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Chapter One

One evening in the month of Tengas, by the Ealthen Calendar, when the nights remain

hot even under the moons, I found myself on the road from my home in Ilessa to the castle-town

of Vaina at the southwestern end of the Nysas Hills. Some acquaintances I’d made in the Upper

City had asked me to visit their brother Aryden, lord of their house, at their familial holding.

Brother and sister—after several glasses of wine—whispered to me that their home had become

haunted, that their brother’s wife in particular suffered greatly at the hands of some

undiscovered spirit.

Knowing my profession—if it can truly be called that—they’d asked if I might see what

I could do to remedy the situation. I proved reluctant until they assured me that my efforts

would be well rewarded; I had heard that the amn Vaina family enjoys great wealth. Were it not

for my habit, I could live simply and not hurdle headlong into the sort of otherworldly dangers

to which my erstwhile friends had directed me. What habit is that, you ask? Books, of course.

Even those from the printers are expensive enough, but the ones that hold the greatest interest

for me cannot be found in print; they must be discovered and transcribed by hand.

And so, I held a minor incantation alive in my mind, softly illuminating the well-trod dirt

path with preternatural light, nudging my borrowed horse along carefully, lest an injurious

misstep cost me more than the value of the job before I’d even arrived. Windborne, my mount

had been named. Once, perhaps, she had been fast enough to earn such a name. Now, though,

only her ambling gait recommended her to me.

In the nearing distance, the firelights of the small castle-town of Vaina shone like a
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In the nearing distance, the firelights of the small castle-town of Vaina shone like a

beacon, the fortress itself glowing on the hill above the nighttime fires of the town below. Food,

though now only as hot as the air around me, waited for me there, and wine for the frustrations

of the road.On these things I thought as Windborne plodded along only slightly faster than I

could’ve walked, and I returned my eyes to the ground to watch her hooves.

In my reverie I’d not noticed the two men stepping onto the path before me until one of

them cleared his throat, startling Windborne ever so slightly, I imagined that, dulled with age as

her senses were, there was little she perceived clearly enough to find truly terrifying.

Men who greet a traveler in such a way have only one thing in mind, and I should’ve

known to pay better attention on the road.

“Don’t you know it’s dangerous to travel the road alone?” asked the first man?

“Especially at night,” the second added.

Desperation marked every aspect of the mens’ appearance, from the travel-stained and

road-worn clothes to the small patches of rust marring their drawn steel, poorly-crafted falchions

better suited to chopping wood. But I’d seen men killed by far less, and the two carried

themselves with confidence enough that I believe that they’d put their blades to nefarious use

before.

A scraggly beard partially covered the pock-marked face of the first man, middle-aged

and possessed of the sort of sinewy muscles that speak to service as a soldier or farmer, hard

work with meager returns. Hard living had likewise ruddied the flower of the youth of the first

man’s teenaged companion; dark circles around the boy’s eyes and cracks at the corner of his

mouth told the all-too-common-tale of hornroot use.

“Highway robbery’s a pretty dangerous pursuit as well, I hear,” I told them, casually,
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“Highway robbery’s a pretty dangerous pursuit as well, I hear,” I told them, casually,

hoping nonchalance covered over the disquiet in my mind. “You never know who you’re going

to chance across. A wandering knight of legend, some noble’s assassin, bounty hunters, a

thaumaturge.”

With the last words, recognition dawned upon the faces of the two bandits as they

realized that they could not identify a natural source of the light that currently illuminated us.

“Fucking witch,” the first one said.

“I think they call the menfolk ‘warlocks,’” the younger man corrected, earning a

sidelong glance from his elder.

“Not in the Sisters,” I said.

“We ain’t in the Sisters, is we? We’re in the heartlands here, where the true and honest

folk live. Those who fear the One as they should. Those who wouldn’t dream of doing the Evil

One’s bidding with sorceries and mutterings and the like.” This from the older fellow.

“Two birds, one stone, innit?” The companion added. “Do a service for the One by

killing us a warlock, and I bet he’s got some good shit to sell, too. And a horse.”

“Two birds with one stone? A trivial matter. Perhaps you’d like to see how two stones

are killed with one bird?”

Almost simultaneously, they cocked their heads at me, like puppies trying to sort out

something new. Given that precious-short pause, I split my mind between the effort of

maintaining the thaumaturgic ball of light and weighing my options. With a quick sorcery, I

could turn the illumination into a brief flare, blinding, or at least distracting, the men and

galloping past them in their confusion. But the ensuing dark would leave me barreling blindly

into the darkness at as least as much risk as standing still. I could draw the sword that hung
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into the darkness at as least as much risk as standing still. I could draw the sword that hung

languidly at my side: a thin, quick blade in the Altaenin style equally suited to cut and thrust,

equally at home in the duel or on the battlefield. I have some skill in its use, to be sure, but two

against one are never fair odds regardless of skill. Even if I managed to fell one of them quickly,

his friend would likely injure me as I did so. Once cut, I’d have little chance of straight-on

success with the survivor. I needed something better than violence. 

So I released the incantation of light, letting its structure fall to nothingness in my mind,

the ghostly illumination returning to darkness as I did. For a brief moment, we squinted at each

other, waiting for our eyes to adjust; clouds had obscured the moons above and little light

reached the darkened Avar through them. In that time, the darkness proved a friend.

I squeezed my legs delicately to urge Windborne to step slowly backward, creating some

distance against my would-be robbers in case my ruse failed. And then I began to chant loudly,

my voice booming with feigned wrath as I shaped nonsense words bereft of the Power or any

chance to effect change in the world outside of me. It was an idle threat, to be sure, but with the

fatigue of the road upon me, not to mention my inability to see the foes in front of me, I dared

not call upon some working lest it fail miserably and make a difficult situation worse. Even if

successful, my inability to control the Flux bleeding off of the working might accomplish

something I hadn’t imagined—and wouldn’t welcome. 

I settled on the blind bluff, chanting louder and quickening my rhythm, allowing my own

nervousness to interject a reckless passion into the manufactured syllables. A lack of confidence

in my trick drove my hand to the hilt of the blade; useless as it might actually have been, it at

least provided a false sense of comfort. When my eyes had finally adjusted to the dark of the

night, I could not make out the robbers on the road. The movement of two dark shapes, pushing
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night, I could not make out the robbers on the road. The movement of two dark shapes, pushing

through the tall grass on the left side of the road, caught my attention. Smiling to myself, I

ceased my babbling, remaining still to listen as the men’s grunts and their rustling in the

underbrush faded into imperception.

Thinking it best not to reignite my thaumaturgic lamp, I dismounted, leading Windborne

the rest of the way by her bridle, testing each step along the way with my own feet, adjusting for

the rises and falls of the trail, circumnavigating the rocks embedded in the path. This made for

slow going, but Windborne didn’t seem to mind. I could feel the pulses of air from her nostrils

on my hand, beating out our marching time like some invisible drum. The sensation might have

annoyed me under other circumstances, but the draining of adrenaline from me left me giddy,

the night smelling sweeter than before and my feet feeling light along the path. Midnight must

have come and gone by the time I reached the outermost buildings of Vaina, the limits of the

newer portion of the town that had sprung up on the wrong side of the fortress’s wall. Judging by

the age of some of the buildings, this “newer” part of the town might itself be several centuries

old.
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Chapter Two

In the dark of the late night, everything looked a bit more sinister than it should. Once at

the boundary of the town, I lit my thaumaturgic lamp to dispel the threatening darkness. It

revealed two-storied cottages, humble, with the lowing of cows or the bleating of sheep

emanating softly from the first floor within. A small garden flanked each one, each a family’s

treasure-trove of foodstuffs that didn’t come from grain. The homes of those who tilled and

worked the fields that radiated outward from the town, that had lined both sides of the road on

my approach. 

The thatch on the roofs of the homes smelt moldy and old, the plaster had sloughed off

of the wattle undergirdings in places and had never been patched. Still, the gardens bristled with

life.

Just further on, I could see a collection of larger buildings, compounds of buildings,

really, much larger and more sprawling than those on the outskirts, but still outside of the town’s

castle wall, which yet remained a long ways off. I had heard that Vaina proved rich both in

natural resources and in merchants; I assumed that it was the latter who built these middling

palaces of brickwork and wrought iron. But, as I came closer and my lantern revealed more than

their outlines and barest detail, I began to second-guess myself. Nowhere on these edifices were

the gilt accents, the pretended coats of arms, the suggestions of sumptuous wealth I would have

expected on such monuments to convey the grandeur of the owners and their newfound wealth.

Instead, these buildings were large in scale but humble in decor, utilitarian and unpresumptuous

of status and affluence. 



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 8 -

Before I thought further on the matter, another light gleamed in the corner of my eye.

While realizing suddenly that I’d encountered no other soul as I made my way into the town, I

turned to see this new arrival, to determine if she might be friend or foe.

I found her doing much the same. We nodded to each other politely, our hands both

moved closer to the grips of our swords but not close enough to touch them, lest our defensive

readiness be construed as offensive intent. Windborne stood dumbly behind me, oblivious to the

tension in the air; the reins hung slack from the bridle. Whether he didn’t know he was free or it

made no difference to him, he didn’t move.

The woman wore a breastplate, oiled and oxidized until a brownish black that seemed to

soak up the light from her lantern, which hung from the back spike of a halberd she held in her

left hand, swinging gently as she planted the buttcap of the weapon in the dirt. A simple sword

of workmanlike style hung from her belt; she wore simple brown trousers and gambeson under

the armor with black leather turnshoes on her feet. Her hair was long but pulled into a tight bun

atop her head, which took the place of any helm or hat—perhaps an armor of its own sort.

With eyes that possessed at once both friendliness and a casual confidence, she looked

me over—the staff I held in my hand, the alchemical lamp hanging from my waist next to my

Altaenin sword, the practical cut of my clothes—not those of a peasant but neither those of a

merchant or lordling. She said, simply, “Hail, traveler. You a mercenary or something?”

“Or something,” I returned. “I take it you’re the watch.”

“I am. My name is Errys. I should let you know that we have both a curfew and laws

about the carrying of arms.” This she stated matter-of-factly, without accusation or the readiness

to mete out punishment on the spot that one often found in the guardsmen of Ilessa.
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I moved my hand away from my blade and took Windborne’s reins again. “My apologies

for my late arrival. My name is Iaren amn Ennoc, and I am expected by Lord amn Vaina.”

“Amn Ennoc, you say? You don’t look like a nobleman, pardon my saying.”

“Not that kind of nobleman.”

She smiled at that. “Right, my lord.”

“Just Iaren.”

“Iaren. I trust your journey was a safe and pleasant one,” she offered.

“Aside from the two bandits I met on the road just outside of town? Enjoyable enough, I

suppose.”

“You don’t look to have been treated too harshly. Did they take anything from you, my

—Iaren?”

“Only time.”

“That’s well enough, I suppose. I’ll let the Lord’s sergeant-at-arms, Master Gamven,

know; I’m sure he’ll dispatch some of us to find the rogues and bring them to justice. The town

gates are closed and barred at this hour, so I’m afraid I cannot convey you to my Lord amn

Vaina until the morning.”

“I understand. Is there a tavern or inn where I might find lodgings for the night?”

As I asked the question her expression changed; I surmised that she must have made the

connection with what I was doing in her town. “You’re the thaumaturge, aren’t you? The one

come from Ilessa?”

“I am,” I admitted.

She made the sign of the Tree with her free hand, low and partially concealed by her leg
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She made the sign of the Tree with her free hand, low and partially concealed by her leg

so that I might not take notice, an apotropaic ward against the evils of sorcery, as the Temple

taught. Still, she smiled at me and adopted the casual stance of one trading gossip rather than

one threatened by my presence. It relaxed me as well. “What’s it like, to be a thaumaturge?”

How could I answer such a question? The depth and breadth of it, the nuance, the

moments of sheer pleasure and the moments of sheer terror? “It’s a living,” I said, lamely.

She frowned at that, clearly disappointed. She wanted tales of adventure, flights of fancy

and romance, descriptions of other things she had heard of but never seen with her own eyes. I

didn’t have it in me to shatter her fantasy with a description of the tedium of study, the many

dangers of the Art, the politics and dubious reputation that follow a practitioner.

Shaking her head free of her reverie, she looked at me more soberly. “Master Worvo has

a tavern called ‘Farmer’s Folly’ a short walk from here. If you’ll follow, sir.”

I did, our two lanterns casting a wide arc of light across the rough paths before us and the

horse’s hooves clopping rhythmically behind. We passed through a wide square of cobbled

stone, surrounded on all sides by houses somewhere between the humble homes of the farmers

and the brick complexes of the wealthy. A marketplace, to be sure, where the merchants would

set up booths and tables to display the wares they’d brought from Ilessa and the other Sisters, to

sell or trade them for goods to carry elsewhere for further sale or trade in a never-ending cycle

of barter. 

We passed through the space, dark and quiet with the time of night, and onto another dirt

path that snaked its way between buildings, nearly entirely enclosed by overhanging second

stories so close they almost touched one another. I had lost all sense of direction at this point,

thankful for a guide whom I’d be lost without.
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As we walked, she pressed me further. “So you’re here to exorcise the spirit, huh?”

“Maybe,” I responded cautiously. “I don’t know exactly what I’m here for until I know

just what the problem is. There a great many types of spirit that sometimes make their way into

our world and they are not all alike or equal in dignity and power. And there are many things

that may seem to be a haunting to the uninitiated but are something else entirely.”

She walked before me now, the tight bun on her head bobbing slightly with each step,

but still I could sense her smiling. This is what she wanted to hear.

“Like what?” she asked.

“There are sometimes spirits of the once-living that fail to depart when it is their time,

that is true. But there are many spirits of the Avar itself, the Children of Avarienne they are

called. And spirits from realms beyond our own who find their way here at the behest of their

masters or for their own reasons.”

“Demons?”

“You could call them that. Some of them anyway. There are some spirits that are wholly

one thing, their very essence bound up with an idea or an ideal that they are little more than

manifestations and representations of something usually abstract. And there are those born of

Sedhwe or Daea, and they might rightly be called demons. Most spirits, though, are like us—

they’re neither wholly one thing or another, but something more ambiguous, something they

would find difficult to define even for themselves.”

“So how do you know what’s what?”

“It can be difficult, but there are ways. Sometimes the Sight will reveal the nature of a

thing, or sometimes there is a technique in thaumaturgy or theurgy that can do so. Sometimes we
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thing, or sometimes there is a technique in thaumaturgy or theurgy that can do so. Sometimes we

must rely on lore collected over the ages, the wisdom of long observation and theory. When we

do, we must hope that such learning is correct, as are our deductions in using such information.”

“That sounds…complex. Is this the sort of thing you usually do? Dealing with unwanted

spirits?”

“No, actually. In Ilessa I’m more of…a finder.”

“A finder?”

“Of people, of things. When someone goes missing or something gets stolen or someone

doesn’t want to be found.”

“There’s a lot of that work in Ilessa?”

“It’s a big city; things get lost merely by accident in a place of that size. And that’s

before we factor in the intrigue and malevolent intent of the inhabitants.”

“It’s a dangerous place, then?”

“If you go looking for trouble, it is. I suppose that’s part of my job. That gives me a

different perspective than most on life in the Sisters, I guess. I don’t usually see the better parts

of it.”

“You don’t hear of the nobility taking on work very often, much less that…kind…of

work.”

“Like I said, not that kind of nobleman. That’s not much part of my life these days.”

“What does that mean?”

Before I had to answer, we arrived at a short plastered wall, maybe six feet high,

surrounding the courtyard in front of a moderately-sized building, timber, wattle and daub

instead of the brick in the walls of the finer homes, but in relatively good condition. I could see
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instead of the brick in the walls of the finer homes, but in relatively good condition. I could see

the top timbers of a wooden stables on the far side of the courtyard.

Sounds came from the courtyard, the murmur of low voices sometimes punctuated by

raucous laughter, hands or mugs pounding tables. 

An archway standing taller than the rest of the wall framed a set of oversized, side-by-

side doors, wide enough for a wagon or a coach to fit through. Errys rapped the door with the

back of her hand and a window, covered by an iron cage on our side of the door, swung open.

“Come by for a drink, have you?” the voice on the other side creaked, older and raspy.

“No. I’m on duty. I’ve come by with a guest for you.”

“We’re full for the night.”

“The hell you are, Hammon. Open the door.”

“You’re out of bounds, Errys.”

“Then you tell Worvo how I brought a late-arriving guest of Lord amn Vaina to your

door and you turned him away. I’ll inform the Lord in the morning and I’m sure he’ll have the

reason from you.”

“Wait, wait. You should’ve said that to being with. I’m sure we can find a room for a

guest of the Lord.” The door swung open, revealing a wizened man, hunched and face craggy

with wrinkles, the top of his head bare but ringed by wisps of hair, gray and almost white. Come

in, Master—”

“Iaren,” I interjected before Errys could speak. She looked at me from the corner of her

eye but said nothing.

“Yes, of course. Master Iaren.” He held out his hand for the reins and I laid them gently

across his palm. “I’ll make sure that your horse is fed, watered and properly stabled. I’ll have
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across his palm. “I’ll make sure that your horse is fed, watered and properly stabled. I’ll have

someone bring your things to your room.”

“Thank you, but I’ll take them myself.” I pulled the saddlebags and a cloth backpack

from behind the saddle, slid my staff into a sort of sheath sewn into the leather of the bags and

rested the whole bundle on my shoulder, tilting it forward so that the upper end of the staff

cleared the archway in the wall.

“I’ll take my leave here, Master Iaren. A good evening to you.” Errys said. I swear she

winked at me when she said it, but the old man didn’t seem to notice.

While he walked the horse—almost having to pull on the reins to get the stubborn beast

to follow—I made my way into the tavern proper.

Where the night had been hot, the inside of the tavern proved steamy. In the center of the

room, hanging over a wood fire, the dregs of some sort of stew or pottage bubbled lazily, filling

the air with a smell equal parts sweet and bitter. The many candles burning on sconces on the

walls added additional heat to the room. But it was the crowd of bodies that made the room

swelter. Late-drinking citizens of the town occupied nearly every seat on every bench at every

table, spilling beer on the table and one another while carrying on about the One knows what. 

My eyes settled on a portly man in an apron making his way toward me. He had a full

beard but had shaved his head bald. As he moved, I recognized the build of someone who’d

been broad shouldered and all muscle in his youth but who’d put himself to pasture and let that

muscle dissolve to fat that bore the slightest remembrance of what it had once been. Even his

eyes smiled at me, to say nothing of his lips, a silent hospitality that seemed the opposite of the

greeting we’d received at the outer gate to the premises.

“A late guest, I take it. I hope no misfortune delayed your arrival, good sir. My name is
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“A late guest, I take it. I hope no misfortune delayed your arrival, good sir. My name is

Worvo, the proprietor of this establishment. How long will you be staying with us, sit?”

“Well met, Worvo. I’m Iaren. I’ll only be with you tonight; the Lord amn Vaina expects

me and I’ve clearly arrived too late to make an introduction this evening.How much for a private

room for the night?”

“You must be the thaumaturge he sent for!” he smiled.

“How did you—”

“A tavern-keeper hears many things, you know. I have a private room for you on the

Lord’s account. I imagine that you’re hungry from the road.”

“I am.”

“Very good.” He handed me a small iron key. “Your room is the third on the right

upstairs. If you’d like to store your belongings and return I’ll fetch something for you from the

kitchen—I’m afraid the stew is unlikely to be appetizing at this late hour.”

“Thank you, Worvo.”

“If you don’t mind, I’ll trouble you on your return for news from Ilessa. We’ve a few

others from the City in town, but they’ve been here for some time now, so we’ve had no news.”

“I’ll be only too happy to share what I know if you can tell me about Vaina.”

“A bargain struck!” Worvo said.

Within brief moments, I’d left my equipment in my room and returned to find a table

cleared of patrons, Worvo sitting with a mug of ale on one side and a meal of bread, cheese and

some sort of broth waiting for me across from him. Having unburdened myself of my sword, I

sat easily and began to eat.

“What news from Ilessa, Master Iaren?”



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 16 -

“The Council of Twelve is scheming, the Council of Coin is scheming, the Artificer

Houses are scheming, the nobles are scheming, and the common folk are in the midst of it all.”

“Nothing of import, then?”

“The Company of the Valorous Dead have left for Ealthe or thereabouts. Several other

companies have been contracted as well.”

“It looks like war on the continent?”

“Another wave of skirmishes and border disputes, I suspect. We hear that the Empress in

Ealthe is eager to reincorporate the former provinces, no doubt to be resisted by the lords of

those realms. But that’s been the case for decades now, so I’m not sure it qualifies as ‘news.’”

“Anything else from further abroad?”

“Something stirs in the old Aenyr city of Arthen Amenghroth to the north. The venture

companies have uncovered some slumbering chimeric monster, I imagine. That sort of thing.”

“Are the Houses taking action?”

I almost laughed at that, my cynicism getting the better of my manners. “The Artificer

Houses are doing what they always do, letting others take the risk so that they can swoop in and

reap the rewards.”

“It seems you have no love for the Houses.”

“Why should I? They are peddlers of wonders but purveyors of intrigue and plots,

merchants of tragedy and exploitation. Your poor farmers here have it better than those in thrall

to the Artificer Houses. Let that be news from the City for you. Without them, we’d have no

shadowmen in Ilessa. They’re the mercenaries the City should be famous for. No daggers in the

dark waging a secret war for so many trinkets and baubles.”
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He must’ve been taken aback by my sudden rancor, for he changed the subject. “Any

word from the Aenyr on this Arthen Amenghroth?” He butchered the pronunciation as one

unfamiliar with Ealthebad. A forgivable thing this far from the continent.

“I’ve no Aen to speak with, Worvo. But I imagine they’d be as silent on the subject as

they are on all matters of the past.”

“I thought the Aenyr people came to the City with frequency.”

“I wouldn’t call it frequency. Not in large numbers, at least. There’s an occasional

embassy, but the Aenyr tend to keep to the shadows when traveling alone. As much as they can,

anyway, wearing masks and completely covered even in the summer sun.”

“I see. Thank you for the information, Iaren. In truth, we’ve had several lads leave for

the City to join the mercenaries or a venture company. It may be a comfort to some to know

where those boys might be headed. Though I suspect not…”

“You mentioned others from the City in Vaina. Who are they?”

“The painter Ovaelo has come with his apprentices to paint portraits of the Lady Aevala

and of Lady Vesonna, her daughter.”

“How goes that with the events at the castle?”

“I hear from the apprentices that Vesonna’s portrait is complete, but her mother’s was

only started before—before the trouble of late. It seems that Lord amn Vaina has forbidden the

master artist to leave until the trouble is settled and the portrait completed.”

“Unfortunate for him, I suppose.”

“Perhaps not. He’s been engaged in a brisk business for the notable families of the town

while he waits for the Lady’s return to health.”
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“Return to health, you say?”

“Aye, Master Iaren. They say she has fallen ill since the castle’s specter first appeared.”

“Tell me about the amn Vaini.”

The tavernkeeper glanced around conspiratorially and leaned in before speaking.

“They’re trothbonded,” he whispered. “To each other!” he added, grinning ear to ear as if it were

the most amazing thing he’d ever heard. 

It wasn’t the most amazing thing I’d ever heard, but it was a fascinating piece of

information. In the Sisters, we’ve adopted the tradition of trothbonding in recognition that—

especially for the nobility—marriage is an institution for the preservation of wealth and power.

Lovers outside of the marriage vows are common, as they are everywhere, but here we

acknowledge that love must often be sought apart from one’s spouse, a contract and relationship

most often chosen for us. Thus the practice of trothbonding—of publicly declaring one’s love

and dedication to a single person for life upon one’s honor and reputation. Affairs outside of

marriage are never spoken of with judgment as they are on the continent, and often they’re not

spoken of at all. But violate one’s trothbond and you become anathema; the worst kind of

oathbreaker and cheat there is. “How long has that been true?” I asked.

“Ever since they were married. They declared their troths in the ceremony. Devout

followers of the Temple, you see, so they chose those ways instead of our own.”

That phrasing struck me. The Ashaeran Temple may not have the institutional power in

Altaena that it has elsewhere, but it still represents the de facto religion of our part of the world.

I suppose I’d heard plenty of Temple priests preach about how Altaenin traditions defied the

teachings of Ashaera, but I’d thought it so much commonplace for the clergy. Followers of the
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teachings of Ashaera, but I’d thought it so much commonplace for the clergy. Followers of the

Temple do tend to be a bit more uptight on the continent than in the Sisters, but I’d never

thought that perhaps the Temple preachers were right. Apparently the amn Vaini thought so.

“What else can you tell me about your Lord and Lady?”

“They are good rulers, as far as it goes. Strict, but fair. I hear many travelers complain of

the other nobles living entirely off the backs of their subjects, ruling by whim and fancy,

enforcing the slightest complaint against them with violence. The amn Vaini are not of that ilk.

Lord Aryden in particular takes after his forebears—he is a shrewd negotiator and diplomat. He

manages the various factions of Vaina well.”

“Factions?”

“Perhaps ‘factions’ is too strong a word. Too much a word from the Sisters. Perhaps I

should say ‘families’ or ‘interests.’”

“What does that mean? Out with it!” My interest in the subject might have again caused

me to forget my manners.

“You could divide it in a few ways, I s’pose, but they all overlap. The new town and the

old, the merchants and the families responsible for farming and timber and mining, those who

travel regularly to the Sisters and those who remain here through each year. The Lord keeps the

peace in part by working with the most powerful families of the town instead of against them.

But if they compete with each other, so be it. That’s energy they’re not spending resisting his

policies and decrees.”

“So who are these families?”

“There’s the im Valladyni and the im Darqosi, they’re the prominent merchant families

with the Lord’s license for trade. They live in the Old City inside the walls. Out here with us are
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with the Lord’s license for trade. They live in the Old City inside the walls. Out here with us are

the im Osi, who oversee the farmers, the im Vardi, who oversee the mills and the timber-cutting,

and the im Norreni, who oversee the quarry.”

“And the merchant families don’t get along with the other families?”

“Not often. They’re not often violent to one another, not like a conflict between noble

houses. But they resist each other where they can, they each try to influence the amn Vaini their

own way, and they don’t go out of their way to fraternize with one another.”

“I see. Any recent events of import for these families?”

“Much, Iaren, much. The Lord and Lady have helped the im Valladyni to betroth their

daughter, Nilma, to a young nobleman of the amn Esto clan. The wedding is to be here in only a

few days’ time. We had a wave of the Red Maw pass through a few months ago; it took the life

of Poltor im Varde, the family’s patriarch as well as Alayn im Varde, one of his sons. And not

long after, Alayn’s son, Orren, went missing.”

“The Red Maw? How bad was it?”

“Could’ve been much worse. We caught it early, when it’d only gotten to about a dozen

folk. Quarantined them in the Crimson Close and no one else came down with it. Stopped as

quick as it started.”

“What’s the Crimson Close?”

“The first time the Red Maw came through, when it was most severe, that’s where the

bodies were dumped, and then the afflicted living, too. Once the plague was done, none would

dare enter that place. So, it was walled off and we use it for the same purpose whenever the

Maw returns.”

“And what of this Orren?
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“Like Nilma had, he’d been brought to serve in the amn Vaina’s castle as their attendant,

to increase his status and help him find a good marriage contract. As I said, it worked for Nilma.

But Orren disappeared before anything came along.”

“When you say ‘disappeared,’ what do you mean?”

“Just that, Master Iaren. He’s gone. Some say he’s murdered, but none’s ever found a

body, and by all accounts he had a wanderlust and wasn’t the type to marry. So, he probably just

left. Went to seek his fortune in the Sisters like so many youth. Especially after he lost his father

to the Maw, might not have felt there was much left for him.”

“All of this, the Maw, Orren’s disappearance; this happened before the haunting began?”

“It did. Not long before, but before. Think there’s some relation?”

“I don’t think anything yet.”

Worvo smiled. “A cunning investigator, no doubt!”

“Have you heard anything else about the haunting?”

“The girl Nilma I told you about before—she says she was attacked by a spirit in the

castle. Fled just after and refuses to return.”

“Attacked? How?”

“Don’t know the details. Just heard some folk whispering about it after the fact.”

My mug had run empty and I’d cleaned the plate of any morsel of food while listening to

the tavern-keeper’s gossip. When Worvo noticed that, he started to rise and reach for the mug.

“Thank you, Master Worvo, but I am full. It is late, and I’ll need sleep for tomorrow.”

“Of course. I’ll bid you goodnight, then.”

The weight of fatigue settled deeply upon my eyes and shoulders as I made my way back
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The weight of fatigue settled deeply upon my eyes and shoulders as I made my way back

to my room, the late hour catching up to me quickly. When I’d been an apprentice, I’d been used

to long days and long nights with little sleep, reading and studying at all hours to impress my

master. But that was some time gone now and I found that sleep had become more of a necessity

now.

With the wooden door to my room closed and locked, I collapsed onto the bed, still fully

dressed, and slumber quickly followed.
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Chapter Three

I found myself in a small rowboat adrift on a gentle sea stretching to the horizon in all

directions. The light was sufficient but dim; I couldn’t make out whether dawn approached or

dusk receded. For a brief moment, I wondered how I’d come to be here. The last thing I

remembered was a journey in the dark, a too-hot inn and the voice of the tavern-keeper.

Dawn came to my mind, at least. My body lay in the bed in the tavern, but I had come

here. To the Sea of Dreams. Most folk never see it from this perspective. For them, and most of

the time for we thaumaturges, theurgists and magi as well, we only see our dreams from the

inside. We never see the beaches at the edge of our slumbering thoughts, the border between our

own ephemeral created worlds and those of other dreamers, nor the sea that separates us. 

The Art provides ways to sail the Sea, to find a particular dreamer and to enter into their

dreamscape. The Temple priests say that this is how Sedhwe entered the minds of the Aenyr and

corrupted them. I tend to think that they didn’t need any help in corrupting themselves, but some

of the magi agree with the Temple teachings and I do not know the truth.

I’d not used any practice to enter this place, however, so I didn’t know how I’d come to

be here. Never before had I simply gone to sleep to find myself free from the moorings of my

own sleeping thoughts, unfettered and adrift wherever the Sea’s currents might take me.

So I sat there, bobbing gently up and down with the waves, until I spied a small island in

the distance. With nowhere else to go, I put hands to oars and began to row. I looked over my

shoulder every so often to ensure I remained on the proper course—I’m not much of a seaman,

after all—and found that island covered in a dense forest so tall that it overshadowed entirely the
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after all—and found that island covered in a dense forest so tall that it overshadowed entirely the

thin line of rocky beach the met the Sea. As I came closer, a sense of foreboding arose in the bit

of my stomach, growing outward until I felt it swimming in my head, twitching in my fingertips,

drying out my mouth.

I reminded myself that this was but a dream, but I could hear my professors from the

university warning that the Sea of Dreams is another plane, with rules of its own and

consequences that touch the waking world full well. When a fellow student asked if that meant

that dying in a dream meant dying absolutely, those professors would frown and explain that

there is no single answer to that question. That was all the answer they would give, so I did the

only sensible thing—I assumed myself as vulnerable here just as if I had come here in the flesh.

The boat slid gratingly against that gravelly shore until the oars no longer touched water.

I heard the first peel of thunder in the distance and looked up to see the dark clouds of a

threatening storm lazily but surely making its way toward the island. 

I leapt from the vessel and onto my feet, where the grayish bark of the trees and the

blackish shadows between them caused my eyes to strain to see anything under the great canopy

of gathered leaves. 

Despite my trepidation, I felt some unseen force tugging me by my very center, drawing

me into that darkened labyrinth. I obeyed and wandered into those shadows. High above me I

could hear the soft patter of rain punctuated by the booming percussion of thunder that shook

my very being. Every time lightning flashed, I swear that I could see the shadows purposefully

shift in position, reaching out toward me, sometimes seeming to point me in a particular

direction. Sudden waves of intense cold passed over me, and I somehow knew that one of the

shadows had touched me. They say that everything in a dream is a symbol. Much of it is simply
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shadows had touched me. They say that everything in a dream is a symbol. Much of it is simply

a reflection of what we feel but do not admit to ourselves, but some of it touches the present or

senses vibrations in the manifold skeins of future possibilities in ways that can only be described

as prophetic. I know not how to sort which is which, but it did not take a scholar to know that

something dark and threatening afflicted this dreamer. At least, I assumed that this dreamscape

belonged to someone else. I could not yet be sure.

I cannot tell you how long I walked, for time does not flow on the Sea as it does in the

waking world. It could have been minutes or days and I could never have told you which.

Worvo’s words whirled in my head as I maneuvered between the tree trunks, sometimes

far enough apart that an army could have marched ten abreast, sometimes so close that I had to

turn my body to squeeze through shoulder first. Always completed covered by the canopy

overhead. I tried to sort the things that he had told me into some discernible organization, tried

to develop some initial paths of inquiry I could lay out for Lord Aryden amn Vaina when day

broke. But in that space the blurred logic of dreams seemed to have hold of me and the same

thoughts passed through my mind over and over, as if riding a circle which occasionally took its

course through my consciousness before leaving only to return again. That awful, inescapable

loop from which I could not wake occupied me as I blindly made my way across the forested

island.

Finally, I came upon a clearing pierced by that twilight blue-gray I had seen at the outset.

It illumined a pond in the center of the clearing flanked by a few wayward outcroppings of dark

rock. Kneeling at the pond, her hand cupped within it as if she might gather water to her mouth

to drink, lay a pale woman in a white garment, her long auburn hair trailing out behind her in a

wind I could not feel. She must have sensed me as I stepped into the clearing, for she turned
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wind I could not feel. She must have sensed me as I stepped into the clearing, for she turned

sharply to look to me, the move so sudden it startled me and I rocked back on my heels.

Her face was no longer young, but neither had age yet wrinkled it full with worries and

care. Comely features softened the sharp angles of that face, where pronounced cheek-bones and

a sharp chin gave the woman an almost bird-like visage. Her gray eyes pierced me to the bone;

they opened wide and wild as she observed me.

Staring at me with those eyes possessed of fear and uncertainty, her lips trembled, a

barely perceptible movement, but I could hear her whispers as plain as if they were poured

directly into my ear. “Why do you, too, pursue me? Is he not enough to hound me unto death?”

At those words, the skin of her face pulled tighter around her bones, giving her the

visage of death itself until she had a painful rictus where her lips had been. She turned and ran in

a single heartbeat.

Not heeding her words, I gave chase, stumbling over the underbrush and scraping myself

against branches as I struggled to keep pace, lest I lose her in the maze of foliage and not find

her again. Unlike my previous wondering, this pursuit passed in the blink of an eye, as if the

world swept passed the two of us at the speed of thought itself. And yet I felt and remembered

every misplaced step, every turn of ankle or knee, every movement, the shallow slice of every

thorn or sharp branch.

We came to the mouth of a cave yawning from a rise in the ground, a stunted hill that

could have had no more than a foot of stone between the top of its opening and the ground above

it. Within were torches hung in sconces from the unhewn walls, the first real light I had seen

since awaking in this place. Already, the woman had passed out of sight, swallowed by the

darkness deeper in the cave, what vision in the dark I’d accumulated snuffed out by the
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darkness deeper in the cave, what vision in the dark I’d accumulated snuffed out by the

flickering brightness of the torches. 

I followed still, finding that each torch snuffed itself as I passed, leaving only artificial

light that again made the shadows dance before me and the gray half-light of the outside world

at the cave’s mouth behind me. Silence overtook all things. I do not mean that it became quiet. I

mean that it became absolutely silent. The burning torches failed to emit the sound of their

burning, my footsteps fell with no indication that shoe had met stone, and I could no longer hear

the ragged breath or rustling clothes of the woman I pursued.

Another wave of cold washed over me, so chilling that it stopped me mid-step. The hairs

on the back of my neck stood on end and I felt the distinct sensation that someone behind me

stared at me. I turned to see, finding nothing at first. But slowly, gradually and without any

urgency, a dark form moved into the mouth of the cave, obscuring the entering twilight with its

hulking form. I could make out no details, but fear took hold of me, the anger and malevolent

intent of that creature buffeted me as if emanated in palpable waves. The creature charged,

barreling at me on arms and legs both—if it had arms, which I could not tell.

Before its slavering maw wrapped teeth around flesh, I startled awake in my bed in the

inn, sitting bolt upright and covered in sweat. Through the small leaded window next to the bed,

that all-too-familiar twilight blue-gray came into the window as the first light of the suns peeked

over the horizon. Dawn had come, and I welcomed it. There would be no more sleep for me

anyway.



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 28 -

Chapter Four

A shallow bowl of water on a simple table in the corner of the room had evaded my

notice in the dark of night, but I made ready use of it now, splashing my face and hair, wiping

with the nearby rag in hopes that this would wipe away the lingering vestiges of my dream. I

took a deep breath as I stared out the window and the first light of day, waiting for some

understanding to fill me. It did not.

Disappointed, I straightened my jerkin and vest before taking my belt from where I’d left

it on the floor last night, girding it about my waist and checking its fit, the angle of my sword,

the availability of the parrying dagger at my back and the ash wand in a short sheath on my right

leg. My staff had rolled under the bed and I stooped over to recover it, a solid piece of oak I’d

carved with runes and symbols myself. The edges of the fresher carvings bit lightly into my

hand as it gripped it, the older symbols worn smooth at the edges, comforting and familiar.

I leaned the staff into a corner of the room where it remained propped, supported by the

angle at which it rested. The saddlebags and backpack lay in a sprawling pile of straps, half

under that small table and half waiting to trip me. The saddlebags held my more mundane

belongings, but the backpack held the tools of my trade; this I lifted and lay on the bed,

spreading out its contents to ensure that I’d lost nothing in the journey or during the night. I

pulled out my personal grimoire, leather wrapped and rough-cut sheets of vellum that didn’t

align precisely. Not the pinnacle of the bookbinder’s trade, but what I could afford when I’d

acquired it. In time, I’d come to find its eccentricity somehow endearing. I briefly flipped

through the pages, remembering the circumstances in which I’d inscribed the diagrams and
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through the pages, remembering the circumstances in which I’d inscribed the diagrams and

sigils, copied passages from other texts, and added my own encrypted notes. A smaller

companion to this tome, my journal, followed. Laying these aside with the small leather pouch

that held my quills and inks, I reached into the sack again, pulling free a small drawstring bag. I

pulled the strings to open the bag and let it fall gently against my palm, revealing the jewelry

within. Not gaudy pieces of gold and silver—while they would have been more effective for my

purposes, I could not at present afford them. Pewter rings, two brass torc bracelets, a large iron

disc about twice the size of an Altaenin swan, a pendant on a thin chain and another drawstring

bag, this one filled with small metal balls into which I’d carved runes myself.

I had had each ring engraved with intricate sigils, each designed to store a different

working on the cusp of manifestation. This allowed me to prepare those workings in advance,

before the pressure of the situation increased the likelihood of a misstep in the shaping of the

thing, so that the fatigue of the working would not grasp me in my time of need, so that I need

not dedicate myself to a protracted preparation of the working when time was of the essence.

For now, each lay dormant, so that the Power would not slowly bleed into the world as Flux,

where it might wreak havoc in unexpected ways at inopportune times.

The bracelets each had a small sapphire set within, a reservoir for the Power I might

draw upon, again so that I might avoid the fatigue that often accompanies the use of the Art, or

the time if would take to channel the Power from without myself if I otherwise wanted to avoid

that draining of my concentration and vigor.

The pendant held a ruby surrounded by runes, the stone there keeping the runes powered

with the simple warding effects they held. Not enough to turn a blade or a shot by themselves,

but enough to tilt the scales in my favor if I could make them at least even.
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The disc, inscribed with a complex system of geometric symbols and carefully-placed

words in the Old Aenyr tongue, had been designed to hold a spirit bound to it. It remained

untested as of yet, but I expected it to be of great service in the matter at hand. I slid the pendant

over my head and the binding disc into a pouch on my belt, returning the rings and the bracelets

to their pouch and setting it aside.

I had also a humble collection of ingredients and reagents for use in workings—

particularly alchemical ones, though I had not brought equipment for such—my ritual girdle

(really just a length of sturdy cord knotted at various intervals), chalk for the making of quick

circles for theurgic practice, a wooden chalice for divinatory workings, a simple iron key and

accompanying bell for the summoning and binding of spirits and short, sharp dagger solely for

the purpose of cutting through the workings of others. Not knowing what I’d find here in Vaina

when I began to investigate in earnest, I’d tried my best to prepare for the most likely

contingencies, knowing full well all the items in my apartment in the Ilessa’s Lower City could

not equip me for every possibility.

Satisfied that I had everything I’d packed, at least for my thaumaturgic purposes, I

returned the backpack’s contents to it and strapped it closed again. I did not bother with the

saddlebags—anything within them was of little real value and could be replaced relatively easily

if lost or stolen.

I donned my cap, slung both backpack and saddlebags over my shoulder, pulled my staff

from the corner in which it rested, and made my way back downstairs.

Worvo and a woman I presumed to be his wife were already bustling, something fresh

and enticing in the cauldron at the room’s center, setting mugs and a robust dark bread on the
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and enticing in the cauldron at the room’s center, setting mugs and a robust dark bread on the

tables in front of those who’d already made their way for breakfast. Looking up from his myriad

tasks and spying me with all of my belongings, Worvo raised a single eyebrow? “Not intending

to stay for breakfast?” he asked.

“No, Master Worvo; my apologies. I’m eager to get a start on to meet Lord Aryden this

morning.”

“We’ll be happy to continue to stable your mount for you, spare you leading the beast

through crowded streets. Let me have a servant take your belongings to the castle for you so that

you may enjoy your walk unencumbered,” the tavern-keep offered.

“I must again decline, I’m afraid. I’m very particular about…my tools.”

“Of course. At least take some small beer with you.”

“I wouldn’t trouble to take one of your mugs.”

“Nonsense. I’ll send someone to retrieve it later.” He was already thrusting the cup into

my free hand as he said this; there was no use arguing. 

“What do I owe you for the food and the night?”

“My Lord will cover it, I’m sure. You’re his guest. And if not, then the pleasure is mine.”

I assumed his hospitality to be more a matter of ingratiating himself with the amn Vaini

than consideration for me, but the warmth of his smiled gave me just enough doubt to wonder

about my usual cynicism. Smiling back with a nod, I took my leave, back through the courtyard

where a few large men slumped over their tables, snoring. The town’s drunks, or at least a few

of them.

The large doors in the courtyard wall had been swung wide and I wasted no time

returning to the street. Old Vaina and its castle sat atop the hill hugged by New Vaina, some of
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returning to the street. Old Vaina and its castle sat atop the hill hugged by New Vaina, some of

the more recent houses themselves attempting the climb upwards and resting, somewhat

precariously, on the incline. The impending towers, built before the use of artillery had become

commonplace, now offered a more symbolic strength than any true protection, but the petty wars

of the Altaenin nobility kept a tacit rule about the destruction of rivals’ homes. Inevitably, a lord

who stood behind the cannons today would find himself on the other side in the future, so the

forbearance of the destruction of the island’s old towers and fortifications benefited all those

with an “amn” in their name. If they still held lands and castles, that is. Ennoc had been razed,

but by mercenaries in the service of the Artificer Houses rather than by rival nobility. I’d not

seen the tragedy myself, and upon returning to Ilessa, I’d had no desire to inspect the ruins.

They held only ghosts of their own now; ones I had no need to confront.

The old stones made for an easy guidepost, so I turned myself toward them and began to

walk, the tip of my staff tapping a regular staccato as I moved along. Like most farming

communities, many of the townsfolk had arisen before the sun and the streets had already sprung

to life with daily routines. 

As I reached that open marketplace I’d passed through in the night, stalls where going

up, wares being laid out and the first calls of hawkers filled the air. Only those selling local

goods had arrived so far, the merchandise advertised being only the necessaries of the local

families—cloth, foodstuffs, basic tools and metalworks and the like.

I did not like to think that I matched the expectations of a thaumaturge in appearance. In

Ilessa, the majority of arcane services available to the general public were provided by

practitioners skilled in only one of the five ways or six practices; full magi could easily find

more lucrative—and reliable—employment in the service of some nobleman or merchant, a
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more lucrative—and reliable—employment in the service of some nobleman or merchant, a

guild or one of the mercenary companies. I’d even considered the latter for a time myself, but

thought it better to remain in the City where I had the resources to complete my studies rather

than somewhere far afield in mud and blood. The Company of the Valorous Dead had even

posted handbills in search of a thaumaturge, but I’d never inquired with them as to the specifics.

Those entrepreneurial practitioners serving any who could pay their fees tended to dress

eccentrically—and gaudily. They wore robes with astrological charts embroidered on them,

festooned themselves with chains and trinkets covered in arcane-looking symbols (usually

meaningless), bearing shaved heads or long and wild gray hair (the younger among them using

the Art or simple dyes to achieve this color had they not yet earned it with age), tattooed and

wreathed with wildflowers or bearing trained animals they called “familiars.” High

showmanship, it is, and they presented themselves as the magi and thaumaturges one would

expect to grace the stage at a local theater—which was probably the origin of their appropriated

stylings in the first place.

For my part, I wore the same things any common person with just a bit of means might

—clothes only slightly out of the current Altaenin fashions. That meant riding boots turned

down at the knee; breeches of a swordsman’s style, loose enough to allow freedom of movement

but not so baggy as to snag on every point that passed by; a jerkin flared slightly at the waist and

cut to mid-thigh over an undershirt and under a wide-shouldered doublet that stopped abruptly

where the jerkin began to flair. Unlike the continent, where most clothes were made of wool, the

often warmer climate here caused us to favor lighter linens. Once, my clothes had born eye-

catching embroidery over brightly-dyed base fabrics, but time had faded all so that differences in

the colors could scarcely be made out by the discerning observer. I kept my hair and my beard
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the colors could scarcely be made out by the discerning observer. I kept my hair and my beard

close-cut, a slouch-cap atop my head in the rakish style of the swashbucklers and errant nobility

and a hooded cloak mantled over all.

It quickly became clear that I did not blend in. The cut and style of my clothes marked

me as one from the City, which itself attracted the eyes of the townsfolk. Once turned to me,

those eyes saw my staff, the wand on my hip, the sword at my side and identified me almost

immediately as the one prophesied by their late gossip. Stern eyes met me, the hard look of

those attempting to mask fear with scorn. Not a few made the sign of the Tree at me, with one or

both hands, and I quickly found myself meeting those gazes with a similar mask of scorn to

conceal my unease.

My pace quickened slightly, though I paused every so often to take a swig from the mug

I carried. A small crowd of children began to follow me, casting aspersions at first before taking

to dirt clods. I thought to drop the mug to leave my hand free for my sword but thought better of

the signal it might send. Instead, I turned to glare upon my pursuers, a final clod of dried avar

shattering against my chest as I did. Under my dread gaze, the children remembered the stories

they’d been told of warlocks and necromancers, thinking better of continuing their assaults upon

me. They scattered to side-streets, undoubtedly to return to their mothers’ skirts. 

Upon turning back toward my destination, I found two drudges making their way toward

me, Artificial constructs of wood, metal and chains in the rough likeness of a too-tall and too-

wide man that clanked with every step and hissed air from behind their faceplates as they

watched the path before them with dead and dull eyes. The sight might be expected in Ilessa,

where the Artificer Houses plied a brisk trade despite their tenuous relationships with the

Council of Twelve, but I’d expected nothing of the such in the countryside, where the
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Council of Twelve, but I’d expected nothing of the such in the countryside, where the

abundance of peasant workers made the expense of such devices uneconomical. Still, here they

were, brushing past me with not a sidelong glance, followed by a clutch of broad-shouldered and

heavily-muscled men bearing pickaxes, destined for the quarries. Drudges would prove useful in

such endeavors, where their Artificial strength exceeded even that of the Rukhosi-Blooded.

The thought gave me some solace. Had I been a thaumaturge and of the Blooded, even

of the diminutive Ilmarin, I might have been strung up or burnt upon taking my first step into the

bounds of Vaina. Even in the Sisters, the ubiquitousness of the Blooded did not leave them

endeared to those of standard stock. Their very appearance sentenced them to lives on the

margins of upstanding society, through no fault of their own, despite what was said about them.

Shaking that thought, I continued on my journey past through the narrow streets. As I

drew closer to my destination, the close-hanging buildings obscured my view and I must have

taken a wrong turn. I came to a wall and thought for a moment that I’d found the proper course,

but the wooden doors in the wall’s gate had been painted with a red “X” and a lowered portcullis

braced them from my side. To keep people in, not out. I reasoned that this was the Crimson

Close that Worvo had mentioned, which made the wall a late-added bulge from the true outer

wall of the fortress intended to enshrine and imprison the poor souls within who had succumbed

to the Red Maw’s embrace. A shudder ran up my spine to think of that fell plague and I quickly

turned back to find another way.  

Finally, I made my way up the hill to the halfway point where the Old Vaina wall began.

Here, two tall and wide gates lay open, the bottom of a portcullis visible at the top of the arch

that framed them. 

Two of the watch flanked either side of the doors; I quickly recognized Errys as one of
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Two of the watch flanked either side of the doors; I quickly recognized Errys as one of

them, her demeanor slightly more haggard now toward the end of her shift. She waved a hand as

her compatriot began to speak to me. “The Lord’s thaumaturge,” she said, her brother-in-arms

nodding in understanding.

“I am only my own,” I told her reflexively, “though I have come at the Lord’s request.”

“My mistake, my lord. But you’d better be on your way; we’ve had news from our

fellows in the Old Town of further disturbances last night. Said they saw our Lady walking the

walls alone and speaking to herself as if in a fever-dream. Best to go straight to the castle, as

well; there’re plenty of folk unlikely to approve of your presence here, even if you are the

Lord’s guest.”

“I’ve noticed.”

With another wave of her hand she invited me through the gate. I quickly obliged. 

Inside the wall, Old Vaina proved not to be so old. What ancient buildings may have

once occupied this space had been torn down to make way for newer buildings in more modern

style. Here, I found the gilded and accented brickwork of merchant families’ homes that I’d

thought I’d found in the newer town below. The difference in opulence between Old Vaina and

New proved readily apparent and added weight to Worvo’s commentary on the tension between

the magnate families of the two. 

My journey in this part of Vaina also contained scowling faces, apotropaic oaths and

signs of the Tree made in my direction. Only this time, they came from people finer dressed.

Face hardened to the resentment against me, I nodded in greeting and acknowledgment to those

whom I saw turning accusatory countenances toward me. I will not feign that I received no

satisfaction from the shocked and worried looks I received when each townsperson realized I
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satisfaction from the shocked and worried looks I received when each townsperson realized I

had turned my attention to them, specifically. They seemed to believe that I could curse them

with a mere glance. Given their open hostility, I was not inclined to disabuse them of the notion.

Finally, I stood before the gates to Vaina castle’s inner courtyard. Like the outer wall, a

set of large wooden doors, currently open, filled the tall and wide arch in the gatehouse. Unlike

the relatively simple design of the outer wall, a formidable gatehouse held this doorway, with

curved half-circles protruding from the wall on either side, arrow slits facing the approach, and

squat, square tower atop the archway itself, the floor of that tower on either side of the great

doorway grated and punctured by murder-holes through which the fortress’s defenders could

rain all manner of violence upon would-be breachers. An antiquated way of fighting now, but

the thought of it gave me the chills nonetheless. Not one but two portcullises fit within that

artificial tunnel running two and beyond the doorway. The first of these fell just behind the

doors, where the iron latticework could reinforce the thick wood from attempts to batter them

open. The second hung patiently at the interior end of the gatehouse over the entry where it

could force intruders to mass under the machicolations above while trying to break through that

final bulwark against them.

The Vaina arms, for the town used those of its lord, hung auspiciously above the

projecting front of the gatehouse’s central tower. A gold background pierced from below by a

black chevron, a mace in the top left corner, a pickaxe in the top right and the Tree in the midst

of the chevron. All very gaudy and in good Altaenin taste, I supposed. 

Guardsmen leaned nonchalantly on either of the interior walls flanking the gatehouse

door, their halberds likewise casually resting against the stone. Where the members of New

Vaina’s watch wore clothing of dull brown, these more senior soldiers had been arrayed in the
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Vaina’s watch wore clothing of dull brown, these more senior soldiers had been arrayed in the

gold-and-black livery of their master.

Between them stood a man, hunched slightly by age, in black ministerial robes, a gold

chain of office draped from his shoulders, thin and wizened even when bolstered by the

thickness of the robe. Grey hair splayed outward as if from the very center of his pate, radiating

in a drooping disc that followed the curvature of his skull. His brown eyes sat in deep recesses,

sharp despite the man’s age, lines of earned wisdom flanking them as well as his brow. He kept

his face cleanshaven, thin lips nearly the color of the surrounding skin.

He opened his mouth to speak as I approached. “The thaumaturge at last,” he said,

bowing slightly. “Welcome, my lord.” That last word piqued the interest of the guardsmen, but

when I waved it off they returned to their lazy watchfulness.

“It’s just Iaren,” I told him. He said nothing in response but nodded his head, as cryptic

an answer as I could hope for. “Follow me, sir, and I’ll take you to my Lord amn Vaina. He’ll be

happy to see you at last. My name is Eldis, the lord’s seneschal.”

For an old man, he walked briskly, and I found myself holding my staff angled so that it

did not drag on the ground as I moved to catch up. We were making good time across the inner

courtyard toward the keep that served as both palace and fortification within, passing by stables,

the castle’s smith, a small barracks with armsmen at drill and a number of other wood

outbuildings I could not determine the use of.

“What can you tell me about the events here, Master Eldis?” I asked.

“No doubt what you have already heard. A specter appeared to infest the castle about

four weeks back now; my Lady amn Vaina fell ill at about the same time. The provenance of the

spirit remains obscured, for until now we’ve had none with the Sight or with understanding of
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spirit remains obscured, for until now we’ve had none with the Sight or with understanding of

such things to aid us. Our priest, Barro, recites scripture to us and pretends that he understands

how it applies to our present predicament. He is a well-studied man, to be sure, but his pride

fools him into the belief that he knows more than he does.”

“Where has this ‘spirit’ been sighted?”

He caught my tentative use of the word. “What do you mean, saying ‘spirit’ that way?

Are you not convinced?”

“Not until I see it myself. Not until I have enough evidence to make a determination of

the nature of the occurrence based on something more than hearsay and rumor.”

“Good,” he smiled, before a rough landing of his foot on the ascending stone steps to the

keep’s main door forced a frown. He shrugged it off apologetically and returned to conversation.

“The first sightings were in the cellars. The staff thought some domestic spirit had moved in, so

they began to leave gifts. You know, milk, bread, those sorts of things. When the apparition did

not respond to such offerings, our servants began to speculate to one another, but it wasn’t until

the abomination attacked one of them that they began to suspect something sinister.”

“This was Nilme?”

“No, she was not the first. Well, she was the first to show any real signs of being

attacked, but her fellow servants had complained about being chased or threatened by the

shade.”

We’d now crossed the threshold into the keep’s main hall, a shaft of light from the

morning suns following us only for a few paces before our eyes adjusted to the many lamps that

illumined this great space. It spanned at least three stories above us to the vaulted ceiling and

seemed just as wide as it was high, and even longer. The trestle tables that would’ve have filled
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seemed just as wide as it was high, and even longer. The trestle tables that would’ve have filled

the hall in the evenings remained now in whatever storage they occupied when not in use,

though the tapestries still adorned the walls and many rugs softened the stones beneath our feet. 

I lost track of the conversation for a moment as I looked from on tapestry to another.

Some of them had faded somewhat with the passage of time—they must’ve been family

heirlooms—but I could make out the images nonetheless-those many lamps hanging from the

walls and support columns provided ample light, even if they did not compete with the raw

power and majesty of the sons outside. I noted numerous scenes from history—a battle of the

Artificer War, an image of Ilessa being overrun during the Noght Gennigt, our savior Ashaera

hung from the Tree as her initiates wrote her words, the Sapphire Queen in her ancient and

terrible court in the days when the Aenyr ruled, the infiltrating miasma of the Red Maw upon its

first appearance. Beautiful works. Expensive. Between them were hung paintings in vivid colors

in the latest artistic style—unlike the highly symbolic and abstracted images on the tapestries

which, if we’re being honest, looked comparatively like the work of children, the paintings

imitated the world that presented the onlooker’s eyes almost perfectly, with depth and expression

and the implication of movement. For a brief moment, one of the hall’s support pillars filled my

view, just long enough to return me to the moment at hand.

“Nilme, what was her role as a servant?” I asked.

“She was a handmaid to the Lady,” Eldis told me. “A high honor, and one that

undoubtedly earned her the offer of marriage my lord so deftly negotiated.”

“To the amn Esto family?”

“The same. Her family gets a title and the amn Estos get a dowry—which they sorely

need! And he’ll soon have another put to vellum and signed as well.”
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“Another marriage to the amn Estos?”

“Hah,” the old man spat, the idea apparently amusing. “No, my lord, to the House

Meradhvor.”

“It’s just—Meradhvor? He’s arranging a marriage with one of the Artificer Houses?”

“For his daughter, Vesonna. Even now he and the House’s emissary are negotiating.”

“There’s a representative of House Meradhvor here? Now?” Unconsciously, my right

hand went to the hilt of my sword. Just to make sure it was still there. 

“Yes, my lord. You’ll meet him along with my lord, I’m sure.”

We passed through a small door on the side of the great hall, one of many, and into a

closet—for it was no larger—of spiraling stairs. These we ascended at the same brisk pace the

seneschal had maintained from the start. I must admit that more than once did I momentarily

wedge my staff between the steps above and below as I struggled to keep pace. Cursing under

my breath, I worked the stick until I found an angle that allowed me movement, made sure not

to whack or poke my guide with it as I did, and continued the ascent.

The rooms above which we entered were a stark difference from the great hall. Where

below the light had all been provided by burning tallow and oil, here the castle’s arrow slits had

been exchanged for broad windows filled with leaded and colored panes, some swung open to

allow the air to move freely through. The walls had been covered with wooden panels accented

by fine joinery and finer carving. I now followed Eldis to a low door cut flush to fit seamlessly

into the surrounding wood paneling, which he pushed open and motioned for me to enter,

following behind me.

We emerged into a study, bookcases built into three of the walls and filled haphazardly
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We emerged into a study, bookcases built into three of the walls and filled haphazardly

with books, loose scrolls and letters, maps, assorted hunting gear, bottles of wine and spirits, and

various trinkets and bric-a-brac—and certainly much more of the latter than the former. The

ceiling above us had been plastered over and painted with a scene from the Book of the Tree I

couldn’t immediately place. Near the unshelved wall stood a globe in a stand that allowed it to

be spun; weapons adorned the wall itself.

At a large desk in the center of the room—the kind I’d expect to see before a court clark

or some banker in the City—sat Lord Aryden amn Vaina, sheaves of loose vellum spread across

the desk’s top with long lines of scratched script or tallies of goods and coins peaking from the

corner of each where it found itself free from its brethren.

The lord himself shuffled the papers about, muttering softly to himself in unintelligible

words. A large red beard protruded from his downturned chin; the only part of his face I could

see upon entering. It was the kind of beard I’d sooner have imagined on some proud mercenary

captain or some pirate of the inner sea than on a stately noble of the Altaenin countryside,

though the lord had had a reputation for swashbuckling, brawling and vendetta in his youth. The

top of his head lay concealed under a hat of black velvet, embroidered with gold thread and

fitted with three long hawk feathers. This matched his doublet, the sleeves black and slashed

with golden panes. He looked up as we entered, his eyes small and piercing as the points of

poignards. Both laugh lines and crevices of care marked his visage, and for the briefest moment

I wondered why he had not employed the painter Ovaelo to paint him, he seemed for an instant

the very epitome of humanity, joy, fear, anger and greed all tumbled together in a single face.

To his right, half-sitting against the sill of another ornate window recessed into the

shelves that surrounded it, was the emissary from the Meradhvor Artificer House. A man less



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 43 -

shelves that surrounded it, was the emissary from the Meradhvor Artificer House. A man less

than a decade my senior, with jet black hair cut close in his beard and left long to frame his face.

He wore finery of blue, black and silver, the House’s crest worked intricately into the pattern

within the fabric, a pattern that seemed to match perfectly at the joinder of each piece of cloth to

another in one mesmerizing labyrinth. His clothes had been cut in the style of an adventurer or a

swashbuckler (for all of those powerful members of the Artificer Houses fancied themselves

such), though his breaches were overbroad and his codpiece overwrought. He wore fashionable

turnshoes rather than boots, with black hose that followed every contour of his calves. On his

face the eyes and nose of a falcon, sharp, alert and unforgiving. He held a glass of wine in one

hand and a lit cigarillo in the other; perfect circles of bluish smoke issued from the side of his

mouth as if it were a chimney freeing the fire within him. He cut a dashing figure, to be sure, but

I hated him before I saw him. The faintest smirk curved upward the half of his mouth not

blowing smoke before he said, “Speak of Sedhwe and, thus, he appeareth.”

Quickly, I returned the favor, turning toward the Lord amn Vaina, moving my staff to my

right hand, sweeping my right leg behind my left, pulling the hat from my head with my left

hand, and holding the underside of it out to the smirking emissary as I bowed to my patron. This

elicited only a full smirk from the man as he paused his smoking to take a drink from his goblet,

his eyes continuing to skewer me with his gaze over the rim of the cup.

Two chairs of simple wood (lacking the padded leather that gently supported Lord

Aryden) faced the desk on my side of it; amn Vaina indicated that I should sit in one. I leaned

my staff against the corner of the room, set my backpack and saddlebags gently at its base, and

took a seat.
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Chapter Five

“My apologies, Master Edanu, but as you know the matter for which I have summoned

Lord amn Ennoc is pressing indeed. If you will excuse us,” Aryden said, his voice husky and

matter-of-fact.

“Of course, my lord,” the Meradhvor emissary returned with a subtle nod in place of a

bow. Somehow, he managed to deposit a cloud of smoke around me as he passed to the door,

leaving me struggling not to hack and cough.

I heard the door close behind me, and Eldis took the seat next to me with a sigh as he

took the weight off of his old bones. He said nothing and waited for Lord Aryden to speak.

“Welcome, lord thaumaturge,” the nobleman began, pushing the papers into a rough

stack at the corner of his desk and taking a long swig of whatever filled the goblet on the desk’s

adjacent corner. “My sister and brother have informed you of the reason we have need of you?”

“They showed me your letter, my lord.”

“So you know we have a shadow, a night thing for you to hunt.”

“I’m not much of a hunter,” I said plainly.

“That’s not what my siblings said. Word from Ilessa is that you’re quite the one for

finding lost things and solving riddles. For fixing problems of…a certain nature.”

“That’s different. Finding a person who doesn’t want to be found isn’t the same as lifting

a curse or sending off a spirit.”

“Did you come all the way here, to tell me you won’t take the job?” amn Vaina bellowed

a laugh and took another swig from his tankard before falling silent and staring directly into my
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a laugh and took another swig from his tankard before falling silent and staring directly into my

eyes, waiting for my answer.

“Of course not.” I replied.

“Good. Then—”

“But you need to know that there are no guarantees here. I don’t know what you’re

dealing with, so I don’t know what the remedy will be, so I can’t know whether or not it’s

something I can take care of for you.” My interruption physically set him back; clearly he had

become quite accustomed to deference in his time as the Lord of Vaina.

“That’s why I pay for results, lord thaumaturge.”

“No. You’ll pay for my time and my skills. As I said, there are no guarantees.”

Amn Vaina laughed again; Eldis managed a sympathetic grin. “So you came all this way

to negotiate? A brave man, I say! And that’s a start,” said the lord.

I returned his stare, my face still while my stomach turned. “My lord,” I began, “you’re

not in much of a position to negotiate. No one else would come, would they?”

The mirth dropped from amn Vaina’s face. Perhaps under different circumstances he

would not have suffered such an affront to his dignity and authority. But I was his peer—

technically speaking, at least—and I had not violated decorum. Moreover, I was right.

Silence hung in the air for a moment as the lord considered; a doubt welled up within me

that he might just turn me away. I’d relied on the unspoken rules of noble behavior as my shield,

forgetting that a sharp pride might cut straight through such a defense.

But a smile returned to his lips and he banged the desk with a large hand—a warrior’s

hand—causing the beer in his cup to slosh onto the nearby papers. From within a drawer in the

desk he procured a small pouch, it’s jingle plainly proclaiming the contents. This he set in the
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desk he procured a small pouch, it’s jingle plainly proclaiming the contents. This he set in the

middle of the table. 

I tried to moderate my smile as I reached for the coinpurse, though I doubt I had much

success. Truth be told, I hadn’t held this many coins in quite some time—regardless of the

denominations pressed into them.

Aryden seized my wrist as I started to recover it. He pulled his face close to mine; the

lines of his face, both of joy and tragedy, seemed to all threaten in concert. “I pay for results,

thaumaturge. If you cannot rid us of this apparition, you will return this coin—one way or

another, name or no.”

I had no intention of complying with that command, but I also figured that I had no

reason to push the issue now. “Cross that bridge if we get there, I suppose,” I said. “But who’s to

say it’s a curse? There are many things it could be: a curse, yes, but also a rogue spirit, the echo

of some forbidden ritual, a ghost or, even, your own imagination.”

“Several of us have seen the phantom. Are we all imagining it together?”

“It’s not likely, but it’s possible. I’ve read of such things. One person’s fears set off

another, and the group affirms one another’s mistaken beliefs despite reality.”

“This is not a matter of imagining, lord thaumaturge.” 

“Iaren, please,” I told him. It was a matter of preference yes, but I also hoped that a little

familiarity might ease the tension that already existed between us.

“Very well…Iaren. But I am sure that something is going on that is unnatural. Else I’d

not have asked my siblings in Ilessa to send you and wasted my coin.”

Eldis nodded sagely at this.

“I will take you at your word, my lord,” I told him, and meant it. “So let’s delve into the
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“I will take you at your word, my lord,” I told him, and meant it. “So let’s delve into the

details, shall we? When was the apparition first spotted?”

“It started before that,” Aryden said.

“It did?”

“Maybe a week before. Aevala, my wife, she started having nightmares.”

“That’s not too extraordinary,” I offered, trying not to think of my own dreams the night

before.

“Except that she said she saw something dark in her dreams, a phantom. It moved into

our home, she said. Sat on her chest when she slept. I woke up to her choking one night, sure as

someone had their hands around her throat. But there was nothing there, and it stopped as

suddenly as it started. My guardsmen burst into the room at the sound of my screams and her

gurgling, and this finally woke her. She has not slept well since.”

“May I see her?”

“Perhaps later. She remains unwell and I’ve only allowed my physician, Endan, and the

town’s senior Temple priest, Barro, to see her.”

“Fine, perhaps I can get what information I need from them. What was the next event?”

“Aevala continued to have bad dreams, when she could sleep at all. But she wouldn’t

speak of them to me. The next night, the dogs howled all night long. They say dogs can sense

spirits even when we can’t see them. Is that true?”

“Sometimes,” I said. “What else.”

“That’s when things became serious. A few nights later, several of the servants said they

saw something like a shadow that didn’t act natural.”

“Didn’t act natural? What does that mean?”
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“They said it didn’t react to light as it should. And that it followed them. A few nights

later, one of the servants went to the cellars to fetch some wine. She said that something she

couldn’t see tossed several of the bottles about and smashed them. I’d have considered beating

her for lying as an excuse for breaking the bottles herself, but I know this particular servant to be

quite trustworthy.”

“Nilma?”

“No, Nilma was no common servant but a handmaid to my wife. She had her experience

a few nights later. We heard her screaming and saw her try to flee the castle—it was late and the

guards stopped her at the door in the inner curtain. Endan tended to her through the night—she’d

been scratched something fierce—and we let her return to her family in the morning. She’s

refused to return to the castle since. Fortunate for her that her father’d already signed the

marriage contract with the amn Estos.”

“I’ll want to speak with her.”

“Of course, though I’ll have to wish you good luck with that. Gamven, my sergeant-at-

arms, and Daedys, the constable, both tried, to no avail. And her family, the im Valladyns, are

pious adherents to the Temple. They’re not likely to take kindly to a thaumaturge.”

“I’ll keep that in mind. Did Aevala have other handmaids?”

“Yes, an amn Esto girl, but we sent her back to her people shortly after Aevala fell ill.

Didn’t need her spouting about our troubles to her family. Of course, we’ve still got one of them

hanging about until the wedding.”

“Who’s that?”

“Vitella amn Esto. She negotiated the contract between her family and im Valladyns.
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“Vitella amn Esto. She negotiated the contract between her family and im Valladyns.

We’ve had the good luck that recent events haven’t caused her family to call of the wedding, but

I’ll say that nothing’s done until it’s done. One of many reasons I need you to move quickly.”

“You think they’d do that?”

“No one wants to willingly pull a curse down on themselves. Contagious things, they

say. If the amn Estos begin to think that that’s what’s going on, and that the marriage might

bring them into it, they might just call it off. We’re only a few days to go, though, so do your

best to keep it from coming to that.”

Just what I wanted: politics. I couldn’t give a damn about what noble house married

which, and I certainly hadn’t come here to play matchmaker guardian. But I had come, and there

was nothing for it now. “What else?”

“With the spirit?”

“Yes.”

“More sightings in the weeks since. A few reports of things being thrown or people being

chased. And my wife continues to lose sleep and grow weaker. So what do you think it is?”

“Hard to say. It has some of the telltales of a spirit—though I couldn’t yet say what kind.

But I find it strange that the focus seems to be on your wife and yet other people are being

accosted, too. I’ll know more when I get to see the thing.”

“Shall we go look for it?” Aryden asked, standing and already stepping around his desk.

His left leg from the knee down had been replaced by a metallic prosthetic, wires and pistons

covered by steel plates filigreed with gold, the joints at the ankle perfect in their simple

flexibility; the device lifted and set down with the same delicate precision as a human foot. It

even had toes, carefully sculpted to match human anatomy, and these splayed ever so slightly on



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 51 -

even had toes, carefully sculpted to match human anatomy, and these splayed ever so slightly on

the ground as they met it to increase Aryden’s stability. A far cry from a wooden peg, valuable

both for its function and as a work of art.

The lord saw me staring at it. “A gift from House Meradhvor,” he said, smiling. “A

beautiful thing, better than the one I lost, in fact. Stray arquebus shot in a skirmish with the amn

Ydellas; the wound went bad and they took my leg at the knee. Hobbled around on a crude thing

Endan had made for me for quite a long time. No more.”

“My lord, we’ll wait until night to go searching out this apparition.”

“Why?”

“The Veil is thinner at night. It has to do with the position of the moons and their

influence on the flow of energies through the Avar just as they pull the tides. That makes it

easier for spirits to manifest at night, so we’ll have a better chance of finding what we seek. In

the meantime, I have a few more questions.”

The lord returned to his seat, disappointed. By this point, Eldis had only just begun to

pull himself up from his chair; he lowered himself back into it with a grunt.

“About what? I’ve told you most of what I know about the haunting. I am no scholar,

I’m afraid.”

It took some effort not to look around at his haphazardly-arranged shelves in response.

“That’s fine, my lord. My further questions were about people rather than the apparition.”

“Who in particular?”

“The painter, Ovaelo. I’m told he remains in the city, waiting to finish a portrait of your

wife?”

“He does.”
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“How’d you manage to convince him to stay?”

“With coin, of course. I’m paying his expenses until he can finish the painting or I

decide to let him go. Which of those things happens is up to you, I suspect.”

“Me?”

“Well, I won’t allow him to continue to paint my wife while she is so afflicted, and

you’ll have to rule him out as a suspect in these events before I even think of letting him leave.”

