
asked Marcus. "I don't think I heard you. Oh yeah, that's right!
You don't &row her name!"

"What?" asked Lan, startled. "Why don't you know her
name?"

"Because he's afraid to talk to her," Marcus said.

"That's not it!" Esmond retorted, spinning around to face
them. "It just hasn't been the right time, that's all. I'm waiting for
my moment!"
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"Sute you are," said Marcus. "And I'm dressed like a
festival freak."

"You are," said both Lan and Esmond in unison.

"Ha ha, guys. Very funny." He shuffled on down the road
beside Esmond. Lan caught up and walked alongside him as they
approached the gate.

"Well, let's go see what this girl looks like. Maybe I can
convince you to actually say something to her." Lan patted
Esmond on the back. "Does she work there? Or just sit there."

"Just sits there," Esmond said. "As far as I can tell, that is.
Sits there and look magnificent."”

"You boys got papers?" One of the guards had stepped
toward them from his post beside the gate. Lan could see out into
the city now, for the first time ever. The sheer number of people
out on that road walking back and forth amazed him. Never before
had he seen so many people in one place. Sure, he had been to
Dryan, the largest city--and capital--of his homeland, Kagon, but
Porthos was many times larger. It was the largest of all human
cities and the center of most trade and commerce that could travel
by land. All of the sea trade was farther north, in Merhos.

"Yes, we've got papers," Marcus said. Lan and Esmond
nodded to show that they, too, had their papers.

"Good," said the guard. "You'll need 'em to get back in.
Remember, gate closes at midnight. If you're not back by then, you
get to sit outside all night long until sunrise. Have fun!" He smiled,
revealing a mouth that was missing several teeth. He wiped some
sweat from his forehead and walked back to his post. 17 must be hot
out here under all of that armor, Lan thought. He gazed up at the blue
sky. A few fluffy clouds floated about, but otherwise it was a
perfect day. Neither too hot nor too cold, and just bright enough.
He smiled as they walked under the shaded archway in the wall and
out onto the main road into Porthos. His world was suddenly
getting a lot bigger. And for some reason, despite the uneasy
feeling he had about being out here, he liked it.

#

"Won't it take us forever to walk to this place? It's in the
southwest corner of town. We're in the northeast corner, and this
city is huge." They had walked down the long road leading to the
university from the main road and were now standing right in front
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of the mass of people Lan had seen from the university gate. Off
to the southwest he could see, for the first time, the Ceren, the
Pyranian seat of government. It was a large stone pyramid of sorts
that appeared to have been cut off halfway up. It was a perfectly
flat building, with large sloping walls that showed no steps. They
were sleek. He thought he could see marks in them that could be
windows, but he could not be sure from such a great distance. It
sat on a large hill, which was surrounded at the bottom by various
other large stone buildings--likely other government offices. He
was amazed at how tall the buildings were to stand out above all the
other buildings between him and that hill.

"Don't worry," Esmond said. "There's an inn back near the
gate that way--" he pointed toward the east "--that rents carriage
rides to anywhere in the city. For a fee, of course. Much faster
than walking, though."

"Ah, I see. Lead the way, then." Lan followed Esmond as
he walked eastward, toward what must be the city gate. It was a
massive archway in the tall stone wall of the city. There were
towers built into the wall every so often with some sort of strange
gold or brass bowl atop each one along with a flag which he
presumed bore the insignia of Pyran.

"What atre the big bowls for on top of the towers?" he
asked, hoping that either Esmond or Marcus knew the answer.

"They're for warning fires," Marcus said. "Whenever
trouble is spotted--major trouble, mind you, like an invading army
ot something--the first guards to notice light the warning fire in
their tower. Then the guards in the other towers see it and light
their fires, effectively creating a chain of fire-lighting that stretches
all around the city. It serves to let the people and the Ceren know
that something ugly is afoot."

"That's an amazing idea," Lan marveled. He glanced back
at the Ceren through the throng of people. It appeared higher than
any of the other towers, most likely because it sat on a hill. "But
can't they see everything from up there?" he asked, pointing at the
Ceren.

"Not at night," Marcus said. "The fields out there are pitch
black at night, unless there's at least a half moon."

"Oh, okay."
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It did not take long for them to reach the inn Esmond
spoke of. It was just the second building on the left from the
university road. A worn wooden sign hung over the doorway with
an image of what Lan knew as a dragon carved into it and painted
red.

"Big fans of mythology?" he asked Esmond, pointing at the
sign.

"Who, the owners of this place? Nah. Not that I know of,
at least. They just like the picture, I suppose." As Esmond led
them through the door into the dark insides of the inn, Lan asked
him what the name of this place was. "The Dragon and Ale," he
said. "And what a fine establishment it is. But not as fine as the
place we're going to."

"And why is that?" Lan asked, looking around at the dim,
smoky interior. It was virtually empty. There were several tables
with chairs on either side of them and a bar straight ahead. The
only person Lan could see was a woman in a black, frilly barmaid
dress standing behind the bar.

"Because," Esmond said, "this place doesn't have my
redheaded girl." He smiled as he approached the bar.

"Well if it isn't Esmond," the barmaid said. She had long,
curly black hair tied into a braid behind her head. She smiled as he
nodded at her. "I suppose you're wanting to rent a ride to the Bear
and Claw, eh?"

"You know me too well, Genna."

"It'll be twenty-five geln. You know the procedutre.”

"Yeah, one second." Esmond started fishing in his pockets
and then turned to Lan and Marcus, a startled look on his face.
"Damn!" he cursed. "I left my blessed money in my room!" Then
his eyes lit up and he grabbed Marcus by the arm and flung him
toward the bar. "Marcus! Make yourself useful, for once. Give this
lovely lady twenty-five geln so we can head off to see my dream
girl!"

"Esmond, why do I always end up paying for--"

"Just pay her and get on with it. Time's wasting! Besides,
you know I'll pay you back, right?"

Marcus blew air through pursed lips at Esmond and began
digging in his pockets for money. Esmond just smiled.
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"Speaking of this dream girl," Genna said, "have you
actually spoken to her yet?"

"Well, no, but uh--"

"But he's going to today," Lan said, stepping forward.

"And who is this handsome fellow?" she asked Esmond.

"He's my best friend, Lan. We came to the university
together. I finally managed to drag his sorry hide outside and into
the real world for once." Lan jabbed him in the side. "Ow! Will
you stop that? You've been doing that for the past ten years or
more, and it hurts every time!"

Lan just smiled. "Nobody dragged me anywhere," he said.
"I came out here of my own free will. I decided that it was about
time I see the city."

"I'll say so," Esmond said. "We've been here almost a full
two seasons and this is the first time he's left the university walls."

"But who has a better political science grade?" Lan asked,
grinning,.

"Sounds like he's got you thete," Genna said, taking some
money from Marcus's outstretched hand.

"Probably not after this morning," Esmond said. "I don't
think Karin will even pass you now, much less let you pass at the
top of the class."

Lan sighed as his stomach sank. Esmond was right. Today
was the first time his friend's shenanigans had involved one of their
professors. Not only were his parents going to kill him, but
Professor Karin was likely going to fail him now as well.

"What have you done now, Esmond?" Genna asked him,
wide-eyed.

"Nothing to concern yourself about. I'd rather forget it."

"Have it your way." She grinned and slipped the money
into one of the pockets on the front of her fluffy dress, then turned
toward a door behind the bar. "I'll go tell one of the drivers that
you're ready. He'll meet you around front shortly. Have fun!"

"I plan on it," Esmond said as she walked from the room.

"I want my money back when we get home," Marcus said
with a stern tone.

"You'll get it back. I promise."

"I've heatd that before," Marcus said dryly.

"So have 1," Lan said quietly, to himself. "So have 1."
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"What are we waiting for?" Esmond asked as he walked
toward the front door. "To the Bear and Claw! My dream girl
awaits!"

Lan sighed and followed Esmond and Marcus out the door.
What had he gotten himself into this time?

#

"What's that?" Lan asked pointing at a large white structure
atop a hill on their left. It was surrounded by low brick walls and
had a tree-lined pathway leading to it from the main road.

"It's the largest Temple of Ohn in the city," Marcus
answered. "The tomb of the kings is in there, along with many
graves of both noblemen and commoners alike. Every Ohnsday
people from all around this area of the city go there to worship."

"What about people in other areas of the city? Are they not
religious or something?"

"Of course they are!" Marcus seemed offended at the
thought of anyone not being religious. Lan decided to keep his
disbelief in Ohn to himself for the time being. "There are more
temples than just that one. There are four major ones, and many
smaller ones."

"Do they all look like that?" Lan asked. The building was
fairly tall with large white columns all around it and a silver eight-
pointed star set atop it with a ruby set in the center. It reminded
Lan of the dagger he carried in his pocket now, albeit against his
own will.

"Morte or less," Marcus said. "Though they're not all #har
big, of course."

Lan gazed at the building as they rode past it and the
throngs of people. It was very noisy out in the city. A million
conversations going on at once, horses snorting, wheels clacking
against cobblestone, and various other city noises adding to the
drone of city life.

The structures closer to the middle of the city were built as
more or less one seamless wall. They were all very narrow, around
three floors high, and built wall-to-wall, leaving no alleyways in
between. They were mostly built out of worn red brick, with a few
large wooden supports. They were far different from the buildings
in Dryan, and even from those farther from the center of Porthos.
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There were few curtains in any of the windows, which
surprised Lan a bit--he could see directly into their houses! It was
as if the people who lived in them were trying to say that they had
nothing to hide, and to prove it, they'd let everyone have a peek.
Through some of them he saw fancy furniture and wall-hangings,
but others seemed to open into bare-walled, empty rooms. A few
of the buildings had balconies on the upper floors, where
occasionally people stood or sat, either conversing with friends over
food and drink, or gazing indirectly down at the people in the
streets.

The carriage they were in was simple in design. It was
open-topped with two rows of seats facing one another. Lan and
Esmond sat in one and Marcus sat facing them. It had large
wooden wheels that nearly reached as high as the side of the
carriage itself. The driver sat in front, holding the reins of two grey
horses with black dappling.

A few minutes later they were entering a large square with
fountains in every corner. To the north, Lan could see the tall
government buildings and behind them the Ceren atop its high hill.
At this closer distance, he could tell for sure now that the notches
he had seen from afar were indeed windows. He even thought for a
moment that he saw people walking past some of them.

"This is the city center," Esmond said. "They're getting
ready for the festival next month, I believe." He gestured toward
the north end of the square where many men were building what
appeared to be a stage. "I can't wait until then. It's going to be
great! Maybe I'll even bring dream girl with me and we can dance
the night away."

"I can't wait either," Marcus said.

"Of course not," said Esmond. "It's probably the same
festival you escaped from."

"Ha ha," smirked Marcus. "That wasn't funny."

"Nothing's ever funny to you, Marcus. You need to lighten
up sometime."

"I have to agree," Lan said, smiling. Marcus just shrugged.
As they crossed the middle of the city center, L.an noticed a tall
tower to the south sticking up above the buildings. "What's that
tower there?"
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"That's where I hope to end up one day," said Marcus.
"After my education at the university, of course. Well, after some
of it. That's the Mages' Guild."

"The Mages' Guild? You mean like magic?"

"Yes. That's where many humans go to try to learn the art
of magic. Some have it in them and some don't. More often than
not, they don't, since magic is so rare in our kind and extremely
hard to control for those that do have it."

"How do you know you have it?" Lan asked, curious to
know anything he could about magic, for while it frightened him, it
also entranced him. He was likely only afraid of it because he knew
nothing of it, and there was only one way to solve that problem.

"How could I not?" Marcus seemed too sure of himself.
Lan knew what happened to those who were overconfident, and it
usually was not nice in the end. "I've felt it for a long time now.
And sometimes, strange things happen to me that shouldn't, and
there's no other way to explain them."

"What kinds of strange things?" Lan asked.

"Well, the one that comes to mind first happened a few
months ago. I was sitting at my desk in my room, writing, when I
accidentally knocked my inkwell off. It was falling to the floor and
all I could do was panic. It was the last inkwell I had and there was
no time to get a new one. The paper I was working on was due the
next day. I shouted a curse in desperation and squinted my eyes as
I did it. When I didn't hear anything seconds later, I opened them
to find my inkwell still on my desk. The strangest thing, though, is
that I didn't even #y to make anything happen. Itjust. .. did."

Chills ran up and down Lan's spine. That was exactly the
kind of thing that happened to him every now and then. He
remembered when the sarn, Ga'ruk, had loosed a crossbow bolt
directly at his head and somehow he had stopped it. 17 must be mag.
It must be. 1 have it! I have magic! I have--

Before he could think another phrase to himself about his
joy of finally discovering exactly what caused those strange events,
Esmond chimed in. "That's a load of fish and you know it,
Marcus."

"It is not! I swear by Ohn that it really happened!" Marcus
started huffing, taking the defensive.
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"Okay," Esmond sighed. "We'll see who's right when a bolt
of lightning strikes your rump for swearing a lie by Ohn's name."
He turned and looked northward at the Ceren as they left the city
center. "Likely you just #hought you knocked it over and got all
worked up for nothing."

"Whatever," Marcus grunted. "Just--whatever."

Lan gazed at the Mages' Guild tower with a strange
yearning. He wanted to go and find out more, now. It was
suddenly no longer a scary thought. He wanted to see if he truly
did have the ability to use magic. And if he did, he wanted to learn
how to control it. Then, just maybe, he could protect himself from
any danger Ria might bring to him and finally be able to search her
out and get some answers.
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Chapter Six

"This is the place!" Esmond bounced out of the carriage
and toward the door of the Bear and Claw. It was an old building,
far older than most they had seen on their ride here. Lan counted
two floors of windows with shabby, rundown shutters, the hinges
coming apart on most of them. The walls were made of long logs
that had at one time been painted white, but most had flaked off or
turned a dirty grey over the years. The rest of this part of town was
equally as dreary, filled mainly with self-standing hovels like this
one--a far cry from the wall-to-wall buildings in the city center.

He did not know that when Esmond said the southwest
corner of town, he meant the literal far end of the southwest corner
of town. The looming city wall stood both to Lan's immediate left
and several strides in front of him. The sun was hidden behind the
wall, causing the entire area to be draped in a cool, breezeless shade.

Lan, Esmond, Marcus, and the carriage driver were the only
people on the street. Sitting next to the doorway of the tavern was
an old, thin man with greasy dark grey hair wearing tattered rags for
clothes. His sleepy, droopy eyes showed that he had been drinking
recently--likely more than he should.

Lan was a bit frightened of being in this desolate, dark area.
The only comforting thing about the whole situation was the sound
of people talking and singing spilling out from the tavern door.

Why did 1 let him talk me into this? 1 can't even begin to imagine what kind
of peaple would be in such a place! He stepped down from the carriage
as Esmond waved him on from the door. Marcus followed.
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The sign hanging over the tavern was in remarkably good
shape compared to the outside walls of the place--they looked as if
they would collapse without a moment's notice. A very silly bear
was carved on the sign that looked as if a child had done it. It was
rather humorous, with two big round ears and a black nose. A
strange oval with several marks through it that Lan assumed was the
bear's claw was carved next to the goofy bear itself. Lan smiled,
laughing silently as he followed Esmond and Marcus into the
tavern.

The inside of the Bear and Claw was completely different
from the inside of the Dragon and Ale. For starters, there were
people in here. They were everywhere, at every table, talking and
shouting and cheering and, above all else, drinking. Several
barmaids with big brown aprons and white bonnets carried steel
trays around from table to table handing out drinks and food. Off
to one side was a double swinging door that led into a kitchen.
Thin trails of smoke snaked out of it along with more voices, likely
those of cooks preparing food for the mass of people in the main
room.

There were two people behind the bar pouring drinks, a
man and a woman. Both were similarly clad in dark brown pants
and white shirts. They had smiles on their faces as they filled mugs
and passed them around. Esmond was standing in the middle of
the main aisle leading to the bar from the door. He was gazing off
into a far corner as Marcus whispered something to him. Esmond
shrugged his shoulders and set off toward to bar.

Lan gazed over into the corner Esmond had been staring at,
and at first he did not see anything noteworthy. As he was about to
follow Esmond up to the bar, a figure wearing a green cloak with
the hood pulled up over its head caught his eye. The person had
their legs propped up on the table next to a mug. Nobody else sat
there. Could that be Esmond's dream girl?

He glanced over to Esmond to see him deep in
conversation with the guy behind the bar, Marcus staring over his
shoulder. Lan smiled to himself and headed for the table in the
back corner. If Esmond was not going to talk to her, then Lan
would get her to talk to him.

He worked his way to the back of the tavern, squeezing
between chairs and people, several times almost tripping over a foot
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or a leg stuck out in the path. People looked at him strangely as he
passed, but he assumed it was just because he was a new face
around here.

When he reached the table, the cloaked figure turned its
head to him, but the sharp shadow cast on the face prevented him
from seeing anything. "What do you want?" The voice was
definitely feminine. It was soft yet commanding at the same time.

He was at a loss for words. It had all seemed so easy on his
way here--just tell her that he had a friend who wanted to talk to
her. But now that he was finally standing before whom he
presumed was Esmond's dream gitl, his mouth was sealed shut.

"Well?" She leaned forward, taking her legs off of the table
and replacing them with her elbows. She pulled back her hood
revealing her head in the dim lighting of the tavern. Lan could see
why Esmond had a crush on her. She was remarkably cute.

She had a very pretty, lightly-freckled face with a short,
stubby nose that turned slightly up at the end. Her bright blue eyes
caught the light of a nearby lantern and seemed to glow. Her
flaming red hair was straight and short, falling only to just above her
shoulders. Lzke Ria's, he thought. Several freckles stood out on her
face, mostly clustered on her nose and cheeks. Her slender neck
disappeared into the neckline of a grey tunic, around which was
fastened the forest green cloak she wore.

"Are you just going to stare, or do you have something to
say?"

"I, uh--well--" he started.

"Did you escape from that infirmary south of here? The
one where they keep all the crazy people who sit around and drool
all day and bash their heads into walls?" She leaned back against the
wall, not taking her eyes off of him for an instant.

"Well, no, I'm from the university, but--"

"Oh," she said, raising her head in a sort of mocking
acknowledgement. "Seems like your patrents are wasting their geln
on you." She glanced away from him towatd the opposite side of
the tavern for a moment then returned her gaze to him. "So, do
you have anything important to say? If not, I'd prefer you go on
about your business. 1 don't waste time talking to people who just
stand around and gawk."
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"You didn't exactly seem to be doing much yourself," he
said. She pursed her lips and wrinkled her brow, but did not say
anything. "Anyway, what I've come to tell you is that I have a
friend over there who wants to meet you, only he's too afraid to
approach you himself."

"Just what I need," she said, sighing, throwing her head
back. "An over-educated dolt with a fancy for me."

"Well, actually--"

"Who is it?" she asked. "Purely curiosity, mind you. Is it
someone else from the university?"

"Yes, actually, he is--"

"Does he come in here often?"

"Well, yes, now--"

"Do you mean that fas kid?" She opened her mouth wide
and let out a loud, choked off laugh. "I wouldn't go near that cow
if he was the last remaining man on Kalral Let the human's die out,
for Ohn's sake."

"No," Lan huffed, frustrated. "It's not Marcus. His name is
Esmond."

"What did you say?" she asked, suddenly leaning closer to
him.

"Esmond," he repeated. Why was she suddenly interested?
Had she heard of him before? What all had Esmond dozne while on
his trips out here?

"You're friends with Azm?" she asked.

"How do you know Esmond?"

"Well, I don't, really. But Orin does. He's the bartender
over there. He's told me I should try talking to this Esmond fellow
sometime, but I've never really felt like it. He just doesn't sound
like my type."

Esmond's cragy! He's even tried getting the bartender to set him up
with this girll

"What do you mean by that? What, exactly, s your kind of
guy?"

She glanced off behind him again, twitched her eyes, then
jerked her head back up to him. "For starters, he's not you. He's
got to be a guy who's willing to take risks, and live an exciting life.
None of this dull university stuff."

95



"Trust me," Lan said. "He's not afraid of getting into
trouble. Just today he almost got expelled--got us both expelled--for
placing firepoppers in a professor's desk. He rigged them to go off
when the professor opened it. Caused quite a ruckus and even
managed to set the professor's hair on fire in the process."

She put her index finger next to her mouth in thought.
"Hmm," she mused. "He sounds pretty stupid. Looks like you
should find smarter friends, if you don't mind me saying so."

"Well . . . maybe you should just go meet him. Esmond's a
difficult character to describe, but I'll try. He's really funny. Makes
me laugh a lot."

"I don't know if I would exactly classify that as a stunning
achievement," she said.

"He, uh..." How could he convince her to go talk to
Esmond? He wanted to help his friend out, but she seemed to be
shrugging off every attempt he made to make his friend sound like
someone she would want to meet. Maybe she'd like the cow story.

"He once fed a cow soap to see if it'd blow bubbles." Idio?/
That's not going to work! What on Kalra made yon want to tell her that?

"Great, farm boys. Please, refrain from telling me what e/se
he may have tried on that poor cow. Are you sure you didn't escape
from the crazy house? Your friend too, for that matter?" She took
a sip from her mug and glanced once again back behind Lan. He
turned around to see who she kept looking at, but could not figure
out which, if any, of the multitude of noisy people it was.

"I'm going to head on up to the bar," she said, standing,
mug in hand. "I'm still thirsty and I seem to have finished my
drink. I suppose I might try talking to your imbecilic friend. It's
not often one gets a chance to meet zwo insane freaks in one day."

She walked away toward the bar and Esmond. Lan stood
there gazing at the table silently for a moment, wondering if
Esmond would hate him eternally for what he had just done.
Swallowing hard, he turned and followed her through the throngs
of people. She stopped to say a few words to someone sitting at a
table, but Lan passed her on by.

He slowly walked up to Esmond who was talking away to
the bartender. Marcus saw Lan coming and turned to Esmond,
poking him on the shoulder. Esmond just brushed his hand away
and continued talking.
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Lan sneaked up behind Esmond and tapped him on the
back. Esmond turned to Marcus, irritation carved into his features.
"I told you, don't bother me right now! See if you can find out
where Lan went." Marcus pointed behind Esmond at Lan. He
turned slowly around to see him. "Oh, hi there, Lan. So, did you
see--"

The redheaded girl came forward, brushing past Lan.
Esmond's jaw dropped. Lan smiled uneasily, hoping she would not
make Esmond look too much like a fool.

"So this is what a university education cranks out," the gitl
said. "Seems to me like everyone from that university is an over-
privileged, blabbering idiot. I thought you sorry lot were supposed
to be among the smartest humans on Kalra. Ha!" She reached out
and put her hand under Esmond's chin, pushing his mouth closed.

"That's not true!" Marcus shouted. "I go to the university
too!"

The girl, totally unaffected at being accosted by Marcus,
smiled at him as she responded. "I believe you have just made my
point stronger than I could have ever made it myself, dear." She
turned to Esmond and patted him on the cheek. "I'd love to stand
here chatting, but I have more important things to do." She
nodded at Esmond then walked past his stool and stood against the
bar.

Esmond stared at her in awe for a while, then turned to
Lan. At first, Lan was afraid Esmond would start yelling at him and
calling him stupid for talking to her, but instead, a smile spread
across Esmond's face and he broke out into laughter.

"She's great!" he exclaimed. "And she even made fun of
Marcus!" He straightened his sleeves up, brushed his hair back with
his hands, and turned around to start talking to the girl.

At the start, Esmond's conversation with her did not seem
as if it was going to go anywhere, but after a minute he had made
her laugh and she put her arm on his shoulder, handing him a mug,.
I don't see how he does it! Lan marveled, feeling a slight bit of jealousy.
1 just don't get it!

"I'm Esmond."

"And I'm Gaelyn," the girl said. She took a drink from her
mug and went on talking to Esmond, getting to know him and
telling him more about herself.
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Lan felt a tug at his shoulder and turned to see Marcus
standing there. "Great," Marcus said. "I paid for him to come here
and now he's not going to want to leave! I'm feeling uneasy and
want to go home, but there's no way I'll convince him to leave
now." Marcus huffed. "It doesn't matter, though. If he refuses to
leave, then I'm leaving without him! Same goes for you!"

"Funny, Marcus," Lan said. "You wouldn't leave. Come
on," he said, grabbing the round fellow's shoulder. "Just stay for a
while, okay? This means a lot to him and I don't want it to be
ruined. We've still got several hours before nightfall, and many
more after that before the university gates are closed. Besides,
despite how this place looks, it seems fairly safe."

"It's not the gates closing that I'm so worried about,"
Marcus started, gulping. "It's the Thieves' Guild." Marcus pulled
Lan away from Esmond and the bar and out into the middle of the
main row. "It's rumored," he said, in a low voice, "that the Thieves'
Guild is in this part of town, but nobody knows exactly where.
Lord Osbick, a retainer here for Lotrd Roland of the northlands of
Pyran, has been fighting the Thieves' Guild for some time."

"Who are they?" Lan asked.

"Terrible, horrible people," Marcus said in a near-whisper.
"They steal from everyone. They have no morals! I heard their
leader slit his mothet's throat for a handful of geln!"

"You should really learn not to believe everything you hear,"
Lan said, but Marcus's face was unwavering. "Besides, why would
they bother with us? We obviously don't have anything of value."

"'Scuse me," said a large, butly man as he walked toward
Lan and Marcus, headed for the bar. He was a very tall man, with a
thick brown beard and a head of unruly brown hair. He had dark
eyes and spoke with a distinctly Merhosian accent. A dirty white
shirt stretched across his chest, covered with a leather vest. His
arms were bare, exposing tanned flesh covered in curly black hair.
He walked with a certain air about him that made Lan feel uneasy.
He was moving so quickly toward Lan and Marcus that they had no
time to get out of the way. The man just walked right between
them, his large, muscular body forcing them in opposite directions
and nearly into tables.

And suddenly Lan felt different. It was as if part of him
was missing, but he could not figure out which part it was. There
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was an empty feeling in his gut that was slowly spreading through
the rest of his body with chilly tendrils. He brushed the sleeves of
his robe straight as he stepped back out into the main walkway.
Marcus was sitting down on the ground, muttering silently to
himself.

Lan reached into his pockets to make sure his identification
papers had not fallen out. His feeling of emptiness amplified a
thousand-fold, and he immediately realized what was wrong--the
dagger was missing.

He looked behind himself, trying to suppress his instant
anxiety. The dagger was nowhere to be seen. He knelt down
looking under the deserted table he had barely avoided when the
burly man shoved his way past, but all he saw were the stained
floorboards staring back at him. Of course it isn't here. You didn't hear
anything fall, you dolt. Get off of your knees and-- he stood up, a new
awareness washing over him --gef that dagger back from that thief!

He was not sure how he knew--whether it was the magic in
the dagger calling out to him, Marcus's brief mention of the
Thieves' Guild, or a possible combination of the two--but he was
positive that the burly man had swiped the dagger as he shoved his
way past.

Lan stood up, brushing the dust and dirt from his knees
back onto the floor from whence it came, and marched toward the
bar. The man was seated on the opposite side of Gaelyn from
Esmond and seemed to be talking to her while Esmond sat there
with a mug in his hand and an energetic, wide smile across his face.

Lan walked right up to the large, bearded man and tapped
him on the shoulder. "Excuse e, sit," he said, sternly.

"Aye, lad?" said the man in his thick accent. He had a smile
on his face and a kind look in his eyes. He did not look like he was
the type of person who would steal anything from anyone. Perhaps
Lan was mistaking this strange intuition? No. There is no mistaking it.
He has Ria's dagger.

"I believe you have something of mine," he said.

The man gave a sidelong glance to Gaelyn then stood up
from his barstool. "Well now," he began, smiling as wide as ever.
"What could I possibly 'ave o' yers? I ne'er seen ye 'fore in me life."

"A dagger," Lan said, not letting the man's sheer
overwhelming size back him down. Nothing would stop him from
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getting that dagger back. Nothing. It was his link to Ria, and he
would not give that up.

"Lan," Esmond interjected as the gitl, Gaelyn, turned to
watch. "You don't have any dagger. What are you talking about?
I'm the one drinking here, not you, so why are you the one acting
drunk?"

"See 'ere?" the large man said, gesturing at Esmond. "He
says ye don' have no dagger, an' from th' sound o' his voice, 'e
seems to know ye fairly well." The man folded his gargantuan arms
over his massive chest, but kept smiling.

"Technically, I don't have a dagger right now," Lan said,
dryly. "You have it. And I would appreciate it if you would give it--

"My money purse!" It was Marcus, finally on his feet and
digging frantically through the myriad of pockets in his outlandish
robe. "I can't find my money purse!"

"And I would also like for you to return my friend's
money," Lan added.

"Lan, where did you ever get a dagger from?" Esmond
asked.

"Not now, Esmond," Lan stressed. "Sir, return what you
have stolen from me and my friend before I call the guards.”

"Took," Gaelyn said, siding up to the large man. Lan
noticed that she looked remarkably small standing beside him. She
pulled on his shoulder and he leaned over as she whispered
something into his ear. Lan stood watching them intently,
wondering if the man would admit to having the dagger. After
several thoughtful looks passed the man's face as Gaelyn spoke
unheard words to him, he stood upright, framed his chin with his
fingers while squinting at Lan, then finally spoke.

"I tell ye what," he said, reaching one hand into a pouch tied
around his belt. "I'll give yer dagger back, but only since yer th' first
one t'catch me in--" he paused, gazing up at the ceiling for a
moment "--well, since as long ago as I can remember." He
withdrew his hand from the large leather pouch and in it was the
silver dagger with the renol blade and the ruby in the pommel that
Lan knew so well. The man extended it toward Lan. "My name's
Took. Malice Took."
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Lan snatched the dagger out of the man's thick hands and
thrust it into his own pocket beside his identification papers.
Esmond stared at Lan in disbelief at seeing the dagger, then
upturned his mug and finished off the rest of whatever beverage
Gaelyn had ordered for him.

"Don't let him fool you," Gaelyn said, smiling. "His name
isn't Malice. He just tells everyone that because he thinks his real
name is too silly. It's really--"

"That'll be enough, Gaelyn," the big man interrupted. "Ye
can jus' call me Took," he said to Lan. "An' what can I call ye?
Lan?"

"Lan is what most call me, yes," he said, "but I'd prefer you
not call me anything. Ever. You're lucky I haven't called the guards
down on you. I still might. Where's Marcus's money bag?"

Took smiled and reached back into his leather pouch,
withdrew Marcus's money bag, and tossed it at the wide-eyed youth.
It smacked into his stomach with a dull clinking sound and fell to
the floor. Marcus quickly snatched it up and gripped it so tightly
with his hands that his knuckles turned white. He started to say
something, but stopped with his mouth was half open, turned, and
fled from the tavern.

"Marcus!" Lan shouted after him.

"Don't wortry about him," Esmond said. "He can't run too
far carrying all that weight around. Especially under those crazy
festival freak clothes of his." By this time, Marcus was at the tavern
door.

"But he hired the carriage! He could--Deat Ohn, he could
leave us here!" Lan bolted toward the door of the Bear and Claw,
but when he came out into the shady afternoon street, the carriage
was already well on its way around the corner. Marcus must have
told the driver to hurry. Damn him! Why did that boy always have
to panic? He did the only thing he knew to do and chased after the
carriage.

This is cragy, he thought as he ran down the shady street.
Threatened with expulsion from the university, my friend's fallen for the friend
of a thief, and Marcus just deserted us in this slum!

When he turned where the carriage had turned, he found
himself out on a major roadway. The southern city gate was mere
strides away on his right. Hundreds of people carrying bundles and
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riding horses and carriages were moving about, in and out of the
gate and all along the road. Lan could not see the carriage he had
rode in on with Esmond and Marcus anywhere through the mass of
people.

He knew that the university was toward the northeast, so he
ran in the direction opposite the gate. As he made his way through
the crowds, he heard several people shouting at him, but he paid
them no attention. He was determined to catch Marcus. He would
not get away with this. Lan was tired of putting up with things like
this for today. He would take no more.

When he at last spotted the carriage, he had been running
for a hundred strides. It was very far away from him, and getting
even farther away by the second. There was no way he could catch
it on foot. The only thing he could do now was go back, get
Esmond, and get out of here.

Lan trudged back slowly, staring down at the cobblestone
road. He kicked around small pebbles as he shuffled onward in
frustration. He had not walked far when he ran head on into
someone's chest.

"Watch it, boy!" shouted a low, rumbling voice. Lan looked
up to see who he had run into. When his eyes landed on the man,
he nearly fainted. His knees went weak and he began to stumble
backward. The blood in his veins instantly froze as he stared into
the face of none other than the sarn leader, Ga'ruk.

"What're you staring at? Never seen a sarn, little boy?"
Ga'ruk grunted and walked off. Gone were the skulls, bones, and
leather. They had been replaced with gleaming, polished steel plate
armor and a rather regal-looking purple sash over one shoulder. He
still wore the same helmet and boots, but his appearance was
drastically different. He almost looked civil. Lan knew better.

There was a fancy crossbow fashioned out of polished oak
hanging at his side, strapped to a thick leather belt beside a bulging
pouch. Lan recognized it immediately as the one that had been
fired at him. He shivered.

"What's be doing here?" Lan asked himself, still reeling from
the shock of seeing the man who had tried to take his life last fall.
"Sarn roam the city freely without being hounded shouted at? Sure,
the humans are still at peace with them, but I never would have
expected anything like this!"
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Lan remembered Ria telling him how Ga'ruk was after her
because of the things she knew. If be's still looking for ber, that means
she might be here! 1've got to follow him and see what he's up to. He started
walking after Ga'ruk at a distance, hoping the sarn would not turn
around and see him following.

Ga'ruk was heading down a dark alley between two tall
buildings. Lan backed against the wall of one of the buildings and
slid along it, keeping a sharp eye on the sarn in case he should turn
around. Ga'ruk was walking swiftly and with a definite purpose.
Lan started edging faster down the wall. His shin ran into a crate,
pushing it across the ground and making a loud scraping noise. He
collapsed, grasping his shin in pain, trying not to make any noise.