“I see. I’ll try to speak with him as soon as I can, then.” Aryden and Eldis shared a subtle

smile with one another at that, the kind that said they knew something that they’d let me figure

out. Not pertinent to my investigation—I wouldn’t have expected them to withhold that kind of

information from me under the circumstances—but something about Ovaelo himself. I’d heard

of him back home, of course. The phrase, “mad genius” had been bandied about.

“And what about Orren? I’m told he was also a servant here, but that he’s gone missing.”

“Missing is a relative term,” Eldis interjected.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“It’s as likely that he simply left as that anything nefarious happened to him,” the

seneschal explained. Aryden nodded agreement.

“How’s that?”

“He lost his father and grandfather when we had our most recent bout of the Red Maw,”

Aryden said. “His grandfather’d been the patriarch of the im Varde clan; now it’s his uncle

Daedys, the constable.”

“That alone is enough to make him leave?”

“By itself, no. But the young men of the town sometimes leave for the Sisters in search
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“By itself, no. But the young men of the town sometimes leave for the Sisters in search

of adventure and glory. Fools.”

“I thought he held a position of honor here in your household, my lord.”

“I brought him in after his father’s death in hopes of finding a match for him as I had for

Nilma. I try not to show favoritism between the families of Old Vaina and New, so it only

seemed right. Besides, he’s a bright boy and would’ve made a fine retainer even if he hadn’t

married well. Eldis was teaching him to read and to work numbers.”

“He had the talent to make a fine seneschal himself one day, if not the disposition,” Eldis

added.

“Why’d you say that?” I followed.

“Nothing that’s not likely to change with time, but he’s the same problems every young

man of ambition does—too much concern for himself, no patience, and too much interest in the

fairer sex.”

“So you think it’s unlikely he has anything to do with this?”

“I don’t know where he’d get either the means or the motivation to undertake some

supernatural feat. I’d begun to teach him to read, true, but he’d barely learned to sound out the

words awkwardly and he had little to read aside from receipts and reports. Besides, he may be

proud and vain, but I never thought him malicious,” the seneschal added. “Perhaps you could

speak to his uncle about him. He might know something that we do not.”

I nodded.

“Perhaps you should go ahead and begin questioning these people while we wait for

nightfall?” This from Aryden.

“I’ll know better what to ask once I’ve had a chance to observe the phenomenon. I’ll be
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“I’ll know better what to ask once I’ve had a chance to observe the phenomenon. I’ll be

best served today familiarizing myself with the castle grounds, getting a feel for the layout,

seeing if any particular locations catch my attention.”

“Fine,” said the lord.

“Shall I show you to the places where the phantom has been encountered?” Eldis asked.

“Not yet. I’d rather not have that knowledge influence my observations.”

“Good. Get to it then, lord thaumaturge.”

Now Eldis rose from his chair. “I’ll show you to your room so that you have somewhere

to put your belongings. You can start your exploration from there.”
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Chapter Six

Eldis led me to a spacious bedchamber, with a canopied bed of fine linen sheets and a

large window that looked down upon the inner courtyard. The stone floor had been covered with

a large rug embellished with spiraling and swirling designs, the kind one might find hypnotizing

if one stairs too long. A large chest lay at the foot of the bed for storing my belongings. After

parting the bed’s curtains and laying my staff across it, I set my other bags inside the chest,

closed it and locked it, taking the small key and placing it within a pouch on my belt.

He waited in the doorway for me to finish stowing my belongings. “Is there anything

else you need, my lord?” he asked.

“No. Thank you, Eldis. I think I’ve got it from here.”

“Very good my lord thaumaturge.”

“Iaren, Eldis. Just Iaren.”

“Of course. The servants will all be aware of your presence and will be instructed to

provide anything you require. If you have need of me, I am usually in my office in the second

door on the left wall of the main hall, facing the lord’s chair. If I’m not there, the servants will

likely know where I’ve gone. You can also check with any of the lord’s other personal retainers

for assistance. His master-of-arms, Gamven, is most often in or around the barracks or the

smithy. You’ll find the master of horse, Varrel, near the stables. Savlo, the master of hunt, will

likely be around the hawks and hounds if he is not out abroad. You’ll be expected for dinner, of

course, and I imagine Lord Aryden will want you to set to your work proper shortly after that.”

“Thanks, Eldis.” 
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I waited for a moment after the seneschal took his leave, staring down through the

window into the courtyard below. Nothing seemed out of order in that space; servants hurried to

tasks individually or ambled slowly in small groups, guardsmen drilled or lounged in some out-

of-the-way space where they might avoid an assignment for the day, and the castle’s craftsmen

went about their business without regard for anyone else.

Once I felt a sufficient time had passed, I returned to the hallway outside my room.

Where hallway doors to other interior rooms had been left open, light poured into the hallway

like an onrushing tide, shifting slightly as clouds passed overhead. Where the daylight did not

spill, candles or lanterns provided a flickering substitute, the competing locations, natures and

strengths of the light giving the space an almost dreamlike quality. 

Without thinking about it, I found I’d removed the binding disc from the pouch on my

belt and was turning it over in my hand as I walked. The motion strangely comforted me, which

I apparently needed. Despite my bravado with Lord Aryden amn Vaina, I really wasn’t sure that

I’d have any idea what to do once I had some idea about the events transpiring here. I wasn’t

even sure that I’d be able to definitively make the determination in the first instance. But I

needed the money, and no one else was coming to do the job, so the Lord amn Vaina and I

needed one another, like it or not.

For a time, I simply followed the hallways and stairwells, trying to map the castle’s

layout in my mind. I spent no time investigating anything in particular, only coming to a basic

understanding of what lay where. Aryden’s study and my bedroom both occupied places on the

third floor of the building, which, given the rising expanse of the great hall below, stood much

taller than the third floor might be expected to were we in a common palace or townhouse.
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taller than the third floor might be expected to were we in a common palace or townhouse.

Quarters for others of amn Vaina’s most trusted staff must also have occupied the floor, as I

found several of the doors closed and locked. I discovered a chamber with a copper bathtub and

several washbasins not far from my room, and the garderobe not far from there—my nose led

me to this place more than my sight.

The fourth floor evidently held the lord’s and lady’s personal chambers; guardsmen stood

watch at all of the access points and I saw no need at present to confront them for passage. 

The second floor, which existed only in a semi-circle around the great hall, contained the

quarters of other servants, storerooms, a locked and guarded room that I assumed contained the

amn Vaina coffers (to the extent that they were not invested in trade or with an Ilessin bank).

The first floor held the great hall, of course, the kitchens, a few small rooms converted

into offices, like Eldis’s, and storage for the trestle tables and kitchenware. At several locations

on the first floor I found straight stairs—unlike the twisted staircases entombed by castle turrets.

These undoubtedly headed to the cellars for the castle’s food and drink—and perhaps arms and

other sundry supplies aided by a cool, dry environment.

I’d passed a few of the servants in the hallways, and while none had made the sign of the

Tree at me as they did so brazenly in Vaina town, neither would they meet my gaze or return all

but a nod in greeting. There’s a superstition among common-folk that a practitioner can curse a

person simply by looking into their eyes. It isn’t true, of course, or at least the reality is far more

complex than a mere glance and a single though. It’s not even really practical to try to curse

someone to their face, you see. A proper curse takes time, even a minor one, and a person’s

likely to punch you in the face, disrupting your concentration and any hopes of completing the

working, and then to follow that up with kicking you until you give up the ghost. Curses are not
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working, and then to follow that up with kicking you until you give up the ghost. Curses are not

defensive in nature. Sorceries, the quickest way of using the Art, can be employed in combat,

and even thaumaturgies if you have someone to protect you for long enough to complete the

working, but a good pistol—or better yet a blade—is oftener a surer defense.

I’ve known of a number of practitioners, even some known to participate in warfare, who

refuse to wear a weapon, thinking that the lack of arms will draw attention enough to who they

are, and the very dread of the arcane consequences they might bestow upon their attackers is

sufficient armor. That seems foolish to me. I’ve been in a few fights, some of them even serious,

and rarely have I thought that the Art would provide the surest defeat of my enemies. An

immense advantage to have the option, to be sure, but anyone who restricts himself to a single

option in a fight soon finds himself outmaneuvered.

So far, nothing I’d observed in my walk throughout the castle keep had felt particular

extraordinary, but that meant very little. As I prepared to venture downward where the activity

had been greatest, two voices caught my attention from a nearby room. An older woman and a

younger speaking in hushed tones. I could not help but go to investigate the voices’ source.

Back in the great hall, I encountered the two women I had heard. The younger, in her

late teens by appearance, had her hair styled in complex, extravagant, really, style of the

potentates of the Sisters. Ringlets of dark hair framed her face delicately, accentuating the

fineness, almost fragility of her features. Her skin was pale, the product of little time spent

outdoors, likely by design, and she pursued pouting lips at me as she looked me up and down

with hazel eyes. She wore a finely-made dress of black linens, the sort of thing a noble of means

might consider everyday wear, though it would be by far the finest thing in the wardrobes of

most. White lace peeked from her decolletage and her sleeves, where she held her right hand out
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most. White lace peeked from her decolletage and her sleeves, where she held her right hand out

to me. 

On her shoulder perched a strange mechanicum in the form of a sparrow, delicate metal

feathers interlaced to form its wings just as they would be on a living specimen. The contraption

twisted its head to look at me with the same sudden jerk I’d seen so many times in nature, cold

blue eyes radiating faint light over its sharp brass beak. That beak opened and emitted a chirp so

lifelike that I almost stepped away from it.

With a short bow, I took the young woman’s hand in mine and brought my lips over her

hand, never brushing her skin with them in observation of the details of custom; I had no desire

to intimate greater familiarity with her than decorous respect. But, before I could recover from

this suspended position, she flicked her hand ever so slightly so that its back pressed briefly

against my mouth. She’d executed this maneuver too subtly for her companion to notice—I

hoped—and it drew my eyes to her wrist, where an intricate almarion flower had been tied from

loose thread and then made into a bracelet that sat just out of sight under her sleeve unless she

held her hand just so, as she did now. In Altaenin culture, the almarion flower is a symbol that

one is “choosing,” looking for a consort relationship. This made her entire gesture rather

forward, which I found alluring, but given she knew little about me I suspected that the behavior

had to do more with some other goal than with genuine attraction. 

“You must be the lord thaumaturge,” she declared.

“Iaren. You must be the Lady Vesonna.”

“I am, Iaren. It is a pleasure to have you in our home, though I wish you visited under

better circumstances. Nevertheless, we are made hopeful by your presence.” Again, a chirp from

the metallic bird.
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Her companion, dour-faced, waited disapprovingly for the ritual introduction to finish.

This woman, perhaps a few years older than me, had her hair pulled into a tight bun and covered

with a snood of tatted black thread. Her dress consisted of a coarser fabric than Vesonna’s, but

still dyed black. It had a modest cut, rising all the way to a laced collar at her neck and long

enough at the bottom that it nearly touched the ground. The conservative dress of an especially

pious supplicant of the Temple, common on the continent. She held a book in her hand, the very

stereotype of her sort, though it was not the Book of the Tree as one would expect. Catching just

a bit of the title embossed on the leather cover I surmised it to be Aethron Carbreng’s

Discourses on Nature, a treatise on natural philosophy and required reading for nearly every

student at university, no matter which.

In an attempt to remain respectful, I simply nodded my head to her rather than reaching

out to touch her. She returned the gesture.

“You have me at a loss, mistress.”

“I am Indorma Vesith, the Lady Vesonna’s tutor.” Chirp, chirp, went the bird.

“Of course. Where on the continent are you from?”

“Is my accent that bad?” she asked. We both knew that it was not.

“I ask only because of your name, mistress.”

“I see. I was born in Eldane, but I spent most my life in Asterfaen. I matriculated at the

university there.”

“As did I,” I told her.

“You did?” This in Ealthebad. As Indorma spoke, Vesonna watched silently; I knew not

whether she spoke the imperial tongue. 
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“In the College of Magi,” I responded, also in Ealthebad.

“The best in the world for the study of the Art, I’m told. When did you graduate?”

“Um,” I stumbled. “I didn’t. A course of events not entirely of my own making.”

“Amn Ennoc,” Vesonna whispered to her tutor. She must have understood our

conversation to make such a timely interjection. As if to accentuate the remark, the bird

stretched out and flapped its wings once, as if testing them. I wondered whether it could actually

fly. By the weight of the metal that composed it, I rather doubted the possibility, but the Artificer

Houses have built ships that fly in the air as the Aenyr had, so I could not entirely discount the

potential.

“I see. My condolences,” Indorma said.

“None are necessary. I learned what I needed at the university—how to learn. I continue

my studies on my own.”

Indorma looked to Vesonna, “Sage advice, young one; you’d do well to heed it. For

Ashaera tells us that understanding is the seed of compassion, and learning is the ladder of

understanding.”

The pupil nodded.

“I don’t know about that. I’ve seen many a learned person turn a cold shoulder to the

sufferings of their fellows.”

“Knowing the truth and following it are not the same,” Vesonna said, speaking the

Ilessin dialect once again. “Neither is easy, but the latter is harder.” Another quote from the

Book of the Tree. Indorma smiled, pride pulling at the corners of her mouth and eyes. The bird

chirped merrily.
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Indorma turned back to me. “I thought that the amn Ennoc line was extinct.”

“Not yet. But its future is not promising.”

“Have you no children, Lord Iaren?” Vesonna asked, her lips slightly pursed into an

expression of interest at the answer.

“None, my lady.”

“Fear not, my lord, you have time for a family yet. You only need the right woman as a

wife…or a lover.” She smiled as she spoke, raising her hand to delicately caress her bird, the

almarion flower peeking from her sleeve once more. The bird nuzzled her hand and chirped

happily. The uncanny realism of the thing’s movements unsettled me as much as Vesonna’s

words. I could not tell whether she was teasing me or wanted to make me a pawn in some

scheme of hers, but I imagined that she’d had success in turning men to her will before. Had she

not, she’d perhaps not have had the confidence for such brazenness. Of course, there was every

possibility her only real intent was to upset Indorma. She was succeeding at this.

Indorma shot daggers at her pupil for such words. Turning back to me, “My Lord Iaren,

since you did not graduate from the University of Asterfaen, you did not join a Guild of the

Art?”

“No,” I admitted.

“And so you are not a member of the Conclave?”

“I am not.”

“So you are an unlicensed practitioner?”

“That’s a distinction without a difference in the Sisters, mistress. The Conclave does not

rule over practitioners here as it does on the continent.”
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“That is why there are so many fleshcrafters and peddlers of dark workings in the

Sisters, is it not?”

“Perhaps, but it is not the threat of punishment by authority that makes men good or evil.

Were it so, the Vigil would have little work to do.”

“And yet, I hear that they seek breakers of the Conclave’s laws even here in Altaena.”

“I’ve heard the same. But such actions are not without risk, for the rulers of the Sisters

will not tolerate such an affront to their sovereignty.”

“So you have no fear from the Vigil knocking on your door in the middle of the night?”

“Why should I? I am a conscientious practitioner, not some cheap necromancer or

diviner who’ll do anything for coin.”

“But you are a mercenary of sorts,” she said.

“No more than you.” This took her aback; her face revealing her umbrage. I can’t say

that at this point I much cared. No; that’s not correct. I enjoyed offending her after her pointed

questions and insinuated aspersions. She opened her mouth to speak, decided better of it, turned

and left.

Vesonna did not follow. Instead, she smirked. “She makes it too easy,” she told me.

I smiled at that, too. “I’m sure she’ll find something in the Book about not judging

others, or that no person is pure in and of themselves, or that we ought to show compassion to all

others, for we also are in need of compassion. If she’s a hypocrite, she’ll come back to quote it at

me. If not, she’ll just avoid me for a while. Ealthens take themselves too seriously; let their piety

corrupt them.”

“That’s a dark view of things. You seem to know the Book, but you have little respect for
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“That’s a dark view of things. You seem to know the Book, but you have little respect for

the faithful,” Vesonna said.

“Not exactly. I’ve read the Book, and I know what Ashaera says. I’ve seen the Temple

do terrible things in her name, and I’ve seen the Dissenters do likewise. That’s where I have

little respect—for those who profess their righteousness while using the faith as a weapon

against others.”

“You’re going to love Barro,” she said, though it seemed without sarcasm.

“The priest? Why’s that?”

“He is a pragmatist, faithful, but less concerned about strict rules than results. At least in

person—he can be a little fire and brimstone in the pulpit.”

“I suppose there’s plenty of that in the Book as well. Tell me about your bird.”

“Ethelyn. A gift from Edanu.”

“You know that your father’s negotiating a marriage contract for you to Meradhvor?”

“Of course. You think an Artificer House gives gifts when it expects nothing in return?”

I smiled. Whatever her qualities, naivete wasn’t one of them. “You don’t mind that?”

“Why should I? It’s a good match for the family, and everyone must do their part.” 

I must’ve subconsciously frowned at that, for her face took on an apologetic expression.

I waived it off as I responded. “That doesn’t make you feel like a pawn in someone else’s

game?”

“I’m not foolish enough to think that marriage is about love, Lord Iaren. Marriage is

about alliances and mutual benefit. It does not matter who I marry; I will find love where I like.

You know as well as I the Altaenin custom, especially amongst the nobility. I’ll take on lovers

until I find someone to whom I will bind my troth, if I ever do. If I merely leap from amusement
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until I find someone to whom I will bind my troth, if I ever do. If I merely leap from amusement

to amusement, so be it.” She gave me look as she spoke that confirmed her seriousness, her

acceptance of the ways in which she could—and could not—assert her own power within her

reality. Maybe the ability to shift reality to my will, momentarily at least, had clouded my

understanding of the perspective of those who didn’t have the Gift. Or maybe, she did the same

thing as I, bending her reality to her will where she could, in her own fashion.

I opened my mouth to speak again, but Indorma returned to the room suddenly and

grabbed her pupil by the arm, pulling her away. “To your studies, my lady.”

“Go see Barro. He’s in the chapel behind the keep.” Vesonna looked back at me with a

smile before turning to follow her tutor, leaving me alone in the great hall again. 
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Chapter Seven

I took Lady Vesonna’s advice, finding the chapel behind the keep, built so that its rear

wall and the inner curtain were the same thick stack of stones. The walls that pulled away from

that defensive structure had been constructed more delicately, with corbels supporting the

overhanging roof, this covered in brass roofing tiles long since covered in a green patina. The

front wall contained three wood double doors, though humble in size, in recessed arches with an

overhanging tympanum of the loyal Firstborn of The One—or maybe saints of one sort or

another. I wasn’t really sure which. The front facade pushed upward to buttress the roof with a

triangular rise of stone covered in arched pinnacles and miniature spires.

Between the doors, the stone relief of a tree—the Tree. On the left, the Tree bare and

lifeless, with Ashaera suspended from it in miniature. On the right, the Tree empty of our savior,

but in bloom and replete with fruit and flowers.

The middle doors stood slightly ajar and I could faintly hear the chanting of morning

prayers. Attempting to maintain respectful silence, I pushed the doors open just enough that I

could slip in. The building itself was relatively small, the main room maybe twenty feet wide

and thirty feet from doors to the altar, a grand piece of stone worn slightly at the edges with use,

carved with intricate scenes taken from the Book. A tree in bloom fashioned from a single piece

of wood, stained to protect it and to bring out the detail of the carving, stood in the table’s center,

flanked on either side by short, fat candles happily burning, releasing a pungent yet pleasant.

Under all three items, a runner of gold and green hanging down on the right and left sides of the

table. 
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A man stood facing that altar, flanked on either side by a boy dressed in the white of

acolytes to the Temple. Together, they intoned a chant in Old Cantic, beautiful and haunting, the

language of Ashaera and the original language of the Book.

The man in the center wore simple robes of muted green, without embroidery or

embellishment. Given the reputation for ostentation of the Temple priests, I found both

surprising and refreshing. From behind him, I could see that his chestnut hair was graying at his

temples and the tips of his beard, his hear cut to a moderate length, somewhere between

utilitarian and fashionable. He sang with baritone voice, deep to contrast the higher voices of the

children at his sides.

I waited. When the chanting had ceased, the two boys turned away to see me while the

man knelt before the altar in some silent prayer. Once they’d seen me the two broke in to a run,

frantic words exchanged in excited voices once they’d cleared the doors to the outside. But the

man remained undisturbed in his prayer, taking his time. Finally, he back away from the altar on

his knees, bowed low, and turned to rise. His was a hard face, unmoved by my sudden

appearance. He peered at me from under bushy eyebrows, his eyes the deep color of his hair. His

hair had also begun to gray under his bulbous nose; he impressed me with a sense of hard-won

wisdom.

“My lord, Iaren amn Ennoc,” he said, his accent thick with Ealthebad.

“The news of my arrival travels fast.”

“Not quite. But we do not often see guests of the lord roaming free inside the inner gate,

and of those expected to arrive alone any time soon, you are the last. Simple deduction.”

“You must be Barro, then. The priest. Though I must admit that my deduction was
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“You must be Barro, then. The priest. Though I must admit that my deduction was

simpler than yours.”

He smiled, causing his beard to bristle as the hairs splayed out with his stretching cheeks.

“I am pleased to make your acquaintance, my lord thaumaturge.”

“What, no prayers against me, no sign of the Tree? You seem to have taught your flock

to fear my kind.”

“My apologies for that, my lord. I know better; I am a learned man. Studied at the

University of Unbronad, you see. Met my fair share of shapers, thaumaturges, and other

practitioners of the Art. I understand that you are human, possessed of both good and evil, and

that your Gift may accentuate that good or evil, but is not the salient factor in your demeanor or

morality. The people of Vaina, however, are not so experienced. The only practitioners they are

likely to encounter are the witch Falla, who lives in the wilds outside of town, or traveling

charlatans who may pass through to defraud my flock before vanishing in the night. Their fear

protects them. From being taken advantage of, from straying from the Path, from being tempted

into corruption by those of maleficent intent and no control over their Gift.”

“This Falla, tell me about her.”

“As I said, a sorceress and a witch. She lives in the Old Aenyr ruins outside of town,

where she performs workings for those townsfolk foolish enough to avail themselves of her Art.

Divinations, potions, what she calls ‘blessings,’ amulets and the like. Deviltry if it’s not

charlatanry.”

“You’re sure of that?”

He looked at me with an expression of incredulity. “Is there any doubt? She’s had no

formal training, no apprenticeship, no education and has never been licensed by the Conclave or
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formal training, no apprenticeship, no education and has never been licensed by the Conclave or

any other authority. I know enough about the Art to know that its use without training is

dangerous to both body and soul.”

“I won’t argue with that,” I admitted.

“Of course you won’t; you’re a man of learning and no fool.” The dismissiveness of his

rhetoric annoyed, but I had no need to argue with him and plenty of reasons to stay on his good

side. He’d given me a good lead, after all, whether he knew it or not. “What can you tell me

about Lady Aevala?” I continued.

“What do you want to know? I’ll tell you anything that would not violate the sacred

bond between penitent and confessor.”

“How does she fare?”

“Terribly, I’m afraid. Insomnia, and nightmares when she sleeps. It is sapping her vigor,

a sickness unto death if nothing is done, I believe. That is why I am so hopeful now that you

have come and will endeavor to help you in any way I can.”

“Thank you, Father Barro. What can you tell me about Lady Aevala just before these

recent events?”

“She…had become preoccupied by something. There seems to have been some tension

between her and my Lord Aryden, which was unusual.”

“Tension? Over what?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’ve heard that they’re trothbonded to one another.”

“That is true. An excellent example to their subjects. Paragons of Ashaeran virtue despite

the wanton proclivities of Altaenin culture.”
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I brushed off the casual insult. “So you don’t think that any trouble between them was

the result of an affair?”

Barro’s face became condescending; I’d apparently asked a question the whole world

already knew the answer to. “Of course not. They are devoted to one another. I suspect that the

tension between them—and my lady’s preoccupation—had more to do with the Lady Vesonna.”

“How so? Has she displeased her parents?”

“No, not that I’m aware. She’s a willful child, and perhaps too clever for her own good,

but she is dutiful and honors her parents as the Book expects. I think that the lord and lady

disagree over the Meradhvor engagement.”

“It seemed that Lord Aryden looks forward to finalizing a contract. You think that the

lady is not so inclined?”

“Our lord is a good man, but he can be stubborn in his management of the family, and he

has become well-accustomed to his authority. I think it’s likely that the lady expressed her

dissatisfaction with the match and my lord overruled her.”

“But the negotiations started before the apparition appeared?”

“Yes.”

“When did Edanu arrive?”

“Only after my lady fell ill and the specter began to afflict us.”

“Hmm.” That killed that theory, unless House Meradhvor had some unknown agent

inside the amn Vaina household acting in their interests before Edanu arrived as envoy. I

wouldn’t put it past them, but had they decided to remove the Lady Aevala’s objections to the

marriage from having an effect, there would have been simpler—and more expedient—ways to
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marriage from having an effect, there would have been simpler—and more expedient—ways to

accomplish that. Had the lady Aevala’s illness been the only fact at play, I’d have suspected

poison. But the “haunting,” whatever it was, just didn’t match up. It was still too early to be

formulating theories, so I tried to silence my mind on the subject. It didn’t listen, so I distracted

myself by changing the subject. “Have you seen the spirit yourself?”

“No; I’m afraid not.”

“The Temple has rituals for the cleansing of spirits, you haven’t thought to try one?”

“No, my lord thaumaturge. The One has given the Gift and practitioners of the Art for

our protection. Did the Noght Gennigt not establish that? I will serve my call in leading and

counseling my people, but I shall leave to those better suited to it their protection.”

“Then perhaps I should set to that.” I gave a slight nod of respect as I took my leave, not

waiting for the priest’s response.

Behind me, he called, “Come find me if I may be of further assistance, my lord

thaumaturge.”
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Chapter Eight

I spent the remainder of the afternoon in the cellars, learning their layout. I planned to

meet the spirit there, if I was lucky, once night had fallen. The lack of any exceptional feeling,

of anything that pulled at my mystical senses frustrated and disturbed me; given the stories I’d

heard from those to whom I’d talked, I’d expected to feel some residual echo of anger or

predation left by the spirit’s activity, but I found none. Finally, as I’d been instructed, I returned

to the great hall for dinner, where the benches had set and covered with fine-smelling food:

venison and pastries, delicate fruits brought from Ilessa after being imported from across the

Avar, beer and wine in quantity.

I attempted to take an inconspicuous seat at one of the lower tables, but as soon as I’d

moved both legs over the bench, before my ass had even touched wood, I felt a hand on my

shoulder. From the corner of my eye I spied the thin alabaster fingers that could only have

belonged to Vesonna. She leaned in close and, almost whispering in my ear, her breath hot on

my neck, said, “My father requests that you sit with him at the head table, my lord

thaumaturge.”

“Iaren,” I said, reflexively, mentally kicking myself for not saying something more

charming or eloquent. She merely smiled as she led me up the raised steps where Aryden’s chair

of judgment had sat earlier, now occupied by a long table, Aryden at the center flanked by his

retainers on either side. 

Indorma, Barro, Edanu and Eldis—to Aryden’s right, on both sides of the table—I

recognized, which left most of the remaining people a mystery. As she sat across from me,
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recognized, which left most of the remaining people a mystery. As she sat across from me,

Vesonna pointed to each, giving them their names as she did. To her left sat Endan, the doctor,

spectacles hanging at the end of an aquiline nose, his hair pulled tight into a short ponytail and

tied at the nape of his neck, beard finely trimmed deep gray hairs, almost the color of steel. His

shoulders were narrow set, judging by how tall he sat in the chair, he must have been a man of

lanky height. He smiled and nodded to me as Vesonna said his name. 

Next to him, a large man with a ragged beard that splayed in all directions, his eyes

squinted and evaluating me to determine how much resistance I might give if he decided to take

me down. But the slowness of his breathing, the relaxed way in which he held himself as he

eyed me, told me that this was no common ruffian or thug; this was a man who knew the ways

of violence, lived close enough to them to call them friend, companion. The kind of man who

accepted death as simply the final of a series of inconveniences that test one’s mettle and honor.

A soldier. I knew before Vesonna said his name that this was Gamven, the sergeant of arms. As

he grunted in acknowledgment of me, I made a note to myself to stay on his good side.

On my right, across from Vesonna, a noblewoman dressed in practical—almost

aggressive—finery.I could see that tall riding boots stretch to the middle of her thighs, where

they met with satin breaches of a deep maroon, almost the color of blood. A rapier, blade thinner

than even my Altaenin sword, hung from her hip, its long point casually extending behind her

seat. She wore something between a feminine bodice and a hunter’s jerkin, flared at the waist

with fabric that, while seated, fell behind her sword and its belt. Her shirt was a fine brown,

embroidered at the cuffs and neck, open as a man’s shirt might be down to where it met the

bodice, accentuating her cleavage. Her hair had been pulled high and tight on the back of her

skull but let to fall where it may from the knot that secured it to her head. She seemed slightly
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skull but let to fall where it may from the knot that secured it to her head. She seemed slightly

older than me, with an attractive face of sharp and predatory lines. On the strap of her bodice

over her left shoulder a pin had been affixed, the crest of House amn Esto, two fish over a blue

and yellow divide. “The Lady Vitella amn Esto,” I heard Vesonna say. He turned and smiled

perfunctorily, a flourish of the hand taking the place of any bow. I bowed shallowly to her.

On the other side of her a weasel-faced man with a smell of stables on him that reached

even beyond Lady Vitella’s perfume. His clothes had the cut and fabric of a well-to-do retainer

but had collected spots of mud; I thought I saw a short piece of stray hay in his hair. Varrel, the

master of horse, I supposed. On the heels of the thought, Vesonna confirmed this. Varrel looked

to me, meeting my eyes for a brief moment, and then turned away quickly, perhaps an adherent

to that old superstition of looking a practitioner in the eyes.

To my left, an older man, cleanshorn and also bespectacled, a leather journal, quill and

inkpot on the table beside his plate. His gray hair had been cut just over his ears, almost a bowl

shape in the style of the monastics. Age had wrinkled his skin and given him liver spots, but his

eyes shone with bright intellect, and he eagerly soaked in all that occurred around him. I heard

Vesonna’s voice name him “Naemur,” she further explained that he was a scholar from the

University of Ilessa collecting the history of Vaina (no doubt under Lord Aryden’s patronage).

He muttered a, “Greetings, my lord.”

Across from the scholar, a somber man in avar-tones: foliage greens and the browns of

trees and dirt. In the wilds, he would’ve been hard to see indeed. His head and face were

covered in short, dark stubble, as if he’d shaved to the skin two days back. His hands bore scars

and callouses, a badge of hard work and rough tasks, and, while I could only see him in profile,

for he seemed to remain intentionally ignorant of the goings-on at the table as he shoveled food
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for he seemed to remain intentionally ignorant of the goings-on at the table as he shoveled food

into his mouth, I noted three silver traces of old scars running from scalp to chin, a reminder of

the claws of some fell beast. Vesonna told me that this was Savlo, the master of hunt, but I’d

already made the connection. Unlike the others, Savlo made no move that indicated his

awareness of my arrival. I took no offense. 

Finally, she pointed to me and said, “The lord Iaren amn Ennoc, thaumaturge.”

I pulled up my chair and took my seat amidst them. For a time, we exchanged awkward

glances; none but the amn Vainas were willing to look at me for longer than the briefest

instance. I felt no need to speak if they didn’t, so I began to eat.

“How goes it,” Aryden asked.

“Nothing to speak of yet. Once it’s dark I’ll get to the real work and I’ll have something

to share.” I took a draught of the wine at the table, a vermillion color with the slightest bite to it,

just enough to be pleasant.

“How was your journey here, my lord?” asked the doctor.

“Bandits on the road last night, but otherwise pleasant.”

“Heh,” Gamven said, somewhere between a laugh and a snort. “Not any more. Found

them this afternoon and strung them up.”

“Didn’t hide very well,” Savlo added, still looking to his plate. “Nor fight well.”

“I’m sure everyone will sleep easier at that,” I managed, only letting part of the sarcasm

bleed through.

“I’m surprised you didn’t take them yourself, lord thaumaturge,” Gamven said.

“Not my job.”

“A man who carries a sword should be ready to use it,” Edanu followed.
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“A man who rushes to use his sword is a fool and a coward.” A quote from the master

strategist Ethveng eld Avingdon’s A Course of Arms. I’d read it only because there’d been a

time when I could find nothing else, but I’d found it time well invested.

“How many duels did eld Avingdon fight?” the Meradhvor emissary challenged.

“How many did he win before they happened?” I answered.

“Well said,” Edanu smiled. “Best to win a fight before the other side knows you’re

fighting.”

Vesonna must have noticed that I had clenched my fists around my tableware, for she

changed the subject. “Is there any news from Ilessa, my lord?”

I turned to respond to her and felt her father’s gaze upon me. “My lady, I do not exactly

frequent the circles of society whose news would interest you.”

“No?” she asked, eyebrows arched.

“Let us be the judge of that, my lord,” Aryden said, between bites of some sort of bird.

“As you wish. There is unrest in the Dissent, as the Council of Twelve continues to make

pronouncements that Dissenters are welcome in the city, but the nobility and the merchants

courting the support of the Temple ensure that all arriving Dissenters—that they’re aware of, at

least, and who have no power of their own—end up in the Dissent, and then make sure that the

Dissent remains dangerous, squalid and contained.

The Coin Lords continue their dance with one another. Blind-eye Berem’s people and

Selbo the Youth’s are fighting over the Tangle again, with no indication that the city watch will

stop them any time soon.

The rumor is that the gray artificers themselves are hiring shadowmen to steal from the



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 77 -

The rumor is that the gray artificers themselves are hiring shadowmen to steal from the

Artificer Houses more boldly than ever. So far, any retaliation from the Houses has been subtle

indeed, for the Council of Twelve has made none of the usual denunciations and threats against

them.”

“Because we are honoring our agreements with the Council to take no adverse action

against any other person in the City,” Edanu interjected.

“So you say,” I said, not turning to respond to him directly.

We passed the time in continued conversation, the lot of us, some pleasant, some

contentious, and more of the latter as the wine ran lower. I had trouble disguising my disdain for

the House Meradhvor emissary and, for his part, he seemed to be taking great pleasure in

provoking me. Many interventions and changes of subject became necessary.

Finally, night had fallen, and the time for my work had come. I made a quick trip to my

room to recover the items I would need from my chest before I returned to the cellars, where

Lord Aryden, the doctor Endan, Barro, Eldis and Naemur joined me.

We settled on a corner of the cellars nearby racks of wine butts and beer barrels. Those

who’d accompanied me helped to clear the crates and sacks of grain to make room for my

efforts. They changed the candles on the wall for new ones, long tapers that would last through

the late hours.

The area cleared, I took my girdle, putting a metal spike through a small loop on one end

and wedging that into a crevice between two flagstones in the floor, counted out to the fourth not

from the end. Pulling the rope taut, holding a piece of chalk and the girdle’s knot in my right

hand so that the two matched in location, I began to draw the first line of my circle, the soft

point of the chalk leaving a dusty arc behind me.
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“This is to summon the spirit?” Naemur asked, propping his open journal against the

crook of his elbow and holding his open inkpot in the hand above it, ready quill in his right hand

to take notes.

“No. If I want to summon a specific spirit, I must know its name. If I want to summon

any representative of a class of spirits who will come, I must make preparations specific to the

type of spirit. Neither would be helpful at present. Besides, I’ve not yet determined that the

problem is a spirit. This is a circle of protection,” I told him, now moving to drawing a second,

concentric circle within the first. 

“It’s not very large.” This from Endan. “How will we all fit?”

“You won’t. You’re not invited. This is something I do alone.”

Aryden frowned, hands on hips. “How will we know that what you tell us happened

actually happened?”

“You’ll have to trust me, my lord.”

He guffawed. Not the kind of response I’d hoped for this early in our relationship. I

attempted reason, “It it is a spirit, any attempt to banish it will require great precision and

concentration. If I have to protect all of you—any of you—as well, it will be that much more

difficult. Besides, all you need to know is whether or not I’m successful. If I am, whatever your

problem is will go away and that’ll be all the proof you need. If not, then my work continues.” 

Now, I had lain the girdle as close to the inner circle as possible following the curve. On

the side of the line in the space between the two rings, I made little ticks to match the locations

of the knots. At each tick mark, I drew sigils, collections of straight and curved lines forming

strange geometries somehow aligned with the occult qualities of Creation. I could feel the eyes
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strange geometries somehow aligned with the occult qualities of Creation. I could feel the eyes

of the men studying me as I worked, could feel the Veil growing thinner as the night drew

darker.

The Veil is a boundary between our world and other parts of Creation: the Otherworld

into which—according to legend—the Old Aenyr had retreated, the dwelling places of spirits

not manifested in our world, the Sea of Dreams, and many other places described in the writings

of the wise. The change in the Veil that occurs at night is not a drastic one, or spirits would

overrun the Avar every time the suns withdrew and darkness fell upon us. It is a subtle change,

but enough that some spirits who otherwise would be powerless to cross the Veil become able to

at its thinning. This fact also indicated the probability that, despite my skepticism, the apparition

in the castle was a spirit, one only able to cross that mystic threshold as it grew thin.

The group pressed in to get a closer look at my work. “Step back!” I barked at them, my

patience thin. “If you disturb the circle it will hold no power. If I die down here because of your

foolishness, I can assure you there will be a haunting.”

They stepped back as a group; it is a common wisdom not to anger a practitioner of the

Art, and one with which they seemed to be familiar. “Now go,” I continued. “And do not enter

no matter what you hear. If I do not return by morning, then you may come for me. Not before.”

Grumbling, they left. I did not care what they said, so long as they did what I asked.

Even with my patience lost, I knew to choose my battles carefully.

Once they were gone, I stepped into my circle, careful not to disturb it. I took the

binding disc in my hand and ran my thumb over it as I incanted words of power to activate the

circle. The chalk lines began to radiate a soft blue light, and I knew that I’d completed the

working. From there, I waited, and hoped. Without knowing the nature of the phenomenon
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working. From there, I waited, and hoped. Without knowing the nature of the phenomenon

castle amn Vaina had experienced, I could prepare no theurgic working for assistance beyond

the circle of protection. No sorcerous working would be of use at present, and even had I

thought of some effect of benefit that I might achieve, I had no desire to fatigue myself in the

working of extraneous sorceries before any confrontation even took place. If I thought hard

enough, I might remember or create some thaumaturgic effect to increase the likelihood that the

spirit appeared, but I’d still have to draw the power for the working either from within—which

again could leave me unnecessarily fatigued—or from without, which would take my

concentration away from my present circumstances.

No one tells you how much of the thaumaturge’s practice is in the waiting; neither my

master when I’d started as an apprentice nor my professors at the university. They let you find

this out on your own, when it’s too late for the prospect to turn you away from the path. Waiting

for alignments of the moons and stars to power your theurgic working, waiting to recover from

the fatigue of overzealous or reckless thaumaturgy, waiting for reagents and ingredients to arrive

for your alchemic projects, waiting on spirits with whom you would conduct business. 

As I said, my patience had already been worn thin by the gawkers gathered to watch my

preparations, and I’d not had much to begin with. My foot tapped softly while the candles that

illuminated the artificial cavern burned slowly lower, their smoke adding to the coating of soot

and char that covered the vaulted ceiling.

Of a sudden, the candle-flames glowed green instead of their usual orange-yellow,

bathing the room in a sickly pallor. Into that uncanny radiance moved—or I should say flowed

—a creature of shadow and unlight. Its form remained amorphous but its presence undeniable. I

could feel the thing as much as see it, every hair standing on end and my stomach churned.
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The thing’s malevolence caused this effect, not its mere presence. Creation is full of

benevolent, benign and morally neutral spirits, and I’d become accustomed enough to them to

no longer have such a visceral response to their mere presence. We are, after all, spirits

ourselves, only clothed in flesh. But those spirits who have become corrupted or whose only aim

is to do evil carry about them a palpable aura of dread. A convenient warning of this spirit’s

intent, really.

Those who have the Gift have an ability to sense beyond our immediate surroundings

into the deeper nature of things. We call this the Sight, but it goes well beyond the visual senses.

The Sight pierces to the essence of existence, revealing relationships, correspondences and

ontologies through intuition and metaphor, but the mortal mind usually interprets these

revelations through the mundane senses. Perceiving these hidden layers of Creation carries with

it a danger, for it exposes the mind to things it may not be capable of comprehending. Outside of

exaggerated legend, I’d never heard of someone losing their mind in a single use of the Sight,

but the effects of opening the mind to things terrible and strange (though the Sight sometimes

reveals great beauty as well, to be sure) is known to take its toll. Yet another reason we

practitioners are thought of as “eclectic” if the thinker is generous; “madmen” if not.

Nevertheless, I opened myself up to the Sight in hopes that my perceptions of this fell

specter would give me more than a sense of its ill intent. The shadow resolved into a form

radiating green corpselight just as the candles had done, were doing. It had the form of a rotting

cadaver, skin sloughing from bone, entrails dragging the ground, nose and eyes decayed into

cavernous recesses over a deathly rictus. Its fingernails had grown into claws not unlike a

raptor’s, its teeth sharp as a wolf’s. 
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As spirits do, it sensed my use of the Sight, for the very act created a new ethereal bond

between observer and observed. Somehow this enraged the phantom; it attempted to rake me

with its claws but the points rebounded from the invisible wall of my protective circle.

I knew its nature now—the unquiet spirit of a deceased mortal. The accounts I’d

received from all involved with whom I’d spoken indicated that it had been appearing for weeks.

The lore of the wise, and the teaching of the Temple, tells us that the mortal spirit lingers near

the Avar for mere days before departing across a barrier beyond the Veil none living have

crossed—if all goes as it should. But there are times when a soul does not move on, refuses to

return to the Path.

Such an uneasy spirit must have an anchor in the material world to prevent it from

drifting onward, wherever that may be. Most often, the body of the deceased provides that

anchor. For this reason, and the fear of having one’s body used in necromantic practice, the

Temple directs us to burn our dead. But a corpse does not always provide the anchor for a spirit,

other objects may do so as well, if the life or death of the restless soul forms a strong enough

bond with the thing. The classic tale of this, used in Temple sermons and the works of moralists

alike, is the greedy person, so attached to her material wealth that she cannot leave it even when

it has lost all usefulness to her. But the victims of violent or tragic ends sometimes become

anchored to a place or item involved in their untimely ends. There are no hard and fast rules

about what can and cannot be an anchor for such a spirit.

My normal senses returned to me as I let go the Sight, leaving me in the darkened cellar

with its ghostly coruscations, the specter, again a mass of ambiguous shadow and light. I

returned the binding disc to the pouch on my belt and began an incantation of banishment.
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returned the binding disc to the pouch on my belt and began an incantation of banishment.

Without finding and destroying the spirit’s anchor, I had no chance of permanently sending it on,

but I could push it back through the Veil for a time. 

As if the thing understood my intent (and I could not truthfully say that I knew that it did

not), it slashed ever more desperately against my barrier. Though I had faith in my defensive

theurgy, I could feel a subtle tremor in my hands as I moved them through various signs in

assisting my focus for the thaumaturgic working, sweat on my brow as a part of my mind

wondered how long the wall would hold against such an onslaught.

Words spilled from my mouth, rhythmic and melodious. I am no gifted singer, but I

incant with authority. Or so my professors told me, perhaps intending more to indicate the

former quality than the latter. I had no time to think on that, lest my wandering mind spoil the

working before I could complete it, giving over the power I’d drawn to some random and

chaotic result, or at least forcing me to start anew. Minutes passed as I drew my mind through

the thoughts, images and emotions that shaped the gathered power into a structure that would

produce the object of my will. Sorceries may be achieved in an instant, but every thaumaturgic

working takes time, minor ones a few seconds at least, more powerful ones like this much

longer.

When I’d drawn the working to the threshold of its realization, just before releasing the

raw potential of the channeled power into a discrete change in reality in accordance with the

form and structure I’d created, I swept the edge of my toe over the inner circle of my theurgic

diagram, dispelling its power and effect.

In the midst of dashing itself against that barrier yet again, and finding it gone, the

specter raised his clawed and rotting hand, bringing it down just as I released the working of
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specter raised his clawed and rotting hand, bringing it down just as I released the working of

banishment to take effect. I felt the creature’s talon brush across my chest just before it jerked

backward suddenly, as if yanked by some unseen hand back across the Veil. Something clattered

to the floor as the candlelight returned to its mundane hue and tone; I clutched my hand to my

chest in expectation of finding my vest wet and sticky, a copperish smell in the air. But I did not

feel blood seeping into my clothes, and as the fallen object glinted in the light, I identified it. A

button. I breathed deep, thankful I had not been injured by the spirit’s manifested weapons but

also shaken that I’d come so close to such an awful wound.

A scream, high-pitched and blood-curdling, arose from somewhere high above me,

piercing even the layers of stone between its origin and my ears. This forced me to collect

myself just in time to startle as the nearby door flew open and bashed the wall, the Lord Aryden

entering with a flurry of curses.

“What the hell just happened?” he asked, the words almost running together in his

excitement.

“The scream?” I asked, trying to collect my wits all over again.

“My wife, of course. I’ve send Barro and the doctor to check on her. Tell me what

happened, damn you!”

“You have a spirit.”

“I told you that!”

“Calm yourself; I’ve banished it.”

He did not take my command well, bellowing, “Then why do you say I have a spirit and

not that I had one?”

“It will return, probably tomorrow night.”
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“What good was banishing it, then?”

“It’s not here now.”

“Cold comfort that,” he said, but he did visibly relax. “Do you have a more permanent

solution, or has this all been in vain?”

“I think so. The spirit appears to be the specter of an unquiet soul. Something has

anchored it to this place or it would have moved on. If we find the anchor and destroy it, I can

banish the spirit for good.”

“How do we find this ‘anchor’ as you say?”

“We find the identity of the deceased and use what we can determine about their life and

death to search for the anchor.”

“How do we do that?”

“I investigate. That is what I’m best at.”

“And in the meantime?”

“I’ll put up wards in the castle to make it more difficult for the spirit to manifest.”

“And what about Aevala? You heard how she continues to suffer.”

“I don’t know. The quicker we move, the better.”

“Then we begin tonight.”

“I need to rest, my lord. I’ll be no good to you without a clear head.”

“Fine. We start first thing in the morning. How, exactly, do we begin?”

“I need to know every person who died in the weeks preceding the spirit’s appearance.

We’ll go from there.”

“I’ll get the constable here in the morning. Between he and Barro, we should have all of
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“I’ll get the constable here in the morning. Between he and Barro, we should have all of

the records.”
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Chapter Nine

I slept deeply that night, the past days’ events had enervated me, though I expected

worse in the time to come. By the time I’d been aroused from my slumber, washed up, eaten a

small breakfast delivered to my room, dressed and descended to the great hall, a small group had

convened to wait for me.

Aryden sat in his chair of judgment, a fine piece of caved wood with a high back and

black-and-gold-striped cushions occupying the raised space where his dining table had been the

night before. Arrayed below him stood Eldis, Barro and a third man I did not recognize—the

constable.

This man had the wiry build of a yeoman farmer, better fed than the lowliest peasants,

but still used to a life of labor. A short sword with a triangular blade, fat at the hilt and forming

and isosceles to an acute point, hung at his left side, the kind of blade designed to comply with

the laws about the lower classes carrying weapons while providing a solid defense against a

sword of full length. A mace, likely his badge of office, hung over his right hip, suspended from

a ring on his belt. He wore no armor, instead clothed in a well-made linen long jacket, tied

closed under his belt and hanging to his knees in place of a jerkin and vest. His short boots had

been polished clean; how he kept them that way on the hike from Outer Vaina to Inner, I had no

idea. His black hair fell to his shoulders; he had trimmed his facial hair into a thin mustache and

goatee that accentuated the thin line of his hard mouth, even now drawn tight.

“So good of you to join us,” Lord Aryden said at my approach. He delivered the

statement so flatly that I could not discern either sarcasm or genuine appreciation; it set me ill at
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statement so flatly that I could not discern either sarcasm or genuine appreciation; it set me ill at

ease. “Lord Iaren, you already know Barro and Eldis. Our additional guest today is Daedys im

Vardes, head of the im Vardes family, overseer of the timber mill, and constable of Vaina.

Master Daedys, this is Lord Iaren amn Ennoc, thaumaturge of Ilessa.”

The constable bowed a curt bow; I nodded to him in return.

Lord Aryden continued, “The lord thaumaturge has identified our resident spirit as the

unquiet soul of someone deceased, so we have convened to determine who has died in the past

few months so that he can determine the identity of our ghost. Barro, what say the Temple

records?”

He produced a small vellum scroll. He opened it to read, but collapsed it between his

hands. “My lords, if I may. Lord thaumaturge, would you be able to recognize the deceased if

you saw him?”

“No. The Sight revealed the nature of the spirit to me, but not its identity.”

“Then how do we know that the spirit is of one recently deceased?”

“We don’t,” I admitted, “but the odds are good. If it were not someone recently

deceased, why appear only now?”

“I understand, my lord—”

“Just Iaren.”

“Yes. But perhaps if we are not entirely sure on that point, you ought to begin your

investigation with the witch Falla?”

“Do you have reason to believe that she’s somehow involved?”

“She’s the only other practitioner in the area, and the townsfolk whisper of her

consorting with spirits. Is it not possible that this ghost has only recently appeared because she
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consorting with spirits. Is it not possible that this ghost has only recently appeared because she

has only recently summoned it?”

I frowned, not enjoying this interrogation of my authority on the subject. But Barro’s

logic held; that could be the explanation for the spirit. “It’s a possibility, but—”

“Then start there,” Aryden said from on high, the tone of his voice brooking no

argument.

Letting out a sigh, louder and more exasperated than I’d intended, I nodded in

agreement. “I’ll still need to know the list of the recently deceased, in case this ‘Falla’ isn’t

involved. Who died in the weeks before the spirit’s first appearance?”

Barro unfurled the scroll again, searching over it briefly before speaking. “An outbreak

of the Red Maw took seventeen two months ago but was contained before spreading. The

victims were barricaded in the Crimson Close as is our custom. By now, it is without doubt that

the victims have succumbed to the disease and are deceased.”

“What else?”

Aryden looked to the constable, who nodded in assent. “The timberworkers reported one

of their lot missing about six weeks ago.”

“That would be just before the spirit’s appearance?” I asked.

“A few days,” Daedys said. “It’s likely that the man fell prey to some predator while

working. Wolves, a bear, something worse. No one had any definitive information to mount a

serious search. The men have reported seeing something in the woods while they’re working,

but there’ve been no other attacks.”

Aryden frowned. “Had you brought this to me, Master Daedys, I could have dispatched

Savlo to search for the beast.”
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“My lord, I did not want to trouble you with the matter.”

“What else?” I broke back in, not wanting to delay for the lord and his man to go back

and forth on the matter.

Daedys turned to me. “Also a few days before the first appearance, one of the im Norren

retainers killed one of the im Valladyn retainers in a street fight. The perpetrator was hung.”

“Both received proper rites,” Barro added. “Wouldn’t that make their spirits less likely to

remain in the Avar?”

“Yes,” I said. “Anyone else?”

Barro looked over his scroll again. “Not in the weeks before the first appearance.”

“And the missing boy, Orren. Anyone else missing besides he and the timber worker?”

“What does Orren have to do with anything?” Daedys stabbed into the conversation.

“If he is dead, then his could be the spirit haunting the castle. He disappeared not long

before the appearances, did he not?”

“He is not dead,” Daedys objected.

“How do you know?” I asked casually, looking to my fingernails as I did.

“He’s my nephew. I know,” Daedys growled.

“So you’ve seen him since he ‘disappeared?’”

“No, but—”

“Then you don’t know. I understand that it would be a tough thing to accept, but I can’t

rule the possibility out at present. My Lord Aryden, the boy had been serving in your house

before his disappearance?”

The lord shifted in his chair, apparently annoyed by this line of inquiry. “He was.”
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“And he left no indication that he intended to leave?”

Aryden looked to Eldis, who’d been listening silently, for a response. “I had none, my

lord,” the old man offered.

“No,” the lord confirmed.

“Had he made enemies in the town? Run into any trouble?”

“The im Valladyns and im Darqoses are always taunting the families of New Vaina,”

Daedys spat. “But my nephew was involved in none of that. He’s not old enough to participate

in the management of family affairs and he’s never been allowed to roam the streets with our

servants, much less participate in brawls and civil unrest.”

“But there were complaints about him,” Barro said coyly.

“Lies and calumny,” Daedys returned, his finger held close and perpendicular to his

chest as he stepped toward the priest.

“I mean no offense, Master Daedys,” the clergyman responded, hands up, palms facing

his accuser. “But the lord thaumaturge should know every detail, and what matters is what

people have said about the boy, not whether it is true. I make no indication of the veracity of the

statements.”

“Good. Let him speak, Daedys,” Aryden commanded.

“Several of the fathers of the town came to me—not all at once, of course, none knew of

the others’ complaints…”

“Came to you about what?” I followed.

“That the boy’d been with their daughters.”

Daedys grinned, “What’s the harm in that? Young men and women will do what men and
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Daedys grinned, “What’s the harm in that? Young men and women will do what men and

women do. Did any of these fathers complaint that his daughter had become pregnant?”

“No,” Barro said.

“Then I see nothing to note here,” the constable returned, waiving a dismissive hand at

the implication.

“The piety of some of the Vaina families causes them to guard the purity of their children

before marriage, as you know, Master Daedys. That others cleave to the…less disciplined

practices of Altaenin culture does not mean that those pious fathers will not take offense at the

sullying of their daughters’ virtue.”

“Save your preaching for the continent, Barro,” Daedys returned.

“I am only stating facts. Concern yourself with morality or not, Master Daedys, but this

is the sort of situation that creates enemies. Besides, several of the merchants also complained

that he had cheated them.”

“Cheated? How?”

“Many were unclear, and I suspect that they meant in gambling but would not admit that

they’d participated in such insalubrious activities. A few of them who described their complaints

in greater detail had been tricked or fraudulently persuaded to part with coin.”

“Enough of this slander,” Daedys said, voice rising in volume.

“Enough dispute, Master Daedys,” Aryden boomed, causing everyone else to turn their

heads down as schoolchildren scolded.

When the awkward silence that followed expired, Eldis spoke up. “For my part, I never

experienced anything but honesty and good manners from the boy, so I would agree with Master

Daedys that these complaints are likely unfounded, or the injured parties would have raised the
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Daedys that these complaints are likely unfounded, or the injured parties would have raised the

issue before our lord and sought redress. I did, however, notice his fondness for the serving-

girls.”

Before Daedys could react again, I clapped my hands together in sign of thanks to Eldis.

“Thank you for your input. What of the boy’s desire to leave Vaina?”

“I don’t see why he’d want to,” Aryden answered. “We’d brought him into service here

to attract a good match for his family, and he didn’t seem the type to shirk his duty.”

“Hmm,” I pondered.

Eldis spoke up again. “He did mention, once or twice, perhaps going to the City to seek

his fortune. But most young men of the town say similar things at one time or another. Most of

them never follow through.”

“And those who do?”

“They find work in Ilessa—on the docks or in the factories. Or else they join a

mercenary company or the Coin Lords’ gangs,” Barro explained. 

“Might he have done the same?”

“It’s my suspicion, pardon me, my lord,” Daedys added. “After the Maw caught his

father, he lost his moorings a bit, thought perhaps there was nothing here for him anymore. I told

him that he’d been given a high honor to be apprenticed to the lord’s steward, and he agreed, but

I think he might be possessed of a wanderlust.”

“He did enjoy riding afield with Savlo and Varrel from time to time, and he was known

to take long walks into the countryside when time allowed,” Eldis said.

“Your family has received no letter from him, Master Daedys?”

“Master Eldis had been teaching him to read and write, but I don’t think he was capable
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“Master Eldis had been teaching him to read and write, but I don’t think he was capable

of writing a whole letter before he left. And the cost of a scrivener to write one for him would

have been out of reach for one starting out in the City. But it’s possible we’ll receive one any

day now.”

“You’ll let me know if you do?” I asked him.

“Yes, lord thaumaturge.”

“Please, you may call me Iaren.”

Daedys looked to Aryden at this; when his lord shrugged indifference, he spoke. “Thank

you, Iaren.”

“I may call upon you if I have more questions about the town or the deceased,” I said.

“Of course, Iaren. When I am not training the militia or investigating some petty offense,

I’m usually in my home in the new town.”

“Thank you.”

“Satisfied, then?” Aryden asked, his voice again that impenetrable tone.

“Yes, my lord,” I responded. “Thank you. I’ll start with this Falla and decide the next

course of action based on what I find there.”

Barro caught me on the shoulder as I turned to go. Spinning me around, in a low voice

he said, “Remember, my lord thaumaturge, it is no sin to defend yourself from evil. And it is a

service to The One to dispatch a practitioner of maleficium.”

I shrugged his hand off of my shoulder. “Right,” I said.
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Chapter Ten

Outside of Vaina Town, I discovered the fading remnant of an Old Aenyr road. A path

once so well-constructed that you could not trip in a seam between stones had become an

uneven collection of weathered pavers. If the legends were true—and many of the inventions of

the Artificer Houses based on their recovery of the ancient knowledge of the Old Aenyr

indicated that they were—carts and carriages that required no horse or other creature to pull

them had traveled roads like this.

Altaena had been one of the easternmost reaches to which the Aenyr had expanded when

they came from the West, conquering and enslaving as they went. According to the stories, the

lowliest slave still lived a better life than the haughtiest peasant under Aenyr rule. I have no

idea; I wasn’t there.

They say that one of the grand Aenyr cities lies buried beneath the mountains I could see

to the north, the Tursa Elvor range rising above the Velucca forest. But none had found it, or

Vaina and anywhere else nearby would’ve been swarmed by venture companies looking to

plunder the ruins and sell their finds to the Artificer Houses. Perhaps House Meradhvor had

uncovered some evidence of the place’s existence and location and that is why Edanu had come

to negotiate a marriage and make a base of Vaina.

Under the treaty that ended the Artificer War, the Houses agreed that they could not own

land, nor hold titles of nobility, nor trade in any place where they did not have the permission of

the rulers. But they kept a monopoly on the secrets and creation of Artifice in exchange, at least

where the gray Artificers did not steal those secrets and replicate them for black markets across
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where the gray Artificers did not steal those secrets and replicate them for black markets across

the Avar. The treaty converted the open warfare into a struggle in the shadows, a game of

politics and espionage, clandestine quests and proxy conflicts, when both sides had suffered

exhaustion to the point of being unable to carry on their bloody struggle at full scale. The accord

at least kept the innocent off of these now-occulted battlefields—most of the time—and I could

live with that. Besides, the intrigue sometimes meant work for me.

I walked alongside the old road, finding it easier to traverse the rough and hilly ground

than the uplifted and sharply angles stones of the road, now a barrier as much as a highway. The

path led me northeast from the town and into the hills. I passed by the Vaina mills just outside

the town, an impressive collection of three mills at terraced levels of large hill, all of them

served by an aqueduct (probably originally built by the Aenyr, but possibly by the Cantics or

Gwaenthyri) that carried water from springs in the hills to which I was headed.

The morning had warmed but not yet grown hot, making the journey not unpleasant. I’d

brought my staff, both as an aid to the hike and in case this Falla was the evil witch they said she

was, which I doubted. The rhythmic thump of the staff hitting the avar provided the music to

which I journeyed. I’d walked for about an hour when I began to draw near to the sorceress’s

abode. I knew I’d come close because I began to see strange talismans and warding objects set

up along the road.

Animal skulls and bones arranged with vines, branches and flowers of all colors into

arcane forms hung from nearby trees or fastened to tall stakes driven into the soft ground near

the road on either side. Nothing about them gave me the impression of maleficium, of evil intent

or effect, but neither did they make me especially comfortable. Checking the availability of my

sword at short notice, I pressed onward, readying my mind for quick sorceries should the need to
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sword at short notice, I pressed onward, readying my mind for quick sorceries should the need to

defend myself from attack using the Art should arise. 

I’d heard and read about the hedge practice of untrained practitioners—the term usually

signified those who received training outside the auspices of the established institutions of

practitioners, for there were few who could manage anything beyond the simplest sorceries

without significant training. Thaumaturgies, theurgies, alchemical constructs and enchantments

do not occur by accident or happenstance. Not exactly, at least. New techniques are sometimes

developed by magi or other practitioners, but these are nearly always incremental improvements

or variations on existing practices.

You ask how the first practitioners developed the Art then. I wonder the same thing from

time to time. Only the Aenyr know, and they aren’t talking. Not on that subject, at least.

According to the Temple, the rebel Sedhwe taught the Art to ancient peoples before the First

War. I’ve no idea whether that’s true or not, but, if it is, I wonder how the early practitioners

turned the Art to benevolent purposes. The Temple priests call it the grace of The One upon

Their creation. Maybe it is. That’s a reassuring thought.

I pushed these speculations aside as I made my way closer to Falla’s cottage. I began to

encounter the low stone lines of ancient walls long since stripped for their stones or tumbled into

rough piles by wind, rain and time. The townsfolk seemed correct when they called it the

remains of an Old Aenyr fort. A pale comparison to the well-preserved Aenyr ruins found

elsewhere in the Avar. The effigies came closer together now, and the surrounding forest pushed

closer in as the road faded into nothingness and I walked amidst the old stones.

Before long, the trees opened into a spacious clearing, where a humble cottage, its walls

covered in vines or turned green with mildew, occupied the center of the glade. A low campfire,
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covered in vines or turned green with mildew, occupied the center of the glade. A low campfire,

surrounded by a ring of rocks, burned below a wooden tripod from which was suspended a small

iron cauldron. A smell, acrid and sweet at the same time, wafted from the vessel, but I could not

identify the contents. Surely not food; some poultice or poison, some creation of the alchemical

Art.

Near the fire a log had been set for sitting upon, its uppermost surface worn smooth with

long use, the rest of it somehow preserved from rot and decay. Behind that, to the right side of

the cottage, lines had been run on which hung laundry, humble and of simple colors, weaved and

stitched by hand, no doubt. On the other side of the cottage I could see the edge of a well-kept

garden behind a simple wood fence; the majority of plant-life within it appeared to be medicinal

or arcane, for few vegetables pushed their way out of the ground in that patch of avar, at least

that I could see.

More of the strange icons hung from branches all around the trees hemming in the

clearing, swaying slightly with the wind, some humming a low whistle and others with bones

chiming against one another. The hollow eye-sockets of bird or rabbit skulls watched me as I

stopped just inside the open space, taking it all in. It was then, as the swinging talismans drew

my eyes upwards, that I noticed the trees were full of birds of all types: sparrows, rooks,

pigeons; a silent audience, or perhaps tiny guardians of the space. Below them, rabbits and

squirrels played across the field, unconcerned with my presence of that of the birds overhead. A

sense of peace came over me there and I shook my head at Barro’s blind condemnation.

The door flung wide and a young woman with hair covered and wearing a dress of the

type favored by the merchant class stepped out. For a moment, I thought that this was Falla; my

mouth must have dropped open at the sound of my shattered expectations. But when the woman
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mouth must have dropped open at the sound of my shattered expectations. But when the woman

looked up and saw me standing there, she paused, equally surprised. She carried something in a

small satchel and fumbled with it momentarily, almost spilling the contents. Once she’d

recovered herself, she briskly passed through the clearing, making the sign of the Tree at me as

she passed.

I stood for a moment dumbfounded at the contradiction, wondering if I’d walked into a

joke or a riddle, perhaps one posed by the gathered animals. A second woman stepping out of

the shadowed door frame broke my reverie. This one better matched my expectations, her dark

hair and eyes wild, her face painted with ochre and umber, tattoos down the length of her bare

arms. She wore rough-made clothing of colors similar to her facepaint, like those hanging from

the line nearby. Self-sufficient living left her wiry, her skin tan and rough with exposure to the

elements. She smiled a crooked smile, but she had all of her teeth. Around her neck hung

miniature versions of the signs that had lined the pathway to her home; she held a rod of wood in

her left hand.

“Master thaumaturge,” she said in welcoming tone, spreading her arms as if in welcome

to her personal demesne. Then she laughed, and I wondered why until she gestured toward me

and I realized I’d put my hand on the hilt of my sword at her appearance. “Perhaps you’ve read

too many tales of witches in the woods, my friend, that you come here armed against me.” 

I nodded to the implement of the Art in her own hand. “A tool,” she said, tossing it

casually aside.

Removing my hand from my weapon, leaning my staff against one of the trees edging

the clearing in sign of good will—though mostly for the excuse to turn my face from the woman

and hide my embarrassment at my initial reaction to her, I said over my shoulder, “Every tool’s
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and hide my embarrassment at my initial reaction to her, I said over my shoulder, “Every tool’s

a weapon if you hold it right.”

She laughed again, “And what about you, Iaren, what kind of tool are you? How does

the Lord Aryden hold you? As a weapon?”

“Lord amn Vaina does not hold me any way. I am my own man.”

“We shall see.”

“How did you know my name?”

“The Art, of course.”

I cocked my head at her, disbelieving.

“Fine, the townsfolk told me of your arrival. You’re no fun at all. But I did see you in my

dreams.”

“Sure you did.”

“On an island in the Sea of Dreams, pursuing a woman herself pursued.” Seeing the

change in my expression, she smiled softly. Still, I felt no malevolence in this place. A

strangeness that matched her appearance, yes—she reminded me of the Wild Folk who live in

the shadowed places on the continent, raiding, pillaging and worshiping dark spirits—but not

threatening. “Did you think that only those with books and universities can understand the

mystical ways of manipulating Creation?”

“How—”

“Did I learn? From my mother, who learned from her mother, who learned from hers

stretching back to my ancestors who first learnt the Art from those who stole it from the Aenyr.

Some had seen the Art used by the Aenyr to dominate and destroy; they vowed to use the power

they’d acquired for healing and protection, not for for violence and ambition. I cannot say the



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 101 -

they’d acquired for healing and protection, not for for violence and ambition. I cannot say the

same, I think, for those ones who taught your masters’ masters, who established the Guilds and

the Conclave, who write the books they claim contain the one true way of the Art. Or for you.”

“You seem to know a lot about the world outside Vaina.”

“I was born here; my mother raised me here, but I have not always lived here. I traveled

for a time, until I felt that my mother’s time drew near, when I came home to take her place.”

“You’re quite an open book yourself,” I said.

She smiled again. “A living one, the truest kind. Besides, I have nothing to hide from

you. You come under suspicion that I have something to do with the Lord Aryden amn Vaina’s

troubles, but I do not. I suspect that he has caused those for himself.”

“Why would you say that?”

“Because hypocrites earn their own punishment. It is the way of things, the indisputable

nature of nature itself.”

“Why do you call him a hypocrite?”

“Many in Vaina are hypocrites, just like the woman you met before me. She attends

Temple, listens to Barro’s diatribes against me, nods along as he calls for me to be burnt, and

then comes here in secret for my help.”

“What kind of help?”

“She has been with a man who is not her husband; she’s afraid she may be with child;

she’s afraid of what her husband might do if he finds out, so she seeks my assistance. What

would the priest say about that?”

“Nothing kind about either of you, I think.”

“True, but I am honest about what I am.”
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“Have you no fear of The One?”

“Why should I? The One is mercy and love. It is the Temple priests I fear. And rightly

so.”

I’d heard enough from Barro to agree with her. It didn’t mean I was ready to trust her.

“Is that what you do for the townsfolk? You keep the women from the children they do not

want?”

“Would you judge me for that? Do you think that I have the ability to create or destroy a

spirit? Do you think that I can prevent The One from bringing a spirit into this world that They

desire to dwell here? I have little power, even relative to you, perhaps, or at least that you could

have. And none I know of, in the Avar or in legend has such power. Why would you condemn

me for preventing the suffering of a woman and a child?”

“I—”

“You should not speak about things you know nothing about.”

“I’m not here to speak; I came to listen.”

“That is some wisdom, then. I’d feared the lord’s thaumaturge would simply come to kill

me.”

“I’m not a killer.”

“You are not yet. What will you do when the time comes to decide that question?”

“What do you mean?”

“You are on a path that walks between life and death. Here and now, but also in your

future. I have seen it. What will you become?”

I thought about that for a moment. This was not the conversation I’d expected to have.
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I thought about that for a moment. This was not the conversation I’d expected to have.

Part of me considered the question, and part of me wondered how she’d pushed me into this

position in the first place. “I can only be what I am,” I said after a while.

“Psh,” she expelled between tight lips. “A poor aphorism, especially from one such as

you. You work your will upon the world itself. How will you work your will upon yourself?

What will you choose to become from what you are now? Perhaps some things will be decided

for you, but not all. If you have not dominion over yourself, you have dominion over nothing.

Your masters taught you that those without their training could not practice the Art without

falling to corruption or madness. And yet, here I am, proof that that is not true, while many of

those who have received your masters’ training have corrupted themselves, turned to Daea or

Sedhwe, or, worse yet, served only their own base desires with their Art.”

“Why are you telling me all of this?”

“To help you. As I said, I have seen you in my dreams, and I believe that you, too, can

be an agent of good in this dark world, of healing, though your path is very different from

mine.”

“I’m just like everyone else, just trying to survive.”

“Fool. What value has survival without purpose?”

“You don’t know my path.”

“No, not fully. Not even clearly. But I have intuitions and visions of it, and I trust them.

Whether you trust me is another matter.”

“If you want to help me, if you want me to trust you, tell me what you can about the

haunting at the castle.”

“What is there to tell? I cannot set foot in the town without fear of violence, and it is
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“What is there to tell? I cannot set foot in the town without fear of violence, and it is

only fear of me—misplaced as it is—that protects me here. So I have only what I am told by

those who visit me and what I see in my dreams.”

“Then what have you been told?”

“There is fear in the town, many of them have come to me for protection from the spirit.

I prepare trinkets for them, say a prayer over it with them, and send them on their way.”

“Without drawing upon the Power? That doesn’t do anything for them.”

“Nothing? Belief has a power of its own. They believe that it will protect them, so they

sleep easier at night, spend less time worrying about something that will never effect them

anyway. It does no harm and does much good for them. Not everything I do for those who seek

my assistance requires the Art. I know much about herbcraft to heal through natural sympathies,

and I have wisdom that others do not.”

“And humility,” I smirked.

“Of my own sort, yes.” 

I’d offended her; her eyes flashed at me and her mouth turned downward. Frankly, given

her own haughtiness, I didn’t care. “What else do you know? I already knew that people were

scared.”

“The girl Nilma came to me, after she was attacked.”

“Now that’s something I can use. What did she tell you?”

“She said that she felt the spirit had come for her, specifically, not that it was striking at

her wantonly or without forethought.”

“So she recognized the specter?”

“Perhaps.”
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I frowned again. “You won’t say or you don’t know?”

“I don’t know what Nilma herself doesn’t.”

“Fine. What did she want from you?”

“Like everyone else, something to protect her.”

“Which was?”

“A charm, a minor enchantment to calm and sooth the girl. Nothing more.”

“Is there anything else you can tell me before I go?”

“I felt when the spirit settled in, a shadow upon this place. A sharp stab it was when it

first appeared, I’m sure. It is a spirit of vengeance, but the vengeance is not its own. Evil returns

evil it is said, and this spirit is the essence of that statement.”

“That doesn’t help; it’s just cryptic nonsense.”

“As all prophetic utterances seem at first.”

I turned away and collected my staff; I didn’t need to be played with any more, and if

something else was going on here, I didn’t see it.

She spoke just as I set foot back into the forest, calling out behind me. “What are you,

thaumaturge? A spirit of vengeance, or one of mercy?”

What answer could I give to that?
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Chapter Eleven

While walking the old road back to Vaina Town, I decided that I’d ought to pay a visit to

the soon-to-be noblewoman Nilma and her family. She’d experienced the ghost directly and had

also been close to the Lady Aevala, so it only made sense that I found out what, exactly, she

knew.

I passed again through the newer portion of the town, much like the older but, ironically,

populated by older smaller buildings in worse repair and greater number. Fouler smelling, too,

for Old Vaina at least had troughs for the waste dumped from the houses that collected them and

moved them along; it came to rest in New Vaina, a constant reminder of the difference in status

of the two parts of the settlement. When people say that “shit rolls downhill,” they usually mean

it metaphorically, but I’ve found that, both here and in Ilessa and the grand cities of the

continent, this was literally true as well. But Ilessa at least had grant sewers carrying refuse out

to the sea, even in the lower city with its crowded neighborhoods and ubiquitous poor. Here, the

effluence simply found the lowest place in the New Town it could and waited to seep back into

the ground, be moved by annoyed townsfolk, or washed away—into everything else, really—

with the next rain.

Once back to Old Vaina, the im Valladyn house proved easy enough to find, even though

few of the passersby would look at me, much less give directions. A rising palace of red brick

with gray stone and wrought iron accents, a slate roof instead of the thatch so common in the

houses lower on the hill. A low brick fence, ending just below my waist except for regularly-

spaced columns, black metal railing ornately twisted and turned into two-dimensional shapes
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spaced columns, black metal railing ornately twisted and turned into two-dimensional shapes

above my head running atop the brick and between each column, except for two narrower-

spaced columns that held wrought iron double gates with brass details and filigree between,

hemmed in an outer courtyard of sorts, if a space lined entirely with flagstones can be called a

“yard.”

On either side of the gate stood a man with a sword and buckler at his hip, the affected

calm bravado of one attempting to prove himself to a master hanging about them both like a

cheap perfume. Their clothes matched, dark green linens without any badge or coat of arms. I

supposed that the Vaina laws about carrying swords only stretched so far and remembered that

these men had lost on of their fellows only weeks ago. The way they eyed me and my sword,

they looked ready to take revenge on anyone who gave them the slightest cause.

I’d seen plenty of armed retainers like this before; their antics and brawling constituted a

regular entertainment in Ilessa, so long as one didn’t get to close to the action and become

inadvertently involved therein. The Council of Twelve had long tried to tamp down such street-

fighting between the servingmen and -women of the noble and merchant families, but when they

found that both parties tended to suddenly become allies against the watch when such

presumptuous stewards of the general peace appeared, the City’s rulers took a more circumspect

approach, harshly punishing those brawlers (and their masters) whose fights injured bystanders

or their property, but largely leaving unmolested those frays that resulted only in injury to the

participants. Hell, some of the Council families allowed their servants to participate in the same,

these skirmishes minor proxy wars between those of power and influence to release some

tension when politicking and backstabbing had become tedious and mundane.

Hands went to the hilts of their swords when they realized who I was—the staff must
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Hands went to the hilts of their swords when they realized who I was—the staff must

have given it away. I held my free hand up in a sign of peace, trying to appear relaxed while

simultaneously readying myself to use the staff to stop an approaching blade at a moment’s

notice. “Hold, friends,” I said. “I’d only like to speak with Mistress Nilma and her father.”

The one on the left took his hand off of his blade and made the sign of the Tree at me

before asking, “And who should we say you are?”

I looked at him with my best steely-eyed stare, honestly not sure if it was worth

anything. “Lord Iaren amn Ennoc,” I said in a hard voice. At my name, the one on the left

looked to his fellow, undoubtedly because he wasn’t sure that I was a nobleman. Admittedly, I

didn’t look much the part. The one on the right shrugged back, so I continued,“Agent of Lord

Aryden amn Vaina in the investigation of certain events of late to which Mistress Nilma is a

witness.”

Now the one on the right spoke, “A moment, sir. I’ll see if our master is available to see

you. Please wait here.” He turned and passed through the wrought-iron gate, leaving it creaking

back to closed, while the swordsman on my left continued to size me up.

We stayed like that for a long moment, him staring daggers and me pretending to be

unaffected. Part of me wanted to turn and walk away; the rest of me wanted to open my mouth

or draw my sword and demonstrate to the ruffian exactly what he had to fear from me. I felt

sheepish at realizing the haughtiness of that response—how perfectly noble of me, in the worst

of ways. I wanted to relieve the tension somehow, but I couldn’t think of what to say to the man.

Ask about his dead friend? He’d probably take that as a threat or insult. Some stupid comment

about the weather? Not worth the breath. 

Before I’d thought of what to say, the other man returned. “Our master will meet with
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Before I’d thought of what to say, the other man returned. “Our master will meet with

you. You’ll have to leave your weapons.” 

After passing the servant my quarterstaff, I pulled my sword, scabbard and all, from the

frog on my belt and handed it over as well. I began to move past him, but he cleared his throat,

causing me to turn and see why.

“Your, um, wand, sir.” 

With my left hand, I pulled the carved length from its short sheath on my right side,

letting its point pass across the bravo, causing him to flinch, before I turned it in my hand and

held its base out to him. Moving my other items into the crook of his left arm, he reached out for

the wand, pinching it between forefinger and thumb as if it might bite, or explode like some

mistempered pistol.

Smiling, I turned back to go inside, where a third man held the door open for me. This

one carried no weapons and wore a finer set of clothes, the kind that the least wealthy of

courtiers might wear to visit his liege lord. He bowed, lower than left me comfortable. 

I’d spent most of my life away from places where anyone cared overmuch about courtly

etiquette and the deference expected by the nobility, even in a place such as Altaena where,

except for the rural towns such as Vaina, nobility didn’t mean much at all, except to mark you as

a pain in the ass. While an apprentice, before I’d even been old enough to be subject to courtly

treatment, my master had reminded me at every turn that the life of a lord would no longer be

mine. The spirits care nothing for titles and “amns,” “elds” or the like. A working isn’t easier for

someone with a notable lineage. For a practitioner, at least a beginning one, entitlement only

bred frustration and anger, neither of which provides much assistance to the focus required for

success in thaumaturgic workings.
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Not long after I’d arrived at university, I lost my family, their holdings, and any real

claim to nobility. I’d served as a sizar during most of my education, a servant to those of more

noble blood in exchange for my tuition and board. There’d been nothing for me to return to in

Ilessa when I came back, no lingering sign of amn Ennoc nobility, no claim to make for a return

of possessions. One more dispossessed lordling in a growing crowd of them each year. And I’d

be damned if I’d behave like most of the rest of them, complaining about my misfortune and

insisting on every bow and deference from others to hang on to that last vestige of high birth. I’d

at least had a trade, of a sort, to fall upon; the same couldn’t be said for many of my peers. Some

turned to the mercenary companies, as I’d considered. Others fell hard and turned to work in the

brothels, where common folk would pay handsomely to fuck someone with a name, just for the

story to tell about it.

I shook my head to free it from these thoughts as I entered the home. Though you

couldn’t tell from the street, the main building had a sort of courtyard in its center, with the

upper floors closed off and window to a central square uncovered by the roof and left open to the

sky. On the first floor, columns supported the weight of the upper floors around this central

atrium, probably forty-feet to a side, with trees and grass immaculately maintained, the

landscaping undoubtedly chosen to impress, and succeeding in this mission. Bushes with various

colors of blooming flowers flanked a set of stone benches surrounding a statute of Ashaera

looking mercifully down upon those seated before her. A small cluster of trees, just about to bear

fruit, occupied the very center of the square, and I thought that I spied a small pond on the other

side. 

When my eyes finally broke free of the natural splendor hosted by the home my vision
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When my eyes finally broke free of the natural splendor hosted by the home my vision

drifted to the strange gallery that surrounded the atrium. The columns, it appeared, were built of

marble, carved in the style of the Gwaenthyri, mirrors, positioned almost out of sight just where

the walls of the upper floors surrounding the atrium opened up into the wide rectangular gallery

below, moved light into all of the spaces of this large room, without need for any candle, lamp or

torch. The walls had been painted with frescoes, mostly scenes from the Book, it seemed, but a

few that might have depicted stories of the Aenyr or the time of legends that followed their

departure.

The im Valladyn family must have done a good bit of entertaining to justify the cost of a

space like this, the careful architecture and construction, the elaborate decoration, the fine

furniture of dark wood and iron that filled the spaces covered by the upper floors. Looking

down, I noticed that the tiles of the floor, too, had been given every extravagance; they were

brightly colored mosaics in a style that I thought I recognized as Qoshi. The dark-skinned

dwellers of that place followed a different religion, or at least different enough that the Temple

considered them heretics, and privateers and naval officers on either side often made the central

sea a dangerous place to sail. But, despite the hatred between them and the followers of the

Temple, they had much to offer, beautiful artworks and great knowledge of medicines and

mathematics. So, no one protested too much when they sailed into harbor in the Sisters, trading

their exotic foreign goods for cargos from around the rest of the central sea. And those whose

Temple piety made them think that any succor offered to a non-believer threatened their own

soul could comfort themselves with the thought that they had not traded with any infidel while

they enjoyed their spices or their silks. As a merchant family, I wondered what exactly the im

Valladyni felt about such arrangements, such petty hypocrisies in the name of elegance and
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Valladyni felt about such arrangements, such petty hypocrisies in the name of elegance and

ostentation.

Servants hustled from place on side room through the vast entertaining room to another

chamber in the house, carrying flowers, bolts of cloth, furniture, and smaller household goods.

The flitted like brightly-colored birds coming to briefly drink the nectar of the courtyard flowers

before flying somewhere new.

My escort graciously waited for me to take in my surroundings; I’m sure he’d become

used to this sort of reaction in the family’s guests. When I’d recollected myself, he extended a

hand to beckon that I follow him. “I hope you’ll pardon the business,” the man said, “We are

busy preparing for Mistress Nilma’s impending nuptials.”

“Of course,” I acknowledged, noncommittally.

We left the great central room—smaller but more beautiful than Aryden’s great hall, and

not only because it was newer—for a humbler hallway and a staircase, this one thankfully

straight and comfortably wide. On the second floor the servant led me into a room entirely

paneled in wood, not unlike Aryden’s study, this one with shelves better organized and

illuminated both by windows and by the soft blue glow of alchemic everlamps. A fat man,

elaborately mustachioed, reclined against the corner of a silk-upholstered settee, a glass of wine

in one hand and a pipe in the other. He did not rise to great me. He did, however, tip his pipe at

me in a gesture that reminded me of some salty sailor greeting an old shipmate in some coastal

tavern, nonchalance and easy familiarity.

“Welcome, good sir, welcome. Please, have a seat,” he said, now waiving to a nearby

chair with his goblet, a splash of red tide creeping over the side. “We are so glad you’ve come to

resolve our lord’s…little problem. And that he secured the service of one so well-born as well,
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resolve our lord’s…little problem. And that he secured the service of one so well-born as well,

ha! What good fortune!”

I took my seat, the chair overstuffed to the point of discomfort in its upholstery, the arms

too sharply curved to provide suitable resting space for an elbow. All in all, I wished I’d stayed

standing.

“Tell me, lord thaumaturge, how long do you think until you’ve resolved the matter?”

“I don’t know, Master—”

“Please, it’s Dalen to my friends. I do hope we shall be friends.”

“Call me, Iaren, Dalen.”

“Wonderful!” he said, smiling wide before puffing on his pipe to leave me to fill the

silence.

“Your daughter will help speed things along, I’m sure,” I told him.

“Of course, of course. But perhaps I can assist you with some of the details so that we

can leave her to her preparations. You know that she’ll be marrying Lorent amn Esto in a matter

of days now.”

“I have heard, yes.”

“Our family and the amn Vaini are close, you see, so perhaps you have questions that I

could answer.”

The servant who’d led me to the merchant patriarch’s chamber now appeared beside me

with a glass of wine, which I took and held between both hands as if some Temple relic, both

sacred and valuable. “What has Nilma told you about her encounter with the castle’s spirit?”

“She will not speak of it. Not even to me,” he confessed, “which I suppose does not bode

well for you.”
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I frowned. “Then tell me of her service as Lady Aevala’s handmaid.”

“A token of the friendship of our families, and one that she appreciated very much. She

will be a noblewoman herself, soon; it will hold her in good stead to have learned the duties of

the wife of a lord.”

“How long had she served as a handmaid?”

“Almost a year before the…incident.”

“Did she visit often while in the lord’s household?”

“We visited her, of course. We are often invited to dine with our lord.”

“And how did she seem when you visited?”

“Happy. She enjoyed her position and, even before we signed the contract with the amn

Esti, had a bright future to look forward to. It was only a matter of time before one noble house

or another made such an offer.”

I looked around, “Your family has done quite well for itself.”

“And there are plenty of noble houses who have fallen to ruin with profligate spending

and an unwillingness to dirty their hands with trade,” he said, smiling until her remembered who

I was. “My apologies, my lord.”

“Don’t think of it; I’m rather profligate myself,” I smiled. “Did your daughter mention

anything about Lady Aevala when you saw her? Or perhaps the lord or lady confided something

to you?”

“About what?”

“Anything out of the ordinary?”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”
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I shook my head. “I’m sorry, I’m not sure yet either.”

“But you suspect something?”

“I don’t suspect anything. I’m only asking questions.”

“Then why say, ‘yet?’”

I kicked myself for taking the man for a fool. A braggart, maybe, and unsubtle about his

pretensions, but not a fool, despite his easy demeanor and shit-eating grin.

“There’s a connection between the spirit and Lady Aevala,” I admitted. “I don’t know

what or to what extent, but there must be a reason for it. Perhaps your daughter will know

more.”

“What else have you discovered?” the man asked from the sides of his mouth between

puffs of the pipe.

“I really can’t talk about that with you.”

“Then I’m afraid that my daughter is indisposed at the moment.”

“Perhaps I’ll take that fact up with your lord. We can see what he says about it.”

“Nothing, I imagine,” he smiled. “He wants the amn Esto marriage as much as we do,

and I don’t think he’d do anything to disturb it—or us.”

“Why’s that?”

“Business, my boy. Business. Our family and the amn Esti owe the amn Vainas for the

alliance between us. Those relationships increase his own prospects with House Meradhvor. Or

Lady Vesonna’s, as the case may be. If our marriage agreement falls apart, then perhaps his

does, too, and he certainly doesn’t want that. Have you been to the quarries or the mills? Have

you seen the mechanica that Meradhvor has loaned, a taste of the rewards they offer for fealty to
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you seen the mechanica that Meradhvor has loaned, a taste of the rewards they offer for fealty to

them? Have you seen the gifts to the amn Vaini directly? With mechanica, Lord Aryden can

increase the yields of the farms, the woods, the stones and mining. This means more taxes, to

say nothing of the income from the use of his Artificial servants.”

“The amn Vaini are already wealthy, why would they need any of that? Or why not just

purchase the drudges from the Artificer Houses?”

Dalen smiled. “If I have learned one thing in my time as a trader, it is that there is only

one accessory suitable for wealth.”

I bit. “And what is that?”

“More.”

“Fine. Who takes offense to Nilma’s marriage, then?”

“The families of New Vaina, of course. The im Osi, the im Vardi, the im Norreni. Every

time they see us drawn closer to our lord, they believe they are pushed farther away.”

“But it seems that they’d also benefit from the Meradhvor marriage as well, then. The im

Osi control the farms, the im Vardi control the mills, and the im Norreni control the quarry and

mines. If their yields increase, so do their own fortunes.”

“Yes, but they fear not as much as ours. And they hold their rights at the pleasure of our

lord. What happens if he decides they are no longer necessary?” 

In Ilessa, my investigations often turned on the money. Who’s got it, who wants it, what

are they willing to do to get it. I’d thought to get away from that this far afield, but what if this

spirit, ultimately, was about stopping these new alliances? I hadn’t thought of it like that until

just now, and such a thing would mean that the spirit was purposefully installed in the castle.

But by whom? One of the magnate families of Outer Vaina? Where would they have gotten the
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But by whom? One of the magnate families of Outer Vaina? Where would they have gotten the

resources, the knowledge for such a thing? Falla? She seemed to have plenty of motive, and

perhaps opportunity, but that didn’t seem to match with who she was. Or, at least, who I thought

she was.

Vesonna came to mind as well, but she neither seemed to be upset by the prospect of

marrying into House Meradhvor or to bear any ill well to her mother. Unless the effects on

Aevala were unintentional. A side effect of the purpose of one who summoned a spirit of the

dead to Vaina castle. If the spirit’s attachment had not been spontaneous. There were too many

possibilities, to many unknowns. I could speculate endlessly and get nowhere without more

information. But, in the present circumstances, that wasn’t a bad thing.

“I’ll play your game, Dalen. I’ll tell you what I’ve discovered so far. But I need to speak

to Nilma alone.”

“Out of the question!” the man said, his cheeks briefly flashing red, though I couldn’t tell

whether that was anger or the drink. “The impropriety alone is unconscionable. The amn Esti

will be arriving for the wedding in mere days. What will they think if they hear that I’ve let

some strange man—lord or no—spend time with her alone just days before her nuptials.”

“I’m flattered, Master im Valladyn, but rein in your imagination. Besides, who would

tell? Or don’t you trust your servants?”

He thought about it for a moment. “I agree—but only with conditions.”

“Which are?”

“First, my man here will stand just outside the door.”

“Agreed.”

“Second, you will use none of your Art upon my daughter.”
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“I wouldn’t think of it.”

“Third, you will leave any mention of Nilma and my family out of any discussions of the

haunting.”

“But—”

“I do not need superstitious folk saying that we’re somehow tied to that spirit’s

appearance. The amn Esti would balk and I cannot—will not—have that.”

“I’ll need to tell Lord Aryden, at least.”

“You will not. You can tell him the substance of your discussions but not its source. He

will understand and want the same thing I do, for the sake of our mutual plans. And, as a token

of my good faith, I’ll agree to pay you five swans once my daughter’s wedding has concluded.”

“I’m not here to protect your interests, Master Dalen. I’m here to do a job for Lord

Aryden. I’ll not take your coin to relocate my loyalties. I am no mercenary. Here’s what I know

so far: The spirit in the castle is of one deceased who has not crossed over as they should. I am

unable to discern the likeness or identity of this person. It is probable that they did not receive

proper rites and that this has contributed to their failure to ascend to whatever awaits us beyond

this life, but it is also possible that some overriding obsession or a tragic end caused the

phenomenon that anchors them to our world. Although the priest, Barro, lays heavy suspicion on

the sorceress Falla, I have encountered her and I am not inclined to agree. Since visiting her, I

have come here to speak to your daughter, so that I may discern what additional information I

can glean to identify and allay the spirit that haunts the castle. Now, take me to your daughter.”

A subtle sorcery intertwined with my words, pulling slightly at the emotions of my host

as I spoke, softening the resistance he bore toward giving me what I asked. When I’d finished,
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as I spoke, softening the resistance he bore toward giving me what I asked. When I’d finished,

my head ached dully with the exertion, but Dalen waived his pipe at the servant to show me to

Nilma. Not my finest work, but I’d take it.

We passed down another short hallway and into a well-lit sitting room. In a far corner of

the room, a young woman worked at needlepoint, her hands moving swiftly as she drew the

needle from one side of the from to the other and it dove back down again. From where I stood

in the doorway, she appeared to be completing the amn Esto arms. A fitting wedding gift, I

supposed.

She looked up over her shoulder, the bright expectation of seeing a beloved family

member on her face. When she saw me instead, the light left her face in a rush and she turned

her back to me. With a nod to the servant, I slid the door closed behind me, leaving us alone

together.

“You’re the thaumaturge?” she said, speaking to the window on the far side of the room,

in which I could catch the faintest reflection of her soft face, still almost childlike.

“If you begin any incantation, our family’s guards will hear you and kill you before you

can finish.”

I small laugh escaped my lips unbidden, and I recollected myself. “I’m sure they would,”

I assured her. “But there’ll be no need for that. I only want to ask you some questions. No

thaumaturgy. Now workings. Just words—normal words.”

“You’ll deal honestly with me, then, as one who fears The One and their judgment?”

“Just so.”

“Then ask your questions and begone.” Her free hand flashed the sign of the Tree

between tugs at the needle.
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“I am told that you saw the spirit that now dwells in your Lord’s castle.”

“I felt its presence. And I will not return to see it. I have wounds enough to remember

the encounter the rest of my life. And perhaps in the next as well,” she said sullenly.

I found that a brush with supernatural death is often more disturbing than uplifting, proof

that there are indeed fates worse than death that could await us on the other side. “Will you show

me?”

Without turning, she lifted her hair with both hands to expose the back of her neck. On

either side were three parallel red lines surrounded by pink and irritated flesh. The wounds were

light, relatively speaking; they could just as easily have come from an encounter with the

household cat. A demonstration of affection or hatred—I’m not sure that felines much

differentiate.

“Tell me how you got those,” I said, gentle, but firm.

“My lady had sent me to refill a jar of wine from the butts in the cellar. I didn’t want to

go—we’d all heard about strange things happening down there. For a while, Eldis has

accompanied each servant when they went down there, but he’d stopped doing that. I think he

thought we were all playing some prank; once he concluded that we were not, he didn’t need to

see more. I looked for him anyway so I wouldn’t have to go alone, but I couldn’t find him. So, I

went down to the cellars for more wine, by myself. It was as it always was, bright and quiet—

except the air felt cold. Not cool, as I’d expected. Cold. The hairs on the back of my neck stood

on end and I felt a sudden desire to run. But I knew that I could not return empty-handed.”

“What would have happened if you had?”

“My lady would have been disappointed in me. ‘A noblewoman must have courage,’ she
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“My lady would have been disappointed in me. ‘A noblewoman must have courage,’ she

told me. ‘For days often come when we must be the bravery of the household.’ I refused to

disappoint her; she’d been so kind to me.”

“Continue.”

“I forced myself to the keg that had been tapped. I filled the jug halfway with wine so

that room remained for water. My lord and lady never take their wine without water. The wine

steamed as it poured into the jug. It was warm, unnatural. It smelt of vinegar and I worried it had

gone bad. That’s when I heard the voice.”

I leaned forward at this. “What voice?”

“It was a whisper, faint and far away at first. It said my name, I thought, but I wasn’t

sure. I thought it might be Eldis calling to me from above, calling me to some other task. I called

out myself, but heard only silence in reply. Just as I began to think I’d imagined the whole thing,

it spoke to me again, but I couldn’t make out the words.”

“Because of the language?”

“No, not that. It spoke in Altaenin, but I could not hear well enough to make out but

scraps. And yet, it felt as though it came from both far away and from inside my head. I dropped

the jug of wine and ran. As I climbed the stairs, I felt something reaching for me from behind.

Something hot touched my neck and I screamed, though it seems that only the very tips of its

fingers got me.”

I nodded agreement at that, but realized she couldn’t see.

“Someone, I don’t remember who it was, was at the top of the stairs. He must have heard

me screaming. I don’t remember what happened after that, I just remember being home. It was

night, so one of my lord’s men must have brought me home. Must’ve carried me the whole way.
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night, so one of my lord’s men must have brought me home. Must’ve carried me the whole way.

I haven’t returned since.”

“And you haven’t felt the spirit’s presence here since you’ve come home?”

Her back stiffened. “No. Is it here? Can it come here?”

“If you haven’t felt or seen it since you came home, it’s unlikely that it can come here at

all. What do you think about your upcoming marriage?”

“I look forward to it. It is a good match. I have good reports of Lorent, that he’ll make a

fine husband. And I shall make him a fine wife, to the benefit of both our families.”

“You’ll go to live in Esto?”

“No. We’ll live in a townhouse in Ilessa, in the upper city.”

“I’m sure you’ll love it. What can you tell me about the boy Orren?”

“Who?”

“The im Varde boy apprenticed to Eldis. Surely you knew him.”

“Oh, him,” she said, voice dripping with scorn.

“So you did know him.”

“Not directly. But I heard a bit about him from the other servants.”

“Like what?”

“He was always chasing after them. He’d have his way with one and then toss her aside

for another.”

“Then why did young women keep falling for this?”

“They said he was smart, and charming, always seemed sincere. Perhaps they should

have paid more attention to the Book, to the Temple teachings: ‘Beware those who come with

smiles and gifts, thinking evil in their hearts. Know them by their deeds.’ Foolish girls, throwing
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smiles and gifts, thinking evil in their hearts. Know them by their deeds.’ Foolish girls, throwing

away virtue and honor to some scoundrel. It’s a wonder that no father from the town took his

revenge upon him.”

“How do you know they didn’t?”

“He’s too lucky for such an end. No matter his tricks on the gullible, his schemes for

quick coin, he never seemed to suffer the consequences. His uncle being constable covered over

many misadventures, I’m sure, but my lord and lady also thought highly of him, and that gave

him great latitude for his behavior.”

“But he is missing. What do you think happened?”

“When he ran out of fools he could part from their money here, he decided to seek his

fortunes in the City, I’m sure. Like so many of our town’s ambitious young men. It’ll serve him

right if he ends up like the others, working in some factory or other until he’s too injured to work

any more and he comes back crippled and in need of care from his family.”

“Sounds like you knew him rather well.”

She threw a sidelong glance, annoyance and umbrage, at me over her shoulder. “I said I

did not, and I am no liar. But gossip is a favored pastime in noble courts, for the highborn and

the low, and I listened well to what was said about many.”

“Did any of his dalliances result in children?”

“Not that I know of. Young women who have that worry and do not want to go to see the

witch Falla, I’m told.”

“You’re told? You’ve been to see her yourself.”

“Lies!” she started, but calmed herself and brought her voice low again. I could hear

movement from the servant on the other side of the door, but when no additional disturbance
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movement from the servant on the other side of the door, but when no additional disturbance

followed the outburst, he decided against barging in.

“There’s no shame in that.”

“Of course, you’d think so. You’re one of them.”

I smiled, chagrined. “So you’ve listened to Barro’s sermons enough to feel guilty about

seeing her, to heap scorn on me to make yourself feel better, but not to stop you from visiting her

when you felt you had need. How charitable of you.” She no longer held the needle delicately in

her left hand; instead she clinched it tight, her knuckles white.

I decided not to press further on that tack. “Your family and the im Vardi do not get

along, do they?”

“Petty squabbles and jealousy from them at our family’s success, nothing more. We do

what we can to maintain civility, but they seek every advantage against us. They speak against

us to Lord Aryden constantly, though my lord is a clever man and sees through their

dissembling.”

“One of your family’s retainers was killed in a fight with one of theirs not long past. I’d

call that more than petty squabbles.”

“A family is not its retainers, sir. You of all people should know that.”

She’d heard my name, then, but didn’t know much about me beyond that or she’d not

have said such a thing. “I never spent much time with my family—or its retainers; I beg your

pardon if I require some explanation.”

“The young men who serve our family and the im Vardi see little real fighting. They

have little opportunity to prove their bravery save for conflicts they create themselves. It is not

that my father—or anyone else from my family, for that matter—asks them to commit violence
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that my father—or anyone else from my family, for that matter—asks them to commit violence

in our names. But sometimes blood runs hot and men become fools. Justice was done, and those

men of both houses with any wits will take the lesson and avoid rough brawling in the streets for

the sake of their own pride.”

I changed the subject. “What did you hear about Edanu of House Meradhvor?”

“Little to nothing; he’d only just arrived when I left my service.”

“Then what can you tell me of Lady Aevala?”

“Nothing. I am bound to keep her confidences.”

“Even if keeping those confidences means that she continues to suffer? You know that

the castle’s spirit plagues her in particular. Having suffered also at its hands, I’d have thought

you’d have more compassion for your lady.”

She sighed heavily, though whether with relief or frustration I could not tell. “What

would you know, sir? I’ll tell you what I can without breaching the trust placed in me. It would

be unbecoming and ungrateful of me to do anything to the detriment of the amn Vaini, through

whose mercy and kindness I will have the life that lies before me.”

“I understand. The priest, Barro, says that Lady Aevala seemed preoccupied with

something before the spirit’s appearance. Did you see the same in her?”

“She did seem worried about something, but she never told me what.”

“The Meradhvor negotiations, perhaps?”

“I don’t know. She and Lord Aryden started sending everyone out when they talked. We

could hear some yelling, but I could never make out the words.”

“So the amn Vaini were fighting about something.”

She looked to her feet. “Yes.”
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“And this was unusual, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“Because they usually got along very well, didn’t they?”

“Yes.”

“They’re trothbonded, devoted, to each other.”

“Yes.”

“So what might they be fighting about?”

“I don’t know.”

“You can make a guess.”

“That would be nothing but slander.”

“Only if I repeat it. I won’t.”

“I don’t trust you, thaumaturge.”

“Of course not. But you were willing to see Falla when you thought she could help you.

And I am here to help you. Well, maybe not you specifically, but, if I’m successful in ridding

Vaina castle of the spirit, you’ll certainly rest easier, and any threat to your marriage disappears.

So, trust or not, it’s in your interest to help me.”

She thought carefully for a moment; a good sign. Logical argument only works on those

who can think logically, and that’s a much smaller group of people than ought to be the case. “I

think they were fighting about a romantic relationship, maybe Lady Vesonna’s.”

“Vesonna? Who did she have a relationship with? Orren?”

“No,” Nilma laughed. “She was one of the few people who saw through him, flatly

denied his advances.”
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“Anyone else it could be?”

“I don’t know.”

“No likely candidates?”

“No.” She bowed her head to her needlepoint, her left hand plucking up the needle again

and working it back and forth across the frame. A clear indication that the conversation had

ended. I knew, in my mind and in my gut, that she hadn’t told me everything she could have.

Still, the only option I had now was to use thaumaturgy, to forcefully enter her mind and probe

for the answers I sought. A surer method for extracting information, but a violation of the

innermost portions of a person’s being, the very essence of their self. Rape of a different sort,

and I had no desire to engage in that kind of behavior. A man has to draw lines or he loses

himself. Besides, I’d promised her no workings, and that was another line I’d drawn. And, even

if I’d wanted to, Nilma was probably right that I wouldn’t make it out of her family’s home

alive. So, I let it lie. “Thank you for your help, Mistress Nilma,” I told her, already making my

way out of the room.

In the hallway outside of the room I found her father waiting rather than the servant.

How much he’d heard of the conversation I didn’t know, but neither did it matter much to me.

“My lord thaumaturge,” he said, “I’d just like to reiterate the appreciation that this family would

have for you if you could treat my daughter, and any involvement she might have had in

events…delicately.”

“As I said, not everything is for sale.”

“My dear Lord amn Ennoc, I am a merchant. If I’ve learned anything, it is that

everything is for sale if there’s profit enough.”
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I nodded and frowned, not waiting for an escort to show myself out.
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Chapter Twelve

I still had some hours until nightfall and another person to call upon, so I walked down

the Old Vaina streets, slightly broader than those of the New Town below, but not by much, until

I came across a large brick warehouse abuzz with activity.

In the open space before the building’s large wooden doors, two young men fussed about

a large block of marble, white with swirls of blue-gray, chiseling at it delicately with a few taps

at a time, small pieces no larger than a coin sloughing off with each effort. Between each assault

on the stone, the two men stood back to look at the results of their work, occasionally conferring

with glances and hushed remarks, their faces scrunched with worry and second-guessing.

They looked to me as I approached, saw my sword and staff, the wand at my side.

Neither flinched nor made the sign of the Tree. These young men came from the City; they’d

seen my kind before, commonly enough that our existence had become mundane to them, just

another fact of life, like the Ilessin street gangs, or the mechanica on the docks.

“Ovaelo?” I asked.

They pointed inside the building perfunctorily before returning to their discussion, it

subsequently becoming more heated as they whispered to one another in forceful outbursts that

only just qualified as whispers.

Having no curiosity for the results of their conference, I went to a small wooden door in

the brick of the wall that ran perpendicular to the wall in which the large doors had been set,

forming an “L” between them.

The interior of the warehouse presented a strange chiaroscuro, mostly darkened
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The interior of the warehouse presented a strange chiaroscuro, mostly darkened

compared to the brightness of the outside, with bright alchemical lamps shining upon each of the

workstations where apprentices began works that their master would finish, blocking in basic

shapes, ensuring proper perspective, and painting the first levels of shadow and highlight from

the initial colors. Young men and women alike, all with the same look of intensity upon them as

the men I’d encountered outside. In its uniformity I saw that the expression carried with it not

only focus, but fear. Their master treated them harshly, brooked few mistakes, had no

compunctions about letting them go and replacing them with other eager young artists.

The painter Ovaelo had a reputation in the City for being something of a mad genius,

one of the most celebrated (and expensive) of the Sisters’ artists in several media, as the various

projects at work in this makeshift studio attested. Most of the apprentices here worked around

several smaller trestle tables pushed together to form a long rectangle, each station holding

canvas on easel. There were, of course, the two men outside preparing quarried stone for

sculpting, and in one of the corners of warehouse’s large central room, another apprentice,

perhaps the oldest of them, worked at a piece of wood, gouging splinters out to form an image in

relief—the beginnings of a woodcut.

The images in production had various subjects and stages of completion. Many displayed

scenes from the Book—the Aenyr Ithladen spiriting away the child Ashaera as the Cantic

authorities searched for her, Ashaera on the Tree before her sincerest followers, the first

appearance of Ashaera to those same followers after they had seen her die, various stories of

events in the early life of those who maintained faith in The One. Then there were those

paintings that depicted stories from the legends of Creation, from the First War and the remaking

of the Avar, stories that intertwined with those of the Book, but, by some at least, were held to
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of the Avar, stories that intertwined with those of the Book, but, by some at least, were held to

be of a separate kind, either by origin or meaning. Amongst these: the Firstborn Nyryna, Annyn

and Qaidha being gifted the three moons after Elqadh and Ellembea created them; Sedhwe’s

creation of Daea; Eqata’s creation of the Verge.

Those apprentices who looked up at me at all from their painting quickly determined that

their work demanded their attention more than I and settled back into their frozen faces of

determined fixation motivated by both ambition and fear. The one working at the woodcut,

however, stepped away from the block to meet me. He took a look at my worn and faded outfit

and did his best to hide his disapproval—which effort was neither good nor successful

“I’m sorry, sir, but we cannot take on any more work at present. If you will leave your

name and where you may be found, I’m sure my master will send for you when we do have

availability—if we are not occupied with current projects until our return to Ilessa.” For a man

in clothes rougher than mine, splattered with paint and clay, with oils for finishing wood and

perhaps a little blood from mistakes with the tools of the trade, he looked down his nose at me as

if he’d had much practice at the technique. Supposing who he worked for, I supposed he had.

“I’m not here to commission something,” I growled, “I am here to speak with your

master. I am Lord Iaren amn Ennoc, thaumaturge of Ilessa, working on behalf of Lord Aryden

amn Vaina, and I have questions for Ovaelo.”

Disdain turned to nervousness. “I am sorry my lord, but my master wishes not to be

disturbed—and I must admit he may be in no condition to answer your questions at present.

Could I beg of you to return tomorrow?”

“You could not. Where is he?”

Without additional words, the apprentice pointed behind himself to a door separating the
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Without additional words, the apprentice pointed behind himself to a door separating the

main warehouse space from an additional room, perhaps one intended to be an office or the like.

I pushed past the man, his shoulder spinning away from mine as I brushed him, and

stopped at the door briefly. I could hear singing from the other side. A bawdy tavern song from

the Gracaelas Street brothels in the City, the words slurred but, ingeniously, chosen to remain

relatively intelligible when sung in such condition and manner.

Waiting for the end of the verse—it seemed the appropriate thing to do—I pushed the

door open enough to pass through it, shutting it quietly behind me.

Not quietly enough. A crescendo of verbal assault greeted me, starting low and baritone

and rising in pitch, tenor and volume as it lengthened. “You fucking pissant, apprentice, shit in

your breeches and more wax than brains in your head! Did I not fucking tell you to leave me the

fuck alone, damn you? I don’t care what you’ve fucked up, or why, or how, so you can keep

your bitching and belly-aching to yourself. This is not the fucking time for teaching! It is a time

for you to learn to unfuck your own mistakes! Though it’s too late for your mother to cram you

back into her womb, and that would be the ultimate amends for your pathetic fucking life and

work! Do not even speak! Turn your ass around and hope you don’t get my boot in it as you’re

leaving, you incompetent gutter snipe, you drab of distemper, you whore of watercolor, you

harlot of hues, you punk of pigments! Go fuck yourself with your brushes; it’s the most pleasure

you’ll get from them! And most of all: Leave. Me. The. Fuck. Alone!”

When he stopped to catch his breath, he heard me laughing—I hadn’t had the pleasure of

such a creative string of profanities since leaving the City and couldn’t help myself. He almost

started anew, further incensed by my audacity and foolish lack of fear of his retribution, but he

noticed that I was not one of his apprentices and held back.
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His hair and beard flew wild about him, jutting out at such odd angles as to nearly give

the impression that he was underwater. He’d clearly neither trimmed nor brushed his locks in

some time, his glassy and bloodshot eyes spoke of one who has stayed awake for days through

sheer determination, supplemented by alchemical concoctions mixed with copious amounts of

alcohol or other drugs. He looked every part a madman, his mouth smiling wide in an

indecipherable expression, the lines of his cheeks and brow furrowed with meaningless fury.

To say that the smell of drink wafted from him is too soft an expression. Rather, it hung

about him in a heavy cloud, like the poisonous aura of some fell creature of Sedhwe or Daea,

intoxicating simply to contact.

His shirt had been torn open down the middle, his vest unlaced and also hanging free to

the sides, exposing his hairy paunch, covered in splotches of blue and green, red and orange,

paint that had made its way onto him rather than his canvas and that he’d never thought to

disturb once so deposited. His pants, thankfully, remained laced tight, though he’d lost his hose

and shoes somewhere along the way. 

He pointed his brush at me like a wand, as if he intended some working of transmutation

to change me into something less vexing but could not remember the formula or the words.

“Who the fuck are you?” he asked instead.

“Lord Aryden’s investigator. You can call me Iaren.”

“Investigator or not, fuck off! You’ve ruined my muse.”

“If it’s already been ruined, Master Ovaelo, you have time to answer some questions.”

“Fuck your questions! It’s bad enough I have to remain in this backwater at some petty

lord’s command, I’ll not be further insulted by being forced to answer your inane inquiries.”
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“The sooner you answer my questions, the sooner I’ll be gone and you’ll be able to

resume your work.”

The brush in his hand now pointed more like dagger than wand, and he stabbed the air

with it as if a threat. “A few words and my apprentices will be happy to throw you out on your

ass and I’ll have no need to answer anything.”

In response, I banged the butt of my staff on the stone floor, creating an echo that drew

the artist’s attention to it. “I am a thaumaturge, Master Ovaelo. Your apprentices may fear your

temper, but I will show them what true fear means should they raise their hands against me.”

He smiled, sincerely, at this, taking a step to the side while focusing on my face, his

hands moving absentmindedly, as if drawing or painting something. “Yes! That look! That

intensity! I should paint you. Would you allow me?”

I reeled with his sudden swing of mood like the horse I was riding jerked its course

around like some cavalry maneuver for which I was woefully underprepared. “What?”

“Let me paint you and I’ll answer your questions.”

“Answer my questions and I’ll let you paint me.” I had neither time nor patience to sit

for a painting at present, but we both hailed from Ilessa, and I figured I’d be able to delay my

end of the bargain until our mutual return.

“Agreed. What would you ask me?” He wobbled and slurred his words as he spoke and I

wondered how he could paint with any accuracy in such a condition. Not that I cared much

about the answer.

“Tell me about working for Lord Aryden?”

“Not much different from working for any other nobleman. He’s overbearing and too
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“Not much different from working for any other nobleman. He’s overbearing and too

used to getting his way, too ready to interrupt my flow with his amateurish and frankly asinine

suggestions for my work, just as most of his peers are.”

“His people speak highly of him. They tell me they think of him as fair and

compassionate in his rulership.”

“Probably because they never meet with him face to face. Hah! We all try to sell an

image of ourselves to others, don’t we? Hell, that’s half of my fucking job—more than half!

Help this merchant to seem pious in spite of his ill-gotten gains, make that slovenly lordling

appear dashing and brave despite his obvious cravenness. And they pay handsomely for the

privilege, for my images convey truth regardless of what the facts are!”

“Show me the painting of Aevala.”

“Alas, I cannot. It is with Lord Aryden.”

“Then tell me what truth you painted in it.”

“She, she required no dissembling as most do. Demure and pious, but intelligent and a

witty conversationalist. There is much to refer her, and Lord Aryden is a lucky man. That is

what I’ve attempted to convey in her painting, and that is more difficult than conveying any

other sentiment. When the subject is true, where is there room for the imposition of my own

truth?”

“How much longer would it take you to finish?”

“A day, perhaps, were I undisturbed. It’s more than half done, though between the

Lady’s husband and the constant ministrations of that fool priest, Barro, I progressed but

slowly.”

“Barro spends a lot of time with her?”
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“Her personal confessor and advisor, he is.”

“What about after the appearance of the spirit? How long did you continue painting

then?”

“I did not. Once her nightmares began, Lord Aryden pushed me into this dilapidated

dump, telling me I could work for others in the town but could not leave until I finished Lady

Aevala’s painting and he gave me leave.”

“So you did not encounter the spirit?”

“Never, though I suspect a revenant. [Insert anecdote about Ovaelo’s experience with

a revenant].”

“An interesting deduction, Master Artist, but I think not. This manifestation seems to be

a disembodied spirit; I’ve heard no reports of an animated corpse being spotted.”

“No, I suppose not,” he agreed.

“Was the girl Nilma present while you were painting?”

“Sometimes.”

“Any thoughts about her?”

“Few I’m afraid. An obedient and unobtrusive servant she seemed, but perhaps simply

shy. She never spoke with me directly, but she did seem to open up in the servant Orren’s

presence.”

“And did you have much interaction with him?”

“With Orren? Yes, we cavorted at the taverns together some evenings. He was a beautiful

boy, and witty. But like a locust, also, eating his fill, leaving barrenness behind him and finding

something else to destroy.”
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“Was?”

“Gone from my presence, so as good as dead to me. Left Vaina, I’m told. At any rate, I

expect never to see him again, and I’ll not lose sleep over that.”

“You seem to have come to a deep understanding of the boy in a short time. How is

that?”

“That is the essence of the artist, to see much with little seeing. You, for instance, you are

a man driven, by desire and ambition, but also by a need to forget something.”

“Hmph,” I deflected. “That’s all I have for you now, but I’ll return if I need anything

further.”

“And to sit for my painting.”

“Yes, that.”
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Chapter Thirteen

The suns had only begun their long summer descent into darkness as I returned to the

castle. I replayed conversations in my head, pouring over them again in search of any slip that

might reveal some further lead, but finding little onto which I could grasp. Lost in thought, I

once again found myself before the mighty gates with the red “X” upon them. The Crimson

Close.

The sounds of the town, its people rushing to finish final errands before businesses

closed, merchants went home to their families and drunkards visited their favorite taverns, were

far enough removed from this place that they seemed whispers at the edge of hearing. 

Slowly, I approached the door. The solid wood, perhaps half a foot thick, barred and

locked, provided ample protection from whatever dwelt within that desolated place, but still I

came close only with trepidation and tentativeness. I pressed my ear against the door to listen,

though I knew not what to expect. I knew the course of the Red Maw only through reading,

having been fortunate enough never to have seen it first-hand, so the best I could do was to

guess at the state of those who’d been quarantined those weeks back. Dead to the world, or as

good as, but I’d come here to investigate what seemed to be the ghost of one recently deceased

—I understood full well that a range of possibilities existed between the states “dead” and

“alive.”

Whether any audible emanations lacked sufficient force to reach me or none existed at

all, no cognizable sound made its way to my ears. Disappointed and relieved, I pulled away

from the heavy oak. As I turned, a person came into view, nearly within arm’s reach of me, and I
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from the heavy oak. As I turned, a person came into view, nearly within arm’s reach of me, and I

startled, half pulling my sword from its scabbard before I realized the stealthy creature for a

young girl, not yet a woman, startling herself at my sudden aggression. Embarrassed, I slid the

blade back to its resting place and dropped onto my haunches, leaning against my staff so that

my eyes came closer to her level. With my right hand, I took off my cap, holding it to my chest,

filling my hands in hopes that this would give her some assurance.

“Is your mommy in there, too?” she asked, eyes watery. She swallowed hard, fighting

the tears back.

“No child. My mommy has been gone for some time.”

“Do you still miss her?”

I didn’t know how to answer. I didn’t remember much about my mother, if I was honest.

I’d left the household so long ago and never seen her again, had only letters in which she

reminded me of her love, which by that point had become such an abstraction that it failed to

attach to any true emotion. “Every day,” I lied. “But I know she watches over me, and I’m sure

yours watches over you.” I didn’t know anything of the sort. I’d read theologies and

philosophies, the ravings of madmen and the dreams of mystics, the Book of the Tree and

commentaries upon it—all of it speculation, or at least a result of experience that could never be

proved to another soul. My experience in the Art had given me some insights to things that

might befall a soul after death, but only in some temporal sense; the eternal and divine remained

as obscured to me as anyone else.

But the girl nodded some understanding or agreement and shook with one of those

hiccups that seems to only come in the midst of a bout of crying, that combination of snort and

gulp that moves the whole body. I took my leave of her before she required me to lie again,
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gulp that moves the whole body. I took my leave of her before she required me to lie again,

returning to the proper path toward the Vaina keep.

At that gatehouse in the inner wall leading to the courtyard before Aryden’s keep, a third

guardsman reclined against the wall between the two gates, armed only with a sword, and

smoking a cigarillo, which he threw to the ground and snuffed with the heel of his boot as I

approached, pulling himself from his waiting spot and making straight for me. I met him just at

the first gate, under the edge of the gatehouse arch.

“My lord, my…lord expects you. If you will proceed to the main hall, I will inform him

of your arrival and he’ll meet you there.”

“Fine,” I told him. He turned around and made quick distance from me, him moving

almost at a job and me meandering with no particular urgency.

As the man said, the lord—joined by Barro, Eldis, Gamven, Endan and Edanu—

processed in from a door at the rear of the hall as I made my way toward the short steps to the

raised dais. By the time I arrived, Aryden had taken the seat of judgment and the others had

arranged themselves below him, all facing me.

“We proceed by council, now, do we?” I asked.

Aryden gave a small, short laugh to that, the kind whose earnestness is impossible to

discern. “What news have you, lord thaumaturge?”

“Unfortunately, not much, my lord. I’ve spoken to the sorceress, Falla—”

“The witch, you mean,” Barro interjected.

“The sorceress,” I repeated. “I do not believe that she has any involvement in the

matter.”

“None?” Aryden questioned. “How do you know?”
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“I questioned her, and I also sensed no connection between her Art and the spirit.”

Gamven harrumphed, turning to his patron. “My lord, let me apprehend the witch and

put her to the question proper. Then we’ll have some answers.”

“She is a practitioner, Master Gamven, and by my judgment a relatively skilled one. You

think you could break such a one possessed of such will and discipline?” A conceit, to be sure.

I’d seen enough of the Avar to know that everyone put to the question breaks eventually. But

maybe they didn’t know that. “It’s true that she has little love for those in power here, but I don’t

believe that she has turned her practice to the exercise of such ill will. You bring her here and set

blades and hammers to her and I assure you she’ll bring down a curse upon you. Were there

some benefit to be had, perhaps it would be worth the risk. But, as I’ve said, my suspicions of

her have been allayed. Unless we find some undeniable evidence pointing to her, there are other

avenues to investigate first.”

“Protecting a fellow practitioner are we?” Edanu stated. 

“Protecting an innocent person, not that you could understand the difference,” I returned.

“Enough,” Aryden said. “What else.”

“I spoke also with the girl Nilma and the artist Ovaelo. Neither had much of use to me to

share.”

“So you’ve wasted a day?”

“Time spent eliminating possibilities is as valuable as that that produces evidence.”

“I’m not so sure of that, master thaumaturge. What is your plan now?”

“Immediately? I’ll put up some wards in hopes of preventing the spirit from manifesting

while I continue the investigation. After that, I’ll sleep. In the morning, I’m going into Crimson
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while I continue the investigation. After that, I’ll sleep. In the morning, I’m going into Crimson

Close.”

“Are you insane?” the doctor Endan asked, unable to stop himself. “That’s a death

sentence!”

“Only if the Maw remains active within the Close, and even then only if one of the…

victims…bites me or manages to draw blood.”

“But why? What good will it do?” Endan continued to press.

“Perhaps master thaumaturge wishes to demonstrate his bravery—or foolishness—after

such an unproductive day,” Edanu added.

“As I told you last night, my lord, the spirit is almost certainly the restless ghost of one

recently deceased. This morning, when I inquired about recent deaths, your people informed me

of two events that would have resulted in bodies that did not receive proper rites. The first was

the latest wave of the Red Maw to sweep through the town. The second is your missing

timberworker, probably killed in the forest by some beast. There’s the missing boy, Orren, as

well, but everyone I questioned today seems to think that he’s left the town for Ilessa, so I’ll

look to the other likelihoods first. It only makes sense that I check the victims of the Maw first

—it is a matter of many possibilities against one with the missing laborer. I’ll play those odds

and hope that it expedites a result.”

Aryden leaned forward in his chair. “What will you do in the Close?”

“If there are any who have not finally fallen to the plague, I’ll dispatch them. Then, we’ll

burn the bodies as should’ve been done and give them their last rites.”

“You are not qualified to perform the rights,” Barro objected. “You haven’t been

ordained by the Temple.”
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“You’re right. That’s why you’re coming with me.”

“What?” The shock of the idea drained all color from the priest’s face; he stepped away

from me and held his hands up in surrender, as if I’d just told him I intended to run him through

myself. He looked pleadingly to Lord Aryden.

Amn Vaina frowned for a moment, running through the possibilities. “I don’t see another

choice, Barro. You’re going.”

“Then I’ll go as well,” said Gamven, “I’ll bring two of my men. Not enough that you’ll

miss them if we don’t come back, but enough to give us some chance of coming back at all.” 

I nodded to him in thanks. Sternly and subtly, he nodded back, a thin smile forming at

the corners of his mouth. I realized the man appreciated the opportunity to see some real action,

something he’d perhaps been deprived of for some time.

“Endan,” Aryden said after a pause. “You’ll go, too.”

“My lord?” the doctor suddenly said, both question and protest.

“You’re not doing my wife any good here. Perhaps there’s something you can do inside

the Close along with the lord thaumaturge.”

“What could I possibly do inside that place?” he asked.

“You can keep me company,” I said with a sardonic grin. “And you can help burn the

bodies.”

“It’s settled then,” Lord amn Vaina concluded, his tone conveying the finality of both his

decisions and the conversation.

“Until the morning, then,” I said, making a slight bow and doffing my cap briefly before

setting to the business of creating the wards.
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This took several hours as I selected the various locations for the warding seals, drew

them intricately in chalk on the stone walls in places where I hoped they were unlikely to be

disturbed, and channeled power into them while performing the workings to structure the

invisible barriers against spirits that the wards represented. Exhausted by the conclusion of the

work, both by the workings themselves and the tediousness of preparing the seals, I slipped

quietly to my room and into the bed.

[Note 1: Originally, I had the spirit appearing here tonight despite the seals. That

could be a follow-on chapter, or we could simply push that until late.

Note 2: Alternatively, I could have Iaren’s second dream of Aevala here, and/or the

spirit could attempt to go after Iaren in his dreams.

Note 3: I’ve completely glossed over where Iaren eats over the course of the day, so

I should go back and add this in.

Note 4: I’ve rolled in the consultation with Barro into this scene instead, cutting out

a chapter.]
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Chapter Fourteen

For all the bravado I’d shown to Aryden, I didn’t look forward to running headlong into

a place likely inhabited by the flesh-hungry victims of the Red Maw. Anyone who looks forward

to risking his life is a fool; I pride myself on not being a fool, at least when I can avoid it. On the

other hand, anyone who won’t risk his life when necessity demands is coward, and I also pride

myself on not being a coward. When I can avoid it.

The night had proved mostly sleepless despite my fatigue, as I tossed and turned in my

bed with that mix of excitement and dread that precedes such days. Before the suns had risen, I

had abandoned the bed altogether, more tired of laying awake but inactive than of wakefulness

itself. I busied myself with what preparations I could, checking that my sword and dagger

remained sharp (they did), that I’d packed the pouches of my belt with all of the arcane tools I

might need (I had), determining whether my belt needed further adjustment in preparedness for

danger (it, of course, did not).

Satisfied with these things, I unlocked again the chest at the foot of the bed, this time

retrieving not the backpack with my occult belongings but the saddlebags next to them. From

these I produced two pistols, or at least devices that had the basic form of pistols.

Each was a slightly curved piece of good wood, shaped into a wider ball on one end to

form the edge of a grip from which my hands were unlikely to slip. The curve of each piece,

however, was subtler than might be expected in a traditional weapon. These were not traditional.

A barrel had been set into each, of a normal length and bore, simple and unadorned by well-

made. Each had a priming pan with a swinging cover, secured by strong springs so that it was
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made. Each had a priming pan with a swinging cover, secured by strong springs so that it was

unlikely to move from the open or closed positions within an intentional push. But neither had a

lock or trigger affixed to it, for I needed none. Instead, the angle of the grips allowed me to

place my index finger—one had been created for my right hand and one for my left—directly at

the priming pan. With a quick sorcery, the kind so mundane and humble in scope as to require

little effort and minimal risk of unwanted side effects or Flux, I could generate a spark at the tip

of my finger to ignite the powder within and fire the shot at will. A more reliable system than a

matchlock weapon to be sure, and one that didn’t require a lit fuse to maintain in preparation for

use. More reliable even than the clockwork pistols favored by the wealthy—which I couldn’t

afford anyway and which required the use of a spanner to reload. Simple tools, and effective.

Along with them I took a pouch containing shot and wadding as well as a set of six

wooden apostles hung from a long string and two loose ones, each having been filled with the

exact amount of powder to load and prime a pistol for a single shot. Taking my time, for there

was no reason to do otherwise, I used the loose apostles to load the pistols, taking shot and cloth

from the pouch. I traded the loose wooden tubes for a deep red sash; this I tied around my waist

tightly just above my belt, sticking the pistols, pans closed and protected under it where they’d

be held securely but over my belt where they’d not cause the latter to sag once removed. I threw

the stringed apostles over my head and my left arm so that each wooden cylinder hung

diagonally across my body, highest below my right shoulder and lowest near by left hip, where it

rested between the hilt of my sword and my body. 

I have never fought in a battle, but I spent as much of my time as I could while at

university with a dueling master—a factor that ultimately contributed to my inability to

conclude my education—and I’d fought a few single combats. With the sword, I was
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conclude my education—and I’d fought a few single combats. With the sword, I was

comfortable. While I’d practiced with the pistol on a few occasions (it proved difficult to find a

place to practice without drawing unwanted attention in the City, and those places where no

attention was paid to stray reports of a firearm were far more dangerous, for the expected

reasons). These weapons, of my own design (though not manufacture, of course), had not been

tested in the heat of true conflict. But, as I’d mentioned, a good gun is often a better option than

combat sorcery, and I figured I’d have to learn to use them under duress at some point anyway. 

By the time I’d concluded all of this, and then checked my equipment for a second time,

the suns had still not revealed themselves over the far crest of the Avar. My stomach rumbled,

providing another excellent distraction from the imminent task. I made my way downstairs to

the kitchens, where servants were already well underway in preparing for breakfast. Knowing

me for the thaumaturge, and seeing me so heavily armed as well, they avoided me as best they

could, averting even their gaze whenever they could do so without threatening to bump into me.

This provided me ample opportunity to graze as I desired, pouring myself some small beer,

grabbing a piece of rough bread and smearing it with butter, and taking a whole sausage fresh

from the fire to satisfy my appetites. 

Before long, Gamven had joined me. He’d come better armed even than I, well-oiled

breastplate and faulds over chest and thighs, bastard sword on his hip and barbute and pollaxe,

carried in the crook of his left arm. He wore it easily, as if a second skin, and I little doubted that

long use had indeed made it so. He ate greedily, smiling at me the whole time, undisturbed by

our impending doom. Enlivened by it, even.

I’d said before that those willing to run headlong into danger threatening death are fools.

Every rule has its exceptions, though, and there are those rare individuals who only truly step



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 148 -

Every rule has its exceptions, though, and there are those rare individuals who only truly step

into the fullness of themselves when defying death, who are most alive only when dancing at the

edge of the fire, if not inside it. They are made differently from the rest of us. For them, the

dullness of everyday life free from danger is uncomfortable and awkward, a heavy haze over

them from which they unceasingly wish to wake. Gamven was one of these. “A good day to die,

eh?” he said. 

“I’ve not found one of those yet,” I offered.

He laughed, hearty, mirthful, and strangely reassuring. “The truth is: one’s as good as

another.”

Seeing the look on my face, he laughed again, clapping me on the shoulder with a fist

full of sausage, grease splashing onto the shoulder of my vest. “You look like you know to

comport yourself well enough when it comes to it,” he continued, “It’s the priest and the doctor

I’m worried about. Sure we need them?”

“I am. The priest at least. We’ll see how much use the doctor proves.”

“Indeed, we will! There’s much of a man you can’t learn except by seeing him fight for

his life.”

“And much of that need never be known at all.”

“Hah, a philosopher are you?”

That’s not what I’d have called it, but before I had to give answer, Gamven’s two

guardsmen joined us. I recognized the easy confidence of the first of them immediately: Errys,

who’d greeted me upon my first arrival. “So I’m expendable, is it?” she said to Gamven as she

approached, smiling wide.

“Oh dear,” her commander responded in the voice of an old maid who’d unintentionally
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“Oh dear,” her commander responded in the voice of an old maid who’d unintentionally

offended, “did no one tell you?” They both laughed and clutched forearms in greeting, and I had

a momentary sense that they were friends more than leader and subservient soldier. 

She’d apparently traded her halberd for a well-made longsword that she’d leaned against

the wall next to the kitchen’s door upon entering. The blade’s deep brown leather sheath,

wrapped over a wood core, had been tooled with exquisite detail matching the carefully shaped

hilt, bowed somewhat in the middle to give additional purchase between the hands. A fish scale

pommel and “V”-shaped quillons, simpler in detail but bright and sturdy, completed all that I

could see of the weapon. She spied me looking at it and said, “the Lord amn Vaina’s, lent me for

the purpose,” her eyes full of pride, those tiny creases of happiness forming at the edges.

“It’s the closest he gets to come, poor bastard,” Gamven said. “If the leg weren’t bad

enough, the Lady would kill him for going as soon as he’d returned.”

“Were she able,” said the third man, gaunt-faced and stoic, the tone of his voice matter-

of-fact.

Gamven shot him a sidelong glance. “Aye, were she able,” he repeated, a grumble like

chewing loose gravel as much as words. 

The three of them looked at me; it took me a moment to realize they were waiting for

something. Expecting something from me. “If our Wyrgeas is good, she’ll be more than able by

the time we get back,” I managed.

“We’ll soon find out,” Gamven said, chugging the remainder of his mug and slamming it

on the nearby table, causing the other assorted foodstuffs to jump momentarily. There was a

collective protest from the other side of the room and only then did I notice the collected

servants huddled in the corner like mice waiting for the dogs to wonder away, biding time until
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servants huddled in the corner like mice waiting for the dogs to wonder away, biding time until

they could repair the damage we’d done and get on with their tasks. Gamven was already

pushing the man whose name I hadn’t yet caught toward the exit. Errys fell in behind the two of

them, gracefully plucking her longsword from the wall as she did. I pulled up the rear.

In the great hall, Barro caught my eye first. He’d donned a hauberk of riveted mail,

metallic hood hanging over a skull cap, rings nearly to his eyes. The shirt hung almost to his

knees and, overall, gave the impression of a poorly-fitted nightshirt. His expression could only

be described as “dog that angered his master forced to lay out in the rain.” A flanged mace

dangled from a leather lanyard around his right wrist, swaying lazily as he moved his hand,

gesticulating along with a conversation with Lord amn Vaina I couldn’t quite make out. A round

shield with a steel boss, just bigger than a buckler, lay on the stone floor next to the priest, still

bleeding off some of the force of its fall with slow rotation. Barro must have forgotten he was

holding it and simply let it slip from his hand.

Behind Barro and the Lord stood Edanu, slender sword on his hip and an Artificial

crossbow, one of those repeaters so favored by the soldiers of the Artificer Houses, in his hands.

Slung across his chest so that it hung on his right, a canvas bag held bolts for the weapon, loaded

into slim square boxes that could be slammed into the crossbow in place of the previous one

whenever it ran dry. Not so accurate nor powerful as a mundane crossbow, but it made up for

this with its impressive rate of fire, something only the most talented of traditional archers with a

lightly-strung bow could hope to compete with.

While the Artificer Houses bought favor with gifts at many occasions, they never traded

away their arms and armor, lest the one great equalizer they had against the superior numbers

they typically faced when committed to war—though no one ever called it war, no. Officially,
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they typically faced when committed to war—though no one ever called it war, no. Officially,

the peace that settled the Artificer War remained in full effect and had never been breached, lest

the agreements within that the treaty that established that peace need revisiting, to the loss of all

involved. And that would be detrimental to business. 

“What the hell is he doing here?” I asked, not thinking before speaking.

The priest and Lord Aryden broke from their conversation to face me, the soldiers I’d

entered with exercising the better part of valor and making themselves scarce. Face stern and

uncompromising, Aryden said, “He’s going with you.”

“Why?” I asked, incredulous.

“Because he wants to,” the lord said in that tone of his that brooks no argument.

“Besides, it makes you seven, good Wyrgeas.”

“Don’t worry, lord thaumaturge; I’ll make sure no ill fate befalls you,” Edanu smirked.

“I’m sure. Where’s the doctor?”

“Here, my lords, here!” Endan waddled in, weighed down by his clothing. He’d donned

the full garb of a doctor treating plague, thick black canvas and leather covering him from head

to toe and leaving only his face exposed. For this, he held a large black hooded mask in his left

hand, bulging eyes and long leather beak giving the thing the appearance of a crow—a fitting

companion for the dead. In his right hand he held a number of linen scarves; the kind you might

find covering a bandit’s face during a daylight raid were it not for the bright colors.

“The Maw spreads mostly by blood and bite and scratch,” I said. 

“True enough, my lord thaumaturge, but it must also have some form of miasmal

component. Otherwise, how would it first appear where there have been no signs for decades?”

Endan told me, face apologetic. “I find that this suit will protect me all the same, and why take
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Endan told me, face apologetic. “I find that this suit will protect me all the same, and why take

unnecessary risks?”

I couldn’t—didn’t argue as he passed out the scarves. Receiving one, a soft shade of blue

commonly associated with Qosh, I wrapped it around my neck so that I could easily pull it over

my mouth and nose. The others had done the same, so that we looked like a band of brigands.

“Your weapons?” Gamven asked the physician.

Pulling back a fold of his heavy robes revealed a thick single-edged blade, the kind that

folk in the Tatters affectionately referred to as “big knives” or “warknives.” The doctor patted

the hilt as if it were an old friend.

Gamven smiled wide. “I’d not have guessed, old man!”

Endan frowned at the epithet. “I served in one of the mercenary companies for a time in

my younger days. A good way for a physician to learn the barber-surgeon’s craft.”

“Indeed,” the master-of-arms replied, placing his barbute atop his head and moving the

pollaxe into his right hand. “We are gathered. Are we ready?”

“As we’ll be,” I uttered. 

“C’mon, Iaren, chin up. It’ll be fun,” Edanu snarked, racking the action on his crossbow

to load the first bolt into the recessed slot from which it would be fired, short fletchings just

visible in the narrow window in the uppermost part of the weapon that ran atop both bolt and

string, partially enclosing them.

“There are guards there already to open the gate for us. And Daedys has raised some of

the militia to stand watch, just in case.”

“Let’s go,” Aryden confirmed, already taking the first steps toward the hall’s great doors.

Everyone followed, at first in somber silence. By the time we’d reached the gatehouse to the old
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Everyone followed, at first in somber silence. By the time we’d reached the gatehouse to the old

town, the chatter started up, simply to fill the silence and the nerves that accompanied it, I

suppose.

I learned that the third man with Errys and Gamven was named Medryn; his family came

from the new town but he’d early chosen a life of arms over farming. He’d spent a few years

abroad with one of the Ilessin companies, much as Endan had; they traded a few war stories and

had us all laughing.

“Is it true that the Maw was made by a magus, lord thaumaturge? As a weapon?” It was

Errys’ question. She must have been waiting for a time to ask it, for she’d hardly waited for the

last bout of laughter to die down before springing it.

“That’s what is written about it,” I told her. “And it stands to reason; I know of no other

plague that turns its victims into weapons against those who don’t succumb at first.”

“The Aenyr made it?” This from Gamven.

“No. I don’t think so. The first mentions of the pestilence are after they’d left. Those

who’d stolen the secrets of the Art from them turned on each other soon after they’d driven off

their masters, and those struggles lasted for centuries. Dark times, and we’ve few reliable

records. It’s likely some practitioner-king created it then to make war on his enemies. The

rumors and legends tell of many dark deeds by the first practitioners after the Aenyr. Their use

of the Art corrupted them faster and more fully than it ever had any Aen. Those men and women

engaged in many practices long-since forbidden, and with good cause.”

“And no one since has been able to get rid of it?” Errys again.

“The nature of the Maw is a curse. Curses require sacrifice to create and sacrifice to

break. The sacrifice made to bring the Maw into existence must have been great indeed—on a
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break. The sacrifice made to bring the Maw into existence must have been great indeed—on a

magnitude no person should be willing to make. If anyone has found a way to undo the curse,

they’ve found the sacrifice necessary to do so far too great to pay.”

“So if you’re willing to pay a higher price than another practitioner, they won’t be able to

undo what you’ve done?”

“It can be a little more complicated than that. A working isn’t simply a matter of will, it

must be shaped and formed. Those with greater skill in the shaping of a working can make their

will do more with less. But, fundamentally, all workings are acts of will, and sacrifice is one of

the greatest acts of will there is, so when we’re talking about workings that involve sacrifice,

what you’ve said is often true.”

“What kind of sacrifices are we talking about,” Endan asked. “Life? Blood?”

“Those are powerful things to sacrifice, but nothing in the Art is simple. The effect of the

sacrifice is dependent upon the meaning of the sacrifice to the practitioner drawing upon it. You

can kill a stranger and draw power from that death to use in a working, to be sure. But in that

case, the power is coming more from the escaping lifeforce of your victim—Creation itself

leaving the body—than it is about any sacrifice. Many sacrifices can be used—an oath to refrain

from some pleasurable activity, the destruction of a dear possession, the willing loss of one’s

own blood or life.”

“That’s why a practitioner’s death curse is so powerful,” Edanu added.

“Yes,” I confirmed. “In part. When a practitioner is nearing his final act upon the Avar,

there is great power in the meaning of that act, coming from many places: leaning into one’s

death as a sacrifice to power the curse, the cosmic significance of a death—any death, the ability

to draw upon power without regard to what doing so might wreak on the practitioner’s body.
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to draw upon power without regard to what doing so might wreak on the practitioner’s body.

Powerful indeed, but it must still be shaped before the practitioner expires or it amounts to

nothing.”

“This is why you never let a practitioner see it coming,” Edanu said, coldly.

We had arrived at the gates to Crimson Close, sparing me the need to answer the

unveiled threat. Nevertheless, it left me unnerved about what might befall us in the Close, and

not just from the Maw itself.

As Gamven had told us, a block of militia men, without uniforms and armed with

munitions breastplates and helmets, holding spears and shields, stood at the ready, the Constable

Daedys pacing back and forth before them, himself arrayed in a dark three-quarters plate more

ceremonial than effective. He wore no helmet—the easier for his men to identify him—and

looked at his men only occasionally through sidelong glances, as if playing a game in which he

might suddenly find them slacking in the rigor of their presentation.

Closer to the gate, four of Aryden’s liveried men waited, nervous eyes settled on the

wooden door. A tall ladder had been leaned against the wall to the Close to the right of the gate,

and two more uniformed soldiers stood atop the gate, ready to turn the winch that held the doors

fast. These two kept looking nervously into the interior of the close below them, searching for

signs of movement or threats from the Maw’s victims, but the Close had been a large area when

it was first walled off, several blocks of Vaina town, and the ruins of dilapidated and rotting

buildings blocked their sightlines.

Aryden walked to the front of our small band and turned to look at us. I nodded to him

and pulled the scarf up over my mouth and nose, my compatriots following suit. He nodded in

return and rotated to face the men atop the wall. “Open it up,” he shouted. The winch began to
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return and rotated to face the men atop the wall. “Open it up,” he shouted. The winch began to

turn.

The liveried men before the door readied their weapons, and the spearmen of the militia

lowered their arms as if preparing for attack—the constable moved to their side and then behind

them, just in case.

The doors pulled open painfully slowly in rhythmic lurches as the men on the winch

completed each rotation of the knobbed wheels controlling its operation. I cleared the lump in

my throat, quietly as I could manage, and fought to keep my hands from the grips of my pistols.

It remained far too premature to draw weapons, and the last thing I wanted to do was to put my

fellow adventurers on edge.

Not that it mattered. Errys had strapped the longsword to her side during the walk to the

Close but rested her left hand on the sheath and her right on the sword’s grip. Gamven held the

pollaxe before him as if adopting a ready stance for a duel. Endan pulled the massive hook-

nosed mask over his head and again pushed his robe aside to free his warknife. Edanu rested his

crossbow jauntily on his shoulder, as if waiting for a military parade to begin. Barro lightly

tapped an open palm with the head of his mace, doing his best to portray himself as resolved and

threatening. Medryn used a flint and steel to light a matchcord and unslung his arquebus from

his shoulder to fit it.

Finally, the doors swung wide, rebounded softly from their fullest extent. A stench of

death and decay moved through the open portal like some foul northern wind, and I silently

thanked The One that Endan had thought to procure the scarves.

Gamven took the first step forward, but Aryden held a hand out for him to wait.

“Torches? You need torches and oil. To light the bodies.”
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“It’s covered,” I said. 

The Lord amn Vaina nodded and stepped aside, Gamven again taking the lead with his

pollaxe held before him as if he expected an ambush at any moment. He did, and with good

cause. The remaining six of us formed up just behind him, keeping slow pace as we moved in. It

took a great deal of focus to keep myself from looking back behind me as we passed under the

archway into the Close. My hands trembled slightly with both fear and excitement. There’d be

no turning back now, and that fact lessened some of the fear with the uncertainty it removed.
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Chapter Fifteen

Once we’d passed through the gateway, the men atop the portal released their hold on the

door’s winch, letting it spin freely, the counterweights slamming the doors shut with a

resounding crash that alerted all who could hear to our entry into this forsaken place. Now, I

couldn’t help but throw a glance rearward, if only to confirm what I already knew—we were

trapped inside. The men who’d opened the gate scuttled back down the ladder as quickly as they

could manage, eager to be away from whatever danger the Close contained.

Our scarves did little to purify the air around us, heavy with decay and death. The ruins

of the buildings caught within the wall silently testified to the ravages of time, all crumbling to

one degree or another, some entirely collapsed in on themselves, others partial husks of their

original multi-story glory, the rubble that had sloughed off of them forming rough ramps to the

upper stories.