Through the slats of the crate, Lan could see Ga'ruk turn
around. The sarn began sniffing the air and looking about
suspiciously. He could see the sarn's face more cleatly now than
ever before. His chin jutted out a bit from the rest of his face. The
tips of two sharp teeth could be seen barely protruding from his
mouth on either side of his jaw. His nose was flat and pushed up
on the end. What gave Lan the most chills, however, were the
color of Ga'ruk's eyes. They were yellow, with thin, cat-like pupils.

He could hear the sarn's heavy breathing, and then
footsteps as Ga'ruk began walking back toward him. Dear Obn, he
heard me, Lan panicked. He's going to find me, remenmber me, and finish
what he tried to do last fall.

Lan squeezed himself as tightly against the wall as he could,
his arms still wrapped around his injured shin. Ga'ruk was moving
slowly toward him, looking all about for the source of the noise.
Just before the sarn reached the crate, an obviously drunken man
came stumbling out of a pile of rubbish across the alley, nearly
scaring Lan out of his mind. Ga'ruk stepped back, eyed the
disheveled bum intensely for a moment, then mumbled something
unintelligible under his breath and walked away.

Lan let out a heavy sigh of relief as he stood up. The bum
swaggered over to him, holding out a flask. He smelled of alcohol
and did not look as if he had bathed in months.

"A geln?" he asked in a drunkenly slurred way. "A geln?"

"I'm sorry," Lan said, rubbing his shin one final time. "I
don't have any money on me."
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"No money?" The bum looked shocked. "No money at
all> A good-looking young man like yourself?"

"That's what I said," he replied, starting to walk off after
Ga'ruk. "No money."

"Well ain't that a pity," the bum said. "What'll I do with
myself now? How can I bring food home to feed the family?"

"Get a job and stop whining about it," L.an said as he
walked off.

"Good advice," the bum laughed. "Good advice."

Lan walked to the edge of the buildings and came to an
intersection. There were three directions to go, all of them dark
and full of a myriad of things in various states of disarray, but none
of them with the sarn. He sighed, frustrated that nothing seemed to
be working out today. Esmond gets his girl and I get my stuff stolen and
run into Ga'ruk! This is just not fair.

Before he could turn around to start heading back to the
Bear and Claw, the sound of footsteps on cobblestones grabbed his
attention and he jerked his head in their direction. He listened to
them for a moment, then ran after them, hoping to catch up with
Ga'ruk. 17 could be anyone in this huge place, he thought. How do you
know it's him? And how do you know this isn't just some strange trap?

He came to another intersection and guessed that the most
likely place the footsteps would have come from, had they been
Ga'ruk's, was to his left. To the right meant back toward the main
road, which Ga'ruk crossed eatlier. What are you doing, you dolt? he
asked himself. What good would it do to find him? There's nothing you
could do abont it. He nearly killed you once! Y ou're just going to end up
getting lost in this maze of buildings and alleyways.

Lan rushed around another corner to run straight into
someone, knocking them to the ground. "Damn!" he shouted.
"When will T learn--"

"Bist!" shouted the person on the ground. She stood up,
straightening herself. "Kag!" she shouted at him. She brushed
herself off and reached down to pick up a strange green crystal on
the ground. She was unmistakably a mesefu.

She grabbed her long, dark hair, tightly braided behind her
back, and draped it over her shoulder. She was wearing one of the
most remarkable things Lan had ever seen. It appeared to be armor
of some sort. There were many flat, smooth green plates that
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seemed to be attached to some sort of strange, black, spongy
material that stretched and bent with her body. The arms of the
suit she wore were made almost entirely of the black stuff, with
patterns of tiny green beads woven into it. There were also green
plates on the arms, two on either side of her upper arms and
forearms. Her hands were bare, their paleness contrasting with the
darkness of the material around them. Her legs were similarly clad.

Around her waist hung a thin black strip with several
metallic hoops hanging from it. Attached to some of these hoops
were bizatrre devices, each of them rounded and shiny, and vaguely
resembling the green crystal she had picked up from the ground.

Her face reminded him of Ria's, only her features were
sharper. Her cheekbones protruded more, and her nose was more
squared off than rounded. Her eyes were narrow, almond-shaped.
She brought the strange green crystal up to her mouth and spoke
into it.

"Saures wes," she said. Lan remembered what that meant. It
was an apology. Was she apologizing to him? She did not seem to
be looking at him if she was. He then heard another voice. It was
too quiet for him to hear any of what it said, but he swore it was
coming from the crystal.

"Minefu avek me hulidkya." She was most definitely speaking
into the crystal, which meant that the voice he heard was most
definitely coming from it. He stared at her in awe, wondering what
such a thing could be. She cut her eyes at him, wrinkled her brow,
grunted, and whipped around, her braid flopping around behind her
back. She quietly readjusted it to fall over her shoulder again.

"Me idto esoin. Me karo Ria truvi kara esoin." She kicked the

wall of one of the buildings next to her. Did she just say Ria? 1
wonder if it's the same Ria, or if it's just some word in their language?
" Kenidtofu teniengen, anoieng wes." A few more unintelligible words
came from the crystal. She sighed one final word, "A/ien," then
shoved the crystal into one of the loops hanging on her belt. It
stuck there as if by magic with a quiet clicking sound.

Lan approached her slowly. She turned around to face him,
her hair flying off of her shoulder yet again. She reached to grab it,
missed, grabbed again, frustrated, and placed it back over her
shoulder. Lan almost laughed at the bizarre sight.

"Hello," he said. "About running into you, sauray wes."

105



"That is fine," she said, stepping closer to him. "I do not
think--" she stopped, taken aback. A smile spread across her face.
"What did you say?"

He repeated himself. "Sauray wes."

"That is what I thought you said. Whoever you learned that
from did not do a good job of pronouncing it. You are slurring the
last two vowel sounds into one."

"What?" he asked, confused.

"The two final sounds of saurei. 1t is ¢ and 7, not ay. Two
distinct sounds."

"But why does that matter? If you say them fast enough,
they'll just run together--"

"Not if you know how to speak propetly," she said, her
smile growing wider. "But semantics aside, I thank you for your
apology." She started to walk away. "Now, if you will kindly
excuse me . .."

"Wait," he said, walking alongside her. "Did I hear you say
Ria?" He heard footsteps again, this time faster, those of a running
man.

"Yes," she said, her face lighting up. "Do you know where I
could--"

The source of the footsteps came barreling around the
corner into Lan, knocking him back against a wall. "Ohn be
damned!" he shouted. "I am sick and tired of running into people
and having them run into me today!" When he reoriented himself,
he saw the bum he had run into a few minutes ago crouching on
the ground beside him holding a wooden box in his arms.

"What on Kalra do _yo# want? Can't anyone in this city see
two inches from their nose?!" He heard shouts in the distance and
the sound of metal clanging.

The mesefu woman stood over him, looking surprised.
"Are you all right?" she asked, extending a hand. He took it as she
helped him stand.

"Yes, I think." His backside was throbbing where he had
hit the wall. He rubbed it, looking down at the bum. "Didn't I tell
you I don't have any money? Just because I'm a university student
doesn't mean my pockets flow with geln. Now go on and leave me
alone." The shouts in the distance were getting closer. Lan sworte
he heard one of the voices shout, "Thiefl"
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The scraggly bum glanced up at the mesefu, noticing her for
the first time. "My gods!" he shouted. "A mesefu!" He threw the
box he was carrying toward Lan and ran off. Lan caught the box,
nearly fumbling it. It was amazingly heavy. He did not see how
that weak man could have run carrying it.

"This has got to be the worst day I have ever had," he said,
watching the bum run off down the street. "There's no way it could
get any worse."

Just then, a large group of armored men came around the
corner, swords clanging against the plates on their legs. One of the
larger ones stepped forward. "Where did he go?" he asked the men
behind him.

"Look!" another shouted. "That boy has it! He must be an
accomplice! Grab him!" They started running toward Lan, but the
mesefu stepped between him and the men.

"This boy is innocent," she said, holding out her hand, palm
facing the men. They slowed, staring at her in confusion.

"How do we know you'te not just covering for him?" the
man in front asked snidely.

"Because I am Lisen, chief bodyguard to Lord Velenda,
who has come on behalf of the mesefu people to present important
information to the Pyranian parliament. I would never do such a
thing as lie to protect a criminal."

The man stared at her, his eyes wide at first, then broke out
into laughter. His men followed. "Right," he laughed. "You can
tell that lord of yours that he can shove his information up his pasty
arse. We don't want nothing to do with your folk. Now step aside
and let us at this thief."

The mesefu, Lisen, stood rigid, glaring at the men Lan
assumed were city guards. "Ignorant £ag," she said. "Lord Velenda
is a woman. More powerful than you could ever hope to be. And
as for this innocent university boy you insist is a thief--" she turned
to Lan "--I suggest you leave. I will take care of this, as difficult as
it may be--they do not seem prone to reason."

Lan was confused and scared. He did not want any part of
this, so he took what seemed to be his chance to get away from it all
and ran. "Wait!" he heard the mesefu shout, but he ran on. He
desperately wanted to get this day over with. He had not been
running more than a few steps before he realized just how stupid he
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was acting--he was still carrying the box. You idiot! They're definitely
going to think_you're guilty now! And yet he ran on, knowing that to
stop now would bring a very unhappy end to the day.

"After him!" he heard the guards shout behind him. "Split
up! You three come with me into the streets. The rest head back
to the university and wait for him, in case we lose him!"

Lan ran faster, around a corner and out of immediate
earshot of the guards. He quickly tossed the box aside onto a large
stuffed bag in the alley. Feathers flew from the bag as the box hit it.
They formed a white cloud that floated lazily to the ground behind
him.

He heard some guards come into the alley he was in,
shouting for him to stop. He knew that stopping was not the
brightest thing for him to do, since these guards were not the
brightest of individuals. He had to get out of this somehow, but
the prospect of that happening did not seem very likely.
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Chapter Seven

Lan was not sure how long he had run after the guards
stopped chasing him. He didn't slow down until he nearly collapsed
in the street from fatigue, a sharp cramp clenching his insides
together. At first he was afraid to stop, thinking that he would be
caught if he did, but he could go no further. There was nothing
else to do but wait.

Footsteps approached. He started slowly ambling away
from them, expecting the worse. Instead, it was Lisen who came
running up to him.

"It is all right," she said, not panting in the least. He
thought that a bit strange, as he was doubled over breathing heavily
from his exhausting run, and she had apparently followed close
behind him and was not even breaking a sweat. "I distracted them.
They won't be coming this way any time soon. It is good that you
dropped that box. I tried to warn you to leave it before you fled,
but--"

"You . .. distracted them?" he asked through labored
breaths. "How?"

"A little trick of mine. Nothing very interesting." She
walked up to him and placed her hand on his back. "Are you going
to be all right?"

"Il be ... fine," he huffed. "Just need . .. to catch my
breath." She patted him gently as his breathing slowed.

"Do you think you can walk? We need to get away from
here as soon as possible. I cannot tell how long they will be
fooled."
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"Yes, I can walk." What did she mean by 'how long they
will be fooled? What had she done? Was it magic? A tingle ran
through him at the thought of magic. She was mesefu, after all.

"Where were you going when you ran into me?" she asked
him. What should he say? Should he mention anything about
Ga'ruk? He decided to keep quiet, at least until he figured out what
she was about. She apparently had connections to high up places in
authority and he did not want to get himself involved in anything
more than he had to. All he wanted to do was find Ria and warn
her that Ga'ruk was about.

"I was trying to go get my friend and head back to the
university. The guy who paid for our carriage panicked when some
thief stole his money purse, so he ran to the carriage and apparently
told the driver to speed back to the university as if a daemon were
chasing him."

"A thief stole his money purse?" Lisen asked, astounded.
"Did he get it back?"

"Yes," Lan replied as they started walking on down the
road. "I caught the guy red-handed. Didn't bother to turn him in
to anyone, though. I was too busy trying to chase Marcus down,
damn him."

"Where is your friend? And where did the thief go? I can
have him reported if you point him out to me."

"That's good to know," Lan said. "He's at the Bear and
Claw. Some tavern in the far southwest corner of the city."

"I am afraid that will not help me much," Lisen said,
frowning. "I do not know my way around this city. I was just
talking to my . . . superior, complaining that my guide is nowhere to
be found."

"You were actually talking to someone through that crystal
thing?" Lan asked, eager to learn more about the mysterious device
Lisen had been speaking into.

"Yes," she said. "Itis a reni. 1 believe the closest translation
into your language would be 'messenget’. It allows us to converse
over great distances."

"Amazing," Lan marveled. "How does something like that
work?"

"It is all magical," she replied, "and very hard to explain
unless you are expetienced in such things."
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"That wouldn't be me, then," he said, almost regretfully. "I
know next to nothing about magic. How does it work?"

"The reni, or magic in general?"

"Just magic in general."

Lisen sighed. "That is even more difficult to explain than
the 7eni. Perhaps you should look into studying at one of the
human institutions that teach magic. I am sure they could do a
much better job than me."

"But you're meseful!" he blurted out. "Magic comes natural
to you. Who better to explain it?"

She laughed. "Magic works differently for humans than it
does for us. We have mastered its use over the years and are born
knowing how to control it. No human has ever managed to attain
our level of control, though many have tried. Usually to their own
demise."

"Oh," he sighed, frowning as he looked down at the street.
"Well, I guess I'm going to be going now. It was nice meeting you,
Lisen."

"Very well, then," she said, extending her hand. "I believe
this is one of your standard gestures."

He smiled, taking her hand and shaking it. "Yes, it is."

"It was nice meeting you, too . . . I am sorry, I do not
believe I know your name." She blushed. Her entire face seemed
to glow.

"That's okay," he smiled. "No need to be embarrassed
about it. It's been too hectic for normal introductions." He
straightened himself, clearing his throat. "I'm Alexander Lansing,
but just about everybody calls me Lan."

"It has been nice meeting you, Lan." A group of shouts
rang out from somewhere nearby. It was unmistakably the guards.
"Come," she said. "Let us move. I shall accompany you to your
friend to ensure your safety. If only Ria were here to take me to
this place . . ."

"I believe I know enough about the city to get us there,"
Lan said. "Let's hurry, though. Those guards sound like they're
getting closer." He started leading her westward. He planned to
walk until they ran into the city wall, then turn south. That seemed
to be the easiest way to find the tavern. Lisen followed alongside
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him as they walked hurriedly off through the alleys and back roads
of Porthos.

"Oh yes," he said as nonchalantly as he could. "You started
to ask me something about Ria before that guy ran into me."

"Of course!" she said. "I remember now. I forgot with all
the action. You asked me about her, and I was going to ask you if
you knew her."

"Well, we met a while back. She was traveling, on her way
to this city, and stopped at our house for a night." He saw no
reason to bring up any more about the situation than he needed to.
No need to get himself involved in more than he could handle.

Lisen was taken aback. "She merely stopped at your house
for the night? That does not sound like the Ria I know. I believe
we are speaking of two different people."

"Perhaps," Lan sighed. "Perhaps." He desperately wanted
to find out where she was. Maybe he should tell the truth about
how he met her, because despite what Lisen said, he was convinced
that they were the same Ria. A strange feeling tickling the back of
his mind assured him of it.

"But, well, what if I told you there was more to it than her
just stopping?"

"Like what?"

"She was chased down by sarn and forced to stop. They'd
shot her. My parents took her in and helped her."

"Now that," Lisen said, smiling, "sounds more like the Ria I
know."

"Is she here, in town?" Lan asked excitedly. His step
suddenly gained a bounce.

"I believe so, although I have not been able to find her. She
was going to be my guide. Why do you ask?"

"I just wanted to see her again, that's all. I wanted to talk to
her about some things."

"I see." Lisen looked a bit wortied, but she said no mote to
Lan about Ria. He wanted to say more, to ask if she would tell Ria
he was looking for her if they met, but he could tell that, for some
reason, Lisen did not want to discuss the issue further. He let it
rest, patting the dagger in his pocket. With or without her help, he
thought, I'// still find her sooner or later. I only wish it were sooner.

#
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It did not take them long to reach the Bear and Claw, but to
Lan's dismay, Esmond was nowhere to be seen, nor was the girl he
had been with, Gaelyn.

"This is whete you left your friend?" Lisen asked. She
looked about the tavern uneasily. The people sitting around looked
back at her with mixed looks on their faces ranging from surprise to
anger.

"He comes in here often enough without me," Lan said,
approaching the bar. The bartender looked up from wiping out a
mug with a rather dirty rag.

"Your friend said that if you came back, to tell you he'd
meet you back here when he finished some business." The
bartender sat the mug down and shoved the rag into his pocket.

"What about that large, bearded Merhosian man who tried
to steal my dagger and my friend's money?" Lan asked, a bit shaken
at seeing how the dishes were cleaned around this place.

"He left shortly after Esmond did, a few minutes ago."

"Well," Lan started, gruffly, "if he ever comes back, tell him
that he had best not let me catch him again or I'll have the guards
called down on his hide so harshly that he'll wish he were never
born!"

The bartender smiled. "Whatever you say."

"And if you would, please tell my friend when he returns
that I'll be waiting for him elsewhere." Lan thought for a second of
a good place to wait that was not as far away as the university, some
place that he knew how to go to and he would feel safe at. He
definitely did not want to wait here by himself, and he would prefer
not to walk back alone because he was not exactly sure where the
university was, and did not feel like asking directions. He had
experienced enough embarrassment and adventure for one day and
wanted to avoid any more. He could just imagine people's reactions
when a university student asked them where the university was.

After a moment of contemplation, he decided that the
Mages' Guild tower would be the easiest place to find since it rose
above the other buildings, and surely he would be safe waiting in
front of a place like that. "I will be waiting for him in front of the
Mages' Guild," he said finally.

"Will do," the bartender smiled. "I'll tell him as soon as I
see him."
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"Thank you." Lan turned and walked from the Bear and
Claw. Lisen followed, looking relieved to be leaving the myriad of
unfriendly faces.

"Obn me ilune," Lisen said as they stepped out onto the shady
street. "I was afraid for a moment that they might try to attack me."
"That's why I don't want to wait for Esmond here by
myself," Lan said. "I don't trust anyone in there. Especially after

the way they acted when that man tried to steal from us. They
didn't even seem to care!"

"I can understand," she said.

The streets had gotten much darker in the time since he had
first arrived at the Bear and Claw. The sun had finally fallen well
beneath the city wall. Soon, within a few hours, the sky would be
completely black. Lan had planned on being back at the university
by then, but now he knew he would not make it.

After walking with him to the main road, Lisen stopped. "I
am afraid I must be ending our time together. I have other business
to which I am obliged. Can you find your way to the Mages' Guild
yourself?"

Lan looked northeastward along the road. He could see the
parapet around the top of the tower rising above the buildings. He
pointed in its general direction, smiling. "I think I'll make it just
fine."

Lisen looked at where he was pointing. "I see," she said. "I
desperately need to find my guide," she laughed.

"If you do, tell her--" he paused for a moment, trying to
come up with a message. "Tell her that I've been looking for her."
What was he saying? His father explicitly told him to stay away
from her, and yet here he was asking Lisen to pass a message on to
her!

"I will do that, Lan. I think she should be happy to hear
from you. You seem to be a very nice young man." Lisen held out
her hand stiffly and Lan shook it again. "Farewell. Perhaps our
paths will cross again someday."

"I hope so," he smiled. He had met a true mesefu for the
first time in his life, and he was very glad he had. Lisen seemed to
be a remarkable person, someone he would enjoy having as a
friend, though there were a few peculiarities about her he just could
not figure out. Perhaps that was just the way the mesefu were. Too
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bad she's a gnard to some mesefu lord, he thought. She won't be around
much longer and probably has little free time.

She began walking away. He noticed that some of the
people milling about in the street stopped to watch her, marveling
at her appearance. Before she got more than a few strides away, she
turned back to him, her braid whipping around to rest on her
shoulder.

"By the way," she said. "In case you did not hear, the
guards sent someone to the university to wait on you. I do not
think they got a good enough look at your face for it to matter, but
you may want to be careful when you return home. I will speak
with my lord tonight and see if there is anything she can do to help
clear your name."

"Thank you," he said.

She smiled, then turned and walked away, quickly vanishing
into the crowd. Lan turned his sights toward the tall stone tower
and set off for it, wondering if he would regret asking Lisen to tell
Ria he was wondering about her.

#

The sun had set and the sky was lit in dusky purples and
oranges by the time Esmond finally walked up. Lan had been
sitting on a rough stone bench outside the Mages' Guild that sat in a
wide ring of green grass encircling the tall tower. The tower itself
looked very old. It was constructed out of large granite blocks, with
glass-plated windows set into its walls. Lan could not tell exactly
how tall the tower was, but he counted windows on at least seven
different heights. He was amazed that such a structure could be
built without falling over. Maybe that's why they have so much empty space
around the tower, he thought, looking out across the green yard. Ir
case this thing decided to fall some day.

When Esmond first showed up, Lan merely frowned at him,
ruffling his brow in silence. Esmond paid Lan's anger no attention
and sat down on the bench next to him.

"Sorry about leaving you back there, but I was pretty sute
you'd find Marcus and go on home. I told the barkeeper to let you
know I'd be back, though, in case--"

"Let's just go," Lan huffed. "I'm tired and I want this day to
end. I regret ever letting you talk me into coming out here--"

"Hey!" Esmond retorted. "I didn't talk you into anything!"
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"Whatever," Lan shrugged. He was in no mood to argue
with Esmond. He just wanted to go home and get this day behind
him. "Let's go."

"Why haven't you gone back already?" Esmond asked as
Lan stood up. Esmond stood beside him.

"I don't know my way around this place! I almost got lost
chasing after Marcus!" Lan threw his arms up in the air in
frustration.

"Er, Lan," Esmond began, "You know that main road
where the southern gate is? The one we turned off of to get to the
Bear and Claw? That's the on/y road we took to get there. You
could have just followed it all the way back, through the city
center!"

"I didn't know that, and I didn't want to risk it."

"Maybe you should get out and explore some, then,"
Esmond said, smiling as he elbowed Lan.

"Ouch!" Lan exclaimed, rubbing his sore ribs.

"And now," Esmond said as he began bounding off towards
the university, "you know how I feel!"

Lan shrugged and followed along behind him. By the time
they reached the university, the sky was black and dotted with stars.
The guards at the gate let them back through with no mention of
anyone coming to look for a thief. Lan was glad. He could not put
up with much more. He walked through the hallways to his room,
leaving Esmond to walk to his own. Once there, he did not bother
to disrobe--he just fell on his bed and went promptly to sleep.

#

He was lying on a slab--a cold, dry slab. He stared up at the
ceiling, but could not focus on it. It seemed to be coming closer,
then shooting farther away, constantly moving up and down above
him. For a moment he was afraid that it might crush him, but the
fear was quickly forgotten when he began hearing voices. He
looked all around but could see nobody in the small stone room
with him. They sounded as if they were everywhere at once.
Suddenly a person stepped out of the wall to his left. It was his
father, and he was saying something.

". .. something like that? Allowing yourself to get into such
trouble with that boy! All he ever does is get you into fixes like this,
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Alex. Don't you see he's using you? Using you as protection, that's
all. It's no small wonder that . . ."

His father's figure slowly distorted itself until it changed into
a bloody sword, then fell to the ground and dissolved into
nothingness. The voices were still talking. Another figure stepped
out of the wall, this one his mother.

"...grounded! Permanently! I never want to hear you even
think of going anywhere or doing anything with your friends,
because it always ends up like this. Why do you let these things
happen? You are so decent and calm around the house! I just
don't see how you could ever . . ."

She changed, much as his father had, but not into a sword.
Instead, she changed into a smoldering log, then faded out of view.
Yet another figure stepped out of the walls, this one from his right
side.

"...sointelligent. So very intelligent, yet you allow things
like this to happen to you. With all of your smarts, you could be a
very proficient wizard someday, a rarity in our lands. Why do you
let your life go to waste by sticking around that troublesome
Esmond fellow? If I were you..."

The headmaster. It seemed that the opinion of everyone
was the same--Esmond was the cause of his misery. A life without
Esmond would be a better one. But no, he could not. Esmond was
his friend. The headmaster transformed into an owl, then sank into
the floor.

Then a face he had not seen for seasons appeared over him,
glaring down with evil red eyes. She screamed at him. "This is all
your fault. I'm dead now because of you, Lan. Dead! If you had
stayed with me that night I would still be alive . . ." The face of the
girl, Ria, turned first into a radiant cylinder of light, and then a dark
marble tombstone with a single mark upon it. The mark was a deep
crimson letter 'Z' with a slash through the middle. It was the mark
of the Zarrons, a fanatical human cult that worshipped Ohn in the
strictest of ways. Before he could get a better look, it vanished.

A hideous skull materialized before Lan's face, twisted into
a hideous grin. He could hear it laughing treacherously at him as it
floated away, toward the back of the room. Upon touching the
back wall, it morphed into Esmond.
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"Please, don't hate me. We're best friends, remember?
Remember our vow, to stick together no matter what? True, I've
gotten you into trouble from time to time, but have I not also
always stood up for yo# when others tried to talk you down?
Remember the good things and don't leave me! Please wake up,
Lan! Don't listen to them at alll Wake up!"

"But they're right, all of them."

"No, don't listen! Wake up, Lan, wake up!"

#

And that he did. Lan shot up in bed, looking around.
Esmond was beside him, shaking the bed, repeatedly telling him to
wake up in a hurried voice. "All right, already," said Lan. "You can
stop, I'm up!"

"Who's right?" asked Esmond.

"Hunh?"

"You said "they're right'. Who were you talking about?"

"Oh, that? Nothing. Just a weird dream."

"Look, we've got to get out of here!" Esmond was frantic.
Lan stretched as he sat up, yawning. "I don't know how long it'll be
before they find me!"

"Find your" Lan was confused. He thought he was hearing
things, that his sleep had not worn off yet. "Who?"

"The guards! They're searching the university dormitories!"
Esmond ran over to Lan's window and looked out. The dorm
rooms at the university were small, each one only housing one
student. They came furnished with a bookshelf, a dresser, a desk, a
bed, and a small closet to store clothes and other belongings in.

"What guards?" Lan asked. "What are you talking about?"

"The city guards!" Esmond exclaimed, whirling around to
face Lan. Lan felt his stomach sink into his feet. The city guards
had come for him to take him away. They would arrest him
without further question, they would take him off to some dark jail
cell somewhere, and they would--

Why was Esmond so worried?

"What are you wottied about?" Lan glared at him sternly.
"What did you db today? Something I should know about?" If the
guards were after Esmond, which, from the way he was acting, they
were, that was a load of pressure off of Lan's shoulders.
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"Well," Esmond began, looking down at the floor to avoid
Lan's gaze. "I, uh, you see, that is--"

"Spit it out!" Lan shouted.

"Quiet!" Esmond scolded. "Do you want me to get
caught?"

"Esmond, just tell me what you did!"

"All right!" Esmond started pacing back and forth, his arms
flailing about nervously. "I sort of stole something today."

"You what?!"

"Can't you be quiet?"

"No! What on Kalra did you do something as stupid as #hat
for?" Lan stood up and marched over to Esmond. Esmond looked
over at him as the color drained from his face, but kept pacing.

"All T wanted to do was impress Gaelyn! She wanted to
teach me to pick pockets! I didn't think anyone saw me, but
apparently so because they're searching for me now!"

"Dear Ohn!" Lan shouted. "The depths you'll sink to just
to impress a girll"

"It's not like I killed anyone or anything." Esmond stopped
pacing and looked at him, his head cocked to the side.

"I should hope not, you fooll" Lan did not care how loud
he was being. In a way, he wanted someone to catch Esmond for
once.

""Takes a fool to know a fool,' my father always said!"
Esmond was resorting to the same tactic he always resorted to
when he knew Lan was right and there was nothing he could do
about it--childishness.

"He's a fool too. You're all blessed fools! Do you have any
intelligence left inside that thick skull of yours or did it all leak out
of some rather large hole in your head?"

"Look," Esmond started, ignoring Lan's attacks. "We can
fight over whether or not I should have done what I did later.
Right now, I need to know what to do! You're good at helping me
out in situations like this, so I came to you!"

Lan almost gave in. Hearing Esmond say that he needed
help made Lan almost feel sorry for him. But he resisted. This was
his chance to keep Esmond from dragging him into trouble again
and perhaps even to teach the immature young man a lesson.
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"I'm sorry, Esmond," he said, sternly, "but there's nothing I
can--"

Footsteps sounded outside in the hallway. Lan stopped
talking mid-sentence and shoved Esmond into a dark corner behind
the doot. Damn, you idiot! Why are you helping him now? Didn't you just
tell yourself not to? A harsh, rapid knock came. Lan's heart began
racing. What if Esmond was wrong? What if they were not here
for Esmond, but instead for him?

"Ye--yes?" he uttered.

"City guard under charge of Lord Osbick Louei," said a
stern voice. "We've got reason to believe an accomplice to a thief
who stole one of Lord Osbick's money chests lives in these
dormitories." Lan's heart nearly burst from his chest as the color
drained from his face. They were here for him. "Are you
presentable?"

Esmond stepped out of the corner, his face beaming.
"They're not looking for me!" he whispered. "I'm safe!" Lan
shoved him back into the corner. "Hey, what the--"

"Yes," Lan called out to the guard. All he had to rely on
was hope that the guards could not identify him.

He sat at his desk, waiting for them to come in. Esmond
started to say something, but Lan motioned for him to keep quiet
and stay where he was.

The door slowly swung open with a loud squeak. Lan had
heard the squeaking noise every day for nearly eight months now.
He had grown accustomed to it, but now it sounded louder than
ever before. He could feel his heart pounding beneath his shirt. He
felt sweat beading on his forehead as he began wringing his hands.
The guard entered the room and left the door open, hiding Esmond
safely between it and the corner.

"Your name is Alexander Lansing, correct?" asked the
guard, a brawny man who stood several spans tall and wore dull
chain armor. The man wore no helmet, but Lan could not see his
face in the darkness. He held a paper out in front of him, reading it
by the light streaming in silhouetting him from the hallway.

"Yes sir, that--that's right." Lan had tried to calm his
trembling as much as he could, but he still was afraid of the guard
recognizing him.
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"Sir," the guard called back into the hallway. "Is this the
one?" The guard stepped aside as a man with a lantern came
shambling into the room. Lan recognized him immediately. It was
the bum who had tossed the chest at him. Now, however, he was
much better clothed. He wore an ornate green jacked with golden
frills, and long brown pants. He had shaved, and his hair had been
washed and brushed back. Something was terribly wrong.

"Yes," the bum said, "that's the one."

"You sure?" the guard asked him.

"I couldn't be more sure of anything." The bum smiled,
winked at Lan, and walked back out into the hall.

"A lie!" Lan shouted, jumping to his feet. "That man's lying]
He's the one who stole the money! He ran into me while he was
running from the guards and tossed it at me!"

The guard looked at Lan questioningly for a moment then
began laughing. "Him?" the guard asked through his hearty
laughter. "That's hilarious! That's one of the funniest things I've
ever heard! Trying to say that Lord Osbick's attendant would steal
from him!" The guard laughed a bit more then sighed, shaking his
head.

Lord Osbick's attendant? What was going on here? That
man was a street bum!

"I know what I saw!" Lan shouted. "Not six hours ago, that
man was a street bum who came wandering out from a pile of
trash!"

The guard's face grew immediately grim. He stepped
toward Lan and grabbed him by his shirt, lifting him from his feet.
He pulled Lan's face right up to his. Lan could feel the warm, rank
breath from the man's nose as his breathing intensified. He could
see the shade of whiskers covering his face in the dim light. He
could almost swear the man's eyes were turning red.

"Nobody talks about Lord Osbick or any of his men that
way, understand?" Lan silently nodded, wanting to do whatever it
took to keep from dying. The guard nodded at him with a grunt
and sat him back down.

"Now then," the guard said, reaching behind himself to grab
something at his belt. "I'm going to have to bring you in for
questioning." He brought his hands back around, holding
manacles. Lan nearly fainted.
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Suddenly, there was a loud snapping sound, and the guard
groaned and fell over in a heap on the floor. Esmond stood behind
him with Lan's thick oak staff in his hand. Lan always left his staff
beside the door, and Esmond had found it and cracked the
unsuspecting man on the head before anything worse could
happen. Anything worse? ook at what he just did!.

Esmond looked up at Lan. "Run! Run like mad! Out the
door, then toward the courtyard!" And with that, Esmond took
flight from the room, Lan's staff in hand. Lan was stunned. He
stood there, shaking frantically, gawking at the unconscious guard
on the floor. There was nothing to do now but run. If he stayed,
there would be a lot of explaining to do. He had been framed, set
up. Esmond had obviously caught on and decided he wanted no
part of this. For once, unfortunately, his friend was right. He had
to run.

The guard moaned and began sitting up. Lan panicked and
kicked him sharply in the head. Without even a whimper, the guard
fell back to the cold stone floor.

What have I done now? thought Lan. I'm really in trouble. He
looked down to the guard that he himself had just kicked into
silence. Well, now I have done something for them to blame on me. But
Obn be damned, 1 had no choice! Someone framed me! He grabbed his bag
that he carried his books and various belongings in, slung it over his
shoulders, and fled the room. He wished he had time to get more
things.

Lan saw no trace of Esmond anywhere, but the bum--Lord
Osbick's man--and two guards stood to his immediate left. They
were disoriented, and the once-bum was barking orders at them.
Lan shouted in surprise and kept running, straight down the
hallway. Only half of the normal number of lanterns was lit as it
was well past time for everyone to be sleeping. He could hear
several mumbles and shouts coming from behind him, as well as
fast-paced footsteps. The guards were coming for him.

He turned off of his hallway onto the main hall that led
from the dormitory. He was running as fast as he could and was
nearing Esmond's room when another guard ran into him,
knocking both himself and Lan to the ground.

"Fool child, watch where you're going," the guard said,
rubbing his head. "Where are you going so fast anyway?"
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"Stop him!" shouted one of the guards coming up behind
Lan. "He's the thiefl"

"Oh deat," sighed Lan. The guard stood up as three more
caught up behind him, all of them with swords at the ready.

The first guard spoke. "You are hereby under arrest for the
theft of one banker's chest of geln from Lord Osbick Louei of
Porthos, retainer to Lord Roland of the northern reaches of Pyran."