Vines and overgrown weeds penetrated stone and plaster alike wherever they could find

purchase. If you squinted, and focused more on the blue sky overhead than the crumbling state

of the buildings, you might even be able to imagine yourself in a quiet garden. But where foliage

had not taken hold was the demesne of molds and mildew, sickly greens and rust browns tinting

the once-ivory plaster sides of the former homes. In many places, thick mushrooms ascended the

large wood beams of the buildings, like handholds for some creature of the Otherworld. Dirt and

mud covered those places that had once been flagstone streets, now only scarce gray survivors

poking up through the muck.

A thick quiet pervaded everything, heavy and tense with possibility, none of it hopeful.
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A thick quiet pervaded everything, heavy and tense with possibility, none of it hopeful.

Each of scanned in all directions, expecting sudden attack from some unexpected quarter. We’d

all heard the stories, of Maw-driven victims, cadaver-thin, covered from chin to toes in slick

maroon, glossy wet in some places, crusty and drying in others. I single victim in the grip of the

Maw’s true terror could be easily managed by our group—provided we were not successfully

ambushed. But there had been nineteen lost to the latest resurgence of the virulence, plenty to

overwhelm us if their hunger drove them to us in force.

A sudden movement of shadows down a sidestreet caught everyone’s attention; as one

we turned to face the threat, weapons readying and several of us raising cries of alarm. My

pistols had sprung into my hands and pointed in the direction of the disturbance before I realized

—along with my brothers and sister in arms—what had startled us. A single scavenger rat,

coming close to investigate what we might have brought with us into the Close that it might eat.

Our abrupt movements had scared it off, of course, our bodies responding faster than our minds

with the excitement coursing through our veins. 

We collectively chuckled at ourselves, nervously. Most of us, at least. “What the fuck

was all that?” Gamven asked in a commanding whisper. “If we’re attacked and we all turn the

same way, who’s watching our backs and sides? Get that shit out of your systems now and let’s

have a soldier’s response to the next fright, eh?” The doctor turned his oversized head to look at

me; I imagined that, like me, he was wondering if that command had been intended for his two

followers or for all of us. I couldn’t tell his true intent, hidden as it was behind the thick glass

lenses that covered his eyes, all expressions hidden by the mask and distorted by the hooked

beak protruding from under those reflective portals.

Not long after we recovered ourselves, we encountered a grim marker of the history of
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Not long after we recovered ourselves, we encountered a grim marker of the history of

the Close: a skeleton, all of the skin stripped from its bones, still wearing the tattered and rotting

remains of a pair of leather boots, slumped against one of the ruined walls as if it had been

casually waiting for our arrival, the skull even turned toward us as if in a slight nod of greeting.

“See, there’s more here to fear than the Maw. Old corpses like that are frequent abodes

for pestilence. Good thing we brought masks,” Endan said, tapping his long leather nose.

“Should we?” Barro asked. 

“Maybe later,” I said, “That one’s old. It would’ve manifested as a spirit a long time

back if the poor soul hadn’t walked the Path already.

Gamven waited for no further talk before moving ahead again.

The silence settling heavy around us again, we pushed onward. “What is it that we’re

doing exactly?” Edanu whispered, turning to look at me. We’d jockeyed for position for a short

while until it became clear that I’d not oblige his standing behind me and, shrugging in feigned

carelessness, he finally moved in front of me in the group, leaving me at the rear. Maybe I

should’ve let him play rearguard in hopes that some slavering once-human would snatch him

into the shadows and I’d never have to see him or hear his voice again, but I feared him more

than I feared the monsters the Maw had made, so we found ourselves thus arranged.

“We’re going to recover the bodies of the recently-taken, give them their last rites, and

burn them as should be done,” I told him. Though I’d let my arms drop to my sides, both hands

still clutched one of the pistols; no use putting them back now. 

“Of course,” Edanu said, searching the area to our right as we slowly moved. “But we’ll

have to kill them a second time first, won’t we?”

“It’s likely,” I admitted.



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 161 -

Gamven stopped and motioned for us to do the same. He pointed to the building on our

left, a crumbling hulk bereft of any wall on our side, its crumbled floor sloping downward into

darkness, the remains of long-forgotten cellars. “Could be one down there,” the master-of arms

posited. “I’ll check it out,” he continued.

“Perhaps you should not go alone?” Errys questioned.

“It’ll be too cramped for me to get ganged up on down there; I’ll be fine. Besides, I’ll

keep a cooler head if I know all of you are watching my back, keeping my escape route clear.

Give me your lamp.”

Errys and Medryn lit her lantern, she holding it up with the door open, Medryn using his

lit match to ignite the oil within. She exchanged the lantern for Gamven’s pollaxe. The veteran

drew his sword, holding the lantern high in his off hand, and cautiously descending what

remained of an old staircase, the light quickly enveloped by the darkness below until we could

see no sign of it.

“Eyes up!” Errys said, noticing that we were all focused on the same place again. The

command proved enough to shake us from our inattention, and just in time. At the other end of

an alleyway, obscured in the shadow of overhanging upper stories, something almost human

moved. Not quickly, but some smoothly and determinedly that it flashed in and out of sight in a

blink. Merdyn readied his arquebus, thin tendrils of smoke dancing upward from the burning

match. He waited, eyes focused to pierce the obscuring shadows in hopes of a target. I turned to

watch over one of the other streets, wanting to return my attention to where I knew there had

been movement, but trusting Medryn to do his own part. 

“Hold fast,” said Errys, scanning one of the other open routes, holding the pollaxe in the
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“Hold fast,” said Errys, scanning one of the other open routes, holding the pollaxe in the

same stance Gamven had only moments before.

We waited like that, each of us looking for the first attack. This was the worst part, when

imagination took hold and played out myriad scenarios of what might happen next. Once the

violence started, things would be easier. Not easy, but easier. The fight was a matter of action

and reaction, of certainties more than possibilities. Someone—or, hopefully, some things—

would die, and injuries would be shared all around. 

The tension heightened with every passing moment without action, like a rope being

pulled ever more taut until the first few cords snap free and you being to wonder when the whole

line will burst apart. But no climactic event, no monster running free and headlong toward us in

the light, broke that final thread. We stayed tense like that until we could no more, breaths

becoming deep, the fatigue of holding ourselves ready beginning to take a toll.

“Are they supposed to do that?” Errys whispered to me.

“Do what?”

“That. Play tricks. Bide their time. Scare us until they find us unready.”

“I don’t know that they’re supposed to do anything. Not the commonest topic of study

given the danger of the exercise. Most of the writing about the Red Maw is speculations about

its origin, its causes, methods for prevention, techniques for containing an outbreak.

Descriptions of the symptoms until the victim seems to die, not much about what happens after.

That’s the stuff of hunters and slayers, and they don’t tend to write their secrets down. Bad for

business to give them away to your competitors.”

“You think Gamven’s okay?” Endan asked, his voice muffled by his mask, even more

than ours were by our scarves.
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“Give him a few more minutes,” I said, trying not to reveal the doubt already chewing

away at my stomach. They did, and we spent another short, silent eternity scanning for former

citizens of Vaina who might be stalking us.

“Maybe they all got lucky,” Edanu mused. “Maybe none of them came back and we’re

worrying ourselves over nothing. How long can they survive without sustenance anyway?”

“They have all the sustenance they need,” I returned. “You saw the rat, right?”

“Alright you bastard!” Medryn said, and I heard him move forward several steps,

planting his feet. There came the click as the trigger released the cam on his arquebus’s action,

the hot match plunging into the flash pan with a dull thud. Just a second later came the

reverberating ssschkoom! of the weapon’s bark, hot projectile spit violently from the muzzle.

The sound echoed off of every nearby building, deafening me except for a high-pitched

whine that seemed to come from within my head. Unable to hear the aftermath of that shot, I

turned to look, just in time to see Medryn fumbling his way through a reload, the shambling

cadaver of a former citizen of Vaina moving toward him faster than it had any right to. Having

first packed the powder into the weapon’s barrel, the ball rolled from Medryn’s fingers just as he

tried to slip it into the muzzle. All the while, the ghoul-thing continued its charge, slavering

spittle in long trails behind it like a proud battle-flag.

Shaking my head, I swung my vision back and forth to shake away the tunnel vision that

accompanied the sudden rush of energy. Errys, Edanu, Endan and Barro searched for additional

attackers as well. I left them to their task, stepping in front of Medryn and emptying both barrels

of my pistols into the fiend at less than an arm’s length.

Smoke filled the street, mingling with the fog of the previous arquebus blast to form a
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Smoke filled the street, mingling with the fog of the previous arquebus blast to form a

dense cloud of grayish, sulfur-smelling air, a scent like demons. I stepped back from that haze,

lowering my weapons and breathing a sigh of relief. At that range, there was little chance of

missing, even with my lack of practice, and I had confidence that the two shots would have

shattered bone and torn what flesh remained from those sinews that held it fast. Had the assailant

been a true monster, a child of one of the fallen Firstborn or a chimeric creation of

experimenting magi, I’d have expected the thing to prove resilient to such an attack. But this had

been a man, and one ravaged by disease unto death, such frailty would not stand against modern

weapons.

All of this confidence fell away when a rotting hand pushed through the smokecloud and

grabbed my vest, pulling me close the the cadaver’s face. One of its eyes hung freely from the

socket by a brownish-pink bundle of nerves; stinking breath—the air of the grave itself—spilt

from between teeth that seemed uncannily pointed. Dried blood covered the entire surrounds of

its mouth, thickly coating its chin.

“Red Maw” is no mere metaphor or euphemism; it is a description of the most terrifying

aspect of the affliction. Those who succumb to the disease die after a few days of intense agony

and malaise—or at least seem to. Not long after that, the corpses (whether or not bereft of soul is

a matter of debate, with conflicting reports from the use of the Sight, which I had no desire to

employ here) rise again, hungry for flesh, no longer contagious by general miasma but carrying

infection in their blood-stained mouths. 

The corpse’s neck trembled as it expelled a heavy wave of air at me: what I suspected

was a shriek of some sort but had no way to confirm with the lingering ringing in my ears, now

extended by the discharge of my own pieces. It began to pull me closer to those teeth. 
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I dropped my pistols to the mud and, shouting myself, enacted a sharp and sudden

sorcery, a blast of wind that threw the unliving creature backward and away from me, with the

bonus of dispersing the thick sulfur-tinged cloud of gunsmoke. I drew my sword and dropped

into a duelist’s stance.

Something rushed behind me, brushing against me as it lifted Medryn off of his feet and

into the ruins of a bordering building. Another one of them!

While the first one struggled back to its feet after hitting the hard-packed avar, I checked

our situation. I couldn’t see far enough into the building to determine where Medryn had ended

up, and I couldn’t abandon my own position and leave the rest of my companions with an open

flank already tested by one of the enemy.

I caught a glimpse of Edanu deftly slamming another cartridge into his Artificial

crossbow, racking the next bolt into place as Errys swung the pollaxe into the skull of one of the

creatures, its own blood—or whatever dark ichor now motivated it—arcing up into the air in a

graceful line. Unable to free it from its resting place, she let it go and drew the longsword from

its sheath.

Endan and Barro fended off another, the creature full of fury but unsure which of them to

assault as they taunted it with tentative blows and alternating yells (or at least the appearance of

yells).

Gamven emerged from the passage below, his sword sheathed and the corpse of another

of the flesheaters dragged behind him, its head separated from its body and hanging from his

belt.

I turned back to the one who had first attacked Medryn; it had pulled itself back to its
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I turned back to the one who had first attacked Medryn; it had pulled itself back to its

feet and flailed at me viciously, fingers curved into makeshift claws. Behind me, my hearing

finally recovering, I could hear Gamven yelling, “The head! The head!” 

I sidestepped the creature’s lunge, bringing my blade down upon it in a diagonal from

above my right shoulder. But my angle was off, and I only managed to mangle its arm at the

shoulder, leaving it dangling, fingers still twitching and grasping for whatever it might seize. It

rotated to face me again, close and bending its legs to spring for me with all the strength it could

muster. As it began its leap, I recovered from my strike and aimed a thrust, my sword arm across

my body and twisted at the elbow to bring my hand up to my eye level, knuckles upward and

blade pointed forward. A slightly awkward position for a thrust with a single-handed sword, but

plenty effective. The acute point of my thin blade met the creature’s face mid-leap, the edge

severing that dangling eye and causing it to roll away as the sword pierced the front of the skull

and burst through the back, brains, blood and bits of bone spewing forth.

The weight of the body, now gone slack with lack of animation, pulled itself free from

my sword, and I again scanned our small battlefield for additional foes. The rest of those

nineteen victims now gathered in, clambering on all fours over the broken ruins or running full

tilt down open streets, shrieking with a call that curdled the blood and raised every hair on the

back of my neck.

I hesitated, unsure whether to keep my place and hold the line or to go to Medryn’s

assistance. With the building through which he’d crashed closer than any other enemy, I chose

the latter. My free hand allowed me some purchase as I surmounted the broken rubble into an

almost-enclosed room on the ruin’s lower floor. Shadow ruled here and the contrast from the

burning sunlight, the one salubrious element of this One-forsaken place, caused me to pause as
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burning sunlight, the one salubrious element of this One-forsaken place, caused me to pause as

my eyes adjusted. They did so just in time to see the animated corpse bearing down hard on

Medryn, who held both the creature’s wrists in his own hands but struggled to keep the thing’s

mouth away from his exposed neck. 

My slash at the thing went amiss as it squirmed just when the blade would have met with

its neck, steel instead biting into its shoulder and lodging against the collarbone. In the blink of

an eye it turned on me, grabbing my knees to push me to the ground and clambering up me until

its face came even with mine. Now I held it back by its arms with all of my might as it slobbered

and worked its jaw in anticipating of tasting flesh. As we fought, I craned my neck to the side in

hopes of seeing Medryn now coming to my aid, but he lay there on the floor moaning,

unrecovered from his own assault.

With no hope of assistance, I began to think of a means of escape. My sword lay lodged

in the creature’s back, its point often coming dangerously close to cutting me as we struggled. I

dared not grip its blade for fear of cutting myself and allowing the dark ichor that seeped forth as

a viscous black sludge to mix with my own blood. I couldn’t free a hand to grab my dagger; in

the short time I left the thing unopposed by the full force of my strength it would sink its teeth

into me and that would be the end.

I focused my will, drawing upon my fear and anger as I did—not a wise choice as a

practitioner, but desperation often drives poor decisions. Those dark emotions coursed through

me, pleasurable sensations, righteous. After all, this thing should not be, destroying it would be a

service to The One, my companions, and all the Avar. My mouth opened, spilling unintelligible

syllables. My sorcery lacked the complexity of a thaumaturgy, where incantation might help me

to form the working’s manifestation in the world. No, this was raw will, exerted upon the Avar
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to form the working’s manifestation in the world. No, this was raw will, exerted upon the Avar

with petulant force and stubborn expectation.

The creature’s eyes widened, as if its unliving brain understood that something injurious

was about to happen but couldn’t sort the details. With a piercing shriek, its head burst into

flame, filling the room with the putrid scent of burning flesh. As soon as its struggles weakened,

I pushed it from me and rolled out of the way as the fire spread to its entire body. It rebounded

from the wall, the jarring force against my sword’s hilt sending it clattering across the floor; I

stopped it with my foot and recovered it to its sheath, waited a brief moment to make sure the

undead thing would not be rising again, and went to Medryn, finding a pool of crimson

expanding slowly outward from under him.

I rolled him slightly to find a thin beam of rotting wood jutting from his back; it must

have pierced him when the ghoul first pushed him into the building.

“You’re bleeding,” he said.

It took me a moment to understand that he wasn’t speaking gibberish; feeling something

warm and coppery drip into my lips, I put my gloved hand to my face and it came back touched

with dark blood. A side effect of the sorcery—there’s no time with such a quick working to draw

power from anywhere but within yourself. If you’re lucky, or good, you won’t even feel the

effects of a sporadic or limited working, but with the pressure of circumstances preventing the

cleanest performance of the working, fatigue, aches, pains and injury are not unlikely.

He sputtered, drawing me back to the present, a red spatter leaving small droplet on his

face. “Go,” he said, “help the others.”

I did.

Back in the streets, I found chaos. A handful of bodies—our attackers’—littered the
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Back in the streets, I found chaos. A handful of bodies—our attackers’—littered the

ground, but the fight had become a general melee. Nearby an arm cut off by some wayward

strike inched along in attempt to return to its erstwhile owner, fingers moving like oversized

caterpillars as a motive force. I stepped on it, feeling a satisfying crunch of fingerbones, as I

drew my sword and moved in to aid the other five. 

Barro and Endan continued to work as a team, using each other as distractions to maim

opponents until they could fight no more, Endan’s cleaver severing tendons and muscles while

Barro’s mace split and splintered bone, crippling the ghouls limb by limb until a finishing blow

could be administered. Edanu had changed his crossbow for his own sword, but several of the

creatures had been peppered with his short, fat bolts. Unfortunately, none of them had struck a

face or head, leaving the cadavers porcupine-like but still able to fight. Edanu now fought

bravely against the two that had closed the distance with him.

The majority of the group—I hadn’t time or presence of mind to count—were being held

back by the combined efforts of Gamven and Errys. I could tell by the the sluggishness of their

strikes that they were tiring from the effort, though their work accounted for the majority of the

corpses that had been returned to true corpsehood.

I closed into them, far enough away that we had no danger of striking each other with

careless blows but close enough that I could draw some of the assailants from the press against

the two. Two of the creatures broke off from the pack that Aryden’s soldiers had kept at bay and

shambled toward me. They moved well enough to dodge several of my blows and to force me to

resort to desperate footwork to keep one of them from circling to my rear. The maintained a

distance to prevent me from striking them without extending myself, and each time I tried, the

other would lunge for me in counterattack, giving us what might have seemed the appearance of
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other would lunge for me in counterattack, giving us what might have seemed the appearance of

schoolboys playing a game of touch. But this was not amusing, not to me, at least, and I doubted

the hungry dead felt much of anything at all, though I did marvel somewhat at their low

cunning.

Our dance brought us to a positioning that I could see Gamven and Errys fighting behind

my own assailants; I tried not to let their own fights distract me, but when one of the creatures

caught Errys by the wrist as she readied a swing, I could not help myself.

The other two victims of the Maw piled in, pushing her to the ground and swarming on

top of her. I screamed and tried to move to help, but the two ghouls attacking me prevented it.

One made a mistep, though, and I caught it between head and shoulders with my blade. The

strike stopped at the spine, opening up an oozing flap of skin that the cadaver made no sign of

noticing. In the short second I had, I struck again, completing the blow and sending the head

rolling off across the dirt and cobblestones, trailing its black ichor.

After that, dispatching the second thing took only short work and a small chase—it

dodged my blows until I backed it into a wall and cut it to pieces.

I turned in time to see Errys pick herself up from the ground, two of the ghouls rolling

off of her and the third clinging to her back, teeth clench around the side of her throat. This one

she grabbed by the back of the head, holding it close as she drew a short dagger with her left

hand and plunged it into the creature’s skull with a sickening crunch splat of shattering skull and

leaking brains. It fell away from her, lifeless, revealing two long gouges in her neck, deep

chasms of torn flesh. But these oozed rather than sprayed, it had missed her vital arteries.

Uncaring, her face scrunched—not with the rage that might be expected but with the cold

determination of a warrior who refuses to die until her mission is complete—she recovered her
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determination of a warrior who refuses to die until her mission is complete—she recovered her

longsword in time to skewer one of the recovering undead walkers through the chest, easily

withdrawing the blade and turning to strike full force at the other, the sword biting clean through

its chest almost to the naval. Neither of these blows stopped the creatures, but she followed with

a flurry of strikes, fast and hard, with the precision of a master swordswoman, until all that

remained of her attackers were carved-up bodies with severed heads. The fight complete, she

collapsed. 

I moved to support Gamven now but he called me off with a below to check on Errys.

He’d shifted his grip on his sword, holding it with both gloved hands by the blade. We swung

the straight quillons into a cadaver’s skull with another wet crunch, dropping it. One remained

before him as he returned the weapon to a true grip, nimbly stepping aside as it lunged at him,

taking its head with a sweeping blow from behind.

A dropped to my knees next to Errys’ unmoving body. The bite on her neck might have

been the deepest, but I had companions, many of them, little paired crescents of craggy flesh

ragged at the edges on her arms, hands, and even the backs of her legs. For a moment, I thought

about preparing a working to heal her. It’s not my forte by any means, but I have some

proficiency in the healing arts. I had some confidence that, if I could prepare a ritual in time,

bring together the proper correspondences, I could draw in enough power to close those wounds

again. There’d be scars, nasty ones, but some hope existed that I might prevent her from

exsanguinating. 

I quickly realized that thought for the foolhardy dream it was. Even if I could pull off the

arcane binding of so many wounds, I would remain powerless to do anything about the curse

that caused the Maw in the first place. Leaving the university had allowed me to broaden my
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that caused the Maw in the first place. Leaving the university had allowed me to broaden my

studies into the Art at the expense of the depth I might have enjoyed in particular foci while

learning from the masters of those practices. I lacked the background and resources to make any

serious study into the Maw’s origins and first causes; what arrogance I bear doesn’t extend to

thought that I might prevail in such a regard where more learned scholars had failed. Even if I’d

had all the time in the world, which I did not.

I could potentially patch up the wounds, yes. But the fever would still take her. She’d

cough up blood like other victims of the Red Maw before succumbing to the grip of the disease.

And then she would rise again, one of these flesh-craving creatures of only low cunning,

doomed to perpetually hunt the living and yet never feel sated. So I did what I could. I pulled

her unconscious body to rest on the cadavers she’d killed, thankful that she’d kept her hair clear

of her neck. I raised my blade, took what purchase I could on the short hilt with my second

hand, and brought it down fast and hard as I could, the sword’s arc passing thankfully cleanly

through both flesh and bone. Her head dropped to the ground with the same force that something

unseen dropped into the pit of my stomach. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. As I wiped the blade clean

on her cloak, careful to remove every last drop of tainted blood, Falla’s words appeared

unbidden in my mind and I wondered if she really did have some divinatory gift.

“What the fuck have you done? By The One and all the Firstborn! By Ashaera on the

Tree. What the fuck are you thinking?” Gamven yelled from behind me, armor clinking slightly

as he took a few steps toward me. The rest of our attackers had been felled and all of our party

left standing had watched me kill her.

I turned and dropped my sword, holding my hands up to him. Trying to keep my voice

calm, despite trembling in the aftermath of the danger and excitement, I spoke softly. “Gamven,
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calm, despite trembling in the aftermath of the danger and excitement, I spoke softly. “Gamven,

you saw what happened to her. She wouldn’t have survived. We could have waited for her to

turn, let her be a threat to the rest of us. But she wouldn’t have wanted that, would she?”

“Damn it all,” he said, his voice quiet with the realization that I spoke the truth. “God

damn it,” he repeated. After a pause, “Where’s Medryn?”

“Dead, but not like Errys. He caught a bit of a wood frame when one of the monsters

pushed him into the ruins over there. He’s bled out by now.”

“Was there nothing you could do, lord thaumaturge?” the words dripped with accusation,

and I understood that he expected miracles. Those who don’t spend much time with the Art

usually do; they don’t understand that it is never without cost and that it is limited by

circumstance as with all mortal endeavors.

“I could have tried to help him or I could have returned to try to help you. Chances

weren’t good with him, and I hoped to prevent someone else from falling as well.”

“Then you failed twice, Iaren,” he said contemptuously.

Endan had removed the long-beaked mask from his head, probably in hopes of getting

some clean air after sweating and suffocating in that voluntary prison all through the fight. A

splatter of dark ichor, smeared in the attempt to wipe it off, covered one of the mask’s lenses.

Better there than in a place where it might have infected the doctor. “He may be a worker of the

subtle science,” Endan began, “But he is not The One, Gamven, nor one of the Firstborn. He

cannot control everything.”

“Two people have died to save one life,” the master-at-arms muttered.

“And that is the way of the world, my friend,” Edanu returned. “Not all lives are of equal

weight, unfortunately. These two have carried out their duty well in service to their lord, and that
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weight, unfortunately. These two have carried out their duty well in service to their lord, and that

loyalty deserves honor and our respect. But that does not mean we attempt to change The One’s

cosmic mathematics.”

I couldn’t tell whether the House ambassador meant to rub in the fact or actually thought

he was helping. It felt like watering the seed of discontent the day had planted in Gamven; I

didn’t want to see what blossomed from such an endeavor. 

“What now?” Edanu continued.

“We collect the bodies, Barro gives them their rites, and we burn them,” I said. 

“Then what?” Endan asked.

“Then we hope that this concludes the matter.”
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Chapter Sixteen

The amber flames of burning candles danced against the walls of Aryden’s hall, filling

the air with the scent of honey more than smoke, throwing back the darkness into gently

swaying shadows that spoke of mirth more than fear, a chiaroscuro of the fashioned levity

tenuously held by the gathered courtiers stood vigil to determine the success of the day’s

adventures in Crimson Close.

Wine flowed freely, the lord’s servants skillfully remaining out of notice until someone’s

cup had been drained to the dregs, at which point, like a fleeting spirit, a comely girl or young

man quickly stepped into the light and filled a cup before disappearing once again, silent

guardians of the room’s mood, protectors of our collective nerves.

Aryden lazed in the ornate wooden chair from whence he judged the quick and the dead,

raised above the rest of us in attendance, his feet stretched out before him as he struggled to

make himself comfortable with his back wedged in the chair’s corner. Ruling is harder—and less

comfortable—than most would think, it seems. He swirled a goblet of wine in his hand, for show

more than for use. I suppose he wanted a clear head as he waited for answers.

I would have—should have—joined him, but the day’s events weighed on me and I felt a

need to drown them somewhat under the weight of drink. Accordingly, I endeavored to walk the

line between mere tipsiness and complete soddenness. I didn’t expect to be of much immediate

use if the haunting spirit had not been laid by the day’s endeavors and chose to rear its ugly head

again, but neither did I want to prove an incapable fool should the need to take action arise. As

with most things it touches, drink is often unpredictable for its effects on the practitioner’s Art.
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with most things it touches, drink is often unpredictable for its effects on the practitioner’s Art.

For some, it blurs the mind and prevents the formation of any working, but for others, it quiets

the fears so that focus on a working becomes pure and undistracted. To make matters worse, for

most of us, there was little predicting whether any particular session of drinking would have

beneficial or deleterious effects upon one’s ability. I’d heard of more than one practitioner

finding himself so drawn to alcohol or some drug or another that he could only work the Art

when under its influence.

On the floor below Aryden’s throne, in a votive semi-circle, I stood with the other

courtiers present: Endan, the Historian, Vitella amn Esto, Edanu of House Meradhvor, Barro

and Indorma.

“Of what shall we talk to pass the time this evening?” asked Vitella, standing perfectly

poised and looking to Aryden in his chair.

The lord only shrugged in response, his mind obviously elsewhere.

“While we have a master thaumaturge at our disposal, perhaps we should discuss the Art

and all things arcane,” Barro suggested. “I myself have always wandered what the phenomenon

I understand is called the ‘Practitioner’s Dialectic’ feels like.”

All eyes turned to me with much nodding of heads and utterances of enthusiastic assent.

The investigations, I charge for; the entertaining, I do for free.

“It doesn’t feel like anything,” I began. “You, by which I mean the practitioner, feel

something because of it, and in that subtlety lies the danger of the Dialectic. Perhaps a particular

set of circumstances leads me to believe that I am capital “R” Right when I use a working, or

perhaps its in my nature to feel that I am usually right and others are wrong. If I do not watch

myself, allow this set of feelings to continue when I use the Art, then I will eventually begin to
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myself, allow this set of feelings to continue when I use the Art, then I will eventually begin to

feel that I am always Right when using the Art, no matter the circumstances. Conversely, I will

begin to feel that I should always use the Art when I am Right.” I paused to think about those

things I’d felt when I set the victim of the Maw alight. Victim was the right word; he’d not

chosen what he became, or what he did after. And yet, it had proved so easy to think of him as

an intentional enemy.

“There are stories of many a practitioner being led down the wrong path by the

Dialectic,” the Historian interjected.

“You again miss the subtlety of the matter,” I corrected. “The Dialectic leads no one, it

only amplifies existing aspects of their character by the choices they make.”

“So it is no different from the morality of any action?” asked Indorma. “If I choose to do

an evil thing, that makes it easier to do another evil thing in the future, harder to do the right

thing.”

“Yes and no,” I responded. She cocked her head to the side. Barro scratched at his chin.

Vitella kept her eyes fixed upon me as she sipped from her cup, her eyes peeking over the rim as

she raised it to her lips. There would be no evading further explanation. “We are all shaped by

our experiences, it is true. And those experiences are in turn shaped, at least in part, by our

choices. When a person draws the Power for a working through himself, he touches the very

rawness of all experience, of Creation itself. Thus, the experience is heightened in its impression

upon the character, but it is the very mind of the practitioner that shapes this impression, so the

effect must, of course, be limited by the character of the practitioner himself. Therefore, it can

only accentuate traits that already exist; we mortals, practitioners of the Art or not, can only

create from what we have. None of us creates from nothing.
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This is why it is so easy to caricature practitioners, for by pursuing the Art they often

become caricatures of themselves, with certain aspects of their personalities inflated beyond all

proper proportion to the others. It is, perhaps, part of why the Aenyr named themselves the way

that they did. The Wanderer, the Poet, the Queen of Air and Shadow. It wasn’t simply that they

were protecting their true names from one another, but that they had become exemplars of the

aspects that lent them their epithets. Of course, none of them now can be coaxed to speak of that

distant past, so this is theory and conjecture, good for the universities, but not much use

besides.”

“Except for scintillating conversation, my dear,” Vitella added.

Barro stepped forward slightly, a physical indication of his investment in the

conversation, “Do you mean to say that the righteous person could be made more righteous by

the pursuit of the Art?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Then why are there so many tales of fallen and wayward practitioners, so few of

entirely virtuous ones? Why do the Conclave and the Temple need the Vigil to watch over your

kind, to protect from them?”

“How many truly righteous people have you known? Most of us are a mix of good and

evil, and oftener than not more evil than good, I think, more oft driven by our baser desires and

our own selfishness than our love for others or any high ideals of virtue and altruism. Shouldn’t

you believe that more than most?”

“My faith causes me to believe that the mercy of The One may lift us above such a sad

state, that we may by degrees become Good.”
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“I’d like to agree with you in principle, but experience holds me back. Besides, the Art is

a difficult and demanding study, a harsh mistress. Where would the practitioner find the time to

train herself in righteousness in addition to maintaining sufficient skill in the Art to wield it

safely and efficaciously? I think, rather, that The One’s mercy for practitioners is that there is

some good in us at all, that the Dialectic is likelier to make us eccentric than evil if we are

merely playing the odds. It is a lack of self-control or a conscious choice to pursue an evil path

that allows the Dialectic to push a practitioner down the left-hand path, and those in such a

position to begin with were likely to choose the darkness anyway, were they not?”

“Are you saying, then, that the Dialectic only makes evil men who use the Art more

evil?” Barro asked with rhetorical incredulity.

“It makes for good stories,” the Historian chuckled, his white beard become pink around

his mouth with careless sloshing of his wine.

“I thought you cared for Truth more than stories,” Edanu retorted.

“And what type of truth do you mean?” the Historian returned. “There is the truth of

what happened, and the truth of what those events mean. Neither is typically easy to discern, so

the historian does the best that he may with what he has.”

“So the conversation turns to Truth,” Vitella said with a smile. “Very good.”

“Truth?” Aryden muttered. “What do any of you know of Truth?”

“A great deal, I’d like to think,” Barro answered. “Though I must admit that what Truth I

know is in Ashaera’s revelations and not from my own observations or deductions. We mortals

are poor discerners of Truth, as it were.”

“You call my profession into question, do you?” The Historian barked.
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“And mine?” Indorma added.

“You, [Historian], just confessed yourself that the Truth is difficult to discern,” Edanu

said, smiling.

“Difficult, but not impossible! The human mind is a powerful tool, and one granted us by

the One Themselves. How, therefore, could we fully deny the power of the mind to discern

Truth?” the Historian replied, having composed himself and prepared for proper debate.

“It is not the mind that is the problem,” Indorma began, “but the perception. For, in our

hubris, we see what we want to see and ignore the rest, and the mind cannot properly go about

its work if the information it holds in view is distorted and illusory. Do you not find this to be

true, lord thaumaturge?”

I had hoped the shift in the conversation would have relieved me from a responsibility to

participate in it. Very consciously I’d rejected the life of the courtier, with its dissembling and

conceits and performance. I’d not come to Vaina to be dragged into it. Unfortunately, we rarely

get just what we want.

“I’ll agree that seeing a thing properly is a difficult thing,” I said. “Even worse when a

person, who actively hides from you what they do not want you to see, plays at being something

they want others to believe they are instead of being themselves.”

“Ah, but Lord Thaumaturge,” Edanu smirked, “is this not the lesson of the Practitioner’s

Dialectic? If you play at being something long enough, you become that thing?”

“I don’t think that’s what I said.”

“Perhaps not, but you implied it, did you not? My dear Vitella, would you agree that the

cunning courtier seeks to become what his patron desires?”



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 181 -

“It would be foolish not to,” she admitted.

“And would you also agree that it is within our power to so become?”

“Sometimes.”

“Good enough. Barro, as a priest of the Temple, you of course believe that men can

change, that they can become better than they are?”

“I do.”

“How?”

“By choosing to become better, by striving for it.”

“And with proper striving, may an evil person become a good one?”

“With The One’s help and mercy, yes.”

“Then a man may one day become something he is not?”

The Historian, catching the drift, spoke up himself. “And thus, if the Dialectic is simply

a more powerful example of the natural processes of the human psyche, then it might yet make

someone different than they once were by their choosing to become someone different.”

“My point exactly!” said Edanu, eyes settling on me as if we were dueling and he’d just

secured an advantage.

“But history is also replete with examples of external circumstances and events causing

internal change in a person of note,” the Historian continued, almost to himself and heedless of

the game Edanu intended.

“But what has that to do with Truth?” the Historian asked.

Edanu pushed past him, rhetorically and physically, stepping into the circle of us to take

attention. “Historian, you bring up an interesting complication. I believe that our honored
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attention. “Historian, you bring up an interesting complication. I believe that our honored

thaumaturge can shed some light on that assertion as well. Tell me, Iaren, were you changed by

the loss of your family?”

I clinched my teeth, felt my hands balling into fists. Which was just what Edanu wanted.

“I take your posture as a ‘yes,’” he smiled broadly. I thought, however briefly, of pulling

fire from the myriad candles with a sudden sorcery and watching him burn for his insolence. A

clever retort that would be. Then they’d get to see the work of the Dialectic first-hand.

But I breathed deep, let my hands relax, and put my wit to better use. “It changed me just

as it demonstrated the nature of your exalted House: treacherous, base and motivated only by

venality. A corporate character replicated in each of the House’s members, I understand. And

what did betrayal and murder get you? A fancy building and a thin veneer of respect from the

Council of Twelve draped over a deep foundation of contempt? And that at the cost of a piece of

your souls, which you seem to sell so cheaply.”

The smile dropped from Edanu’s face at that and he took a step toward me. Behind him,

the Historian’s face lit up, as if he’d just made the connection between my name and events of

note in the history of his beloved city, events he’d forgotten while focused on the history of

Vaina. From his chair, Aryden said my name—my given name only—a deep growl of warning.

Amn Esto’s eyes smiled from behind her cup as she finished the last of it and held it carelessly

aside to be filled anew by the silent servants. The tutor anticipated violence, backing away from

the semi-circle, already broken by Edanu having crossed through it. 

“Fear not, dear Edanu,” I said. “If I’d been moved by vengeance, I’d already have killed

many in your House, or left you to die in the Close today. I have no intention of starting that

path now, and nothing to be gained by it. What need have I for a villa in the High City with no
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path now, and nothing to be gained by it. What need have I for a villa in the High City with no

one to share it with? What need have I for your blood when it will not bring back a family I

scarcely knew in the first place, and when I hold it in such low esteem that it matters not

whether it flows in your veins or spreads across Lord amn Vaina’s floor? Do you tempt me so

because my lack of concern threatens your sense of worth? How is that for Truth?”

Edanu’s hand moved for the dagger in his belt. I heard Vitella giggle with delight as his

face hardened. The Meradhvor envoy looked down to find my hand lightly placed on his wrist,

ready to stop his draw if he started it. He looked back up to my face to judge my intent.

“Let me help you, Edanu,” I told him, our eyes locking. “Let me help you not to break

the hospitality offered to you by our lord by attempting to shed blood in his hall. Let me help

you to not find yourself holding in your own entrails, which is exactly where you will be if that

blade leaves its sheath.”

“Is that so, amn Ennoc?” He threatened, hand tight around the dagger’s hilt but not

moving it from the sheath. “I’ve not heard that you were a skilled swordsman.” 

“Dead men don’t talk,” I smiled. 

“My lords,” Barro said softly, putting his hands between us and pushing us apart, “I for

one have seen enough violence today, and I can attest to Lord amn Ennoc’s skill with a blade. I

have no doubt that you, Master Edanu, are a skilled fighter as well. But we need no

demonstrations from either of you. Have you not had your fill of violence in the Close today? I

know that I have.”

“And I need both of you alive,” amn Vaina added bluntly from his seat above us. “For

different reasons, perhaps, but it would be mightily inconvenient to me if either of you was to

kill the other, and especially if you were to both kill each other. To say nothing of my reputation
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kill the other, and especially if you were to both kill each other. To say nothing of my reputation

for hospitality, which I’ll not have ruined by—”

A scream, high and blood-stirring, pierced the conversation, driving even the Lord amn

Vaina to silence. It seemed to echo, though that could have been my mind playing a trick. A

cacophony of voices followed, different pitches and timbres, in different places, with different

melodies, moving throughout the keep. A tingling sensation manifested at the extent of my

senses; the spirit had entered the Avar again, moving through the stones of the castle’s interior-

most building at seeming random.

I bolted from the room in pursuit, made only slightly less surefooted by drink. Realizing

a carried my goblet with me, I tossed it carelessly aside, hearing a cry of complaint from

someone behind me—all of Aryden’s courtiers trailed behind, followed by the man himself.

Now we played a game of echoes, changing course every time a new hue and cry of alarm arose

from a different direction. After several minutes of the chase, we finally encountered the spirit in

a second-floor hallway, free from the confines of the cellar.

The spirit radiated that sickly green light, shifting and pulsing in the shape of ghostly

flames that danced around the rotting corpse of its manifest form. Without a protective circle, it

sensed my vulnerability, darting toward me with preternatural speed, its claws breaking against a

sorcerous shield I managed to conjure just in time, drawing the working out from a sigil on one

of my rings. The gathered gawkers behind me recoiled from the savage strikes, bursts of light

brightening the hall to painfulness each time claw scraped against ethereal barrier.

I poured power into the shield to maintain it against the buffet of blows, a ringing in my

ears joining the afterglow clouding my vision. Water began to seep through the stones in the

ceiling and the walls, the flux generated by the excess power I desperately forced through the
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ceiling and the walls, the flux generated by the excess power I desperately forced through the

working manifesting in random occurrences, these fortunately benign.

The thing darted away, effortlessly passing through one of the stone walls. I followed the

hallway and turned in the direction it had fled, eyes sweeping back and forth for the telltale of

that deathly glow. Some of the courtiers—I hadn’t time to determine who—had left off the chase

after that first encounter, perturbed by the spirit’s violent outburst. 

A wise choice, it seemed, for the apparition charged me from the side, coming

unexpectedly through a tapestry to my right. It’s momentum knocked me back against the wall

and I lost my footing, rolling out of the way instinctively just as it raked now-empty space with

its claws. The pendant around my neck pulsed slightly, doing its protective work in allowing my

brief escape. With another turn of my body, I found my feet, producing the binding disc and

holding it before me.

“In the name of the Ladies Taelaine and Melqea, I bind you to my will.” The spirit

stopped in its assault, watching me silently as I continued to incant. “In the name of Taelaine, I

bind your form to my will. In the name of Melqea, I bind your essence to my will. I banish you

until you are summoned to do my bidding. I bind you until such time as I loose your bonds. I

abjure you from this place until you hear my call. I bind you to my will in the name of the

Ladies Melqea and Taelaine, Firstborn of The One.”

The spirit let forth a rasping rush of air from its numinous throat, the forced laughter of a

corpse. My thaumaturgy had been a poor one, to be sure. Without knowing the spirit’s true

name, a great deal of will and power would be required to overcome its resistance, and the day’s

events had drained me of both. Even drawing forth all that I had stored in the sapphires in my

brass bracelets, the working remained weak respective to the specter’s own will. I’ve always
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brass bracelets, the working remained weak respective to the specter’s own will. I’ve always

been wary of dealing with spirits, having heard plenty of stories of summonings gone awry, and

had satisfied myself with the practical experience of binding lesser spirits of little true power.

The principles remained the same between meek spirits and forceful ones, but the difference in

practice should be measured in orders of magnitude.

Behind me, I could hear Barro uttering his own form of incantations, prayers to Ashaera

and The One for our protection and freedom from the phantom. Those prayers emboldened me,

but I still could not think of what I might do. Aryden, however, brushed me out of the way,

yelling, “Begone from here, spirit!” Bold, but dumb.

The spirit drew its empty eye sockets up and down, sizing Aryden up, or perhaps

determining whether it recognized the Lord amn Vaina. It then advanced on us, slow and

purposeful, enjoying the sensation of the rising fear within us. I braced myself to be rent and

torn by those ephemeral claws until the spirit’s green glow illuminated the chalky form of one of

the seals I had drawn on the hallway wall to ward the castle from the specter’s presence.

Without my presence, the residual power I’d drawn into the ward had proved insufficient, but I

might be able to supplement that power now to greater effect. 

Incanting again, this time in the speech of the Old Aenyr, I drew all the power I could

from the space around me. The power of Creation, that raw force that fuels a working of the Art,

permeates and sustains all things, available to be tapped into with the proper skill and

understanding. This is the basis of the thaumaturge’s practice.

The ward began to give off its own light now, burning with the power I channeled

through it and stopping the spirit in its tracks. My voice grew louder, tinged with both

excitement and fear, as I pulled everything I could into that seal. Two voices screamed at once—
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excitement and fear, as I pulled everything I could into that seal. Two voices screamed at once—

the spirit’s and Aevala’s—and the spirit dissipated into darkness, banished for a time once again.

“God damn it,” Aryden said, his voice carrying both relief and anger. The eidolon had

come close to him before I had banished it, almost close enough to touch.

“Well, I guess our efforts today were for naught,” Edanu tossed out, off-handedly.

“But what about the fire around it? Doesn’t that mean something?” Barro asked.

“Yes,” I told him.

“What?”

“It’s mocking us.” 
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Chapter Seventeen
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Chapter Eighteen

I startled awake as the door to my room swung open, rebounding from the stone wall of

my chamber it had been pushed so hard. Aryden, fully dressed and armed, flanked by Savlo and

Gamven, entered imperiously.

“Get dressed,” the lord said.

I looked to the window. Dark. The faintest tinge of light peeking around the far edge of

the Avar with the promise of a morning still distant in the coming. “Huh?” I managed, rubbing

the sleep from my eyes.

“We’re going hunting.” For his sudden energy, the lord looked like he hadn’t slept during

the night, his hair wild and only cursorily brushed into something approximating a tuft of wild

weed, wet with dew. He wore a breastplate and tassets, just as Gamven did. [More detail on

Aryden’s looks and condition] Savlo, though, wore only a simple hunting jerkin, long knife in

his belt and a linpiped hood pulled over his head and shoulders.

“Hunting?” I repeated slowly, still in the daze of dreams not yet forgotten.

“Disposing of the people in the Close didn’t work, lord thaumaturge,” Aryden said,the

dubiousness of my title fully evident, “so we go to the next possibility, yes?” 

“Yes,” I agreed.

“Good. Get ready and meet us in the stables.”

As suddenly as they’d entered, the three departed, the door rattling as it slammed home

in its frame. Only then did I remember the missing woodsman and the reason for the

extemporaneous hunt.
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[Potentially expand this in line with Outline, where Iaren takes his time and Aryden

fusses and berates him.] I took little time to ready myself, splashing enough water over my

face to gain some modicum of wakefulness, arming myself much as I had for the Close the day

previous, but leaving my pistols empty of charge and shot. Before I left, I pulled the drawstring

bag of runeshot from my backpack and secured it on my belt. The other foresters had claimed to

have seen some unnatural beast, and I thought the shot might prove useful.

The light at the horizon seemed to have moved only imperceptibly as I left the keep for

the stables. Outside the building, Aryden and his two trusted retainers sat astride their horses

already, not proud and haughty warhorses, but lean and nimble palfreys, suited to the hunt. A

recurve bow occupied a wide sheath set against Savlo’s horse’s flank, forward of the saddle.

Aryden leaned a wheelock musket over his right shoulder, reins held loosely in the left. Gamven

held a light lance aloft, a banner with Aryden’s crest on it flapping in an early breeze. Varro,

astride his own mount, waited patiently at the edge of our group, looking the mounts up and

down to ensure his satisfaction with them.

Vitella amn Esto stood nearby, back turned to me and dressed in a tight-fitting riding

jacket with impressive decolletage and flared at the waist, the tails drawing attention to her hips.

A cigarello hung from her lips, the end of it blooming into reddish-orange life whenever she

drew upon it, which was frequently as she checked that her horse’s girth and stirrups had been

properly configured and tightened. No servant assisted her, which might have been a point of

pride or a matter of her family’s diminished wealth—an issue soon to be rectified if the amn

Vaini and Valladyni had their way. Like Aryden, she had brought both a single-edged, curved

hunting sword and a wheelock musket, the sword hanging from her side and the musket in a
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hunting sword and a wheelock musket, the sword hanging from her side and the musket in a

sheath near the saddle.

Behind her, Edanu mounted his horse, a jet black destrier he must have brought with him

from elsewhere—the kind one might find in the Ealthen Empire or the Tatters but only rarely in

Altaena. He had traded his Artificial crossbow for a matchlock musket, perhaps Medryn’s—

we’d decided as a group that he ought not recover those bolts expended in the Close, just for

good measure. He sat a good deal higher than the others on his beast of a mount, the thing

stamping the avar impatiently and snorting derisively at its company.

Part of me had feared that I’d be riding behind on Windborne, chagrined at the poor

choice of name and eating dust all day. Fortunately, one of the grooms led another palfrey to me,

a brown beauty of Altaenin stock, perhaps not powerful but with a comfortable gait that made

long riding tolerable to the ass.

“Iphadrex,” the young man told me, handing me the reins. 

A name from the Cantic Empire, dead and gone long before the rise and fall of Ealthe as

the dominant power. And I thought I could be pretentious.

I mounted the horse, who shifted easily under me, ready but not impetuous, and neither

so sluggish as the horse I’d rode in on. With a click of his tongue, Aryden started his mount

moving. The rest of us exchanged looks with one another, trying to calculate who had rights to

follow closest to our host lord. I motioned for Vitella to pass before me once she’d mounted; she

directed her palfrey to a position behind amn Vaina and angled his right, waiving for me to come

alongside her on the left. The others formed up behind us so that we made a wedge, like some

gallant charge in ages past. Gallant and foolhardy, no doubt. And much slower.

We processed thus through the courtyard, those servants already set to work in the wee
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We processed thus through the courtyard, those servants already set to work in the wee

hours abandoning their tasks momentarily to watch us pass by with a mix of awe and fear.

They’d already heard tales of our misadventures in the Close and certainly some of them would

be mourning the absence of Errys and Medryn. Myself, I tried to push them out of my mind for

the present, lest distractedness send some of my present company to join them.

Our handsome wedge condensed into a small clot of horses and riders as we passed

under the gateway from the inner courtyard to Old Vaina, Edanu falling behind to avoid his

horse biting one of the others. Warhorses and their knights have far too much in common—both

full of violence and without sense enough to know when it isn’t warranted. That Edanu

pretended to such a status surprised me, given his preference for foppish dress and feigned

nonchalance—and yet didn’t. There’s not a member of an Artificer House I’ve ever met who

wasn’t cold, calculating and ruthless, ambitious at any cost. Subtler on the whole than men-at-

arms, but equally deadly and uncaring.

Although the craftsmen bustled about, already setting to their daily tasks, and the

merchants had already begun to open the windows to their storefronts and set out their prized

wares, the townsfolk of Old Vaina paid little attention to our hunting party, and I enjoyed the

lack of wary looks cast in my direction followed by the sign of the Tree or apotropaic spitting—

not that either had any effect.

The gates to New Vaina had not yet been opened, and the night watch, perhaps only

moments from a changing of the guard, scrambled to pull the winches to raise the portcullis and

open the doors before they forced us to stop and wait. The constable Daedys waited for us on the

other side, atop a working horse arrayed in simple but well-made tack. A matchlock musket

occupied a sheath next to the saddle in the same fashion as Vitella’s and he carried a boar spear
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occupied a sheath next to the saddle in the same fashion as Vitella’s and he carried a boar spear

in his hand, a heftier companion to Gamven’s light lance.

“My lords,” the constable nodded, letting go the reins for a moment to remove his flat

cap in deference.

Amn Vaina nodded back, barely, without breaking stride, leaving Daedys to fall into the

last row and sort out a position for himself. 

“I’m sorry for the loss of your men,” I could hear Daedys tell Gamven behind me.

“It was a close thing.” the master-of-arms returned. I fought a smile as cold and bitter as

a new tomb.

“Anything you can tell us about the creature the woodsmen claim to have seen?” I asked,

turning in my saddle to look at the constable and straining in the effort.

“Only that they agree that it’s an unnatural thing. Everyone’s story is different, and I’m

inclined to believe that they are just that—stories.”

“Then what of the missing man?”

“Kalvor, his name. As I said before, most likely wolves or some other natural predator.

It’s not unknown for them to take a stray woodsman who’s wandered too far from his fellows.

Hasn’t happened in several years—until now, I suppose—but it happens ever so often. If he’s

dead at all. Timbering is hard work, and there’s always some who find they haven’t the mettle

for an honest living.”

“And you think Kalvor was such a one?”

“Perhaps. He was young, hadn’t been at the work for too long, no wife, no children.

Nothing to hold him down if he decided to leave.”

“That’s the same story I’ve heard of your nephew Orren, Master Daedys.”
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He harrumphed.

Savlo joined in. “I spent the day yesterday looking for tracks in the area Kalvor

supposedly went missing in. No wolves.”

“What did you find?” I asked.

“Nothing unusual.”

“So what are we fucking looking for?” Gamven growled.

“Whatever there is,” Aryden spat without turning, an equal amount of gravel in his voice.

“Of course, my lord,” Gamven corrected.

We took a side path through New Vaina that led along the hillside to the stream running

parallel to the town, providing running water to the larger homes in Old Vaina and supplying the

New Vaina wells at the base of the hill. But before they did either of those things, the flowing

water supplied a trio of mills, the fast flow steadily turning wooden wheels and the gears

connected to them. This flow had evidently been diverted after a stone channel,complete with

sluice gates to control the water had been built into the hillside with a drop above each

waterwheel, making them more powerful pitchback mills. The lowest of the three, most

accessible to the townsfolk, was a gristmill for the products of the many surrounding farms. The

second mill emitted the steady rhythm of blade against wood while the highest sang with the

bass thump thump of pounding. Industrial music, of a sort.

We made for the timber mill in the middle of the trio, where men already stripped to bare

chests in the heat of the summer morning and of exertion worked in teams to remove branches

and bark from felled trees before carrying them to the mill’s hungry mouth. A foreman, less

sweaty than his fellows, bowed to his knee upon seeing our approach. The gesture, somehow
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sweaty than his fellows, bowed to his knee upon seeing our approach. The gesture, somehow

both overwrought and embarrassingly amateur, made me uneasy, though Aryden and Vitella

both nodded with satisfaction.

“My lord,” the foreman began, “I had not expected you to come personally to see to the

loss of our man. We were thankful that you sent your master of hunt to search yesterday,

especially since Master Daedys’…inquiry…turned up nothing but tales from the men and, I

presume, no indication of where to search for Kalvor, since he made no effort to do so.”

Daedys shifted uncomfortably in his saddle while Vitella grinned at the man’s brazenness

to speak so poorly of his landlord before their mutual liege lord. Aryden remained stonefaced.

“My brother had just been put in the Close, my lord, and I had to make sense of his

papers to step into his place as the head of our family,” Daedys offered, driving his boar spear

into the ground next to his horse so that he could push his hair back under his cap, looking away

from amn Vaina as he did.

“We’re here now,” Aryden said simply, “and, as you see, with capable assistance.”

Turning to me, he continued, “Well, lord thaumaturge?”

I dismounted and handed the reigns to Savlo before approaching the foreman. “This

man, Kalvor, do you have anything that belongs to him?”

“Hmm, let me see.” The man wondered off to talk to those in his charge.

“What does that have to do with anything?” Gamven asked. Behind him, Edanu smiled

knowingly.

I ignored them both. “Savlo, how far did you range from here in search of the missing

man?” 

“A mile or two in every direction from the farthest reaches the woodsman work at.” 
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“And you found no sign of Kalvor?”

“None.” 

“No prints, no broken boughs, no blood?”

“No.” 

“It’s been too long since his disappearance to expect much of that, hasn’t it?”

“Yes.” 

“And animals?” 

“Nothing unusual.”

“Predators?”

“No.”

“Has anyone seen a dragon or drake in these parts in recent memory?”

“Only closer to the mountains, days from here, and even then only rarely. Why?” Aryden

interjected.

“No griffins, anything like that?”

“No. No signs of flying predators, if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“It is,” I affirmed. “Doesn’t give us much to go on.”

At this point, the foreman returned, holding his closed fist out to drop something into my

hand. I held it out for him and two knucklebones fell onto my palm, blackened pips delicately

marked on each of the faces. “Kalvor’s lucky dice,” the foreman said.

“Not that lucky,” Vitella remarked, Edanu smiling along with her.

“Why didn’t he have them?” I asked.

“Lost them in game a few days before he went missing.”
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“Perhaps lucky is too strong a word,” Vitella continued.

“How long had he owned them?” I pressed.

“Long time, I guess,” the foreman said. “Talked about ‘em a lot. Big on games that one.

When he won a decent haul from the others, he’d not show up for days after, spending it all on

drink and women in Vaina. He’d always come crawling back when the drink went dry and the

whores turned him away.”

“How do we know that he’s not somewhere drinking and cavorting?” Daedys asked.

“Because he lost his dice,” I said flatly. “He hadn’t won anything before he disappeared.

And I imagine that no one’s seen him in town for some time, or he wouldn’t be called

‘missing.’”

“Hmph,” the constable responded.

I continued my interrogation of the foreman. “You’re sure that he owned these for a long

time?” 

“Yes, what of it?”

Rather than respond, I took the bones, smooth on the edges from long use or from

nervous rubbing, and moved away from the mill’s activity, my companions and the foreman all

following behind. Where I found a flat- and large-enough stone in the ground, I placed the dice

down upon it, procuring the chalk from my belt pouch and drawing a set of circles around the

objects followed by glyphs at the edges. I heard the foreman spit behind me and turn away, but I

continued unperturbed. Once I’d drawn the symbols for my working, a bastardized hybrid

between a theurgy and a thaumaturgy, I returned the chalk to its pouch and pulled my wand from

its small sheath. Touching the tip of the wand to the dice, I closed my eyes and focused,
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its small sheath. Touching the tip of the wand to the dice, I closed my eyes and focused,

muttering soft words to guide my mind through the structure of the working. 

I know not how my fellows reacted to this, my concentration drowning out all sense of

the world around me. My use of the Art complete, I opened my eyes, swept up the dice into my

left hand and clutched the want lightly in my right. I waited for a moment before feeling the first

subtle twitch in the wood, its pull turning my hand, the wand now pointing as a compass arrow,

straight into the woods to the east. To be sure, I deliberately turned the wand away from the

direction it had indicated and felt it pull back to true. 

I began to walk, not fast, but steadily, waiving with my free hand for the rest of the

hunters to follow. We proceeded in this manner for at least an hour, passing near the old road I’d

followed previously to Falla’s cottage, buried amidst the ruins of a that forgotten Aenyr outpost.

No one spoke as they followed, or if they did I could not hear them, but as we neared that

maligned practitioner’s abode I heard amn Vaina and amn Esto pull the hammers of their

wheelocks to a ready position, the snick of the retaining pin snapping into place unmistakable.

The sound of a friction striker followed as Edanu lit his matchcord.

Still convinced that Falla had nothing to do with the Vaina castle haunting, or the

disappearance of Kalvor for that matter, I cringed at those sounds. The wand tugged us along a

path that soon diverged from the Aenyr road and Falla’s cottage, and I breathed a little easier at

that. For several more miles I walked, my mounted companions followed behind but leaving an

increasing berth between me and them. The forest became thicker the farther we progressed, the

hills leaving the ground broken and treacherous, forcing everyone to dismount.

“Iaren,” Aryden said softly, the hunter’s concern for noise having taken him at some

point along our journey. I turned with my torso and head, leaving my feet still aligned with the
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point along our journey. I turned with my torso and head, leaving my feet still aligned with the

wand and careful not to move it from the direction it currently pointed. “Should we leave the

horses?” Lord amn Vaina asked.

“They’re not my horses,” I returned. “You do as you think best.”

“What are we going to find in these woods?” Savlo asked.

“Hell if I know,” I told him. “I’m just following the direction the wand points. It should

lead us to Kalvor, but I have no idea what we’ll find along with him.”

“What if he’s gone a great distance away?” Vitella asked, not so amused now.

“Then it’s going to be a very long walk,” I smiled. The suns had by now risen in the sky,

the morning growing warm with customary summer heat. But it was early in the day yet, and I

was willing to walk a good distance more before calling my working a failed effort.

“Varro,” amn Vaina began. “Stay here with the horses. If we’re not back within a few

hours, make a camp for us. If we don’t return by tomorrow, go home and seek for more soldiers

to come after us.”

We paused for a moment as each member of the party transfered weapons and other

useful belongings from saddlebags or sheaths to their persons. Those of us with arquebuses

carried them at the ready now, silent smoke trailing from Edanu’s match, the chemical sent sure

to give us away. Savlo must have had this thought, too, for he continually threw disapproving

glances to the Meradhvor dignitary, but decided not to verbalize his complaint.

Once everyone had satisfied themselves with their gear, we set out again. We took heavy

steps, the dry grasses crunching softly underneath our feet, that cloud of sulfurous miasma

preceding us. Our journey continued until the suns had reached the apex of their daily circuit,

their rays piercing the canopy above us like spearpoints that illumined small pockets of the
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their rays piercing the canopy above us like spearpoints that illumined small pockets of the

forest with the full light of day, leaving the rest in a twilight liminality. 

Suddenly, there came a tap on my shoulder, and I turned to find Savlo motioning for the

entire band to freeze in place. We did so, leaving only the tension (and that damnable sulfur

stench) hanging in the air. For a moment, I stared blankly at the hunter, waiting for some

explanation of our brief respite. Seeing my lack of understanding, he silently tapped his ear and

pointed upward. Then I realized his intent: only the tension and smell of burning matches

lingered. The birdsong had gone silent, as had the incessant clicking of the cicadas, the

occasional tumble and creak of branches from fleeing or pursuing fauna, any of the customary

sounds of forest life.

“A predator is close,” Savlo whispered to me, his voice barely the suggestion of speech.

“They’re not reacting to us?” I asked quietly.

“No. This silence just started.”

I took a few steps back to the rest of the party, my feet harsh upon the forest floor, a

reminder of my lack of serious experience in the wilds. Savlo followed behind, his presence felt

more than heard, another stalking thing in the shadows under the canopy of the old trees.

We huddled together, faces shining now with summer sweat, the clanks and clicks of

Gamven’s armor audaciously loud in the relative silence. “Savlo and I will move forward and

scout ahead; there’s something up there. Something dangerous.”

“We can’t go around it?” Aryden asked.

“Kalvor is close. I’m guessing we’ve found the creature the woodsmen were

complaining of,” I told him.

“When you say, ‘creature,’ what exactly do you mean?” Edanu followed.
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“You can’t feel that?” I asked him. “That’s no child of Avarienne. It’s something from

beyond the Avar, intruding here.”

“You mean the spawn of the forbidden ones?”

“The get of Sedhwe or Daea, most likely, yes.” Faces sank all around, and our day in the

Crimson Close seemed a relaxing stroll through town in comparison.

“How?” Vitella asked.

“Like other spirits, they can sometimes cross the Verge and pierce the Veil,” I told her.

“When they do, they tend to stay here. Whether by choice or by necessity is anyone’s guess.

Some are left from dark times past, hidden and biding their time.”

“For what?”

I shrugged. “And, of course, sometimes they are brought to the Avar Narn purposefully.”

“Who would do such a thing?” Gamven asked.

“The power-hungry, the desperate, the mad, the curious, the arrogant. There is a reason

the Vigil exists, after all, even if it is not recognized in the Sisters.”

“Is this the source of the haunting, then?” Aryden asked, hopeful.

“Doubtful. At least not directly. If it has killed Kalvor, then I suppose the likelihood that

his spirit is haunting your home is increased, but these sorts of creatures are not typically known

for subtle action.”

“But if we’re nearing its home—or lair—or whatever you want to call it,” Savlo said,

“Then it ranged quite a ways to seize upon poor Kalvor.”

“Yes,” I said.

“Assuming it is such a creature, how do we defeat it?” Gamven asked.
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“Such things are difficult to kill, it is true. But anything that has physically manifested in

the Avar may be defeated through force of arms.”

“Good,” Gamven responded. “But how?”

“That depends on what it is, particularly. Until we know that, I cannot say. If things are

as I suspect, though, you will find that your weapons are far less effective than against other

foes. Still useful, but far less effective. The foe will be a truly dangerous one. We will need to be

careful and cunning to defeat it.”

“Have you done this before?” Edanu asked.

“No. Of course not,” I told him. The group let out a collective sigh of trepidation.

“Must we do this?” the Meradhvor emissary challenged?

“We’ve come all this way. We know that the creature is a threat to Vaina and will

continue to be so, and there is still the possibility that it is Kalvor’s spirit haunting Vaina castle

and that we might put him—and this whole affair—to rest by recovering his body and properly

honoring it.”

“Alright, then,” Savlo resolved. “Let’s get to it. I’d rather have this done by dark if we

can.”

“Agreed,” Gamven said grimly.

Savlo and I moved forward cautiously in the direction the wand pulled; I tried to follow

behind him precisely, stepping where he had stepped and matching his movements in avoidance

of obstructing branches or brush. My lack of skill proved plain, and Savlo shot me constant

looks of silent frustration combined with exasperated hand signals I did not understand. The

undergrowth complained with nearly ever step I took, and the heavy feeling of being watched by
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undergrowth complained with nearly ever step I took, and the heavy feeling of being watched by

an unseen predator fell upon me.

Despite the height of summer, the foliage over which we passed had become brown and

dead despite the regular rains. The trees bore no leaves and showed signs of dry rot, bark

cracked and peeling with decay. The very life of the woods had been sucked away here, a sure

sign of some malevolent presence manifested across that dark divide of the Abyss. I noticed that

my knuckles had become white over the grip of my wand, the fingers of my free hand nervously

contorted, stretching in anticipation of urgent need of them. The pallor of corruption filled the

air, and as we continued onward the trees became not only bare and lifeless, but twisted into

unnatural forms, bulbous knots protruding from unexpected locations, the tips of dry branches

sharply pointed. 

Savlo noticed this, too, of course, and his hands quietly slid an arrow from his quiver and

knocked it against the string of his bow. He never stopped or looked down as he did this,

working by practiced instinct as he continued to sneak quietly forward, scanning the gaps

between the now-sparse trees for threats.

We moved forward like this for several moments, the dead grasses and shrubs under our

feet giving way to dry dirt. Only then did my feet agree to silence as we moved. Presently, we

reached a rocky clearing at the base of a rising hill topped by a copse of thick trees. The wand

trembled in my hand in indication of immediate proximity; Savlo pointed to a cave opening in

the side of the hill’s ascent before returning the hand to its position just behind the arrow’s

flights. 

We stood at the edge of those final trees that had not yet been corrupted to oblivion by

the monster’s presence, neither of us ready to move into the clearing itself, despite the fact that
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the monster’s presence, neither of us ready to move into the clearing itself, despite the fact that

we had no concealment where we stood nor any to be found in the vicinity.

Only a short time passed before a shadow moved within the darkness of the cave’s

mouth. For a moment I remembered the dream I’d had when I’d arrived in Vaina; the thought

that such an unrequested divination seemed to have foreshadowed present circumstances steeled

me somehwat—or at least kept my feet from turning and moving despite my will to stay.

A long, snakelike neck emerged from the obscured interior of the cavern, scaly and

tipped by a sharp beak not unlike the kind you’d find on a falcon or some other bird of prey.

Above that daunting protrusion sat two clusters of eyes, spider-like, their dark pupils searching

independently of one another briefly. When the thing had spotted us, all of the interior eyes shot

into formation, piercingly focused on we intruders. Those eyes on the outer edge of each cluster

continued to sweep about, searching the thing’s peripheral vision for hidden dangers. 

Satisfied that only the two of us had come, the monster emerged fully from its lair.

Scales became dark feathers of a shadowbending sheen where the protruding neck met the

corpulent and misshapen body, seven legs, some like those of a wolf and some like those of a

chicken—each tipped in deadly claws—moved the thing along in a waddling gait of unnatural

speed. A long, leathery tail, like a newly-shorn sheepskin, trailed from the darkness of the cave,

ending in a set of bony, mace-like protuberances. A creature out of some fever-dream, sharply

defiant of the natural order of Avarienne’s children, and one that I would not soon forget. 

We thought that the thing’s size might allow us some protection amongst the more

closely-spaced trees, though in retrospect their rotting and dying condition would have left them

crumbling and broken with even the slightest force. But this mattered not, for the monster

squeezed and contorted itself in its pursuit of us, body bulging at one end and then the other as it
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squeezed and contorted itself in its pursuit of us, body bulging at one end and then the other as it

effortlessly moved between obstacles without disturbing them. 

I dropped my wand and drew my sword; it had decided to kill me first. I waived to Savlo

to make use of the distraction; he dodged back and withdrew, dropping his bow and arrow as he

did. At first, I thought he’d lost his nerve and run, but I had no time to revel in anger or despair

over that—the monster struck at me with withering fury, neck weaving between and around trees

with unnatural celerity to strike first from my left and then my right, unrelenting in the assault. I

warded with blade and dodged as best I could, the sword’s edge having little effect on the beast’s

scales but at least knocking that striking neck enough to purchase a short space between that

beak (which I now noticed was lined with a predator’s teeth within) and my flesh. My saving

grace was that it was a duel of sorts, the kind of fight to which I was most accustomed, and my

feet proved agile and steady enough to keep injury, if not the monster itself, at bay. 

A horn sounded, loud and nearby; Savlo had chosen to sound the alarm and call our

fellows to our aid rather than to take a shot of unknown efficacy with his weapon. A wise choice,

though it called the attention of our otherworldy foe to him. As it turned its neck I struck a blow,

one that left a shallow line across its scaly neck. It turned and snapped at me, with annoyance

rather than fear or anger, and then turned to Savlo, strange form waddling and yet passing

gracefully between the trees again.

Freed from immediate danger, I sheathed my sword and pulled free the pouch of

runescribed shot from my belt, pouring the metal balls into an open palm. I searched for those

with runes effective against either the spawn of Sedhwe or the get of Daea, dropping the rest

onto the dusty ground, for there was no time to return them gently to the pouch nor were they of

any use to me at present.



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 206 -

Which was it? A child of that demoness of deceit and damnation, or a corrupted creation

of the archenemy? I struggled to remember my days of instruction at the hands of my first

master, the piles of dusty tomes I’d read as a student at the university, separating the thoughts

that arose into their proper categories—or so I hoped. They are so closely related, Daea being a

creation of Sedhwe and his intended spouse, she the fallen spirit of the direst of fallen spirits.

But Sedhwe learnt his craft from the One, or from watching the other Firstborn work; he

wrought his spawn first from the darker side of imagination and later from the nightmares of the

naming peoples. Daea had inherited some skill from her creator and would-be husband, but had

stolen more from the secret arts of the other Firstborn, twisting them and grafting them together

like some primordial fleshcrafter to create her progeny, for she could bear no child herself. This

creature, then, an amalgam of parts taken from Avarienne’s children, must have belonged to that

archdemoness. How it came to dwell here was anyone’s guess, but I had neither time nor care

for the answer.

In his precarious flight from the snapping beak of the monster, Savlo had abandoned his

bow, pulling his hunting sword from its sheath and hacking wildly to hold the beast at bay, much

as I had done only a moment before. Daea’s child showed no sign of fatigue, no indication that it

might offer any respite or quarter, while Savlo breathed heavily and took steps of failing

soundness, rolling on his ankle painfully and hobbling thereafter, carried only by the adrenaline

that no doubt crashed over him like an angry tide.

There came the crack of an arquebus, the thud of its projectile smashing into the feathery

torso of the unnatural predator with little effect. “Fuck me!” I heard Edanu’s voice. “The thing

shrugged it off like I’d spit at it!”
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It had. The ball had rebounded from the leathery hide or bony plate or whatever foul

armor lie beneath the coat of feathers, which now raised up somewhat, like the spines of a

porcupine, their iridescence a visible sign of the thing’s rising ire. The beast turned to glare at

our oncoming fellows, outer eyes still watching Savlo and I from the corners of their bulbous

windows. 

A deafening screech bellowed from the creature’s elongated throat, stopping all of us in

our tracks as we vainly attempted to stop up our hearing. I let fall the runic shot from my hand

as I covered my ears, the little balls rolling this way or that according to the whim of the dirt at

my feet where they mingled anonymously with the ones I’d dropped before in hopes of

efficiently sorting out what I needed. Now I’d have to search out each in turn and check its rune

—if I could find the right ones at all. I dropped to my knees in the search.

Occupied as I was, I did not watch the battle unfold around me. I’ve pieced together

what follows from the scraps of my recollection and the tales told by my companions after the

fact.

Aryden, Gamven, Vitella and Daedys drove the assault, splitting apart from one another

and each darting in and out of engagement from various angles to confuse and harry the beast.

Their attacks did little more than distract the creature as it snapped back and forth between them,

always just too late to catch one. They bought Savlo enough time to limp away from the fray; he

circled back around at a safe distance to join me as I crawled along the ground searching for

shiny objects.

“Shouldn’t I be the one crawling around?” He said flatly.

I smirked, though he couldn’t see it. Daedys flew past us suddenly, picked up and tossed
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I smirked, though he couldn’t see it. Daedys flew past us suddenly, picked up and tossed

through the air with a violent snap of the creature’s neck. He took a moment to recover the wind

that’d been knocked out of him and then rejoined the fight.

Savlo must have picked up the arquebus his lord had dropped when charging in, for he

held the ornate wheelock delicately. The dogleg rested tight against the flashpan; Savlo had no

intention of firing the weapon at present. 

Edanu joined the two of us, planting his feet and muttering to himself before he began

the long course of actions to reload his own arquebus and being especially careful not to bring

his powder horn close to the waiting match. 

“Wait,” I whispered to him, more than a little nervous that the three of us standing

together and moving but little might draw the attention of the creature to easy prey. “You’re

going to need something better than regular shot to stand a chance of seriously injuring that

thing, and it looks that we’ll tire long before it does if we try to do things the hard way.”

I’d been grasping at the metal balls one by one during all of this, checking each rune and

tossing hard and far those with markings unhelpful to the present struggle. So far, that had been

all I’d inspected. Now, though, I chanced upon the first projectile bearing the proper marks. I

held it up over my shoulder to Edanu and said, “load this one.” I could hear him pulling the

ramrod free of his weapon to tamp down the powder and wadding before loading the ball I’d

given him.

The grunts and shouts of our companions provided a constant harmony as I searched,

Edanu loaded and Savlo waited.

“What the hell are you three doing over there?” came Aryden’s voice, thunderous and

imperious.
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“Looking for our balls!” Edanu shouted back with a smile.

“When you find them, we could use some help!” the lord returned. A grunt and a

scraping sound followed his words as the creature’s beak slid across Aryden’s breastplate, a bite

than might otherwise have proved fatal. 

At that time, I’d found a second ball of the proper marking, which I handed to Savlo. 

“I’m already loaded,” he objected.

I opened my mouth to answer the hunter, but Edanu had finished loading and brought the

caliver to his shoulder.

“Wait!” I said, louder than I’d meant to. “Wait until we’re all loaded!”

“They’re running out of time,” Edanu replied, his voice firm but trembling with anxiety

at its edges.

“A single shot won’t fix that. Savlo, you’re going to have to fire your piece and reload.”

The hunter grunted in response. We all knew that his doing so would bring us unwanted

attention; I was thankful he held the ball tight in one hand and bided his time. 

While I continued to search, our fighting companions were taking a beating. The monster

had struck no life-threatening blow as of yet, but Gamven had been injured sorely enough to be

forced to withdraw. Repeated bludgeoning with its strong neck and many close calls with its

razor beak had taken a toll on both the vigor and morale of the others. Daedys’ thrusts with his

boar spear became ever more cursory and obviously intended to gain the creature’s focus rather

than to do real harm. As it realized this, it had begun to ignore him, turning its attention toward

Aryden and Vitella.

Where they had begun by distracting the beast and forcing it to maneuver back and forth
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Where they had begun by distracting the beast and forcing it to maneuver back and forth

between them, now the creature had seized the initiative, forcing the pair to suddenly change

direction to avoid snapping jaws and to step lively to avoid colliding with one another as they

continuously repositioned, Daedys trailing behind in an effort to remain relevant to the fight at

all. 

Again the monster issued its bloodcurdling screech, driving the combatants back and

almost to their knees as the sound pierced their ears and plunged cold and sharp into their very

minds. Even somewhat removed from the monster’s presence the shriek filled the three of us

with pain, our own cries drowned amidst the sea of sound the beast had created. It was as if the

sound pushed my spirit from my body and I looked down momentarily on the scene, unable to

act or to think with clarity while the echoes of the sonorous attack coursed through me.

I felt rather than heard the concussion of Savlo’s arquebus firing into the air, emptying

itself of its contents to be filled afresh. When only the ringing in our ears remained of that

scream, Savlo motioned to Edanu for his powder horn. The emissary passed the container to the

hunter without words—or if there were any I could not hear them—and Savlo set to his task

more assuredly than Edanu had done with his own piece.

For wadding, Savlo tore a piece from the end of his cloak, already worn and threadbare,

stuffing some down the barrel to hold the tamped powder in place and wrapping the ball in a bit

before ramming it home, too. As he recovered the ramrod from the barrel he glared at me,

nudged me with his foot. I realized I’d been watching him work rather than continuing with my

own task, which I returned to anon.

As hearing returned, the shouts of our companions grew louder, more desperate. I’m told

that Vitella and Aryden saved each other’s lives more than once, that Daedys’ efforts in spite of
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that Vitella and Aryden saved each other’s lives more than once, that Daedys’ efforts in spite of

exhaustion proved vital. All I heard, though, was the growing doom in their voices and the

sighing sounds of the beast as it attacked without ceasing. 

Finally, I found a third ball marked against Daea’s brood. I wiped the dirt from it by

rubbing it against my vest before popping it into my mouth—the best place I could devise to

safely hold it while I loaded one of my pistols. The monster passed close by and I froze, its tail

mindlessly swinging near my face as the beast turned in pursuit of one of my companions.

Fingers trembling, I fumbled for one of my chargers, pulling it from the string on which it

hanged and turning it over the barrel of my piece, held upright in my left hand. Some of the

powder spilt around the mouth of the barrel, landing softly on the webbing between thumb and

forefinger at the pistol’s grip. Tossing the charger aside, I brushed the grains I could from hand

to ignition pan, hoping it would be enough.

After tamping the powder with the ramrod, I pulled a thin patch of cloth from one of my

belt pouches and spit the ball into it, pulling the cloth around the shot before pushing both into

the waiting barrel and ramming these home, too. Forgetting my own advice and tossing the

ramrod aside in my haste, I rose with the pistol to take aim at the beast.

I tracked it with my arm, waiting until I felt I had a proper lead on the moving target,

willing a flame at the tip of my index finger, which lay in the pan. A flare burst from the ignition

hole, but the pistol failed to recoil in my hand; it had not fired. An agonizing second passed, the

pistol’s aim lagging behind the location of the beast, before the powder finally decided to ignite,

the shot spinning wild in my unpreparedness and wasted.

Not entirely wasted-the blast had captured the beast’s attention. The monster turned

abruptly and charged me. In an act of will not entirely born of conscious thought, I threw up a
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abruptly and charged me. In an act of will not entirely born of conscious thought, I threw up a

shield of arcane force, enough to keep me from significant injury but far too little to stop the

charge. Without ever touching me directly, acting only through the invisible bindings between

my outstretched hand, the shield and the creature’s downturned forehead, it flung me as easily as

if I’d been picked up and tossed carelessly aside by the hand of the One. 

I hit the ground sprawled on my back, the wind knocked from my lungs. The creature

pursued after its charge and forced me to roll away from its lunging beak. The hilt of my sword

pushed into my side as I spun, bruising my hip bone but reminding me of its existence. 

With another roll augmented by a quick sorcery, I recovered my feet, sword in hand and

already slashing at the beast’s face as it turned to strike again. My light blade recoiled from the

thing’s scales, the hilt ringing painfully in my hand as if I’d struck a wall. I felt a warm damp on

my upper lip and tasted copper, whether a side effect of my sorceries or an injury from being

flung, I could not tell—not that it really mattered.

A second shot rang out—I would later learn that this was Savlo’s—connecting with the

creature with a wet sound not unlike the sound of stumbling into a deep and muddy puddle.

Black ichor sprayed from the monster in response, thick and sticky, accompanied by another of

those otherworldly screams that seemed to drive an icicle into mind and soul. I lashed out feebly

with my sword in response, what might have been a deadly thrust in another fight in spite of the

lack of full intent, again it glanced off the creature. 

Savlo’s shot had injured the creature but not slowed it much. I narrowly sidestepped the

monster’s riposte, beak snapping close enough that I felt the rush of air around it. It turned now

in Savlo’s direction, reaching him in three strides of its unnatural feet.

He tried to dodge, but his ankle betrayed him and he bought dear what little distance he



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 213 -

He tried to dodge, but his ankle betrayed him and he bought dear what little distance he

acquired. The creature’s beak, both fast and precise, snatched a chunk of flesh from the hunter,

leaving a ragged gap between neck and shoulder, having stolen flesh and bone alike from the

poor man. He had only started to turn his head to the wound when he slumped over, falling face-

first in the dirt, twitching his death-throes.

Anger washed over me, overwhelming my fear. I took umbrage at the creature’s

fortitude, the injustice of its resistance to us, the impunity with which it assaulted us. Without

thinking, I flung my sword at the thing’s side, overhand, yelling my frustration as I did. 

I expected the weapon to bounce aside, casually and pathetically, but the sword instead

penetrated halfway to the hilt, which bobbed up and down happily as the blade flexed with the

force of the blow. My shout had not just been some exasperated expletive—it had accompanied

a further sorcery, one that had empowered the weapon to do its work. I had no time to recall how

I’d extemporized such a fortunate working; the creature returned to press me. 

Willingly disarmed, I drew my parrying dagger as a desperate last line of defense; it did

me little good. By now, Aryden, Vitella and Daedys had caught up to me, their tired attacks at

least pulling some attention away from me.

But the monster had been enraged now, too, and the desperation of its injuries only

seemed to have strengthened it. It feinted with its head toward Vitella but kicked Aryden

viciously instead, claws screeching as they left long dents in the lord’s breastplate and sprawling

him.

In dividing my attention to my companions I had failed to maintain a safe distance from

the creature; it knocked me to the ground with a casual turn of its head and neck, not the

devastating blow from its previous charge but enough to put me on my ass again. With another
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devastating blow from its previous charge but enough to put me on my ass again. With another

flick of its neck it seized Daedys’ spear in its beak, ripping it from his grasp and pulling him

prostrate as he attempted to hold onto it. The weapon snapped into two halves and fell to the

avar. 

Only Vitella stood in defiance of the beast now, it seemed, for I could not see Edanu. I

presumed he’d lost his nerve and ran. Like mine, the Lady Vitella’s blade left only light

scratches—minor annoyances—in the monster’s hide. But cold determination had replaced the

aloof amusedness in her expression and I wondered to myself—inappropriately given the

situation, I realize—at a sort of beauty that existed in such a frank display of willfulness. 

The monster turned its neck to look at her, and I knew that hers would be the next life

taken by the beast if nothing could be done. Still driven more by rage than hope, I grabbed the

metal-tipped end of Daedys’ hunting spear and drove its point into the base of the creature’s

neck. It didn’t penetrate, instead cutting only a shallow groove where scales met with leathery,

feather-covered hide. If only I’d had been conscious of what I’d done to injure the creature with

my sword!

The monster turned again, pulling its neck up into an “S”-like curve so that it could look

down at me, its spider eyes intently focused upon me. It opened its beak slowly, pointed teeth

within glistening with slavering spit. Slowly, it extended its neck, beak and tearing teeth coming

ever closer to my face. I pushed against its neck with my hands, but even hale I’d not have had

the strength to resist the force with which it approached.

Just as I’d resolved to look it in the eyes as it killed me, to defy it in that one

meaningless way left to me, a shot rang out and a black fog exploded from the side of the thing’s

head. As it fell on its side, lifeless, I saw Edanu standing there, still holding his caliver at the



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 215 -

head. As it fell on its side, lifeless, I saw Edanu standing there, still holding his caliver at the

ready, close enough he must have almost pressed the muzzle to the monster’s face as he pulled

the trigger. 

I guffawed with surprise that he’d have bothered to save me; I would have expected him

to wait until I, too had a massive chunk of flesh liberated from my body before he made that

mortal shot. The emotion that followed, irrational as it might have been, was chagrin. I hated

that I owed him something, the kind of debt not easily repaid.

My thoughts must have been plain on my face, for Edanu only shrugged. “You gave up

your balls for this fight,” he smiled. “You shouldn’t have to sacrifice anything else.”

Despite myself, I smiled, too.
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Chapter Nineteen

Gamven’s muffled grunting caught my attention as soon as my head had cleared. Pulling

myself to my feet I searched him out, which didn’t take long in spite of his attempts to stifle his

involuntary groans.

Wet carmine stained his right pant leg below a tear in the cloth patched with a tightly-

pulled bandage, this too red and glistening. With both hands, Gamven pulled at either end of the

encircling cloth, cinching it tighter against the mangled flesh. He’d evidently put a small stick

into his own mouth before tending the wound and bit furiously into it as he pulled, his teeth

carving indentations into its surface as he did. 

I knelt down next to him, and gently took the bandage from his grip. I continued to pull

it tight as he continued to bite and fuss; I needed to buy myself some time to think. To heal the

wound, I’d need to see it, and it was quite clear that the gash would bleed profusely as soon as I

pulled the bandage free. I’d have limited time for the working once that occurred. In death and

comedy, timing is everything, isn’t it? The thought made me smile at myself a bit; Gamven

tensed his face in worried puzzlement at seeing that.

By now, my surviving companions had drawn close. “Hold him down,” I commanded.

“What? Why?” Vitella asked.

“As much as it hurts when the wound is made, it’s going to hurt more when it closes,” I

told her. She took my point quickly and knelt by the warrior’s head, pulling his hands upward

and tucking them into her armpits. He didn’t fight.

Once they’d taken hold of him, I began to focus my mind. I felt the Power around me,
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Once they’d taken hold of him, I began to focus my mind. I felt the Power around me,

seething in the living things and between them, holding everything up as assuredly as some giant

holding the sphere of heaven. This I tugged at, gently at first, more aggressively when I felt my

will had seized it tight. I pulled it toward me, focusing it into an invisible ball of raw

potentiality, splitting my concentration between the structure of the working and holding the

essence that would power it.

Focusing my consciousness now on the structure of the working, I began to build it

within my mind, regulating the thoughts and images in sequence that, once I’d poured the Power

I held through it, might achieve the desired effect. A chant, quiet at first, uttered from my lips,

the words Old Aenyr, pulling the edges of my focus taut, centering me as I shaped the Power. 

I do not know how much time passed like this—time begins to feel irrelevant during the

working of a thaumaturgy—but it must have been several minutes. I closed my eyes as I

worked, ignoring the surrounding world but keeping the ends of the bandage pulled hard as I

employed the subtle art. I could feel the Power taking shape, form emerging where before there

had been none, possibility becoming potentiality.

My eyes opened and I ripped the bandage free of Gamven’s leg, placing both hands on

either side of the deep laceration, trying not to let the glint of bone distract me from my purpose.

I could feel the Power flowing through me now, through my hands and into Gamven as I

chanted all the while. He began to writhe and scream as layers of flesh knit themselves together,

muscle and tissue burning with every sensation of the process. I’d not pulled enough of the

Power to finish the working. I knew that I’d taken that risk not looking at the wound before

beginning, and now here we were.

I had a choice, though one with fewer options than I’d have liked. Had I not just fought
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I had a choice, though one with fewer options than I’d have liked. Had I not just fought

with a monster and used sorcery to protect myself, I might have been able to draw the remaining

power from within myself, quickly and efficiently if exhaustingly. In my present circumstances,

though, I had no such luxury. So, two options were left me. I could release the working and hope

that what structure I’d given it held, at least partially closing the wound and staunching the flow

of blood enough that Gamven might survive. But, if I wasn’t lucky, the possibility within the

Power once the structure fell away might cause some unwanted effect, some mutation of the

flesh or worsening of the wound.

It wasn’t really a choice at all, I realize. My chanting rising in tone and intensity, I

ripped a chunk of the Power free from my surroundings, forcing it into the working like meat

into a grinder. Some of it fell away, free to become whatever chaotic thing chance determined.

One of the nearby trees burst into flame, heavy droplets of rain pounded Lord Aryden from a

clear sky. Worms burrowed out of the ground, their low cunning sensing the danger and

squirming away from any other random catastrophe that might occur as quickly as they could

manage. 

Vitella remained in her position, struggling against Gamven until he passed out, even as

the sleeves of her shirt rotted from her arms as if time had accelerated for them prodigiously. I

could hear Aryden muttering a prayer to the One now, but drew my focus back to Gamven’s leg,

still chanting and imagining and shaping each movement of the closing wound before burning

the Power and willing it to be.

Finally, the flesh stitched itself closed leaving a patch of discolored and roughly textured

skin where the gash had been. I let the remainder of the Power I’d gathered fall from my grasp,

becoming more Flux. Some of it attached itself to me, I could feel it. As chance dictated—but
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becoming more Flux. Some of it attached itself to me, I could feel it. As chance dictated—but

probably at the least opportune time—it would manifest in some event like the ones already

occurring. The remainder proceeded to do so, creating additional marvels around us: dancing

lights, patches of hoarfrost, the sudden growth of some flowering weed sprouting through the

ground. None of them, save perhaps the burning tree, presented any danger, so my Wyrgeas

must have been good. Better than expected.
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Chapter Twenty

I slept soundly that night. The missing man’s body had been found in the cave from

which the monstrosity had sprung at us. We’d taken it back with our own slain, and Barro had

given them all of the proper rites upon our return. A thing well done, if not the end of our

troubles.

I mean that I slept soundly until a high shriek pierced my slumber, jarring me awake and

stunning me momentarily as the waking world flooded into my consciousness. As it had

penetrated my dreaming mind, that first scream seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere

all at once. For a brief instant, I wondered if I’d dreamt it, startled awake over nothing. But

more screaming—this time several voices from the floor below me, confirmed my fears.

I flung the bedsheets aside, grabbing for my staff as I threw open the door and stepped

into the castle’s hallways without bothering to add anything to cover my bedclothes. Screams

came again, but not from the same location as before, farther below this time.

For tenuous moments I tracked the phenomenon by sound, changing directions and

orientation with every new scream, passing by servants opening the doors to their quarters to

inquire about the commotion, closing them again at seeing me and understanding. A retinue

formed behind me, Gamven with the subtle limp his wound had left him, Barro sidling along. I

knew Lord Aryden had joined us by the heavy thunk of his Artificial foot against the stone.

“It wasn’t Kalvor, then?” the priest asked as we tracked through hallways grown

labyrinthine with the spirit’s trickery.

“Evidently not,” I said through gritted teeth, nearly colliding with my companions as I



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 221 -

“Evidently not,” I said through gritted teeth, nearly colliding with my companions as I

turned to the freshest cries of alarm. 

“What is it doing?” Aryden asked between breaths, for we had quickened to a jog in our

attempts to reach the spirit before it transported itself away again. 

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

To put a point on the statement, a blue light flashed between us, moving through one

hallway wall and to the other. Audible gasps rose from my companions as I concentrated and

gripped my staff tight. Just in time, too, for the spirit dashed into the hallway again, ethereal

claws striking against the arcane shield I’d raised just in time to protect our fellowship.

Instinctively, Gamven slashed at the manifestation with the short sword, a short fat thing

with a blade like an isosceles triangle. The weapon connected only with the wall, making a clank

and causing the warrior to grit his teeth as the sword jarred and vibrated uncomfortably through

his arm. Again the specter charged us, its strike shattering the warding force I’d raised against it.

“Run!” I spat, waiving my companions off with my free hand.

But they only stood dumbfounded, overwhelmed by the unnaturalness of the assaulting

phantom until it darted away again, no doubt preparing its next ambush. If I used the Sight, I

could detect the spirit even beyond the material impediments behind which it hid. But I dared

not, for I was not yet ready to view the hideous essence of the malevolent soul a second time.

Instead, I drew in a breath, hoping to slow my pulse and find some calm. I pulled the

maelstrom of thoughts in my head into focus, prepared to draw upon the Power to restore the

shield that had protected us a moment before. But the hairs on my arms and neck no longer

stood on end, the cold I’d felt a moment before had melted away, and the tingling of the skin one

sometimes gets during a thunderstorm fled as well. The spirit had gone, had retreated from the
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sometimes gets during a thunderstorm fled as well. The spirit had gone, had retreated from the

fight. Was it only testing me? Looking for my weaknesses to better plan our next encounter? I

frowned in the low candlelight that lit the hallway. Where we on the second floor or the third? I

couldn’t remember.

Lord Aryden observed my downcast visage and matched it. “You don’t know what it’s

doing, do you?”

“I said as much already,” I objected.

Gamven and Barro looked elsewhere down the hallway, whether in expectation of a

renewed attack or simply to avoid the tension between their lord and I, I do not know.

I opened my mouth to speak again, but the hallway once more filled with blue flames,

that empyreal aura that clung to the spirit like Gwaenthyri fire, dancing to its own tune, filled

with its own life. Those flames lashed at me with renewed fury, forcing me to draw upon a

working stored within my staff’s sigils to ward the attack. The force of it knocked me to my ass,

the impact sending the staff skittering across stone. 

Unable to draw focus with all the questions about how it had evaded my detection,

fooled my very instinctive responses to its presence, running through my head, I rolled out of

the way of its following slashes, rolling again to the other side of the hallway as it struck again.

It caught me in the middle of the hallway, without sufficient room to evade to either side.

Resigned, I brought myself up on my elbows to look at the spirit directly (defiantly, I hoped) as

it prepared to attack again. The shadowy form in the center of the flickering aura bore down on

me; two hollow eyes through which the flames lapped focused upon me. I could make out the

outline of a skull formed of the very essence of gloom, a rictus grin broadening into an open

mouth as it enjoyed my fear.
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A blade pierced through that mouth from behind, the tip only inches from my chest.

Gamven had gathered his courage, though it availed him not. The shade merely turned in place,

its mouth and skull passing through the blade just as its whole form had passed through the

walls. It traveled toward the master-of-arms, riding up the blade as if pulled along it by some

invisible rope, until its shadowy face—if it could truly be called such, stopped mere inches away

from Gamven’s. 

But, before it could act, something knocked the spirit aside, flinging it through the wall

again to only The One knows where. Aryden had kicked the thing with his Artificial leg, the

Power that allowed the device to function apparently also allowing it to connect with the spirit’s

ethereal form.

I used the time he’d bought us to gather myself and find my feet. I pulled the same nub

of chalk I’d used in my first confrontation with the spirit and began to sketch a rough design, a

seven-pointed star, on the wall nearest me. I could hear Aryden cursing as I added sigils along

the lines, but I ignored him, drawing the Power into the point of Spirit, mumbling to myself and

trying to ignore the tingling in my back as my body anticipated the next assault.

Screams echoed again throughout the castle, the specter’s attempts to further taunt us and

draw us into its waiting traps. A hand grasped my shoulder, Aryden’s no doubt, but I shook it

off, smudging one of the shapes on the wall with the tip of my finger before redrawing it. The

frustrated straining of the muscles in the lord’s face could be heard, felt, in the silence between

intermittent screams, but he restrained himself at least enough to let me work. 

The sigil complete and empowered, I stepped back. Gamven scanned back and forth

along the hallway, his instincts overtaking his knowledge that he had little power against the
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along the hallway, his instincts overtaking his knowledge that he had little power against the

spirit. Aryden began to pace with a soft clank, clank as his Artificial leg lightly graced the stone

floor. Barro said a quiet prayer.

We waited, the looks of my companions becoming ever more troubled as the call-and-

response of screams through the castle quarters continued to accompany the whole affair. With

their eyes, they beckoned me to give chase again, to stop the spirit’s torments of their friends

and compatriots. I hardened my face and turned away from them, reaching out with my intuition

to feel for the specter’s location. 

An overwhelming wave of impending doom crashed over me as I felt the spirit charging

for me once again, hurtling through mortal obstructions in furious ambuscade. At the height of

the sensation, I sidestepped and activated the sigil, holding in place the amorphous conglomerate

of light and shadow that composed the spirit’s form. It reached for me, ethereal claws just out of

reach of my flesh, the slashes strong and almost rhythmic at first, but becoming more chaotic as

the being grew more desperate.

I couldn’t help but smile as I began the incantations that accompanied my thaumaturgic

banishment. The others stood by, wide-eyed now, witnessing first hand this time what they had

only heard in the cellar during my first confrontation with this malevolent force. 

Midway through the working, the spirit stopped struggling, accepting the inevitable as a

dog who is beaten at its master’s whim. Finally, with a pop and a crack, the spirit vanished into

itself, leaving the hallway in pitch darkness until Barro managed to retrieve a lamp from

somewhere else.

The silence persisted only seconds after the light returned to us. Aryden barked at me,

“What the hell was that?”
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After enduring a true threat from that supernatural force, the lord’s entitled fussing wore

through the last of my patience. “An attack,” I said, my voice the tone of a animal that knows

it’s bigger than you, so growls quietly without baring teeth.

“How did it get in?” he pressed.

“Through the walls, it seems.”

He stepped angrily toward me, his Artificial foot clanging with definite authority as he

drew himself up in front of me. Aryden was a good deal larger than I, broad-shouldered with a

warrior’s build, and though his best fighting days might have been behind him, he still cut an

intimidating figure. I did my best not to flinch as he stopped just short of pushing me; I stared

him in the eyes, defiant. “What about the fucking wards?” he yelled.

“They didn’t work.”

The lord recoiled from my answer as if it had been a slap in the face, my insolence so

offensive to his countenance and bearing that the two could not occupy the same space. “What

good are you to me?” He spat contemptuously. “Take your things and be gone!”

I let the command blow past and around me, as if I were now the spirit moving

effortlessly through it. I just stared back at him, my face cold and unfeeling against the warmth

of the flickering lamplight. I’d become plenty comfortable with silence between two people, but

I’ve also found that most people are not. There’s a power to be had there. Minor, perhaps, but

leverage nonetheless.

The technique worked. I could watch Aryden’s face contort as he played out the different

scenarios in light of my tacit refusal to obey. He could escalate the situation, force me out of his

demesne, but then he’d be labeled a fool when the spirit returned and he’d banished his best
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demesne, but then he’d be labeled a fool when the spirit returned and he’d banished his best

hope of solution. Or, he could acquiesce. I hadn’t explicitly disobeyed him and only close

confidants remained present, so he had little face to lose in changing course.

“What’s next?” he asked, finally.

“We’ve run out of alternatives,” I told him. “The spirit must be the missing boy, Orren.”

He frowned. “You’re sure?”

“Unless there’s been some other death in the town I’m unaware of.”

“So what do we do?”

“I find out what happened to him, see if we can recover the body and burn it, just as

we’ve done with the others. Or, perhaps, I’ll uncover something else that might be working as an

anchor for his spirit.”

Barro interjected, “But why the focus on Lady Aevalla? What would Orren want from

her?”

Aryden turned, scowling, to face the priest, his countenance demanding an answer as to

why the man would even ask the question. 

“I don’t know,” I admitted. A suspicion immediately came to mind, but I put it aside

until I could find some scrap of information that might support it. “It’s possible he held a grudge

against the lord and lady,” I hedged.

“Hmph,” Aryden added.

A scream, high-pitched and blood-curdling. Aevalla’s. Aryden looked to me briefly, the

hardness fallen away from him, leaving only worry.

“I’ll begin first thing in the morning. I need to rest,” I told him.

He nodded quickly before setting off for his lady’s chamber, his companions in tow.
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Chapter Twenty-One

The next morning, I left my chambers early, before the suns had risen, before Lord

Aryden could catch me for another scolding. Until daylight broke, I paced the Old Town, hoping

to chance across Errys but finding no familiar faces amongst the guardsmen I encountered. Then

I remembered.

As soon as the gates to the New Town had opened, I made my way to the home of the

constable. The building sprawled; I might have expected it to be a large tavern or inn in Ilessa’s

Lower City had I not known better. It had about the same appearance, too, humble, perhaps

ramshackle in some places, an agglutination of expansions and modifications as need demanded

and coin allowed, made clear by tell-tale differences in the gathered mildew and general patina

of the various portions. 

No personal retainers stood at the gate like those manses of the wealthy merchants that

occupied the Old Town, but a gaggle of guardsmen waiting for instructions, smoking cigarillos

and telling each other dirty jokes, leaned against the outer wall next to the gate. 

I passed through the cloud of smoke they’d generated—thick as if they’d fired a volley

of arquebuses—and puffed out air as I did, hoping to avoid inhaling the stuff. I’d never picked

up the habit, thankfully (I have too many expensive habits as it is), and tolerated the stench of

their indulgence with some distaste.

One of the men, a mustachioed would-be bravo in a dark-stained munition-grade

breastplate with an acutely-pointed thrusting sword slung rakishly at his side, called out at me as

I put my hand on the bar to the gate. “Who the fuck are you, and what do you think you’re doing
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I put my hand on the bar to the gate. “Who the fuck are you, and what do you think you’re doing

at this time in the morning?”

“Same as you, I suppose. Just looking for some friends to share some filthy humor with

before I start the day’s work.”

The duelist looked back to his compatriots with a cocky smile. “He’s kinda funny, ain’t

he boys? I’ve got a joke for you. D’ja hear the one about the man with four holes?” He rested

his sword hand on the hilt of his blade to make the point. 

Too many people pick up a weapon and suddenly think they’re dangerous. They get

unrealistic expectations of their own prowess and the nature of combat itself, don’t understand

that it’s blood and guts and terror, not the kind of sport you find in the schools of defense, the

drill field or the private tutor’s studio. All the best fighters I’ve known tried to avoid fighting as

best they could. They’d give hell, and endure it when they had to, but it was never their first

choice. Familiarity breeds contempt, and the necessary evil that is violence deserves that

contempt. But, it only takes one person’s will for two to come to blows, and this man lacked the

familiarity with death that might give him pause to come asking for it.

“No longer was he as full of shit as you?” I asked.

I couldn’t help myself, to be honest. The sarcasm just sprung forth from me, and I’d seen

the man pulling his sword on me as too inevitable to bother to stop myself.

Sure enough, he obliged, though I worked a minor sorcery as he drew the blade and it

flew from his hand as if unsheathed too roughly with too delicate a drip, the steel landing dully

in the muddy street outside the constable’s gate. Before he could recover from the shock, I was

upon him, gripping his clothes about his throat with my right hand and kicking his legs out from

under him with my foot. This put him down hard, knocking the breath out of him, and I had the
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under him with my foot. This put him down hard, knocking the breath out of him, and I had the

point of my dagger an inch from his neck by the time he recovered his senses.

His fellow guardsmen just stood there laughing at the mustached man’s misfortune,

puffing on their cigarillos and waiting to see what happened next. Admittedly, I hadn’t thought

too hard about what they’d do once I made my move—one problem at a time, you see—and

breathed a little easier that they proved unwilling to intervene. Whether it was fear or laziness, I

wasn’t sure, and didn’t much care.

“I’m the thaumaturge Lord Aryden hired,” I growled into the supine man’s face. That’s

what the fuck I’m doing. How about you? Is disturbing the peace somewhere in the orders for

watchmen? I’m sure the constable will be interested to hear about your behavior when I speak to

him.”

There was no shock in the man’s eyes, no fear of reprisal. He knew who I was. Which

meant that Daedys had said or done something, whether explicit or implicit, to give the man the

idea that he should try to bully me. I slid my dagger back into the sheath behind my back,

dropped the man’s head into the dirt as I released the grip with my right hand.

As I stood again, I noticed that the door to the constable’s house had opened; an

inquisitive servant, an older man, standing in the doorway. He motioned to me and I quickly

passed through the gate to meet him.

He had the care-worn face of the diligent servant, if possessed of independent and

personal desires, they’d been sunk deep beyond the reaches of his countenance. The wrinkles

around his eyes and brows indicated suspicion, but he otherwise held himself in the expectant

grace of welcoming. “You are the lord thaumaturge?” the man asked.

“I am.”
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He moved sideways, making room in the doorway for me to pass by him. “I’d been told

to expect you, but we did not anticipate your arrival at such an…odd hour.”

I entered into the manor’s entryway and turned back to the servant, though not before

noticing the incongruity of the inside of the home with the outside. While the building may have

lacked the opulence of design and layout of the merchant manors of the Old Town, the same

materials decorated the interior. Marble-tiled floors topped by rugs woven from rich and colorful

—if now mudstained—threads, oil paintings on those walls not directly painted with fresco,

brass fixtures to hold the candles, intricate cornicework at the joints of walls to ceiling. Daedys’

family had done well for itself in its management of forestry and farming for the amn Vaini. 

“Time always runs short for me,” I said, “so I cannot always spare the niceties to which

one of your master’s station are entitled.”

“Of course, my lord.”

“Iaren is fine. Your name?”

“Mosan, sir. If you’ll follow me.”

He led me from the impressive entryway into an even more impressive parlor, one

containing all of the finery I’d previously observed with the addition of wooden furniture,a few

bookshelves and a writing desk, elaborately carved out of some dark wood I did not recognize,

and a collection of couches and chairs, each thickly upholstered in brocaded and embroidered

blue cloth, the stitching the color of gold or silver. Mosan motioned for a place for me to sit, but

I kept my feet. He waited as long as could be interpreted to be polite, then, nodding gently, said,

“I’ll wake the family for you,” and left.

Mosan couldn’t have but cleared the hallway when Daedys stormed in, a blue robe that



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 232 -

Mosan couldn’t have but cleared the hallway when Daedys stormed in, a blue robe that

almost matched the furniture covering his nightclothes. His movement stopped him short just out

of arms reach, where he put his hands on his hips, feet spread the width of his shoulders, as if

attempting to block some door through which I’d intended to walk. “I’d appreciate it if you did

not wear your weapons in my home,” he said by way of introduction, flicking a pointing finger

at my belt. 

I waited a moment so as not to acquiesce too quickly—he was trying to disarm me more

than literally, after all—and obliged him, unbuckling the belt that held my sword and dagger,

wand, and pouches of useful arcane gewgaws. I leaned the sword against the far corner of the

room, gently letting the belt hang in a way that permitted nothing to fall free from pouch or

sheath or to scratch annoyingly against the plastered and painted walls. 

By the time I returned to my original position, Daedys’ family trailed in, dressed

similarly to the patriarch, rubbing eyes and stifling yawns. A woman, dour and wild-haired

entered first, whom Daedys introduced as his wife, Ymelda. Two men younger than Daedys

followed, two of Daedys’ three brothers, Orren’s father, Alayn, having been lost to the Crimson

Close. These he named Ormas and Evor. Another woman, younger, stricken with the temporary

madness of deep mourning, came last. Daedys introduced her as Inera, mother of Orren and

widow of Alayn. The four arranged themselves on the furniture behind Daedys, who, like me,

continued to stand. The left an ornate, high-backed chair empty, presumably the seat of Poltor,

the former patriarch of the family who, like his son Alayn, had been claimed by the Maw.

Cold-faced, Daedys waited for me to speak, his family behind him, faces slightly lower

but similar in expression.

“I believe that Orren is, in fact, dead. I believe that it is his spirit that afflicts the amn
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“I believe that Orren is, in fact, dead. I believe that it is his spirit that afflicts the amn

Vaini,” I began, a sob bursting forth from Inera, Ormas placing a too-familiar hand on her

shoulder in comfort. 

Daedys looked to his feet for a moment. “Putting Kalvor to rest didn’t work?” he asked,

already knowing the answer.

“Another attack from the specter last night,” I replied. “And since you know of no other

recent deaths in the town…”

“I understand,” he said, looking up, a light of defiance within his eyes. I didn’t

understand the source of the sentiment, but its presence nonetheless alerted me to there being

more at stake than I originally surmised. “What do you need from us?”

“I need to know anything you can tell me about Orren. Everything you can tell me. The

smallest detail might lead me to discover his killer and bring him justice and peace.”

The widow looked up from her sobbing, her eyes daggers piercing through the veil of

tears she’d accumulated. “You’re not interested in Orren for his sake, so don’t lie to us like you

are! Your loyalty is to the amn Vaini; all you care about is fixing their problem and taking your

coin. You’ll leave us damned if it suits you!”

Like a child parroting its parents’ secret comments, I took her outburst as an indication

of Daedys’ thoughts about me, expressed in the relative safety of his own home. The constable

held his hand behind him, a subtle cue for her to control herself, which she did, falling

backwards against the support of the couch and continuing to sob.

“Perhaps, mistress Inera might be excused from us,” I offered, “I do not mean to cause

her pain.”

Daedys raised the same hand with which he’d silenced her to point at me. “She deserves
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Daedys raised the same hand with which he’d silenced her to point at me. “She deserves

more than any of us to know what you have to say.”

“Fine,” I said. “In front of your lord you played ignorant of Orren’s misadventures

among the townsfolk, and while he remained only one of many possibilities for the amn Vaini’s

haunting I had no reason to delve deeper. Now, I’m afraid, I must.”

“Again with these slanders!” the man burst forth, hands dropping exasperatedly to his

sides.

“The girl, Nilma, has confirmed both that the boy pursued many lovers amongst the

daughters of Vaina and had crossed many of the merchants as well,” I told him, turning away to

look at the art on the walls.

“The im Valladyni? They have no love for us; I’m sure the girl will say anything to make

Orren look the scoundrel.”

“Then perhaps I should spend time talking to the town’s fathers? To the servant girls of

the castle? To the merchants? To your deputies?”

Daedys stepped forward, his finger now an inch from my chest. “Perhaps my deputies

would like to talk to you, as well. I have a nice private place for such a conversation.”

“Now Daedys,” Ymelda said in an even tone. “I apologize Master Iaren, but my husband

is taking to his duty to protect our family—reputation included—very seriously since his father’s

death. I’m sure he forgets himself and does not mean to threaten.”

I wasn’t so sure. “You may address me as Lord amn Ennoc,” I told her. Daedys turned to

me with hard eyes at that, eyes that understood the implications and didn’t like them very much.

“But I’m sure you’re right. If the distress of the Maw and the loss of your family members were

not enough, he and I have had a stressful set of days together. I’m willing to overlook a certain
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not enough, he and I have had a stressful set of days together. I’m willing to overlook a certain

amount of insolence on his part. A certain amount.”

Withdrawing a pace and lowering his jousting finger, Daedys changed his tone, his voice

apologetic—forcedly so, but apologetic all the same. “Forgive my behavior, Lord amn Ennoc.

But you believe that Orren is dead, correct?”

“I do.”

“Then please refrain from treating him as the criminal when he is the victim,” the

constable said flatly.

“Perhaps some fathers complained about my boy’s dalliances with their daughters, but I

defy you to find one of their daughters who’d complain more than to say they had hurt feelings

when he turned his attentions elsewhere,” Inera added. “Besides, it was the Lady Vesonna who

treated him ill; not him mistreating the castle’s servant girls,” she said.

“You mistake me, mistress. There is no judgment in my descriptions or questions, only a

need to understand the truth of things. Young men are often wild by nature; I’ll not be the

hypocrite who pretends that I did not have my scoundrel days as well.” I thought about it as I

spoke, wondered to myself whether I could fairly say that my youth was possessed of “scoundrel

days.” Probably. “I need to know where to look if I am to bring him justice, which is what I

believe will lay his spirit. I cannot do that without an accurate view of him and his life.”

“He had his amorous adventures, and plenty of them,” Ormas offered. “A bright boy, and

athletic; how could he have helped it? But I doubt that you’ll find a killer in his love-life.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

“You don’t murder the nephew of the town’s constable,” he returned. “That’d be

stupidity at its finest.”
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“Plenty of people in this world are stupid,” I told him. “Especially when emotion is

involved. A father happening upon Orren with his daughter might not calculate the

consequences before he acts.”

“But it was Barro who said that he had received the complaints about Orren, not our

lord,” Daedys interjected.

“True,” I agreed.

“Doesn’t that seem to indicate those who believe that they have little recourse against the

nephew of the constable and a member of a family favored by the amn Vaini?”

“It does,” I conceded, “but that might as easily cause someone to take justice—as he

perceives it—into his own hands. Mistress Inera, you said something of the Lady Vesonna

mistreating Orren. Can you elaborate?”

The woman stopped her sobbing for a moment, face hard and icy. “She heaped scorn

upon him every chance she got, got him in trouble with his masters when she could, made sure

he received the difficult and unpleasant tasks whenever possible. He complained about it nearly

every time I saw him.”

“Did he say why?”

“Jealousy, I think. He’d rebuffed her advances—too smart to get involved with the

daughter of his lord, that boy—and her admiration turned to contempt.”

“Hmm.” I said, pondering the implications were her statement true. “I’ll keep that in

mind, but had someone in the amn Vaina family been responsible for Orren’s death and they

knew that the spirit appeared just after, I don’t suspect that Lord Aryden would have summoned

me.”
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“Then you should talk to Ovaelo,” Inera offered.

“The painter? Why?”

“Orren had been spending a lot of time with him before his disappearance. A man like

that is surely a corrupting influence.”

“Because he’s a painter?”

“He does not work for a living—not in an honest profession at least. Painters are liars by

nature—they depict things that are not true as truth. They’re always talking about ‘beauty and

truth,’ aren’t they? Dishonest. He brings all of the corruptions of the Sisters with him, with their

decadence and temptation. Um, no offense intended, my lord,” the woman continued.

Offense taken, of course, but it was perhaps the best lead on the boy I’d had so far.

Provided his affairs with his lovers had been mutual matters, I tended to agree with Ormas that

his romantic life was not the likeliest source of his death, though my time as a finder in Ilessa

had cautioned me to remain skeptical. “How much time were they spending together?”

“Far too much,” she said. “Practically all the free time he had; he rarely came home to

visit the past few weeks. At first I thought it a matter of his father’s…passing; we all have our

various ways of grieving. But the way he spoke of Ovaelo, he’d fallen into a passion over the

man, calling him a genius and a ‘soul of depth and wit’ and other nonsense I might expect from

the layabouts of the Sisters but not the hardworking and level-headed men of Vaina.”

“You think they’d become lovers?” I asked. “The way Ovaelo tells it, they’d become

drinking companions chasing women together.”

“Then why did they always leave the tavern together and not with these women they

reportedly chased?”
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“Had Orren had many men as lovers?”

“None others, that I’m aware of. But young men will go as their passion takes them, will

they not? And a foreign artist might prove an enticing paramour to a young man who has not yet

got his wits about him enough to know what artists really are!”

“But what interest would Ovaelo in Orren?”

“The pleasures of young and comely flesh, of course,” she added. “Old men are fools as

much as young,I suppose, and in much the same ways.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two

By the time I left the residence of the im Vardi, the suns had more than peeked out from

the horizon and begun their daily ascent; even now, the promised heat of the day declared itself

at the edge of sensation, though the distance of Vaina from the Inner Sea spared us some of the

humidity of the Sisters. For this I was thankful.

Ovaelo’s apprentices had risen early as well, perhaps earlier than I, and work had already

begun inside and outside of the brick warehouse he had claimed for his workshop. I ignored

those meandering around the outside of the building, their jerkins hanging open, untied, and

their general appearance of those exerting more effort to look like they’re doing work without

actually doing any than the work itself would require. In response, I assumed incompetence.

The inside of the workshop had much the same appearance as the first time I’d entered: a

general blanket of darkness punctuated by alchemical lamps at the various workstations, the

spilled illumination from those devices providing just enough to see the rest of the interior in

shades of grays and blacks. None looked up at my entrance, as they’d committed themselves too

desperately to the completion of their relegated tasks to give any attention to ought else. 

I shattered this focus with a word, bellowing, “Ovaelo,” with as much bass and authority

as I could summon. The name burst forth not as question but as statement, demand. There were

starts and curses amongst the apprentices; at least one had jerked an errant brush across the

canvas, creating a gash of color that would require hours to remedy. An atmosphere of

threatening tension flared briefly as the young men and women shared angry glances with one

another and considered riot. But this was not Ilessa, and the wayward behavior of unruly
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another and considered riot. But this was not Ilessa, and the wayward behavior of unruly

apprentices would not be so lightly tolerated in Vaina. Besides, when they saw the intruder upon

their concentration, they quickly considered better of threats and resigned themselves to my

presence, almost with a collective sigh.

“Master Ovaelo is not here,” one spoke up, though I could not their face behind a

masking halo of bright light. “He’s gone early to the home of the im Norreni to work on a

commission for them.”

“Fine,” I said, and made my way to the back room where I’d encountered the madman

before. None followed and I closed the door behind me after igniting the alchemical lamps

within.

Ovaelo’s personal workspace had been wracked by chaos, the outward demonstration of

a mind too generative of creative ideas to bother with the petty requirements of everyday life.

For all the mess, though, the tools of his trade—those he hadn’t taken with him, at least, had

been immaculately cleaned and organized on a purpose-built desk in the room’s corner. The

bristles of each brush had been obsessively cleaned, trimmed with impressive precision into

various shapes and points. 

Around the room, though, discarded works littered the floor—pieces of sketched-upon

parchment strewn about, canvases begun and then stripped from their frames in a burst of

frustration or a change of whim, half-finished paintings stacked in corners or leaned against the

walls in precarious piles. I wondered briefly whether madness and genius must accompany one

another but recalled myself to the task at hand.

One by one, I sifted through the disarray of the canvases, discovering that some had in

fact been finished and simply tossed aside. Some had clearly been started by the apprentices,
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fact been finished and simply tossed aside. Some had clearly been started by the apprentices,

with Ovaelo’s master strokes atop the blocking and basic shading of his underlings. Others

appeared to have been ceased mid-stroke. There were paintings of nightmare creatures, of scenes

from history and legend, of persons perhaps both real and imagined.

Among them, I found a finished canvas, recent by the look of the congealed and thickly

painted oils atop it. A young man, one with features not too distant from those of Daedys and his

family, nude with sword in hand, standing atop some slain beast of amorphous design, the pose

in the style of ancient Cantic works, the scene undoubtedly from some tale I’d either forgotten

or never read. The man had been painted with painful precision, every sinew and muscle

highlighted with realistic intimacy and accuracy. The expression on the subject’s face held the

hint of a sly smirk, ambiguously both inviting and derisive. I was convicted that I’d found a

painting of Orren, one that told me far more than the painter himself had confessed. So far, at

least.  

I swept the painting up in an oil-stained dropcloth that lay under the easel in the center

of the room, wrapped it to conceal the work within, and made my way from Ovaelo’s chamber,

ignoring the protests of the apprentices who considered me a thief but lacked the will to stop me.

Only upon exiting the building did I realize that I didn’t know where to find the home of

the im Norreni, though it couldn’t be easy to miss. I looked to one of the slacking apprentices

leaning against the side of the brickwork in the building’s shadow, already evading the heat of

the day’s suns. “Which way did your master go?” I asked.

He didn’t speak, only pointed. It was enough, and I set out in the direction he’d

indicated, Ovaelo’s painting wrapped and secured under my arm. While the canvas and its frame

were not heavy, the size of the work, which strained the last two joints of my fingers to keep a



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 242 -

were not heavy, the size of the work, which strained the last two joints of my fingers to keep a

grip on the thing, made the journey less than comfortable and soured my mood. If it had ever

been well inclined in the first place.

As I suspected, the home of the im Norrene family attempted no obfuscation. Wherever

possible, the edifice employed large stones, taller and wider than myself, carefully shaped using

the town’s stone mill. The only brick of the building served to patch holes between the older

stones—these had been painted in grays and tans to match the original colors of construction,

but the attentive eye found them quickly given the great disparity in size between the stones

used in the general construction and the clusters of small, rectangular brick sealed with copious

mortar. A low stone wall, topped by an elegant wrought-iron fence in a style often found in the

Sisters, separated the home from the street—or rather, the dirt path that served as a street in the

New Town.

The iron double-gate in this wall had been swung open and left there; the one retainer of

the family left to stand guard sat slumped against the wall near the home’s great door, snoring

softly. Apparently the im Norreni had little fear of intruders or assailants, much to my

advantage.

After watching the guardsman briefly to ensure that he slept deeply, I quietly strode past,

gently trying the door. Finding it unlocked and easy on its hinges, I let myself inside.

The home matched the opulence of the other prominent families of Vaina; I need not

describe it again, I think. In the middle of this complex lay a courtyard, decorated in its corners

with some vegetation and brass statuary but open in the center and on long, evenly cobbled

walkways centered on each side of the square.

A haven for the natural light of the suns, now sufficiently-risen to provide adequate
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A haven for the natural light of the suns, now sufficiently-risen to provide adequate

illumination into this interior space, the courtyard proved the prime spot for Ovaelo’s work, and

this is where I found him, the rest of the family and their servants gathered at the courtyard’s

perimeter watching as the artist made an initial sketch of their eldest and most eligible daughter,

a young woman of homely features but an impressive bearing that held a beauty all its own.

A piece of parchment stretched taut over the backing plate of the easel Ovaelo had

brought with him, somehow secured to the device so that it made no movement as the artist

slashed at it in short, sharp strokes with a piece of charcoal. Every few attacks he would step

back from the easel, look afresh at his subject, frown, and select a different stick of charcoal

from the small table the family had brought in for him to unfurl his roll of tools atop.

Murmurs began to run through the gathered groups, perhaps a dozen people, as my

presence became known. A thin, well-dressed woman in a dark-colored dress tailored for active

work—perhaps a riding dress—stepped forward into the courtyard as the wave of whispers

reached her, her eyes clearly focused on me. Though my height, she managed to look down her

nose at me, her hair in two tight buns high atop either side of her head, stray wisps extending out

from them like seeking tendrils, like tiny bits of easy-going character attempting to escape the

straight-laced form of their master. She reminded me too much of several tutors I had in my

youth, forcing me to resist the automatic response of the embarrassed schoolboy.

“Who are you?” She asked, imperiously, though her pursed lips gave away her lack of

surety. With the covered painting under my arm, I might well be one of Ovaelo’s apprentices, in

which case she would have every right to scold and heap scorn upon me. But apprentice artists

do not wear swords, as a general rule, and my clothing, though travel-worn and not comparable

to her own finery, did bear the remnants of the dress of one of station and authority. When she
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to her own finery, did bear the remnants of the dress of one of station and authority. When she

made the sign of the Tree, I understood that she’d put enough of the details together to identify

me.

Despite her warding gesture, she initiated a curtsy to follow. Not a deep or thorough one,

not the kind she’d give to Lord Aryden, but just enough to make it difficult for one of my

ambiguous social status to complain. Not that I had any interest in doing so.

“My lord thaumaturge,” she said with feigned welcome, “my apologies that my servants

were so distracted as to require you to show yourself in.”

“Think nothing of it, Mistress im Norrene,” I told her. I realized I had no idea of her

given name, hoped that we could end the formalities before this became evident. “I regret the

intrusion upon your home, but I’m afraid I have pressing business with Master Ovaelo,” I said,

tapping the covered canvas with my left hand. 

Only now did the madman look to me, his hair wild as before, eyes bloodshot, visage

dark and haughty with the judgment of a man who assumes he has no equals, in intelligence and

creativity if not in social standing. He turned his head ever so slightly at seeing the package

wrapped underneath my arm, but I could not judge the meaning of the movement. 

“I will need a moment alone, Mistress,” I continued.

When neither I nor Ovaelo moved, she took my meaning. Clapping her hands, she

ordered the gathered household to disperse until summoned again. The young lady standing as

the painter’s subject disappeared faster than I could manage with the Art—apparently she did

not enjoy standing still for so long.

After a few moments of the crowd meandering to and fro, being unsuccessfully herded

by the im Norrene matriarch, the last of the stragglers finally removed themselves from our
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by the im Norrene matriarch, the last of the stragglers finally removed themselves from our

presence, leaving me alone once again with the artist.

He looked at the covered item under my arm and stroked his wild mustache and goatee

with his left hand. “Now is hardly the time to make good on our arrangement,” he said, matter-

of-factly.

I moved into the light of the courtyard now, stepping confidently toward him now that I

had some leverage. I set the canvas, still covered, atop the ledge of the easel and leaned it back

so that it rested covering the charcoal sketch. Ovaelo grimaced and ripped the oil-cloth free of

the painting, revealing Orren’s nude form staring back at him with that enigmatic smirk. The

man’s mouth dropped slightly agape before his brows furrowed and he poked at me with the

charcoal, leaving little black splotches on my vest where he made contact. “Now what is all of

this about?” he asked, the sharpness of his voice born of annoyedness rather than the fear or

embarrassment I’d expected.

I should’ve known. “This is the boy, Orren, is it not?” I pressed.

“No.”

“No?”

“No. It is the likeness of the boy Orren, to be sure, but this is Xendarnus, a legendary

hero of the Cantic Empire in its crusades. Do you not know your mythology, lord thaumaturge?”

I nearly punched a whole through the canvas right there, but I caught myself and

recentered before allowing him to get the upper hand with such childish deflections. “Master

painter; he’s naked.”

“And? Lord thaumaturge, you are from Ilessa, surely you know how to appreciate the

male form.”
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“I don’t care that you’ve painted a nude man, Ovaelo. I care that you’ve painted this man

nude.”

“A lover?” Ovaelo asked.

“Not mine, you fool, yours!” I worried for a moment that my voice carried far enough

that the im Norreni might overhear, but then I wondered whether it would matter regardless.

“No,” the painter returned, straight-faced. “Not a lover. Not my lover, at least.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I did not love him, though he tried his best to make me.”

“So you were more than companions cavorting at the taverns, then?”

“Did we fuck, do you mean? We did, and delightfully so. Delicious as it was, though, the

rest of the boy’s plots and schemes made the cost dearer than deserved.”

I thought to make an accusation, but I couldn’t tell whether the man was too mad to

understand the implications of his admissions or simply didn’t care—or perhaps he was innocent

of any wrongdoing altogether. Instead, I pried further. “What cost?”

“He only slept with me because he wanted me to make an apprentice of him, to take him

back to Ilessa with me. Said he needed to escape this place, be his own man.”

“Did you agree?”

“Hah! Not in a thousand years would I have taken that boy as an apprentice. Not if he

fucked like the Sapphire Queen herself! There was no talent within him, and I am far too great

an artist to suffer the talentless in my company.”

“What happened when you told him, ‘no’?”

“The threats of a cantankerous youth, of course, all acid and vinegar.”
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“What kind of threats?”

“He threatened to tell others of our affair, of course. I laughed in his face at the

quaintness of his bucolic notion. Perhaps the prudes of a backwater such as this give scorn to

such matters, but I am Ilessin. I know what it is to be alive, and human, and passionate—and

that there can be no stigma in that. When he saw the threat was empty, he called me some

names, though the ones I returned were far better. Then he said the strangest thing; I suppose

intending another threat.”

“What was that?”

“He said something about serving a power greater than I fathomed, greater even than

Lord Aryden, and I should take care not to cross him again.”

“What do you think he meant by that?”

“I thought what any good Ilessin would think—he’s spying for someone. Maybe another

petty lord, maybe one of the Houses. Did you ever think how or why Meradhvor might have

taken an interest in the amn Vaini in the first place?”

I brushed aside the accusation, at least for now. It was a possibility I couldn’t dismiss,

but I presently had no evidence to suggest any tie between Orren and an outside power. “You

parted ways after this fight?”

“Not before he stole some of my coin, but at that point, it seemed a small price to pay to

be rid of him. I’d tired of him, and it was clear that he’d been having affairs with others

throughout our relationship.”

He’d given me a motive, there was no doubt, but I couldn’t help but feel that he’d have

stopped his mouth despite his narcissism had he anything to conceal.“That bothered you?
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stopped his mouth despite his narcissism had he anything to conceal.“That bothered you?

Jealousy is unbefitting the cultured Ilessin such as yourself.”

“Hah,” he barked. “In and of itself, of course not. But it was only more proof that his

interest in me was pecuniary and not truly passionate, and I must admit my heart took a blow

from that knowledge.”

“Who might the other affair have been with?”

“This he never let on. I detected it in the small things, implications of his speech,

inconsistencies of explanations about where he’d been when we were not together. You know

what I mean, I’m sure. One has a sort of…intuition, about these things.”

“Did he mention Nilma, or the Lady Vesonna? Could it have been one of them?”

“More than once I had to listen to him drone on about one or the other. Insufferable, it

was. He complained incessantly about his ill treatment at the hands of the Lady Vesonna, though

it seemed bitterness that she’d rejected his attentions more than that she’d committed any true

offense. With Nilma, it was the opposite. He heaped scorn upon her because she was smitten

with him and he held no desire for her. Failed to see the incongruity in the two complaints. Alas,

I am a painter and a sculptor, and no poet, or it would be the start of a wonderful tale of love and

betrayal.” He smiled at me, devilish, knowing full well he could be describing the nature of the

truth I currently sought. 

“Nilma had some affection for the boy?” I asked, my interest piqued.

“Orren said so. Though, as I’ve mentioned the boy had no talent for art, so I wouldn’t

place any wagers on his seeing the truth as it really is.” While speaking, Ovaelo removed the

painting of the boy from his easel, leaning it against one of the contraption’s feet. I’d disturbed

his work for too long and he intended to continue with it during our interview. 
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Someone had lied. Either Orren or Nilma. Given his reputation, it would be easy indeed

to cast aside this hearsay as egotistical fantasy, but the girl had gone out of her way to feign a

certain distance from intimacy with the young scoundrel, just as one rejected might. Perhaps she

neglected to mention these affections for fear that suspicion might fall upon her. Perhaps she had

good reason for that fear. It would explain why she had been singled out by the spirit, but Lady

Aevala suffered the worst of the specter’s predations, making me unwilling to accept such a

straightforward hypothesis as the jilted lover murdering the object of her desire—despite the

weapon-like precision with which Nilma had moved her needles.

“But you think neither was his paramour?”

“No. The boy was cunning, but not so subtle as to disguise his feelings and motivations

with such obfuscations.”

“Anything else you can tell me about him? Any detail might prove useful.”

Ovaelo made some casual scratches at the background of his sketch while thinking, wild

hair bouncing slightly with his violent movements. “He would leave in the middle of the night,

sometimes. Return hours later sweaty and exhausted—but without the reek of an amorous affair

upon him. The smell of grass and ash, an aura about him that made one’s hair stand on end.

Subtle, but noticeable to one already suspicious of his departure. I figured he was messing with

the mechanica the Meradhvor envoy had brought with him, trying to find some way to steal

them or gain some other advantage.”

I perked up at this. A minor aside for the painter, but to me, a lead of potentially great

value.

At about this time, the mistress of the house peeked out from one of the perimeter
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At about this time, the mistress of the house peeked out from one of the perimeter

hallways to check in on us. I nodded to her and waved her forward, picking up the painting of

Orren/Xendarnus as she approached, careful not to allow her to see any of it before I covered it

again in the oil cloth.

“My apologies for the interruption,” I told Mistress im Norrene. “Master Ovaelo has

addressed the matter to great satisfaction; it seems a small misunderstanding on my part in

retrospect. I’m embarrassed to have wasted everyone’s time, in fact. I’ll trouble you no more

and leave the master painter to his work.”

I’d turned to leave even before she could answer. Behind me, I could hear her clap her

hands loudly to summon the rest of the household, the kind of action that could only be

successful in such a large building if she’d commanded respect and authority such that everyone

had been waiting and listening for just such a sign. 
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Chapter Twenty-Three

Excitement carried me along as I left the am Norreni house and headed again to the

wilds outside of Vaina town. Though he’d not understood it, what the painter had told me about

Ovaelo’s midnight excursions could only indicate the arcane. If a citizen of Ilessa—where

practitioners of the Subtle Art were far more common and their services had practically become

a part of every day life—had not noticed, it was no wonder that no one else in Vaina had said

anything about his attempts at the Art. If the boy had been experimenting with forces he did not

understand, this could explain his present condition as an angry spirit. It was possible even that

no one had murdered him; that he’d succumbed to some misuse of the Power. He’d not be the

first to so perish; even trained practitioners sometimes fell victim to their own ignorance or

desperation in foolishly forming a working beyond their ability. If that had happened, it would

explain why no one had found a body.

Only one person in Vaina—out of Vaina, actually—might have additional insight. The

witch, Falla. So, once again, I made my way to her cottage near the ruins of the ancient Aenyr

fort.

My thoughts about the potential implications of Orren’s involvement with the Art

occupied me as I walked the old path toward my destination and, despite myself, I lost my usual

caution about jumping to conclusions, spinning ever more fantastic threads of speculative

possibility as I journeyed. None of the scenarios I imagined made a connection between the

young man and Lady Aevala. Nilma or Vesonna both seemed likelier targets of his anger, but the

facts were the facts. Even if Orren’s arcane talent or experimentation answered one question, it
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facts were the facts. Even if Orren’s arcane talent or experimentation answered one question, it

did not complete the puzzle.

Before I reached the edge of the clearing, I could hear the chanting. A single voice,

Falla’s, singing as much as incanting, pleasant and enticing in its melody and timbre, the words

liquid and flowing one into the other, each somehow simultaneously independent and yet part of

an inseparable string of sounds. Beautiful. I felt the Power in the air around us, even at a

distance from which I could not yet see her. I could feel raw possibility organizing itself into

visions of potentiality, the many skeins of contingencies weaving themselves into an array of

alternative futures, only one of which would come to pass. No longer did I doubt Falla’s abilities

as a seer, cryptic though she’d been. This knowledge of her intimacy with the divinatory

practices required that I trust her statements on the nature of that aspect of the Art more than I

had.

As I edged closer to her clearing, her incanting became more intense, less melodic but

ever-more rhythmic, and quickened in that rhythm. I caught sight of her at last. She knelt, her

legs tucked under her, in a clear spot of grass in the glade, naked but for the pigments with

which she’d slathered herself and the tattoos that covered much of her body. If she’d looked wild

before, she now appeared nothing but chaotic. Her hair splayed about her head as if buoyed by

some invisible force—not taut but languid, as invisible hands seemed to hold her up against

falling, tossing her this way and that in time with the rhythm of her chanting, which had grown

uneven so that she was sometimes propelled with inhuman alacrity and sometimes drawn into

contortions the strongest of muscles could not create with such gradual movement. I sensed no

spirit, no other being operating upon her; the Power itself swirled about her and held her thusly,

suspending her in such strange positions as it swirled about her, passing through her to fuel her
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suspending her in such strange positions as it swirled about her, passing through her to fuel her

visions.

Her eyes opened suddenly, the iris and whites alike obscured by solid and dark color,

swirling and changing subtly in gloomy hues. Her mouth opened and her voice issued forth, low

and without melody, her lips unmoving as she nevertheless formed the words that spilled out.

“Master thaumaturge,” she said. “Are you prepared to pay the cost for seeking after

death?”

“I—” I began, but the seeress would brook no interruption.

“Death begets death; it is the way of this world. Did you think that you’d find only one

death at the end of your journey? 

“Your time is running short. The powers at work in this place conspire against you, even

as they struggle with one another, and lives hang in the balance. Not the least of which yours,

though many precede you. Medryn, Errys, Savlo. For what? Who else will you bring with you

to the brink before someone nudges you over?

“You look to petty histories of petty lives for answers when you do not yet know even

the questions. You think the boy responsible for his own fate when he, too, is only a pawn in the

games of others, just as you are. Have you any idea who pulls the strings? Who are the ones who

truly rule here?”

More riddles, but I now took it one faith that they were not useless ones. Falla clearly

had too much skill in the Art for that. “Who?” I asked.

Her mouth widened in an impossible smile as words passed through the gate her lips had

opened without touching any part of the portal they passed through. Only then did I realize that

there might be no audible words at all; I might only be hearing her through some telepathic
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there might be no audible words at all; I might only be hearing her through some telepathic

communication. Sometimes, it’s difficult to tell the difference. “The ones who rule cannot rule

themselves, and those who seek power are doomed to fall. The bolt of cloth threatens to tear

itself asunder as each end pulls its own way,” she said.

I opened my mouth to speak again, but she collapsed into a heap, unconscious but

breathing heavily. The inevitable consequence of calling on so much power. I only hoped she’d

not injured herself permanently. The spectacle of her foresight not diminished, I turned my head

aside, averting my gaze in respect for her compromised state. The exoticness of her painted skin,

with its combination of designs in permanent inks and recently-added pigments carried an erotic

temptation that required effort to ignore. I did my best, venturing into her cottage where I might

find something to cover her with.

I’d expected to step into the darkness endemic to most such structures but found instead

that light illuminated the interior as well as the outside under the twin suns, now high ascended.

No torches or candles flickered, nor did I see the alchemical lamps so commonly used by those

of means. She had enchanted the light into the rafters themselves with runes at once precise and

indicative of her wild independence. The more I came to understand her practice, the more I

admired her, both for her skill and her character. She paid a heavy price for her freedom, and she

paid it willingly and without hesitation. There is no greater freedom than that.

In a manner uncharacteristic of any practitioner’s study I’d ever observed, the mundane

flowed into the arcane here without any noticeable transition. An herb with occult properties

hung next to strips of smoked and dried meats. One does often get hungry while undertaking an

extended working, I suppose. Those of us who are trained by masters and at the university are

instructed to keep a harsh separation between our laboratories and other chambers. They
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instructed to keep a harsh separation between our laboratories and other chambers. They

rationalize the tradition with warnings of allowing the imagination to wonder into the use of the

Power accidentally when such division is not maintained, but I’d never found the argument all

that compelling, and Falla’s cottage seemed to indicate no true threat justifying the approach.

The Subtle Art is delicate and mysterious for all of our desire to truly control it, and thus it

sometimes becomes difficult to separate important aspects of practice from mere superstition.

A humble bed waited patiently in the corner of the single room, unkempt but clean.

Preternaturally so, as I pulled the blanket off of it for a covering for the witch, I noticed no fleas,

no bugs, nothing crawling out from the straw stuffing. Rare is the bed without some form of pest

or pestilence. I made a note to remember to ask her about the enchantments she’d used. 

Returning to the clearing, I laid the rough-spun blanket over her gently, careful not to

touch or disturb her. By then her breathing had settled some and I ceased to worry about her not

coming back. My stomach growled and reminded me that I hadn’t eaten yet, so I took the liberty

of taking some of the vegetables lain on the table inside the cottage, chopped them, and added

them to the cauldron in the center of the clearing, as it was clean and empty. She kept a barrel of

fresh water, perhaps collected from the rain, near the door of the cottage and I used a ladle to

transfer some into the waiting pot. On the side of the cottage Falla had stacked firewood, which

I stacked carefully under the vessel along with some tinder I scrounged from beneath the trees at

the edge of the glade.

On this visit, we had no audience of animals in the trees and shadows; I imagined that

Falla’s use of so much Power had temporarily driven them away. I set the tinder ablaze with a

quick sorcery and sat on the well-worn log nearby. I unbuckled my sword belt and lay the

weapon and leatherwork gently on the ground behind me, unlaced and opened my vest as some
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weapon and leatherwork gently on the ground behind me, unlaced and opened my vest as some

relief from the afternoon heat. 

I sat quietly with as much patience as I could gather—which admittedly didn’t last long

—before I rose in search of something to drink. Inside the cottage, in the corner on the same

wall as the door (which I told myself was the reason I hadn’t noticed them in the first place) a

collection of corked pottery bottles lay on their sides, stacked nearly as high as my waist. I took

one from the top, delicately, and pulled the cork with a little effort. The smell of ale greeted me,

evoking a smile. After an introductory swig, I took the bottle to my perch on the log and

resumed my vigil over the unconscious witch.

As I sat and sipped at the sweet concoction, I mulled over Falla’s prophetic utterances.

The ones who rule cannot rule themselves. Did that mean the amn Vaini or the im Valldyni and

the im Vardi? Those who seek power are doomed to fall. I assumed that this meant Orren, who

did little to hide his ambitions, but a part of me wanted this to refer to Edanu and his Artificer

House, even after we’d built some camaraderie on the field of battle. His kind would find little

well-wishing in my heart. Even so, though, the ambiguity of the statement meant that I might

apply it to many in the town: Nilma and her family, the constable Daedys, Lady Vesonna,

perhaps even me, from a certain perspective. The bolt of cloth threatens to tear itself asunder as

each end pulls its own way? But who, or what, was the fabric? The town itself seemed to be the

answer, as ancient rivalries the amn Vaini had once quelled by dividing mastery of the demesnes

resources amongst the prominent families seeped to the surface anew. Could Orren have been a

pawn in a conflict between the old town and the new, or were the amn Vaini the manipulated

ones, the ultimate prize over which their factions of followers fought?

I’d downed half the bottle by the time the contents of the pot began to pop and boil,
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I’d downed half the bottle by the time the contents of the pot began to pop and boil,

which happened to be about the time that Falla opened her eyes. I like to think that it was the

pottage that woke her. She blinked, bleary-eyed, before sitting upright. The blanket slid off of

her as she did, but she ignored it, standing up to her full height without embarrassment or shame.

There was nothing meant to entice or invite in the movement; she simply didn’t care that she

was naked in my presence, as if such a thing were so natural that neither of us need mention it.

Looking at the bubbling pot and the earthenware vessel in my hand, she smirked. “Made

yourself at home, didn’t you?”

“I asked if you minded,” I lied. “You didn’t object.”

A quick burst of air passed her lips, the expulsion of minor amusement, as she walked

past me and into the cottage. She returned a moment later, clothed in a simple dress and carrying

two wooden bowls. She took the ladle I’d used to water the cauldron and served some of the

soup into one her bowls, which she passed to me. “What did I say?” she asked.

“You don’t know?”

“This time? No. When I sensed you coming, I started the working, hoping that I could

divine something useful for you. I was overzealous. I reached out to scry the spirit itself, but it is

more powerful than I’d imagined. I had to give myself over to the visions entirely or allow it to

follow me back here. I will not be so foolish again.” She filled her own bowl now, setting it on

the ground near the log, where she sat down beside me. With a look, she demanded the ale from

me, which I passed to her willingly. She took a swig, a long one, and I could see the faintest

remnant of trembling in her hands. I’d thought her fearless, in a way, but she reminded me that

none of us is.

“Why?” I asked her.
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“Why what?” she said, wiping her mouth with the sleeve of her dress, leaving a smudge

of color behind. She’d not washed the pigments from her face, and the arcane runes formed in

blues and greens seemed to dance on the background of orange, yellow and black whenever I

looked at her from the corner of my eye.

“Why risk so much to help me?”

She shrugged. “You trusted me enough not to despise me in our first encounter, enough

to return to seek my advice. And I am a guardian of Vaina, in my way; there are spirits enough

in this place without such a malevolent one making its home among us.”

I said nothing for a moment, motioning for her to hand back the ale. She held it out for

me, but didn’t release it when I grasped it, using the chance to look me square in the eyes.

“What did I say?” she asked again. She smiled playfully, but an intensity in her eyes revealed

her desperation for the answer.

“You told me that the powers in this place are conspiring against me.”

“But you knew that already, didn’t you?”

“Suspicion is a natural state for me, yes.”

“And what does that suspicion tell you.”

“For every answer I get, there are two held back. I don’t know the right questions to ask,

so I’m letting the folk of this town evade me in the most important matters. Until Ovaelo, at

least. He’s an outsider here like me, doesn’t have the advantages the Vaina townsfolk do in

knowing the terrain here—social, political—like one’s own thoughts.”

“And what did the painter tell you?” she replied, the look in her eyes again cryptic,

enigmatic. A look that told me that she, too, was waiting for me to ask the right answers. Unlike
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enigmatic. A look that told me that she, too, was waiting for me to ask the right answers. Unlike

the others of Vaina, she would give me the answers she had freely, but only if I asked for them

specifically.

“He described the boy, Orren, leaving in the middle of the night, coming back giving off

the aura of one who’d been practicing the Art.”

“Or of one who’s been touched by something with Power itself.”

“What does that mean?”

“You think the boy had the Gift? And I wouldn’t have told you that the first time we

met?”

“Well…damn. There goes the best theory I had.”

She smiled patronizingly.

“Wait—” I said. “What did you mean when you said there are spirits enough in this

place?”

Her smile turned playful again, pleased even. I’d asked the right question. “You know

that there are spirits everywhere,” she told me.

“I do, but most of them are dormant or driven by such focused nature that they are

merely the representations of the things they embody. That’s not what you meant. You meant

Awakened spirits.”

“Yes.”

“You’re telling me that Orren was communing with an Awakened spirit, that he wasn’t a

practitioner?”

“I am.”

“Explain.”
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“There is an old and powerful spirit that dwells near Vaina town, a child of Avarienne, a

spirit of nature, bound only to the land itself. It, too, sees itself as a guardian of Vaina, but it

guards its own desires for the place, not the commonwealth of its people. It uses the people as a

means to its own ends, and they are indebted to it deeply.”

“This spirit has a cult?”

“Of a sort. Nothing like what you’d normally ascribe to that word—these are not

servants of the ones whose names I shall not speak. They do not spread corruption and evil. To

those who venerate it, this spirit is like unto the Firstborn, or the saints of the Temple—a

steward of the creation of The One, but not the creator Themselves. They do its bidding in

exchange for the blessings it bestows upon them, not because they worship it. In fact, I imagine

some in its thrall fear and resent the spirit more than venerate it, and they are right to. This spirit

is powerful, and while it is no demon-thing, its volition is its own and, like nature, it is

ultimately uncaring for those affected by its whims and maneuvers.”

“You fear this spirit, too,” I accused.

Her lips pursed, not quite a frown but certainly an expression of doubt. “I do. I am a rival

to it, I suppose. We both offer succor to the townsfolk, though its is far more general and mine

far more personal. But anyone who seeks help from me is not seeking help from the spirit; this

diminishes its power, however slightly.”