A voice came from down the hall. "That bastard kicked me
in the head!" It was the guard from Lan's room, holding his hands
to his head. He limped slowly toward the group.

"And for assault on a city guard, it would seem," added the
first guard. "Do you have anything to say in your defenser"

Lan was speechless. He had never had any legal troubles
before, and now he was under arrest. None of it was his fault.
What should he say? Should he say anything at all? Perhaps he
should just remain quiet until he had a chance to speak with the
headmaster himself.

"What is the meaning of all this?" shouted an all-too-
familiar voice. It was the headmaster. Whitlow had come up from
behind him at the hallway junction so quietly that Lan had not
noticed the robed man. Standing by his side was another, taller
man, wrapped in robes of the darkest black cloth. An odd black hat
sat on his head, with three rounded points. A purple veil fell down
behind his head, covering his neck. "I never expected you to be
capable of this! Stealing from nobility?"

"Sit," began Lan, almost stuttering in fear. "I promise I had
nothing to do with any of this. I've been framed!" The man at
Whitlow's side blew a gust of air through his nose, grunting in
dissatisfaction. He stepped forward.

"Framed indeed," he said in a low, rattling, gravelly voice.
He rubbed the grey bristle of a beard on chin, with a sinister snatl
on his face. "Just the kind of thing one from the Thieves' Guild
would say." Whitlow gasped, bringing his hand to his mouth.

"What is going on?!" Lan shouted, tears welling up in his
eyes. Not only had he been framed, he had been accused of being
in the Thieves' Guild. All he had wanted to do today was go out
for a walk to get away from the university for a while, and suddenly
everyone was blaming him for all sorts of things that he did not do-
-things that he would never even consider doing]
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"I swear by Ohn's good name that I did not do anything!"

"I believe you," Whitlow started, a solemn look washing
over his face, "but there are witnesses. Lord Osbick's attendant is
one of them."

"Witness? Witness?!" Lan was furious. "That man who said
he recognized me was a street bum! A street bum, I tell you! He
was sitting in an alleyway, all drunk, as I was walking by! A few
minutes later, he came running by and threw a chest at me--"

"That will be guite enough!" the black-robed man
interjected. "I will have nobody speaking of my men that way, do
you hear me, rat? Nobody!" Whitlow shot the man a sharp, angry
look. Dear Ohh, that was Lord Osbick himself. Things kept
getting worse.

Lan dropped to his knees. "Forgive me, Lord Osbick," he
said. "I'm afraid I am not from around here and don't know you. I
don't mean to speak ill of your attendant, but in all honesty it was
he who tossed the chest at me. I had never seen it before then!"

Osbick turned his nose up at Lan and looked to the guards.
"Arrest him. Afterward--" he turned to Whitlow "--we will
commence another room-to-room search to find that chest. I hope
you understand and forgive us our intrusion."

"Of course, Lord Osbick," Whitlow said dryly. "But I must
agree with the boy--this is madness!"

"Be careful what you say, old man," began Osbick. "You
do not want to--"

"Stop!" a voice shouted from the darkness down the hall.
"He's innocent."

"Who's there?" asked the first guard, turning to begin
walking toward the voice.

Esmond stepped out of the shadows, holding Lan's staff in
his hands, with a pack over his shoulders. "Everything he says is
true. I've known Lan all my life, and he would never do such a
thing."

"Esmond?" Whitlow marveled. "Do you know something
about all of--"

"Perhaps you are the accomplice, boy," Osbick interrupted,
stepping toward Esmond. Lan scooted back against the wall, still
sitting on the floor. Esmond began marching toward Osbick. He
threw Lan's staff down on the ground. The sound of it crashing on
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the stone floor echoed loudly through the hallway. Esmond was
furious.

"I am not an accomplice to anything. My friend is innocent,
and so am L."

"There was an accomplice," said the once-bum as he walked
up behind Whitlow. "And I believe that's him. I didn't get a good
look at him, of course, but I'm pretty sure he's the one."

Esmond stomped his foot and spat on the ground in front
of Osbick. The black-clad noble backhanded Esmond, sending him
to the ground moaning.

"Lord Osbick!" shouted Whitlow, stepping forward. "That
was unnecessary! What do you think you're--"

"Silence, old fool. Someone needs to teach these street rats
a lesson."

"Well I don't agree with the way you're trying to teach
them." Whitlow knelt by Esmond and cradled his head in his lap.
"Are you all right?"

"I'll be fine," Esmond said, rubbing his jaw, "as soon as I
kick that bastard's hide out of this university."

"Violence won't solve anything, Esmond. You know that."

Esmond looked up at Whitlow. "Do you believe us?" he
asked. Lan looked at Whitlow to meet his gaze. The headmaster
looked from Lan to Esmond and back. He smiled.

"Yes," he said. "I believe you. And I will do everything in
my power to see that the true criminals are brought to justice."”

"It is hard," started Osbick sternly, "to wipe the guilt away
when there are witnesses, Master Whitlow."

A part of Lan wanted to listen to the headmaster. A part of
him wanted to believe that he could be proven innocent of theft.
But another part of him knew, gut-wrenchingly, that it would never
happen. For some reason, these men were up to no good and wete
not about to let him get out of this. He could think of only one
thing to do--cause a distraction and get out as fast as he could.

"I am sick of this!" Lan grabbed his staff and swung it
around, hitting Osbick in the small of the knees. The lord cried out
in pain and surprise as he crumpled to the floor. Chaos erupted
through the crowd of guards.

Esmond leaped up, Whitlow backing away. He grabbed
one guard's arm and slung him into the guard beside him, knocking
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both into the wall. Two of the other guards charged Esmond, the
injured one staying behind. Suddenly a door opened in front of
them, and they ran straight into it full force, planting them on the
ground alongside the other two.

"What's goin' on out here this late?" It was a student who
had been awakened by all of the shouting and had decided to see
what was going on. Perfect timing, thought Lan, as he stood up,
smiling.

"Stop them!" shouted Osbick's man to Whitlow. Whitlow
shrugged and crossed his arms over his chest. His mouth turned up
slightly at the corners.

"Nothing," shouted Esmond to the boy, panting. "Just a
wild dream. Stop eating the cafeteria food and get back to bed.
You'll wake up in a few hours and everything'll be just fine."

"Hunh? Wha--" The boy was about to begin asking
questions when he saw the guards starting to get up off of the floor.
The boy looked as if he was about to say something else, but
Osbick's loud voice shut him off.

"Grab them!" He stood, turning to Whitlow. "Sound your
alarms, old man."

Whitlow silently shook his head, still smiling. "You have
the wrong men, Lord Osbick. They're innocent, and I refuse to
help in this foolish crusade of yours."

"You old fool," Osbick spat. "Fine. You!" he shouted at
one of the guards. "Find the university bell tower and sound the
alarms!" The guard went running off as fast as he could. Osbick
brushed his robes straight and batked to his other guards, "Capture
those two at all costs!"

The startled young man ran back into his room, slamming
his door. The guards were now all standing and going for Esmond.
He managed to squeeze around them along the opposite wall and
run ahead of them.

Osbick turned to Lan, reaching out his hands. Lan swung
the staff again, this time hitting the lord in the chest. In one fluid
motion, he reversed the swing and slammed Osbick in the back,
knocking the wind out of him. Thank Obn Esmond and I used to play
at staff fighting when we were young!

Lan looked over at Whitlow. "I think we'd best leave for
the moment. I'm sorry I hit him--I wasn't thinking straight. You
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understand, right? I swear to you everything Lord Osbick accused
us of was false! And try--"

Esmond grabbed his shoulder as he ran by, jerking him
away. "C'mon! Do you want to get caught?" He motioned back
toward the four oncoming guards. "Let's get out of here, now!"
Whitlow silently nodded at Lan, and Lan returned the nod.

The two young men fled down the hall. They were nearly
at the main entrance when the alarm bells went off. Suddenly
young men and women began flooding the halls as they all left their
rooms, fearing a raid or a fire. The alarm bells were reserved for
such emergencies, so the people in the crowd were naturally
frightened. According to university rules, whenever the bells
sounded, everyone was to move out to the front courtyard for
further instruction.

"Great, now what?" asked Lan.

"We'll use it to our advantage. Just blend into the crowd.
They should all be heading outside anyway, and once we get out
there, we can just sneak off toward the wall and hop over."

"Hop over? It's three strides high! Even if we were to scale
the top, we'd surely splatter against the cobblestones on the other
sidel Damn you and your foolish ideas. Why do I always get
caught up in them? Is it because--"

"Never mind that. I have a rope. 1 packed it as soon as 1
heard the guards were here. Funny thing is, they weren't looking
for me at all." He took a meaningful look at Lan. "Anyway, we'll
use it to climb down."

"Are you listening to me?"

"Will you stop worrying, Lan, and just try to blend in?"

"Ohn save us."

They merged into the crowd of confused students, who
were in all manners of disarray and were conversing anxiously about
what could possibly be wrong. They were slowly but surely heading
toward the main entrance of the university that led out into the
walled courtyard, where Lan and Esmond would break off and
attempt to make their escape.

"In the crowd! Guards! They are hiding in there
somewhere!" Osbick was shouting at the top of his lungs. This
caused even more chaos, as the students thought that there was
some sort of imminent danger amongst themselves. As much as
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the guards tried to break into the crowd, they were just pushed back
out by the ever-pulsating, ever-moving group of people. All the
while that the crowd of students was moving to the courtyard,
guards were pushed aside and thrown accidentally against walls and
floors.

Once outside, the herd of students dispersed into the vast,
open courtyard. Esmond and Lan, who had been riding the front
fringe of the mass, broke off and began running toward the back
wall of the university. Luckily, they made it without being seen.

Esmond pulled a large wad of bed sheets out of his bag.
They were knotted together to form a chain.

"What is #haf?" asked Lan.

"It's my rope! I made it myself."

"That won't hold up to anything! We'll never get over this
wall with that! And how did you have time to make it?"

"Never mind that. Can't you have some faith in my
craftsmanship?"

"I have less faith in that rope than I do in Ohn, and that's
saying a /ot."

"Really? Then what's with all that 'Ohn save us' stuff?"
Esmond smiled at him. "Just look around for guards, okay? Leave
the escaping to me. All I've got to do is catch this on one of those
trees over there."

It was cooler than usual on this late, windy spring night, and
there were no stars in sight through the black clouds. Lan tried to
attribute his shaking to the cold weather. He knew deep inside,
however, that it was due to the very truths of the events that were
taking place. He and Esmond were outlaws now, fugitives. Even if
they were innocent. If caught, they would be thrown into jail, no
questions asked.

The dark part of his memory began tugging at him now, of
all times. He thought of the girl, Ria, and how, in light of recent
events, even if she were still alive, she'd never be able to find him.
The only place she knew to look would be the university or his
home, and neither were good places for him to be now. He
scowled and tried to force her out of his mind. Now was not the
time to be thinking of a girl.
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"Gods-damn it!" shouted Esmond, getting Lan's attention.
"I can't get this blessed rope to go over the wall. The wind keeps
blowing it back this way!"

To delay any longer could lead to their capture. While Lan
did not want to partake in such a ludicrous escapade, he had no
choice now. To go back was to face harsh punishment. They had
to get out of here, and fast.

He spied a couple of loose rocks by the wall and quickly
grabbed one and tossed it on the ground near Esmond.

"Give me that!" he snapped, snatching the makeshift rope
from Esmond's hands.

"Hey wait, what are you--" Esmond stopped once he
realized what Lan was thinking. Lan fidgeted with the rope until he
found one of the end-most sheets and fanned it open a bit, laying it
on the ground next to the rock. He then rolled the rock over onto
it and wrapped the blanket around it, twisting it to keep it held
tightly.

"Here," he said to Esmond, pointing at the bundle he had
just made. "You're stronger than I am. Pick that up and toss it.
The weight of the rock will help it go over."

"Thanks!"

Thanks indeed. If Esmond had not talked him into going
out into the city today, none of this--S#p that, Lan. You went because
you wanted to go. And besides, none of this trouble is to blame on either of you.

That Osbick was up to something . . .

There was a tug at his tunic that made him jump. It was
only Esmond. "You did it! Your idea worked! It's on the other
side and caught in a tree, I think!" He tugged on it several times to
assure Lan of its stability. "Follow me after I make it to the top."

"We can't put all our weight on the rope," Lan began
lecturing. "It'll probably pull loose. We'll have to brace ourselves
against the wall and move quickly."

"Whatever you say, Lan." Esmond smiled briefly then
began scaling the wall. He did as Lan had said and moved quickly
up the tangled mass of sheets. It seemed to be holding up to his
weight just fine, with him bracing himself against the wall. It only
slipped once, but he quickly recovered and boosted himself to the
top before it could do it again.
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"Find them!" It was someone shouting in the front
courtyard. "There will be a nice reward for the ones who can bring
me those two boys. As for you students, I want you all to stay in
your rooms and bar your doors. If you see one of these two, flee
immediately, as they are quite dangerous. They've already done
enough harm to our guards to prove it. Off with you now."

This was bad. "You can come up now," Esmond said from
the top. "I pulled it loose from the tree and I'm going to be
climbing down on the other side, so it should definitely hold your
weight. I'm a bit heavier than you," Esmond smiled. "Oh, and go
on and toss your bag and staff over. There's no way you'll be able
to climb with those." And with that, he slipped out of sight behind
the wall.

"This is so crazy," mumbled Lan to himself as tossed his
stuff over the wall and began climbing. "Completely crazy."
Esmond's weight on the other side seemed to help hold Lan up
quite well, and this reassurance made him climb faster, pushing any
doubt he had in the strength of the rope out of his mind.

He had only been scaling the wall for a few moments when
he heard shouting. "Hey! You there! Stop where you are!" A
guard. Lan had been caught. He turned to see not one guard, but
three, all wielding swords and staring at him from about six strides
off. Lan was nearly halfway up the wall, but could never make it to
the top before they caught up to him.

"Esmond! Help! The guards are here!" he shouted. It
seemed to be of no use, however. There was no response. In a
matter of seconds, the guards would reach the rope and, with their
combined strength, easily pull it down from the wall, bringing Lan
with it. He began screaming 'help' over and over again loudly, as if
someone could actually do something.

And then he was flying. He began soaring up toward the
top of the wall, and once he reached the top, he sailed even higher
into the sky, past the end of the wall. Perbaps there really is a god or
o, thought Lan as he mysteriously soared upward. Unfortunately,
there were no divine powers at work as he found out moments
later, when he crashed down onto something on the other side. He
stood up, a little disoriented, and saw Esmond lying below him,
covered in a mass of bed sheets.
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"Could you make just a little more noise?" asked Esmond
sarcastically as he got up.

"Wha--what just happened?"

"I heard you yellin' like you were being eaten alive and 1
thought you must be in trouble, so before the rest of the city woke
up to your blood-curdling screams, I braced myself against the wall
and pulled on the rope as hard as I could. Everything seems to
have worked, but there's no telling how long it'll take them to get
around the wall. We'd better get moving!"

"Well, where do we go?" He wished none of this had ever
happened. It all seemed very much like a nightmare.

Esmond began picking up his stuff. "I'm not sure. I guess
the first thing on our agenda would be to--" A hook clamped to the
lip of the wall. "Run. Not much of a plan, but it looks like our best
option for now!"

"Where to?" He was frantic, and frustrated. They were on
the verge of getting caught, and Esmond had no idea what to do.
Lan did not know the city at all.

"Just follow me into the streets."

"Won't we look suspicious?"

"Shut up and run!" Esmond had taken off running before
finishing his sentence.

Grudgingly, Lan picked up his bag and staff that Esmond
had left, and ran off into the dark streets after his friend.

#

It was getting colder, colder than any springtime night
should be. Lan had no idea where he was or where he was headed.
All he knew was that he was now a wanted criminal. His grumbling
stomach told him he was very hungry, and the strange environment
around him told him that he was also very lost. All sense of
direction and time had vanished after the wild escape from the
university. At first, the guards had followed them; he could hear
them behind him in the streets. Now everything was quiet. Too
quiet. Esmond had told him that cities of this magnitude were
usually bustling even at night. He did not see any bustle anywhere.
There was not a soul in the streets through which the two young
men ran. From time to time there would be the sound of a cat
screeching or a dog howling, but mostly silence. Dead silence. Lan
did not like it at all.
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"Where are we going?" he asked Esmond.

Esmond stopped walking and turned to face his friend.
"Will you hush?" he scolded. "I told you to be quiet. We're not
completely safe yet."

"Yes, but the guards can't be heard anymore. Surely they've
given up by now. Besides, I think we should sit down and rest a bit.
All that commotion back there has worn me out. I was hungry
anyway, having missed evening supper. No thanks to your slow,
pickpocketing hide."

"Look, if you'll just hold out for a few more minutes, we'll
have reached the city market. Maybe we can find something to eat
and somewhere to rest." Esmond began walking again, turning
down a dark alley.

"Whatever."

"You're sounding more and more like Marcus each day,"
Esmond snickered. Lan shrugged, then followed suit.

Loud bells suddenly broke the silence of the still, dark night.
Lan jumped in surprise and neatly fell over. "The alarm bells!" he
hissed at Esmond.

Without slowing or even turning, Esmond responded, "No,
you fool, only the city bell-tower, sounding the hour. Look, would
you please shut up? How much must I stress that you be quiet?"

Lan continued walking. "If the guards have left us behind,
why do we need to be quiet?"

"Thieves' Guild. Now hush, and follow me." Esmond
began walking a little faster at that last statement, as if it brought
him fear. Lan began sweating nervously. Thieves' Guild. He
remembered the things Marcus had told him. He silently wondered
if the thieves would come looking for Esmond. Perhaps if he had
been good at pickpocketing, they would. I don't think he'd join them,
though, Lan thought. Esmond would never be part of any group that killed
people. Esmond conld never kill anyone.

The bells finished their musical chiming. It was midnight.
Lan had been staring down at the cobblestone streets, not paying
much attention to where they were going, just following Esmond's
feet. He suddenly realized that people were talking, lots of them.
He looked up, and to his surprise, there were people everywhere. It
was the middle of the night, and this area seemed as busy as any
given village marketplace during the day.
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Merchants abounded along the sides of the streets, selling
all sorts of items. Signs adorning the stalls and wagons were
advertising everything from freshly baked bread to sewing supplies.
This was crazy. The whole day had been crazy. So many people in
the streets at midnight!

"Stop that!" The voice came from Esmond. Lan had not
noticed in his state of awe that his jaw had dropped open. He
promptly closed it and turned to face his friend.

"The city market is this busy at midnight?" he asked.

"Yes. Didn't I tell you there would be people? Just stay
right here while I go and buy us something to eat. I'm starving!"
Esmond trotted off toward a merchant's wagon filled with fruit of
all sorts. Lan stared at him closely, afraid of losing him amongst the
myriad of people milling about in the area.

The wagon was amazing in itself. Fruit from all seasons and
all parts of the known world adorned its various shelves and
drawers. Only the rich could usually afford such produce out of
season, but the prices the merchant advertised seemed reasonable.
'One geln per pound', read the sign.

Lan stood to the side as Esmond talked with the merchant,
and a few moments later, they were sitting in an alley eating
sweetmelons, with some bread on the side.

"So, how much did all of this cost us?" asked Lan, between
bites of bread.

"Ten geln."

"What? Ten geln? You only got four melons and a loaf of
bread! The sign advertised one geln per--"

"You left out taxes," explained Esmond.

"Tax caused #hat much geln to be added? That's ridiculous!
What's the point of even buying anything at all, if you only end up
losing half of your money? Just grow your own food! It's not that
difficult. I helped around our farm for--"

"Lan, calm down," Esmond began, smiling. "You have a lot
to learn about the city. Most people don't have enough room here
to grow their own things. All these people live in houses or shops
here in town. Since there's no room for farming, all their food must
be bought."

"But where do they get money?"
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"Jobs pay a lot more here than in the country, Lan. Just
give it all time. You'll learn how it all works eventually. You
should've come out with me more often." Esmond took another
bite out of his green melon to finish it off. He tossed the peel
aside.

"C'mon. We need to find a place to stay for the night, if not
for a while. Who knows how long we'll be here until things settle
down. I guess we can get by on pickpocketing. I know it's wrong,
but after tonight I think I deserve to get away with a little wrong!
There's a lot to be made up for."

"There's no we about this. If you think for one moment,
Esmond, that I'm going to steal anything, you're out of your mind."

"Whatever you say, LLan. Whatever you say." The boys
walked off into a dark street, the moon peering from behind the
clouds illuminating their backs in a spectral manner.

#

Thieves. New ones. These were two of the university boys
from the tavern today. He knew they weren't any of his men. Were
they some of Osbick's? That bastard brings in more "n more young scraps
c'er' day. He's got eyes e'er'where in that dammned Shadow. If these two aren't
in already, I hope I reach 'em 'fore he does. He had first heard them when
the taller one had gotten all worked up about the taxes.

"That'll be four geln, sir," the merchant said in a crotchety
voice, looking up at the big man through a fringe of white hair.

The man turned his attention from the two boys as they
vanished down a side street. He reached for his money purse.

"Four, ye say?"

"Yep," the merchant replied impatiently, holding out his
hand.

He opened the purse and counted out four of the thick
silver coins with the small amber stone in the center. He tossed
them into the merchant's outstretched hand where they landed with
a dull clinking. The merchant took one of the coins in his other
hand and held it up to a streetlight, examining the center.

"It's real, I assure ye." The big man shifted his feet in
agitation.

The merchant grunted in agreement and quickly shoved
them into his pocket, turning to another customer.
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The big man took one more look around the bustling
marketplace. Seeing nothing out of the ordinary, he slipped his
newly-bought Star of Ohn onto a red strip of leather and tied it
around his neck. He whistled quietly to himself as he began
walking toward the southwest corner of town.

There was work to be done.
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Chapter Eight

The sun rising over the eastern city wall awoke Lan with its
warm light. At first he was a bit disoriented, not knowing where he
was. It took him a few seconds to remember that they had slept in
the streets. The northwestern corner of the Porthos city walls had
been their bed for the past two nights, and the hard ground was
starting to take its toll on Lan's back.

He slowly stood up as he rubbed his sore back. He gazed
around--nobody was about, as usual. This part of the city was
sparsely populated, and most of the buildings in this corner were
abandoned. Lan had no idea why this was so, but he was thankful
because it gave them an inconspicuous place to rest. Only twice
had guards ever questioned him or Esmond, and both times they
had gotten off by saying that they were waiting for someone. The
guards shrugged and walked off with a warning about how
dangerous this part of the city could be for two young men on their
own.

All Lan had done the day after the escape from Lord
Osbick was wander around this area of the city, his head down,
staring at the cobblestone streets. He had no idea what to think or
do anymore. Was fleeing the university really needed? Could he
not have worked things out somehow with Headmaster Whitlow on
his side?

Esmond, who had spent the day sneaking around the more
populated areas of the city picking up what he called "loose
change", was asleep, wedged against the wall. He was supposed to
meet Gaelyn yesterday, but when he returned, he had told Lan that
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she was nowhere to be found. Esmond was a bit depressed, but
tried his best not to show it.

Lan put his hands in the pockets of his worn leather pants.
He felt the solid hilt of the magical dagger Ria had left him with.
Ria, he thought. I could find Ria. That would give me something to focus on
Sor now. And after 1 find her? Who knows. I can't just wander the streets
aimlesshy. 1t did sound like a good idea, but there was only one
problem--he had no supplies. And to get supplies, he needed
money. He sighed, took his hands back out of his pockets, and
leaned against the wall.

For now, Esmond's the only source of money 1 have. As wrong as it
may be, 1'll have to let him pick up as much geln as possible and then 1'l] use
some of it to get what I need and start looking for Ria. Esmond will
understand. In fact, he may even want to come along. And after that? 1
suppose I shonld check in at the university, assuming the gnards will let me in.

Trumpets sounded in the distance to the north. Lan ran
over to the small, narrow staircase built into the side of the wall and
climbed it as fast as possible. The view from atop the city walls was
amazing. It made him almost feel like a bird, soaring up high, able
to see everything at once. The sun shone brightly down on the
rooftops of the smaller buildings. He could see the top of the
Ceren far off to the southeast, its sloping grey stone walls gleaming
in the early morning sun. Off to the north, he could see some small
patches of fog rolling away in the light, hiding behind the distant
green hills and disappearing into the forest far off to the west. And
right outside the northern gates of the city, he could see a line of
elaborately built carriages surrounded by armored guards. A
procession was about to begin.

He vaguely remembered Esmond mentioning something
about this yesterday. The Pyranian parliament was holding their
annual meeting today. Esmond had wanted to go to the
procession, but why? Probably just to steal stuff, Lan thought
remorsefully. As reluctant as he was about it, he could not let his
best friend miss something he wanted to see. Though through
bizarre circumstance, Esmond /ad saved him the other night.
Besides, it would be his first, and possibly only, chance to see the
leaders of Pyran all in one place. The idea of seeing all those
powerful people in once place was very intriguing.
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Lan quickly descended the stairs, skipping two or three here
and there, nearly falling several times. He sped over to Esmond
and started nudging him in the ribs. "Wake up!" he shouted. "That
procession you wanted to see is about to start!"

"Sweetmelons," the sleeping Esmond mumbled. "Breasts
like big, beautiful, sweetmelons . . ."

Lan could not help but laugh. He nudged Esmond again,
harder. "Come on, Esmond. Don't you remember the procession?
It's starting right now!"

"Perhaps we could--"

Lan lightly kicked Esmond in the chest, loosing another
laugh.

"Ouch!" Esmond jerked up with a start. "Why'd you do
that?" He punched Lan in the gut. Lan doubled over, clutching his
stomach and groaning. "Don't you know not to disturb me when
I'm dreaming? Especially dreams like that." Suddenly his stern
attitude faded and a faraway look entered his eyes. "Oh Gaelyn,
where were you yesterday?" There was dreaminess in his voice, and
he very neatly fell back asleep. As he lay back down, his sleepy gaze
fell on the bright blue sky, and suddenly a realization hit him.

"Oh no!" he shouted, leaping to his feet and shrugging off
his drowsiness. "It's the day of the procession! We'tre gonna be
late!" He began looking around frantically for his friend. "Lan!
Where are your Get ready, you fooll" Esmond spotted him on the
ground, still clutching his stomach. "What are you doing on the
ground like that? Get up! We have to hurry!"

Lan struggled to stand upright and turned to Esmond. "If
you hadn't hit me in my stomach, I'd be just fine," he choked.

"Ah! Excuses, excuses! Get your lazy hide moving before
we miss all the money!" Esmond began running off down the
streets toward the central entryway where the procession would be
entering, trying to force his wild hair into some semblance of order.
Lan sighed again, shrugged, and started following his friend, not
exactly sure how to react to the 'money' statement. His back
pinched as he ran, and at first it slowed him down. After a short
while, the pain subsided somewhat, only to be replaced by a sharp
cramping in his side.

They ran through streets at a wild pace, tripping over the
occasional passerby and stray animal. Even the merchant stands
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were not safe from the boys' run. A few merchants shouted after
the boys, but none followed. Finally they broke out of the maze of
buildings and into the central entryway road.

The central road was actually a large courtyard that ran from
the northern gates of Porthos to the Ceren. Running the length of
the courtyard in its center was a broad cobblestone street, the very
street the high-ranking noblemen were traveling on. Royal guards
with their long purple robes and polished silver armor with golden
trim stood at every intersecting street to keep people off of the
central roadway. They lined the outside of the entire courtyard and
also the road leading to the north gate.

Mixed in with the guards were various minor noblemen.
These men were loyal to the greater nobles, who were currently
proceeding toward the Ceren down the central road. These minor
nobles were here as retainers and assistants to their superiors, but
only acting the part of representative. Final decisions on issues
could only be made by the highest of the nobles. These were the
ones who ruled the larger provinces of the nation of Pyran.

Lan was a bit frightened. What if some of the guards here
recognized him? What if Lord Osbick saw them? The old man had
to be here--this was a procession of nobility. He silently cursed to
himself as he and Esmond snaked their way through the bystanders
and up to the line of guards and noblemen. There were royal
trumpeters somewhere, along with drummers. They were playing a
loud marching theme, the royal anthem of Porthos. It was a slow,
gloomy march written in memory of the destruction of the city a
thousand years ago by the daemon Ethrakus. Lan had never
believed any of that. As far as he was concerned, it was just another
fantastic tale, just like the story of Ohn, the Creator.

The procession had not been going on for long--the first
carriage in the parade was still quite a way from the opened doors
of the Ceren. The carriages Lan could see were some of the most
elaborate vehicles he had ever thought imaginable. Many had gold
ot renol inlays in them, with fancy drapes on the windows,
embroidered with intricate patterns and writing. Armed guards
walked alongside all of the carriages, each one drawn by teams of
two to four horses. They were the most majestic horses he had
ever seen, their colors ranging from deep black to white, dappled
with grey spots. Not a one of them, however, looked as strong as
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any horse from his father's land. These noble horses were well
groomed, but not very well worked.

One carriage stood out from the rest, and as it entered the
gates of the city, the crowds gasped in awe. There were no horses
pulling it, and there were no wheels on it. It was made primarily of
renol plates, interspersed with what appeared to be steel. It was
very rounded, with no sharp edges that he could see. There were
no windows, or at least nothing he recognized as windows. Except
for two small, dark holes in the front, he saw no openings in the
vehicle whatsoever. It floated a short distance above the ground
and moved silently forward. Two figures wearing renol plate armor
and carrying long renol lances rode floating discs alongside the
strange vehicle. He thought one of them looked like the mesefu
woman he had met eatlier, Lisen, but he could not be sure as the
disc riders wore large, elaborate helmets that rose up behind their
heads, coming to rounded points.

I wonder what they're doing at a meeting of the Pyranian parliament?
He stared at the vehicle, awed by the magic powers that drove it.
Many people in the crowd backed up as the vehicle floated down
the road, afraid to be near the foreign magics. The mesefu
supposedly had an entire city constructed with such skill and
magical talent. Lan shuddered in amazement at the mere thought
of seeing hundreds of things like this at once. It was unsettling, in a
way. He pried his eyes off of the mesefu vehicle and tried to push
the eerie feelings from his mind.

"Lan!" shouted Esmond. "Do you see--"

"Yes," he replied. "I saw it." Lan turned his attention
elsewhere, toward the open gates of the Ceren. They were huge,
ornately carved iron slabs nearly ten strides high. One of the larger
symbols carved into the gates caught his attention--a crowned skull
with a broad-bladed dagger threaded through its empty eye-sockets.
Its jawbone was missing. Strange thing to have for a royal emblem, he
thought. It likely had an important history behind it--he was not
very knowledgeable in the realm of Pyranian history. He had not
yet studied local history in the university. With what happened the
other day, he probably would never get the chance.

Lan was trying to stick close to Esmond, but the ever-
shifting crowd kept separating them. It reminded him of the crowd
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of fearful students from the night of their flight from the university.
He would never see that place again . . .

Being lost in thought, he did not notice the horse in his way
until he ran right into the side of the dark stallion.

"Away from me, you smelly street trash," came a voice from
astride the horse. He knew that voice all too well. Lan meekly
looked up to gaze upon a very well dressed and well-aged man in
red and black robes. He had a very angular face with deep lines that
emphasized his age. His thick white eyebrows were wrinkled into a
look of agitation. It was Lord Osbick Louei.

Fortunately for Lan, the old lord had not looked at him,
merely scolded him while keeping his eyes fixed on the procession.

"Hey, there you are!" It was Esmond. Osbick turned to
look in the approaching young man's direction. Lan wanted to sink
into the ground and vanish.

"What do you want, peasant-boy?" Osbick asked as he
turned his head.

"I wasn't talking to you, you old--" Esmond had started to
speak when his eyes met Osbick's. He cursed and ducked back into
the crowd of bystanders.

"Wise," Osbick sneered. "Very wise." Lan started to back
away, hoping Osbick would not see him. He did not succeed.

"Stop right there," came the gravelly voice. "I should have
known to look at what sort of rubbish was running into my fine
stallion." Lan broke to run but the nobleman caught him by the
hair with his black-gloved hands. "Go ahead, try to flee. Scream
for help, if you like." He jerked Lan's hair. Lan gritted his teeth,
trying not to make a sound. To alert the guards was to give up all
hope of getting out of this. Osbick would have him arrested
immediately for stealing his money. Assuming he doesn't call them on
you anyway, Lan thought.

"Come on, rat! Walk with me--quietly, if you cherish your
life."

Osbick nudged the horse, and it turned around. The
nobleman guided Lan by his hair out of the throngs of people and
away from the city center. Nobody seemed to notice--they were all
caught up in the procession. Why isn't Osbick calling the guards?
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"You got away from me the other night," Osbick said.
"You will not get away from me again. I will teach you a lesson you
won't soon forget." He looked down at Lan. "Do you enjoy
stealing?" the nobleman asked.

"No!" Lan shouted, frantically. "I've never stolen anything
before in my life, and I never would! I tried telling you and
everyone else that I was framed, but--ouch!"

The nobleman pulled Lan's hair forcefully as he turned his
horse down a deserted alley.

"I didn't do anything! Please, let me go!" Lan tugged at
Osbick's hand, trying to loosen his grip, but to no avail. The
nobleman was too strong.

"Our search of your room said something quite different,"
Osbick said. "My money chest was found in your closet. Since
everything was there, I am going to let you go. There is no more
reason to bring the law into this. You went too far by attacking me
last night. I could have you killed for such insolence, but I prefer
taking matters into my own hands."

Lan's breathing was coming in quick huffs, and his heart
was pounding against the inside of his chest like a blacksmith's
hammer on an anvil.

They stopped in the dark alleyway, out of sight from the
entryway courtyard. The sounds of the musicians and the crowd
could still be heard. Osbick dismounted his horse and tied the
reigns around an awning support. He threw Lan against the off-
white hardclay wall of a building. He landed painfully on his
backside, just below a boarded-up window.

"Wha--what are you going to do to me?" Lan asked, his
voice shaking from fear. This man was extremely strong to be an
aged nobleman. "I thought you were going to let me go!"