“This all would have been good information to have had from our first encounter.”

“Iaren, if Aryden and Barro had any knowledge of this group or its spirit, there would be

pyres in the streets. They would make no distinction between this kind of relationship with a

spirit and the far more sinister ones found in the secret cults of the cities. The innocent would
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spirit and the far more sinister ones found in the secret cults of the cities. The innocent would

suffer, greatly, and my silence on the matter intended to protect them without having to rely on

your discretion.”

“You don’t trust me,” I said, a little offended.

“I see many things, Iaren, but they are only possibilities. I might guess at probabilities of

events, but I cannot see inside the hearts of men. I do not know you, my lord. Not well enough

to trust without need. Besides, we both know that this spirit and the one afflicting Lord amn

Vaina’s castle are not the same.”

“But they could be related, Falla.”

“After my latest trance, I agree. Orren was a member of this group.”

“Who else?”

“Do you not see the distinction?”

The picture became clearer in my mind. This spirit was the reason that Vaina had fared

so well when other towns and villages had been wracked with storms, famine and plagues. The

spirit offered bountiful harvests and natural wealth to the people of Vaina in exchange for their

fealty to it. And who stood to gain from that? Everyone, potentially, but particularly the folk of

the new town, who made their living in farming or forestry, by the natural bounty of the Avar. If

they wanted a powerful patron to struggle against the influence of the old Vaina merchants and

the lord who favored them, this spirit was it. And it knew it. This minor cult may not have been

one devoted to Sedhwe or his lieutenants, or to Daea and her monster queens, but its existence

was sinister all the same. And the mystery ran deeper. “What else can you tell me about this

cult? When do they meet?”

“Iaren, you must swear to me that you will not reveal these folk to the priest or to Lord
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“Iaren, you must swear to me that you will not reveal these folk to the priest or to Lord

Aryden.”

“I’ll do what I can.”

“Iaren, please,” she didn’t beg; she delivered the words flatly and straightforwardly. A

firm request born of concern and consideration for consequences, not of emotion.

“You know that I cannot control all things,” I objected.

“But swear that you will control the things you can.”

“I swear it, Falla. Are you going to ask to fatebind me to the declaration?”

“No,” she said. “Your word is stronger.”

“How do you know that? You said you don’t know me.”

“I know enough. The cult will meet tonight, while Nyryne is full, as is their custom.

They meet in a place west of Vaina in the wild while the moons are high. You’ll feel it from a

distance and be able to follow your sense of the Power and the spirit itself. But be careful. These

folk mean no evil, but they will protect themselves, and they know the stakes if they are

discovered.”

Perhaps now I understood what her prophecies had meant. Vaina had two rulers, just as it

was split between old and new, split between haughty merchants and stubborn farmers. And

Orren had been at the center of it, moving as he did between both worlds. But this only

broadened the possibilities for Orren’s murder, made everyone a suspect again. Even Falla,

perhaps. Her easygoing demeanor and frank speech had lulled me into a sense of trust. But was

it a false one? Maybe she was like everyone else, giving me the answers she wanted me to have

to lead me away from questions she did not care to answer. I still didn’t take her for a killer,

manipulative though she might have been. But I’d been wrong before. Don’t tell anyone.
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The pottage had cooled sufficiently; I slurped it out of the bowl to avoid having to speak

as much as to slake my hunger. “This cult must have long roots. How long has it existed?”

“The spirit itself? Who knows. This arrangement with the folk of Vaina? Since before

‘twas my mother who stood in my place, lived in this cottage. People told tales about the ‘spirit

of the wood’ since time immemorial, but it never revealed itself nor bargained so openly with the

townsfolk until Lord Aryden’s ancestors set im Valldyni and im Darqosi over the town’s trade

and the im Vardi, the im Osi and the im Norenni over the towns agriculture. That division gave

it a place to gain power, to use the struggles of Vaina against itself for its own profit.”

“How has it gone this long without the amn Vaini discovering it?”

“If the benefits it provides—and perhaps the threats as well—are not enough to ensure

the silence of those who serve it, then surely it is a master of deceit and obfuscation, with and

without the Art.”

“Damn it.” I said, more to myself than to Falla. This job just kept getting more and more

complicated—and dangerous. As if victims of the Red Maw and a child of Daea had not been

enough to earn my pay twice over already. And I couldn’t ask for more, not without breaking my

vow to Falla. But she was right—at least some of those who had devoted themselves to this

spirit were innocent; I wouldn’t feel good about sacrificing them simply to make things easier

for myself.

“Thanks for your advice and hospitality,” I told her, rising and giving a short bow.

She laughed at that, stood and curtsied in mockery of the entire gesture, plucked my

sword and belt from the ground and handed it to me in both hands. I took a last swig of the ale

and traded her bottle for blade. I fastened the belt around me again as I made my way to back to
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and traded her bottle for blade. I fastened the belt around me again as I made my way to back to

Vaina; the afternoon had mostly passed and I desired to be back to the castle before dark—

though I wouldn’t be staying long.
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Chapter Twenty-Four

In Vaina, a lordly procession made its way, imperiously slowly, through the new town

toward the old. Flute, trumpet and drum filled their air with a sonorous score to the trouping

retinue, their tune punctuated by the irregular staccato of many ironshod hooves clapping

pavement stones on the main road.

An armored man, clothed in steel except for his head, which was covered in short-shorn

hair dappled with greys and blacks, led the march, his warhorse (in full barding) taking high and

exaggerated steps to demonstrate its training and discipline. At his side, hilt pointing behind him

in sign of peace, he wore a hand-and-a-halfer in an elaborately tooled and worked leather

scabbard of a chestnut brown. The weapon’s pommel had been shaped into two fish, back to

back, as if diving apart from one another. If there’d been any doubt, this marked him as one of

the amn Esti. Lord Issano amn Esto, no doubt. He wore a yellow sash, embroidered with scenes

I could not make out from my vantage point, across his chest. Behind Issano, a footman carried

his tournament helmet, a monstrous device topped with the crest of a leaping fish.

This man was flanked by two others in the place of squires, one carrying a light lance

with a yellow pennant trailing dramatically from the tip in the light breeze of the early evening,

the other holding a shield emblazoned with the amn Esto crest—more fish.

A row of three mounted men-at-arms trailed Lord amn Esto’s weapons-bearers, these

wearing half-plate to allow for their elaborate and dagged sleeves and slops, yellow over blue.

Like their lord’s scabbard, their leather boots had been tooled with intricate patterns. Despite a

light coating of dust from the road, these boots had not been worn much before; they must have
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light coating of dust from the road, these boots had not been worn much before; they must have

been crafted specifically for the occasion. The men—or rather two men and a woman—scowled,

their countenances stern and threatening, though purely as a matter of decorum.

Lady Osynna amn Esto, Issano’s wife, rode side-saddle atop a well-groomed palfrey

with braided hair and caparisoned in the heraldry of her house, the center of a group of ladies-in-

waiting, all smiling and chatting with one another. Between them walked the commoner

maidservants, a bit wearier for having walked but feigning high spirits, at least. 

Lesser members of the house, distant relatives and all their retinues trailed behind,

perhaps a hundred people in total, all wearing some variation on the amn Esto arms. I did not

remember my heraldry well enough to distinguish between the various cadet branches of the

family in those variations, but neither did I care much about it. If I had my way, I’d be allowed

to mostly ignore the amn Esti and continue my investigation undisturbed. Somehow, though, I

doubted that that would be the case.

I followed behind at a respectful distance, not because I am a particularly patient man

but because I hoped to avoid notice or causing a scene by rushing in front of them to the castle. I

thanked the One that their slow speed, as infuriating as it was otherwise, at least left no cloud of

dust behind them for me to cough my way through.

As would be expected, many of the townsfolk of Vaina had lined the street to watch this

parade. Even many of the im Norenni and im Vardi I’d seen earlier had joined the crowd, though

they lacked much of the enthusiasm of the other inhabitants of the New Town, those for whom

the amn Esti did not threaten some further loss of status and influence, for they’d never enjoyed

any to begin with.

The im Valladyni would be waiting in the castle with Lord Aryden, but the other
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The im Valladyni would be waiting in the castle with Lord Aryden, but the other

merchant families of the Old Town, dressed in their finery, throwing flowers and calling out to

the processing nobility, lined both sides of the street just as they had in the New Town. I smiled

a bit and wondered how many professional thieves a town the size of Vaina might have; this

must have been an irresistible opportunity for them. They were good, I admitted, for I could

catch sight of none, though the crowds and the failing light offered them the advantage. Behind

the lines of folk watching the amn Esto entrance, I could see members of Daedys’ watch,

surveying the crowd for the same thing as I.

Dusk had fallen over us as we passed under the grand gatehouse into the castle

courtyard. As quickly as I could, I made my way to one of the wings of that space, hoping to

avoid notice that would require me to remain through the ceremonies of greeting and all of the

nonsense that accompanied such pomp and circumstance.

For a moment, it appeared that I’d successfully evaded detection, until I felt a delicate

hand slip its way into the crook of my arm and heard the quiet whirring of the gears that

animated the mechanical bird, Ethelyn. “My lady,” I said, without looking to my side.

“No taste for decorum and custom?” she asked, her voice touching the words only

lightly.

“None, I’m afraid.”

“Me, neither. Let us hide together.” 

She tugged at my arm gently and I turned to follow her. Now, part of me did worry about

decorum. The last thing I needed gossip about me sneaking off with the Lord amn Vaina’s

daughter while everyone else was occupied with the amn Estos. It reeked of salacious intrigue.

Still, I needed to talk to Vesonna, and I didn’t know what better chance I might get to find her
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Still, I needed to talk to Vesonna, and I didn’t know what better chance I might get to find her

without Mistress Indorma Vesith tagging along.

She took me to one of the doors in the wall between the courtyard and the Old Town, a

circular stairwell already lit by lamplight. Holding my hand—which by now had passed into the

realm of discomfort—she pulled me along as we ascended to the ramparts. Atop the wall, we

continued around it until she found just the spot she wanted. Those few guardsmen posted atop

the defense ignored us and looked inward, where Lords Aryden and Issano, and [Mr. Im

Valldyn], exchanged formulaic niceties.

“There we are,” she said, finally. She positioned us to overlook the hill upon which

Vaina sat, the suns slowly falling over the horizon in the distance. I had to admit, it was a

pleasant viewpoint. After a moment of silence, simply regarding the landscape, I remember our

clasped hands and pulled away. 

Making no mention of my move, she spoke again. “And where did your investigation

take you today, lord thaumaturge?”

“Amongst the magnates of your town, my lady.”

“And what did you discover?”

“I’ve heard that you had no love for Orren,” I said flatly. “Why?”

She smiled, a mischievous smile. “Let’s play a game.”

I frowned. “I have no time for games, my lady.”

She shook her head at that. “What else do you have to do at present?”

I looked up and away, a poor attempt to conceal my admission that she was right. In

response, Vesonna grinned and nearly hopped with excitement, pushing herself briefly to the tips

of her toes and gracefully returning to flat feet.
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“What’s the game?” I asked her.

“You answer my questions, and I’ll answer yours. No lying, no leaving anything out, no

dodging.”

I took a deep breath. I’m not one to enjoy talking about myself, but the price was a

relatively low one to continue my search for answers. “Fine,” I told her, suddenly remembering

Falla’s words. Those who rule cannot rule themselves.

“Excellent,” she smiled. “I’ll go first. Tell me about what happened to your family.”

“You know that story, I’m sure,” I resisted.

“That’s not the game you agreed to,” she warned, tone light but meaning all too serious.

“I know that the amn Ennocs were declared traitors by the Council of Ten, that their lands were

seized, and that you were spared by reason of your absence. But I don’t know what happened.”

“That’s not enough?”

“Of course not,” she smiled deviously. “I’m curious. Call me an investigator, a

historian,” she smiled again. “Now stop warding the question and answer it. Else I’ll answer

nothing you ask.”

With a deeper sigh, this time, I began the tale. “I was only six when my parents

suspected that I had the Gift. They summoned an Ealthen Magus, Marten Ravenswing—”

“What a silly name!” she interjected.

“It’s not his real name. There’s a habit among practitioners to hide their true names, lest

they be used against them. It’s the same reason the Aenyr were called as they were.”

“But you use your true name,” she protested.

“I use the name I was born to, yes. There’s much more to a true name than that. Anyway,
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“I use the name I was born to, yes. There’s much more to a true name than that. Anyway,

Marten took me to his manse in Ealthe to apprentice. That was the last I saw of my family.”

“What was it like to be an apprentice to a magus?”

I wagged my finger at her. “That’s not the question.”

She made her face faux-apologetic for a brief moment and waived for me to continue.

“We corresponded, of course, but it takes weeks for a letter to pass between Ealthe and

Altaene, and the magus would not allow me to use the Art to communicate with them, even once

I became capable of it. And to be honest, I had little interest in doing so. They weren’t much of

my life, after all.”

“Now you’re not answering the question!”

“Right. So, after my apprenticeship, Marten had me enrolled in the Arcane College of

the University of Asterfaen. He’d not come from nobility, and, admittedly, had little love for

born to power and status, so he refused to allow my family to pay for my education and enrolled

me as a sizar.”

“What’s that?”

“The university paid for my education, but I had to work as a servant to the other

students.”

“How awful!”

“I hated it at the time, of course, but it taught me some valuable lessons. It never stopped

me from enjoying my time at the university, anyway.”

“Studying?”

“I enjoyed, that, sure. But not as much then as I do now. Back then I was something of a

rake. I spent as much time as I could in the taverns, carousing, chasing women, or in the schools
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rake. I spent as much time as I could in the taverns, carousing, chasing women, or in the schools

of defense, learning sword and staff, fighting feigned duels over stupid slights, generally getting

into trouble. These distractions kept me from realizing the dire straits my family had entered

until the letters stopped altogether. I’m sure they did as much as they could to conceal the truth

of things from me, anyway. I only discovered what had happened much later, when I returned to

Altaene.”

“Which was?”

“Ennoc was never a wealthy place of its own, so our family created its wealth and power

in the City, in Ilessa, in much the same way as the other wealthy folk there: trade. The amn

Ennoci were no captains, no adventurers, but they had coin to invest. Through luck or skill—I

suppose which doesn’t matter—their trade endeavors made them rich and powerful Our noble

title prohibited us from sitting on the Council of Ten, of course, but the patriarchs and matriarchs

of my family were content to influence politics from a distance.

“Things changed after the Artificer War. The amn Ennocci personally financed a

mercenary company to fight in that war, one of several groups that served as Altaene’s proxies

on the continent. The spoils of war added substantially to our coffers, especially once the

Houses ransomed the Artifice captured by the other combatants as part of the treaty.

“My grandmother, Tanyle, was an especially sly woman, some might say devious. She

was the third daughter of her generation, expendable though capable, so she had been sent to

manage the mercenary company employed by the family. I’m told she even fought alongside

them on occasion. With great foresight—or so she thought—she brought with her several

Ilmarin craftsmen, the most skilled in Artifice she could find who were not beholden to the

Houses. By the time she’d surrendered the Artifice she’d captured to its previous owners, her
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Houses. By the time she’d surrendered the Artifice she’d captured to its previous owners, her

craftsmen had learned at least some of the techniques used in the creation of the devices. These

Ilmarin became some of Ilessa’s first Gray Artificers, though certainly not the only ones, and a

portion of their profits flowed into our coffers.

“Most of the Artifice she’d taken had come from House Meradhvor, for her company

had fought largely in Old Cantos, where Meradhvor had its home at the time. Despite the treaty,

Meradhvor never forgot those who most sorely injured them in the war, though they bided their

time to regroup, raise themselves back up, and regain their footing in the new order established

under the treaty before they took their revenge. 

“Tanyle eventually became the amn Ennoc matriarch, her skill and ruthlessness brushing

aside her older brothers. Under her guidance, the family was one of the most powerful in Ilessa,

influencing trade, politics, civil life, and even the Temple and the Council of Coin through its

wealth and connections. This made enemies.

“My father, I’m told, was not have the astute commander and politician that my

grandmother was. Meradhvor first approached him to lease some warehouses in near the Ilessin

docks in the Lower City.”

“Because they couldn’t own them themselves,” Vesonna observed.

“Yes. It’s the same reason they want to marry someone into your family. You won’t

technically be an amn Vaina anymore, since they can’t hold titles, and you’ll never inherit Vaina

or your family’s holdings, but the relationship you establish between the amn Vaini and House

Meradhvor will help them to circumvent the strict rules of the treaty, to gain access to the things

they want that they’re not allowed to own directly.”

“What do they want in Vaina?” she asked. She didn’t seem offended by the idea; she’d
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“What do they want in Vaina?” she asked. She didn’t seem offended by the idea; she’d

somehow already become accustomed to the way the world works and had accepted it for

immutable fact. Her tone indicated curiosity instead, as perhaps she thought about how to make

her own advantage of a hard truth.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. I had a suspicion, but I wouldn’t confirm it until later that

night.

“Fine. Continue.”

“Anyway, Meradhvor increased their business dealings with my family over time,

garnering trust as they gathered more and more information to use against them.”

“‘Them?’Not ‘us?’”

“I told you. They were never really my family after I left—I never saw them again. We

share a name, but not much else.”

“Sorry.”

“It doesn’t matter. Eventually, after having planted several spies within the family’s staff

and servants, House Meradhvor made a marriage proposal for my sister. It was accepted, of

course, and my father evidently thought himself somehow as gifted as his mother. On the night

of the wedding, when the entirety of my family had been gathered for the event, the City’s

watch burst in and arrested all of them. The Council of Ten declared them traitors.”

“For a marriage alliance with Meradhvor?”

“No, of course not. No one was particularly happy about that arrangement, and it

probably had much to do with what happened next, as the House itself had counted on, but it

was not part of the official charge, as it was no crime.

“Meradhvor had used its spies to plant evidence that my father was conspiring with the
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“Meradhvor had used its spies to plant evidence that my father was conspiring with the

Council of Coin and others to overthrow the Council of Ten and declare himself the only lord of

Ilessa. This was nonsense, but it had happened before in the past in nearly all of the Sisters, so

the threat is always taken seriously, and the imperiousness of my father’s behavior did nothing to

allay suspicions. Besides, the Artificer House had used its dealings with him to string him along

and provoke him into several actions that gave the idea credence. More than that, though, the

City itself was tired of my family’s overbearing influence over it—there was tacit agreement

that little real investigation into the matter was necessary if what the evidence already presented

sufficient grounds to be rid of the amn Enocci.”

“And House Meradhvor had provided the evidence in the first place?”

“Of course. They styled themselves as ‘conscientiously abiding by the treaty.’ They’d

already made secret deals with several members of the Council of Ten—and several of the

Council of Coin—well before the arrests. Everyone had something to gain from the ruse, so

everyone went along with it.”

“What happened then?”

“Many things. After a short trial, my family was convicted of the treason of which they

were accused and sentenced to banishment and seizure of all of their property within the City,

most of which the City itself took control of officially, but it ended up in the possession of

members of the Council of Ten, the Council of Coin, or other prominent families who needed

extra incentive to go along. My families villa in the Upper City was quickly leased out—to

House Meradhvor, as it happens. A ‘just reward for service to the City.’

“Street gangs belonging to the members of the Council of Coin but led by operatives of

House Meradhvor raided those Gray Markets where my family retained some influence, taking
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House Meradhvor raided those Gray Markets where my family retained some influence, taking

all Artifice they found and murdering the Gray Artificers there, few if any of whom had actually

been with Tanyle in the first place.

“The amn Yvossi sacked Ennoc within the week after the order of banishment; only ruins

remain now.”

“And your family?”

“Put on a ship for Ealthe. One that never arrived. There were rumors of storms at sea, or

pirates, but I found some evidence indicating that Meradhvor had employed the entire crew. I

suspect they went far enough out to sea to avoid notice and murdered everyone wholesale: my

parents, siblings, aunts and uncles, cousins, all of those with relations close enough to my father

to be rightly called ‘amn Ennocci’.”

“That’s terrible!”

“That’s politics.”

“But you live in the City. How does that work?”

“The Council of Ten specifically exempted me from the charges and sentence. Someone

had advocated on my behalf, argued that I could not have been involved. It’s possible that this

was my father’s doing, but more likely some unknown benefactor. I was allowed none of my

family’s holdings, but they could not lawfully strip me of the name and made public that I was

under no shadow of suspicion and to be welcome in the City should I return.”

“And you haven’t revenged this?” she asked, almost incredulous.

“It was nearly a year past by the time I came home to Ilessa, and another before I’d

discerned what had actually happened. Besides, what was there to gain by revenge? I’d hardly

known my family, I never cared about the title or the legacy, and being wealthy and powerful
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known my family, I never cared about the title or the legacy, and being wealthy and powerful

earns you the enmity of others; there’s no honor in it.”

“But your family deserves justice, don’t they?”

“What have I to do with justice?”

“But I thought—”

“You thought that’s what I’d come here for? I came here for your father’s coin, Vesonna.

I fix problems; that’s my living. It’s not the same as justice. Justice is too costly a thing in this

world; I’ll leave the justice to The One. Besides, would you refuse to wed into House

Meradhvor now that you have this knowledge?”

She paused for a moment. “No,” she said at last.

“Then what care you for justice?”

“It’s not my revenge to be had,” she attempted.

“Revenge and justice are not the same, Vesonna. I’ve seen plenty of revenges in my

work, petty ones and grand ones. You know what revenge gets?”

She didn’t answer.

“More revenge,” I told her. “More blood, more death, more deceit, more evil.”

Ethelyn let out a chirp, then, one that sounded of sage agreement. Vesonna gave the

mechanical bird a sullen look, as if it had betrayed her.

“My turn,” I continued. “Tell me about your relationship with Orren?”

“What about it?” she parried.

“Don’t dodge. I’m told you treated him rather cruelly. Why?”

“Not at first, I didn’t. He was handsome, had some wit to him, a silver tongue. I found

him intriguing when he first came to apprentice to Eldis, if only because he was a new face. I



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 277 -

him intriguing when he first came to apprentice to Eldis, if only because he was a new face. I

quickly realized that behind that alluring mask was a person I did not wish to be near.”

“Why not?” I continued.

She held a finger up to my lips, smiling coyly. “That’s not how we play; we get one

question each.”

I moved her hand away from me, perhaps too quickly. “You asked several questions; I

answered them all.”

She sighed. “Fine.” 

“How did you come to your opinion of Orren?”

“By watching him. He pursued anyone and everyone he thought might have an interest

in him. For most, it was only flirting, enticing them that they might grant him favors in hopes of

continued attention. Extra food, secrets kept when he would sneak out at night, gossip about

others in the castle. For others, he went much further. With those who couldn’t offer him

anything, he only satisfied his lusts with them and moved on. For those who could, he dallied

until he got what he was after and then left them to their disappointment. He treated those from

whom he needed nothing and for whom he had no desire with contempt. It disgusted me. He

made a whore of himself and, what’s worse, a dishonest one. It is one thing to trade coin or

power for pleasure when both parties are in agreement; we all must do that from time to time,

I’m afraid. But it is entirely another when such arrangements are disguised behind passionate

play until the prey is entrapped and indebted.”

“He pursued you, too.”

“Of course he did. We flirted for some time, until I saw him for who he was. I realized

that he had little interest in me, in particular; he wanted a ladder he could climb into my parents’
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that he had little interest in me, in particular; he wanted a ladder he could climb into my parents’

favor.”

“I thought Aryden and Aevalla thought well of him.”

“They did. But not enough for his ambitions. He wanted favor enough that they might

send him away from here to do their bidding, pouches laden with coin and no one to look over

his shoulder so that he might turn his position to his own advantage as much as possible.”

“What about his treatment of Nilma?”

“Ah, ah, ah, Lord Iaren. I believe we are now even in the answering of questions; it is

my turn once again.”

I waived my hand to indicate that she proceed.

“Why didn’t you finish your education at the university?”

“I, um.”

“You know the rules, my lord,” she chided.

“I wore out my welcome, let’s say.”

“What does that mean—that’s not another question. That’s an admonition for you to

answer the question I asked.”

“As I said, I was a sizar and I spent a lot of time learning to fence. I had a hotter head

back then and the combination wasn’t a good one. I took only so much disrespect from my

fellows at the university before I started fancying myself a duelist and challenging others to

fights over insults real and perceived. Vengeance, you might say. The Ealthen style of dueling is

very different from the Altaenin. It is about blood, not about finesse and precision. Well, to the

extent that any fight isn’t about finesse and precision and to the extent that every fight threatens

blood. But the difference in real: here we focus on a display of superiority over the other party;
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blood. But the difference in real: here we focus on a display of superiority over the other party;

there on bodily injury as recompense for social injury.”

“You killed someone?”

“No. But almost, and under somewhat pathetic circumstances. I’d slept with the man’s

paramour, more of spite than true attraction, and she thus became an object for us to fight over

rather than the rather remarkable woman she was. The duel turned ugly, uglier than it already

was, when the man’s friends attempted to come to the aid of their fellow. This was against the

rules of the duel, of course, but I’d made enough of a nuisance of myself that none of them cared

much about that.”

“Oh.”

“No, I’m not finished. The woman used a sorcery to defend me from the man’s friends.

In the confusion, I injured the man—badly, though thankfully he recovered—and I ran. I

returned to my rooms, took what I could carry with me, and left Asterfaen for Ilessa. I’d

received news of my family’s misfortune only a few months before and that seemed as good an

excuse to come home as any. For a while, I even talked myself into thinking that a desire to find

the truth about my family and not a need to flee the failures of my time at university had brought

me back to the Sisters. Time clarifies things, though, and I’ve realized better.”

“Who was this person you dueled? Or the woman for that matter?”

Now I smiled. “My turn,” I said. “Nilma.”

“Let me illustrate. Nilma had been taken with Orren for some time, but he’d never much

responded to her. She spent an entire day when she had no duties in the castle collecting flowers

for him. That night, she brought them to him while several of the servants were gathered in the

hall; I was there as well. He took the flowers, laughed in her face, and distributed them to the
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hall; I was there as well. He took the flowers, laughed in her face, and distributed them to the

other girls who were present—except for Nilma—and told her that he’d given them to the

women who had merit deserving of such decoration. When she burst into tears, he took to her

like a wolf after one who flees, worrying the wound he’d already given her until she could bear

no more and withdrew to her chamber.”

“And after that?”

“The poor girl. She resented him, but she still wanted him. Now, when you returned to

Ilessa, what did you do?”

“For a while, not much. I thought about joining a mercenary company, but that final duel

had not left me much enamored with violence as a way of life. The Coin Lords courted me for a

short time, but they quickly realized that I wasn’t much for obedience—especially of the blind

variety. It was one of Blind-Eye Berem’s boys who offered me my first job as a finder, actually.

Something had been stolen from him and he needed help finding it. I had the skills for it and it

turned out to be a pretty easy job—the item in question had been misplaced rather than stolen.

Still, he was happy enough with the result, so a few others came asking for assistance afterward.

Some of them related to the Council of Coin in one way or another, but some of them not. I did

some work for private citizens, the Council of Coin when they needed someone independent to

answer a questions for them, even a job or two for the Council of Ten. Enough to make a modest

living, to continue my studies.”

“You’re like one of the shadowmen, then?”

I bristled, instinctively. “No. I am nothing like a shadowman. You hire shadowmen when

you want something stolen, someone kidnapped, someone killed and you don’t want anyone to

know who’s behind the job. I’m the opposite. I find things and people and I solve problems. I
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know who’s behind the job. I’m the opposite. I find things and people and I solve problems. I

don’t kill people.”

“But the jobs have to be dangerous, working for the Coin Lords.”

“Sometimes. But there’s a difference between defending oneself and murder. I’ve been in

some fights; I’ve hurt some people to stop them from hurting me. But I’ve never killed anyone.

And the Coin Lords don’t come to me for violence; they had their own folk for that kind of

work. They come to me mostly because they don’t trust each other to speak the truth, so the

Council itself hires me, not any one of the Lords, so that they get answers from someone not

beholden to any of them. There’s a sort of protection in that; any Lord who acted against me

outright would look guilty to his peers. So, they try to hide things from me, obfuscate the truth,

bribe me, instead of threaten. To be honest, most of the things they ask me to investigate have

stakes too low to be worth violence anyway. And jobs from them aren’t all too common.”

“Hence your coming here.”

“First job I’ve had outside the City. Thought it might be nice to get away for a change.”

“And?”

“I’m not sure I made the right choice.” Before she could respond, I asked my own

question. “You said ‘was’ when you spoke about Orren. Why?”

“You yourself have told my father you believe it’s his spirit that haunts us. I see no

reason it wouldn’t be. Why should he be less selfish or predatory in death than he was in life?”

She had a point. “But you’re willing to take my word for it?”

“You’re the expert, my lord.”

Below us, Lorent amn Esto moved through the last of the customary performances in

thanking the amn Vaini for their hospitality, only accentuating Aevala’s absence. The young
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thanking the amn Vaini for their hospitality, only accentuating Aevala’s absence. The young

man’s armored father elbowed him at that, and Lorent nearly stumbled over in response.

Already, the valets and servants were spiriting away the entourage’s horses, showing servants to

the storerooms for goods and the chambers for themselves. Even those of higher station, who

could not simply fade away during the observations of decorum, struggled to contain their

growing boredom.

Whether Lorent had finished his expected speech or had only paused for breath, Aryden

interjected with a mighty, “Bah; that’s enough of that, isn’t it? Let’s eat—and drink!”

Vesonna tugged at my hand, gently, lightly. “Come, let’s away before they noticed we’re

gone.”

“I could use a drink,” I said.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

Vesonna led me across the ramparts, through the back of the courtyard, into the keep, and

down hallways so that we appeared in the great hall discretely, as if we’d been there waiting the

entire time.

The guests and Lord amn Vaina’s folk mingled, enjoying wine and beer along with those

stronger spirits a few had brought for themselves. Seats at the trestle tables had not yet been

taken, else we’d have attracted everyone’s attention by our entrance. Servants darted in between

the clusters of gathered celebrants, the prominent folk of Vaina mingling with the nobility and

magnates of Esto on rare occasion, moving back and forth between kitchens and tables to

prepare the initial feast. Beeswax candles lit the hall, providing clean light and a subtle scent of

honey that coalesced with the smells of the various dishes, making my mouth water.

I turned to find that Vesonna had already left might side; I’d never even felt her hand slip

from mine so slight was its grasp in the first place. A good thing, too, for I had no desire for the

conversations that would inevitably follow had someone observed us holding hands—especially

given how little the gesture actually meant.

Finding some wine for myself became the first task at hand. This didn’t take long,

because, before I’d even really collected and oriented myself, the Lords Aryden and Issano

stood before me. Issano’s squires had doffed his armor before he joined the feast, leaving him

dressed in extravagant attire in his family’s colors. If the rumors proved true, and I had no

reason to doubt them, such a display represented a precarious risk on Issano amn Esto’s part, for

if he could scarce afford to let the im Valladyni money fall through his hands before, he could
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if he could scarce afford to let the im Valladyni money fall through his hands before, he could

not at all now after the expenditures of gauche (but expected) display for the impending

wedding. This was only the welcome feast, after all; his wedding attire would have to exceed

even the sumptuousness of his current display.

Aryden extended to me a hand holding a pewter goblet filled with a semi-sweet white

wine of the kinds grown in Aedys and Velmys to the east. The cup itself was cold to the touch;

both it and the wine must have come from the castle’s ice house, a luxury facilitated by relative

proximity to the Tursa Elvor, the only prominent mountains in the islands the Sisters call home.

Ice from the high places there can be transported quickly by river, reaching even Ilessa and the

other Sisters intact without the intervention of the subtle art—though practitioners in the cities

can create ice without the hassle of transportation as well.

Issano spoke as I took the cup from Aryden. “A pleasure to meet you, Lord amn Ennoc.

I am so sorry to hear about your family. I know nothing of the truth of the allegations against

your father, but no noble line should end as ignominiously as yours did.”

“It hasn’t. Not yet,” I told him. I’m not sure why I said it, I didn’t think I cared about

such things.

“And you’ve taken on a trade,” he continued. “That’s quite intriguing. Had you ever

considered mercenary work? There’s many a young nobleman who’s restored his family’s

fortune and glory through feats of arms.”

“If only I had such an extravagant suit of armor as yours, and without a scratch upon it!”

I retorted. I may not be a killer of men, but I have no qualms about murdering an ego.

Aryden intervened. “As you know, Issano, Iaren has been investigating our little spirit.

He can tell you more about the situation,” he eyed me purposefully to communicate his desires
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He can tell you more about the situation,” he eyed me purposefully to communicate his desires

in my response, though there was no need.

“A relatively minor thing,” I began, adopting the air of the detached expert, the scholar

of history or the lecturer of arcana. “Restless spirits and the like are perhaps commoner than

many think, for those unfortunately afflicted often prefer not to make their problems known, for

fear of the stigma that attaches to such things. Here, though, we have just that. I’ve seen no

evidence of a curse or anything far reaching enough to cause great concern.” The last was an

outright lie. Every hour spent here, every further conversation, every piece of the puzzle made

me surer and surer that much more was going on here than I was being told, that Orren’s

predations constituted more than a cosmic mistake.

“But what about Lady Aevala?” Issano asked, pressing the issue.

Now I shot a look to Aryden, though I hoped mine proved subtler than Lord amn Esto’s.

“Unfortunate happenstance, but not causation. I don’t see any indication that the spirit and the

Lady amn Vaina are connected in any way.” A half-truth this time. I’d found only anecdotal

evidence of some connection between the lady and the phantom, nothing decisive, but my

intuition prevented me from rejecting the suspicion. The nature of the connection eluded, but not

a growing conviction of its existence, proof or no.

“A natural illness, then?” amn Esto dubiously inquired. He’d been corresponding with

Vitella, to be sure, so his suspicions were no doubt well-founded.

“You have nothing to worry about,” I assured him.

“Of course not! I’m not staying in the castle!”

My turn to look to Aryden for an answer.

“We’ve made comfortable accommodations for the amn Esti in a house in the Old Town,
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“We’ve made comfortable accommodations for the amn Esti in a house in the Old Town,

so that they may have their privacy,” the Lord amn Vaina stated. 

So they don’t see anything you don’t want them to, I thought. “Of course,” I said and

smiled. I took a swig of the wine to wash the taste of deceit from my mouth. It didn’t work.

Thankfully, Aryden now led Issano away from me. I’d completed the task he needed me

for and now best I not be involved in the conversation lest it remain focused on ghost, curses,

witches and the like. This wasn’t the first time that a job had involved my providing cover for

my employer, but that didn’t mean I liked it. I stood alone and awkward for a time, wondering

when and how I might make my escape to continue my investigation. The impending danger of

intruding upon a cult to a nature spirit didn’t sit quite well with me and I found that I had little

appetite, but the excitement of the prospect also energized me strangely. 

On the high table, Nilma had already been seated with Lorent; the two flirted and played

with one another, each apparently happy (and no doubt relieved) with the reality of their

intended. They alone occupied the table; everyone else remained standing, moving from one

group to another as need or desire suited, enjoying the informality that existed until the Lord of

the house called for everyone to sit, when station and importance became painstakingly clear.

For now, though, the town’s potentates could flirt with the women of house amn Esto, the

merchant wives could gossip with one another and gawk at the young men in the amn Esto

retinue, and the retainers of each house could pursue the servants of the other, setting up those

late-night trysts and other dalliances that often punctuate events such as this one.

I saw Vitella approaching from the corner of my eye, new immediately that she’d set me

for her prey, and turned to face her. “So, what did you tell my uncle, Lord Thaumaturge?”

I said nothing for a moment, trying to read the expression on her face.
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“Oh, don’t worry,” she smiled. “I haven’t told him much; he’ll believe whatever you told

him. Truth be told, my cousin is charming, but a dolt—I’ll not be the reason this prospect falls

through for our family. Besides, if there were some curse to be caught here, I’d have it already,

and I still haven’t seen the damned spirit with my own eyes!” Her words slurred ever so slightly

as she spoke; she’d been drinking for some time before the start of the festivities (and now that I

thought about it I realized that I hadn’t observed her in the group during the earlier formalities)

but held herself as one long-accustomed to prodigious drinking.

“I told him he doesn’t need to be worried.”

“But does the Lady Aevala?”

I said nothing.

“I see,” she returned, smiling that damnable smile of amused knowing. “Well, tell me of

the day’s events. I am fascinated by your process.” 

Behind her, wedged in the corner of the hall and dispassionately observing all that went

on, I spied the historian Naemur. With a half-hearted, “pardon, my lady,” I brushed past my

inquisitor and made my way to him. The others gathered had given Naemur a wide berth, lest

they be drawn into one of his dry lectures or random musings. This played to my advantage, as

I’d hoped for a private conversation with him.

I set my chalice—by now empty—on one of the tables as I passed by, having decided I’d

ought to keep a clear head for my later expedition, so I reached the historian empty-handed and

a little unsure how to occupy myself as we spoke.

“My Lord amn Ennoc,” he said, smiling, as I came near, evidently excited to have

someone to talk to after all.
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“Naemur,” I returned with a shallow nod of the head. “I’ve got some questions for you

about Vaina.”

“Do you?” His eyes lit up as he spoke.

“Indeed. But they are of a delicate nature and I must be assured of your discretion.”

“My lord, the first thing a decent historian learns is what not to write—but to

remember!”

“Very good.” I admit that I swept my head to both sides behind me to ensure that none

had given us attention before I pressed my questions. Satisfied, I began. “Tell me about the

factions with influence over Vaina.”

“Other than the amn Vaini? You mean the families of note? The Valladyni of course,” he

said, sweeping a hand to the gathering behind me, “and the Osi, the Vardi, the Norreni, the im

Darqosi? The town is largely split between the mercantile interests of the Old Town and the

pastoral interests of the New Town—”

“No, not that, exactly,” I interrupted. “Are there any other powerful or influential

groups? Crafting guilds, perhaps?”

“Guilds? No, not in Vaina. The merchant families’ relationships with the craftsmen

govern those businesses, and there’s enough goodwill between the two sides that those who

make have seen no benefit in forming an organization to represent their mutual interests against

the merchants. I’m told the im Osi instigated for such at one point, but the im Darqosi and im

Valladyni—perhaps under amn Vaina influence—preempted the strategem by providing new

concessions to the tradesmen. Those tradesmen represent the influence of Old Town extending

into New Vaina, much to the chagrin of the magnates there, I’m sure.”
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“What about Barro’s power, the Temple influence?”

“Barro has influence over the attitudes of folk, but that’s about where it ends. He’s so

allied to Lord amn Vaina that his influence belongs to the lord, in effect.”

“Falla or her mother?”

“From what I gather, the amn Vaini have tolerated that family with calculated purpose.

The threat of violence and retribution for overstepping their bounds kept the mother in check, as

it now does for the daughter. They provide a service to the amn Vaini, after all, giving some

succor to folk against common ailments, freeing up the amn Vaina resources and wealth for

other things. I’m told that the previous generation of the amn Vaini even consulted with Falla’s

mother themselves from time to time.”

“Have you come across any groups that may not be well known in how they exercise

their influence, even to the folk of Vaina themselves?”

“What do you mean, Lord Iaren? Conspiracies? Plots? Intrigue? In the past, perhaps, but

not since the amn Vaini set up the current positions of the families in the Old and New Towns.”

I hesitate to continue the questioning, as freely as he spoke with me I rather doubted his

ability to keep any confidence, his pedantry easily overcoming any desire to hold something

back. I attempted to skirt the issue once more. “Have you any idea why Vaina seems to have

been spared those common calamities that have afflicted its neighbors from time to time?

Pestilence, famine, disaster?”

“Well, they have recently had a visit from the Red Maw, haven’t they?” he rebuffed.

“Such a small one hardly counts in the face of what a town of this size must usually face,

wouldn’t you agree?”
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“Yes, I suppose.”

“Well?”

“You suspect some Otherworldly influence then?” he asked.

“Do you?”

“I hadn’t much thought about it, I’m afraid.”

A lie. Any university lecturer on history worth her salt would constantly remind students

to consider and include the influences of the Subtle Art, the Firstborn, spirits and other

preternatural phenomena upon course of events; I doubted that Naemur would suddenly forget

such a key component of the scholarly approach. But, was it a lie that mattered?

“Come now,” I tried in my best sympathetic voice, “You’ve not thought of arcane or

spiritual influences over Vaina even since my arrival?”

“Well, I’ve speculated somewhat, but I’d rather see what happens and then get the facts

from you, you see?”

“An admirable approach, I suppose. But present circumstances haven’t dredged anything

to mind from the town’s past?”

“No, my lord. I am sorry.”

I had no recourse but to accept his recalcitrance; the cost of any coercive measure to

press the issue further would be far too dear, no matter the information I might recover. I’d have

to try another approach and return to Naemur only as a last resort.

It never sat well with me to leave a potential source of knowledge less than fully-tapped,

but I’d been forced to accustom myself to such wisdom in the face of social and political

realities. In Ilessa, patrons, protectors and networks of influence are far better armor than any
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realities. In Ilessa, patrons, protectors and networks of influence are far better armor than any

piece of steel or ward of the Art; often it’s not about the ability to stop the harm altogether, but

simply making the debt the injury accrues too heavy to make all but the most foolish unwilling

to accept the consequences of attacking you. Working for both the Coin Lords and the Council

of Ten had put me in situations where I could ill afford to take the direct approach because of a

person’s status or influence, and I’d learned to adapt.

I spent the rest of the meal looking for an opening to leave without attracting attention—

not least of which because, if this cult of Falla’s were real, there was a possibility that someone

in the room could be affiliated with it. My escape required little, in the end. Aryden had really

only wanted my presence for the brief assurances I’d given Lord amn Esto and little more. I was

sat at the lord’s table, yes, but at the last seat on an end, limiting those with whom I could speak

—and those who might speak with me—as thoroughly as possible. On my left, Eldis, whose

aged ears left him mostly unable to hear any conversation at all with the general din of

merriment and jokemaking that had filled the hall from floor to beam. Across from me, Naemur,

who by now was regaling no one in particular with tales of the Cantic Empire. Next to him sat

Gamven, quiet and stern. Whether he was still mourning the loss of his compatriots—for which

none could blame him—or maintained a silent vigil against unexpected threats to his master, I

couldn’t tell.

I requested that one of the servants bring me water without making my choice of

beverage obvious to anyone else, slipping one of the coins Aryden had given me as gratuity for

the favor. I counted each time one of my neighbors had his glass filled again, waited until

convinced that they’d given leave to the majority of their senses and memory for the remainder

of the night. Gamven barely ate, nor drank much, but the intensity of his lack of focus on me left
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of the night. Gamven barely ate, nor drank much, but the intensity of his lack of focus on me left

me assured that he would miss me no more than the others seated near me.

Finally, Aryden stood and wobbled slightly before calling for music and dancing, words

which summoned players as if from thin air, the sound of lute and viol in turn calling the

happily-inebriated to mutual amusement as they collectively stumbled through popular dances,

all the while politely ignoring each other’s glaring mistakes and missteps. The commotion

offered plenty of cover as I snuck through one of the hall’s side doors and made my way quietly

back to my room, encountering a single patrolling guardsman as I navigated the lamplit

corridors.

Once in my chambers, I looked from my window at the moons, Nyryne and Annyn, the

former whitish-gray, the latter its pale red, stood near apex in the sky. If whatever ritualistic

gathering of this cult had not already begun, it would soon. I needed to move quickly. I

recovered my backpack from the chest at the foot of the bed, removed the rings, the iron key and

brass bell from it, and replaced the rest. Tucking these into one of the pouches on my belt, I left

the chamber and returned to empty halls.

I met no other soul as I exited the keep through the most expedient route that avoided the

main hall and those areas closest to it. The courtyard still bristled with life—servants completing

nightly duties, retainers who’d tired of the festivities or had been worn down by their recent

journey, revelers who’d retreated to any available dark space to engage in more intimate

cavorting. None of these had any care for me and I ignored them as well.

Someone had brought beer to the guards at the mighty gatehouse in the castle’s inner

wall, I could hear the sounds of laughter and tavern singing from every loophole or murder slot

built into the towers flanking the great doors. The two guardsmen assigned to the inside of the
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built into the towers flanking the great doors. The two guardsmen assigned to the inside of the

door grumbled to one another, upset to be working while their fellows played, no doubt. They

stopped their gripes to one another as I approached, apparently thankful for the distraction—any

distraction—that might speed the passage of time.

The man on the left, a younger man with the beginnings of a downy, tawny beard,

stepped forward, his polearm still leaning backwards against his shoulder at a relaxed angle.

“My lord,” he said, “out late are we?”

“My business for your lord does not wait for the convenience of day, I’m afraid. I need

to visit the New Town.”

The older man, grown slightly portly and clean-shaven, nodded in response to the boy’s

questioning glance at him, sending the younger guardsman to unfasten the bars and locks

securing the sally port in the left of the heavy gatehouse doors. “May I ask your business in the

New Town at this hour?” the veteran asked.

“No.”

“Very well, my lord. Should we expect your return before day?”

“Yes.” 

“I’ll let the boys know to expect you then,” he offered.

I thanked him and passed through the now-open door into the Old Town, where quiet

streets livened only by the sound of distant steps of lonely watchmen on patrol waited. The

journey to the outer wall between the Old Town and the New passed quickly, my pace enlivened

by the prospect of encountering a free spirit in its own demesne—though it should have perhaps

been slowed with caution and trepidation. I’ll admit to being curiouser than I am brave, but

foolishness and bravery are sometimes a distinction without a difference.
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My passage through the gate in the outer wall transpired much as the previous—the

watchmen offered tentative resistance and inquiry when I demanded egress but quickly

acquiesced. The New Town felt livelier than the Old, most of its residents uninvited to the castle

feast and going about their own nighttime festivities—perhaps a subtle protest of those enjoyed

by the highborn up the hill. A few folk, having had their fill at Worvo’s inn or some other tavern,

strolled or stumbled home, some singing or humming, others grousing to themselves, others

silent in their meandering. I nodded to some of those I passed, that subtle nod of

acknowledgment but tacit agreement to never make mention of the meeting, and continued on

my way until I came to the dirt path leaving town.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

The moons provided sufficient light to navigate by even away from the lamps and

torches of the town, though the shadows remained deep and difficult to penetrate. Away from the

eyes of curious townsfolk, I moved my engraved rings to gloved fingers. In my haste, I had

grabbed them with the thought to empower each with the working it had been designed to hold,

but the height of the moons reminded me that I might not have the time to spend in the multiple

workings they could collectively store. Instead, I chose one, its sigil designed to hold a working

that would confuse and disorient those around me, one that had saved my life at least once

before in Ilessa.

I whispered the incantations lest I draw attention to myself, formed the hand-signs to

assist with the working with both hands, drawing my mind through the serious of thoughts and

images I used to shape the working. Then, when on the cusp of completion, I drew the construct

into the sigil itself, sealing it and the Power I’d summoned within, ready to be activated in an

instant.

You may be wondering why I do not constantly have such workings stored and ready for

use in these rings; the reasons are manifold. First, sigils are a useful tool, but perhaps not as

reliable as you might first suspect. You see, having bound the working into the ring before it

took effect, I did not yet know what the specific effect would be—without having seen the

results, I could not be absolutely sure that I’d properly performed the working and that it would

have the intended effect when triggered, or that it would lack side effects. That’s not too

different from any working, I suppose, but, once the working is stored, it must either be allowed
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different from any working, I suppose, but, once the working is stored, it must either be allowed

to take effect or the Power bled out of it, likely into random Flux. Neither result is ideal, so it’s

not wise to walk around with stored workings you might not immediately need. Over time, the

Power will leak from the sigil and working as Flux anyway, attaching itself to me or to the

environment more subtly that what might otherwise be released from a working, thus more

likely to go unnoticed until it manifests itself in extremely unhelpful—if not disastrous—ways.

Perhaps I should put it this way: I don’t make a practice of carrying around many ready-and-

waiting workings for the same reason I don’t generally carry loaded pistols. Triggers can be

tricky, and accidents are highly embarrassing at the very least and deadly at the worst.

There’s another reason though, a matter of habit or practitioner’s courtesy more than

practicality, I suppose. Even without the sight, we practitioners may feel the present of a

working delayed through a sigil or other effect, the more Power invested in one or more such

suspending workings, the likelier we are to notice. A practitioner who comes to you loaded with

workings ready to manifest seems to have come looking for trouble. It’s the same as a soldier

who comes to have a chat wearing full plate and festooned with weapons—it just doesn’t send

the right message. Besides, the spirit at the center of this nighttime excursion could likely sense

suspended workings as well as any practitioner, which would obviate the purpose of preparing

myriad obfuscatory workings and storing them for use only should I be detected. One would

suffice.

I checked my belt, the weapons, tools and items suspended from it, working and

tightening straps to ensure as little clanging and jingling as I attempted to move unnoticed.

All of these preparations complete, I stilled myself, quieting my mind and hoping to feel

any detectable resonance caused by the immaterial. For a long moment, I felt nothing. I’ve
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any detectable resonance caused by the immaterial. For a long moment, I felt nothing. I’ve

never been as adept at this aspect of the Subtle Art as many others, as “quieting my mind” is a

relative term at best and I have great difficulty purging myself of thoughts and focus enough to

become truly receptive to those delicate tremulations of spiritual energies that can sometimes be

felt as vibrations or, as the uninitiated might say, “tingles.”

Just as I prepared to give up, I felt something like the echo of an echo, a sensation of

distant disturbance. Part of me wondered if I hadn’t just heard something in Vaina, the faraway

barking of a dog or the braying of a mule, and mistook it for something more mystical. But there

was a directionality to the sensation, if a broad and unfocused one, and I had no other method

for finding the occult gathering I sought.

I followed one of the well-trod roads to the west of Vaina as long as I could but soon

found that it twisted sharply away from the direction in which I’d felt that subtle perturbation of

the material avar. High grass greeted me as I took my first steps from the road, and I cursed that

I couldn’t find by moonlight the route that the celebrants of this supposed cultic meeting

followed through the terrain, though part of me knew there had been little chance of me finding

the hidden route used regularly by locals wishing to remain unnoticed. 

Before long, I found myself within a wood, one not yet touched by Vaina’s timbering

efforts, far enough from the mill to be inconvenient until it became the closest forested area to

the town. Under the leaves the moons had less sway and I struggled to make out branches,

leaves and other ground covering that might alert others to my presence amongst the subtle

differences in blacks and grays. I could ill afford the thaumaturgic light I’d used when first

approaching Vaina and, perhaps because fatigue already had its hooks in me, I struggled to

extemporize a working that would allow my eyes to see better with the available light in the
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extemporize a working that would allow my eyes to see better with the available light in the

environment. A moment’s thought on the matter had allowed my eyes to adjust somewhat, so I

decided to make due as I could.

I shuffled forward, thanking The One that I did so in summertime, when leaf-fall was

minimal, but I nevertheless whispered the occasional curse as I stepped on an unseen twig or

rolled my ankle on some half-hidden rock.

The trees fully concealed the lights of Vaina town behind me as I began to hear the first

noises that indicated something ahead of me. At first the sounds came as low susurration, deeper

than that of the wind blowing the leaves. My cautious approach eventually allowed the whisper

to become a palpable rhythm, drums played softly. A melody of sorts, punctuated by

cacophonous outbursts, accompanied the drums, some sort of chanting or incantation. 

My heart beat faster in my chest as I recognized what must have been a ritual of

summoning, a chant in Gwaenthyri, a people who, being at the end of their empire, had had an

easier time throwing of the yoke of the Aenyr hegemony, stealing their knowledge of the Subtle

Art without paying as heavy a price as those more western subjects had done. I wondered for a

moment at the oddity of such a tongue being spoken here, for no people currently living speak

the language; since the Gwaenthyri League had been shattered by the Cantic Empire long ago.

Stranger still because neither Cantos nor the Gwaenthyri had ever laid successful claim to

Altaene or the Sisters, the islands being nearly equidistant between the two powers and the

logistics of maintaining such an outpost being more dissuasive than the resistance of its people

—though that hadn’t hurt us either. How the tongue had come to be spoken by a cult of spirit-

worshipers defied me, unless the spirit itself had taught them. From whence would it have

learned?
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A flickering flame dancing between trees in the distance cut short my wonder; the

cultists had constructed a bonfire that burned at least at my height if my estimates of perspective

and distance held true. Dark shapes occasionally passed in front of the flames, silhouetting

themselves, bodies in the midst of some ecstatic trance. I’d read of such things, but had never

personally dealt with a cult during my time working in Ilessa—a threat better left to the Temple

fanatics, the Vigil or the secular inquisitors than me. Besides, no one had ever offered me money

to investigate one. Before this, of course, though by all accounts Aryden had no idea that he’d

hired me for such a purpose when he handed me the coin.

As I came as close as I dared, I whispered a working of obfuscation. Nothing so

powerful as to render me actually invisible or inaudible, but enough to blunt the senses of those

not specifically searching for me. For their part, the entranced townsfolk had more than enough

to occupy them and I doubted that they might detect me even if I walked in amongst them. It

was the spirit I feared.

There are many, many, types of spirits in the Avar Narn, some as old as the Avar itself,

others only newly come to consciousness and sentience. The power wielded by this one

narrowed the possibilities dramatically, but still not enough as to give me an idea about its nature

or abilities. For that, I’d have to wait and watch.

The townsfolk moved frenetically against the flaming backdrop, their naked flesh

illuminated in hues of yellow-orange contrasting with the shadows clinging to those parts of

them faced away from the fire. Though they’d removed all of their clothing, they’d donned

masks and I could identify none of them. That would make things plenty more difficult.

The masks appeared to be fashioned from wood, carefully carved to resemble the
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The masks appeared to be fashioned from wood, carefully carved to resemble the

benevolent forest spirits often carved into architectural accents or creatures of the wood—foxes,

bears, wolves, deer, badgers and the like. Had I encountered the masks alone, without the

ominous accoutrements of drum and dance, I’d have taken them for the props of some

tradesman’s play about pastoral perfection. I imagined they looked benign enough on their own,

even childish and quaint. But here, given visages of anger and wrath by the flames flickering

against them, they had a decidedly demonic tone that threatened even without intent.

Both young and old capered and gamboled about the fire, some holding hands, others

solitary. Between the dazzling light and the grasping shadows, I could not identify particular

bodies well enough to make any count of the number in attendance, though I estimated by the

size and sound perhaps fifty souls. The  entire cult, or merely some fraction that come for

tonight’s supplication? More than a thousand people dwelt in Vaina.

The air had become thick as the thinned Veil allowed the substance of some other

existence to spill through. Even those spirits who are born of the Avar sometimes create

demesnes for themselves, pocket dimensions to which they may retreat, so this sensation did

little beyond reassuring me of the spirit’s power. 

I waited with the same expectant anxiety as the flailing supplicants for the appearance of

the being we sought. I expected a grand show of an entrance, a flash of light, manifestations of

flux, some gaudy display that immediately seized the attention. You know, the sort of thing that

says, “Worship me, mere mortals!” I was disappointed in this and more.

Between a blink of my eyes, the spirit manifested itself. How it had come and from

whence denied all logic or inquiry, it’s sudden presence defying any onlooker to declare that it

had not always been there. 
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No better way to describe the spirit exists than to say that it manifested as nature itself, in

the shape of a human being formed of branches and vines, nettles and flowers, thorns and lichen.

Some sort of glowing fungus must have occupied what served as eye sockets, for light emanated

from them. Its various parts represented the Avar in all its seasons, from leaves in autumnal

splendor to dry and barren branches lightly dusted in snow, to the deep green of summer foliage

and the many-colored blooms of springtime . A primeval thing, radiating the power of natural

forces, the beauty and anger of Avarienne herself in equal measure. I don’t know if I gasped

audibly upon perceiving it for the first time, but I should have.

At its arrival, the supplicants ceased their dance round the fire, bowing to the spirit as

they might in a nobleman’s court, broken and heavily-accented Gwaenthyri in unsynchronized

and unmelodious utterances spilling forth from them as they did. 

When the spirit opened its mouth in reply, it spoke with a voice like the wind itself, soft

and sibilant, alluring and enveloping. Apparently, the wind also speaks Gwaenthyri. Not really

the language you’d expect a spirit to speak unless, during its long history, it had been present

when the language had been spoken by the mortal kindred and the time proved…formative. I’m

not sure that the word fits well in this instance, but I wouldn’t know how else to describe it.

Awakened spirits are often emblematic of ideas, constructs or archetypes when they are “born,”

but the magi say that they grow and “mature,” achieving ever more individual personality as

they continue to exist in sentient form. Unlike us, however, they do not seem to be on the Path

or the Wheel. 

None of that mattered at the time, of course. I struggled to make out the words the spirit

spoke—between the alienness of its speech and my lack of use of the language combining to
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spoke—between the alienness of its speech and my lack of use of the language combining to

make the effort highly frustrating. What I could make out caused me to smile to myself: a

trading of empty formalities, not at all unlike the one I’d observed earlier in the evening between

nobles of remarkably high opinion of their own worth based on little more than lucky birth.

The formalities had not gone far before the spirit stopped mid-sentence, its branches

waving rhythmically for a moment as it made some unintelligible gesture. The sound of air

rushing into something in short, sharp bursts accompanied the motion and I almost thought that

it was sniffing, smelling the air for something—for me. I realized that an actual sense of smell

was irrelevant—it was reaching out with whatever senses it possessed, scouring the environment

for the source of something it had only had the faintest taste of. Something that concerned it

greatly.

My obfuscatory working fell to pieces once they started to search for me. How the spirit

had detected me so quickly eluded my understanding, but I had little time to worry about that.

The spirit didn’t lift its arm to point in my direction; instead, the vines and leafy tendrils that

constituted the appendage unwrapped themselves and formed again in an indication of where the

supplicants should search.

Several of them, men and women of the more athletic sort, broke from their bows and

started toward me, backlit by the fire, masks threateningly shadowed. The nearby trees seemed

to surrender branches willingly to them, conveniently club-like growths that separated delicately

from the trunk when seized. The trees’ other arms bent out of the way to make easy passage for

the spirit’s scouts.

Watching the cohort against the brightness of the bonfire had burned an afterglow into

my eyes; I fled blindly in a direction I hoped would take me closer to Vaina. Fortunately, the
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my eyes; I fled blindly in a direction I hoped would take me closer to Vaina. Fortunately, the

cultists suffered the same effect, resulting in a comically slow chase full of stops, stumbles and

false starts. Comical if my life had not been in danger, at least. 

The trees themselves betrayed me, rustling nearby to give an auditory sign of my

location. Once my pursuers caught on to this, they closed the gap between us with stunning

efficiency. My eyes had just adjusted to the dark as they came near; I could make out six figures

but few details: still nude, still masked, still armed. Not much else mattered at the time.

I had worn my sword and dagger but had little confidence for the odds. At worst, only

three of them could attack me at once with a reasonable chance of not stumbling over or

clubbing each other in the chaotic fray, but the others would still be there waiting, fresh for the

fight as my energy flagged. And, despite their homicidal preference for secrecy, I didn’t actually

know that these folk had any evil intent in their intimacy with the spirit. Having seen it, I could

be relatively sure that it was indeed a child of Avarienne and, while fickle as nature itself, not

categorically malevolent. Recalling Falla’s words about pyres, I understood that these cultists

feared for their lives as much as I. Stabbing them in response seemed discourteous. Not that I

wouldn’t if it came to it, but I chose to proceed with less lethal tactics first.  

Instead, I raised the ring on my left hand and triggered the suspended working contained

within. For a moment, the group stood dumbfounded as the working stripped away the foremost

of their thoughts, leaving them with that troublesome feeling of walking into a room only to

forget what you’d been looking for in the first place. Effective, but short-lived; just enough to

give me a head start in the chase proper.

I made about ten paces from them by the time they recovered their purpose. Had there

been fewer of them, the working might have lasted longer, but the Power stored by the sigil can
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been fewer of them, the working might have lasted longer, but the Power stored by the sigil can

only go so far. Pumping my legs as fast as I could, heedless of the hidden perils in the terrain,

the large tree roots, the low limbs, rocks and shallow pits, I dashed to put more ground between

us. I whispered an incantation to make myself more nimble and surefooted, panting in between

syllables for a full minute, my mind split between the working and the chase, my hands

contorting into mnemonic signifiers as they swung back and forth, before the working took

effect.

With that advantage, I became more daring, taking sudden turns and ducking through

narrow gaps in trees, forcing my pursuers to chance the same stunts as I or to find alternate

routes, losing time and distance as they did. I heard an “oof!” as one of them tripped, feet

tangled in a mass of tree routes. Five left.

We’d made enough distance now that the cultists lacked the arcane support of the spirit;

no longer did the trees give away my position or track me with their rustling movements. Even

so, they stayed on my trail, too close for comfort. My chest burned now with the exertion; I

could feel the thaumaturgic blessing of grace I’d placed upon myself slipping away, my mind

grasping for the fraying edges as they snapped loose from their moorings, one after another. Too

many distractions, too many factors to consider all at once; I couldn’t keep the focus necessary

to sustain the working an longer.

My thaumaturgy lost its effect just as I hit a root with my toes, the pain reverberating

through my foot and causing me to curse loudly. Worse, the leverage of the kick had tossed me

forward and off my feet so that I rolled roughly down the side of a small valley between the

rises of hills I hadn’t noticed in my pursuit. The pitch was steep enough to dissuade anyone from

following, at least not immediately, though it also caused me to land hard in the “v” shape at the
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following, at least not immediately, though it also caused me to land hard in the “v” shape at the

bottom, some drainage channel  etched by the rainwater. The wind flew from my lungs, and my

skin burned from myriad scratches torn by the brambles and bushes that lined the gulch.

Fortunately, those thorny assailants also provided some cover, so I made a desperate gamble.

Summoning the last of my strength, I performed another thaumaturgic working. I could

ill afford to aid myself with the handforms and incantations that would help focus me given the

purpose of the working, so I steeled myself as best I could and hoped that sheer will would

provide sufficient form to the working to have any chance at success. I strained at the effort of it,

my vision collapsing into a narrow tunnel surrounded by darkness.

In that tunnel, I watched myself clambering up the other embankment, away from the

cultists, sprinting afresh into the cover of the trees. And then I passed out.

I don’t know how long unconsciousness held me with any precision, but it couldn’t have

been too long, for the moons had not much moved in the sky above me. Everything ached; I

could feel the bruises in my back from where I’d taken hard hits rolling down the side of the hill,

the long dull ache across the back of my leg where I’d landed on my sword, each and every thin

tear in my skin ripped by branches and brambles as I neared the trough of the miniature valley in

which I lay. But still I smiled, for I was alone.

My pursuers must have seen what I saw before passing out, the illusion I’d created of me

continuing my flight away from them. The image couldn’t have lasted longer than I remained

conscious to sustain it, but it had given them enough, and they must have left to pursue it. Even

in the moonlight, I doubted that they could find their way back to this particular ditch if they

realized their error. I breathed a sigh, and my lungs burnt slightly.

For a time, I waited without moving, trying to keep my breath shallow and quiet.
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For a time, I waited without moving, trying to keep my breath shallow and quiet.

Hearing no stirring around me except for the occasional cry of an owl or scuttering of a field

mouse, I slowly pushed away the foliage covering me enough to stand. Using the position of the

moons, I estimated the direction toward Vaina and began the march back. I chose a long and

circuitous route, fearful that the spirit might have commanded its supplicants to set an ambush

for me. If they had, I managed to avoid them, and the only trouble I had in my return journey

was continually putting one foot in front of the other.

By slow degrees the New Town of Vaina moved closer to me, until I wearily began to

trudge up the hill toward the castle. Every shadow between buildings threatened; I imagined

assailants waiting around every corner, behind every wagon or stall left by the main road

overnight. However unlikely, it was possible that my pursuers had broken off the search from

me and returned to their spirit master, who had ordered others to the town in front of me, so slow

was my own return. 

My fear was unproductive; no matter how careful or vigilant I might be, I lacked all

strength for any kind of confrontation. A dull ache, a consequence of the fall or of my

thaumaturgies, had settled in the back of my head; my feet felt leaden as I willed them to

continue the ascent toward my destination.

I reached the gate in the wall between towns Old and New still alive, much to my own

surprise. A watchman from atop the gate signaled for his fellows to open the sally port in the

great doors to me. As I passed through, the watchman below laughed to himself and pushed my

shoulder gently before realizing he’d touched a lord and feeling quiet sheepish about the

mistake. “Out for that kind of investigating, my lord?” he asked with a smile that overcame his

awkward coyness. “Looks like you were successful!”
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I wondered at first what he meant before I reached to my head to touch the grass and

small twigs still nestled within my hair, looked down to the dirt that powdered my boots and

clothing, felt the sweat that continued to bead across my brow. But I had no energy for a clever

quip, or even to disabuse him of his notion. I continued silently forward, focusing on my

footsteps, the image of my bed fixed in my mind like some glimmering beacon to the sailor lost

at sea. Unfortunately, I would not yet be allowed to reach my destination.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

Eldis waited for me just inside the doors to the Vaina keep, his face creased in worry, his

stance indicating impatience. “My lord is looking for you,” he said without pretense of decorum.

“Where have you been?” The accusation in his voice had been passed to him from Aryden, I

was sure—he didn’t strike me as the type to act often without respect for others. Besides, the

hour had grown late to a time where few indeed have any patience at all; certainly not I.

He turned away without waiting for my answer and I followed as we ventured up the

stairs and into the lord’s office, where Aryden sat, staring into an empty goblet, fatigue causing

his mind to wonder, undoubtedly. As the door opened, he snapped to, his eyes focusing on me

with the heat and anger that I imagined kept his vassals and servants well in line. “What the fuck

have you been doing outside the castle at night?” he bellowed before I had fully entered.

“Investigating,” I said bluntly.

“Investigating, what, exactly? The spirit was here, tormenting us again, and you were

not! Not that your presence did much good the last time!” He yelled enough to wake everyone

within the keep, I thought, but doubted that he cared. If his anger had been purposeful,

calculated to make me malleable to him, it didn’t work. I’d come across many hotheads and

blowhards in Ilessa, and while some of them were competent at making good on the threats they

screamed, emotion tended to make them sloppy in the execution. No, it was those folk of cold

control over themselves, who explained their threats matter-of-factly and with an air of

detachment that told you they didn’t really care which way things went that unnerved me. A

Coin Lord who speaks in such a voice has already plotted out whatever’s threatened, to be
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Coin Lord who speaks in such a voice has already plotted out whatever’s threatened, to be

delivered at a time and place of their choosing, when you’ve finally relaxed that such

punishment might be coming. Aryden, loud and demanding as he was, did not unsettle me like

the spirit I’d encountered earlier that evening. Hell, maybe I was just too tired to be scared of

him. 

“May I see Lady Aevale?” I asked in response. My voice came out monotone, devoid of

expression, for I had neither care nor strength for the subtleties of communication.

“What?” he said, incredulous, before overcoming the initial shock of the non-sequitur.

“No,” he said, voice replete with annoyedness that I’d even ask.

“Then how do you expect me to complete my investigation if you continue to keep her

from me?”

He returned question for question. “What the hell were you investigating rolling around

in the dirt?”

I opened my mouth but stopped myself before any words spilled forth. Despite my

fatigue, I had to move carefully here. I’d promised Falla I’d not betray the existence of the cult

and, without any definite evidence that it had been involved in Orren’s death or his

manifestation within the castle, I had nothing to gain by breaking my promise anyway. “Veil is

thinner at night, remember? I went looking for any signs of Orren’s resting place.”

“How’d you end up looking like that?”

“Took a fall. Spirit’s gone again?”

“After taking its time in tormenting us, yes, it seems to have vanished for the time

being.”

Eldis interjected. “I think it was looking for you, my lord.”
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“For me?” I asked.

“It appeared to be searching for something. When it could not find that thing, it left. I

presume the thing was you, because that’s what’s different from the last manifestation,” the

seneschal offered. 

“That’s not a good sign,” I said, as much to myself as to those present with me.

“None of this is good,” Aryden exclaimed, banging a fist on his desk. “Thank The One

that the amn Esti were not here to share the experience! Now, account for yourself. What have

you been doing all the damned day and night that you still have nothing to show for it?”

“Asking after the boy. I spoke with Daedys and his family, with the painter, Ovaelo,

checked on the witch Falla again—and confirmed she is not involved in this—searched for the

body in the wilderness outside of town.”

“And?”

“I’ve confirmed that your trust in the boy was misplaced.”

“Hmph,” came the lord’s response.

“You no doubt are aware of his philandering.”

“So? Boys will do what boys will do,” Aryden responded, smiling to himself.

“Most boys don’t use sex as a ladder.”

Aryden looked uncomfortable for the briefest of moments, as if the thought so breached

decorum or his ideas about honor and manhood as to be inconsiderable. “Explain.”

“Orren seems not to have been chasing girls simply for the passion of it—nor only boys.

By all accounts, his choice of lovers was always calculated as to bring some form of

advancement or material gain.”
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The lord laughed, “Well, he never tried to sleep with me! How’s that for your theory?”

“He had an affair with the painter in an attempt to secure an apprenticeship that would

take him out of town and to the city.”

“If he wanted to go to the Sisters so badly, why not just leave? Why take a position in

my court in the first place?”

“He was too smart to leave for Ilessa or one of the other Sisters without anything to show

for himself. He’d seen or heard what happened to most young folk who took that path—the

factories, the mercenary companies or the brothels. Evidently he didn’t fancy those options.”

“So the old dog Ovaelo wouldn’t give him what he wanted?”

“No. But Ovaelo wasn’t his only attempt. He pursued your daughter for a time—”

“What?” Aryden growled at the thought.

I waived my hand at him for calm. “She saw through his intentions. An astute young

woman, your daughter. She had seen him trade his attentions for favors with the servants of your

house enough to suspect his motives.”

He relaxed at that, but only a little. “So how does this help us?”

“This kind of behavior does not make friends of others in the long run. Jilted lovers and

angry fathers have plenty of motive. I have a few suspects to start with.”

“Who?”

“Dalen im Valladyn to begin. Nilma and Orren had a…troubled…relationship at best,

and I get the sense that Master im Valladyn is quite protective of his daughter.”

“Careful, Iaren,” amn Vaina warned. “It’s appropriate to be protective of one’s family,

and I’ll not have you make accusations that ruin a wedding set for the day after tomorrow.”
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“But what if Dalen im Valladyn did have Orren murdered?” I asked, already knowing

the answer. Justice and law are wonderful things when they don’t interfere with business, but

some things are better handled without the publicity—or so the Powers that Be often think.

“If you find evidence of that—hard, irrefutable evidence, you bring it to me. I will

handle things and see that justice is done for Orren, my way. We will not endanger Nilma’s

wellbeing for her family’s crimes—if that is the case at all.”

Well rationalized, I thought. 

“But what about the connection with Lady Aevale?” Eldis asked.

I pointed to him, thankful that he’d raised the point. “This is why I need to see her. I

don’t know the connection. Perhaps he had attempted his seductions upon her and his affliction

of her is vengeance for her rejection of him. I can only speculate without seeing her, talking to

her.”

“She suffers enough,” Lord Aryden said. “You work on casting out this spirit and she

will recover.”

“My lord, I—”

“No. Only as a very last resort. Why aren’t your wards keeping the spirit out?”

“The spirit is more powerful than I’d anticipated.”

“What does that mean? I thought we were talking about the specter of a dead boy,”

Aryden complained.

“I don’t know yet. It’s possible that he is strengthened by a curse—”

“You told Issano there was no curse,” Aryden objected, foolishly.

“You wanted me to tell Issano that! I have no idea yet. It’s certainly a possibility.”
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Eldis attempted to bring the tension down somewhat. “What are the other possibilities,

my lord?” he asked me, voice calm and even.

I scratched at my stubbled chin absently as I thought about an answer, one that stepped

lightly enough but that answered as honestly as possible under the circumstances. “That some

practitioner of the Art is involved and as of yet remains undetected,” I began.

“The witch?” Eldis offered noncommittally.

“No. I’ve spoken with her more than once now; I’d have detected it.”

“Someone unknown, then?” This from Aryden.

“Possibly. It could also be that his spirit has been able to draw Power from some natural

source in the area. If so, he would have to be draining the source so completely—or it would

have to be so subtle—as to prevent my noticing it. It’s also possible that the manner of his death

was so violent or so filled with passion that it empowered him somehow—changed him into

what he is now.”

“And how do you determine among the possibilities, my lord?” Eldis followed.

“Normally, I would do some research, but I’m afraid I did not bring a library.” 

Lord Aryden looked up at that. “Barro has one. Extensive. History, theology, plants, all

that stuff you scholars distract yourselves with. Use his.”

“I doubt that he’ll have the sort of texts I need, but it won’t hurt to look. I’ll go see him

in the morning. If that’s all—”

“It is not,” Aryden said, keeping me from turning to leave. “There will be a masque

tomorrow, and you will attend.”

“I don’t have anything to wear,” I demurred.
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“I’ll take care of that,” the lord responded, dismissing my objection.

“My lord, you didn’t hire me to attend social functions and play nice with your guests.”

“My lord, I hired you to do a fucking job. So far, it isn’t done. The least you can do is

make sure that my festivities aren’t disturbed by a spirit tomorrow evening.”

“I can’t guarantee—”

“I’ve heard enough of ‘I can’t fucking guarantee,’” he said, voice raising with each

word. “You will do every damn thing you can to protect my family and get rid of that damned

specter as soon as humanly possible. No, as soon as thaumaturgically possible!”

"If Eldis is right, that the spirit has decided to focus on me, that could invite a spectacle

to your celebration as much as prevent one."

"Then you'll be the entertainment," he said. "Maybe that will lend some credence that the

spirit is only a nuisance and not an affliction upon my family. Now, that is all. Begone with

you!”

I opened my mouth to speak again but thought the better of it. Besides, the bed was

calling to me.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

No sooner had my head hit the pillow than I awoke again, the sensation of water lapping

at my feet. I propped myself up on my elbows and looked down to find that I was in no bed, but

on a beach, a mix of sand and gravel underneath me. Waves danced around my heels, swirling in

little eddies to the sides of them, stopping just short of soaking into my pants.

I could feel that my elbows rested on soft grass, and the shade of a tree cast a shadow

over me in the against the twilight sky. I wore only my bedclothes; a cold breeze passed over me

and caused me to shudder. Back on the Sea of Dreams, I sighed, wondering whether I’d feel that

I’d gotten any rest when I awoke. If I awoke.

As before, thick woods occupied the island on which I found myself, leaving only that

short stretch of rugged beach between the interior and the water. In the distance, other islands

pierced the horizon, dark silhouettes against the grayish-bluish-orange of the sky. I tried not to

let my thoughts dwell on what might occupy those faraway places—the demesnes of other

dreamers I’d never meet.

 Already the oppressive feeling that presaged the arrival of the amorphous creature I’d

encountered previously in this place hanged like a mist about me. It mattered not; I had no other

chances of yet to communicate with Aevale except in this place. I’d not let this one slip away

unused.

Sticks and thorns seemed to cut my bare feet as I moved into the island’s forest, as if the

very ground warned me away from my path—or the island itself wished me harm. I stopped

occasionally to listen, my neck straining as I attempted to catch a hint of the smallest or most
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occasionally to listen, my neck straining as I attempted to catch a hint of the smallest or most

distant of sounds. Often, I wondered if I’d actually heard something or if I’d only wanted to

hear something so badly that my mind had tricked me into satisfaction. 

Cracking branches echoed from somewhere around me, the trees distorting the sounds so

that I could not determine their origin. I looked back and forth, hoping for some movement to

attract my focus. Finding none, I quickened my pace, thinking at least not to be caught flat-

footed.

With a single blink of the eyes, I found myself transported—still on the island of

Aevale’s dreaming, but not where my next steps should have led me. I stood in a clearing, in the

center of which  lay a shallow pool, the lady Aevale reclined over it, the edges of her white

garments beginning to wick the water upward, her hand tracing signs in the water, leaving only

ripples and disturbances across the surface. She did not realize the futility of her actions, for

when her motions failed to leave a lasting impression, she only added force to the movement of

her finger, now leaving a rough wake behind it.

I looked about for the creature of shadow, which I now presumed to be Orren’s spirit, but

observed no signs of its presence. As lightly as I could manage, my bare feet torn and bruised by

my running, sore even against the soft grass of the glade, I moved toward the woman, telling

myself to remember every detail I possibly could when I awoke from this place. 

As I approached, she turned to look at me, face drawn in a sign of mixed frustration and

despair. Without speaking, she only turned back to face her ephemeral strokes through the

liquid, drawing my own vision to the same. I struggled to track her movements, recreate in my

mind’s eye the lines she traced, but the total structure eluded me.

The movements indicated a complex design, perhaps a seal or sigil, even a ritual circle in
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The movements indicated a complex design, perhaps a seal or sigil, even a ritual circle in

miniature. “What are you trying to show me?” I asked her as my silent observation failed.

Without looking back to me, eyes remaining focused on her art, she answered, “Trying to

remember.”

“Remember what?”

“Remember the things that keep me here. Remember the things that draw him to me—or

me to him.”

“You mean Orren?”

“I mean the creature that stalks us even now, waiting to devour us. Its name does not

matter. Only what it wants.”

“And what is that?”

Tears began to form at the corners of her eyes, gaining size and mass until they fell

across her cheeks like the intermittent droplets of a spring drizzle. “I can’t remember!” she

sobbed.

“What do you remember?” I ventured.

“Aryden. My love. But a darkness parts us now, like a veil, and I cannot see his face.”

I pointed to her hand, still moving in the water. “Is this what brought the veil down upon

you?”

“I forgot myself,” she said softly, “and I continue to lose myself ever since. It is

consuming me, taking me from myself, until I become nothing. Only then will it be satisfied.”

“Revenge?” I asked her.

She dashed her hand quickly across the surface of the pond, as if erasing all that she had

drawn before. Then she stood, looking me in the eyes. I could see in her face that she meant no



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 318 -

drawn before. Then she stood, looking me in the eyes. I could see in her face that she meant no

metaphor with her words. She had diminished, somehow, something I recognized implicitly

even without having known her before the process began.

I stepped back to look at her and found the edge of her form blurry to my vision, with

tiny wisps trailing away in some unfelt wind, as if even now Orren’s spirit siphoned her essence

from her.

Under the Law of Essence, one of the immutable laws of the Subtle Art, the true nature

of a thing may not be permanently altered. Through the Art, whether thaumaturgy, theurgy or

one of the other disciplines, the aspects of thing might be changed, even for very long periods

with the right techniques and enough power (though the cost of such techniques prove dissuasive

enough that such workings are rarely attempted, and never lightly), but never may the truth of a

thing, being or object be made to be something it is not for an indefinite period. The Temple

scholars believe that this is The One’s own will and power superseding the petty conjuries of

mortal beings, protecting the integrity of Their creations. Changing the essence of a thing

through anything other than experience and unfolding existence remains a mystery to us—as it

likely should.

All of this is to say that what was happening to Aevale shouldn’t be. Orren had become

no mere tormenting spirit, if the word “mere” may ever be appointed to such beings; he had

become something else entirely. What, I did not know. But I marveled at the possible scenarios I

could conceive that might have the slightest potential to create the situation I believed I now

observed. The amount of Power necessary to such a transformation would far exceed the

greatest amount I had ever drawn upon at my most foolish, most brash, most desperate. Sacrifice

would be required, and more than the boy’s death alone. Something that transcends even that
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would be required, and more than the boy’s death alone. Something that transcends even that

force that binds soul to body, that riddle of incarnation. 

But I had little time to puzzle on the subject. A cold wind blew across the glade, sending

Aevale running into the forest, holding up her dress, hands about her waist, cloth cascading from

those hands like billows of clouds or water, to allow her feet the freedom to carry her away

without tangling in her garments. I made no effort to follow her, saw nothing more that I could

do for her within her own dreamscape, even as compassion pulled at me to do something,

anything, to alleviate the depth of her suffering that had only now been made clear.

Orren’s spirit, predatory and possessed of wrath for the living, manifesting as a dark mist

that moved with strange intent, here forming a clawed arm, there forming a glowing eye before

collapsing back into amorphous vapor, entered into the clearing with me. Instinctively, my hand

went to my side, searching for wand or implement that might aid me in resisting this intruder.

Naturally, I found no such tool waiting for me, for they had not accompanied me to this place.

To this day, I am unclear on the metaphysics of the Sea of Dreams and its innumerable

islands. I have heard tales of those who, while in this place, may will changes to the landscape,

create and destroy with sheer will and thought alone, without resort to the Art, as some fortunate

few do in less tangible dreams. I am not one of them, so I turned to my thaumaturgy for my

defense. 

Defense is perhaps the wrong word, for my previous encounter with the specter had

convinced me I lacked the Power to confront the spirit in a head-on fight with much chance of

success. Instead, I made a desperate gamble. As the mist-form moved ever closer, I began the

incantation for a thaumaturgy intended to heighten the senses, to increase awareness of both

one’s body and one’s surroundings. I sped through the words, sloppily, the images forming in
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one’s body and one’s surroundings. I sped through the words, sloppily, the images forming in

my mind loose and ragged but substantial enough—or so I hoped. 

As the spirit came near—near enough to strike, I closed my eyes, hoping to block out all

distraction as I sought to complete the working. I felt a rush of wind across my face,

undoubtedly the creature raising some malformed claw of air to rend at me—

And then I awoke, sitting bolt-upright in the bed, hyperaware of the sweaty flesh

underneath my bedclothes, the slightest hint of sunlight peering into the room, the cold that

surrounded me despite the summer heat, the drops of water—I hoped—condensing onto the

ceiling of the room and falling upon me like heavy raindrops. Of any injury or pain, I was

thankfully unaware. My gambit had worked, the sensations of my body pulling my spirit back to

it from where it had traveled, and just in time to avoid the mortal blow.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

There came a knock at the door. Rotating my legs out from under the bedcovers and onto

the floor, I arose. Still a bit dizzy, I grasped for the nearby canopy post at the foot of the bed,

leaning on it momentarily as I let my head stop swimming. The flux-created rain had moistened

everything thoroughly, to say nothing of my own sweat, and my underclothes clung to me like

an unwelcome relative. The floor, at least, had not gathered puddles, so I made my way to the

door over dry land.

I unlatched the door and pulled it open a crack to find a plump servant girl,holding a tray

of food and drink, the mouth on her pock-marked face dropping slightly agape when she saw the

state of me. “Are—are you alright, my lord?” she asked, nervously. I suspected the tray

occupying her hands and preventing her from making the sign of the Tree at me only added to

her discomfort.

“Fine, thank you. How are you on this fine morning?” I managed.

Her mouth continued to hang open still, and she blinked several times before realizing

that I’d answered her. “My lord amn Vaina requested that food be brought to you first thing in

the morning, my lord.”

“Thank you,” I repeated, letting the door swing open a little more so that I could gently

take the tray from her hands.

As soon as I had, she turned and made her way down the hallway back to the stairs, arms

moving in front of her to form the sign of the Tree as she did. Closing the door, I took the tray

and placed it on the table near the bed, the one that held the bowl of water for washing and
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and placed it on the table near the bed, the one that held the bowl of water for washing and

underneath which hid the chamberpot. I tried to be annoyed at the message Aryden sent with

such an order, but the fresh milk, small beer, dark, dense bread and rasher of bacon blunted the

edge of the act’s meaning with the welcomeness of the act itself. Before eating, I swung open

the leaded window through which light began to flood the room, removed my wet bedclothes,

and hung them on the window sill to let the sun dry them. Already, I could feel the heat of the

day beating upon my forearms as they lay the linens out; little time would be required to remove

the moisture. My underclothes occupied the entire space of the sill, but I picked up my jerkin,

pants, and jacket to determine how damp my day looked. Not as much as I feared, but more than

I hoped. These I laid out across the floor where the sunlight fell most directly, the best I could

do without a place to hang them.

No sooner had I taken my first bite of bacon, savoring the salty-sweetness of the meat,

than there came another knock at my chamber door. I cringed, fearing that Aryden might have

intended to catch me in just such a position for another scolding. Reluctantly, I swallowed the

bacon prematurely, nearly choking on it, and took a swig of the beer before returning to the door.

When I put my hand on the latch, I heard a voice from the other side. “Iaren?” it asked.

Vesonna’s voice.

I opened the door a bit more eagerly, but just a bit, hiding my naked self behind it.

Viewing part of my shoulder and chest, and evidently understanding what my posture meant,

Vesonna smiled briefly for a moment before becoming serious again. “Are you alright, Iaren?

Aela said you were soaked in sweat and looked ill. Should I fetch the doctor for you?”

“No. Thank you. I’m fine.”

She held the back of her hand to my forehead, moving it into position before I’d even
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She held the back of her hand to my forehead, moving it into position before I’d even

realized what she was doing, much less in time to prevent the action. “No fever,” she said.

“That’s good. Perhaps something you ate last night?”

“A bad dream is all.”

“Of the spirit? Like my mother’s?”

“In a certain sense, yes.”

“What was the dream?” she put her hand on the door, as if to push her way in, but

exerted no force upon it. A message of her desire but not an effort to impose her will.

“I’ll tell you of it later,” I said. “But I need to make use of Barro’s library today, so I

need to eat my breakfast and be on my way.”

“Excellent!” she said, a bit giddy. “You could use an assistant in your research. I’ll go

ahead to Barro’s and make things ready.” 

She left before I could object. To be honest, the company in the task would be welcome,

and I could think of far less pleasant companions.

When I’d finished my breakfast, I found my underclothes dry again, though donning my

true attire somewhat dampened them again. The leather of my belt and pouches remained wet as

well, creaking and sticking to itself as I pulled it on.

I drew my sword from its scabbard, though I knew I had no need to check it. In the fuller

of the blade, I’d etched a rune of protection, which kept the weapon sharp, strong, and free from

rust without a need for maintenance. A necessary precaution, because I often found myself

preoccupied and too willing to neglect the maintenance of my gear.

When most think of supernaturally-empowered weapons, they think of swords that burst

into fire when drawn, spears that can cut through all armor like so much paper, bows that never
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into fire when drawn, spears that can cut through all armor like so much paper, bows that never

miss their target. Such things exist, but rare enough that they remain mostly left to legend.

Wondrous effects of the type people remember typically result from the Awakening of a spirit

within the weapon or the accrual of symbolic meaning over time, as Power subtly attaches to the

object to give tangible effect to what the weapon has come to represent. This requires the

weapon to repeatedly be used in acts of great significance over time—and a little Wyrgeas

besides. Hence the rarity.

Far more common are the wondrous weapons of my sort, inscribed with a rune or two

and imbued with Power enough to sustain the workings represented by the rune. The more

powerful the effect, the more often more Power must be brought into the rune to keep it active.

Mine required that I imbue additional Power into it only rarely, less than yearly. That a rune for

the easy maintenance of my weapon itself required little maintenance seemed just and right.

The rune itself actually meant more to me for what it symbolized in my own pursuit of

the Art than for the benefit it provided. I’d used a theurgic ritual to form the engraving by

manipulating the metal of the blade itself, shaping it through the Art rather than by physical of

chemical means of inscription. This left the edges of the rune distinct but rounded, without the

hard corners of chisel or acid. A step on the path of mastery of the Art, for I’d created the ritual

myself, from scratch.

Sheathing the blade again, I sat against the side of the bed and pulled on my boots. The

meal had refreshed me a good deal, but I could still feel the weight of fatigue pulling on the

edges of my consciousness, dulling them ever so subtly.

Clothed and armed, I declared myself ready for the day. From the trunk at the foot of the

bed, I gathered my quills, inks and my notebook, the tools of the student remain comfortably
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bed, I gathered my quills, inks and my notebook, the tools of the student remain comfortably

familiar to me. Placing these into my backpack along with my ritual girdle, I left for Barro’s

home.

Like Aryden’s other most trusted allies, the priest’s home occupied a portion of the Old

Town, where it exhibited the same gaudy ostentation as the homes of Vaina’s wealthiest

merchant families. A bit smaller than those familial compounds, given that it had been intended

for a single person and a handful of attendants, but no less grand in its appearance.

Technically, the Temple owned the house and its effects, but I imagine that made little

difference to the occupants, who enjoyed its splendor all the same. Should the elders that govern

the Temple move Barro to a new posting, it would likely enjoy the same magnificence, or more.

Unless, that is, Barro displeased his superiors and they purposefully appointed him to a humbler

position as a means of expressing their displeasure. Many are the tales of Temple politics and

scheming priests.

Unlike the merchant homes, no gate surrounded the exterior of the building, no bravos

guarded the door. I supposed that some combination of respect for Barro himself and fear of the

vengeance of The One and Their loyal Firstborn provided protection enough. It’s not dissimilar

in the Ilessa, where the Coin Lords leave no obvious defenses about their homes—those whose

homes are identifiable, anyway. They invite thieves and murderers to attempt an intrusion, the

threat of a life perpetually on the run from ubiquitous vengeance dissausion enough to keep the

homes secure, though I assume there are plenty of armed footsoldiers and thugs within, just in

case. That’s not to say that the Coin Lords are never robbed or murdered, only that it never

happens in their homes. 

Before I reached the door to knock upon it, one of Barro’s acolytes, a somber-faced
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Before I reached the door to knock upon it, one of Barro’s acolytes, a somber-faced

teenage boy with a clipped ear, likely a punishment for theft, swung the door open to me. “My

lord amn Ennoc,” he said. “My master awaits you.”

As soon as I stepped inside, I could hear the voices of Barro and Vesonna making

pleasantries. Nevertheless, I took a moment to inspect the artwork hanging in the entry hall

before following after the acolyte, who looked back at me impatiently. 

Like the merchant families, gilt frames held the works of talented artists, props set to

impress a guest, though these had been calculated to put one in a more reverent mindset rather

than to intimidate or titillate. Religious images, all of them. There were the obligatory scenes of

Ashaera on the Tree, Ieladrun spiriting her away as a child, the risen Ashaera appearing to the

first believers. Others depicted the lore of the Temple after the writing of the Book of the Tree—

the acts of saints and Chosen strewn between the miracles of the loyal Firstborn. Here, Melqéa

descended into the underworld to make it a haven for those souls between incarnations, her

willing sacrifice when Sedhwé’s misdeeds revealed that misfortune we call death. There,

Aelessyn concealing the garden made by Baruvin, Tamsé, Samaradha and Avariennë, where The

One will create the first humans.

One of these stood out in contrast to the others, a scene of macabre torment and

threatening meaning. In the center, disembodied spirits, as if caught in a whirlwind, spiraled

upward toward some unseen oblivion, while all around strange beings—some inanimate objects

come to life, others horrid hybrids of incongruous creatures that even the most imaginative and

insane of fleshcrafters would not consider. On the lower right, a humongous pair of shears cleft a

man in two, while on a ledge above it a horde of pig-bird-snake-things stripped pieces of flesh

from a fallen victim, and many more scenes of a sort besides. The torments of those who chose
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from a fallen victim, and many more scenes of a sort besides. The torments of those who chose

corruption throughout their lives, who served only themselves and evil. Or so I hoped, thinking

myself not among them before a pang of doubt made me wonder. In the upper left corner of the

painting a shadow loomed over all, almost bearing human features if one squinted. Sedhwé, I

imagined.

I recognized the painter’s mark tucked into the underside of one of the shadowy ledges

on which tortures were carried out—Ovaelo. No wonder he was a madman, living with such

images in his mind’s eye.

The acolyte led me into the parlor where Barro and Vesonna sat, the lady’s tutor,

Indorma, sitting disapprovingly in the corner as the former two chatted. When I entered, the

shadow over Indorma deepened further.

“My lord, amn Ennoc,” the priest said, rising. “You do look—” he had wanted to say

well, but his desire to speak truthfully, given the fatigue that had settled over me, prevented it.

“Well, I am glad to see you relatively uninjured after facing down the beast in the woods. A

child of Daea, stalking the forests just outside of town. What are times coming to, eh? As if our

adventure in the Close where not enough for a lifetime. For me, at least.”

“Several,” I agreed, managing the best smile I could.

A second acolyte, this one stout and bow legged, entered through a far door in the parlor.

In his hands, a tray containing a teapot and several pewter cups.

“Ah, thank you, Bennard,” the priest said, waiving for the boy to place the tray on the

small table between him and his guests. He waived for me to sit and I obliged. “I hope you’ll

humor me in a cup of tea before you begin,” he offered, almost apologetically. “I think you’ll

find this variety will lend you well to your work. It’s all the way from the isle of Vindh in the
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find this variety will lend you well to your work. It’s all the way from the isle of Vindh in the

Outer Sea, months of travel to reach the Sisters, longer to reach us here. A gift from the im

Valladyni, to whom it was a gift from one of their trading partners. They know that I have a

weak spot for strange teas; it makes a most welcome token of appreciation. And, for seeing me

out of the very maw of death in the Crimson Close, I most happily share it with you, my lord.”

“Thank you,” I told him, raising the cup in salute. “To those did not come home with

us.”

“To Medryn and Errys,” the priest said, eyes down in reverence, “May The One reward

them as they deserve.”

I sipped at the tea, comfortable that Barro was not amongst the revelers I had observed

the night before and that I had little fear of poisoning in front of Lady Vesonna. Still, the

realization of the ensuing paranoia, the fact that I had little way of identifying any of the cultists

should I chance across one, left me unsettled. I faked a smile as I pushed the thought aside.

“My lord, you remain convinced that the witch Falla has nothing to do with my lord’s

predicament?” Barro asked, breaking the enjoyable silence.

“I do.” By my expression, I countenanced no further answer than that.

He took the hint. “And so you believe that the phantom is indeed the spirit of the boy

Orren?”

“Yes.”

“And you believe that you may discover him in my library?” He smiled, overly enjoying

his own cleverness.

I permitted a smile and the subtlest semblance of a laugh. I may not enjoy it, but I can

dissemble and play at social niceties with the best of them when I must. “An investigation has
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dissemble and play at social niceties with the best of them when I must. “An investigation has

many parts, father. To be sure, finding Orren’s body will likely be necessary, but I must

understand more about the phenomena that has made of him an angry spirit to know what must

be done to remove him back to the Path.”

“My library is a grand one, my lord. Perhaps one of the finest outside the Sisters. But

I’m afraid I have little in the way of thaumaturgical texts. Some descriptions of the wonders of

the Art and arcane matters, but those designed for laypersons and without practical information.

I am sorry for that. Would you not be better served returning to Ilessa for a time to conduct your

research there?”

“We make do with what we have, father,” I told him. “I do not think Lord Aryden would

appreciate my departure, and the trip would cost me three days at a minimum.” From the corner

of my eye, I could see a reaction from Vesonna, but I could not tell what it meant. A knowing

nod about her father’s authoritarian leanings? Relief that I would not be leaving so soon—or that

I was committed to ridding the amn Vaina home of their spirit after all? It didn’t matter.

“Besides, the sort of information I’m looking for need not be found in a grimoire or practical

text. That information I have well enough. Something that helps me to determine the precise

nature of the spirit will help me put that practical knowledge to use, and such things may often

be found hinted at or described in legend or experiences related in books on subjects unrelated to

the Subtle Art.”

“Then I will endeavor to think up a list of books that might contain such information to

ease your search. Otherwise you have the entire library to examine.”

There came an audible sigh from Indorma, who held her tea in her lap, attentive instead

to the conversation. 



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 330 -

“I don’t think the size of the library will be as much of an impediment as you might

think,” I told the priest, setting my now-empty tea cup on the table between us.

He downed the rest of his own cup with a swig and smile before standing. “Then shall I

let you set to it?”

Indorma and Vesonna likewise finished their tea and returned the cups to the tray that

Bennard had brought in to us. Barro led us through a few short hallways—no less decorated

with art and statuary than the entry, to a large hall, the kind of room one might mistake for a

chapel by its design, save for the fact that this one had been lined with shelves from floor to

ceiling on three sides, two stories high, sliding ladders on affixed to tracks above and below

allowing access to the topmost shelves. Books packed every shelf tightly, leather covers dyed

various colors of the spectrum, wooden slates bound by carefully laced string or sinew, tracts

with rough-glued bindings lacking the perseverance or splendor of their more expensive peers.

The smell of old books filled my nose, that combination of vellum and leather mixed with a

tinge of mildew; I felt at home at once.

A single round table, possessed of four elaborately-carved chairs and also stacked with

books, occupied the center of the room. There I sat my backpack and unpacked the journal,

quills and inks.

“How did you—” Vesonna wondered aloud.

“Amass such a collection?” Barro answered for her, voice full of pride.

“You well know the reputations of many priests of the Temple of my standing. Where

others of my station squander the resources with which their service blesses them upon personal

luxuries, I have turned the incomes from my office toward the collection and preservation of
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luxuries, I have turned the incomes from my office toward the collection and preservation of

knowledge. Often do I send the merchants of the im Valladyni or the im Darqosi certain sums

for the purchase of books when they travel to the Sisters, and there are few markets across the

Avar Narn better for the trade in books. I must admit that some of these are written in languages

I cannot identify, much less decipher. But the majority are written in Ealthebad, or Altaenin, or

Old Aenyr, which I do understand.”

“There must be more than a thousand books here,” Vesonna continued, to herself as

much as anyone else. When she realized this, she turned to the priest and asked him, “Have you

read them all—those you can, at least?”

Barro chuckled slightly, “No, my dear, I have not. It is a great fallacy of the lover of

books that when one purchases a book, one thinks he is also purchasing the time to read the

things. Alas, this is not often the case.”

“Then why keep them?” the lady asked.

Indorma answered, “Child, you know well that books—good ones, at least—are

treasures worth more than gold or silver, and well worth preserving for posterity.”

“Just so, mistress,” Barro told her. “Now, my lord, I have had my acolytes spend some

time in arranging the books in some semblance of organization. You’ll find bestiaries and tomes

on flora at the far back on the right on the lower shelves. Above them, travelogues and

geographies. The next section closest to us contains treatises on law as well as chronicles and

histories. Closer still are collections of philosophical and theological matters. The section closest

to us on the right-hand side holds military manuals, writings on horsemanship…”

He kept speaking, but I stopped listening. I would navigate my own way through his

library, and my methods would have little to do with his system of organization. While I
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library, and my methods would have little to do with his system of organization. While I

appreciated Vesonna’s company and assistance, I would need to dissemble enough to keep her

from some of the true targets of my research while still giving her productive work to do. I

especially had no desire to reveal my concerns about free spirits and occulted organizations to

Indorma. In Barro’s house, I could afford few risks were I to keep my promise to Falla.

Having given us the lay of the land, the priest took his leave. Indorma stared at me

dubiously. “How to you expect to sort through all of this?” she asked, waiving her arm to

indicate the breadth of the library.

“It’s impressive,” I admitted, “but we both know it’s dwarfed by the university libraries.”

“Where people spend lifetimes searching out lost knowledge contained in forgotten

tomes,” she chastised. “How long do you have to search these books?”

I was already moving as I responded, “Enough.” First, I removed my sword belt and

leaned it against a corner nearest the door. Before I left it, though, I withdrew a piece of chalk

from one of the pouches. Proceeding deeper into the room, past the table to where a finely

embroidered rug provided some protection against the winter cold of the stones—which was of

course no current worry. I pulled that carpet aside, clearing the floor. “Would you mind rolling

that up?” I asked my companions.

They both continued to stare at me, waiting to observe the theurgy in which I prepared to

engage. For a while they watched as I, taking using the knots in my the ritual rope to measure

out distances and aid in the drawing of accurate circles, began to create the circle of the Art

through which I would execute my working. As they began to realize the time necessary to

complete the process, they gathered up the carpet and rolled it into a tube, which they leaned

against the corner opposite my sword belt. After completing the chore, they settled into two of
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against the corner opposite my sword belt. After completing the chore, they settled into two of

the chairs at the reading table and waited.

Half an hour passed before I’d completed the design for my working, the runes, sigils

and empowered words at their appointed places, connected by strange combinations of regular

and asymmetric geometries. The circles and designs complete, I joined the ladies at the table,

where I recovered a quill, a bottle of ink, and a piece of loose parchment. Vesonna watched with

impatient expectation, Indorma with pessimistic disinterest.

I tore a small fragment from the corner of the leaf of parchment, ragged but large enough

to fit a few words upon. Opening the ink and dipping the quill, I scrawled the words specter,

phantom, spirit, dead onto the scrap. I placed this into the midst of the circle and knelt beside it,

chanting the words of focus to draw the Power into the circle to complete the working. After a

moment of incantation, I heard Vesonna gasp as different books within the library began to emit

a faint light, easily drawing the eye to them. With the working sustained by the ritual circle

itself, I stood.

“We gather all of these,” I began. “These will be for you and Mistress Indorma to

review.”

Vesonna immediately mounted one of the sliding ladders, ascending in search of the

highest-shelved books first, but her tutor frowned. “Who said I was going to assist in this

foolhardy venture?”

“You’re here, aren’t you? As you can see, the Lady is in fact here to help me research

and not for something more nefarious, so a chaperone is less than necessary. You can sit and

watch and be bored all day, or you can help move things along.”

She sighed. “What are we looking for within these books, exactly?”
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Vesonna passed in front of her mistress, arms loaded with books fresh-gathered from the

library walls. Dropping them on the table with a dull thud, she looked up as well, ready for

instruction.

“Once we’ve gathered all of these, you’ll search through them for mentions of spirits of

the dead who remain in the Avar—or at least close by. We’re looking for reasons given for such

occurrences and the ways in which the spirits were driven onward.”

Now the tutor smiled a smile replete with disdain and pleasure in my subtle admission.

“You mean that you don’t know how to get rid of the spirit?” She asked. Rhetorically, of course.

I frowned by reflex. “No. It’s reasonably assured that the spirit is that of the boy Orren,

but I still do not have an idea of what caused his…situation. Without an idea of cause, I cannot

be sure of the best methods for removing the spirit.”

“What about finding an anchor?” Vesonna asked. “I thought you’d told my father that

before. That destroying the anchor would allay the spirit.”

“That may still be the proper methodology, but, again, without some idea of the events

that led to Orren’s rising as an unquiet spirit, I have little means of where to look exactly for

such a thing.”

“Can’t you simply use the Sight to find an anchor?” Indorma asked.

“It’s not so simple,” I said, feeling the hairs on my neck bristle with defensiveness.

“Only fools and madmen walk around using the Sight without good cause. Some things are best

left unseen. Besides, I’ve used the Sight on the spirit. While I sensed some connection tethering

it, I could not make out where it led—some power has obfuscated the thing.”

“Hmph,” she said in response.
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I turned away myself, looking to the shelves on my side of the room that held radiant

books. Stacking these on the table in turn, I busied myself with drudgery until my two

companions had opened books and begun to pour through them.

While they remained distracted in their work, I tore another scrap of paper from the

parchment. On this, I wrote the word, Orösaven, the Old Aenyr name for those spirits created by

the Three Mothers—Avariennë along with Melqéa and Taelainë—that were not given flesh

when the animals and plants of the Avar were first made. I suspected that the spirit at the center

of Vaina’s cult had its origins in this order of beings. 

Repeating the ritual with this new scrap, only three of the library’s tomes lit up in

response; I gathered these in a small stack near the empty chair at the table I’d claimed as my

own. I then wrote the word curse on a third fragment of the paper, but Vesonna interrupted

before I could make my way back to the circle.

“Here’s something,” she began, still looking to the page that had caught her attention.

“This says that vengeful spirits can be created when a person dies under Qaidhë’s moon.”

“Who’s the author?” Indorma and I asked, almost simultaneously.

The Lady flipped the book to the frontispiece. “Um…Savute? Kevis Savute.”

Indorma sucked her teeth. “Toss that one aside. He purports to be a historian, but he’s a

purveyor of old wives’ tales and superstitions.”

I nodded in agreement and took comfort that there was something—anything—that

Mistress Indorma held the same opinion of. 

“Why do you say that?” Vesonna asked.

“Logic,” I said. “If every person who dies under Qaidhë’s moon rose again as a specter,
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“Logic,” I said. “If every person who dies under Qaidhë’s moon rose again as a specter,

why don’t we have regular intervals of waves of restless spirits plaguing all civilizations across

the Avar?”

“If you keep reading,” Indorma warned, “you’ll also see that all deformities are the result

of curses, all accidents are the action of malevolent spirits, and locking the door of your hovel

will protect you from roaming demons.”

“If someone will publish all of this nonsense, how do we keep straight what is real and

what is not?” the student asked.

“Experience,” both Indorma and I said, a chorus. We smiled at each other at that.

“Have you paid no attention to me, child? The point of education is to develop the tools

of the scholar—the ability to ask and answer questions, to think critically about the assertions of

others, to look at the evidence and determine the likeliest truth. It’s not always as precise as

we’d like, but it’s what we have.”

Sighing, Vesonna set the book on the floor and retrieved a different one, while I

continued to my third execution of the working of discovery. Of the books that began to glow

this time, I pulled those from the stacks between Indorma and Vesonna and moved them to my

own pile, leaving those that had not responded to the first ritual to the shelves. 

The day progressed in much the same way, with either Indorma or Vesonna finding a

passage of interest and reading it aloud, some discussions of metaphysics or the Art to follow.

Indorma’s general air of disdain for me abated somewhat as I revealed the scope of my learning,

though she continued to make clear her disapproval of any engagement between the Lady and I

but the most formal and directly-related to the work at hand. 

As I’d anticipated, though my companions uncovered many fascinating anecdotes and
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As I’d anticipated, though my companions uncovered many fascinating anecdotes and

minutiae of the nature of various kinds of spirits and how one might deal with them, little of it

had the slightest relevance to the situation at hand. Except for one thing.

Indorma read to us a lengthy description of the ancient practice of grimming, whereby an

animal would be ritually sacrificed to create a guardian spirit of a place. The passage out of

Vaalt Trimjen’s History of the Art, continued to describe stories that certain malicious

practitioners (though whether those of the demon kingdoms or simply corrupted individuals

within otherwise less-avowedly evil societies the author could not say) had used a similar

technique to create stalking specters for the harassment or murder of enemies.

Could this cult have been preparing Orren for just such a fate? Was that why he returned

to Ovaelo with the aura of flux and Power about him? Could they have murdered him out of

revenge on the amn Vainas for what they saw as an unfair arrangement between the magnates of

the Old Town and those of the New? It might explain why no body had been found—the corpse

itself would provide the anchor for Orren’s spirit. Were the cadaver to be discovered and sent to

Barro for last rites and for burning, the bond between spirit and anchor would be destroyed.

The idea gave me some hope that ending the affliction might prove easier than I’d begun

to fear, but it unsettled me deeply that the cult might be so dangerous after all. If the being at the

center of the group’s veneration was an Orösave, it would have had plenty of time to learn both

the existence and technique of such operations. If the inherent power of the spirit were not

enough, it seemed that Vaina’s second spirit had learned the Art as well.

My own research offered little of value as well. I came across some examples of

Orösaven who had bound themselves to a particular place, drawing the natural Power of the land

and its features to bolster the spirit’s inherent preternatural abilities, if restraining it to a
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and its features to bolster the spirit’s inherent preternatural abilities, if restraining it to a

particular geographic area. It was a footnote in one of the works that particularly caught my

attention: the most powerful spirits that become an embodiment of the land itself in such a way

are those that secure for themselves a place where the Veil is thin, where Power naturally leaks

into the Avar.

I’d felt just that in the place where the cult gathered, and another piece fell into place—

this explained House Meradhvor’s interest in the Vaina holdings. They weren’t looking for

natural resources, or for pleasant climes—they wanted a place where they could easily siphon

the Power, storing it into the crystals and gems that provided one part of the alchemical fuel that

powered that Artifice which needed a source of energy. For the summoning and storing of the

Power in this manner, the Houses employed myriad lesser practitioners, those who had some

minor talent in the Art but who lacked skill enough to become competitive as even a limited

worker in the Subtle Art: an evoker or fleshcrafter, diviner or the like. But how did Meradhvor

come to know that such a place existed in Vaina at all? Had it hired Orren to spy for them as

Ovaelo intimated? The idea didn’t seem to match with the cult’s use of the boy as a sacrificial

spirit of vengeance. 

As the suns began to descend, the three of us left Barro’s library with more questions

than answers, though I attempted to convince the Lady and her tutor of the invaluable nature of

their assistance. How much they believed me, I could not tell.

For his part, Barro pleaded with us not to pick up the mess we’d made, assuring us that

his acolytes would gladly return the books to their proper locations. Something about building

character might have been mentioned, and I knew the priest took greater pleasure in

volunteering his apprentices than they took in being volunteered.



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 339 -

Nonetheless, I didn’t protest. Better them than me, I supposed. Besides, there would be a

party that night, and the Lord had demanded my presence. It would take me some time to

prepare myself—physically of course, but more mentally than anything. Dealing with the

buffoons and snobs of the nobility requires a mask of a sort, a mental construct that did not

involve the Art but was no less real.
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Chapter Thirty

The courtyard between the castle’s inner wall and its keep bustled with activity as

servants set up alchemical lamps, cloth decorations, platforms for entertainment, long lines of

trestle tables and benches, and all the other accoutrements of a celebration intended to be

spectacle as much as respite from the worries of the world. We passed fire-eaters, jugglers and

mummers, actors, musicians and all manner of other players hired to provide distraction and

entertainment throughout the night. Servants of both the amn Vaini and the amn Esti erected

avilions of fine cloths bearing the families’ coats of arms, flanked and surrounded by clay

statues, probably the rushed product of Ovaelo’s apprentices, of various mythological figures.

We passed unmolested between these various obstacles, at one point dodging a pair of

young folk delicately maneuvering a cask of wine between the gauntlet of competing workers, at

another ducking under a long carpet tightly rolled and carried like a piece of fresh-cut timber by

some of the stronger lads.

Eldis greeted us at the doors into the lord’s great hall, flanked by several of the

household servants. Without missing a step, Vesonna continued into her home, her waiting

handmaids falling into line behind her as she disappeared through one of the side doors. Indorma

followed behind.

The aging steward held a hand up to me, however, causing me to pause on the steps into

the hall. By the nervous faces of the two servants who remained behind him, I could tell they’d

been assigned to attend to me in some task and wished they hadn’t. I recognized the stout girl

who’d brought me my breakfast that morning. Beside her, a taller, thinner, older woman whose
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who’d brought me my breakfast that morning. Beside her, a taller, thinner, older woman whose

calm demeanor bespoke an attitude to the world immune to surprise and impractical

superstitions. I hoped that her younger companion would take some strength from her—and

perhaps not continue to make the sign of the Tree at me when she thought I wasn’t looking.

“My lord has arranged a new set of clothes for you for this evening. And a bath for your

comfort, my lord,” Eldis said, tone bereft of any opinion whatsoever. “These good women will

escort you and see that you are provided for. I trust your day in Barro’s books proved useful?”

“Enough.”

“Very good, my lord.” He waived his hands to signal the two women to lead on. I

followed.

They took me to a room on the same floor as my bedchamber. The windows had been

opened to let in the still-warm air of the summer night, and the faint sounds of the workers

continuing to build the labyrinth of amusements below mingled with the first tentative practices

of the musicians. A large tub, bigger than a butt of wine set on its side and split open, occupied

the center of the room. A wooden tray at the height of a desktop straddled the entire piece; on

this had been set a small mirror on a stand, several soaps and a collection of shaving

implements. Nearby, a short rack held several towels awaiting the finished bather. 

In the far right-hand corner of the room stood a mannequin, on which had been arrayed a

set of fine clothes, black satin with copper colored cloth in the dags, those befitting a nobleman

of my title, if not my wealth. Frankly, they looked stiff and too expensive—the kind of thing that

causes you to fret with every movement that you might tear or scuff or scrape its meticulous

craftsmanship. I prefer something sturdier, harder-wearing, and less likely to draw attention.

A mask, tied to the otherwise blank face of the mannequin, stared at me with beige eyes.
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A mask, tied to the otherwise blank face of the mannequin, stared at me with beige eyes.

No one had mentioned that the party would be a masquerade. At first I damned my luck, for the

masks would make it difficult for me to identify those who the party would give me opportunity

to question. On the other hand, since the celebrants at the cult’s gathering the night previous had

also been masked, perhaps something—the shape of a chin or the way one’s hair fell about the

mask—would inspire some intuition of identity.

My mask had been shaped to cover the full face, like the masks worn by the Avarian

Aenyr after the [Name of] Treaty. Most of the masks, I knew, would be half-masks in the

typical style of such parties in the Sisters, so mine would undoubtedly stand out. That it was

blackened iron gilt in bronze accents of faux-arcane symbols further enhanced the otherness the

article would provide. The upturned bronze wings, like those of the messenger spirits of the

Firstborn, completed the strangeness, dwarfing the other attributes of the mask with their

conspicuousness. I wondered at the amount of time required to make such a mask; had it been

made to Aryden’s orders in a short time, or had it somehow been procured from the Sisters?

The shorter of the servant-women turned to me from a table on the side of the room,

speaking while she poured wine into a goblet sitting next to a hunk of bread and some dried

meats, “It will take us some time to fetch the water, my lord. There will be much food at the

celebration this evening, but my lord thought you might be famished and sent you this food and

drink to tide you until then.”

“Thank you,” I told her. “You may call me, ‘Iaren.’”

“No, my lord,” she said, face pointed downward as she scurried past to join her elder

companion in bringing the water to fill the bath.

They made several trips with buckets of steaming water before they filled the tub to an
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They made several trips with buckets of steaming water before they filled the tub to an

appropriate height, and another trip to fetch some perfume and flower petals to drop into the

water. I thought of Barro’s tea and smiled to myself.

The task complete, they took their leave, closing the door behind them. Only then did I

realize how much I ached—between sitting pouring over books today and the bruises of the

night past, I’d acquired a number of sore patches and plaintive joints. The bath then seemed an

excellent respite.

I removed my belt and leaned it and my sword against the corner of the room toward

which the door opened. In that corner I sat briefly to unlace and pull off my boots before

unceremoniously strewing the rest of my clothes across the floor’s warm stones. The maids had

managed a perfect temperature for the water, hot enough to cause the briefest sensation of

burning before becoming extremely comfortable, and I eased myself slowly into the vessel,

leaning my head back and listening to the sounds coming through the window for a moment.

Just as I truly fell into relaxation, the door began to swing open, quietly. I sat up,

splashing water across the mirror, and turned to see Vesonna, clothed in only a robe, hair wet

from her own bathing, mechanical bird perched atop her left shoulder. She pressed the door

closed behind her as quietly as she’d opened it and stepped lightly around the side of the bathtub

until I had no need to crane my neck to see her.

Without a word, she let fall the robe. I’m sure it crumpled around her feet, but it might as

well have disappeared into thin air. Her skin was pale and soft, untanned by a life in the fields,

unscarred by a life of toil and hardships. She had an alluring combination of toned muscle and

feminine curves, though I knew too little of her to guess at her athletic endeavors. 

She stared at me, lips slightly parted, while her bird cocked its head and looked at me
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She stared at me, lips slightly parted, while her bird cocked its head and looked at me

with crystalline eyes, holding the posture of a Gracaellas street pimp about to ask if I liked what

his girls had to offer me.

My own mouth dropped open a bit, and I swallowed hard, a lump in my throat and my

stomach developing that tingle of nervousness that accompanies an event both enticing in its

promise and fraught with the possibility of disaster.

It took me a moment to speak, and I did so with a voice less sure than I’d hoped for.

“Vesonna,” I began. “I—”

Her face became a frown. She knew what was coming next.

“You don’t find me attractive?” I couldn’t tell whether the pout in her voice meant

playfulness or deep offense.

“It’s not that,” I managed. “Not at all.”

She stepped forward, eyes widening as she peered into the bathwater. “I see that it’s not,”

she smiled mischievously.

I tried to move the tray table to cover the parts of me that had her attention. “I would like

to,” I admitted, voice still trembling slightly. How is it that I could steel myself against the

horrors of the Close or a child of Daea and yet I found myself entirely unraveled by something

so…natural?

She leaned down next to the bath and put a hand on my face. “Then why not?” she

asked, quiet and breathy, the entrancing melody of her voice accompanied by the faint whirring

of the Artificial bird.

As self-assuredly as I could manage, I took her hand in mine, removing it from my face

and placing it against the side of the bathtub. “You know why,” I said.
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“Tell me.”

“Your father,” I complained, nervousness dissipating ever-so-slightly. “My relationship

with him is strained enough as it is, and I’m sure you understand how—” I wanted to say jealous

but decided against it, “protective he is of you. I simply can’t afford the consequences.”

She stepped back, rising to her full height, pulling her hands to her chest. “Am I some

ledger-book to you, some accounting that needs balancing that you should weigh passion against

consequence? I thought you were a man of the Sisters, that you understand the value of passion

against aught else!”

Perfect, I thought to myself. “Under different circumstances, I would not hesitate,

believe me. But I need this job and I’m not sure I’d survive your father’s wrath—more than he’s

already directed it to me.”

“Your love is money?” she asked, incredulous.

“Do I look to you like a man for whom coin is a motivating desire?” I pointed to the

dusty and worn clothes in their path across the floor. “But I need enough coin to survive.

Passion isn’t a luxury I can afford at present. Maybe it is accounting, in the end. And I know

passion well enough, thank you. I feel it even now. But I’m also no fool to let himself be undone

by his passion.”

“So you would make a fool of me, then?” she barked, bending over to gather her robe

again. The sight was painful to behold, a heart-wrenching maelstrom of my compassion for her

position and my own aching at the knowledge of what I’d turned down. 

I opened my mouth to speak but thought the better of it as she tied the robe closed

around her, bird flapping its wings tentatively as she stormed from the room, huffing and
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around her, bird flapping its wings tentatively as she stormed from the room, huffing and

mumbling angrily to herself. Apparently, she had her father’s temper.

I sank back into the water, leaning my head back and closing my eyes, running the

conversation through my head, wondering how I could have done things differently so as not to

lose the woman’s friendship, which I was certain I had.

My thoughts whirled through my head one after the other, often contradictory, mostly

unresolved, until I heard the door open once again. I assumed that Vesonna had returned to make

a fresh argument, and I said her name without opening my eyes.

When no response came, I turned just in time to see a hooded figure moving quickly

toward me. I grabbed for the razor on the bath tray, but my assailant tossed the whole thing aside

before I could lay fingers on the blade. I blocked a punch with my left elbow, but he used my

distraction to push me down into the water.

I hadn’t had time to catch a breath before I collapsed into the tub; my eyesight quickly

began focusing into a limited circle around which lie only darkness. Between that and the

refraction of light off of the water’s surface, I could neither make out my attacker nor any

weapon close to hand. As my head and lungs began to burn, I knew that I had no focus to work

even a sorcery upon the man; I struggled through the fog in my mind to thinks of any way I

might escape. Meanwhile, the killer’s hands tightened around my neck, pushing me against the

bottom of the vessel as my legs kicked, splashing water. 

I moved my right hand upward from his wrist, jamming my fingers under his palm and

tucking my thumb into the webbing between his own thumb and fingers. This gave me the

leverage to pull that hand back far enough from my neck that I could lean and clamp my teeth

around his thumb. I bit down as hard as I could, an inky cloud of blood spreading forth from the
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around his thumb. I bit down as hard as I could, an inky cloud of blood spreading forth from the

wound. Now he thrashed, attempting to throttle me into releasing his hand, but mine were now

free to shield my face from his desperate blows. 

He fell back from me only when his thumb tore apart between my teeth; I must have

bitten down right at the joint not to have been stopped by bone. He recoiled, clutching at his

mangled hand, as I pushed myself back into the air, spitting the ragged flesh from my mouth and

gasping. I could hear him screaming now, but only as a distant sound despite his proximity.

The would-be assassin ran, but adrenaline had kicked in now, and as soon as I had the

least sufficient amount of air in my chest to give chase, I did, panting my way down the hallway

in pursuit of the trail of blood, trying not to slip on wet feet against stone. But my head

continued to pound and my lungs burned with the exertion and I knew I could not follow for

long. 

My attacker must have bound his bloody hand with whatever he had available, for his

trail stopped somewhere within the stairwell. Not knowing where to exit, I continued downward

into the main hall. Without that crimson path to guide me, I knew I could not reach him in my

current state. As rationality set in, I understood also that I’d be to tired to survive a confrontation

even if I had caught the man.

As I collected myself from the fury of the chase, I noticed that I was not alone. Eldis,

Edanu, Aryden and a collection of servants had gathered there, no doubt discussing the last-

minute changes to the plans for the celebration. The maidservants gave me a look up and down

and then turned to one another, whispering and giggling. I looked down at myself and remember

that I was naked—and covered in blood. I grinned sheepishly, tasting copper.

“Did a man in a hood run through here?” I asked in a stream of words without spaces
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“Did a man in a hood run through here?” I asked in a stream of words without spaces

between them.

“What the hell are you doing?” Aryden asked in return.

“I was attacked,” I told him, catching my breath in short pants between words.

Glances were exchanged between the three men before Edanu approached. Instinctively,

I raised my hands in a defensive posture, but he only unlatched his cloak and draped it over my

shoulders so that I had something with which I could cover myself.

“Send Gamven to have the premises searched. Find this person,” Aryden told Eldis, who

immediately set about the task.

The lord turned back to me. “Are you okay, my lord? Is any of that blood yours?”

“No. I’ll be fine. But I think I’m going to need another bath.”
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Chapter Thirty-One

I arrived late to the party but clean and in my finery.By now the festivities had grown

loud, expanding to fill up every corner of the courtyard, and probably some of the darker places

in the nearby towers of the inner wall as well. 

Everywhere were masks in all manner of colors and materials, from subtle leather

suggestions of demons and devils to gaudy metallic indications of the Firstborn. I caught

Vesonna quickly, dressed in the colors of her house with a fine mask of blackened steel and gilt

accents, not unlike well-crafted armor. The mask’s sculpture, tiny roses around delicate features,

must have been the likeness of Samaradha, the Lady with dominion over the flora of the Avar

and, daughter of the Firstborn Melqéa and Avariennë. She turned away from me when she

recognized my full mask and I didn’t pursue. I couldn’t think of anything but time that might

ease her embarrassment and anger, though I had no intention of saying anything to anyone that

might cause her public shame, or even gossip.

I could hear plenty of gossip around me as I moved through the crowds. Given the

general din of festivities, only disjointed and out-of-context words came to my ears, but I caught

enough to discern that at least some of the talk revolved around my naked and bloody run

through the castle. Naught to do about that but laugh with them. Except I couldn’t. The image of

that face, too darkened by its hood and my collapsing eyesight to be made out as the person it

belonged to tried to murder me, kept me from seeing the humor in the absurdity of what

followed the attack.

Being surrounded by a sea of masked revelers, few of whom I could positively identify
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Being surrounded by a sea of masked revelers, few of whom I could positively identify

by some eccentricity of form, only worsened the sense of dread that grew within me. Glimpses

I’d caught of naked but masked supplicants revering Vaina’s ancient resident spirit overlay with

the sights of the party; the smell of smoke from a wood fire matched the smell of the cult’s

bonfire. For a moment, I was back in those woods fleeing desperately from pursuers—the same

who’d sent my assassin. I’d no doubt that some of whom moved within the crowd, easily

identifying me while shrouded from my own searching.

As I wandered through the various clusters of folk gathered around this performer or

that, a large man with a slight limp stepped in front of me. His beard, neatly combed,

nevertheless splayed from under his mask given its size. He wore a metallic mask, extravagant

in the thin metal leaves that protruded upward and all about from both sides, the entirety

alchemically dyed green to give the impression of a wild man of the forest.

Gamven grabbed my arm, firmly but not aggressively, and pulled me to the side. “My

lord,” he said, “My lord Aryden has asked me to talk to you immediately. Some of the servants

told him they saw Vesonna enter your bathing room and, of course…”

“She did,” I admitted.

“My lord, after our adventures together we are like brothers, bonded in blood and fire.

But I am bound to carry out my lord’s orders.”

He couldn’t see my expression under my mask, and I feared that put me at a

disadvantage. But maybe not, for as much as he could read no sincerity, he could also see no

tells of misdirection or dissembling. “You needn’t worry,” I told him, flatly, a small hole in the

mask’s mouth allowing my voice to escape without being too muffled. “She remembered

something of import from the library and foolishly rushed into the room to tell me. Nothing



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 351 -

something of import from the library and foolishly rushed into the room to tell me. Nothing

untoward occurred. She gave me the message and departed. Ask those same servants and they

should tell you she wasn’t in the room long enough to do…anything they might have implied

she may have. That’s gossip for you, half-truths and insinuations. The Lady Vesonna means well

and knows her duty to her family. Besides, were she to dally with someone, it would not be me.”

Gamven smiled, showing his teeth. “That is a relief, my friend. Come, let’s get you a

drink!”

I followed the green man to an area where a makeshift tavern had been arranged in the

courtyard, several tables and benches arrayed before a long, thin table, behind which lay several

squatting barrels of beer. Worvo, the owner of the Farmer’s Folly in Outer Vaina, tended the bar.

Here, the servants and retainers of the amn Vainas and amn Estos seeking a more relaxed

environment took shelter, casually swapping stories with one another while drinking copious

amounts of their lords’ stocks.

Worvo smiled as we approached the erstwhile bar, filling two tankards and setting them

on the table for us. “How goes it, my lord?” he asked.

“Well met, Master Worvo,” I responded. “We are making progress, and soon to have the

matter resolved.”

“Excellent,” the tavernkeeper said.

Before he could say any more, Gamven interrupted. “I’m sorry, my friend, but Lord

Iaren cannot stay; he’s due to be present amongst the higher-born guests.” He put an edge in the

words “higher-born” that intimated some ambivalence about the meaning of those words. I

agreed. “I just thought he could use a bit of Vaina’s finest beer before treading amongst the

wolves.”
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I raised the mug a bit before remembering the metal gate that barred my mouth. I lifted

the mask back on my head enough to reach the lip of the tankard with my own, taking a swig of

the hoppy, bitter beer, a hint of spices lingering like Vaina’s ghost after I’d swallowed. I raised

the mug in salute to the barkeep; he nodded back, still smiling.

Gamven turned me gently, “And now your true task,” he said to me quietly as we

walked.

I gasped sarcastically. “I’m to be more than one more pretty fencepost? More than a

demonstration of your lord’s wealth and influence?”

“We all have our roles to play, my lord,” Gamven said in a tone suggesting the soldier’s

sense of duty.

“What, exactly, is Aryden asking of me?”

“Your role is much like mine this evening,” the master-of-arms began. “You’re to stand

watch so that nothing happens to interrupt the evening’s festivities—no uninvited guests, I

mean.”

“I got it.”

“But, whereas I have the advantage of watching from afar, my lord desires that you also

mingle with his distinguished guests. Being one of them, of course.”

“Of course.”

We approached the area of the courtyard where the nobles sipped their wine, shared the

latest gossip from courts afield, and danced to the tunes of a large ensemble of musicians—

dancing both the more formal dances of court and alternatively capering and gamboling to the

livelier songs of the common folk. 
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While servants and retainers were fewer in number here, not all had been given the night

to celebrate for themselves. These moved mutely among their masters, anticipating needs and

serving by knowledge of custom rather than by interrupting communications. Some downed the

dregs of their lords’ wine as they removed old cups to bring fresh ones, others listened quietly

and patiently to both the raucous banter and the whispered insinuations, searching them out for

some intelligence that might be sold to an interested party for a little extra coin. Some even

served faithfully and diligently, but these interested me less.

Some of the prominent folk of the town had joined the nobility with their own families.

Mistress im Norrene in a silver gown with a black mask with horns and tendril like rivulets of

leather-formed hair laughed at something said by a man whose dark mask had the tusks of a

boar. In the flickering light of the lamps and torches, I could not tell whether the mask intended

to be a boar or to mock the Blooded who called themselves the Rukosi.

In a corner of the makeshift enclosure, another courtier, well-dressed but not so

extravagantly as many of his fellows, watched sulkily, sipping long, considered swigs of his

lord’s wine. A mask with real antlers and a sharp brow formed in dark, waxed leather concealed

his face, but I knew him to be the constable Daedys by his demeanor. A guest at his lord’s

celebrations, to be sure, but attendance required him to bear witness to a decline in his own

family’s influence. A slight decline, in the great scheme of things, perhaps, as the slip only

mattered relative to the prestige of the other non-noble magnate families in Vaina, but for a man

of pride, the slightest loss of prestige may feel devastating.

But, the question remained: was it devastating enough to cause the im Vardi to turn on

their lord and master? Had Orren been involved in such a plot? Had he somehow been foiled in
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their lord and master? Had Orren been involved in such a plot? Had he somehow been foiled in

whatever machinations he took part in but held a hatred so ingrained in him by his family that he

refused to leave his vengeance even after death? It seemed a trite thing to me to keep one from

the Path and Wheel, but different folk mete out their meaning differently than I. The bigger

problem in my line of thought was the question of—if the preceding were true—why amn Vaina

would keep the same secret, why not take more drastic action against the im Vardi? Why not

strip them of all power to oppose him altogether? No, like all my theories so far, this seemed too

simple. Neither Daedys nor amn Vaina knew the location of Orren’s body nor suspected him as

the cause, or the lord would’ve never sent for me in the first place.

A change in tune from one of the more staid courtly dances to something livelier broke

my reverie, particularly as a woman wearing an exquisite dress of ultramarine paired with a

blue-painted mask that could only have meant to capture the essence of the Aenyr known as the

Sapphire Queen took my hand from my side and dragged me into nearby the crowd of dancers,

her grip hard enough to nearly pull me off my balance and onto my face. I dropped and forgot

the mug that Worvo had given me as I swept forward, but I’d emptied it anyway.

We swung for a moment with the dance, those standing or sitting around us to talk or

drink becoming a blur as I struggled to keep up with unknown steps, the frenetic need to acquit

myself well overcoming my discomfort at the attention dancing always seemed to call to me—

and not because of my skill.

Only when the woman laughed did I realize her for Vitella amn Esto. Her breath was hot

and sweet with wine. Given her normal proclivity for drink and that the wedding of a younger

relative accentuated her age (though I believed her to be only a year or two older than me) and

her single status. As her dress twirled with her movements—precise and graceful despite the



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 355 -

her single status. As her dress twirled with her movements—precise and graceful despite the

wine—I caught a glimpse of Ilmarion flowers sewn within the folds, perhaps only visible with

activity as vigorous as dancing. I would’ve stopped to ponder this had not the rhythm required

me to move quickly, lest I be bludgeoned with flailing arm or leg or, worse still, make obvious

the many minor blunders and missteps I made in attempting to keep up with the Lady Vitella.

When the musicians paused momentarily to adjust their instruments, the lady showed

sympathy for me and led me away from the other dancers. “Well, that was quite amusing, my

lord,” she smiled and winked, sliding past me to greet some other partygoer she’d only just

recognized. 

Across the other side of the space made for dancing, Daedys watched dispassionately,

the distance too great to tell if his eyes fell upon me or only my general vicinity. Ignoring him,

my eyes fell on the betrothed, distanced somewhat from the rest of the group, talking with one

another sweetly and laughing, he in a mask of bronze fire, a perfectly circular sun over the

forehead with what I imagined were chariot horses trailing away from the star, she in a mask

dyed with various shades of blue accentuated by engraved clouds painted white. Ialos and

Qatemë, the original Lord of Fire, for whom the larger of our suns had been named; she the

Lady of Sky, his lover. A fitting metaphor, I supposed.

I watched them until Lorent amn Esto took his leave of his bride-to-be for a moment,

perhaps to consult with family or simply to find another glass of wine. With Nilma left alone, I

swept in to take the opportunity for another conversation.

Her disdain—disgust, really—at seeing me became apparent as her mouth twisted

between her mask, which I noticed had been alchemically treated to give the illusion of the

clouds moving across it as she turned her head back and forth.
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“I’ve nothing to say to you,” she said. “Leave me alone to celebrate.”

“But I have things to say to you,” I told her, my voice perhaps more ominous from

behind the mask. “You lied to me.”

That pricked her sufficiently; she turned toward me quickly, with a, “How dare you!”

I smiled, though she couldn’t see it. “You’ll make quite the lady, with a temper like that,”

I taunted.

“You will not speak to me that way!” she continued.

Turning to face her, I stared with the static expression of the mask. “Do you deny it?”

“I…”

“My lady, I’m not hear to threaten or cajole you. I have no desire to upset you or to

disturb the joy that is due to you upon your nuptials.”

“Then why do you call me a liar to my face?”

“Because I am polite enough not to do it behind your back. And I needed your attention.

I mean to cause no offense, but I do need your help.”

“Help? How?”

“You told me you didn’t know Orren when we first spoke. We both know that’s not true.

I need you to tell me what you do know about him.”

“I—”she began.

I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned to find Lorent, grinning under his mask, reaching

out and grasping me with the foolish bravery of youth. “Master thaumaturge—” he said before I

cut him off.

“Lord thaumaturge,” I said, brusquely swiping his hand away.
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“You appear to be bothering my bride,” he said, smile still wide. 

I looked back to Nilma in response. She stared blankly at us, noncommittally. 

Lorent took it as sign enough he was in the right. “You should go,” he commanded.

For a brief moment, I considered my options. I wore no weapons—nor would they have

done me in good if I had, save to find me more trouble. Lorent had a dagger at his side. His hand

did not rest upon the grip, but it was balled at his hip just nearby. For the same reason a direct

escalation in confrontation would only worsen things, any use of the Art would have the same

effect if detected. Behind Lorent, the lords Aryden and Issano watched over the scene, silent

gargoyles threatening to pounce. “My lord,” I said, finally, “I have need only to ask a few

questions and I’ll excuse myself from your presence.” 

“You will do that now,” he said, his grinning face begging to be slapped hard enough to

tear the mask from it.

“That is not how you get what you want, little lordling,” I said loud enough to draw the

attention of those nearby, including the two lords. “Why command when you can ask nicely?”

“Because my words carry the weight of a man of honor. They always demand

satisfaction.”

“Do not threaten someone unless you mean to do them violence, for a person of honor

and courage is likely to oblige your demand for blood all too quickly.”

“And what, you’re a man of honor,” he asked, mockingly.

I turned away from him, to the crowd of nobles, retainers and hangers-on. “Honor is such

a gaudy accessory,” I said. “These clothes are a gift from our mutual host. Aside from them, I

have nothing to wear honor with! Alas!”
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Some laughs in the crowd.

“So you’re a coward then?”

I turned back to him with a flourish, adopting the stance of the fencer. He startled and

nearly drew his weapon. I took a fencer’s step forward, holding some invisible blade before

shifting my mask’s gaze between my empty hand and the upstart lordling, as if only now

realizing that I was unarmed. More laughter. 

“I will not kill you with wit, my lord, only bleed you a little. And we can play at

courage. I will cut you with my words, bit by bit, and we shall see when such injuries require

you to strike with steel. Then we shall see your courage!”

More laughter now, and this no longer at my antics, but at my target. Derisive.

Offensive.

“How dare you speak to me with such insolence, on such an occasion?” the lordling said,

spitting before me as if throwing down a gauntlet.

Now I was glad for the mask that concealed all of my face. “On the one hand you say I

am a coward, on the other you accuse me of being over-daring. How can such qualities exist in

the same man?”

“Perhaps I should cut you open and see,” the young man threatened.

“There. There,” I said. “That’s it. You’ve confused a readiness for violence with courage

and honor. They are not the same.”

“They are related,” he protested. “That’s the essence of vendetta. But I know that’s

something you do not understand, Iaren amn Ennoc.”

He got the better of me, and my controlled mockery fell away into a purer scorn. “You
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He got the better of me, and my controlled mockery fell away into a purer scorn. “You

know nothing of vendetta, lordling, as you know so little of the rest of the world. Live among

folk who have no time to worry about ‘honor’ and ‘respect’ if they are to live and you might see

how mistaken you are. Although since this marriage is intended to rescue you from such a fate, I

imagine you’ll continue to live in ignorance.”

That strike cut him deep, like I’d promised to, but deeper than I’d actually intended. The

light of the alchemical lamps glinted off of the short length of his dagger’s blade as he pulled it

slightly from its sheath before thinking the better of it and pushing the weapon back home.

Before either of us could further spar, Aryden’s hand had grasped my upper arm. To the

others it appeared a friendly gesture to lead a friend to new introductions, but I felt the tips of his

fingers push deep into the muscle. “Pardon Lord amn Ennoc,” he told the lordling. “He has been

preoccupied with his work of late and may not be pleasant company.”

“No,” I agreed, adding nothing.

As my employer pulled me away from the crowd, which quickly turned back to the

music and dancing, he scolded, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“You told me I had to be here,” I returned, petulantly.

“To prevent any unseemly event from disturbing festivities, not to cause one!”

“I can do that from elsewhere.”

“Then perhaps you should. Wait a moment for propriety’s sake and then remove yourself

to the keep. You can keep your watch for our unwanted guest from there.”

“Fine.”

Aryden stopped to give some quiet command to Gamven before he returned to his

conversations with the Lord amn Esto, and the master-of-arms looked at me with a dubious
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conversations with the Lord amn Esto, and the master-of-arms looked at me with a dubious

expression as he received his orders, hesitating slightly before leaving the celebration.

Before I could follow, however, the Sapphire Queen stepped before me again, smiling

that mischievous smile of her. “That was even more amusing,” she said before I could react.

“Really?” I managed. “I figured you’d be as upset with me as everyone else.”

“On the contrary.” She briefly paused for another sip of wine. “It’s nice to see the little

shit put in his place for once. As you pointed out, this is his destiny, and because of its

importance to our family, he’s been coddled. He’s seen little of the world as you suggest,

certainly not enough to provide even a modicum of humility, some of which even we highborns

need, no?”

“Yes. And I’m glad, once again, to have provided you some amusement.”

She smiled, looked into her empty cup, and turned away. Daedys, still sulking at the

edge of the celebration, continued to watch over me, and I remembered that others might be

doing the same. Nevertheless, I could not remain without further infuriating the man who had

brought me here, and my welcome had worn quite thin as it were. I ducked away.

My pace quickened as progressed through the courtyard, ignoring the mummery and

other entertainments and the crowds gathered round them in favor of a speedy return. I’d been

safer in the crowd of Aryden’s most esteemed guests, where I knew at least some of those

present not to be members of the Vaina cult. But here, in the darkness between localized

celebrations, I felt vulnerable, remembering at once fleeing in the forest under a similar cover of

night and my brief confrontation with the would-be robbers on my way into town.

Perhaps that last thought had some unintended prescience to it, for I found three men

standing in my line of travel, just far enough from the nearest lanterns that few would notice
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standing in my line of travel, just far enough from the nearest lanterns that few would notice

their loitering—if they could have been seen at all. I stopped a good distance from them, enough

that I might have time for at least one defensive sorcery before they were upon me. I’d not

expected the cult—if that were the source of the evening’s previous assassin—to arrange another

attempt quite so quickly—or so brazenly.

Each of the figures was appropriately masked, the shapes of their disguises seeming to

take the form of woodland creatures, though I couldn’t be sure in the dark and distance. Their

clothing had the cut and fashion of servingmen, though I could tell neither the status nor identity

of their master. They wore no weapons, but I had little doubt that they had some sharp and

insidious blades hidden about their persons.

The lead figure, the collar of his long jacket pulled up to conceal the lower half of his

face, raised an open hand in a gesture that either warned me to stop (which I already had) or

intended to signal peaceful intent. “We wish you no harm, Lord Thaumaturge. Only to deliver a

message.”

I was not ready to believe them, but neither had I any intent to escalate the matter given

the circumstances. “And what’s that?”

“Our master wishes no quarrel with you, Iaren amn Ennoc. We wish no quarrel with

you.”

“It’s a bit late for that, isn’t it? One of yours did try to kill me, after all.”

“One of ours, but not with our master’s blessing.”

“Dissension in the ranks, huh? That’s going to make staying hidden difficult.”

“Let us to worry about that. Provided you do not meddle in our affairs, we will leave you

to yours.”
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“I can’t promise that. I have a job to do.”

“Orren’s death has nothing to do with us.”

“And I’m supposed to just trust you on that? Was he a part of your…faction?”

The man paused for a moment. “He was. But not a part of our plans. You are not a part

of our plans, either, but if you become entangled in them, we must needs be enemies. That is not

what our master wants. Our master is willing to offer something of great value to you if you will

stand aside.”

“And what is that?”

“Knowledge. There are many secrets one such as our master has access to that you may

not discover in a lifetime.”

“And what, exactly, am I being asked to do?”

“You will know our master’s intent when it is revealed. There will be a secret to keep,

but it will not prevent you from pursuing your own task. Our master might even assist with the

completion of that task. And we all may go about our ways enriched, and friends.”

More riddles, I thought to myself. “I’m not agreeing to anything,” I said. “Not in

advance.”

“Nor would we ask you to,” the man said. “We mean only to bring an offer of peace

between us and to communicate our intentions to you. You will do as you see best. We hope that

it will leave us friends and not enemies.”

The messenger’s outstretched hand turned to wave his comrades to follow and they

withdrew into the darker recesses of the courtyard as I continued to the entrance of the keep,

where Gamven waited for me.
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“My lord has asked me to post guards at your chamber,” the master-of-arms said bluntly

as he followed just behind me to my quarters. “After the earlier attack on you, he thought it

might be wise to provide you with some additional protection.”

“And all the better to keep me in line as well, huh?” I replied.

Gamven said nothing. I took that to mean that he respected me well enough not to lie to

me and thought that we were, indeed, friends. I understood his adherence to his duties and

wished to cause him no trouble for his loyalty or to test our friendship against that loyalty. That

would only cause him pain, and I would lose all the same.

Two men of Gamven’s guard flanked the door to my room, wearing the same sort of

breastplate and gambeson Errys had when I met her. A pang of regret washed across me, but I

pushed it aside just as I pushed open the door to my chamber. Despite the presence of my

guardians, my night had not yet ended.
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Chapter Thirty-Two

I removed my mask and tossed it atop the bed, glad to be free of its tight embrace. The

air felt easier to breathe and my broadened perception allayed some of the claustrophobia I’d felt

when surrounded by dozens of potential assailants.

For a moment, I just stood there, mulling of the spirit’s messenger’s words, turning them

over in my mind in hopes of uncovering some hidden implication or meaning. Everyone in

Vaina, had a secret he wanted to keep, even the incorporeal citizens. Especially the incorporeal

inhabitants, perhaps.

But supposition would do me little good, and I soon turned my thoughts to find

something within my power to search for more clues rather than to keep pushing the ones  I had

together like some half-missing puzzle set.

I changed back into my regular attire and obtained my ritual belt and a piece of chalk.

Taking my time, I drew out the concentric circles on the floor boards, careful to keep the lines as

regular as possible over the seams between planks and the minor textures and irregularities in

the wood. Once I’d completed the circles, I procured my grimoire from the chest at the foot of

the bed, searching through for the specific runes and patterns I wanted for this working.

Having not performed such a working in quite some time, I had to reference the pages of

my collected knowledge of the Art (that I didn’t know by rote, at least) many times to ensure the

proper placement and designs of the symbols necessary to the circle’s function.