"Not before I teach you a valuable lesson." Osbick strode
over to where Lan was lying on the ground, his robes billowing in a
slight breeze that was rushing down the alley. "You do know that
us noblemen have legal authority? Just because they do not allow
retainers to rule on major legislation in parliament does not imply
that we are powerless. As to the exactness of what I am going to
do, let us say that it is something to keep you from ever stealing
from me or attacking me with your staff again."
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He grabbed Lan's right hand with his free one and let go of
his hair. At least one pain was relieved. Osbick put his hand
around Lan's and forced it into a fist. He then uncurled Lan's index
finger and placed his own wrinkled hand around it.

"There once was a man who ruled by the law of 'a death for
a death'. Have you ever heard of him?" Without giving L.an a
chance to answer, the nobleman continued. "King Fellic, killed by
his own brother thousands of years ago. Nobody liked his laws but
an insignificant minority. I tend to admire them, however." The
nobleman stood beside Lan, who sat still, his head in too much pain
to move. It was throbbing from smacking into the wall.

"By his laws," Osbick said, raising his voice slightly, "all
crimes had punishments that removed the criminal's means of ever
committing that crime again. The people called his ways batbaric,
so when his brother killed him with a dagger through the eyes--"

Lan's mind flashed back to the symbol on the Ceren. That's
where it comes from, he thought, trying to take his mind as far from the
situation he was in as possible.

"--the people gladly allowed him to assume the position of
leader. Clorin was the murderer's name. He is the one who set up
the pathetic government system we have now with all this voting
and legislation rubbish. It slows things down too much, so I try to
speed matters up when I get the chance.”

Lan managed to look up at the hateful man and realized for
the first time that he was not nearly as old as Lan had thought he
was. At first glance, Osbick easily looked to be in his late sixties,
but on closer inspection, he was in his forties at best. His thin,
deeply-lined face and whitening eyebrows had made him look far
older than he was. Lan could not see his hair under his fluffy black
hat, but he was sure that it was either greying or balding. How can a
man who looks so young in the eyes look so old on the outside?

He tugged on Lan's index finger, extending Lan's arm. "His
punishments were very just, I think. For murder, the criminal
would be put to death. For theft..."

He bent the index finger sharply upward in a direction it
was not supposed to go. There was a loud cracking noise that made
Lan cringe. Osbick did not stop bending until the back of Lan's
finger was touching the back of his hand.
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A stream of pain shot through his finger, his hand, and up
his arm. It coursed all throughout the right side of his body and
was followed by a shocking wave of numbness and nausea. It was
all he could do not to scream. His right index finger was
completely broken. It was a pain like none he had ever
experienced. It was as if every pain he had felt throughout his past
near-eighteen years of life were focused onto his hand and
multiplied a thousand-fold. He bit down as hard as he could,
screaming through clenched teeth. The booming sound of his
voice startled even himself. He realized that he had bitten his
tongue. Hard. He tasted the warm blood filling up his mouth. He
squeezed his eyes shut even harder and began rocking back and
forth. Dizziness overcame him, and his knees gave out from under
him. He opened his eyes only to see a hazy darkness. The pit of
his stomach was churning and he was sure that any second now he
would be vomiting.

"A hand. Of course, in your case, you are young, and so 1
will have some amount of mercy on you and only take your finger,
but only if you promise not to ever steal again. It gets difficult to
steal with a broken finger, you will find. Of course, fingers always
heal, and then you will just be back to your old ways. Swear to me
that you will never steal, and I will spare the rest of your hand."

He could hear Osbick fidgeting with something, but he was
blind with pain and could not see what the man was doing. Where
was Esmond? What had happened to him? After all the times Lan
had saved his hide, where was he when he was needed?

"Well? Do you promiser"

Lan was in too much pain to pay attention to anything in
the outside world. Instead of an answer, he coughed out some of
the blood that was filling his mouth. It dribbled slowly down his
chin.

"Never steal again. Promise it," Osbick nearly shouted,
"and I will be merciful." That last phrase had a hint of pleasure in
it. The crazed man was actually enjoying this.

"I didn't steal anything," he gurgled through the blood in his
mouth. "I promise .. ."

"Defiant to the end. A pity." There was a swish of air, and
suddenly some of the pain resided, only to be replaced with a new
sensation--something not altogether painful, but not welcome by
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far. It felt as if his finger had ceased to exist. The warm liquid that
shortly began flowing down his arm told him what had happened--
his finger was gone. It had been separated from his hand, and now
he was bleeding profusely all over himself and the cobblestone
ground. He fell over on his side, cradling his hand under his
armpit, not hearing the approaching footsteps as his ears were filled
with what blood remained in his body.

"You . ..vile... bastard!" growled a far away voice. It
sounded familiar, but he could not be sute in his state of dizzied
disarray.

"There you are, you little fiend." Osbick had turned away
from Lan. Everything sounded distant, as if he was listening to the
world through a thick wooden wall.

"What have you done?" demanded the familiar voice.
"What . . . have you . . . done?!"

"I have served justice, you street trash, and now it is time
for you to face the law as well." He heard Osbick stepping away.

Lan's vision started coming back, but everything was blurry.
He could see Lord Osbick standing across the alley from him by his
horse, and he could see the third person, the owner of the familiar
voice, facing the dark robed man.

"You call this justice?" The third figure gestured toward
Lan. Lan moaned. The undisclosed person ran over to Lan and
knelt beside him. "Are you all right?" he asked. It was Esmond.
He had come to help.

As much as he wanted to, Lan could not answer. All that
came out of his mouth were indecipherable groans, gurgles, and
blood from his tongue.

"You barbarian!" shouted Esmond defiantly. "How could
you possibly stoop as low as to do something like #7s?/ Esmond
stood and started stomping over to Osbick. Lan's eyes closed
again--it was too much of a strain to keep them open.

"Do not make me call the guards," Osbick stammered.

"Go ahead and call them. I'll tell them what you did to my
friend."

"You know it will do no good. You remember the other
night, do you not? I could have you--" Osbick's words had gotten
cut off abruptly by what sounded to Lan like a muffled thud.
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"You ...little.. .. rat," the nobleman uttered. "Get. ..
down from there . . . right this minute!" The nobleman had
recovered his voice on the last three words and had shouted them.
"I command you to get down from there immediately!" Lan had
ceased to care about everything going on around him. He was
nearly delirious from both pain and loss of blood, and right now, all
he wanted was to sleep.

He heard a horse whinny and then heard its hooves
clopping against the cobblestones. He opened his eyes one more
time and saw Esmond galloping away on Osbick's horse, the
disheveled nobleman chasing on foot. This must be . . . some sort of . . .
dream . . .

#

Esmond looked back over his shoulder to see no trace of
Osbick. He had lost him. Lan had told him that he had done crazy
things before, but this had to be the wildest--stealing a nobleman's
horse. He had done it to get the crazy man away from Lan.
Esmond planned on riding back by Lan and picking him up as soon
as he was sure Lord Osbick was far enough away.

He had followed Osbick and Lan at a distance, planning to
save his friend when the time was right. Unfortunately he had not
been quick enough.

Esmond had hoped to punch the nobleman hard enough in
the stomach that he would not be able to shout, but the nobleman
had quickly recovered from the blow. Odd, thought Esmond, #hat
an old man like bin should be able to recover that quickly from a punch like
that. His kind usnally know nothing about how to brace for a hit. Osbick
had chased after Esmond, shouting for the guards, and it had not
taken long before they were hot on Esmond's trail.

Guards were closing in on him when he turned the horse
down an alleyway as narrow as two men standing side by side. His
knees scraped violently against the walls, but he ignored the pain--
he had more important things on his mind now. If the royal guards
caught him, it would be either long-term imprisonment or
banishment from the nation. They were much harsher than the city
guards were.

As he shot out of the alleyway, he noticed guards lined up
on either side of him, armed with crossbows. U}-0b, he thought.
This is bad. How am 1 going to get out now? He kicked the horse, urging
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it to go faster, but it was already showing signs of fatigue, and his
efforts to speed it along only resulted in grunts from the animal.
Blessed royal animals. Abhvays get special treatment and no exercise. If this
was one of my father's horses, I could outrun these gnards easily. The guards
were shouting for him to stop, but he refused. He had to go on.
He had to save his friend.

He sped on across a larger roadway and sharply turned a
corner. Crossbow darts suddenly whizzed past his head. That was
close, he thought. Don't plan on being that lucky every time, Esmond. Take
a risk like that again and you'll likely get shot.

Pedestrians were leaping out of his way left and right as he
sped through the streets, shouting warnings to them as he passed
them by. He desperately needed to somehow turn back and head
for Lan, preferably with quite a bit of distance between him and the
guards. In the distance, he could hear the Pyranian anthem playing
out as the procession continued, the participants oblivious to the
action going on in the back streets.

Esmond heard more shouts for him to halt from behind.
He looked back to see the guards gaining on him. They were busy
reloading their crossbows and did not present an immediate threat.
Esmond had to get out of this side of the city somehow, but the
fastest way he knew of was to turn directly around. He had never
been through this part of Porthos before and was afraid he was lost.
He turned back around from watching the guards to find himself
charging directly at another mounted guard in front of him, waving
frantically for Esmond to stop. The horse he rode stopped
abruptly. Esmond was thrown from the saddle right into the
flailing guard. The man fell off of the back of his horse to the
ground. Esmond nearly followed him but managed to get a grip on
the guard's horse's saddle and pull himself upright. He quickly
turned and straightened himself, took up the reigns of this new
horse, and turned it around, running away from the guards in
pursuit. He could hear the guards' curses at the lone, terrified horse
he had left in their way.

He liked the next street as soon as he turned onto it. There
was a merchant stand nearby with a roof made of wooden slats held
up by poles. This gave Esmond an idea. More guards had closed in
behind him from branching streets, and they were no more than a
few strides behind him. When he reached the first of the supports,
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he forcefully kicked it away. The roof began falling behind him,
landing partially on the guards and stopping them in their pursuit.
Their muffled groans let him know that they were out of action for
now. He sped on down the shady street.

Turning yet another corner, he realized that he had made a
bad mistake this time. He broke out of the shaded streets and into
the bright morning sunlight. He was now galloping across the
central entryway from the opposite side he started out on. Guards
were posted everywhere, some of them facing him with drawn
crossbows. The procession had just been stopped and people were
scattering in every direction, trying not to get caught in the
crossfire. The guards began firing, but luckily Esmond did not get
hit.

He was preparing to turn the horse and run alongside the
central road where the largest concentration of people was, hoping
that fear of harming an innocent would make the guards stop firing.
Suddenly a crossbow bolt struck the horse in the back left thigh. It
reared, squealed like an angry sarn, and crashed into the crowd.
Esmond's hands turned white as he gripped the reigns, trying to
control the horse as best he could.

The people's screams increased in number and volume as
they leaped aside, leaving a clear path toward one of the carriages
on the road, a part of the procession. The horse reared one final
time and fell into the carriage. The carriage shook violently but did
not tip over. Esmond was thrown to the ground, but his left arm
got tangled in the leather reigns and jerked his shoulder violently as
he fell. He could hear all sorts of things going on inside the
carriage, but he was too disoriented to pay them much attention.
The horse stood up and Esmond's arm painfully dislodged itself
from the reigns about its neck. Esmond leaped to his feet and
began running through the crowd on the other side of the street, a
crowd that had not yet fallen into as much chaos as the one he had
just charged into. He scrambled through the mass of confused
people and headed toward the place where he had left Lan. He
could hear guards behind him, and was sure that they would catch
sight of him soon.

He ducked onto a side street between two tall buildings,
trying to rub some feeling back into his numb shoulder.
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A violent jostling feeling awoke him. Lan looked around to
see what was going on, but everything beyond a few spans was a
blur. From the feel of things, he was in a cart rolling down a
cobblestone street. His eyes wandered down to his chest where he
felt a sticky, liquid warmth. His right arm was resting on it, covered
with blood. His finger was missing. So 7z wasn't just a dream, he
thought, a sour mood overtaking him. What was there to do for it?
He knew it would never grow back. People were not built like
lizards or plants--they never grew back any appendages they lost.
Would he still be able to live just as well without it? Probably not at
first. It would make many things more difficult for a while,
however. He realized that these were silly things to be thinking
about right now. He always did this, however. Whenever he
should be panicking frantically, in the utmost of dire situations, he
was calm and collected, and usually thinking about things that did
not matter. And then, he had a tendency to worry and overreact in
situations that were not nearly so serious.

Lan wrapped his hand tighter in the sleeve of his shirt to
help slow the bleeding. His vision started coming back and he
rolled over and tried to sit up to regain his bearings. Something
pushed him back down.

"Git back down, lad. Ye don' want the guatds findin' ye."
The voice came from a big, burly man with dark brown hair and a
thick, curly beard to match. Around his neck, resting haphazardly
on his chest, was a trinket on a leather strip. It was a silvery Star of
Ohn, the four-pointed symbol of the Creator. It held in its middle
a finely polished turquoise gem. The burly man was driving the
cart, which was being pulled by a single brown horse with a black
mane. The man looked oddly familiar, but Lan could not quite
place his face. At least he seemed to want to help.

"Where are you taking me?" His voice croaked out, like a
frog in the Se'Ra marsh at night. It burned his throat to speak, as if
he had some sickness, or had slept with a breeze blowing across his
mouth.

"Somewhere ye'll be safe, my boy. Somewhere ye'll be
safe."

Lan sat up again, leaning over so he did not rise much
above the wooden walls of the cart. He brushed dried blood from
off of his chin with the back of his left hand. His entire right hand
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felt weird, as if it were dead weight that someone had just tied to his
shoulder and he was doomed to carry it around.

"Safe? Where's th--"

The cart hit a loose stone in the road but shook only
slightly. Normally Lan would not have noticed such a thing, but the
jolt knocked his hand against the wooden cart walls sending a sharp
pain up his arm. He squinted back tears and looked down at it,
wrinkling his nose. It had finally stopped bleeding, but if not
treated propetly, he knew it would get infected, and if that infection
spread into his arm, he could very well lose all of it.

A cry rang out through the street behind them. Lan looked
up to see Esmond running at full speed with many armored city and
royal guards behind him.

"Esmond!" Lan tried to shout, but only a sickly scratching
sound came out. Lan cringed back at the pain in his dry throat.

Hearing this, the burly man glanced over his shoulder. He
saw Esmond in the distance and called to the horse pulling the cart.
"Whoah there!" The catt rolled to a stop. The man leaned over
and spoke quietly into Lan's ear. "We're gonna pick up yer friend.
Migh' as well save his hide also."

Lan nodded reluctantly. He had no idea what was going on,
but at least this man wanted to rescue them from the guards. That
definitely put him closer to being a friend than an enemy.

Esmond shouted, "What are you doing here, LLan? How'd
you end up in--"

"Hush, lad!" shouted the burly man back at Esmond. "Jus'
git in the cart an' I'll take ye outta this mess."

Esmond picked up his pace. As he leaped up into the cart,
the burly man turned around to face forward and jerked the horse
into motion.

"What are we going to do now?" asked Esmond, too busy
with his mind on the guards to wonder who this strange new man
was. "They're right behind us!"

"Don' worty, lad. 1 can get away from 'em easily enough."
Lan finally placed the man's strange accent. He was from Merhos,
the nation famous for its shipbuilding. The entire nation was a
large swamp with buildings built on wooden supports. The people
had made their living building ships and handling overseas trade
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routes until the mesefu came along with their much more efficient
magic-driven ships.

The man turned a corner and the guards were quick to
follow. Lan saw two noticeably large piles of rubbish a short ways
down the street, one directly across from the other. As soon as the
cart was past them, a net shot up from the ground supported on
each end by something hidden in the piles.

"Aye," the butly man said, smiling. "Me men always come
through."

"Are we safe?" asked Esmond.

"Ye're both safe wi' me, I swear it. At least fer the time
bein'." He turned the cart in a southwestetly direction. The butrly
man looked back at Lan who had fallen back down on his side in
the cart from exhaustion. "Looks as if ye got a mighty bad wound
there, me lad. We'll 'ave to let Gaelyn take a look at that as soon as
possible."

"Gaelynr!" asked Esmond.

Lan's head was swimming too much for him to talk. He
just lay there with his eyes closed, trying to listen to everything
around him. His consciousness was beginning to slip away again as
the pain returned.

"She's the one I bring all the injured to, lads. Does a good
job o' fixin' 'em up."

Lan heard Esmond climb over the front edge of the cart to
sit next to the burly man.

"Osbick almost got the best of ye two," the man said to
Esmond.

And then he remembered. Lan sat up and pulled himself to
the front of the cart. He poked his head between Esmond and the
burly man. He looked over at the Merhosian and recognized him
immediately. It was the man who had tried to get away with
stealing Ria's dagger and Marcus's money purse. "Dear, Ohn!" Lan
said, in as loud a voice as he could muster. "Of all the people . . ."
He slumped back down into the cart, not wanting any part of
anything anymore. Esmond could deal with this--Lan no longer
had the strength to try. Away from the guards and into the hands of a
thief. Dear Obn.
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"I remember you!" Esmond said, almost gleefully. "You
know Osbick? That bastard tried to frame Lan! And look what he
did today!" Esmond gestured to Lan in the back.

"Unfortunately, me lad. Unfortunately. I been tryin' to
expose him fer years now, but I always lose." The burly man had a
distant look in his eyes.

"What'd he do?" Esmond asked.

The man just stared forward in stern silence.

After a few minutes of traveling, the burly man spoke up
again. "Well, it would seem that the guards've given up fer now."
The man turned the horse down a shaded alley. Assorted clothes
hung on lines above their heads, drying in the cool breezes. They
blocked much of the sunlight, shrouding the alley in a chill
darkness.

"Allow me to introduce meself, lads. Name's Malice Took,
though most people prefer somethin' a bit harsher." He laughed a
little, and his face brightened up.

"Why did you pull such a crazy stunt like that to save us?"

"I been followin' ye, Lan and Esmond." Lan, in his state of
shock, did not find anything odd about hearing his name from the
stranger's mouth. Too many more unlikely things had happened
recently. "E'er since I o'erheard ye lads in the market a few days
ago talkin' about thievin', I been followin' ye. I know all about yer
escape from the university an' e'er'thin"."

"You've been following us?" Esmond asked. "But why?"

"I needed to know if ye were workin' with Osbick. I can't
have any o' his foul bastards visitin' a tavern o' mine an' makin' out
all friendly-like wi' me healer."

"Why does it matter if we work for Osbick or not? You
really must have something in for this guy if you have to know
everyone who works for him. And what do you mean, Gaelyn's a
healer? She seemed more like a thief to me."

"The issue wi' Osbick is a bit more complicated than that.
I'll have to explain it to ye both when we get where we're goin' and
yer friend has been taken care of. As fer Gaelyn, ye'll find out soon
enough."

"So where are you taking us, Mister Took?"

"Just "Took' is fine by me, lad. That's what me people call
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"Okay, Took. Where are you taking us? And what do you
mean by 'your people'?"

"We're headin' toward the entrance to me guild, lad. Me
people all live there. They're the ones who saved us back there."

"Guild?" Esmond asked, reluctantly.

"Why the Thieves' Guild, o' course."

"Wha--the Thieves' Guild? The Thieves' Guild?"

"Aye. What other thieves' guild would I be referrin' to?
There be but one rea/ thieves' guild in this city, though there be
other shameful imitations!"

After all of the troubles they had run into, Lan never would
have expected anything as bad as this. They were sitting in the
company of the leader of the notorious Thieves' Guild.

"Oh dear Ohn," sighed Lan, rolling his head around.

"This is great!" exclaimed Esmond. "The leader of the
Thieves' Guild! Right under my nose all this time and I never even
suspected it!" He turned to Lan, beaming. "How lucky can we get?
He's not that bad!"

"Luck?" Lan managed to utter. "You call this luck? Falling
into the hands of the leader of the most ruthless gang people in all
of Porthos, save Osbick perhaps, is 7ot my idea of luck. More like a
curse."

"Ye'll git over the shock o' it all soon," said Took. "I'm sure
that ye've heard all sorts o' oddball stories 'bout us, and prolly e'en
some wilder ones about meself. All false, I assure ye. Rumors
spread by Osbick an' his men."

"Lan, this guy's no curse. He saved us!"

"Ugh." Lan doubled over, another wave of nausea
slamming into him. This was too much. Lan moaned as his mind
spun wildly.

"We've got to get him to Gaelyn soon or he'll have worse
problems than a missin' finger, an' could likely die from 'em." At
that last word, Took urged the horse into a faster pace, and they
sped off down the darkened alleyways.

"So," began Esmond, patting Took on the back, "did you
really kill your mother for a geln?"

Lan gave up. His best friend was now siding with this
criminal. The girl his best friend liked was not only teaching him to
steal, but was also a member of the Thieves' Guild. From the
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hands of a corrupt retainer into the hands of the most wanted band
of people in all of Pyran. Yes, it was all too much. Lan's
consciousness gave out as he slid into darkness.
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Chapter Nine

Lan awoke to darkness. He could hear and feel the cart's
movement, but could see nothing. Had he lost his vision?

"Where--?" he asked weakly.

"Lan?" It was Esmond's voice.

"Ye all right back there, lad?" Lan struggled to look up.
Malice Took loomed over him.

"Where are we?" he asked, forcing the thought of who this
man really was from his mind.

"We're in the guild now," responded Esmond. "You
should've seen the entrance to this place! There was this big section
of road that sorta pivoted up, and the cart just rolled right down
this ramp that was hidden under it. To think all of this was hidden
behind the Bear and Claw all this time and I never knew!"

"Aye," said Took. "We'll be in the guild itself shortly an'
gettin' ye off to Gaelyn."

"Why is it so dark in here?" Lan asked.

"We have to keep it dark in 'ere so that when we open the
door at night, no strange lights start shinin' about, makin' people
suspicious." Lan sat up on his elbows and backed himself against
one of the sides of the cart. His hand was numb, but throbbing,
and he felt like the entire world was slowly twisting around in
circles.

They rolled on for a few more minutes in silence until at
last, Took spoke. "Light." Suddenly, on each side of the cart,
torches sparked to life. The torchbearers were short men with thick
black beards and oily faces. Soot smudged their skin where it
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showed from beneath their dark, bulky clothes. Floppy wide-
brimmed brown hats sat on their heads. They wore dirty vests full
of pockets. As they started walking, various tools hanging from
their thick leather belts began clanking against each other in an
almost rhythmic fashion. Packs hung from their shoulders, the
thick bound reeds of torches peeking from under the flaps. It was
obvious from their appearance that they did this job often.

"Welcome back," one of them said in a scraping voice.

"No time fer that, Aron. Run on an' tell Gaelyn I got quite
a job fer her. This poor lad lost his finger to Osbick."

"Yes sir," spoke one of the oily men who promptly started
running on down the passageway, carrying an ethereal, flickering
torch glow with him.

The walls of the passageway were made of hard-packed dirt
and had large metal support structures every few strides. Lan knew
that above lay the city of Porthos itself. Those support structures
had to be holding up a great deal of weight.

"How did you ever manage to build something like this
without anyone knowing about it?" Esmond asked.

"Found it, actually," Took answered. "It was an ol' passage
they used when they were buildin' the foundation fer the city walls.
Most of it was filled in after work was complete, but a few
passageways were left open. We jus' had the entryway made--the
rest was 'ere to begin with."

"So," began Esmond. "Nobody's ever managed to find
your"

"As far as local authorities go, we haven't been found,"
spoke the other oily man who had stayed behind to light the way.
His voice was deep and gravelly.

"It's not local authorities I be worrtied about," said Took
sternly. "It's that confounded Osbick. I'm sure he knows where we
are by now, but it's not his way to strike. All he wants to do is make
our operation look as bad as possible an' make our lives miserable."

"He hasn't found us yet, Took," spoke the oily man. "Don't
you think that if he found us he'd have his men raid us?"

"Didn't ye hear what I said, Voor? He doesn't want us done
in with. We're the scapegoat for his underhanded group. Damned
assassins." Took's face twisted in anger as he spat out that last
sentence.
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Voor walked silently onward alongside the rolling cart.
Nobody spoke at all--the only sounds were the smoldering of the
torch and the wheels of the cart rattling on the pitted earthen floor.
They were descending a ramp that only had a few noticeable turns
in its course. When the ground finally leveled out, the best Lan
could figure was that they were facing southward. He could hear a
dripping sound coming in short bursts every now and then. It
sounded as if it came from beyond the dirt walls.

After a few more minutes of traveling, the dirt walls gave
way to tan stone walls, thick with stringy, slimy green fungus. The
bricks making up the walls were easily a stride high each. In the
places not covered by moss, the huge bricks were riddled with
pockmarks from years of erosion in the dank, wet atmosphere.

They reached a fork in their path at which Took called for
the horse to stop. He dismounted the cart and motioned for
Esmond to follow him. Esmond hurried around to Lan and helped
him from the cart.

"Go on and take this back to the stables," Took said to
Voor.

"Yes sir," he responded.

"You have a stable here?" Esmond asked.

"Aye, lad, we do. It's where that path'll take ye." He
pointed off down one of the forking passageways.

"Amazing."

Voor led the horse off into the dimly lit passageway toward
the stables.

"How do you have a stable underground?" Esmond asked
eagerly.

"We're no longer directly under the city anymore," Took
said. "There's holes fer sunlight so it's not dreary fer the horses.
They're quite happy down here, actually. We treat 'em better than
most."

Lan began suddenly lost his footing and fell flat on the
ground. His head hit the stone floor hard, but he felt nothing. The
world swam on around him.

"Lan? Are you okay?" Esmond kneeled down beside him
and started looking him over.

"C'mon, lad," Took said urgently. "We've got to get him to
Gaelyn fast."
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"I can't believe she never told me about any of this!"
Esmond said.

They pulled Lan up, one of them on either side, and half
carried him down the passageway. He could not see very well
anymore from a combination of his dizziness and the darkness that
was quickly growing since Voor had headed off with the torch.

Time seemed to have all but stopped. He could hear the
muted noise of what sounded like a crowd of people. He heard a
door creaking open and suddenly the noise got louder.

Instead of a dark blur, he could now see a bright,
multicolored blur, but could not distinguish one thing from the
next. He was surrounded on all sides by moving people who were
all talking among themselves, but he could not make out any of the
wortds. It all blended together into a formless roar. As he was
carried on, deeper into the room, the noise reduced to a deathly
silence. Lan could hear his heart beating. He got short of breath
and motioned for the others to stop.

"Come, lad. No stopping now!"

His vision came back to find himself in a small, blue-stone
hallway lined every few strides with flickering torches. Took was
standing in front of him and Esmond beside him. Took had his
hand outstretched. Lan grabbed it, and Took began leading him
again.

"I'm sorry," Lan began. "I'm just. .. so tired . .."

"Ye'll have more problems than exhaustion if ye don't git
help soon."

They walked hurriedly on down the dim hallway until Took
turned and barged into a slightly ajar door to Lan's right. Esmond
hurried in right behind them.

The room was small. Most of it was taken up by a table and
two wooden chairs. There was a girl seated in one of them with her
head resting on her folded hands. She did not look up as they came
in. On the walls were racks and shelves of bottles and jars. Each
one contained a different color of powder or liquid.

The room was lit by two candles that sat at the center of the
table, casting dreary shadows on the floor and walls.

"Gaelyn," said Took. "We have ourselves an emergency

'ere."
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The girl at the table snapped her head up as if surprised.
"Aron told me you were bringing someone," she said in a warm,
soothing voice. That doesn't sound like the Gaelyn I remember, Lan
thought.

Lan's hand began throbbing violently, sending waves of
pain up his arm. His consciousness started washing in and out. He
vaguely heard Took telling Gaelyn about the injury. He thought he
heard Esmond saying something to Gaelyn, but he could not be
sure. Everything was a mess inside his head, a crazed storm with
no meaning or form.

Lan's mind was brought back when someone touched his
arm. He flinched and looked over to see Gaelyn rolling his sleeve
up.

Took's voice came rolling through the fog in his head ". ..
if ye don' do somethin' now, he probably won't live to see another
week . . ."

Lan looked around the room, but everything was distorted.
It all looked so far away. He put his healthy left hand out to steady
himself on one of the chairs, but he missed and slipped to the floor.
As he rolled over and looked up, he saw three faces wavering above
him. They all looked familiar, but he could not place them. He
tried to focus his thoughts, but all went black.

#

Lan regained consciousness to find himself lying on the
table in Gaelyn's room. She was standing over him, mixing a thick,
black paste in a wooden bowl. He blinked a couple of times to try
and clear his mind of the fogginess that enveloped it.

He tried to turn his head, but a searing pain shot down his
shoulders and upper back. He winced. She placed her hand gently
on his head to calm him.

She removed one of her hands from the bowl, checked to
make sure it had plenty of the black paste on it, and went to apply
some to his hand. Lan jerked his hand up toward his chest,
anticipating the pain of her touch.

She looked surprised for a moment but recovered quickly.
"Well," she said. "It lives." He tried to say something in response,
but all that came out was a painful screech.

He coughed, choking on something. The world was a blur.
Time seemed to stand still and fly by all at once. His head was
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warm, swimming. The back of his throat tickled as his mouth
began watering. He coughed again, forcing the saliva from his
mouth.

Gaelyn held a cup full of water out toward him. Seeing it
made him realize just how thirsty he was. He had not had anything
to eat or drink all day. He pulled himself up slowly and took the
cup with his left hand. His hand was very shaky, and he missed his
mouth the first time, spilling water down the front of his shirt.
Gaelyn made an unintelligible grunt as he tried again, this time
successfully. The cool water washed away the scratch at the back of
his throat, as well as much of his disorientation. His vision began
clearing and the underwater sound in his ears began to fade. The
red-haired girl picked up the bowl with the dark paste again.

"Th--thank you," he finally managed to cough out. She
looked at him and smiled curtly. It was the kind of smile that made
hairs tingle on the backs of people's necks. He smiled weakly back
at her to be polite. Her smile quickly faded, however.

"Hold out your hand," she ordered. He did as she asked,
assuming she knew what she was doing. "This may sting just a
little, but it'll go away fast." As she applied the paste to his hand, he
took in a sharp breath. There was a nearly unbearable sting for
several seconds that made him momentarily regret letting her touch
him. She was right, however--it faded quickly. She began rubbing
more of the paste onto the wound where his index finger had once
resided, massaging it into his hand. He felt no more pain.

"You'll never get that finger back," she said.

"I believe I can live without it," he said remorsefully. "I just
want to hurry up and get out of this place. I'm sick of being
accused of being a thief, and hanging around them won't help my
case any."

"You shouldn't speak such ways of things you don't
understand," she said, massaging his hand.

"It's wrong," he stated flatly. "There's nothing else to say
about it."

"Don't forget who is helping you." She squeezed his hand
as if to emphasize her point.

He looked at her sternly. "I don't see how you can live with
yourself, stealing from people all the time. Do you know how
horrible that is? And to try and drag my friend into it with you?"
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"Aren't we talkative to have just lost a finger and several
barrels of blood!" She looked at him incredulously. "Do you know
how horrible it is to go without food for days? Do you know how
horrible being a slave to a wealthy family is all because your parents
dumped you on someone else's doorstep because they didn't want
you? Do you have any idea what life is like when you have nothing,
when nobody wants your" She was shaking, her eyes wide with
rage. He saw deep within them, however, incalculable loss and
remorse.

Lan's tongue caught in his throat. She slowly started
massaging his hand again. "I know," she said quietly, a tear forming
in the corner of her right eye. "I know all about that life." She
sighed heavily.

She stopped rubbing his hand and rested it on his chest.
"Don't move that," she ordered. "I need to get something to wrap
itin." He lay there silently as she went over to one of the shelves
and took out a large bandage roll. She brought it back over to him
and took up his hand. She began wrapping it as she spoke.

"The people who live here in the guild--most of them don't
steal. They live here because they have nowhere else to go. Only
about a fourth of the people actually steal anything. It's not an
unorganized operation either," she said. "Their stealing is very well-
planned. They only steal from the corrupt aristocracy, not from the
random passer-by on the street."

Lan was again at a loss for words. Was what she said the
truth? "But what about all those stoties I've heard about stealing
from temples and people getting killed in back alleys and such?

And what about when Took tried to steal my dagger and Marcus'
money?"

"Well," she began, "as for what Took did, we thought you
were just rich, snot-nosed university brats. Most of your kind are. I
told Took to give you the stuff back, though, because I realized that
you--well, at least you and Esmond--seemed different. As for the
stories you've heard," she said, "they are all lies spread by Osbick.
Every bad thing that happens around this city he blames on the
Thieves' Guild."

"Why does he have such a grudge against you? And why
did he try to frame me and cut off my finger for crimes I never
committedr"
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"I take it you've met Osbick already? Then you should
know how ruthlessly cruel he is."

"What do you know about him? Why would he do these
things?" Lan asked.

"Well," she said, pulling the bandage tight around his hand.
"I know he's evil. He cares nothing for anyone but himself, and
he's not afraid to push others down. Took knows him from a long
time ago somehow. I never managed to figure out their
relationship." She produced a knife from within her brown vest
and cut the bandage. She tossed the large roll aside and set to work
tying it tightly so it would stay on Lan's hand.

"Somewhere back in the past they parted ways. Osbick
went on to found a little underground operation called the Shadow-
-into all sorts of illegal operations from theft to assassination. He
managed to weasel his way into the aristocracy using money he
made from his business. He eventually ended up as a retainer to
Lord Roland, governor of the northern coast of Pyran."

"So Took and Osbick are old enemies?"

Gaelyn stood up to carry the bandage roll back to the shelf.
"In a way, yes." She stowed the bandage roll and picked up the
bowl with the black paste in it. She placed a lid on it and set it on
the shelf under the bandage roll.

"Well, you're free to do as you please. That wound might
seep a little, but that's to be expected. The salve I put on there will
reduce the pain, but if it gets too bad, come find me and I'll give
you something a bit more potent. The bandage shouldn't be
replaced or removed for at least three days. After that time, the
chance of infection should be relatively low. If your hand starts to
bleed after the bandage comes off, hold the wound hard against
your chest like this--" she pressed her hand to her chest, her other
hand clasped around it "--until it stops." She started to head for the
door but turned back. "Oh, I almost forgot to tell you--Took
wanted to speak with you. I'll go get him and tell him you're ready.
You can come with me, if you feel up to it."

"T'll sit here a bit more, thanks," he said.

"Okay," she smiled as she vanished behind the door.

Lan finally had a chance to realize the position he was in.
The Thieves' Guild. He had to get out of here. Damn Esmond if
he wanted to join these thieves. Lan was not about to stoop that
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low. Whether they all stole or not, how could anyone live off of
things that were taken wrongfully from others? He would talk to
Took, briefly and politely, and then he would leave.

But where could he go? Roam the streets for the rest of his
life and be a fugitive from the law, always in fear of someone
recognizing him? Go home to his parents who would surely be
mad at him for fleeing the university and not facing authority, as he
should have? Sure, eventually he would go home and be with his
family once more, but he wanted to wait until everything blew over.
And he did not want to do that waiting here, of all places.

All he could hear were the crackling torches burning out in
the hallway, casting dancing shadows in the room. He should have
followed Gaelyn, but he had been too frazzled by the events of the
past few days to think straight. Now he would have to try and find
his way to Esmond on his own and explain to his best friend that if
he planned on staying here with Gaelyn and stealing, then they
would have to separate. Lan knew it was impossible to reason with
Esmond--he would do whatever he wanted. It had always been that
way. It would not be as if he were throwing their friendship away,
though. Esmond could stay here for the rest of his life if he
wanted. Lan just wanted no part of it.

He started for the door. Once out, he turned the way
Gaelyn had and followed a low rumbling he took to be the crowd
from earlier. The blue-stone hallways were dark, but dry, unlike the
passageway that had led down into the guild from the surface.
Atfter following the narrow hallway toward the noise, he finally
emerged into the big cavern that apparently served as the common
room.

There was a man playing a fiddle in one corner and people
were dancing to the light music. Directly to his left were two men
arm wrestling while a crowd watched and cheered. Everywhere he
looked there was movement. Two children playing a game of chase
ran by him almost knocking him off balance. He cursed to himself,
pulled his hand tight against his chest, and moved on. He could
hardly hear himself think through the noise.

He started navigating through the noisy crowd, looking for
any sign of Esmond. There were huge stone supports everywhere
holding the ceiling up. Sitting at the base of one of the supports in
a quiet corner sat a woman nursing a young baby. Two other
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children, very clean and well kept, sat by her, listening to her tell a
story.

This is the Thieves" Guild? These people don't look evil. He
mentally kicked himself. Don't go siding with them, fool. You're
surrounded by thieves, and you don't want any part of it. You've got to get ont
of here!

After a few minutes of navigating the noisy crowd, he
spotted Esmond. He was sitting at a large table telling the story
about the time he and Lan had fed soap to the cow. Gaelyn was
sitting beside him with her arm around his shoulders. He was
telling everyone it was Lan's idea to feed it the soap to see if it really
would blow bubbles. It was the truth, but Esmond was telling it in
a way that made Lan sound like a fool. They were all laughing
loudly, Gaelyn the loudest.

Lan walked over to the table. Esmond saw him, jumped up,
and said, "There he is now!" Lan gave him a sharp, scornful look.

"What?" Esmond shot him a questioning look. Lan did not
react. "So, how are you doing? Gaelyn said you weren't feeling too
well. Maybe you should go get some rest. We're going to be hete a
while, so--"

That was the last thing he needed to hear. 'We'. Esmond
had taken a fancy to the idea that Lan was going to stay here in this
inconceivably horrid place while he ran around with Gaelyn stealing
from innocents? Lan was furious. "Why should I go get some
rest?" he interrupted flatly. "So you can continue insulting me
behind my back?"

"Hold on!" Esmond said defensively. "I was just telling
these people a story! 1f I'd known you'd get so bent out of shape
about it I wouldn't have said a word. Have I ever done anything to
try and hurt your What's gotten into you, anyway?"

Esmond was right. Lan could not recall a time Esmond had
ever purposefully caused him any harm.

"Just sit down here and join us, Lan," Esmond invited.
"Come on and have some fun! You've had a very rough day. And
tomorrow, I can go with Gaelyn and help us get some more geln.
Who knows, if we get enough, maybe you and me can take a trip
back to Kagon, see how everyone's doing."

For a brief moment, Lan wanted to sit down and join his
friend, but then he realized that this is what he always did--exactly

164



what Esmond wanted. He always did what Esmond told him to,
whether by choice or indirect force, and Esmond never listened to
him. He would not give in.

"You have no idea how rough of a day I have had," he
replied. "How rough the past few days have been, even. You've
had it easy! All you've had to do is rip the sheets off of your bed
and run by my side! I'm the one who's been falsely accused of
stealing from a nobleman, chased out of the university, and now
dragged down here where you dream of becoming a master
pickpocket! And now you're acting like I've agreed to szzy here
while you go off stealing!" Lan threw his arms up in the air. "What
on Kalra are you thinking?!" He turned abruptly and walked from
the table before he got so upset that he said something he would
regret.

Esmond's face had not shown the first hint of anything
while Lan had been shouting at him. It had remained blank,
expressionless, the entire time. As Lan was walking away, the table
exploded in laughter. He figured it was likely something at his
expense. The table kept up its laughter in bursts, every one making
Lan flinch.

He'll learn someday, Lan thought. He glanced back briefly,
catching eyes with Gaelyn. She had a strange, twisted smile on her
face that made his skin crawl. She looked down as soon as their
eyes met, but he could still feel them as he turned and walked away.
He shuddered.

Lan walked back down the gloomy halls to the room he had
come from. He sat down hard on one of the chaits in the dark,
staring at the stone floor, worn smooth from many feet treading
across it over the years. He held his chin in his hands, thinking
about what to do next. He had to get away from Esmond. He had
to get away from the Thieves' Guild. Lan did not want a reputation
as a thief. They did not seem like terrible people to him now, but
they were still thieves. They stole money and things from innocent
people for no reason but their own benefit.

But what about the children? What about the mother
nursing her baby? How would these people survive any other way?
Stop that, he scolded himself. There are plenty of other ways to make a
living. Stealing is only one of them.
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The sound of the door being pushed fully open got his
attention. The silhouette of a large man stood there, staring in at
him. It was Malice Took.

"Are ye feelin' all right, lad?" the burly man asked.

"If it's my hand you're talking about," he replied, "I feel
much better." Lan put his arms down by his side and raised his
head.

"I wish I could've done somethin' fer ye back there in the
streets, but there was nothin' I could do wi'out callin' attention to
me." Took walked in the door and stood by the table. The door
being fully open, more light poured in. Lan could now see a bit
better. He looked at Took's bearded face. The large man was
frowning.

"You saw the whole thing?" Lan asked, pushing thoughts of
Esmond and the Thieves' Guild aside. He decided a conversation
was what he needed to calm his nerves. Never mind that it was
with the leader of the guild himself. Any conversation would do.
Besides, something about this man made Lan feel comfortable.

"Aye." Took leaned back against the table. "If I'd stepped
forward to say anythin' to Osbick, he might've called the guards on
me right then and there. If I were lucky."

"I thought he didn't want to turn you in?"

"He doesn't, but I wouldn't put it past him if he were
pushed into a corner."

"Gaelyn mentioned you two have known each other for a
long time."

Took sighed. "There's a bit more to it than that, lad. But
I'd be willin' to tell ye the entire tale if yer willin' to listen. Ye seem
like the type who'd understand."

"What do you mean by that?" Lan asked.

"I saw what just happened in there, lad. How yer friend
treated ye. Ye haven't said anythin' about it yet, but I know how ye
feel. Yer tired o' him gettin' his way, tired o' gettin' punished fer
everythin' he drags ye into. I bet he even tried to drag ye into
stealin', even though I know yer the type who'd ne'er do such a
thing, an' I hold nothin' against ye fer that."

Lan's eyes lit up. "Thank Ohn someone understands!"

"Aye," Took said, nodding. "Though I think ye were a bit
short wi' him. But I can understand, wi' all ye've been through
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today. Now let me tell ye why I understand where ye're comin'
from. I come from Merhos, lad. Born there some forty years ago."
Took's eyes had a faraway look in them as he reminisced about his
past. "I worked in the shipyards there fer a few years in me eatly
twenties 'til the mesefu brought in their own, better shipbuildin'
methods. All sorts o' weird magic stuff. I had a best friend, back
then. Osbick Louei was his name. We did e'er'thin' together, from
school to work." Took leaned forward on his elbows, letting
another heavy sigh escape his lips.

"When the shipyards started cuttin' back on their
employees, my group was the first to go. "T'was me an' Osbick,
some overweight guy we called Pop, another good friend o' mine
Lennas, an' the most muscular gal I've e'er laid eyes on. Went by
the name of Meri, I believe." He paused in thought for a moment,
then shrugged and went on.

"Aye, 'tis not important. Lennas, Osbick and I started up a
loose band o' thieves out o' necessity. We had good intentions.
Stealin' only from the corrupt an' redistributin' it all to the ones
who'd lost their jobs. E'er'thin' was goin' fine 'til Lennas got
himself caught. He started takin' things too far, stealin' livestock
and wagons. Got himself banished from Merhos. They started
searchin' us out after that, so Osbick and I decided to move the
operation to Pyran, here in Porthos."

Lan leaned over and started listening more intently,
interested in the story of this man and his past. It seemed in many
ways to parallel his own past, especially the last few days.

"We based our operation in an old abandoned buildin'.
E'er'thin' went fine fer a few years until one o' the noblemen, a
Lord Roland of northern Pyran, started spreadin' rumors about us.
Sayin' we assassinated people fer money, among other crazy things.
He got the government to crack down on us hard.

"After the rumors spread about the assassinations, we
actually got people comin' to us askin' us to kill someone fer 'em.
Many o' 'em offered thousands o' geln! 1 couldn't believe it! I gave
me men strict orders not to take any such underhanded jobs,
regardless o' the price offered . . . but one man did."

Lan looked Took in the eyes. He looked empty, somehow.
"Osbick?" Lan asked.
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"Aye, lad," Took nodded. "It was he. He'd gone through
with the plan 'fore I heard 'bout it. I confronted him 'bout it and
we had a very heated argument that nearly ended in violence, 'til I
remembered he was me friend an' I couldn't do such a thing to him.
Instead of harmin' him, I threw him out o' the guild."

Took sighed and continued his tale.

"Not three weeks after I got rid o' him, the guild was raided
by Pyranian national guardsmen and Osbick was suddenly a retainer
to ol' Roland. Now I don' know this fer sure, but I'd bet ye all the
geln in the world that Osbick turned us in to Roland and that's how
he got where he did.

"We managed to move the guild underground here. One o'
me men had found this place one night by accident. Osbick was a
bit disappointed when he found out we were still active, but he
never openly came after us again. It took me many years to realize
why--he'd set up his own illegal operation and was usin' us to blame
c'er'thin' on. E'er'thin' his operation did, he would claim that the
Thieves' Guild in Porthos had done, and the reward fer findin' us
increased a hundred-fold. Nobody e'er found us, though. If they
did, Osbick would offer them triple the price on our heads fer
keepin' quiet. He needs us around to keep his infernal Shadow
under wraps."

"What all does this Shadow do?" Lan asked.

"Exactly what his ol' master Roland claimed we did in the
first place. E'er'thin' from assassinations to bank robbery. They
work out o' greed, whereas we work to survive. And yet we take all
the blame." Took banged his fist on the table and knocked one of
the candles over. Lan quickly righted it, a few drops of wax
dribbling harmlessly onto his bandage.

"That's horrible," Lan said.

"Aye, 'tis, lad. Like I said, I understand what it be like to
always take the blame fer e'er bad thing yer friends do."

Lan smiled. He suddenly was feeling a lot better about his
situation. But he still had a lot of questions about what he should
do. He definitely did not want to stay here, despite how welcoming
and understanding Malice Took was. He decided to get butly man's
opinion.

"What do you think is the best thing for me to do? I don't
want to lose Esmond as a friend, but I don't want to keep going
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through this. I just want to get out on my own, for once.
Esmond's always been with me in everything, which will make it
hard to leave him, but this is a plan of his that I just can't agree
with." Lan looked down at the tabletop as he clasped his hands
together.

"I suggest ye leave," Took said quietly. "Don' leave angry,
but leave all the same. It'll be better in the long run, lad. 1
promise."

"I don't know," Lan said, starting to wonder if he was sure
that he really wanted to do this. "I have no idea what I would do.
Leaving sounded like a good idea in my head, but I guess I never
really thought it over much until now."

Took stood up and walked over to Lan, putting his hand on
the young man's back. "Ye honestly don' know what ye want to
do? Or are ye just sayin' ye don't?"

Lan jerked his head up at Took. "Why would I just say
something like that? If I knew what I wanted to do, I wouldn't be
sitting here toiling over it."

"Sometimes when we're faced wi' somethin' we'd rather not,
we just lie to ourselves about it an' hope it'll go away. It ne'er does
though, lad."

Lan sighed. Something tugged at the back of his mind. He
could not figure out quite what it was. He let his good hand slip
under his shirt. He started fondling the ruby hilt of the renol blade
Ria had left him with. If ever we are separated, it always finds its way back.
Those words had amazed him that night in the guestroom of his
home. Her dagger was magical. Marcus had told him how he had
used magic to keep his ink from spilling. Lan remembered the
crossbow bolt, and how it should have killed him. He also
remembered the mirror and how it should have been shattered long
ago. If that had all been the power of magic, then he wanted to
learn how to harness it.

He knew that very few humans possessed the ability to use
magic, and the ones that did were mediocre at best. It was the
mesefu who were the most skilled in the art. How could he expect
to ever learn how to wield such a power? There was no way--

No. He would let nothing stop him. He wanted to study
magic. He would at least try. There was no way to know whether
ot not he could do it until he tried.
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"Do you--" he began, a nervous shiver shaking him from his
thoughts.

"What is it, lad?" Took positioned himself in front of Lan,
staring him straight in the eyes.

"Do you know where I might possibly start learning about .
.. magic?"

"Magic, eh? That takes a lot o' talent, lad. Ye sure ye want
to try it?" Took twisted his face questionably. Lan sat there in
silence, staring at him determinedly. Took sighed, a look of regret
coming over him. "I shouldn't have said that, lad. I apologize."

Lan just nodded his acceptance in silence.

"There be a be a place to study magic in this here city.

Goes by the name 'Mages' Guild."" Took shrugged. "Rather silly
name, but then," he said, scratching his beard, "so be "Thieves'
Guild."

"I know," Lan said. "I waited for Esmond there the other
day. Not inside, though. Can you take me there?" Lan asked.

"Aye, lad," Took responded, smiling. "Not only can I take
ye there but I can introduce ye to the head o' the guild himself. We
met long ago, and he's one o' the few outsiders who knows the true
story about the Shadow an' all. He helps me out whene'er he can,
though I haven't seen him in a few years."

"Great!" Lan smiled. "When can we leaver" He started for
the door, eager to get on his way. Took held out his hand to slow
him.

"Not so fast, lad. I'll send some men off to notify Keon
that I'm bringin' him a new prospect while ye go off to get yer bag.
I think yer friend has it."

Keon. Where had he heard that name before? Was it--

Ria. She had mentioned an uncle named Keon. She was
supposedly headed for his house when the sarn attacked her
seasons ago. The same name that had made his mother shudder
and leave the room when an undisclosed revelation overcame her.
Perhaps this was the same man. He made a mental note to find out
more information about him when he arrived at the Mages' Guild.
At the thought of magic, his adrenaline kicked in again and he got
even more excited.

"Yes sir," he said to Took.
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"Ah, don' go callin' me that. Makes me feel older than my
forty-eight already make me feel. Jus' call me Took."

"And you can call me Lan." Took followed him out of the
room after blowing out the candles, shrouding the room in
darkness.

#

Lan had finally found the room Gaelyn and Esmond were
in after much searching and questioning. It was in the same hallway
as the room he was healed in, only at the end of the hall and to the
left. The hallway was very narrow with torches set high on the
walls everywhere but this far end. The door to this room, which he
had found out to be Gaelyn's actual living space, was shielded from
the light of the torches, as it was set back from the hallway. Lan
stood before the door quietly, afraid to knock, knowing Esmond
was in there with Gaelyn. He was afraid his friend would be mad at
him for having exploded earlier. Lan had overreacted and wanted
to apologize--he did not want to leave with a rift in his friendship.
He was not sure he could face Esmond, though.

He stood there for a few minutes, watching the torches
burn in the hallway, casting dancing shadows about the cold stone
walls. I wonder who keeps these things lit? "They must have an awful lot of
torches lying around somewhere. Finally, Lan took a deep breath and
decided to knock on the door.

He stepped up to it and raised his hand to knock, when he
heard Gaelyn talking in a low, sorrowful tone. He decided against
knocking and leaned closer to the door to hear what was being said.

". .. left me at the doorstep! The housekeeper was nice
enough to take me in. I was only six when she died." There was a
long pause here. Lan could hear her shivering or shuddering. He
could not tell for sure from where he stood listening. "I became a
slave for the master of the house after that. I worked from the first
greys of early morning until the darkest part of the night when the
only things awake were the mice and me. I did everything they
wanted. I cooked their meals, washed their clothes. I cleaned and 1
cried." Her voice started breaking up through the onset of tears.

"When I was late, or didn't do something exactly how they
wanted, I was punished. Sometimes the punishment was no food
for a few days. Other times it was . . . the whip . .." More silence
here. He could hear something moving around inside, but he
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wasn't sure what. Then she started speaking again, her tears
subsiding.

"When I turned twelve, I got smart and ran away. I lived on
the streets here, begging. I was young and pretty, so I made plenty
of money. Well, enough to survive." Another shudder.

"Then came the day I'll never forget. Two of the city
guards had been eyeing me all morning. I'd made a fair amount of
money eatrlier that day from some old rich man, so I decided
around noon that it was time to leave and go find something to eat
and get away from those watchful guards. I went to the market and
bought some hornfruit. I remember it so clearly. I bought some
dark bread along with it. I found a small, quiet alley just outside the
marketplace to sit down and eat. All of the alleys here are dark. It's
the tall buildings with all their overhanging roofs." She paused
again.

"I was sitting there, eating, when suddenly the two guards
who had been eyeing me came walking up. I asked them what they
wanted, but they didn't say anything. They just kept coming, evil
grins on their faces. I started backing away to leave, when one of
them charged at me and grabbed one of my arms. I shrieked as I
dropped my bread from my free hand. The guard jerked my arm
behind me. I was so scared I squeezed the hornfruit in my hand. It
oozed out of its peel and got all over my hand and my back. It was
so warm. You remember the strangest details at times like that.

"He slapped his hand over my mouth and backed me
against one of the walls. I kept trying to hit him, but each blow
only made me hurt more. He just laughed." She was starting to
talk faster and faster now with fewer pauses.

"The other guard ran up and grabbed my other hand and
gave it to his friend. I remember the feel of his hand on my face,
telling me I was 'such a pretty young thing."'

Lan couldn't believe what he was hearing. She had been--

"He started kissing my cheek. I was terrified. I had no idea
what to do. When I tried screaming again, he planted his nasty
mouth on mine and forced his tongue in. It was like eating slugs,
and the taste was horribly bitter. I bit down on it, hard. I'll never
forget the taste of his salty blood in my mouth. He let out a
muffled shout and broke away. The guard stumbled back, holding
his bleeding mouth. The other guard, surprised, was easy to force
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backward. I spat the blood from the guard's tongue onto the
ground and started running. My heart was racing--my mouth had a
horrible taste in it. I didn't see the man I ran into. He stopped me,
tried to calm me. Promised to help me and make things better.
Promised that the guards would never hurt me again."

Lan decided that he had heard enough of the story. He was
not sure he could take much more. He meekly knocked on the
door. He heard her call for him to come in. He pushed the old
wooden door open slowly. The room was dark like the rest of this
part of the guild. Only one light was in the room, a candle sitting
between Esmond and Gaelyn. She was looking up at him with lines
of tears streaking down her face. Esmond looked up to him as well,
a look of pity in his eyes.

"Lan?" Esmond asked.

"I...Ineed my bag," he said. He could not bring himself
to apologize. He tried, but the words would not come to his
mouth.

"Sure," Esmond said quietly. He turned to Gaelyn. "Stay
here for a minute. I'm gonna go get his bag for him and be right
back, okay?" She nodded acceptance and Esmond stood up. Lan
backed out of his way and Esmond closed the door once he was
through.

"She's pretty shaken," Esmond said as they walked down
the hall. "Had a rough past." The young man shook his head in
amazement. He looked up at Lan. "Your bag's in the front room."
Lan's eyes opened wide, amazed his friend would leave his stuff just
lying about with complete strangers.

"Don't worry, though," Esmond said. "I made sure
nobody'd mess with it. What do you need it for anyway? Going to
bed early?"

"No," Lan said. "I'm going to leave."

"You're what?" Esmond stopped in his tracks. Lan took a
few more steps before realizing his friend was no longer walking.

"That's right, Esmond. I'm leaving." The words did not
come easily. It was hard telling his best friend that he was leaving
him.

"But where are you going? What are you gonna do?"

"Don't worry about it." Lan started walking again. Esmond
quickly followed him. "Took's taking cate of everything for me."
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Esmond was at a loss for words. Lan could see him
twisting his face in thought as they walked, words on the tip of his
tongue, but no idea which ones to use.

"Look, Lan, I'm sorry about what happened eatlier. I was a
little tipsy and wasn't thinking straight. I didn't mean what I said. 1
didn't mean to make everyone think you're foolish."

"It's okay, Esmond, but the time has come for us to lead
separate lives. You obviously want to do something with yours that
I don't." Lan spoke in a monotone, forcing every word out.

"But . . . you'll come back, right?" Esmond asked him,
hopefully. They were nearing the large common area now, and the
noise was starting to make hearing more difficult.

"Maybe," Lan said as they walked out into the large room,
hoping the sounds of the crowd muffled his reply. "Maybe."

Lan followed Esmond closely through the throngs of
people until they arrived at the table Esmond had been sitting at
earlier.

"Hey, Sef," he said to a scrawny, angular man sitting at the
table. "I need that bag I asked you to hold for me." Without a
word, the thin man passed Esmond Lan's bag from under the table.
Lan was shocked.

"You left my bag in the care of a complete stranger?" Lan
asked angrily.

"It's okay," Esmond said reassuringly. "Sef's just fine. A bit
eccentric, but trustworthy."

Lan groaned in disgust as he slung his bag over his
shoulder. Where was Took? He wanted to leave as soon as
possible. He walked over to an empty table and sat down in silence,
Esmond following suit.

They sat there quietly for the longest time. Lan kept staring
down at the wooden tabletop. He could feel Esmond's eyes
questioning him. He was leaving, and he was not telling Esmond
where he was going.

"Is thete anything I can do--" Esmond began, but at that
moment Took walked up and interrupted him.

"All ready, lad?" he asked Lan.

Lan looked up from the tabletop slowly. "Yes," he said.
"I'm ready."
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"Wait!" shouted Esmond desperately. Lan and Took turned
to him.

"Yes?" asked Lan.

"Lan, in all the years we've known each other, I've gotten
you into a lot of trouble, none of which was your fault. I just
needed someone to help me out because without you, I would
never be able to have gotten away with most of the things I did."
He was talking very quickly. He was desperate to change Lan's
mind.

"I want to apologize, Lan, and if this is why you're leaving,
let me know now. I don't know what I would do without you
around! We've been together since . . . forever! Remember all the
fun things we've done together? Staff fighting, exploring the
wilderness of the farm, all those late night study sessions where we
usually ended up just goofing off--have you forgotten all the good
things?" Every word Esmond spoke struck Lan harder and harder.
Lan held strong, however. He would not stop.

"Goodbye, Esmond." he said, turning from the table.

"Lan!" Esmond shouted after him as he and Took left. "If
you're not going to tell me where you're going or when you're
coming back, at least tell me that you are coming back! I'm your
best friend, for Ohn's sake!"

Lan almost did not want to answer. He was not sure. He
would go off to learn magic and to find Ria. Whether or not he
ever managed to come back was impossible to tell this soon. And
yet, something forced words out of his mouth. "I will, Esmond.
Someday I will." He did not know what made him say those words,
but as he walked on through the crowd with Took, he noticed the
dagger under his shirt had gotten warmer.

#

Lan was leaving the Thieves' Guild. He had only been there
for a few short hours, but that had been enough for him to decide
that it was not the life for him. Things seemed to be moving so
quickly these days.

He was going to the Mages' Guild. Perhaps he would be
apprenticed to some great wizard and learn lots of useful and
powerful magics to help people. This could very well be his path to
a better life.
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As they left the Guild, Lan felt a pang of regret for not
having told Esmond where he was going. He didn't want to go
back now, though. If he ever wanted to see Esmond, he knew
where to look. Perhaps he would return after he found Ria. But
then, it could take years to find her, and who was to say that after all
those years Esmond would still be in the Thieves' Guild?

Why did he really want to find her, anyway? He could not
place it--there was just some strange, driving force in his mind that
wanted to see her again. Part of it, he knew, was likely the dagger.
But there were other things, other thoughts. It was true that the
dagger may lead him back to her, but would it also toy with his
thoughts, his emotions? Was it possible that the dagger was what
made him think about her in his sleep? Lan doubted it, but he did
not know what all powers the dagger possessed. Those were not
the only thoughts he had about her, though. A part of him wanted
to find her and embrace her again as they had the night she fled
from his house. He wanted to be with her, not only physically, but
emotionally, caring for her, watching out for her . . . loving her.

You're crazy, he told himself. Yes, she's beantiful, but that's no
reason to go thinking about things like love. Regardless of the cause, he
missed her terribly and would give anything to have her by his side
right now, to tell him that he had done the right thing in leaving his
friend behind, to comfort him. To hold him.

He absentmindedly grasped the dagger's hilt beneath his
shirt as a wave of pain shot through his hand. The feeling was
starting to come back.

It was raining outside, the first rains of the month. He
tucked his bandaged hand under his shirt and leaned back against
the side of the rickety cart he was in. He shed a few silent tears at
the pain of leaving his best friend behind indefinitely. I#'s the only
way now, Lan, he tried to convince himself. Your lives couldn't stay
entwined forever. Remember when you both planned to take over your father's
estate one day? Y ou even fancied being ruler of Kagon once, as impossible as
that could be. Lan sighed. It's amazing how quickly things can change.

Resting his head against one of the sideboards, hearing the
raindrops gently tapping on his clothes, Lan fell asleep, dreaming of
a day when he could live in peace with Ria, alongside Esmond and
Gaelyn, and nobody would ever have to steal, and nobody would
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ever have to suffer. Everything and everyone in his dream was
perfect.
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PART III: The Catalyst
"It is true that magic can level cities with a mere thought, but only
love can drive men to level entire nations with their bare hands."
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Chapter Ten

"This is impossible!" Lan had been studying magic in the
Mages' Guild tower for several weeks, but to no avail. Nothing he
had learned during the initiation classes had taught him anything
about how to actually use the inherent magical talent everyone kept
telling him he had within himself. Very few humans had ever
harnessed the ability to wield such powers. Those who did studied
either here in Porthos, or at another guild far to the east in southern
Kagon. These were the only two magic schools intended to help
humans, and they never ran the risk of overcrowding.

There had been times during the past few weeks that Lan
had thought his superiors here were wrong. They all claimed he
had the ability to use magic, if only he could discipline his mind.
Every attempt on his behalf, however, had failed. He had learned
that the magic that humans could use was very tightly interwoven
with their emotions. Magic altered the emotional state of the user,
sometimes drastically. On the other hand, many uses of magic
could only be unlocked if the user was already in a certain
emotional state. He had grasped these concepts with ease--faster
than most, so he had been told. And still he could not harness the
power. Only one thing kept him from giving up and admitting
defeat. The crossbow bolt last fall.

It should have killed him. He should have died there in the
rain, face down in the mud. Ga'ruk's aim had been perfect. And
yet, the bolt had fallen at his feet. Lan knew that he had stopped it
somehow--several other prior displays of such power convinced
him of it.

179



The first instance was his mother's mirror. When it had
broken during the mock fight he and Esmond had, it was
completely shattered. Several of the pieces had even fallen from the
frame. He had immediately dropped to his knees on the ground,
kneeling over the broken mirror, tears welling up in his eyes. He
knew his mother would be upset, and he wished more than
anything else that the mirror had not been broken. When he had
looked at the mirror again as he stood, he realized that it was merely
cracked. It was no longer shattered. At first he thought he had
been mistaken, that the mirror had not really shattered. A look on
the ground told the truth--hundreds of shards of glass lay scattered
about from the mirror. Yet it was there in the frame, full, except
for the single crack running through it.

His wish had done that. He knew that somehow, his deep
feelings of remorse and guilt had something to do with the mirror
repairing itself as well as it did. He had tried the same again recently
with a small clay pot he bought in the city marketplace. He brought
the pot to his room, tossed it on the ground to shatter it, then knelt
over it, forcing himself to regret what he had done. The pot had
remained in pieces. He had tried this same exercise for a week until
he gave up on it. It seemed impossible.

What had he missed? What was he doing wrong? He had
copied his actions exactly every time, but it never worked like it had
with the mirror. After he gave up on that, he tried lying on his bed
and tossing a geln coin up into the air so it would fall back toward
him. He would close his eyes and wish it would stop, just like when
the sarn had fired upon him, but each time the coin slapped him in
the nose. Nothing he did worked. It was starting to frustrate him.

He had come here with the promise of being able to unlock
a talent that his superiors here were convinced he had. He had
come here to get away from Esmond's new course in life. And now
he was holding himself back. His mind did not want to surrender
the power to his control, as if it were playing a nasty trick on him.

Lan looked around his room, trying to find something to
take his mind off of the frustration that was ever building inside of
him. He had counted the embroidered leaves on his blue bed
sheets countless times before. Twenty-three exactly. He had stared
out of his small, open window at the people below in the street
enough to pretty much know several people's daily routines quite
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well. He had paced back and forth across his small chamber--four
steps length-wise, six steps breadth-wise--until his legs ached.
Several times he walked out into the small hallway opposite his
door and stared at the torches on the walls until his irritation and
anger faded away. He was too upset to do any of those things now.
The head mages of the tower were wrong. He had no powers. The
mitrror and the crossbow bolt had been freak occurrences, no more,
no less.

Lan grabbed one of his books in anger, and flung it across
the room with a shout of frustration. It slammed into the stone
wall and violently exploded into flames, sending a shower of
glowing ash across the room. He shielded his eyes with his arm, a
sudden fear overcoming him at what had happened. The book lay
in smoldering pieces against the wall. Trails of smoke rose from it
and were carried out the small window by the afternoon breezes.
Someone knocked at his door but he ignored them, staring at the
remains of the book.

It was reactionary. He suddenly understood everything. He
could not merely sit and try to do things and expect them to
happen. They had to come naturally, as if he were reacting to
something by instinct. The crossbow bolt had stopped not because
he wanted it to, but because his magical reflexes had stopped it. A
second knock came at his door, followed by someone shouting his
name. He paid it no attention. He was too enthralled with what he
had just discovered.

The door flung open and several of his superiors--
experienced mages and instructors garbed in robes of deep
crimson--rushed in, followed by other students like himself. They
all asked if he was all right, but Lan only stood there, staring at the
smoldering book, smiling. He could harness the power, and now
he knew how.

#

The incident with the book had been reported to the head
of the Mages' Guild. Lan had been tested as an intermediate
student and passed with little studying. His accelerated learning was
noted, and he was apprenticed directly to Keon, the head of the
Guild himself.

The old man was extremely intelligent, surpassed by no one
Lan had ever met. His knowledge of magic was overwhelming.
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Several times Lan had started to ask him if he knew Ria, but could
never muster up the words. It made him feel awkward to think
about her, and to ask about her might be inappropriate--he was
never meant to hear that conversation between his father and the
girl.

Keon had been teaching him how to learn to control his
ability. Though the human side of magic could only be used in
reaction to something, it was possible to train oneself to react to
certain circumstances in specific manners. Lan learned that this was
vital, as many unfocused wizards could accidentally make their
friends explode when they were startled. So far, all he could do to
any degree of control was alter the temperature of a small area or
light a candle from across the room. Sometimes he could move
objects with his mind, but never far and never for long.

Since discovering the Guild's elaborate, well-stocked library,
he spent every free moment he had within its walls of high shelves,
full of various-sized books containing knowledge on every topic
imaginable. He loved reading about magic, philosophy, and even
history, but his second love, right under magic, was mathematics.

Lan was sitting in the library one eatly-spring afternoon
reading a book entitled Teleportation: Myth or Reality? when a female
student approached him.

"Hello, Lan," she said. Lan did not look up, but he knew
who she was from her voice--Jariel. She was a rather plain girl with
curly brown hair who had kept a constant eye on Lan since his
arrival at the Mages' Guild. Sometimes when they would meet in
the hallways, she would try to strike up a conversation with him, or
wave and smile or wink, but Lan usually brushed her off and went
about his way.

"Hi," he said flatly, not looking up from his book. He did
not want to be overtly rude, but he did not really want to talk to her
cither.

"Are you going to the Festival of Dione?" she asked him.
He paid her no attention, giving her the response he always gave to
anything she had ever asked.

"No," he said, readjusting himself in his chair and turning a
page absentmindedly, trying to convince Jariel that he was more
interested in this book than he could ever be in her. And still, she
persisted.
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"Why not?" Jariel asked him, musically. She leaned over
with her elbows on the desktop in front of him. He glanced up to
see her round face, eyes wide, beaming at him. She had on a deep
crimson dress that showed off her features nicely. Lan realized that
he was staring down the front of her dress and jerked his attention
back to his book as an unnerving warmth washed over his cheeks.

"I'd hate to have to dance alone," she mock-pleaded.
"Please come with me! We'll have a great time, and afterward--"

"No," Lan interrupted. "I don't want to go anywhere right
now, Jariel. Would you please leave me alone?"

"Fine," she said, standing up. "But I'll be out there waiting
on you if you change your mind!" And with that, she was gone.
Lan huffed and went back to reading his book. He had not been
reading for more than twenty seconds when he heard someone
approaching.

"Jariel--" he started.

"Studying as usual, I see," said Keon, smiling warmly.

"Oh, sorry," Lan said. "I thought you were someone else.
Yes, I am." Lan's face grew redder than it had when he had caught
himself staring at Jariel's bosom. "I like it here. This place is so full
of information. More than I ever thought would be gathered in one
place. Even the university didn't have this magnificent of a library!"

"What ate you reading about now?" Keon asked in his soft,
ever-gentle voice, taking a seat next to Lan at the table.

"Teleportation."

"Ah. Fourth dimensional space, yes?"

"Yes," said Lan, for the first time looking up from his
reading. "It seems that the concept behind teleportation isn't as
difficult as I first thought."

"To telepott is to gamble with Ohn," said Keon, with a
stern look on his face. "The odds are never in your favor when
playing against the Creator." _Assuming that Obn exists, thought Lan.
He had personally never seen the logic in deities. The only
surviving deity nowadays was Ohn, the great Creator of all, central
to the mesefu religion and now widespread throughout the human
peoples. The old human pantheons of gods had died out years ago,
but still left their marks on society in the forms of temples and
certain figures of speech that grandparents mainly used. "By Rorn's
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Hammer and War's Scourge, boy, if you don't get back in this house
right this instant . . ." came his grandmother's voice in his head.

Lan was brought back to the moment as Keon continued
speaking. "Nobody in their right mind ever attempts teleportation,
unless there is a great emergency at hand. Even then, the one who
teleports rarely survives. It is a last resort, only to be used when all
other routes are impossible." The old man clasped his hands
together and placed his elbows on the table. He had a rough-hewn
face and heavy eyebrows, which always reminded Lan of a marble
bust his father owned which sat upon their mantle back home. It
was the bust of a great general who Gerhard had served under in
the military. His father claimed the general had saved his life once
during a sarn raid. Gerhard had commissioned the bust to be
sculpted after inheriting his property and fortune from Lan's
grandfather upon his death. Gerhard had wanted a constant
reminder of the man who had allowed him to have such a
wonderful life.

Keon reminded Lan so much of that bust that it gave him
an cerie feeling. From the protruding cheekbones to the stern,
confident, grey eyes that, despite their physical appearance, had a
certain tenderness beneath them, Keon and the bust were nearly
identical. Lan had often wondered if, aside from being related to
Ria, Keon had been related to the general his father had served. He
had once thought of asking, but was afraid he would look rather
silly if he were wrong, so he had kept it to himself.

"See," began Keon, "when one telepotts, he is simply
opening a pathway in the /z and ot directions of the universe.
Unfortunately for us three-dimensional beings, we were not
designed to naturally move in those directions. To make things
wortse, we are basically locked in a two-dimensional plane, being the
surface of Kalra. It is rather hard to move up and down, though
easy to move forward, backward, left, and right.

"If I wanted to travel from here to, let's say, Altkrea, what
do you think would be the fastest way there, aside from walking
ovetland?"

Lan thought for a moment before answering, using simple
geometry. "Dig a tunnel. The shortest distance between any two
points is a straight line, but Kalra is a spherical body. Therefore, by
going overland, you travel in a curved line. Were you to construct a
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tunnel through the ground itself into the third-dimensional space,
however, you could travel along a rather straight line and cut
traveling time considerably."

Keon smiled at Lan's response. "Well, then," he said.
"Perhaps I needn't explain teleportation to you after all. You could
probably explain it to me better than that book does. Care to try?"

He was being asked to explain teleportation, and he had not
even finished reading the first half of the book. This was going to
be impossible. All he knew so far was that there existed higher
dimensions of movement, and each of these was cutrved into a still
higher dimension, resulting in an infinite-dimensional universe.
Curved. Everything was curved upon itself. Their seemingly two-
dimensional area . . . to move long distances in shorter times, simply
cut into the next highest dimension, and . . . and then he
understood. He could explain it after all. Clearing his throat and
taking a deep breath, Lan set to explaining traveling through extra-
dimensional space.

"I have an answer," he spoke, assuredly. "All spaces are
curved into a higher dimension. Our two-dimensional surface is in
actuality curved into a sphere, our planet. Therefore it follows that
our universe is curved in a fourth-dimensional direction creating
some sort of interesting hyper-spherical shape. By teleporting, one
opens up a passageway through the fourth-dimensional space that
has an entrance and an exit, accessible to ourselves, just like when
we build the tunnel to make the trip to Altkrea shorter."

"Excellent!" Keon applauded and extended his hand. Lan
and the man shook hands vigorously. "So fat, you are the only
apprentice who has been able to comprehend that topic in a long
time. Unfortunately, the mathematics involved in determining the
entrance and exit locations of the teleportation tunnels have not
been perfected, so there is no telling where one could end up. That
is why teleportation is, for the most part, left alone."

Lan closed the book and set it aside on the table, staring at
it, deep in thought. It could not be exact? But why not? He had to
figure this out somehow. Teleportation seemed too useful for
people to not try and master it. He looked up to Keon to find the
old man staring at him questioningly.

"What is it, master Keon?" he asked, afraid that he had done
something wrong.
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The old man rubbed his chin in contemplation, and his eyes
locked in on Lan's. "Ever since I first met you, I have thought you
looked rather familiar, but I cannot place it. What is your family
name?"

Was he hearing this correctly? Keon thought that he looked
familiar? Perhaps this »as the man whom his father once served.

"Well, sir," he began excitedly. "Lan isn't actually my name.
Alexander is my name. My family name is Lansing."

Keon's eyes widened and his mouth dropped slightly open.
"You are of the Lansings? The Kagon Lansings?"

"The very same," replied Lan.

"Do you know Gerhard Lansing, by chance?" Keon asked,
expectantly.

"Of course," said Lan. "He's my father."

Keon sat silently for a moment, studying Lan carefully.
"Why yes, you're right. You do resemble him quite a bit. That
would definitely explain why you look so familiar to my old eyes."
The aged man smiled warmly. "Your father was a valiant soldiet,
always dedicated to his job. I was his commanding officer in the
Kagonese military, but I suppose you know all of that already."

"I know a lot . .." said Lan. "But not all," he added
abruptly, hoping to hear more about his fathet's past as a soldiet.
Gerhard had never talked openly about his experiences in the
military.

"Gerhard Lansing was an exceptional person, Lan, and you
should be proud to have him as your father." Keon leaned back in
his chair and gazed up at the ceiling, recalling past experiences. "I
remember one time, we were patrolling the southern Kagon border.
We had a campsite set up on a ridge, and one night, a rogue
squadron of sarn raiders attacked us. The sarn despise human and
mesefu interference, and they have a tendency to get edgy if there
are military patrols nearby.

"When they attacked, I was asleep in my tent. It was your
father, Gerhard, who stormed in and woke me up, saving me from
certain death at the hands of the sarn. I remember him bursting
into my tent yelling 'General Lamac! Wake up, generall We're
under attack!" I, having just woken up, had no idea what was going
on, and thought he was trying to kill me. He slapped me in the face
to get my attention as he dragged me out of the tent. Slapping a
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commanding officer in the face is not something the military takes
lightly, and, being in the military mindset, I got furious with him.

"I was yelling and shouting at him as he dragged me out of
the tent, the entire time oblivious to the sarn raid going on. He
spied a sarn crossbow firing at me and dove between the bolt and
myself. He took the shot in his shoulder. It would have hit me in
the chest if he hadn't moved to protect me. Even though I was
furious at him, he still kept his sense of duty and put his life on the
line to save me. He lay there, silent, bleeding on the grassy ground
as the raiders kept firing." Keon's face started to sink, and a look of
depression overcame him.

"He saved my life, that day. I have never been able to thank
him enough." The old man smiled warmly. Lan now felt a deeper
sense of respect for his father. He had never known any of this.

"I never saw Gerhard after that. He was temporarily
dismissed to heal, and by the time he came back into the military, I
was out of it."

"He still holds a deep respect for you," Lan said. "He had a
bust made of your face from an old sketch he had of you. It's been
on our mantle since I can remember. Though, as I recall, he
claimed you saved Ais life."

"Really?" asked Keon rhetorically. "Amazing." He sat there
silent for a while, scratching his chin and looking up at the dark
stone ceiling. Lan, thinking back to Ria mentioning an uncle named
Keon, started to ask the old man if he knew her. Befotre he could
open his mouth, Keon spoke. "Put aside your books for now. I
would like to take you up to the top of the tower and show you
something I received recently.”

"Well," started Lan, reluctant to leave the library and end
their conversation, "I was going to do some reading on
pyrotechnics, and--"

"Never mind that. You can learn how to blow things up
later, perhaps if there is ever another war."

Lan gave in. He reluctantly dropped the teleportation book
and retrieved his robe from the back of his chair.

The trip up the winding stairs seemed to go on forever. It
was very hot near the top of the tower, as there were no windows
for ventilation. Lan began sweating profusely and pulled on the
collar of his tunic to get some air to his skin. When they reached
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the top of the stairs, on what would have been the tenth or eleventh
floor by Lan's count, Keon unlocked a heavy iron door and led the
young apprentice into the room beyond, which was just as basked
in sweltering heat as the stairwell.

"This," Keon paused, waving his arms about to blow off the
heat, "is the storage room."

The attic room of the tower was filled with strange artifacts
and devices, all of obvious magical design. There were shelves
lining every wall, each packed full of mystical trinkets. There must
have been thousands of them, ranging from the beautiful and
exquisite, to the plain and dull.

"It's amazing," Lan said. He picked up one of the artifacts
on a shelf to his left, a small pendant shaped like a golden dragon
looped in a bow, biting its own tail. The detail was remarkable.
Each and every scale looked to be hand-carved from the metal with
extreme care and dedication. The eyes were two finely cut rubies,
polished to a gleam. He noticed that the room suddenly seemed
amazingly comfortable.

"Ah yes," said Keon. "A dragon emblem. A simple device,
as are most of the ones here. It allows the wearer to be
comfortable in any condition of temperature, be it heat or cold. It
won't protect you from injury, mind you, only keep you from
feeling the temperature. Were you to wear it and leap into a fire,
you would still burn. You would just be able to smile and sing and
feel perfectly happy while doing so."

"I guess that could be useful at times," said Lan. "I mainly
picked it up because of the craftsmanship, though."

"Feel free to take it." Keon gestured toward the shelf Lan
had pulled it from. "Anything over there you may have."

"Are some of these things dangerous? Is that why they're
locked up in here?" Lan asked, fastening the pendant to his cloak.

"No," the old man replied, sifting through the contents of a
shelf. "None of them are dangerous. Many people here study how
to enchant normal items with magic, to produce various effects.
The ones they do not want to keep we store here in case we might
need them one day for something. It also allows us to show
beginners the type of work they will be able to do one day." Keon
gestured toward the far end of the room. Several shelves there were
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filled up with boxes of parchments. "Those are old documents
pertinent to the running of the Guild," explained Keon.

Keon began walking around, scanning various shelves of
things. "There's nothing very interesting in here at all, just
hundreds of these little things. I brought you up here to show you
something else, none of this. It's been around my neck since I
received it. I had to bring you up here to show you. No one else
can know I have it. No one."

The old man reached under his robe and pulled out
something attached to a leather strap around his neck. He lifted if
off of his head and held it out for Lan to see. It was breathtaking.
It was made of some strange near-transparent green material that
Lan had never seen before. It almost looked like reno/, but the
edges were too rough. It was shaped much like the Ceren--a
lopped-off pyramid--only it was much flatter. There was writing on
it in symbols of no language known to him. Itlooked as if it was
not of this world.

"What is it?" asked Lan, staring at it curiously.

"Something very old, my boy. Very old indeed." Keon
stepped toward a window, placing it in the dusty light. "This is
what the mesefu call s#krea, or 'lesser being'. It is an ancient artifact
from the time of Gienev Harishmon. You know your history,
correct?"

"Yes, sir," began Lan, recalling the mesefu named Gienev.
"Gienev Harishmon was the mesefu ruler who slew Ethrakus, the
daemon from long ago. He was the one who wielded the
Darksearer blade, designed by Belzor, I think. But I never heard
anything about a sukrea. What is it?"

Keon turned from the window, stepping out of the beams
of the late-afternoon sun.

"The sukrea artifact is one part of an even larger artifact.
There are two other parts hidden somewhere on Kalra. They were
given to the mesefu by the dragons long ago. Over the years, they
have exchanged hands many times, and now--"

"Dragons?" interjected Lan. "There were really dragons?"
He was beyond excited now. Dragons--creatures he had always
been taught were mythical, this man was saying were real. If the
words had come from anyone's mouth other than Keon's, Lan
would have dismissed it as the ramblings of a fanatic.
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"Yes, there were dragons, at least during Gienev's time. An
old friend of mine, Felm Askar, has been researching that time
period for many years, and he made several remarkable discoveries.
He wrote all of these discoveries into a book that he published last
month called Ancient Histories. Among his discoveries about the
world of a thousand years ago, he found that dragons actually
fought alongside the mesefu. They left the world after the slaying
of Ethrakus, and nobody has seen them since. I am digressing,
however. I came to tell you about this, not to tell you stories you
can read for yourself in the library." He held the su#krea out to Lan,
who slowly reached out and touched it. It was bitingly cold, forcing
him to jerk his hand back.

"Yes, not even the dragon emblem can protect you from it's
chill. The sukrea and its two companion pieces were to be separated
at all costs, according to the dragons, for together, they could
unlock a sacred weapon of immeasurable power. A weapon
powerful enough to destroy all of Kalra, and those of us it is passed
on to strive to prevent that from happening. We were given these
three 'keys' to protect them from falling into the hands of the
power-hungry.

"When the mesefu initially received them, they were
distributed throughout the land, secretly given to trustworthy
acquaintances of Gienev. Throughout the years, they have been
passed down from person to person, each possessor giving it to
someone equally as trustworthy as themselves, and for nearly one
thousand years, that has worked."

"Does anyone know where the other pieces are?" asked
Lan.

"Only a very few people know where either the a/tkrea or
the £rea is. There are not many on Kalra who even know that the
three krea exist. I could likely count them using only my fingers."

"Is the mesefu capital city of Altkrea named after the
artifact of the same name?" asked Lan.

"No," began the old wizard. "Altkrea simply means 'greater
being', and was what the mesefu called their leader for many years.
However, long before Ethrakus came, it slowly became simply the
name of the mesefu capital. Its original name eludes me at the
moment. Perhaps you should look it up for yourself, if it so
interests you, in Askar's book.
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"When the keys were given to Gienev, he needed to call
them something, as the sounds of the dragons' tongue are not
reproducible by any man. He called the largest piece 'the great
being', the next smallest 'the being', and the smallest 'the lesser
being'--y altkrea, y krea, and y sukrea."

"Oh, I see."

"I trust you, Lan. Know that." Keon stared deep into Lan's
eyes, a serious look washing over his aged features. "There is a
reason I am showing you this. If anything should happen to me, I
want you to carry it. All I ask of you is that you keep it only to
yourself and pass it on when you feel the time comes, to one you
deem trustworthy. Would you accept the offer?" Keon looked at
him expectantly.

An ancient artifact, part of a key to an ultimate power. This
would be a tremendous responsibility. What if he gave it to the
wrong person? What if he never found the right person? Did any
of that truly matter now, however? He was being offered the
highest honor that could likely be offered to anyone, if Keon's story
was true. He would not turn it down.

"I accept." He spoke the two words flatly, still wondering if
he should do it. His mouth had made the decision before his mind-
-a habit he needed to learn to break.

"I knew you would, Lan. For some reason--" Keon
paused, looking back over his shoulder at Lan as he turned away. "-
-I knew that you would. The son of Gerhard Lansing . . . just like
his father."

Keon smiled. He placed the artifact around his neck and
hid it under his robes. "Come. We have much training to do if you
ever expect to become a true wizard."

"Yes, Master Keon, I know."

Lan followed the old man, but his thoughts were not on
magic. Nor were they on the sukrea or Ria, either. He was
beginning to wonder, as he often did since his arrival here, about
Esmond. He'd love hearing about all of this. Dragons, secret keys to a
powerful weapon. Even the story about my father saving Keon. Maybe 1
should find a copy of this Askar guy's book and take it to Esmond. I wonder
how bhe is doing . . .

#
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It was amazing. Branson, a new recruit, had just used
magic. The feeling Esmond got from seeing such a thing was like
none he had ever felt before. Magic had always been something of
fantasy tales to him--he had never seen any first hand before now.
Branson had turned a rock into a pool of watery mud. It was not
very impressive as far as concepts went, but to Esmond, the power
involved was breathtaking.

"Where'd you learn something like that?" asked Esmond.

"I learned it from my uncle, Alric Wayreth. He was a genius
with magic. I lived with him after my parents died, and after his
mysterious disappearance, I came here." Branson had an odd
accent, perhaps an Aulander. Esmond could not be sure--he had
never met anyone from the forested nation.

"Why'd you come here, though? The Mages' Guild would've
surely taken you with that talent."

"They would not like the type of magic I study. My uncle
was a master of it. Necromancy, he called it. Raising the dead. He
was teaching me the basics shortly before he vanished."

Esmond was astonished. "Raising the dead? Impossible.
That's a load of fish and I don't believe any of it. It's just some
spooky tale, used to scare kiddies. Undead and devinants and such.
Hah!" But a part of Esmond deep down believed the words
Branson spoke. And that part did not know whether to be
frightened at such an amazing power or yearn for it.

"Oh," spoke Branson, in an uneasily calm tone. "Then how
do you explain the fact that he brought Rudo, my dog, back to life
after he had been dead for years?"

"You expect me to believe any word that comes out of your
mouth?" Esmond laughed nervously. "You could just as easily
have told me that there were really such things as dragons on
Kalra."

"There were dragons, and I'm telling the truth about
necromancy. I swear it!"

"Uh-huh. Sure. You're as addled as they come. I think that
magic foolishness is melting your brain. You should stop the
sorcery 'til you grow a decent thinker on that neck of yours." He
tapped a finger against his left temple then stood up to leave.
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"I can prove it. Just you wait and see! My uncle taught me
how to raise small animals, but you can go now if you think you'll
be too scared!"

""Raise them' as in breed them, perhaps," Esmond said
sarcastically.

"Mock me all you like. I'll prove it to you. Just let me find
a dead rat somewhere and--"

"Go ahead. Find yourself a dead rat. Play with it and even
eat it if it pleases you. There are only so many things magic can do,
and bringing back the dead isn't one of them. Once something is
dead, it's gone. You can't give life back to anything."

"I am supposed to listen to a loudmouthed farm boy
braggart who has never seen magic before in his entire sheltered
country life until this very minute? I think not."

"You're really serious about this, aren't you?" Esmond asked
as his facade of disbelief vanished.

"Esmond, where are your" A voice came drifting in from
the hallway. He turned to the door to see Gaelyn's head appear.
She looked stunning in her long, tight, dark green velvet dress, her
hair done up in a bun on the back of her head. It was almost
enough to take his mind off of magic and necromancy. He had
promised to accompany her to the Festival of Dione. He stared at
her as she stood in the doorway.

"You are taking me in #hat?" He looked down at his un-
tucked, disheveled shirt and stained vest and suddenly found
himself embarrassed. He moved his arm to cover up one of the
more prominent stains. They had come from a bucket of dirty
water that he had spilled on himself while in one of his mischievous
acts he did not care to recall. She stared back at him and crossed
her arms over her chest.

"If you can just be patient enough to wait 'til I'm finished
talking with Branson, I'll be fixed up and ready to go before you
know it." The words came out with a forced smile. The festival
was the farthest thing from his thoughts.

Her lips tightened and she looked as if she were going to say
something particularly nasty. "I'll be waiting in my room," was all
she said, however, and she then turned on her heels, marching from
the room abruptly. Esmond watched as Branson's eyes followed

193



her out of the room. He gave Esmond a look of approval as she
vanished down the hallway.

"Quite a catch," he said. "Ever think of sharing?"

Esmond disregarded the statement. "You really can do it?"
he asked, more to himself than to Branson.

"Yes, it can be done." Branson stood up and walked toward
the door. "Soon, you'll see," were his last words to Esmond as he
exited the room.

Esmond stood there in thought for a few minutes, and a
great realization came over him. If one could raise dead, one could
never be defeated in battle. It was a simple matter of raising those
who died, both his own men and the enemy's. He definitely needed
to think more about this subject. After the festival, of course.

He wondered if Lan would be there. The Festival of Dione
in Porthos was supposedly a pretty big affair. He had heard that
neatly every young person in Porthos showed up. Perhaps he
would run into his friend there--they could catch up on the past
month. [ hope he's doing well, thought Esmond as he tucked in his
shirt and headed off to his room to find a cleaner vest.

#

" A, menneren Alexcander Lansing wes." The mesefu words did
not come easily to his tongue. Learning to master the magic arts
was one thing, but a foreign language was something altogether
different. Even though many things in the world went by mesefu
names, Lan knew very little of the language. He had always lived on
a farm, mainly isolated from civilization. The most contact he had
ever had with another tongue was foreign merchants with their
strange dialects, but at least they still spoke the same language as he
did, even if some of their words were a bit tricky to understand.

He stood up from the desk in the library and stretched his
arms and legs, trying to work out all of the sores he had from being
seated for such a long period of time. From the window, he saw
the pale moon Nalari, near full, and a few stars through gaps in the
clouds. A warm early-summer breeze blew in on him as he looked
outside into the sky.

Lan had been here all afternoon, studying the language of
the mesefu, and all he could say with any confidence was "Hello,
my name is Lan" and "I am sorry". He felt that his time had been
wasted. He could have better spent that time studying magic, but
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Keon had suggested that he learn some of the mesefu language.
Besides, if he ever ran into Lisen or any other mesefu, it would be
fun to try impressing them with his command of their tongue--
something most humans never achieved.

An excited noise was coming from the streets below. Lan
looked down from his third-story perch to see lots of smiling and
laughing people flocking toward the city center. He could not make
out many words from the incomprehensible tangle of shouts and
revelry.

"Taking a break, I see." Keon had slipped in on him
unnoticed.

"Oh!" Lan, startled, turned around. "Yes, Master Keon. 1
have been reading over the mesefu language books for many hours
now, and felt I needed a rest. It is past study time anyway, and 1
was thinking of retiring early tonight."

"Really? On the night of the Festival of Dione? I assumed
you would have taken one of the apprentice gitls to the dance."

"The Festival of Dione? What's that?" Lan vaguely
remembered Esmond saying something about a festival once upon
a time. Jariel had also mentioned something about it, but he had
been too busy trying to ignore her to pay any attention.

Keon seated himself at a desk in the library. It was dark in
here, Lan's candle being the only light soutce.

"The festival is a grand social gathering of the young people
of Porthos to welcome the summer. It is always held in the month
of Galnos, on the eighteenth day. Just about every young man and
woman goes. They all sing and dance the night away, and most
businesses are closed the following day to allow everyone to have
the whole night to themselves without worry."

"But this is only the fifth month of the year, and summer
doesn't start until the sixth. I know! I was raised on a farm--"

"A farm in Kagon, my boy, not in Pyran, and most
definitely not in Porthos. We have lots of celebrations around these
parts. While you're on the farm, you're working outside with your
hands--not shut in some building in the confines of a city. They're
very different kinds of work. Cities are far busier, so while the
work may not be as strenuous as on a farm, it's far more stressful.
City people need more morale boosters like festivals and the like to
keep them going."
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Lan turned back toward the window. The throngs of
people were still streaming through the streets. He did not know
anybody in this city other than a handful of people he had spoken
with in the tower, a couple of people from the Thieves' Guild, and
the mesefu woman Lisen. Perhaps it was time to change all of that.

"Well, will you be going?" the old man asked, a smile on his
face.

"Yes, I think I will. It's about time I started trying to meet
people. But who will I go with? The only person I know here well
enough to ask would be Jariel, but she's already gone."

"Don't worry, my boy. Just go and have a good time.
Perhaps you will meet someone there. There are a lot of lonely girls
out there who would love to have an intelligent young man like you
around. Perhaps you will find one tonight. Everyone needs a break
from studies, especially one as studious as you. Go on, and have a
good time." Keon sat back in a chair and yawned. "Maybe it is 1
who should turn in early."

Lan was already out the door, however, before Keon
uttered those final words, and Keon was asleep before Lan hit the
stairs to take him down the tower and out into the city.
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Chapter Eleven

The city center was alive with beautiful sounds, brilliant
colors, and the smell of fresh pastries. All along the large stage on
the north end were baskets of blue flowers, the color often
associated with Dione. Young couples in the best of dress whitled
about in the dance area to the Lay of Merhos. A tall, thin gentleman
was singing the song on the stage, accompanied by a string quartet.
He looked like the storytellers who often frequented inns and
taverns. His clothes were a mix of vibrant reds, greens, and yellows,
with puffy sleeves and a large puffy hat upon his head. A long
yellow feather stuck out of the hat, lying lazily over on its side.

Various booths were set up all around the outskirts of the
city center. Some of them contained artists who offered to paint
portraits of the couples for a meager fee. Others sold various
goods and trinkets, including everything from necklaces and
bracelets to finely woven rugs. A few of the booths were giving out
free food and drink, and it was at one of these booths that Esmond
sat.

The lady behind the counter of the booth was handing out
free sweet rolls and cider, and Esmond was gladly taking his share.
He and Gaelyn had only been at the festival for about an hour, and
there were still droves of people coming into the city center.
Gaelyn was listening intently to the song about the legendary sailor
Merhos who conquered a land full of giants, while Esmond
shoveled down food.

" And mighty Merhos did cleave into the eye
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of the giant and tore it asunder.
The giant roared, flailed and fell,
with a mighty lond crashing of thunder.

The force of the fall sent Merbos tumbling

as the last of the giants went down.

The land shuddered and sank beneath the cold ocean,
and in the flood of incoming water Merbos did drown.

In the flood that ensued mighty Merbos did drown.

It was an interesting myth put to song, Esmond thought,
but it seemed strange to see people dancing to it. He was thankful
that Gaelyn had wanted to sit this dance out--Esmond had never
danced before in his life. He turned out to be quite good, however.
He had only trampled Gaelyn's feet twice. Each time, she had
teased him by threatening to leave him and find a more skilled
partner.

Esmond hoped to see Lan here, but had found no trace of
him yet. With all of these people swarming around, he could be
anywhere. He looked for him everywhere he went, paying special
attention to the people sitting down on the side of the dancing area.
Esmond did not expect to see Lan dancing around with any gitls--
Lan had never been the type. Then again, neither have 1, until tonight.
Esmond smiled.

Gaelyn turned to him once the storyteller had finished and
gotten his well-deserved applause. "Can we stay the whole night,
Esmond?"

"Sure, I guess so," came his muffled reply through the
muffin in his mouth.

Gaelyn gave him a scolding look. "Don't talk with a mouth
full of food. It's disgusting!"

Esmond felt his cheeks flush in embarrassment. He
swallowed his food then took a drink of his cider.

"So tell me," Gaelyn said, staring at the enormous plate of
food Esmond had before him. "Are you going to keep eating all
night long? I'm only asking because if that's your plan, I'll just have
to find myself another partner for the next dance. And if he's really
good, I just might stay with him for the dance after that." When
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she finished, she gave him an arched sideways glance. Esmond
looked up at her with a piece of the sweet, gooey roll headed for his
mouth. He dropped it as soon as his eyes met hers. A smile started
to form on her lips.

"Actually, I had just finished." He pushed the plate away,
shaking his head. "I couldn't eat another bite." He got up and
extended his hand to Gaelyn. She looked at it in disgust. He
looked down and saw that his hands were covered in the sticky
frosting from the rolls. "I'll be right back," he laughed, timidly. He
turned and ran off in search of a fountain to cleanse his hands in.

He heard music starting up from behind him. "She'd never
leave me for a better dancing partner, would she?" he asked himself,
kicking a piece of fruit that had been smashed on the ground by
many trampling feet. The thought of her possibly dancing with
someone else made him a bit uneasy.

When he finally found a fountain after scurrying through all
the people, he rinsed his hands off, then sat down on its rim. Why
should he be uneasy? He almost felt jealous, and yet he had only
known her for a little over a month. Sure, they did a lot together,
but they were just friends. "Just friends," he said to the shadows.

His mind started replaying the things they had done in the
past month. He thought back to the day after Lan left and how
depressed and down he was, and how she tried to cheer him up and
comfort him. She had tried singing some horrible song about a
talking dog in a terrible Merhosian accent in the common room of
the guild, making a fool out of herself just to get him to laugh. He
smiled silently now, looking back on it. He remembered the first
night they had gone for a long walk through the city streets, the soft
pale moonlight illuminating their stroll through the alleys of
Porthos. He remembered the way she looked at him at the end of
that night, and how they had hugged tightly in the cool air. And he
especially remembered the moment their lips had almost touched
while sitting in his room one night, talking about their past romantic
experiences. So much had happened to him in the last month, it
seemed almost as if years had passed.

He slowly stood up and shambled back to the action, his
hands shoved deeply into his pockets and his mind lost in thought.
When he reached the dancing circle, he looked for Gaelyn among
the couples. There were so many people out there, the bright,
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dizzying colors of the ladies' dresses whitling at every turn. He
looked for the deep green of Gaelyn's in the switl of colors before
him. He stopped in his tracks when he saw her. She was seated by
herself at one of the tables, her head bent toward her lap. A few
strands of her hair had come loose and were glowing in the light of
the torch-poles. You're so beautiful, he thought. "I love you." The
words came out silently from his mouth.

His heart stopped for a second. He spun around abruptly
so she would not see him. [ just said 'l love you'. When did that happen?
We're just friends! Y ou can love your friends, though, can't you? He was
trying to reassure himself, and failing miserably. I /ove Lan, don't 12
Granted, 1 never said it out loud or ever would, but . . . He slapped himself
across the cheek. S7p being foolish. You know it's not the same with Lan.
You truly love Gaelyn, not like just any friend, and now you should go over
there and tell ber so.

But what if she did not feel the same? He did not want
anything to damage their friendship. Esmond jerked as he felt
someone's hand on his shoulder. He turned to see Gaelyn standing
there with her other hand on her slender hip. She was frowning.

"Where have you been? For all the time I've been waiting, 1
thought that surely you must have fallen into a puddle somewhere
and drowned. But no!" She smiled at him, though her voice grew
louder. "You've been standing here for at least five minutes. I've
been watching you." Had it really been that long? "What took you
so long--"

"I love you," Esmond interrupted her softly. Gaelyn's eyes
widened and her mouth froze in surprise. Her face showed a
strange mixture of emotions all at once. Her eyes looked teary one
instant and angry the next. She jerked around so he could not see
her face.

"No!" she shouted, not looking back. "This isn't fair! This
can't happen!" Her voice became choked with tears. "Why does
this have to happen now?" She was holding her fists in two tight
balls. She stamped the ground with her foot. Esmond reached out
and put his hand on her shoulder, but she shrugged it off and
hurried away from him. He left his hand suspended in the air for a
moment, then let it sink to his side.

"I--I'm sorry." he said quietly, watching her push through
the crowd. What are you doing? he asked himself. _Are you just going to
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stand here and let her walk away from you like that? At least go to her and
apologize. "Lell her that you wish you'd never said it. Esmond's thoughts
brought him from his stupor. He caught a glimpse of her dress as
she rounded a corner and he set out after her.

When he reached the area he had seen her turn, he looked
for her again. She was nowhere to be seen. He kicked the ground
with his boot, sending a small cloud of dirt into the air. There were
not many people around him now, as most everyone was away
dancing. He sat down on an empty crate on the ground and ran his
hands through his hair. He blinked away the tears that were
forming in his eyes. He pushed his boot through the dirt in front
of him, making a little heart. When he realized what he had done,
he immediately brushed it away. A shadow approached him, but he
did not look up. A little green shoe entered his field of vision.
Esmond shut his eyes, not wanting to look up, knowing who was
there. Then he felt someone's lips graze his own, and his eyes
snapped open. He saw Gaelyn sitting in front of him on the
ground, her hand moving to the side of his face. He reached up
and pulled it to him.

"I'm sorry," they both said at the same time. Esmond took
her by the waist and pulled her onto his lap. She was so light that
he could barely feel her there. Her face was dusty and he could see
small tracks forming as tears rolled down them. His eyes began
welling up with tears as he pulled her close to him.

"I'm so sorry," he said. She shook her head and started to
speak, but nothing came out through her sobs. He took her face in
his hands and kissed her again. She kissed him back and placed her
arms around his neck. He buried his face in her hair and they
embraced for several moments in silence. At last, she pulled back
and wiped her tears with her sleeve.

"I'm sorry I acted like this," she said. "I don't usually . .."
Esmond put his finger to his lips. She stood up and let go of him.
He rose from the crate and took her hand.

"You may have walked away once--" he paused,
strengthening his voice "--but I never intend to let it happen again."

"Esmond," she began softly. "I...Iloveyou..." He
pulled her to him once again, as tightly as he could. "How about
one more dance?" she asked him, smiling. A happiness was in that
smile that made it more radiant than any he had ever seen before.
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One final tear made its way down her cheek. He brushed it away
and returned the smile.

"I would do anything if I thought it would make you smile
like that again." They walked toward the dancing area, arm in arm,
oblivious to everyone around them but each other.

#

"Stay away! Heathens, listen to the words of Righteousness!
Avoid these barbaric, sinful ways!" Lan stared at the wild man with
amusement. Just outside of the city center, this crazed, purple-
robed man was pacing back and forth, yelling and shouting about
how sinful dances and merrymaking was, and how Ohn would
condemn them all to the blackest pits of hell for their revelry. This
fool must be one of those infernal Zarrons.

The man looked to be rather young, likely not much older
than his twenty-seventh year. He had short red hair and dark
brown eyes. As he shouted and whirled, his robe swishing around
his energetic body, a vein throbbed over his right temple. A young
couple passed him, arm in arm, and he began shouting at them as
he pointed.

"Ohn will pick you up and gleefully skip your pathetic soul
across the great Lake of Firel Repent now! Repent!" His voice was
hysterical. The couple just shook their heads and walked on. "Let
go of your lustful feelings! Do not let the Master of the Lake tempt
you! Repent!" Lan could not help but laugh at the mention of the
Master of the Lake. So few people gave any credit to those old tales
that it was a virtually unheard name.

"You laugh at me, boy? You laugh at a follower of Ohn?"
The madman was pointing at Lan, the vein on his forehead
throbbing more and more violently by the second. Lan decided
that walking away would be the best thing to do, and so he did.

He did not walk far, before the man began taunting him.
"Cannot face up to a true Righteous man, eh? The little boy feels
guilty for his sins and cannot face the Light of Judgement! Ignorant
blasphemer!" Lan whipped around to face the crazed man.

"What is your problem with me?" he asked, furrowing his
brow.

"You are living in sin!" the Zarron shouted. "You take part
in sinful activities!"
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"Sinful activities?" Lan asked. "What on Kalra have I done
except walk by?"

"You are going to the Festival of Dione! A horrible
creation based on the old pagan gods! A vile excuse for revelry and
merrymaking that can only lead to lust!"

"Lust? No, I was just going to go see if maybe a friend of
mine was there. I'm not much of a danc--"

"A friend!" the Zarron interrupted. "A friend for you to lie
with after the dancing and cajoling is through, no doubt!
REPENT!" The Zarron's face was twisted grotesquely. He
marched toward Lan, finger outstretched. Lan felt his stomach
beginning to churn and his knees growing weak, but he was not
about to back down to this lunatic.

"I was not about to 'lie' with anyone," he said, his voice
faltering. "I never even said if my friend was male or female. By
what right do you have to make such ludicrous judgement?" Lan's
confidence was building as he spoke. He began to feel a warm rush
of energy flow through his body.

"By the Book of Ohn!" the Zarron said, whipping a leathet-
bound book from within his robe. The Book of Ohn was merely a
translation of the original mesefu holy tome, the Gilanthril. The
Zarrons despised the mesefu and had adopted a new name for their
holy book. A copy of the Gilanthril, in its original, cryptic mesefu
writing footnoted with common human text was one of the only
possessions Lan still had from his home. It had been one of the
books in his bag the night he had been forced to flee the university.

The memory of that night sent a fire through Lan's veins
and he suddenly felt like antagonizing the crazy fool. He felt he
deserved it.

"Don't you mean, the Gilanthril?" he asked, bracing himself
for the firestorm of verbiage he knew was to follow.

"Blasphemy!" shouted the Zarron, flailing his arms about as
he looked skyward. "Blasphemy in the highest! Eternal damnation
awaits those who would consort with the evil mesefu!"

"There is nothing wrong with the mesefu," Lan huffed.
"The problem lies with you and your deranged religion. The
mesefu had it first. You just took it upon yourselves to bastardize it
and claim it as your own."
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"Heresy! You unrighteous fool! The wrath of Ohn
Almighty shall destroy you where you stand one day." He got right
up in Lan's face and growled, "I bet you would even lie with one of
the foul mesefu." He backed away and resumed shouting. "I bet
you would lie even with the foulest of the foul--a half-mesefu!"

Lan's fury exploded. He saw red. Every part of his body
was on fire with anger. He balled his hands into fists, his arms
shaking from the pressure of his fingers crushing themselves into
his palms. He held his breath--ignoring this fool was the best way
to handle things--and turned away. The man kept taunting and
jeering him, but Lan could not discern any of his words through the
rush of blood in his ears.

And then there was a release.

Suddenly he was calm, at peace, as if the encounter with the
Zarron had never happened. It felt similar to the release that came
after using magic--the release that nobody had believed he felt--but
nothing had appeared to happen. Emotion-based human magic
was supposed to enhance whatever emotion set off the magical
effect. For Lan, however he felt an emotional release and was filled
with peacefulness after successfully casting spells. People had
claimed he was lying to them when he told them what he felt--
nobody believed him. He had even told one of the instructors,
before being apprenticed to Keon, and the instructor had merely
laughed. Since that day, he had told nobody else of this strange
phenomenon. Perhaps he should ask Keon about it sometime. If
anyone were to know what it could be, he would. For the time
being, he supposed it was best to push the entire incident--the
strange, peaceful release and his encounter with the Zarron--out of
his mind. He was looking for someone. As he wandered toward
the city center, he heard the deranged man behind him shouting
more wild statements and making more insane accusations. Lan
walked headstrong away from him. There were more important
matters to attend to.

Lan thought there had been a lot of people at the
procession, but there were easily ten times that here tonight in the
city center. There were so many people on this road leading into
the city center that he was getting shoved and jostled every which
way he turned. He spied a crate on the ground a ways off, and
decided to maneuver himself over to it and sit down.
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There was a minstrel on stage, finishing up a slow love
song. The bittersweet melody reminded him of Ria. He grasped
the dagger under his shirt, futilely hoping that he might see her
here. Nobody he saw even vaguely reminded him of her. Lz with a
half-mesefu indeed, he jested to the Zarron in his mind. Where did he
come up with such a thing?

Everyone he could see was dancing with someone else--
nothing but couples graced the dance area. He did not see any
other single men or women. This was lunacy. He did not need to
be here. He should have stayed in the tower and gone to sleep. He
even would have avoided that horrible confrontation with the
Zarron. There was nothing for him here. He stood up in
disappointment and began to walk away.

The minstrel stepped off the stage and was replaced by a
string quartet. They began playing a rather fast, catchy gig. All
around him couples started whirling about, stamping their feet in
time. He thought he caught a glimpse of Jariel's crimson dress flash
by, but he could not be sure.

Lan stopped and stood in place. For an instant he thought
about throwing all inhibitions away and dancing by himself. His
feet had always been leaden slabs, though. He decided against
embarrassing himself. He would go back to the tower, go to bed,
and get an early start on work in the morning. Perhaps he could
make up the time he had already lost by coming out here this night.

What was he doing out here anyway? Did he honestly think
that Ria would be out here with all these people? She was a half-
mesefu and would not be accepted easily at this festival--would she?
Perhaps city people were more tolerant than country people . . .

Lan stood up and began shoving his way through the
crowd, trying to make a pathway through all the hot, dancing
bodies. As he was nearing the edge of the city center, a voice came
to him from the shadows of the street before him. "Leaving so
soon?"

The feminine voice sounded familiar. He almost swore it
sounded like . . .

"I was hoping to at least have one dance before you left."
Lan's mouth dropped as he placed the voice and the figure stepped
out of the darkness. It was Ria.
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Lan's eyes widened. He had never before seen anyone look
so beautiful. She wore a deep crimson dress much like that of
Jariel's, with a low cut front ringed with golden embroidery, and a
split up the left leg that did not leave much to the imagination.
Glittering red slippers adorned her feet, and her dark hair was
pulled back behind her head and secured with a red ribbon with
gold trim. Her eyes were light blue, offset nicely by the red of her
clothing. They sparkled at him as she smiled warmly. Lan recalled
what the Zarron had said about lust. Maybe be was right, he thought,
returning the smile and remembering his reams. I #hink she conld even
drive him fo lust!

"I thought you were dead or didn't want to see me again!"
he blurted out. "What happened that night? Where did you go?
Why--"

Ria placed a silencing hand on his lips. The feel of her
touch almost drove him wild. "I'll tell you later. For this one night,
let's just be with each other. Let's forget everything tonight. I'll just
be a girl and you'll just be a guy and we'll dance happily with each
other until we can't dance anymore." The quattet began a new
song, a waltz. Lan had never been touched emotionally by a piece
of music before, but in the state he was in, the sound of the
beautiful music gave him chills.

"This is so strange," he said. "I was hoping I'd se you
tonight. I never thought you'd actually be here, though."

"But I am," she said, smiling. She took his hands in hers.
"Come on, let's dance. Don't worty about anything tonight."

"I've never danced alone in my whole life, much less with
someone else. I'd probably trip all over you and make a complete
fool of myself." Lan was shaking. He was excited and nervous at
the same time. He was afraid his leaden slabs would ruin
everything.

"Don't worry, it's easy. Just follow me, and even if you do
make a mistake, I promise not to tell anyone." Ria winked at him as
she led him to the dancing area.

The two stepped out into the crowd of dancers. Lan looked
directly into Ria's deep eyes, nervous, and they began. It was like
magic--his feet knew exactly where to be and he made no mistakes.
They whitled around the floor in time to the music, Ria's dress
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billowing around her. He lost track of time as they danced. He
concentrated only on Ria's beautiful, glowing face the entire time.

When the music ended, he bowed. He was not sure why--it
just felt right. Ria blushed. She smiled and led him to a booth that
was giving out free cider. She took a cup and handed it to Lan, and
then picked up another for herself. Lan took a sip--it was sweet,
and very hot. It tasted like the cider his mother made at Moren's
Time to keep the chill out. It was delicious.

"So," Ria began. "What do you do now that you have . . .
left the university?"

Lan was stunned. "How did you hear about that?"

"Headmaster Whitlow told me. I've been looking for you
for several weeks. He told me everything that happened." She put
her hand on his shoulder. "I'm very sorry," she said. "He's trying
to get something done about it."

"I see," Lan said, relieved that the headmaster was on his
side.

"What have you been doing since then, though?" she asked.
"I couldn't find any trace of you."

"I'm an apprentice in the Mages' Guild now."

Her eyes got wide. "The Mages' Guild?" She suddenly
looked thoughtful. "Oh," she uttered. After a short pause, she
spoke again. "Do you know my uncle, Master Keon very well?"

That settled it. The Keon she had spoken of last fall and
the Keon to whom Lan was apprenticed were one and the same.
All this time he had been so reluctant to bring it up, and she just
blurted out the answer he'd been searching for. That also meant
that her uncle was once his father's--

"Lan?" she questioned, shaking him from his thoughts.

"Oh--uh, yeah. He's the man I am apprenticed to."

"You must be a pretty fast learner to be apprenticed to
Keon so quickly. It's great that you can use magic, though," she
said. "Few of your kind can. Just make sure to always do the right
thing with it. I know you will."

"Thanks," he smiled. "What about you? What brings you
around here? Oh, wait," he said before she could answer. "I forgot
that you're 'just a girl' tonight."

Ria finished off her cider and squeezed his arm. "It's okay,"
she said. "You're just a guy, so it's nothing to concern yourself
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with," she smiled. "I'd hate to drag some guy I just met at the
Festival of Dione into trouble."”

For the first time ever, Lan wanted to be dragged into
trouble, especially if it meant he could be with her. Though she was
smiling and seemingly having a good time, Lan could tell that
something was not right. Several facial gestures gave hints at an
underlying agitation. She put her hand up to her brow and wiped
away a thin sheen of sweat that had accumulated there. He noticed
her hand was shaking slightly. Was she scared?

"Is it the sarn again?" He could not help but ask. The
thought of her being in trouble provoked him.

"Well, in a way." He could tell that she was reluctant to talk
about it. "They still want something from me. More than
information this time, I'm afraid. I passed it on to someone else,
but I can't let Ga'ruk know that. He must be kept from it at all
costs."

"What could the sarn possibly want from you? Did you
steal something from them?"

"No, nothing like that. It all goes back to what I told you
that night in your room, but we can't discuss such things here. The
wrong people might overhear." She glanced over her shoulder.
Lan followed her gaze, but did not see anything striking--just more
people dancing and milling about.

"Then why'd you come here to this dance? Everyone's
here. If you're hiding from someone, this seems like a bad way to
go about it."

"Well, this is the best place to hide for now, because there
are so many people here it is easy for me to just fade into the
crowd. They're looking for a scruffy girl in pants and a vest with
unkempt hair, not a clean dancing girl. They'd never expect me to
be here.

"I would have stayed at the Mages' Guild," she continued.
"My uncle wanted me to--he's always been so over-protective--but
it would be too risky if the sarn found me there."

"Wait," he said, amazed. "We were in the same building
and never even knew it? Incredible!”

"I didn't have any idea where you went." She gestured at
the bandage threaded between his middle finger and thumb on his
right hand. The physician at the Mages' Guild had been treating the
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wound for him since his arrival there. This was supposedly the last
bandage he would ever have to wear over the wound.

"What happened to your hand?" she asked. "You've--
you've lost a finger? I would have asked eatlier, but I was--"

"Oh, that," he muttered, kicking the ground. "Yes. I've
learned to live with it in the past month, though."

"Obn te ilune! How did it happen?" she asked, brushing his
cheek with the back of her hand.

"The nobleman who tried to convince everyone that I was a
thief did it. Headmaster Whitlow told you about that, right?"

"Yes," she said.

"Well, he caught Esmond and me at the procession last
month and carried me to a back alley and this is what he did." He
shook his hand to emphasize his point. "Didn't even call the
guards! The sadistic bastard just dragged me off and took my
finger. Damn that crazy Lord Osbick!"

She looked very pensive for a moment, not saying what was
on her mind. She finally looked up at him and took his wounded
hand between her small ones. "I'm sorry," she said. "I really hope
Whitlow can help clear your name and expose that old fool." She
looked his hand over. "At least it is healing well. Thank Ohn for
that."

"Yes, it is," he replied, slowly pulling his hand away and
tucking it under his other arm. "So," he started, "what is it you
have that the sarn want?"

"I told you," she said, sternly, "I can't tell you here."

"Well, can't you tell me anything about it? I just want to
help you."

Ria led him over closer to the stage where a woman was
performing, singing a song about a war and how it separated two
lovers. She sat down on a bench and Lan sat beside her. Ria
glanced around to make sure nobody was listening to them and
began speaking. "It will be harder for anyone to hear us this close
to the singing." She adjusted herself on the bench and tightened
the bow around her hair--it had started coming loose.

"It's something the force rallying the sarn seeks. If it were
to get its hands on it, the outcome would be disastrous." She began
looking around nervously again, as if she felt someone watching
her. "My father once possessed it, and as he died, he gave it to me."
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With her head constantly bobbing back and forth, looking over the
crowd, she was hard to understand.

"What's wrong?" he asked. "Why are you looking around
like that?"

"Something isn't right," she said quietly. "Something feels .
..odd." She shook herself, rubbing her arms with her hands as if
she were cold. "Maybe this crowd's just making me nervous. I
haven't been around this many people at one time in years."

"Would you like to get away for a while? We can walk
around the streets and catch up on each other some more."

"Sure," agreed Ria. She took his hand and they stood up.
As they were making their way out of the crowded city center and
toward the deserted city streets, Lan spied a booth selling various
trinkets on leather necklaces. The trinkets were carved out of
various stones of all sorts of earthen colors. The one that struck
him as the nicest was a simple oval, polished to a shine, with bands
of tan and white running across it.

"How much?" Lan asked the merchant, pointing at the
necklace.

"They're all eight geln," the merchant said, an older man
with a thick grey beard.

"I'll take this one, then," Lan said, fishing in his pocket for
some geln. The Mages' Guild had provided him with ten geln a
week for various expenses. It was one of their many ways of
getting students to stay and endure some of the rigorous classes.

Lan paid the man and placed the necklace around Ria's
neck. "I hope you like it," he said. She smiled, turning the stone
over in her hand.

"It's beautiful." She kissed him on the cheek and let the
stone fall onto her chest. Lan blushed, but he was not sure if it was
from her kiss or from staring at her bosom. He quickly diverted his
eyes and took her hand, leading her off into the streets.

They had not taken more than three steps when he heard
the voice of the Zarron rising above the sound of the crowd. "Oh
no," he said, "not this way. Let's go another--"

"Ohn save me from this wretched sight!" the Zarron yelled
from down the way, staring in Lan's direction. "I was right about
you!" he yelled. "The Righteous are afvays right!"

"You know him?" Ria asked wryly.
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"Unfortunately," Lan said. "We met on my way here. He's
not very reasonable. He was accusing me of blasphemy and heresy
and all sorts of things I can't remember. He even said I was
damned for eternity or some such because I took up for the
mesefu."

"Did he?" she asked. "These Zarrons will never learn
anything until someone teaches them a lesson." She started
marching toward him.

"Wait!" Lan called after her, stumbling to catch up. "What
are you doing?"

"I'm going to have a little talk with this man." She strode
up to the Zarron who was shouting various phrases concerning fire
and damnation at her.

"I hear you have a problem with mesefu," she said.

"Especially your foul kind," he growled. "The half-mesefu
are the vilest of the vile! Look at yourselfl" The Zarron held out
his hand toward Ria's chest. "Exposing your breasts and legs to
ensnare upstanding humans and drag them down with you into
hellfire and damnation! Vile wench!"

"My name is Ria," she growled back. "And though my
background may be part mesefu, I am just as much a person as
yourself . . . although your kind makes me ashamed to admit as
much. By what should I call you? 'Fool?"

"You will call me by my Righteous name, whorish filth, and
by none other. I am Brother Kenneth, High Priest of the
Zarronian order of Pyran! I am many other things as well, but I can
assure you that by the Light of Judgement, I am no fool." He
waved his arms about dramatically as he spoke, his purple robes
swirling about his body and the vein on his head pulsating more
and more strongly. Lan thought it was about to burst open.

"Well," Ria started, "if 'fool' does not apply, then by what
other name do I address one who condemns people to eternal
torment based on factors they cannot control? Do you think I had
any control over who my parents would be? It is not as if I got to
choose my own lineage. I could just as soon start a fanatical
religion targeted against red-headed idiots in purple robes who spat
too much when they talked."
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Kenneth was enraged. His nostrils flared and his brow
wrinkled. He gripped the edges of his robe tightly, his fists turning
white.

"Um, Ria--" Lan began. He did not want to stay here much
longer.

Brother Kenneth snarled and charged Ria. Lan moved to
get between them to keep the wild man from hurting her, but Ria
pushed him aside. Lan noticed that a small crowd had gathered
around them watching the spectacle. What would they do now,
though, with this insane man attacking Ria?

He watched anxiously. Ria stood strong and stiff as the
man came toward her. "I will cleanse the world of your foul kind
before the Creator calls me home!" Kenneth shouted. Ria did not
flinch. When Kenneth was within a few spans of her he swung his
arm out from his robe, a dagger glinting in the dim streetlight.

"Nol!" Lan shouted, charging toward the Zarron again.
With an impossible speed, Ria fell to the ground and swept her left
leg around, tripping the man. He pinwheeled his arms, trying to
keep his balance, but Ria reached up and shoved him the rest of the
way over with the flat of her hand. She stood as he went down in a
cloud of purple robes and curses. With a quick chopping motion,
she crashed her hand into the back of his neck. He grunted, then
fell silent. For a moment, Lan thought that she had killed him, and
his stomach leaped into his throat. It settled a bit when he realized
that the man's chest was still rising and falling with breath.

Ria looked at the crowd of shocked onlookers. "He'll be
fine," she said. "But he won't be bothering anyone for a while. I'd
clear away from here, though, because he won't be in the best of
moods when he wakes up."

A random guy in the crowd spoke up. "It's about time
someone taught one of those fools a lesson!" The rest of the crowd
cheered with him and applauded. Ria made a quick bow, then
motioned for Lan to come with her.

"Come on," she said, dragging him down the street. "I
shouldn't have brought that much attention to myself, but that guy
was right--those idiot Zarrons need to learn a few things."

Lan was still stunned at the speed, ease, and calm with
which she had handled the situation. "How did you do that?" he
asked.
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"With a little magic." She smiled uneasily as they hurried on
down the street. "All mesefu related to the high council or military
families are taught from a young age how to fight without weapons
and still win, without killing anyone."

"Amazing," he marveled. They walked down one of the
wide streets that led to the Mages' Guild. It was bright with lantern
light and not nearly as crowded as the city center. Several closed
merchant wagons lined either side of the street against the hardclay
buildings, along with various nondescript barrels. Lan slipped his
arm around Ria's waist. She did not protest, which brought a warm
smile to his lips.

"You must promise me that you will remain silent about
everything that I have told you," Ria said. "And about everything I
have yet to tell you."

"I promise."

"Good." They were turning down another street when a cry
rang out.

"Fire! Fire in the Mages' Guild! The libraty is in a blaze,
and the rest will catch soon! Hurry! Send help!"

Lan panicked. He ignored everything, blocked it out. The
Mages' Guild library was burning, and Keon had fallen asleep in
there. Lan had to save him. And if Keon was already gone, then he
at least had to retrieve the swkrea.

"A, BIST!" shouted Ria, starting to run toward the tower.
Lan followed quickly. Everything was happening too fast.

"No! Itcan't be! Ifit's lost after all this work . .." She
trailed off as she charged on down the street.

"What is it? What?" he demanded, trying his best to keep
up with her breakneck pace while dodging people and various
objects in the streets.

"The thing I told you Ga'ruk wanted," she said between
gasps of air. "I brought it to Keon for safekeeping."

"Wouldn't he just slip into the tower if he found out about
it and take it?" Maybe that's what he's doing in town! Lan thought. He
was here last month, following her, and now he's gone and set fire to the Mages'
Guild tower!

"That's why I couldn't stay in--" She stopped in her tracks
and gaped at the burning tower they now stood before. "Obn me
ilune!" They had reached the Mages' Guild. Huge billows of smoke
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rolled off of the tower along with hot orange flames, most from the
third floor library.

Lan did not stop running. He was intent on saving
whatever he could. He Jad to get the sukrea, and hopefully his bag
with his books. He had left it in the library, absent-mindedly, as he
had rushed off to the festival.

"Lan, wait! You'll die in there!" Ria yelled, but it was no use.
There were too many people here trying to quench the fire from
outside with pumps and hoses. Lan never heard her over all the
commotion.

He immediately realized how useful the dragon emblem was
as soon as he entered the tower. Even though there were flames
roaring all around him and there should be an unbearable heat, he
felt nothing. He was running for the stairs to the library when an
overhead support began to fall. He dove forward and landed on his
chest at the foot of the stairs as the huge timber crashed to the
stone floor behind his feet. If that thing had hit me . . .

Lan began running up the stairs, trying not to touch any of
the burning walls. He remembered what Keon had said about still
getting injured from heat, just not feeling it. What good would it do
him to reach Keon, only to find himself nearly burned to death?

As he entered the library, another timber fell behind him,
this time bringing most of the ceiling with it. All around him dust
and rubble flew through the air in a thick cloud. He was trapped in
the library now. There was no way he could move those burning
things without setting fire to himself, and even if he could, they
were too heavy for him to lift.

He spotted the desk he had been sitting at earlier, but
through all the smoke and flames, he could not tell if anyone was
still there. Lan ran over to investigate. He tripped over something
and fell face first onto the sooty remains of the desk, then rolled off
onto the stone floor and landed right next to a lightly-charred
corpse that could have been none other than Keon.

"No! Master Keon!" he shouted. He grabbed the body of
his old master and shook it in a futile attempt to rouse the man
from his eternal sleep. Lan shouted in frustration. He vigorously
shook the corpse one final time before shoving it back down to the
floor.
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The roar of the flames engulfed him as he sat there,
hopeless, completely lost in his own thoughts, oblivious to the
raging inferno. He felt his time as an apprentice in the Mages'
Guild coming rapidly to an end. A bookshelf's supports gave away
and it slowly tipped over with a loud creak. Books flew off the
shelves, their pages fluttering about. Many caught fire on the way
down, crashing to the floor with a shower of glowing ash.

"What am I supposed to do now?!"

#

"Esmond?" Ria asked, running up to the young man she
thought she vaguely remembered from so long ago. It was his short
blond hair and his distinguished nose that gave him away.

"Do I know you?" he asked with a puzzling look on his
face. The girl around his arm in the green dress looked at her
questioningly with a hint of jealousy.

"I'm Ria, the one--"

"Oh yeah! I remember you now," Esmond said, smiling.
The gitl by his side kept her cold look. "How's it--"

"There's no time for that!" she shouted, startling both
Esmond and the girl. "Lan's in the Mages' Guild."

"I know he's in the Mages' Guild," started Esmond.
"Thought he could keep it a secret, but word spreads fast. I haven't
seen him in weeks--"

"You might not ever see him again if you don't hurry!" She
shouted at him frantically. This was no time for silly banter. "It's
on fire!"

"On fire?" Esmond looked stunned. "Dear Ohn, I hope he
got out of there."

"No, you fooll Lan is in the tower 7ght now!" Esmond's jaw
dropped open and his eyes bulged. "I need help, quickly! Everyone
else is too frightened. We've got to hurry!"

Esmond stuttered. "Al--alright, I'm coming. Gaelyn, stay
here. I'm going to run and get Took--"

"What be goin' on 'ere?" came the voice of a large, butly
man approaching Esmond. "I hear the Mages' Guild is on fire. Is
anyone in there?"

"Took!" shouted Esmond, looking slightly relieved. "Lan's
in the tower! We've got to get him out!"
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"I'll be gods-damned," cursed Took. "Okay, now, ye all
listen up. I've got an idea, and if ye listen carefully an' act fast, I
think it jus' might work."

Ria listened as this newcomer started explaining his idea to
them. If they did not get that s#krea out of there and left it for
Ga'ruk to find, the daemon just might win.

#

Lan finally found the ancient sukrea after painstakingly
digging through the heap of Keon's burned clothing. He pulled it
free, placing it around his own neck, being careful to hide it under
his robes. He heard it searing his flesh, but felt nothing. That was
going to leave a scar.

What had caused this fire? Had any of the other people in
the tower escaped? Surely they had. He vaguely remembered
seeing a group of apprentices standing outside as he ran into the
raging firestorm. Luckily most of the people who lived here had
probably been at the festival.

Another section of ceiling fell behind him, reminding him
that his time was extremely limited. He started searching for the
bag with his books, grabbing the teleportation book from the table
before it could catch fire. He noticed the edges were already
blackened, but did not stop to check the insides. He did not have
much time.

His bag was still sitting on the floor under the table, in
perfect condition. He sighed with relief--he had been terrified of
losing his copy of the Gilanthril and the other old books that were
his only reminders of home. He randomly grabbed several other
books from some of the more intact shelves, not caring exactly
what they were. Any of these books in here would be useful. It
was unfortunate that he could not save them all.

He needed a way out. Somehow, he had to get past that
flaming barrier to the stairs. He ran over to it and kicked at the
timbers. They did not show any signs of movement. They fall so
easily, yet I can't matke them budge no matter how bard 1 kick at them. I wish
I knew enough magic to do something abont this! Lan turned around and
headed for the window. It was only the third floor, no more than a
ten-stride fall. He had fallen about that far when he and Esmond
were escaping the university. Of course, his fear of heights had not
had time to start bothering him as that trip had gone very quickly.
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Now, staring out the window with time to actually grasp how high
up he was, Lan was wracked with fear.

"Lan! Are you in there?" It was a voice, and it sounded like
Esmond's. Lan looked down from the window. Standing below on
the cobblestones was Esmond, along with Gaelyn, Took, and Ria.
A large blanket was stretched tightly between them, obviously
meant for him to jump on.

"Esmond! Thank Ohn you're here!" Lan began climbing
into the windowsill, more relieved than he would have ever thought
to see his old friend again, despite Esmond's theft-ridden lifestyle.

"Don't thank me yet," Esmond shouted back. "Wait until
you reach the ground in one piece."

"Esmond! Don't say things like that," scolded Gaelyn.

"Will ye two hush up an' help pull this thing a bit tighter?"
Took was obviously in charge of the situation.

"All right, Lan," shouted Ria. "It should be safe. Throw
down your stuff first, though, so you don't fall on it and get hurt,
but be quick about it. And don't be afraid to jump. I'll make sure
you don't get hurt."

Lan tossed down his bag of books. He watched it fall,
hoping it would not get damaged when it hit the blanket. To his
relief, it landed very softly, and Ria set down her corner of the
blanket to quickly go get it and move it aside. Esmond set down
his corner also, going to help her.

"Get back over there!" she shouted at Esmond. "Stay in
position. We have to do this fast before this place explodes!"

Esmond leaped back into place. "Explodes!? Why would
it--"

"Magically-enhanced artifacts. There are hundreds of them
in there, and the destruction of one is like setting off nearly a
thousand firepoppers at once. Multiply that over a hundred-fold,
and that's what will happen if the attic storage room catches!" Ria
had already moved the books back and was stretching out her
corner again.

"All right, lad!" shouted up Took. "Ye can jump now!"

Lan tried to move but could not force himself over the
edge. The height was too much for him. It was all he could do to
keep from passing out. What was that Ria had said about
firepoppers? It had sounded so clear when he heard it, yet now he
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could not remember more than a single word. The smoke was
choking his mind.

"Lan, jump!" Ria was getting extremely anxious. It
bothered him to have her yelling at him like that, but he still could
not move. He was frozen in fear. What if they were not holding it
tight enough to catch his fall? That would be horrible. He would
have come up here to gather the key for nothing. Some random
person would claim it, if not the sarn, and--

"Lan, hurry up before that place explodes!" Ria was
shouting at the top of her lungs, and at times, her words broke up
due to her straining her voice. Lan's knees almost gave out as he
grew suddenly dizzy. He grabbed onto the window frame for dear
life.

Explosion? Why on Kalra would this place explode?
Towers did not explode on a regular basis, the last time he checked.
And why was everything so Ohn-be-damned blurry? He coughed
several times, violently, nearly falling backward out of the window.
He looked behind himself and down from the window. There was
a large white cloud below him with little people standing around it
who looked vaguely like his friends. Were they dolls? He would
have to go down there to the cloud and pick them up. Were they
moving? Dear Ohn, they were! How amazing! Toys that looked
like his friends and moved and talked and--

The world exploded.

From above, he heard an extremely loud thundering noise
and the tower began shaking. He grabbed onto the edges of the
window with all his might, terrified of falling. He looked up, out
the window, to see that the entire top of the tower had completely
blown away. Large chunks of rock and wood, mixed with various
pieces of other flaming debris, were cascading outward from the
top. It was all happening so slowly. There was a large fireball atop
the tower now, and it was moving down toward him. The bricks
shook more and more violently as the tower began falling apart
from the top. The force resonating throughout the walls finally
became so great that it threw him from the window. He took a
deep breath and started to panic. He was going to die, unless the
cloud that seemed almost to be reaching out for him was as soft
and cushiony as it looked.
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As he fell, he saw the tower collapsing like a house of cards,
inward upon itself. The almost unbearably loud grating sounds of
stone scraping against stone filled the air, along with immense
amounts of dust, wood shards, and rock flakes. Floor after floor
began crumbling away in a series of small explosions, bringing the
majority of the tower straight down. [ wish Esmond could see this, Lan
marveled. He ahvays loved wild things like--

He slammed into something hard, the force throwing the air
from his lungs, as the last stones of the tower settled to the ground.
Nothing remained of the Guild building but an enormous pile of
rubble.

"L--Lan," coughed a voice. "You okay?"

"He doesn't look very good at all," said another. "Of
coutse, in this cloud of dust and smoke, I can't see much of
anything!" This voice, too, broke out into a fit of coughing.

"I just hope he got everything he needed." A dark shape
was standing over him now, staring into his eyes. It was the last
thing he saw through a thick haze as his vision began blacking out.

"C'mon, folks. Let's git him back to the Guild 'fore this
cloud chokes us all to death. He needs rest an' lots o' water." Lan
felt himself being jostled around.

"This dust," choked the first voice. "Too much of it. We're
lucky something didn't fall on us and kill us alll C'mon! Let's go
before we all die here!"

It was the last thing Lan heard before he slipped into
darkness.

#

"I have found out as much as I can." Lisen spoke into her
reni to Lord Harishmon. She was standing atop the Ceren, looking
out over the city of Porthos.

"What connections does this Osbick have with Ol'tue?"
Harishmon asked through the rezi.

"I do not know anything about the blade yet, but I do know
he is working with the sarn. Their leader, in fact--Ga'ruk. I think
the rallying of the sarn has something to do with all of this."

"I think you are right. The sarn could never muster up
enough peace amongst themselves to unite on their own.
Something else has to be behind this, and I fear it may be this
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rumored daemon. If I am right, we have got more problems than
just a missing sword. Far more."

Lisen walked over to the edge, gazing off at the smoldering
ruins of the Mages' Guild tower that had collapsed hours ago.

"A few hours ago," she said into the renz, "the Mages' Guild
here exploded. The top, at least. Apparently that was enough to
shake the foundations loose and it collapsed, straight down."

"Do you think the sarn or this Osbick fellow had anything
to do with it?" asked Harishmon.

"I am not sure," she replied, "but there is always a chance.
The people are in hysterics. No conclusive reports are in, but
apparently there were very few injuries."

"You have several days left before you must return with
Lord Velenda," said Harishmon. "Try to find out exactly what
happened."

"Yes, Lord Harishmon."

"Has Ria been of any help?"

Lisen sat down on the stone roof, her legs hanging off the
side. From here she could see the whole city, and it was peaceful.
Seeing all the buildings from this height reminded her of home,
which she had missed terribly in the past month. She spent most of
her spare time here, on this roof, where she felt most comfortable.

"That brings me to another matter, completely separate but
just as critical." She paused, reaching under her shirt to clasp her
hand around the artifact that hung around her neck. "I know I
should not tell anyone this, but I know you can be trusted. Ria has
the sukrea."

"What?" said Harishmon, his voice raised in shock.

"She may have passed it on since I saw her last, of course.
That was five days ago. She does not know I saw it."

"This is unheard of. In the past thousand years since the
dragons gave the three £rea to our people, they have only been kept
by mesefu hands. Never has a dakhi held one. Never." There was
a pause. "Not to say I do not trust her. Ria is one of the most
trustworthy people I know. But still, it is unnetrving."

"What is more unnerving," said Lisen, still fingering the
object hanging around her neck, "is that I have to leave this city,
and soon. You know why."
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"Yes. Having two of them that close together is dangerous.
You will be leaving soon enough, in a few days. Until then, try to
find out as much about this tower incident as you can. After the
final procession, however, get back here as soon as possible. We
cannot risk having two rea that close together for long. Not at a
time like this."

"Yes, Lord Harishmon. I will see you in a few days."

"Farewell, Lisen. Ohn illumine you."

"Ohn illumine you, Lord Harishmon."

Lisen tucked the reni into a pouch at her side and stood.
She pulled the £7ez out from under her shirt and stared at its deep-
blue teardrop shape intently. She had always wondered what great
power was locked away by the three £7¢a. The dragons had never
said. They had only told the mesefu that it was a great weapon that
could destroy all of Kalra if set loose. Nobody needed that kind of
power. Not even in the name of righteousness.

She slid it back under her shirt and turned from the edge of
the Ceren's sloped southern wall. She had to leave as soon as the
procession was over and get away from this city quickly. Nog, she
said. Not away from the city. Not away from Ria. Away from another
krea.

221



Chapter Twelve

"Lan, are you awaker"

Lan opened his eyes to a bright, formless blur. He tried to
speak, but could muster no sound from his parched throat.

"I don't know what else I can do for him. I've never seen
anything like this before. His temperature has remained above fatal
long enough to kill him twice over. I can't even begin to
understand why he's still alive."

He could hear, but the voices were a bit muffled. Perhaps
his ears, as well as his throat and his eyes, were not working quite
right.

"This is no normal fever. It goes far beyond my skills."

"I think he's waking up!"

Lan wanted to blink but his eyelids protested. He felt very
sore and fatigued, and despite his mind's attempts, his body refused
to move. He could not even raise his fingers or close his eyes. Oh
dear, he thought. I'm paralyzed! Something nust have fallen on me in the
library and now I'm paralyzed! But something tugged at his mind,
saying there was more that had happened after he had reached the
library. But what? He could remember nothing but crashing
timbers and the charred remains of Master Keon.

"There's one thing I can think of that might wake him up.
After that, I'll need to go get some rest. I won't be of any use to
anyone if I'm half asleep and can barely see straight.”

It was a feminine voice. Gaelyn? And the first voice had
been a male. Esmond?

"He's very important to me--to everyone."
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Ria? Yes, he was sure of it. What was going on? Why
could he not move?

"That reminds me, how did you--"

"Get out of my way, everyone!"

"No! What are you doing? The shock of that in the state
he's in could kill him!" Ria was shouting at someone. Why was she
shouting--

At the first touch of the ice-cold water, Lan screamed and
shot straight up, shaking violently. His vision instantly cleared. He
could see Esmond and Ria kneeling by him, their clothes slightly
wet, and Gaelyn standing over him in a sooty green dress, holding a
dripping, wooden bucket in her hands. He was sitting on a large,
flufty white blanket that strangely reminded him of a cloud. They
were all staring at him with different odd expressions on their faces.
His scream slowly faded as he shivered.

"Get him some blankets, quickly!" Ria shouted. Gaelyn
grunted then hurried out of the room. Ria pulled the wet blanket
out from under him. Within seconds Gaelyn came running back
with thick blankets of various materials in her arms. Ria snatched a
few from her and wrapped Lan in the dry blankets, tossing aside the
wet one.

Esmond knelt next to him and took his hand, squeezing it.
Lan wanted to smile and squeeze back to show some indication of
lucidity, but despite all his efforts, his body would not move. He
found that his eyes still functioned, however, and he looked about
the room. He recognized the dark, stone walls, the shelves with
their various bottles and bowls and towels. He was back in the
Thieves' Guild--the same room in which Gaelyn had wrapped his
hand. He was sitting on the large table in the center of the room.
Ria was looking at him with relief, a slight smile on her face. It
quickly changed into a frown as she turned to Gaelyn, finger
outstretched.

"You could have killed him like that! You had no idea what
the cold water would do to him, and you call yourself a healer?" Ria
shouted the last word, charging Gaelyn. She slammed the other gitl
back against a wall, holding her there by the throat. Gaelyn
grunted. "Do you realize what you could have donel?" Ria's voice
was beyond hysterical.
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Gaelyn started shouting back, pushing Ria away. "Of
course I knew what I was doing! He--" she pointed at Lan "--was
obviously in shock. When someone has a high fever, cold water is
the best way to bring the fever down sometimes. He could have
died if we'd left him like that. I did the best I knew how to do. It's
my job to save lives, not stand idly by and let those of us who #hink
they know better let everyone die." She stood there breathing
heavily, staring Ria down. Ria lowered her head in silence, hiding
her face with her hands.

"I'm sorry," she sulked. "I forget where I am sometimes."
Esmond moved to Gaelyn and put his arm around her, looking at
Ria with a mix of fear and anger.

"What's that supposed to mean?" Gaelyn asked her.

"Nevermind," Ria spat.

Esmond cut in. "We've all had a long night. I think we
should just get some rest." He led Gaelyn to the door.

"I'll stay with Lan," Ria said. "I want to make sure he's fine
throughout the night." Esmond nodded and went through the
door. "I'm sorty," she said to him. He looked back at her and
nodded again, then closed the door as he left. Ria looked to Lan,
still shivering beneath the blankets.

"You need to rest now." He tried to nod but she stopped
him. "Don't try to move just yet. You may end up hurting yourself
more. Just sleep. I'll be here with you. You're safe with me."

She pulled the blanket up to his chin and gestured toward
the candles on the shelf. Their light died, bathing the room in
darkness.

Lan heard her sit down on the floor beside the table. He
listened for what seemed like an eternity until her breath slid into
the steady monotony of sleep. He lay in silence for a bit longer,
tutilely grasping at thoughts that flew through his mind about what
had happened to him, then fell asleep himself.

#

Her eyes snapped open, but she could not see. The room
was completely dark. For a moment, she did not know where she
was. A moan came from behind her as Lan's hand fell out of the
covers and brushed her shoulder. She tucked it back in. With a
thought, she re-lit one of the candles in the room. She sat up on
the table and gazed down at Lan in the pale candlelight. His face
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was peaceful and a slight smile adorned his lips. She began
brushing his face gently with her index finger, running it along his
cheeks.

You mean more to me than you can ever know, Lan, she thought as
she ran her finger between his nose and his upper lip. You risked
your life to save me without even knowing me, and tonight you risked your life to
save something you likely wanted nothing to do with. 1t's almost as if you read
my mind. You are a very remarkable person, and now a very important one.
You're part of the legacy now, protecting the krea from those who'd misuse
them. 1t's strange, she thought. No buman has ever held one until now. It's
all my fanlt. If the council ever found ont, they'd hunt me down. Lisen might
stop them, though. 1'm not sure. 1'm not sure about anything anymore.
Except . .. She paused in her thoughts as she began caressing his
lips with her finger. Except you. You even held on to my dagger so we'd
meet again. She reached for his cloak beside the table and found her
dagger in one of his pockets. I knew it wonld bring us together again, she
thought, smiling as she withdrew it. She tucked it under her shirt
and turned back to his sleeping form.

"I would let you keep it," she whispered, "but I'm about to
leave and I don't need you following me, whether or not you're
aware of it. But don't think you're getting off easy. I'm going to
have Headmaster Whitlow arrange something for you, so I'll know
where you are and can come back to you when all of this is
through." Her smile faded as she thought of leaving him. Then, in
the most spontaneous gesture she had ever made, she kissed him.
His eyes popped open and she stifled a shriek as she jumped back
and down onto the floor. She quickly leaned against one of the
table legs and shut her eyes, pretending she was asleep.

Her heart raced as she sat there in silence, waiting for him
to ask her what she thought she was doing. Supid girl, she told
herself, embarrassed at the prospect of being caught stealing a kiss--
especially from someone she had not known for very long. She
could hear her quick breathing and tried to slow it. Lan still had not
spoken. She listened carefully and heard his breath, coming slowly.
Was he still asleep?

"Riar" he asked. She jumped at the sound.

"Yes?" she replied in the groggiest voice that she could
muster, opening her eyes and turning her head up to him.
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"Am I going to die?" His voice was weak and pitiful. She
took his hand in hers and held it to her cheek.

"No, you're not going to die. Gaelyn..." She paused,
thinking back to the argument. "Gaelyn took very good care of
you." She clasped her hands around his, standing up. Lan rolled
his head to look down at her.

"I'm so thirsty," he uttered. Good, she thought. He doesn't
know. She laid his hand on his stomach and went to grab the
pitcher of water they had all been drinking from earlier. There were
no cups, so she poured the water into her cupped hand and held it
to his lips. He drank voraciously. She repeated this several times
until he finally motioned for her to stop and sank his head back on
the pillow and closed his eyes. She thought he was asleep, until he
spoke.

"He's really dead, isn't he?" he asked.

"Yes." Ria frowned. She put her hands up to her face to
cover her eyes. The thought of her uncle being dead--her last living
relative--pained her more than Lan could ever know.

"I'm sorry," he said. "I can tell you were close to him.
Malice Took's probably upset as well."

Lan's eyes suddenly widened as he grabbed for his chest. A
gasp escaped his lips, but before he could speak, she explained. "I
have it, Lan. Don't worry. I'll return it to you when you're better."

He looked stunned for a moment. "How . . . how do you
know about . . ."

"It's the reason I had to see my uncle in the first place. I
was in danger and knew I needed to hide it from those who were
chasing after me. Keon held it for me. I can't thank you enough
for going in and saving this--" she reached down the front of her
shirt and withdrew the familiar green object "--because if it had
been lost in that explosion, there is no telling who would have
gotten their hands on it."

"Wouldn't it have been destroyed with everything else?"
asked Lan, trying to sit up.

"No, although I wish it could have. The krea ate
indestructible. A man tried once, to ensure that they would never
fall into the wrong hands. Nothing in his power could do it."

"How do you know all of this?" Lan asked.

"I've picked up a lot here and there."
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"You know more than most people I know. Even those as
well-traveled as you seem to be."

"You'd be surprised. I was born in Altkrea. They have
magical wonders there that most people have never even heard of,
or could likely begin to imagine." She paused, taking a deep breath.
"I'm sorry I left you so quickly last fall, Lan. I did it to ensure your
safety. I didn't want you to get hurt." She smiled at him warmly.

"I care about you too much." He smiled back. "You saved my life,
and I was returning the favor."

"So, you admit it?" he asked, smiling.

"Admit what?"

"That I saved you."

"What?" she asked, taken aback.

"You once said you were in no trouble at all when Ga'ruk
attacked you on my father's plantation, that you could have handled
everything yourself."

"I--maybe I did," she said, smiling. "I didn't mean it. 1
couldn't stand the idea that I needed help. It was an insult to my
pride--I'm more independent than you'll ever know. Likely more
independent than is good for me.

"I followed your carriage all the way into town, then set off
to the Mages' Guild. There, I told my uncle of the rallying sarn, and
he promised he would inform those in power.

"I then set off for southern Kagon, following several
rumors. I got caught up in a very bad situation and realized that the
sukrea was no longer safe with me--too many of the sarn knew I had
it. They would expect me to pass it on to a mesefu--that was the
way it had always been. I had to throw them off. My uncle was the
only person I knew at the time who was trustworthy enough. After
several unfriendly run-ins with Ga'ruk, I managed to get back to
Porthos just a few days ago. The strange thing is, it turned out that
Ga'ruk was not following me. He was already headed this way. It
was I who ran into him. There is something else going on, and I
think we're close to figuring it out."

"We'? Who else is there?" Lan asked.

"A friend of mine from Altkrea." She turned away from
him so he could not see her face. She felt tears forming under her
eyes. Lan leaned out to her, putting his arms around her shoulders
and pulling her in to him, but she shrugged him away. "No, I'm all
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right. Strength is one of my virtues. I'll need it--if I'm ever weak,
I'l fail."

"Fail at what? You don't have to worry about the sukrea
anymore. What else is there?"

"You'll understand someday," she said. She stood up,
stretching her limbs. Lan moved to get up as well, but when he
threw back the blankets and saw himself, he immediately sat back
down and covered his naked body. His face was glowing red and
he smiled nervously. Ria laughed.

"We had to remove your clothes. They were mostly
burned, and what was left was stained with ash and soot." He
nodded silently. "Lan, there's more I need to say, but it can wait for
the meeting."

"The meeting? What meeting?" he asked hastily, still
embarrassed.

"Tomorrow, Malice Took is holding a meeting to plan some
sort of tax protest at the Ceren. Until then, you should try to get
some sleep. You'll feel much better tomorrow if you do." Lan
sighed in exhaustion. She tucked the blankets under him and patted
him lightly on the chest. His breathing had slowed down and was
starting to even out. [ wish I could just crawl in there beside you and lay my
head on_your chest. In her mind, she pictured him stroking her hair
and telling her that everything would be all right. She forced the
picture out of her mind quickly. It was something she could never
have. In her life, there was no room for emotion like that--no room
for love. She needed to think only of survival, and that did not
require loving anybody.

She walked across the room and put out the candle with a
thought and a gesture. She heard Lan's even breathing--he was
already asleep. She pictured his chest rising and falling in her head.
I#'s not real, she reminded herself. Nothing is real except pain, suffering,
and death. Nothing else matters. Get it out of your head, girl. You need to
concentrate on what needs o be done now, not what you'd like to do. She
walked from the room and quietly shut the door behind her. Her
head was clouded with emotions and fatigue.

Ria walked down the dim hallway to the room Malice was
letting her stay in. It was small, but very clean. No# so much clean as
empty, she told herself. There was only a bed with fresh sheets that
were calling to her from the corner. As tired as she was, she did not
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want to sleep just yet. She needed to think. She wanted to look up
and see the moon--she always looked at the moon when she
thought about important things. It was something her father had
taught her to do when she was young.

Her father. Her hotrrible, detestable father. Dammn hin! 1'm
not supposed to be doing any of this. 1 should be able to live the life I want, but
my father had to destroy my life when nature destroyed bis.

No, not nature, she corrected herself. A broken heart.

She walked out of her room, leaving the door open. Within
a couple of minutes, she had found her way to the ramp leading
outside. Not long after, she found herself standing in the dark
streets looking up at the starry night sky. The moon was hanging
just above the western wall. Morning would come soon. She
breathed in the cool air letting it clear her mind. She strolled
around aimlessly, lost in thought, knowing she could find her way
back.

As she thought of her father, her job, and Lan, she caught
movement in the corner of her eye. She turned and spied a
shadowy figure passing her in the night, coming from the direction
of the guild entrance. She looked back at the entrance to find it
closed. Mind's just playing tricks on_you, she thought as she scuffed the
ground with her foot. [Just like it's playing tricks on you about Lan. Just
like Lan.

#

Ria was with the thieves. His underground contacts had
come through for him and located the girl. Tonight, Osbick would
be meeting with his spy in the Thieves' Guild and informing her of
the plan. Ria would be his within a few days' time.

They all called him mad for pursuing her, claiming that a
leader should send his own men to handle such matters. He had
tried twice, and they had failed both times. He had come to the
conclusion that if he wanted anything done propetly, he would have
to do it himself.

Sighing, Ga'ruk Roth'ra, leader of the unified sarn nations,
set off down the deserted city streets of northern Porthos in the
moonlight, awaiting the rising sun, and another day closer to
victory.

#
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"Something new has come up, my child." The commanding
voice both warmed her and chilled her at once, yet he was her
savior, and she was respectful of that.

"Yes, Master Osbick?" she asked, kneeling in obedience.

"There is a new girl among you now." He paused, rubbing
his chin. "A half-breed gitl. I need her captured, but alive. There
is a great reward for us if we succeed."”

"I know the one, Master," she said, remembering bitterly
her encounter with the half-breed. "But I'm not sure how I can
capture her. She is always around a certain someone else, and she
has magic."

"The protest you spoke of earlier," he spoke. "That should
be the perfect opportunity. We had already planned on the final,
ultimate downfall of Took. It should not be much more trouble to
capture her during the confusion." A pause. "Are your men
ready?"

"Yes, Master. They are ready." She paused, contemplating
recent developments. "I only ask one thing of you, master. Please
do not let Esmond Boyeui get hurt." She reached up to touch
Osbick's hand. "Promise that he can stay with me. I've come to
love him, and don't want to see any harm come to him."

Osbick was aghast. "You /we someone? You dare put
someone before me, the man who saved your life in every way
possible?" She burst into tears, holding her head in her hands to
muffle her crying. Osbick placed his hand softly on her head in an
attempt to soothe her. "I understand that emotions are hard to
control, especially when you have been spending so much time
away from me recently. I am not angry with you for having made
the mistake of falling in love. Just try to forget the young man from
now on. Our relationship is so much more--" he lifted her face
until her eyes met his and gave her a thin-lipped kiss on the cheek "-
-important."

She stood up and dried her tears, trying to mask her
emotions as he had once taught her. "Yes, Master. I understand."

"Then you will do what you can about the half-breed girl?"

"Of course, Master Osbick. Anything for you."

"Well then," he said, motioning for her to leave. "I expect
to hear from you after the protest."

"Yes, Master." She bowed, then left the room in silence.
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As Gaelyn walked back to the guild, she thought about what
was more important to her--the man whom had saved her from
death, or the man whom had given her something to live for. By
the time she reached the guild, daylight was starting to peek over
the city walls. She had made her decision.

#

Osbick sat in quiet contemplation, watching the first glow
of morning find its way into the cold stone room. Farrell had
finally grown useless. With this new prospect that had opened up
in recent months, he no longer needed the Shadow nor a scapegoat
for them. The time had come to dispose of Farrell and his band of
thieves. Along with his personal servant and spy, the gitl he had
saved from rape and abuse by the city guards, Farrell's downfall had
been planned flawlessly.

Gaelyn had proven to be invaluable to him. He had taken
her in, knowing that she would be a worthy spy. He had given her
a place to live, clothes to wear, and food to eat. After gaining her
trust, he had convinced her to join the Thieves' Guild and work as
an informant--it was her way of paying him back for having saved
her. After Farrell was brought down, though, his relationship with
Gaelyn would be cut--he no longer needed her either.

The sarn leader Ga'ruk had shown up at Osbick's door
again earlier tonight. He had dealt with the sarn before over hiding
some unknown stash. Osbick had no idea what it had been--the
Shadow had adopted a "don't ask, don't tell" policy regarding such
dealings--but the sarn treated it as if it were the most important
thing to him in the world. He was paid well, and was promised
much more if the sarn's plans were successful.

This time when Ga'ruk came, the sarn had offered power
beyond Osbick's belief and an eternal alliance with the sarn nations
if he complied with their wishes. Ga'ruk wanted him to capture the
half-breed named Ria, who had supposedly entered the Thieves'
Guild this very night. According to his spy, Gaelyn, the
information was correct. She had served him well one final time.

In just a matter of days, Osbick expected his life to change
for the better. He would finally have his revenge against Farrell,
and the prospect of being the ruler of the nation of Pyran would at

last be within his grasp.
#
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Lan sat quietly in the corner, watching the conversation
build as Malice Took tried to explain the plan for the protest.

"No, lad. Settle down! There'll be no killin' involved as
long as ol' Malice Took is in charge." He had been a little perturbed
at Esmond asking about violence. Esmond had not meant he
wanted to hurt anyone--he had only wondered if violence would be
involved. In the hour they had spent at this table, none of them
had accomplished anything.

"I have something to say," interrupted Ria.

"Aye, lass. Speak up," said Took. He had one leg up on a
stool and was leaning over it, eyeing her curiously.

"I've been keeping this to myself for long enough. In light
of recent events involving the Mages' Guild, and my uncle, I feel it
can wait no longer." She stepped forward to the central table
everyone was gathered around. "The procession is to be held on
the twenty-third of the month, correct?"

"Aye."

"That gives us a few days that we could use to help out the
mesefu people--my people. And in helping them, we would very
likely be saving the world."

"What be ye on about, lass?"

Ria took a deep breath. Lan could tell she was nervous.
What did she have on her mind? Straightening herself as she stood
up, she spoke strongly. "The Darksearer blade--O/#x#e--has been
stolen."

The entire crowd at the table started to gasp, but laughed
instead. Everyone stared in disbelief at her as she stood there, not
letting their laughter bother her. "The rest of your people will find
out soon enough, as the mesefu sent an ambassador to inform them
during their patliamentary proceedings this past month. There's
someone in town who we suspect either has the sword or knows
where itis." She turned to Took. "My uncle--your friend, Keon--
was helping me until his death. Losing him has hurt me more than
anyone can probably ever know, but I've got to push on. I've got to
succeed at this. The only thing that stood in our way was a lack of
manpower. We were preparing to come and ask you if you would
be willing to help us, especially since the suspect is--"

"No," Took stopped her. "We don' have time to be messin'
wi' mesefu affairs. They ne'er bothered to help me when me family
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was put out o' work in Merhos, an' we have more important matters
o' our own right 'ere. Do you know how many families will suffer
an' likely lose their homes from these new taxes? They're
ludicrous!"

"If we don't find that sword, and soon, it could be the end
of everything. And I mean everything. Your taxes and your homes
will mean nothing. Perhaps it already is too late, but we have gof to
try." Her eyes began to water, and her lips trembled slightly.

"Keon may have died for this. Would you want your friend's death
to have been in vain? We're so close--"

"Bleedin' insanity," Took cut her off. "I don' want to hear
another word out o' you 'bout savin' Kalra. I don' know who ye
are, but ye're goin' mad. Keon once told me his sister had an affair
wi' a mesefu man, an' I don' doubt yer claims o' bein' his niece, but
ye're talkin' crazier than those Zarrons with their doom prophecies
and such."

"Fine," shouted Ria. "It was wrong of me--of my uncle--to
assume his friend would actually care enough about his life and the
lives of his people to help retrieve the blade and keep it out of the
hands of those who would abuse its powers. But know this--there
is a good chance you have just killed yourself, and everyone you
care so much about." She marched from the room, silent with
anger.

"Infernal lass," Took commented. "I hate to speak ill o'
people, but she was talkin' like a loon! It not be like any ol' fool
could just walk in an' take the Darksearet! That blade be locked up
tighter than a mesefu arse! If someone did manage to steal it, they'd
have to be insanely powerful. What good would a group of rogues
like us be against somethin' like that, eh?"

"I'd better go check on her," Lan said, bolting for the door.
He had felt a strong urge to support Ria, but her announcement
had come as such a shock that he had not been able to collect
himself in time to speak. He paused to look back at Took as the
burly man moaned in frustration.

"This meeting might as well be canceled," he said. "No one
cares to participate tonight anyway. Perhaps a good night's rest'll
bring ye all to yer senses. Meet back 'ere tomorrow, same time."
He got up and began putting away the papers he had brought out to
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write on. Esmond and Gaelyn silently stood up and walked past
Lan from the room.
#

"I'll just have to continue on my own to get the sword
back." Ria paced angrily around Lan's room.

"How did it end up missing? And why must yo# be the one
to go after it?" Lan was confused about the great responsibility she
seemed to bear. "You're just a gitll What could you possibly have
to do with that sword? Why can't you stay here? Or at least, why
can't you get help from the mesefu? Why come all the way out here
and bother, of all people, the Thieves' Guild?"

She looked down at the floor as she continued walking back
and forth. "You could never understand," she whispered, just loud
enough for him to hear.

"Of course I can't! You refuse to explain it! Am I just
supposed to accept that you will run out of my life again and likely
get killed because of some sword that the mesefu legions should be
searching for? Does that sound logical? Why don't you talk to me?
Maybe if you explained what was going on, I could help--"

"That's just it," she interrupted, glaring at him fiercely. "It
has nothing to do with you. I'm not leaving you because of
anything you have done. It has to do with me, and a promise I
made to my father."

"Your father is dead, Ria," Lan barked. He realized too late
that he had let his frustration get the best of him.

"Thank you for reminding me," she said in a hutt, yet
sarcastic tone. She sank to her knees, head bowed. Lan knelt down
beside her, deeply regretting his words, and pulled her shuddering
body close to his own, stroking her hair.

"I'm sorty," he said consolingly. "It's just that. .. I don't
want to see you leave again. I want to keep you from ending up
dead, like your father. I want whatever it is you are so tied up in to
be over with. Listen, I'll help you. We can go to Headmaster
Whitlow, sutely he knows someone who--"

"I could ignore it all for now, sure," she said in a daze, not
paying Lan any attention. "But within a year, everything we know--
all of civilization--would be shattered. There is an evil out there
that wants to destroy our world, Lan." She looked up to him with a
face of desperation.
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"What do you mean?" he asked, feeling the onset of fright
as his stomach tightened. "All of this because someone stole a
sword? What makes it so important? I know it's magical, sure, but
one blade? An army of hundreds could easily over . .." His voice
faded as he looked into her eyes. They were dark brown, with
swirls of black. He blinked. The switls vanished, but her eyes were
even darker. He was sure of it.

"Do you know what that sword was used for, Lan?" Her
voice came out serious and stern, not matching the look upon her
face. "Anything powerful enough to destroy a daemon is surely
more powerful than any army of men. The daemon killed
thousands of people and the Darksearer killed it. In the right
hands, that blade is the most powerful weapon on the face of Kalra.
Do you still think lightly of it?"

"N--no. I didn't know, I'm sorry." He looked at her warily.
She seemed on the verge of a breakdown. She looked very, very
tired.

"Good," she said. She was looking toward his eyes, but not
at them. It gave him the unsettling feeling that she was looking
through him.

"I still don't understand what all of this has to do with you,"
he said.

"What you do not know can't hurt you," she said, then
added, in a whisper, "or me." He almost did not catch those final
two words, and doing so made him worry more than ever about
her.

Ria started to stand. In a quick movement, Lan reached up
and grabbed her shoulder, pulling her off balance. She fell to her
knees. He had to know.

"No, Ria," he said sternly. "I need to know what is going
on. I need to know who you think knows where the sword is." He
paused, took a deep breath. "I need to know what I'm getting
myself involved in."

She stared at him with her grey--weren't they just brown?--eyes.
"Nothing, Lan. You aren't getting yourself involved in anything. If
everything goes according to plan, I'll just walk out of your life
again in a few days. Soon this will all be behind you." Her lips
trembled as she said the words he could tell she did not want to say.
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"I don't want that to happen." He put his arms around her.
"I lost you once already, and I don't think I want to go through that
again." She pulled herself from him, wiping the tears from her eyes
and taking a deep breath.

"I know," she said. "I care about you too. But you have to
understand--1'm leaving becanse 1 care. You aren't safe with me. 1
have to leave. Soon."

”Ria__”

"No, Lan. Don't argue with me. This is hard enough as it
is. You understand why I'm leaving, don't your If I don't, you're in
as much danger as I am. Please say you understand."

"I ... understand," he said reluctantly. "I'll miss you when
you go," he uttered.

"I know, Lan. I'll miss you too." She bowed toward him,
their foreheads touching. She touched the back of his neck with
her hand. They stood like this for a few minutes until finally Lan
stepped away from her. Her hands fell to his waist, holding him in
place.

He felt the cold sukrea rubbing against his chest, irritating
the burn it had given him when he had taken it from the fire. What
was he supposed to do with it when she left?

"What about the su#krea?" he asked.

"When the time comes," she began, "it will be passed on by
you to another as equally trustworthy. It will cause you no harm or
ill fate as long as you keep it secret. Tell no one of its existence."
She smiled at him. "I have faith in you, Lan. I know you can do
this." She reluctantly pulled her arms back to her sides and stepped
away from him.

He would not let her get away so easily, however. After the
protest, he would keep a watchful eye on her and follow wherever
she went. Not only had he come to care about her a lot in her
absence since their first meeting, but what she claimed she needed
to do was dangerous and he felt he could help her. He would be
there for her, and never let her get away from him again. Deep
down in his heart, though it had not yet blossomed, he felt the first
hint of love. He would not let it die off this eatly.

#

Ga'ruk had been in town for three days now. The

procession was tomorrow, and the plans with Osbick had gone
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well. Ria would be his at last. All of her running would soon be
over, and all of her secrets would be his.

Osbick's plan was simple. He was going to plant some men
of his own among the thieves and turn the protest into a violent
revolt. An ensuing chaos would erupt during which Ria would
either be captured by Osbick's men or by the royal guardsmen. If
the retainer's men got her first, then it was a simple matter of
handing her over to Ga'ruk. If the royal guards got her, all Ga'ruk
had to do was wait for her release. Either way, he would know
exactly where she was. All he had to do was sit back and watch the
procession, then praise Osbick after he received his 'prize’.

Ga'ruk dozed off, dreaming happily of the events coming
with the new dawn. Absolute power was as good as his. Dariakus
would be pleased.

#

Lan sat in his room, unable to sleep. Too much was on his
mind. Tomorrow was the big day. They had finally gotten
everything planned, after only a little arguing.

It was dark in his room. Only two candles were lit in the
small stone cubicle. He missed living in the now-ruined tower,
being able to look out windows and see the stars above him and the
city below. Now he was confined down here underground with
everything else above him, recovering from his burns. Luckily he
had only gotten the one scar on his chest. The rest of his flesh was
very red, however, as if he had stood out under the bright summer
sun too long. He was starting to peel in places. Gaelyn had assured
him there would be no permanent damage, despite the
uncomfortable itching.

He was irritated that he had to stay in this place while he
healed. Tomorrow, Gaelyn assured him, he would be well enough
to go outdoors. He was assisting them with their protest, but not in
a major way. His job was to give a signal, and after that, he was
going to go back to the university and see Headmaster Whitlow.
Surely something had been worked out by now, and the headmaster
would understand his current position with the Mages' Guild having
been destroyed. Perhaps he could even see about transferring to
the other institution of magic for humans--the tower at Rhienos.
But all of that was for after he helped Ria get the Darksearer blade
back. Of course, that was assuming there were no more bizarre
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accidents or twists of fate. They seemed quite commonplace in his
life as of recent.

I can't even make my own decisions about my life anymore, he
thought. Everything seems to be toying with me like I'm some sort of puppet.
If Ohn exists, he must hate me. 1 care about Ria, but my father warned me
away. Obn only knows why. When she leaves this time, I'll follow. Damn my
Sather's words. She needs help. 1'll leave all of my hardships behind, and
finally get something that 1 want, not what the world seems to want me to have.

Lan smiled as he drifted off into sleep.

#

He hates me, thought Esmond. [ can see it in his eyes whenever be
looks at me. The smiles he gives me are fake. In a way, he has every right to
hate me, 1 suppose. 1've always gotten him into trouble, and I dragged him
back down here into the Thieves" Guild, the last place he wants to be.

Esmond blew out the candles in his room and sat down on
his bed. Gaelyn had gone out for some air and hadn't returned yet.
He sighed. What have I done? 1've used him as a crutch my entire life,
someone to help me get into and out of trouble. What have I ever done for him?
Nothing.

Esmond slumped to his back and stared up into the
darkness. What am 1 doing here? Do I really want to do this forever? Do 1
want to spend my entire life stealing and living undergronnd? No, I don't think
Ldo. Idon't know what I want. I wonder. .. what does Gaelyn really want?

When sleep finally came to him, drying tears were on his
cheeks.

#

Only a short while more, thought Ria. Only a short while of hiding
here, then I can go on, knowing that one of the krea is in good hands. 1 only
hope that Ga'ruk hasn't found me yet, and that tomorrow's confusion will
completely throw him off. He knows I like to hide in large crowds, so he should
be at the procession, looking for me. Everyone around me, including Lan,
thinks that I'll be involved in the protest, just in case Ga'ruk had any spies
Jfollowing me here. Nobody knows that when tomorrow morning comes, I'l] be
gone.

But what about an? came another voice inside her mind.

What about him? she answered herself. What does it matter if
one person's feelings are hurt if it saves hundreds of thousands of lives? No, not
one person's feelings--two. But it still doesn't justify letting all those people die!
I can't let emotions tangle me up and prevent me from doing my duty.
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You want to give in, don't you? she tried to tell herself. Yowu want
to put all of this stuff about the daemon and the blade and the sarn behind yon
and stay here with him. You even want to love him, don't you?

Of course not, she tried to convince herself. There's no way I
conld love someone after such a short time as I've known him. He's just a very
trustworthy friend who is going to pass on the krea, and that's all--nothing
more.

You are lying to yourself.

It doesn't matter.

She slung her small bag over her shoulder and sneaked
quietly out of the room. She paused in her trek only for a minute,
in front of Lan's door. She could hear his heavy breathing as he
slept. She pushed ever so slightly on the door, opening it just a
crack. He had left his candles burning, and in the candlelight, she
could see his peaceful face turned toward her. She silently rubbed
the stone on the necklace he had given her. "I'm sorry," she
whispered.

I can't, she told herself. As much as I want to, I can't tel] him
what I feel. Not now, maybe not ever. "T'he most I can do for hin is go to
Whitlow and ask about Rhienos. And pray, that when this is all over with,
he'll still be there and will still want to see me.

Ria pulled the door closed and continued on.

An hour later, she was reluctantly on her way to the Ceren
to meet with Lisen. Then she would be meeting with the
headmaster, and leaving Porthos. She had feelings she never
thought she would posses in her lifetime, but despite how painful
they were, duty came first. "Besides," she told herself, "the pain lets
us know that we're alive."

#

"I'm leaving," she said.

"Leaving?" asked Lisen. "Tonight?"

"Yes." Ria walked over to the edge of the Ceren. Most of
the lights in Porthos had been put out, except near the city center.

"Why? Have you found anything else out?"

"No," she said remorsefully as she sat down. "Nobody in
the Thieves' Guild wanted to help. They thought I was crazy. Alll
know is that Osbick had the blade once. He didn't even know it.
The sarn who came to take it from him were killed, not far from
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here. The sword was never found." She paused, looking up at
Lisen. "I'm going after it."

"I would come with you, but I cannot. My position on the
council requires me to stay in Altkrea. After tomorrow, I must go
back." Lisen sat next to her.

"I understand," Ria said. "I know about duty getting in the
way of desire."

There was a light breeze in the night. Lisen looked up at
the stars as the wind blew through her hair. The moon was setting
on the horizon, over the forests far to the west. It was her last
night here, and in a strange way, she did not want to leave. She had
grown to enjoy living here, even if it was among humans. There
were no large crowds, no sense of overwhelming responsibility as a
council member, and no Doran.

Silently, she fingered the £rea under her shirt as she thought.
"Ria," she said. "It is dangerous for us to be here."

"What do you mean?" Ria asked.

"I know you have one of the &rea."

Ria stood up quickly, looking down at Lisen. "I do not."

"I saw it when I met you here at the first of the month."
Lisen slowly stood to stand beside Ria. "I--I have one too," she
said, pulling the blue teardrop out from under her shirt to show Ria.
"I know I am not supposed to tell anyone about it, but this is a
strange situation I am in. I know you have one, and I have one.
That is two of the three. We should not be within a thousand
leagues of one another."

"Lisen--" started Ria.

"I am serious. You should go ahead and go, Ria. Itis for
the best." She patted the younger girl on the back.

"Lisen," began Ria again. "I don't have it anymore. I had to
pass it on. Ga'ruk was getting too close."

"Oh," Lisen said. "That is a relief. A minor one,
considering the other issues at hand, but a welcome one
nonetheless."

Ria started pacing back and forth along the edge of the
Ceren. "What are things like back . . . home?"

"The same as usual, except for the missing blade. Doran is
still up to something. If you want my opinion, she is the one who
took Ol'tue."
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"I would agree with that," said Ria, "but only out of spite. 1
hate that woman. But that's no reason to assume she's a traitor to
our people. She was only doing what she thought was . 