Finally, perhaps an hour after I’d begun, I sat down within the circle, legs folded, and

closed my eyes. I whispered the incantations softly, hoping not to disturb the watchers at my
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closed my eyes. I whispered the incantations softly, hoping not to disturb the watchers at my

door, allowing my consciousness to release its moorings to my body. Just as I felt myself

beginning to float free, the door to my room opened.

I snapped back into myself with a gasp, my eyes opening wide to see one of the

guardsmen with the door half-open, making much the same expression I had.

“What are you doing,” I shot, doing my best impression of the thaumaturge not to be

trifled with. My annoyance assisted in this.

“I-I heard noises,” he said feebly.

Indeed, a sudden wind had apparently blown through the room, knocking around some

of my belongings. The room’s window remained closed. In preparing to leave my body, my

senses had been distracted from the physical world around me, and I’d remained oblivious.

“You will hear noises,” I growled. “Ignore them. Unless I call for you, keep an eye that

no one enters my room. Including. You.”

He nodded his assent and closed the door again. I could hear a mumbled exchange in

unsure voices between the two guardsmen, and then silence.

With the calm and quiet restored, I turned back to my task. Again I closed my eyes and

chanted, visualizing my spirit leaving my body until I felt it happening. I floated above myself,

looking down upon my sitting form, my mouth still repeating the incantations despite my

absence from it.

This is not a technique of the Art that I enjoy. It makes me feel more vulnerable than

empowered. Unlike a being whose essential condition is inherently incorporeal and ethereal,

being a disembodied practitioner feels much like looking at the world above while one’s head is

underwater—a general sense may be made of things, but one must deal with distortion and
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underwater—a general sense may be made of things, but one must deal with distortion and

confusion in the senses. Theologians who are also practitioners of the Subtle Art have debated

why this is the case, with some arguing about the significance of being incarnated beings and

others preferring to rely on the mortal practitioner’s relative inexperience of being ethereal as

the cause. The latter speculate that, given enough time out of body, we could adjust and sharpen

our senses. Still, the body itself begins to die if emptied of its inhabiting spirit for long enough,

so none has been able to test this theory overmuch.

A side effect of inhibited senses when projecting consciousness is that it is difficult to

use the Art as well. The better the visualization of the target of an effect, the easier that effect is

to achieve. This by itself degrades performance. To say nothing of the fact that we practitioners

receive our training in drawing the Power through our bodies to empower sorceries and

thaumaturgies, using our physical selves as intermediary between the external world and the

internal self. Channeling the Power for a working while disembodied is thus especially difficult.

These things combined to leave me relatively defenseless in a confrontation with either

of the rogue spirits of Vaina. But I intended no such confrontation—if Orren’s spirit manifested

itself during the night, I would immediately return to my body to engage with it. Should I

encounter the natural spirit of Vaina, I would likewise return to my body. Not to fight with it, but

to disengage.

For all my reservations, there are of course advantages to projecting the consciousness in

this manner. To begin, I am not bound by most of the physical barriers that impede normal

movement, nor am I confined to movement at the speed my feet may carry me. Second, spirits

and souls—of both those bound to flesh and those less so—are like shining beacons to one who

has projected into the ethereal world that borders our own. While my perceptions were generally
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has projected into the ethereal world that borders our own. While my perceptions were generally

dimmed, I had the ability to see things I could not with my physical eyes when looking at

another person through this medium.

The Sight, in most ways, is simply peering into the ethereal without projecting into it

fully. Of course, all of the dangers attendant to that practice also accompany this one.

Loosed into the ethereal as a bright and floating spirit, I first scanned through the interior

of the keep, able to see through stone and wood, searching for any sign of Orren’s spirit.

Finding none, I next turned my attention to Lady Aevala’s chambers, hoping I might see

something that could substitute for the direct observation that her husband had so obstinately

prevented. A shroud of sorts, a dark barrier through which my ethereal senses could not

penetrate, surrounded the room like a sphere. Someone had inscribed and empowered crude

wards upon the room, wards that did not prevent Orren’s specter from reaching the afflicted

woman but that would prevent my efforts to scry into that space. Had Orren established these

before his death? That might explain his ability to pass through them, though his strange power

as a spirit—far in excess of any mere phantom I’d encountered before—might allow him to

force his way through the protections just as easily.

Noting the disturbing detail but without time to further investigate at present, I at once

left my bedchamber through its outer wall, looking down upon the continuing festivities below,

where the light now came from those who danced, cavorted, drank and entertained themselves

rather than the lamps or torches, which now flickered only dimly to my sight, shadows in the

shape of flames. 

Descending, moving closer to that crowd of gathered courtiers of which I’d been a part

not so long before, I searched for Daedys among them. Both his demeanor over the course of his
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not so long before, I searched for Daedys among them. Both his demeanor over the course of his

evening and the words of the anonymous messenger impressed upon me the idea that I might

find something of use among the constable’s secrets. Orren had been his nephew, after all; if the

boy had been part of the cult, the probability followed that the im Vardi were involved as a

whole. Further, if a dispute existed between factions within the cult, as the messenger had

intimated, and Orren had acted against the designs of the spirit at the center of that cult, then

Daedys likely also belonged to that dissenting faction—or would at least know something about

it.

Such thoughts occupied my mind as I watched, invisible. For a long time, the constable

only sulked, continuing to nurse his drinks slowly, and probably maintaining a clearer head than

most around him. Eventually, though, perhaps when he’d decided he’d stayed long enough to be

decorous—though given his behavior at the festivities I rather thought he’d left decorum behind

long before—he approached the bride- and groom-to-be, wished them well in their preparations

for the wedding tomorrow, thanked Lord Aryden for the hospitality and generosity, and took his

leave.

I followed after him, leaving a good space between us out of habit more than need, for he

could not see me in such a state—not without the Sight. He walked a normal course to the inner

gatehouse and passed through into Old Vaina, continuing without deviation to the outer

gatehouse and New Vaina. But, once here, his path did not lead straight home. Instead, glancing

around briefly for anyone else roaming about, he ducked into one of the smaller alleys between

buildings, making quick turns and evasive dodges through sidestreets and lesser-used paths. Had

I been following him physically, I’d have had a hard time indeed keeping up with him,

especially without giving myself away.
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As it were, his deft maneuvers availed him nothing. I tracked him to the darkened corner,

out of the light of any torch or lantern, where he made his rendezvous with another soul, a man

waiting there for him.

Before Daedys had fully arrived, the man rocked back and forth on his heels, impatient,

agitated. Through the distortion of my ethereal vision, I could not make out the facial features of

the waiting figure—though, through this form of the Sight, I plainly observed the absence of the

last joint of his right thumb.

He wore simple clothing that could have belonged to anyone from New Vaina, from the

tenant farmers and cottagers to the minor tradesmen who served the wants and whims of the

town’s merchants and magnates. I perceived the color as dark, though this could have been a

matter of my idiosyncratic mode of perception.

Likewise, the sounds from the conversation came to me muffled, as if an echo at a

distance, and I struggled to make out what words I could. From what I could glean, the men

were familiar with one another. Daedys exerted authority over the man, who seemed to be

complaining of—and excusing—the failure of his attack upon me. 

The suspicions given to me by the cult’s messenger not so long before had been proved

valid by this exchange—Daedys and Orren must have belonged to that dissenting faction within

the Vaina cult, the one which, against the command of the spectral master, had attempted to cut

short my life this very evening. 

My racing mind, conspiring with the inherent difficulty of the task, prevented me from

capturing any helpful detail of the exchange between the two men, which ended with them

parting ways, both apparently upset. But the details would come soon enough—knowledge of
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parting ways, both apparently upset. But the details would come soon enough—knowledge of

the meeting itself provided direction for my further investigation. And the revelation of any

enemy against whom I could now protect myself.

Anger and indignation replaced fear now that I had the source of the threat, though I

knew it still too premature to take any direct action against the constable. He enjoyed Lord

Aryden’s trust and I did not; I would need tangible evidence beyond my own testimony to

convince my employer that I was not simply grasping at straws. 

Further, Daedys’ motives, or Orren’s, or the cult’s spirit’s for that matter, all remained

obscured to me, and I knew I would be wise to seek greater understanding of the situation before

doing anything drastic—despite the emotion pushing me to swift retribution. After my own

words to Lorent, I would not make a hypocrite of myself. The line of morality may be

sometimes blurred in my work, but the line of hypocrisy remains a clear beacon to all people at

all times.

Already, I had spent as much time away from my body as I dared, counting myself

fortunate that the activity had not drawn any unwanted attention. At the speed of a thought, I

returned to myself, opening my eyes and savoring the rush of sensation restored.
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Chapter Thirty-Three

The exhilarating rush that filled me as I returned to my body made it clear that sleep

would not come soon, or easily. With the revels continuing in the courtyard below, I gathered

that the same would be true for many others in Vaina, so perhaps I would not lose much valuable

time in my investigation if I could take some further action now and sleep in a bit once

exhaustion finally set in.

I had just the task. Kneeling in the center of the concentric circles that set the foundation

of my ritual circle, I began to wipe away at the various symbols I had drawn before without

touching those circles themselves. As the runes and sigils began to smudge rather than fade, I

wet the cloth near the bowl of water on the table across from the bed and scrubbed, using the

wet cloth to pick up the particles of chalk and the dry to wipe away the water left behind.

The floor cleared of its original diagrams, I began to draw another, this one intended for

a journey of a different sort, one more harrowing than simply leaving the body. 

Again the ritual forced me to resort to my grimoire repeatedly, turning back and forth

between open book and floor, narrowly undoing the details of my work with a careless knee or

an outstretched hand searching to balance myself in my movements. I expected the nosy

guardsman to intrude once again, but he did not. Perhaps my “threatening thaumaturge”

demeanor had become better than I’d thought it. This would be progress as a practitioner—at the

university we often laughed about disapproving stares and reproachful gazes being core skills of

the magus.

In time, less in fact than the previous ritual drawing had taken, I had completed the new
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In time, less in fact than the previous ritual drawing had taken, I had completed the new

ritual space. I sat within it as before, but hesitated. My last foray to the Sea of Dreams had been

both involuntary and life-threatening, and I wondered if the potential benefit of another intrusion

really did outweigh the risks. Ultimately, I concluded that, without Aryden allowing me to see

his wife (which did not seem to be any nearer to happening than when I’d first arrived) or the

wards around the lady’s chamber suddenly and spontaneously collapsing, I had no other

available paths to the specific vein of knowledge I sought.

It might have been possible for me to dispel the wards upon Aevala’s chambers, but that,

too, would have required physical proximity to them—I did not believe I had sufficient skill to

ethereally project myself and dispel them that way, clumsy though they might have been. And,

I’ve already explained my general reservations to the use of such techniques. 

The drive to know the truth of the matter, more than the potential rewards for satisfying

Lord Aryden, overcame my fears. I closed my eyes, remaining silent for this working, quieting

my mind except for the image of my destination. This was not an easy task, for my mind

remains in a general state of disquiet at the calmest of times. The One did not create me for

simple contemplation or for still satisfaction, apparently.

For some time, I struggled with myself, thoughts intruding upon my attempted

meditation, images entering my mind unbidden, drawing me into consideration of this event or

that clue in my investigation—or even the merits of Worvo’s beer. I shook my head in

sympathetic attempt to shake the thoughts from my mind, my inability to focus on a single thing

increasing my frustration, increasing the difficulty with which I tried to focus.

As if running into a stone wall built of my own vexation, I opened my eyes in anger. To

my surprise, I found that I sat not within my room in Vaina Castle, but within a rowboat, gently



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 373 -

my surprise, I found that I sat not within my room in Vaina Castle, but within a rowboat, gently

bobbing up and down under the twilit sky that blankets the Sea of Dreams.

I looked behind me, to the horizon, for the forested island I’d come to visit. Like a

mirage made real, the hazy image of my destination appeared in the distance, gradually

becoming solid. Taking up the rowboat’s oars, I pulled myself in that direction.

As I did, I could see other islands in the distance, some hazy, some as solid and real as

any island in the Avar. Atop one, a gray and lonely castle; spreading across another relatively

nearby (though spatial relationships are remarkably flexible in realms such as this) a bleak

desert, baking in the heat of an invisible sun. Turning to check whether my course remained

true, a new island, a mountainous dagger rising from the limitless deep, pushed its way into my

path, forcing me to divert around it and reacquire my destination before continuing. 

In the time that I rowed, I contemplate the potential meanings of the Sea of Dreams’

geography: why each dream-containing island formed in the way it did, why certain islands

seemed closer in their relative positions to some but not others, what meaning belonged to these

relationships—for whatever meaning there was did not originate from physical laws. 

The study of the Art teaches that there are subtle relationships between many things,

those that are not readily apparent to the casual observer (as they only sometimes correspond to

physical properties and are just as likely to be symbolic or metaphorical) but that may be

discovered through careful analysis and study. This principle, these sympathies, are the basis of

the various practices of the art. In alchemy, sympathies are used to create desired effects through

the relationships between physical materials and those desired results. With sorcery,

thaumaturgy, it is the thoughts and images formed and held in the mind that create sympathies

with the purpose and direction of the will. This is not simply a matter of visualizing the desired



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 374 -

with the purpose and direction of the will. This is not simply a matter of visualizing the desired

result—although there is some of that to be sure—it is a matter of creating meaning through

association, and then using the Power to make that meaning manifest in the Avar. Theurgy and

enchantment are hybrid practices, using drawn or carved symbols to create certain sympathies

while also relying upon the careful thought and construction of the practitioner.

It only stands to reason that a place such as the Sea of Dreams operates by similar

principles. Those private demesnes created by powerful magi, modest examples of that final

great working of the Aenyr, likewise operate by rules based in sympathies—and the

idiosyncrasies of their creators.

These thoughts passed the time until the rowboat jerked with a hollow thump that

indicated I’d arrived on land—the beach of Lady Aevala’s dreams. Leaving the boat, I

recovered my balance, it having been disrupted by the waves of an imaginary ocean.

The heavy pall of fear and death continued to hang about this place, the atmosphere thick

with imminent tragedy that spoke of a reality entirely independent from Aevala’s dream-state.

That dread impelled me this time rather than slowing my steps. Isn’t it strange that its sometimes

easier to be brave for someone else’s sake than your own? While that sour feeling in the pit of

my stomach yelled at me like a village alarm, my head remained clear as I pushed into the

island’s interior, shrouded by the thick canopy of the strangely-shaped trees.

I searched for the pond at which I’d first encountered the lady, for the rocky outcropping

and the cave to which I’d chased her, ignoring any potential threats from the sides or behind as I

focused on the path forward. I went from one heavy footfall to the next, quickening my pace in

frustration and anger as I failed to find any of the landmarks I’d seen before.

In the periphery of my vision, I could see shadows twisting unnaturally between the
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In the periphery of my vision, I could see shadows twisting unnaturally between the

trunks of trees, as if animated and aware. Whether Orren’s spirit had elected to confront me

here, or these manifestations only represented the strange nature of the Sea of Dreams and its

innumerable islands, I did not know. 

It didn’t matter to me. I felt up for a fight, if only to enjoy something simple and

straightforward for a change, and if the spirit thought it’s power enhanced by being in this place,

I would match it. As I’d come of my own volition, and had forced my fear down well enough to

keep my wits about be, my own long-honed will would have as much benefit in a place formed

of desires and will as anything the spirit might hope to gain here.

Indeed, when I finally encountered Aevala, I found the spirit there, too, standing over

her, grinning at me as if daring me to attack. The specter aimed its threat not at me, though, but

at the woman behind whom it stood.

Aevala lay stretched out on her back over a stone slab, intricately carved with visions

from the Book of the Tree, the sort typically reserved for the preparation of the dead for their

last rites. Funerary clothes covered her, though no shroud masked her face.

Foolish of me to expect some climactic combat here, as if such a thing would prove

useful anyway. I could only hope to banish the spirit again for a time, and nothing would have

changed. Not really. I might have kept my wits, but anger had surely clouded my expectations

and my judgment.

Drawing in a deep breath, I attempted to do what I’m best at: observe and analyze, hold

the situation in my hand and turn it to observe all angles, all of the consequences to the various

ways things might play out. This is no element of the Art, merely the application of careful

thought and conjecture based on experience and logic, though I’d argue that my practice of the
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thought and conjecture based on experience and logic, though I’d argue that my practice of the

Art had tempered my skill in such endeavors all the same.

Recentering myself gave some relief, as I noticed the subtle rise and fall of Aevala’s

chest, indicated she had not yet died, as the props seemed to indicate, but had fallen into a

slumber. Over her, cadaverous hand outstretched as if drawing the life out of her bit by bit,

breath by breath, Orren’s spirit continued to smile at me, believing itself to have the upper hand.

Based on all that had transpired so far, I couldn’t say definitively that it was wrong.

We stared at each other in a sort of stalemate, the phantom and I, my mere presence

threatening at least temporary violence to it, it revealing its deepening ability to inflict suffering

upon the woman I’d been hired to save, after a fashion. Things are always so much more

straightforward in the stories of knights and their lovers. 

I had two real options: move against the specter here and now, risking further injury to

Aevala, or leave, failing to do anything about the lingering suffering the spirit inflicted upon her.

A sensation of warmth surrounded my hands and I looked down to find them wreathed in

dancing fire, a visible symbol of my inner anger. What would have required a conscious effort

of the will (and a thorough application of technique) to achieve in the Avar required only

emotion and the subconscious here in the Sea of Dreams. In the back of my head I made a note

to myself to further research this phenomenon on my return to the city—if that happened.

Seeing my manifest animosity, the spirit only smiled wider. If there had been any doubt

that vengeance and hatred powered this spirit, that grin disabused me of it in an instant. The

feeling of impotence only stoked my fury’s flames; whatever calm I’d generated as I’d analyzed

the situation burned away as so much paper. 

Aevala’s sleeping form let out a low moan, driving me forward a step in empathy. A chill
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Aevala’s sleeping form let out a low moan, driving me forward a step in empathy. A chill

ran through me as I stepped into the spirit’s cold aura, the shock of it bringing a much-needed

reprieve from my anger, however brief. Before me, the specter’s fingers elongated into dagger-

like claws in anticipation. 

I knew that the spirit could not kill Aevala right away—if it could have, it would have

done so already. It required time to complete its design, though that time was running short.

Whatever injunction prevented the spirit from taking immediate vengeance on the target of its

ire (at least its current target) did not apply to me. Should it rend me apart in this place, I would

be dead in all places. That would make it difficult in the extreme to continue my investigation

and find some final way to banish the specter once and for all.

As cold as the air around me, my mind weighed the options afresh, finding the risk of a

current confrontation too disproportionate to any benefit for logic to support it. It pained me to

see Aevala’s condition worsening, her suffering prolonged and deepening, but if I was to help

her, I would have to leave her to her suffering a while longer.

I turned. Using all of my strength, I ignored the knot in my gut, no longer a warning of

danger but a natural response to ignoring the suffering of another mortal being. I retreated

slowly, deliberately, pausing several times to consider turning back toward the lady and coming

to her rescue—like one of those knights in stories, perhaps. But ultimately, I reminded myself of

the fantasy of such things, and the fantastic nature the dreamforged island around me

accentuated the point. So, I kept moving.

I kept moving through what felt like long hours of walking, hoping that by traveling in a

single direction I would eventually reach the island’s beach, which I could then follow around to

my boat. Time consuming, but the most reliable method of navigation I could imagine in this
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my boat. Time consuming, but the most reliable method of navigation I could imagine in this

ephemeral place. 

A thought occurred to me that I’d not considered before: what would happen if Aevala’s

dream ended before I’d left the island? If I’d only been dreaming, I’m sure that I would have

simply awoken myself. But I had projected myself here in spirit, made myself more present by

my will to be here rather than the natural workings of the Sea. Would the island suddenly

disappear, leaving me to fall into an empty patch of the Sea? Would I be stuck in some in-

between place? If so, would I be freed at the onset of the lady’s next dream and able to return to

my body—if it continued to be able to house my spirit?

Some comforted existed then that Aevala had entered into a seemingly-impenetrable

sleep from which she was unlikely to wake, cold comfort though that was. 

Finally, I returned to the little rowboat waiting for me on the shore. I pushed it free of the

sandy beach and leapt in, but not without soaking myself in the process. Pulling at the oars, I

made my way into an open patch of the Sea before closing my eyes and thinking of that room in

Vaina Castle where my body awaited me.

Even more than in my attempt to reach the Sea of Dreams in the first place, my mind

raced, eschewing all attempts at focus or quiet meditation. Behind the constant stream of

thoughts, I growing panic began to gnaw at me: what if I could not achieve peace enough to

return at all? What if my own idiosyncrasies prevented me from leaving? Would I be stuck here

for all eternity, some stranger making unexpected and inexplicable appearances in the dreams of

the Avar’s sleepers? Did such a class of unfortunate—or over-ambitious—practitioners exist?

Remember what I said about sympathies, about the bonds of symbolism and meaning

between things both alike and seemingly disparate? Apparently, the sympathy between a body
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between things both alike and seemingly disparate? Apparently, the sympathy between a body

and soul is a particularly strong one. This makes sense, I suppose—how else keep a thing by

nature so free and eternal bound within something so frail and limited? The power of that bond,

more than any of my own doing, brought me safely home again.

The warm air of the summer night greeted me as I returned to myself. I opened my eyes

to find the my room’s window ajar. This brought me quickly to my feet, though as my mind

caught up to my shock I realized that I’d likely already be dead if another assassin had entered

through the window while my body sat empty and defenseless in the middle of the room. 

Checking the window and the wall outside, I found no signs of entry or a forcing of the

window. More likely, the flux of the theurgic ritual had drawn another gust of wind that blew the

window open. Only once calm hit me did I realize that the wet of the Sea of Dreams had

followed me back to the Avar. I’d dripped a trail across the room from the ritual circle to the

window, water continuing to fall from my clothes in heavy drops.

Below, the celebration had finally begun to wind down. The music had stopped and only

the low sounds of whispered conversations, punctuated by the occasional raucous laughter,

remained, the remnants of those who refused to take to their beds but who had nowhere better to

be. The hour must have been later indeed, though not so late as I’d expected given the amount

of time I’d felt pass in the Sea of Dreams. But time moves differently there.

I removed my wet clothes, again, and hung them on the window sill as I had done

before. Still damp, I fell into the bed, drifting quickly to my own emergent island somewhere in

the Sea, hopefully far away from the one occupied by Aevala and her captor. 

I’d need whatever sleep I could get. Time was running short, and I had much to do to

banish Orren’s ghost.
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Chapter Thirty-Four

The creaking of my chamber door awoke me, as Lord Aryden pushed into the room,

Eldis, the doctor Endan, and Barro following. Orange light from the rising suns illuminated the

room with the impression of fire. The lord looked at the remnants of the ritual circle on the floor,

smeared by my feet and by the water that had run from me as I exited it and made a low sound

to himself.

“So this is how you kept us at peace last night, is it? You could have thought to do it

sooner. Or were you waiting for a special occasion?”

I thought to correct his misapprehension, but then thought better of it. “There is a sort of

trial and error to my work,” I explained, “It is called the ‘Subtle Art’, after all.”

“Yes, well.” Aryden said, more to himself than to anyone else. “For all your minor

successes, our situation continues to deteriorate. My wife cannot be awoken from her slumber.

Tell him, Endan.”

Part of me wanted to interrupt and tell them I already knew this, but I decided to play my

cards a bit closer to the chest—I’d already chosen to conceal the existence of the cult from Lord

Aryden, what would it hurt to keep a little more to myself until I’d deduced the full cause of his

lady’s suffering.

The doctor began, “While the phantom may not have appeared to torment the night’s

celebrations, my lady’s condition worsens, and I can find no physical cause for her decline. She

has no fever, no sweats, no boils or buboes. Her blood appears normal and so does her urine.

She’s been in this condition without dying or recovering for too long to suspect toxins, but she
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She’s been in this condition without dying or recovering for too long to suspect toxins, but she

shows no signs of disease—and none of her handmaids have fallen ill. And yet, as my lord has

mentioned, she is in a slumber and none can wake her. The cause must be spiritual, as we have

suspected all along.”

“We are running out of time,” Aryden interrupted. “You are running out of time, Lord

Thaumaturge.”

“I am making progress, Aryden.”

“Which is?”

“I’d rather not share all of the details at present.”

“That does not instill trust in said progress.”

“I understand that, but caution is necessary in these matters. We know now that it is

Orren’s spirit that haunts your castle. At least, all evidence points that direction and I’ve seen

none to contradict it. But we don’t know who killed him and why, both of which are essential to

discover if I am to have any chance of banishing the spirit permanently. Gossip travels, and I am

loath to let the killer, whoever it is, know what I know lest they plan some way to misdirect me.”

“Hmph,” Aryden responded. “And then there’s the issue of my daughter,” he continued.

Behind him, Gamven frowned.

“What issue with your daughter? I already told Gamven what happened.”

“And you can tell me, now,” he insisted.

“What is there to tell? As your servants saw, she entered the room while I was bathing,

forgetting herself in her excitement to share with me a clue she’d found in Barro’s library but not

remembered until just then and, once she told me, she realized the situation and immediately

withdrew.” 
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“What was it that she found and had so urgently to tell you?”

“That, according to Savute, vengeful spirits sometimes rise when a person dies under

Qaidhë’s moon.”

“Does that fit our situation?” Gamven asked.

“I have to do the math, determine when Qaidhë’s moon was last in the sky, see if it fits

our timeline.”

Aryden again. “If it does, what does that mean? I thought you said you needed the killer

and the motive?”

“If Qaidhë’s moon is an influence, then there may be a ritual to undo that influence. If

that’s the true cause, then the boy’s death might actually have been an accident, and there might

be no killer at all.”

“An interesting prospect,” the lord said. “And a convenient one, I think.”

I rose from the bed. “If you don’t trust me, Aryden, perhaps I should leave. You come in

here first with an accusation of my failure, then of my bedding your daughter, and then of

playing some sort of trick on you—and to what purpose? If I were aware of such a simple

solution from the first, why would I put myself in harm’s way in the Close? Or with the creature

in the forest? Besides, I don’t think that that will be our answer. The spirit here feels…to

empowered for some mere operation of the cosmos to be our cause. I’d not even have mentioned

the possibility unless I’d checked the stars and found some basis for further investigation—

which, as I said, I’ve not yet done.

If you won’t confide in me to do my job as I gave my word I would, how can I help you?

When I do find what needs to be done, what happens if you don’t want to hear it? What happens
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When I do find what needs to be done, what happens if you don’t want to hear it? What happens

if the person to blame is not someone you are willing to punish? What then?”

Lord amn Vaina was taken aback, either by the forwardness of my words or the

revelation that I wore nothing under the bedsheets, though he would’ve known that already if

he’d been observant. My underclothes had dried, thankfully, and I put them on as I waited for

some response.”

“Dammit,” Aryden said resignedly. “I know you’re right. I don’t like it, but I’m man

enough to admit it. I’m—I grow weary of this plague upon our house and my wife. It makes me

suspicious. And stubborn.”

“I’m not here to judge you,” I told him. “I’m here to help you. Let me.”

He sighed. “Yes. Of course. But there is one more thing.”

“Lorent amn Esto?”

“Just so.”

“I’ll avoid him,” I said. “You have my word.”

“You’ll be needed at the wedding ceremony this afternoon,” Aryden reminded.

“To keep watch again, yes.”

“So, you’ll spend the morning making the calculations about Vesonna’s theory?”

“I’ll need more information. Can you have Eldis let us know or find out when Qaidhë’s

moon was last seen? I can do the rest from there.”

“The farmers will know; they keep an eye on such things. In the meantime?”

“In the meantime, I need to speak with the constable.” By now, I’d donned my clothes

for the day and strapped on my belt. As I sat on the edge of the bed to pull my boots on, Aryden

and his retainers turned for the door.
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Before he left, though, the lord turned back. “Lord thaumaturge…” he began.

“Yes?”

“Work quickly. Save my wife. Please,” I’d not heard such desperation in his voice

before, though I’d seen it in is his actions, felt it in his words.

“I’m doing everything I can.”

For a moment, I thought that he’d return the statement with a threat or chastisement that

what I was doing was not enough. But he only nodded before he passed through the door.
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Chapter Thirty-Five

Not long after Aryden had left, I did as well. I traveled by way of the kitchens, where I

picked up some breakfast on my way. With so few hours of sleep, I longed for some coffee, but

the delicacy had not made its way outside of the Sisters, so I settled for a hot tea with some

bread and cheese. 

As refreshed as I could expect to be, I traveled the long stretch back to the im Varde

home in New Vaina. The walk refreshed, but thoughts of what I would do or say upon

confronting Daedys darkened things substantially. I tried to push back my speculations, to wait

for Daedys’ own words as to why he’d tried to have me killed, but the possibilities spilled forth

nonetheless.

Like before, several of the constable’s men, those rough thugs best suited to keeping the

peace through threats and violence rather than providing serious protection as Gamven’s watch

did, congregated at the fence to the im Varde home. Unlike before, they only watched me with

cold eyes, making no motions toward me and saying nothing. I’d have liked to think that my

past demonstration with their fellow bravo had earned this respect, but it was likelier that

something else caused them to keep their distance—a command from their master or perhaps

some other knowledge about the less direct danger I represented.

I had no desire to engage with them if they were wiling to let me alone, so I strode past

to the gate, and then to the home’s front door. Striking the knocker, I waited patiently, tapping

my foot idly, for Mosan to greet me.

After a moment he swung the door open, a look of surprise upon his face. “Lord amn
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After a moment he swung the door open, a look of surprise upon his face. “Lord amn

Ennoc,” he said, quickly recovering his expression. “You wish to speak with Master Daedys?”

“I do.”

“Very well, my lord.” 

He led me again to the im Varde parlour and its collected grandeur. “Would you sit, my

lord?” he asked.

“I’ll stand, thank you.” I wanted to keep my sword ready and my feet free to move

should the need arise.

The constable kept me waiting for some time; while I tried to keep an eye on the

doorway into the parlor, I distracted myself somewhat with the inspection of the furniture pieces

that decorated the room. Given this time, I noticed details I had not before. The furniture was all

of fine craftsmanship and quality materials, indeed, and, aside from those pieces intended and

used for sitting upon, like new. Too new, given the style of the pieces, of a fashion many decades

gone.

The decorative furniture in this room was just that—decorative. I pulled at one of the

drawers on the writing desk to find that it did not open. The desk had the look of a desk but not

its function, as if it had been made as a set piece for some work upon the stage—the impression

of a desk, but not its essence.

I took one of the books from the nearby shelves and opened it to find only blank pages

within the leatherbound cover, the faint smell of mildew emanating from within. The parlor,

then, had been meant to keep up appearances, to give a showing of the kind of wealth enjoyed

by the merchants of Old Vaina without the cost. I imagined that the parts of the im Varde home

I’d seen—the entry and this parlor—were the extent of the building decorated so lavishly,
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I’d seen—the entry and this parlor—were the extent of the building decorated so lavishly,

concealing considerable humbler accoutrements within the living spaces used by the family.

I thought about how growing up in such a place might have shaped Orren—the constant

reminder of the sham of the political settlement between the magnates of the Old Town and New

that so impressed those without access to the truth, the resentment at the manipulation of the

amn Vaini, forcing them to keep up such appearances while being left outside that prosperity

that accrued to the town. Moral or not, I understood better the origin of the boy’s ambitions. 

In the corner of my eye, I caught Daedys entering the room, clad in a robe over his

nightclothes, a look in his face that intimated he may not have been finished drinking when he’d

returned home last night. He wore no weapons, though he could have been concealing a dagger

or other blade beneath the robe. 

“You’ve come to discuss the attempt on your life yesterday?” He asked, fatalistically

more than expectantly. His voice made clear the hungoveredness implied by his disheveled

appearance.

His bluntness took me aback for a moment. “I have.”

“I don’t have any information yet, but my men are searching for a man missing part of

his thumb.”

He doesn’t know that I know, I thought to myself. Of course he didn’t, how could he?

Perhaps I’d not fully recovered my wits myself. “The man must be someone above general

suspicion, someone who could have entered the lord’s keep without attracting attention in the

first place.”

“I thought the same myself,” Daedys offered.

“Someone in your employ? One of your constable’s men?”
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He frowned, but I saw through it. “Hmm,” he said. “That’s possible. I hadn’t thought of

it.”

“But why would one of your men try to kill me?”

“I have no idea,” he said. He feigned the appearance of shock as he said, “Could one of

my own men be responsible for my nephew’s death? Have you uncovered evidence that might

indicate that?”

“No.”

“Then it’s likely not one of mine, is it?”

“Perhaps not,” I allowed. “But then, who? One of the lord’s servants? A member of

Gamven’s watch? And then, why?”

“You must be getting closer to uncovering Orren’s murderer,” Daedys said.

“Or I’ve found something else someone wants kept secret.”

The constable looked directly at me now, trying to read my meaning in my eyes. Let him,

I thought.

“I’m sure you come across sundry secrets in your work, Iaren, some only

embarrassments to an individual and some of much greater import,” he said.

“Yes, as I’ve come across one of yours. Several, in fact.”

His face hardened, “And what are those?”

“You’re familiar with a spirit that makes its home in Vaina,” I began.

“Of course I am; it’s why you’re here.”

“No. Not the phantom preying on the amn Vaini. Not your nephew. The other one. An

ancient spirit, not from here originally, but that has made its home here. Has cultivated worship
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ancient spirit, not from here originally, but that has made its home here. Has cultivated worship

here.”

“I’m not familiar—”

“But you are. It’s been your ally in the prosperity of this town, a champion of the

common folk who till the fields and tend the herds—of the people who sustain Vaina while a

small few get rich.

Originally, folk here took up with the spirit for good crops and safety from disaster. But

it seems that that became insufficient when it did not bring wealth enough to compete with the

im Valladyni and the im Darqosi, while the amn Vaini increased their influence and power by

reliance on your assured harvests, without so much as acknowledging the equal value of the

service New Vaina provides. Some of those within the group pushed for more…aggressive…

action. Perhaps that’s what Orren was up to?”

His expression revealed nothing in response to my sudden thrust. “You think my nephew

had something to do with this…cult?”

“Don’t play stupid, Daedys. It doesn’t suit you. This cult is why you sent one of your

men to kill me. It has nothing to do with Orren. Not directly, anyway. You’re trying to protect

your best weapon against the amn Vaini, your own interests. Nothing more.”

“I—”

“Do not insult me by lying, constable,” I commanded. 

“Then you’ve come to what? Arrest me? Take your vengeance? You’ve come alone, so

you haven’t disclosed your accusations to Lord Aryden. That was a mistake.” Calmly, he

produced from within his robe a small pistol, not much larger than his hand, its clockwork

mechanism allowing for ready use even from concealment.
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I might have flinched at having the firearm pointed at me, briefly wished that I’d brought

my own. But I recovered myself and my calm quickly, part of my mind preparing for a

defensive sorcery if such became necessary. “I do few things haphazardly or by accident, Master

Daedys,” I warned. “I did not come for violence, nor for threats. I came for information.”

“I have none of that for you,” the constable said, almost wistfully. “I cannot trust you to

keep this secret from Lord amn Vaina, and I will not be responsible for the blood in the streets if

that damnable priest of his hears of a cult in the town. You understand, I hope.”

Behind him, the three bravos from outside entered the room. He must have sent Mosan

for them before he met with me, a backup plan for just this situation. The men smiled darkly,

hungry for blood and unconcerned with any sense of honor in the getting of it. Not that I cared

much for honor either. Regardless of the supposed nobility of any particular circumstance, I

prefer my blood to stay in my body, thank you very much.

“There is, perhaps, one way this doesn’t have to end badly for all of us,” Daedys said.

“As you’ve said, there are secrets enough in Vaina already; I’d like not to have to keep your fate

as another one. If you leave, now, and do not return, and never speak of what you saw here, I

can live with that—and so can you.”

A sardonic smile passed over my lips. “Were it so easy, Daedys. But I took a job and I

gave my word. I’m not leaving until that job is finished.”

“That—that’s your sense of honor?” the constable asked, somewhat incredulous.

“I don’t know about honor,” I admitted. “But a man has to have a code. Besides, your

master has already made me a better offer.”

“What does that mean?”
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“That same spirit to which you feign allegiance even now sent a messenger to me. I

know that there is disagreement between you and those who side with you and the spirit’s own

more loyal supporters. That messenger both disavowed the cult’s involvement in my attempted

assassination—pointing the finger to you in the process—and promised me safety should I not

interfere with the spirit’s designs.”

Daedys looked around exaggeratedly before turning back to me. “I don’t see any

protection for you here. Perhaps you’ve failed to see what some of my fellows have also missed

—our patron spirit is not The One, is neither omnipotent nor omniscient, is not infallible. It may

have had much time to gather wisdom and intelligence, yes, but that does not mean its decisions

and decrees are always right.”

“But you are?” I asked.

“This time, yes. A more…forceful approach is necessary to the guile and deceit our

patron espouses. This seems to leave us at an impasse, Lord Thaumaturge. But I will maintain

my offer to spare your life a little longer. Let us depart this place as friends—or at least not

enemies. You may leave Vaina to its fate, yes, but I’m sure there are others who will need your

help—who you can actually help. Perhaps its best that you not be so shortsighted and that you

think of future unfortunates.”

I had to admit, he made a compelling argument—as much as there was one to be made.

But I could not bring myself to consider only future possibilities, when a present calamity stared

at me from Vaina castle. The question, then, became whether I would lie to him to escape. 

Quickly, I ran through the possibilities with that part of my mind not preparing for a

working of defense. If I said I’d leave, I’d no doubt that Daedys’ men would accompany me
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working of defense. If I said I’d leave, I’d no doubt that Daedys’ men would accompany me

until I’d actually left, maybe all the way back to Ilessa. If they let me get so far—I wasn’t sure

that these bloodthirsty bravos wouldn’t attempt to permanently remedy the danger once we’d

made it far enough afield, whether or not it was their master’s command to do so.

Even if I made it out of town and survived, I’d just be coming right back, and Daedys

would have his agents on the watch for such a thing. It would only prolong the confrontation

between us. No point in such dilation.

With my right hand, I began to draw my sword; I extended the left to protect a sorcerous

shield. Just in time, too, for Daedys’ pistol’s pan flashed briefly before the barrel erupted, the

heavy ball rebounding from my shield as if hitting a wall.

The fury of the pistol in close quarters thundered from the walls, stunning everyone

within and causing us to hunch, hands to ears instinctively. Were it not for the deadly intent of

the shot itself and the pandemonium soon to follow, our collective suffering might have been

comical.

I recovered just in time to ward the first incoming sword strike with my own blade. The

space within the parlor allowed some room for the maneuver of both feet and blade, but a fight

between four people would be tight indeed. I’d attempted to turn my parry into a riposte against

my first attacker, but the incoming thrust of the second required me to redirect my weapon to a

second parry instead. 

With my left hand, I drew my dagger from its sheath at my back—I needed more steel

were I to continue to deflect the attacks of all three men. If I could survive long enough, I might

find an opening wide enough to take one of the men out of the fight and improve my odds.

Circling steel clashed against sonorous strikes as I moved my hands and weapons back
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Circling steel clashed against sonorous strikes as I moved my hands and weapons back

and forth between the attackers. The furniture offered sufficient obstacles to assist in my evasion

of the occasional attack but restricted my footwork to the narrowest of margins in turning or

sidestepping to avoid injury. I would grow weary against such and onslaught, I knew, though

slow maneuvering brought be closer to the parlor door and potential escape. Daedys had

disappeared.

My best advantage was that my opponents were suited to the brawl rather than the fight

proper; they’d become more used to striking swords against bucklers to make great clamor and

show of bravery than to actually kill. I played by no such rules and, besides, I had no buckler

with which to ward myself, only my sword and dagger. Their training and experience caused no

great hesitation in their willingness to swing steel at me, but they employed technique made

sloppy by half-hearted use, offering me just enough to parry blows that might have otherwise

overrun my defenses.

For my own part, I noticed some loss of skill of my own; a casualty of more time spent

in books than with blade, I admit. Only during the press of their assault did I regret such a

choice and, if I managed to survive without so much as a scratch, I imagine I’d have left the

thought of returning to more arduous study of the art of defense (which idea currently loomed

large in my mind) quite quickly.

Alas, I did not come out unscathed; as my footwork brought me round to the opening

from the parlor to the hallway, something heavy fell across the back of my head, a sudden, sharp

shock that lead to momentary oblivion.
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Chapter Thirty-Six

I awoke, groggy-headed, strapped to a chair. The scene reminded me of something I’d

been likelier to find in Ilessa, had I run afoul of one of the Coin Lords or their various

lieutenants.

The chair, and thus I, sat in the center of a crude cellar, undoubtedly under the im Varde

home. I could smell mold and rot, the sweetness of spilled wine and wood, something like

petrichor that I assumed was the upturned dirt, rectangular, that had been freshly dug next to me.

A wooden table and several hooks anchored in the support beams built into the earthen

wall to my left held a curious array of farming and gardening implements: trowels, hoes, knives,

saws and axes, any of which could handily be turned into a crude device of torture. 

The three men with whom I’d fought leaned against the wall in which the descending

stairs had been cut or stood nearby, all of them focused on Daedys, who by now had clothed

himself in the finery of someone of the wealth he feigned having but lacked altogether. 

The bravos had left their weapons above, probably along with the belt I now found

missing. I’d have very much liked to burn them where they stood with a sorcery or thaumaturgic

incantation, and without their pressing attacks to distract me, I might have been able to execute

such a working, were it not for the pounding headache and mild sense of vertigo that continued

to plague me from the bump on my skull. It would have hurt to burn them up anyway, given the

Power it would have required. Might even have been truly dangerous to my body. Had my

thoughts been clearer, I’d probably have accepted the risk. In my present state, though, I was

just as likely to set myself aflame instead of them and to die watching them laugh at me.
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I strained to hear the words that Daedys whispered to his lackeys, but I could make out

none of it. Still, I grasped the situation. They hadn’t killed me, so they were keeping me alive to

find out what I knew. About what in particular, I wasn’t sure, but I knew their very questions

might prove clues themselves—if I managed to survive after the interrogation had concluded. A

short window of opportunity lay before me now; if I couldn’t escape before that time had

passed, that would be the end of it.

Once the constable had finished giving the men his orders, he set off up the stairs, on his

way to attend the earliest of the day’s wedding events, thereby avoiding suspicion for what

would come later, or at least working on his alibi. 

The three men grinned to one another like idiots, like children told that no one would be

watching over them for a time, that they could get away with whatever they wanted so long as

one commanded thing was done. This, I imagined, was what they’d joined Deadys’ constabulary

for in the first place—not to protect their fellow townsfolk, not even to avoid the harder labor of

the fields. For the chance to hurt people. Really hurt them. And I had become that chance.

The first man looked to the other two. “Shouldn’t we gag ‘im or something? So as he

doesn’t enchant us or nothin’?”

The furthest right (to me) of the three men looked to the first with an expression of

superiority that almost made my laugh; I knew intuitively what he was about to say. “How’s he

gonna talk, then? Think, Balen!”

Balen shrugged sheepishly in response. Briskly, he strode up to be and struck me across

the face with his fist. I could feel my brain swing around the inside of my skull and jiggle

slightly before coming to rest.
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“You’re supposed to ask a question, first,” I told him, spitting a bit of blood into the

adjacent grave.

“You’ve got to learn who’s in charge, first,” Balen responded.

“Daedys is. You’re just the lackey.” I don’t know why I said it. Anger, a defiant streak in

me that overcomes my common sense, a conviction that I’m just that funny.

It certainly wasn’t that I wasn’t scared. I was. Deeply. Between the chair that held me

immobile, the three men and the ad hoc burial I had to look forward to, I didn’t see a lot of hope

in my future. And there’s not much that makes a thaumaturge feel helpless than when he can’t

perform a working—once you’ve tasted that power it’s a hard thing to be without it. More

comforting than a good blade or a fine pistol, the Art is when it comes to defense. And yet, my

anger at the unfairness of it all, at the lack of chance I seemed to have, pushed my fear aside just

enough to keep some modicum of cool.

Balen raised his fist to strike again, but the third man stepped forward with his hand

raised to stop him. The remaining bravo leaned against the back wall, watching, silent. “It

doesn’t have to be this way,” the third man said. “It can go easy.” 

“That’s my line,” I told him.

“Balen, get a hook from the table. Let’s see how tough the lord thaumaturge really is.”

I looked to the makeshift grave. “You don’t think that’s ironic?” I asked.

“Huh?” The third man said.

“Well, I came here to investigate a spirit haunting the castle. Deadys has decided you

should kill me and—without any rites—bury me in his cellar. You’ve heard from Barro that

killing a man without giving him his rites is a good way to create a restless spirit, haven’t you?
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killing a man without giving him his rites is a good way to create a restless spirit, haven’t you?

Did you know that the Aenyr and other ancient cultures used to bury animals alive for the exact

purpose of creating guardian spirits to watch over a place?”

Both Balen and the third man hesitated for just a moment, but the second spoke up. “It’s

not our house,” he growled. “Not our problem.”

I smiled my bloody smile. “Maybe not that part. At first. But you’ve heard of death

curses, haven’t you? Who do you think mine will fall on? Blood is Power, and the more of mine

you spill, the heavier my curse will be on you.”

“Pfft,” the second man guffawed. “You don’t know our names. How can you curse us

without our names? ‘Cept Balen, of course. Guess he’s plowed.” The second and third men

chuckled as Balen cringed.

“Fool. You’re standing right in front of me. I see you, as you are, your essence. What

need have I of a name?” Exaggerated, maybe, but mostly true.

The three men became uncomfortable now. They huddled together, speaking in low

tones, one of them occasionally throwing a glance over his shoulder at me. I almost wanted to

laugh, but my face hurt. 

Instead, I concentrated as best I could on the ropes that bound me to the chair, tugging at

them with a sorcery, hoping to find the right angle to pull them looser rather than tighter.

Without being able to see what I was doing, the work would be slow. As long as the men

conferenced, I kept at it.

They didn’t give me long. Not nearly long enough. The second man broke from the

group and went to the bench of tools, pulling free a set of sheep shears. “Get a set of tongs,” he

said to Balen. “We’ll be out with his tongue and then we’ll see how well he can curse us.”
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said to Balen. “We’ll be out with his tongue and then we’ll see how well he can curse us.”

Without hesitation, Balen left the room in search of the implement. 

“Again, how are you going to get me to talk if cut out my tongue?”

“Aw, I bet a smart fellow like you can write his answers if we get some parchment for

you. You’re right-handed, ain’t ya? Sword arm and all. Guess that means we’ll have to start our

work on the left hand to leave you the good one for your answers, huh?”

I thought to explain to the man that a working doesn’t require speech, which only serves

as an aid for focusing the mind, but I’d already played on his superstitions enough that I wasn’t

sure I wanted to pull that thread. 

The man pushed my hand flat against the chair’s armrest, splaying my fingers out so that

he could grab my pinky finger and maneuver the old scissors around it. I struggled, to little

avail, which only made him smile the wider. Behind him, the third man now watched patiently,

and I saw little chance of quickly finding a way to get him to intervene and stall the inevitable.

“You’re supposed to ask a question first,” I offered, feeling the sweat beading on palms

and forehead.

“I think it’s probably better you get a taste of the consequences first,” he smiled with a

mouth of half-rotten teeth.

He started, slowly, savoring the moment, to close the blades against flesh. I let out a gasp

at the first bite of the iron, the slow, building pressure excruciating. Only then did I notice that

this my torturer was missing the end of his own left thumb, which had been wrapped in a linen

bandage. I expected no reprieve now and doubted even that the man would take seriously

Daedys’ orders to question me first.

But a reprieve, most expected, did come. Before the sheers had progressed too far, we all
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But a reprieve, most expected, did come. Before the sheers had progressed too far, we all

heard Balen’s footsteps on the stairs. He clambered down hurriedly, no tongs but a matchlock

pistol, match fuming, in his hand. His companions shouted at him as he raised the piece to point

at me, but he’d made up his mind, the fear of my reprisal against him too much to bear.

The pain had clarified some of the daze caused by the blow to my head, and the clear and

present danger of immediate death allowed a sort of focus that I’d not had a moment before. And

so I worked a sorcery, a sense of justified retaliation welling up within me as I did.

I imagined the ball within the barrel of that piece, nestled within the wadding that held it

and powder in place. I imagined the ball welding itself to the barrel, forming itself so that sealed

the open end of the pistol shut, a solid piece of crude metal corking the weapon. I thought of

wax, melting, flowing and solidifying. In my minds eye I held the thought of the glowing ingot

in the blacksmith’s forge, soft and malleable. I imagined a corked wineskin exploding as the

pressure of fermenting grapes became too much to bear. I uttered no words, could make no

gestures. I hoped that my will and the clarity of my sympathetic analogies were sufficient to

create the effect I intended.

Balen, desperation across his face and in his trembling hand, pulled the trigger, plunging

the lit matchcord into the chamber. For a split-second, nothing happened; the fire required a

moment to ignite the powder. When it did, thunder and lightning filled the room as the pistol

exploded into a thousand slivers of angry wood and steel. Balen, of course, took the brunt of it,

the force of detonation mangling his hand and sending shards of the disintegrating weapon into

body and face at high speed. 

Though they stood farther away, the other two men caught a fair amount of the fragments

of the makeshift grenado as well, my assassin’s back thankfully shielding me from the brunt of
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of the makeshift grenado as well, my assassin’s back thankfully shielding me from the brunt of

the explosion. The blast propelled him forward against me, the shears cutting against the web

between my fingers before it clattered to the floor. We followed, my torturer and I, as he pushed

the chair backwards along his own trajectory. 

The chair shattered against the hard-packed earth of the cellar floor, leaving me tangled

in a wreckage of wood and rope, some storm-tossed sailor borne aloft by good Wyrgeas.

We all lay there, moaning, for a moment, our collective bleating dulled by the assault

upon our ears the detonation had wrought. All sound I could make out pushed its way through a

barrier of constant ringing and a pressure in my ear canals that caused me to worry that they, too,

might explode. 

But the projectiles created by the pistol itself had mostly missed me, and—aside from a

bloody finger, a bruise across the face and a large bump forming on the back of my skull (which

I’d narrowly managed to avoid striking against the floor in my fall)—I remained mostly hale.

I craned my neck under the weight of the man atop me, searching with my eyes for the

shears. Seeing them in the glint of the lamplight, I stretched my fingers out, my hand pulling

itself across the floor in an effort to gain the slightest extra reach, until I could touch them with

the tips of my middle three fingers. I pulled at them, fruitlessly at first, before gaining just

enough purchase with the pads of my fingers to bring the shears into my palm and a complete

grip. 

My torturer could see what I was doing, but in the concussion of the blast and the pain of

the shards embedded in his back, he had no energy to defy me. Instead, he only looked

pleadingly at me, begging me with his eyes not to do what we both knew I would do. His mouth

trembled as he tried to make a sound but could not.
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I brought the shears down into his back, over and over again, a matter of catharsis more

than survival, the sudden release of all the tension I’d had a moment before when torture and

execution seemed to be all I had left. I rolled the body off of me and into the makeshift grave

beside. It seemed fitting.

Slowly, achingly, I stood, shaking the remnants of the chair and my bonds free like some

spirit breaking out of a summoning circle.

Balen had been killed by the blast, or near enough that I couldn’t tell the difference. The

third man lay on his back, small splinters of wood and steel protruding in an irregular pattern

from his face, torso and hands. One appeared to be lodged in his eye, wiggling slightly as his

gaze darted from place to place, attempting to recover a knowledge of where he lay and what

had happened. He posed no threat and I had neither need nor desire for further violence, having

purged the drive with the stabbing of the man who’d tried to drown me the night before.

Having been drawn by the sound of the explosion, the servant Mosan peered down from

the top of the stairs. Seeing me coming out of the smoke that lingered in the air, he fled. I

smiled.

I hobbled back to the main floor and, after meandering amongst scattering servants for a

few moments, found my sword belt. I checked my gear and, finding it all still there, made my

way from the sprawling complex and back out to the street.

The suns had risen high, so I must have been out for some time before I came to in the

cellar. I didn’t have long before the amn Esto wedding would begin.
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Chapter Thirty-Seven

The thought that I’d killed a man, when there’d no longer been any real need, rattled me

as I made my way to the courtyards of Vaina castle. Falla’s words echoed in my mind, whether

I’d be a killer. I’d come to Vaina looking for one, or at least that’s where the path had taken me.

Guess I’d found one.

The day had grown hot and the warm blood from my finger, my face and my would-be

assassin never grew cool, only hardened and caked into a congealed brown putty that clung

stubbornly to flesh and stained clothing. Fortunately, the browns of the dried blood weren’t far

off enough from the earth-tones of my everyday clothes to be very conspicuous. I stopped by

one of the public wells in Outer Vaina on the way to wash off what I could. Thus cleaned, I

continued the journey.

I arrived in time to find a place at the back of the gathered crowd, standing in two loose

groups facing the stage that had been erected only earlier that morning. Hedges composed of tall

bushes planted into sacks and set in compressed lines at the perimeter of the space created the

feeling of an enclosed garden, perhaps of the kind one might find in the Upper City of Ilessa.

Potted trees, carefully arranged flowering plants and those clay statues displayed at the previous

night’s celebrations completed the illusion. Had my mind not been otherwise occupied, I might

have wondered at the ability of Aryden’s servants and hired planners to create a space at once so

foreign and so inviting. 

Two rows of those flowering plants, blooming in the house colors of the amn Esti,

created an aisle through the center of the garden, separating the two crowds and leading to a set
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created an aisle through the center of the garden, separating the two crowds and leading to a set

of stairs onto the platform, which had been wreathed in vines and brightly-colored plants so

thick that those beams framing the altar to The One could hardly be observed.

In front of that altar, arrayed in his finest, Barro smiled to the crowd, waiting patiently

for the signal to begin. I’d nestled in with the retainers of some of the prominent families of

Vaina, where my dress would not be out of place and where few would find me—if anyone

looked. 

I spotted Daedys im Varde, or at least the back of him, toward the front of the crowd,

behind the amn Vaini and im Valladyni. I could sense no sign of discomfort in him, but, then

again, he’d been hiding his membership in Vaina’s cult for years. He’d become as used to

dissembling as the nobility and their courtiers. Moreso, perhaps.

Across the divide created by the plants, the amn Esti and their retainers congregated in

similar fashion. Soft music without vocal accompaniment, the strings of a viol and a lute, lilted

over the crowd. These sounds mingled with the smells from the makeshift garden, filling ears

and nose with a sensation of hospitable decorum enhanced by subtle notes of soporific

satisfaction.

To this melody, Lorent amn Vaina approached the stage through the center aisle. He

wore the same clothes as the night before, a hint at the family’s desperate finances, but

nevertheless moved with such self-assured nonchalance that none would dare question the

nobility of his birth. Upon ascending the short steps to the stage, he exchanged brief bows with

Barro and with the altar before turning also to face the crowd. The smile on his face indicated

that he’d found Nilma plenty agreeable a match.

The air thickened around me, ever so slightly, but I recognized the feeling at once. A
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The air thickened around me, ever so slightly, but I recognized the feeling at once. A

spirit pushing its way through the Veil, preparing to manifest. Orren’s ghost had not, to my

knowledge or experience, manifested during the day but, given its power and the immediate

sense of its approach, I had no reason to doubt that it could. I looked about me to see if anyone

else felt thus disturbed but found no signs of another person aware of the impending presence.

Now Nilma appeared at the entrance to the garden, appareled in a fine gown also in the

amn Esto colors, greeted by the customary sighs and comments about beauty and the like. Lady

Aevala’s handmaids attended her as she moved toward the stage, her father beaming from the

front row of those gathered. This was it: the elevation of a new noble family, the salvation of an

old one. Like her husband-to-be, upon ascending the steps she bowed to Barro and to the altar

before taking her place across from Lorent, the two standing at angles to one another like two

well-trained actors, open to both their partner and to the audience.

A further thickening in the air and a taste of copper in my mouth reminded me of the

imminent appearance of the specter. A moved my hand to the wand at my side, hoping that the

additional precision it offered might help avoid collateral damage in the inevitable confrontation.

Unaware, Barro opened his arms wide to the crowd and began to speak. “These two have

come forth to be joined in marriage. Just as The One created the Firstborn and then all other

living things in the cosmos so that They would have companionship, we also are meant to be

brought together in solemn and loving pairs. We remember in the holy rite of marriage The

One’s desire for intimacy with each of us, which was evidenced most clearly in Their

condescension to us in the person of Ashaera, and we give thanks.”

He led the crowd in a communal prayer. We all knelt to partake, but I kept my head up

rather than reverently down, scanning for the location and origin of the threatened invasion. The
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rather than reverently down, scanning for the location and origin of the threatened invasion. The

prayer ended before the spirit manifested, and Barro began to preach. I paid no mind, the rising

tension within me distracting me from any attentiveness. For a moment, I wondered if I should

seek some better vantage point, both for finding the spirit as it manifest and for working the Art

against it. Moving from the crowd at this point would only draw attention, and I couldn’t be sure

that the ghost wasn’t simply baiting me, trying to trip me into making yet another scene that

impeded the plans of amn Vaina and amn Esto, destroying what dwindling credibility I had left.

So I stood still as I could and waited. 

The priest continued to drone on; I could see people in the crowd begin to wonder how

much longer this would take, how soon they could return to drink and revelry. Finally, reaching

to the altar, Barro pulled free a long and thick ribbon in the amn Esto colors, trimmed and

embroidered with golden thread. Bringing together the right hands of both Nilma and Lorent,

the priest lashed them together with the ribbon, saying, “this binding is an outward signifier of

an inward truth, that Wyrgeas has brought these two together, but only love and respect for one

another and reverence for The One shall sustain them. They shall be bound together until death

parts them and, if they and The One will it, even beyond.”

But before Barro could begin the vows, a crack as of thunder pierced the air, and a green

fog spewed forth from a portal opening in the sky above the stage and the intended. Clawed

fingers gripped the edges of the portal and pulled through the likeness of a putrescent corpse,

larger than a human, rotting and tormented. 

With a voice that itself clawed at the mind and ears as it rasped, the specter moaned, “I

have come to name my murderer! The bride before you, Nilma, killed me with poison, and I will

neither rest nor cease to afflict this place until she is brought to justice and life pays for life!”
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The sudden appearance of the spectral being drove the quickest-reflexed in the crowd

running before it even began to speak, pushing over the carefully-arranged hedge walls—and

each other—in their attempts to flee. Others stood dumbfounded, frozen in place watching the

apparition as it cried for vengeance. 

Having expected such a manifestation, my mind had not been stymied like the those

around me, and my facilities of intuition and deduction continued to function. I realized that,

had Nilma murdered Orren and revenge against her been his motivation, he’d likely have

revealed such facts long before rather than waiting until now. I gave myself over to the Sight

and looked anew at the intruding ghost.

Though the spirit had the outward appearance of Orren, uncannily similar to what I’d

observed when I first encountered his phantom in the cellars of Vaina Castle, the Sight revealed

something altogether different.

Stripped of the illusory pretense it had gathered around itself, the spirit appeared in the

shape of a man, skin green-tinged and perhaps a bit hirsute but built as someone used to pastoral

labor. Small, flowering vines circled torso and limbs, the various colors of their buds giving the

impression of the height of spring. The spirit wore a beard, short but wild, and antlers protruded

from his forehead. Altogether, I had the impression of nature become a man. This, then, was the

Orösave at the center of the Vaina cult.

Which meant that this also was my chance to play along with the charade and gain an

ally. At the expense of Nilma’s life, and that I could not agree to.

By now, everything had become chaos. Several of the men who, against decorum but

according to tacit expectation, had carried concealed wheelock pistols to the occasion, fired
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according to tacit expectation, had carried concealed wheelock pistols to the occasion, fired

upon the manifest spirit, each ball leaving tendrils like blown smoke as they passed through the

Orösave’s ethereal form.

Elsewhere, the attendees had fully scattered now, leaving the garden toppled and

wrecked, a tangle of broken pots, spilled dirt and tangled vegetation. Upon the stage, Barro

stood speechless, mouth agape in the presence of the supernatural force just over an arm’s length

from him. Lorent and Nilma had retreated with the rest of their families. The spirit’s invading,

infesting voice filled all of the space abandoned by the congregants, creating a claustrophobic

oppression all about.

Daedys still stood near the stage, a look of cold determination having gripped him. In

surveilling the scene, he spotted me. Immediately, he began to clear the ground between us. I

drew my sword but held the point down in an attempt to demonstrate that I would defend myself

if necessary but wanted no violence. He drew his own blade but stopped far enough away that

neither could close the distance in a lunge.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” He yelled. Thunder cracked in the air above us, heavy

droplets of rain beginning to haphazardly fall around us, the Orösave having brought a summer

cloudburst with him to further frighten and confuse his victims. 

“You believe that?” I said, almost incredulous. “You’re smarter than that. That’s not your

nephew; it’s your true master.”

“You lie!” Despite his frustration, he maintained his distance.

“Why would I?”

“Because it’s what Aryden wants!”

“Fuck what Aryden wants.” I told him, the wind picking up into short gales that rolled
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“Fuck what Aryden wants.” I told him, the wind picking up into short gales that rolled

the overturned plants along the ground. The rain had become fuller now, heavy in its frequency

as well as the size of its droplets. “Aryden paid for the truth; that’s what he’s going to get. Nilma

isn’t it. You know that the spirit was plotting something, but you didn’t know what. See how this

fits? Stop the marriage between the amn Esti and the im Valladyni, hurt the amn Vaini

reputation, maybe put a stop to the Meradhvor marriage, too.”

Daedys’ frown curved upward into a grin, and he burst into laughter, the laughter of a

man who realizes he’s the cause of his own tragedy, a madman. “If I hadn’t ordered you killed,

you’d not have come looking for me, would you have? You’d have left me alone and focused on

Magaréil, probably solved my problem for me.” He laughed more. “But now, this foolishness,

this revelation, it is our undoing!”

“It doesn’t have to be,” I tried to assure him.

In his desperation, he had started to ignore me, turning away, his sword scraping against

the ground. But my words called him back to me, his face still wide with that maniacal grin that

did little to conceal his inner turmoil. “What do you mean?” he asked. 

The priest had recovered his senses wherever he had hidden, and now sidled up to us.

“What’s all this, then?” he asked.

“Those still willing to fight,” I told him, hoping he’d see Daedys’ demeanor as a result

of fear rather than despair.

“Well, thaumaturge, how do we fight?” Barro asked. Overhead, the Orösave swooped

and dove against those attendants it could still find, continuing its impostorship and summoning

every acuity for terror it could.

I thought for a moment. “First we draw it away.”
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Daedys, having decided that assisting me was his best play, collected himself and joined

the conversation. “How do we do that?”

“We attack it at its home,” I returned.

“In the castle?” asked the priest.

“No. Despite appearances, this is not Orren’s ghost. It is another spirit.”

“Two spirits? By The One! We have an infestation! Who is summoning these spirits

against us? That which Falla, no doubt, in whom you naively trusted.”

“We can argue about that on the way. Collect whatever you need to take with you and

we’ll meet back here as soon as everyone’s ready.”

“Why not go now?” Daedys asked.

“I need some things myself.”

Without waiting for responses, I made my way toward my room. As I should have

expected, I encountered Aryden, Eldis and Gamven just inside the keep’s great hall.

The Lord amn Vaina looked to me upon my entrance, his face clothed not in anger, but

fear. “Lord Thaumaturge,” he began, voice hardened in the manner of a warrior used to choking

back his own dread, “what are you doing? What can you do?”

This confrontation had snapped him into the mode of captain rather than entitled

lordling; it fit him well. Take stock of assets before giving orders. “I am taking care of this

problem, my lord, but I need some of my tools to do so. I would very much like to explain to

you the details, but I think you can agree that we’re better off if I confront the threat at hand first

and explain after.”

“Agreed,” he said. “What can we do?”
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“Wait. When the spirit departs, tend to those who’ve been wounded or who are otherwise

frightened. Restore order. Tell them that this specter is not Orren but an impostor, a spirit

intending to frighten them into stopping the wedding.”

“What? Why?”

“Later,” I said, already moving past him. From my room I recovered my staff, my

engraved binding disk, the bell and the key from my thaumaturgical supplies. As an

afterthought, I pulled free my pistols as well. I had no runic shot that I’d carved for an Orösave,

so they wouldn’t be much good in the fight at hand, but I figured it better to have them than not.

Barro, clad in his hauberk and carrying his mace and shield, already sodden and slow in

the rain, arrived in the ruins of the wedding garden at the same time I did. Deadys had slipped

away long enough to find some drink; he held his free hand over the top of a wooden tankard to

ward off the rain between drinks. When we arrived, he took a long, final swig and tossed the

vessel into the mud.

“Do you know the way?” he asked me, his tone an attempt not to give himself away. 

“Well enough,” I assured him, setting away. For now, the spirit above us failed to notice,

continuing its phantasmal assaults on those few who remained in the courtyard, though most had

already fled. 

The rain lightened as we made our way through Vaina, stopping entirely once we’d

passed the limits of the town. Still, by that point, our soaked clothes made trudging along slow

and unpleasant as everything stuck to skin and chafed with every movement. I occasionally sent

a look to Daedys for guidance and watched for his subtle signs of direction; Barro busied

himself overmuch with searching for some unsuspecting ambush to notice.
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At first I thought him foolish to waste such effort, but I came to remember that Daedys

represented the not-so-loyal opposition to Magaréil’s plans, and it could be that some of the

more fanatic cultists might forget their desire for secrecy in the defense of their master. 

Barro tried to ask a few questions in hushed tones, but I silenced him quickly.

We struggled through the undergrowth and brush after leaving the road outside of Vaina,

though the light of day made the journey easier than my first foray to the spirit’s place of Power.

No sudden assault from cultists manifested itself, but every twisted vine that caught a foot, every

deer path that seemed to loop back on itself, every thorny bush that pricked and scratched

convinced me that the forest was resisting our approach in the subtle ways it could. But very

soon, subtle confrontation would not be a possibility.
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Chapter Thirty-Eight

“How’re we going to fight a spirit with swords?” Daedys asked when we’d at last

entered the clearing where I’d first encountered the cult. The place thrummed with Power

spilling into the Avar.

“We don’t. I use the Art.” I responded.

“Then why’d you send us out for weapons?” Barro asked, pushing up the coif that had

fallen forward and partially obscured his eyes.

“Because I don’t expect this spirit to be alone.”

Daedys’ eyes narrowed, and I knew that the thought had dawned on him that he might be

killing his fellow cultists, the fellow downtrodden of Vaina whom he had meant to protect with

his anger and plotting. For my part, I began to wonder how I’d explain away to Barro the

appearance of armed townsfolk defending the spirit without breaking my vow to Falla. But

there’d be time for that, a more immediate danger was already manifesting. 

Speak of the dark one and, thus, he appeareth. The air thickened as the spirit formed

itself from some mysterious confluence of air and the Power that saturated its sanctuary,

assuming now the form of the green man I’d previously observed through the Sight. He…it…

stood taller than a human man, perhaps by a head, and it gave off an aura of authority and

splendor that insinuated itself in the mind, predisposing one to deference and timidity. Of course

it had formed a cult around itself; this seemed as natural a course of events as the daily rise and

setting of the suns, the regularity of the tides and seasons, the inevitability of death and the Path.

I raised my staff in preparation to defend my cohorts against the supernatural attacks I
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I raised my staff in preparation to defend my cohorts against the supernatural attacks I

expected from the Orösave, but Magaréil, to my suprise, wanted to talk. “Lord thaumaturge,” it

said, voice as mellifluous as a spring breeze, “It is not too late to accept my offer, though the

priest may not be allowed to tell of our bargain, and—”

“What bargain?” Barro asked, taking a wide step from my side.

“It wanted me to remain silent that it had masqueraded as Orren’s spirit,” I told him.

“But instead, we are here.”

Umbrage at the temerity of a natural spirit against the realm of humanity took hold of

Barro now, and he addressed Magaréil directly. “To what end such a ruse? Why attack my lord

now?”

The spirit smiled. “Your lord’s ambition has exceeded his grasp,” Magaréil half-sung in

response. “I have a dominion here, too, and I shall not allow his machinations to pose a threat to

me.”

“A threat? How do the amn Esti threaten you? What has a marriage between mortals to

do with…such as you,” the priest said, contempt gathering in his voice. 

“None of your concern, priest,” Magaréil snapped. It turned its attention back to me.

“There is much I could offer you, Iaren amn Ennoc. I have seen ancient secrets with my own

eyes that few in the Avar know ever existed at all. I have made bargains with practitioners of the

Art many times in the past. I will do so again. The question is whether you will be my ally or

my enemy. You must choose, now.”

I swallowed hard before responding. “You have this final chance to leave Vaina and

never return,” I said, feeling as if I was watching myself utter them, as if a stranger spoke in my

place. “If you do not, I will banish you, Magaréil. You much choose…now.”
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The Orösave lost its smile at hearing its name. I’d no idea how close to correct my

pronunciation of it had been, for I’d never heard the nuance of its utterance from the being to

whom it was attached. Nevertheless, just having the name at all gave me some power I

otherwise would not have had. Between that advantage and the Power infusing this place, I

might just stand a chance.

Magaréil turned to now to Daedys, knowing the source of its betrayal. In a way I cannot

fully describe, the Orösave’s being suddenly took on the aspect of summer in its anger, radiating

now not the intoxicating beauty of an early spring but the oppressive heat of the dog days. 

But before Magaréil could speak to denounce Daedys’ treachery, a shot rang out, the ball

from the constable’s little wheelock pistol passing through the spirit as through so much

gathered smoke, just as had done when some of the wedding guests had attempted the same.

A roar like a deafening wind issued from Magaréil’s spectral mouth, driving the loose

forest detritus in a whirlwind about the clearing, requiring us to lean forward lest we lose our

feet. Then came the sound of creaking wood, as of  a boat whose sails strain against the wind,

and I looked round to see the ash trees ringing the glade pulling their roots from the ground,

shaking the dirt from them, and standing solidly atop them like so many feet. The limbs of the

animated trees variously became knotted like clubs or spearpointed at every shoot and stalk. 

Now Barro and Daedys closed ranks with me against the impending onslaught. I raised

my free hand and extended a lance of fire at the nearest animated tree, the quick and powerful

sorcery a benefit of our presence in this place of Power. My target burst into flames, causing its

fellows to recoil violently from it as it ran a panicked and irregular course through the space in

the clearing, its many legs of disproportionate sizes rapidly pulling it along like the tendrils of an
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the clearing, its many legs of disproportionate sizes rapidly pulling it along like the tendrils of an

octopus more than any creature that lived on land.

Still, the others pressed in, and we defended ourselves with blade, staff and mace against

the relentless assault of sharp or bludgeoning branches. Our weapons made some good defense

to ward away the strikes but did little to damage our attackers. Were I could, I shot more gouts

of flame at the wooden warriors, but Magaréil again called down a heavy rain that quenched the

fires and protected its minions against further conflagration.

While the ashes presented the most immediate threat, we were lost if I could not confront

Magaréil itself. Only when its power had been contained would we be free from danger. But no

such opportunity presented itself, and the trees pushed ever closer, knowing that our weapons

were of little threat to them.

I tried another conceit, dropping to my knees in hopes that my brothers in arms would be

able to shield me—even momentarily—from the onslaught. In my mind’s eye, as I began to

chant in Gwaenthyri, so that I knew Magaréil would understand, I thought of fall and winter, of

falling leaves, of mushrooms growing on dead trees, of the rot and decay that accompanied

every living thing. I imagined a blight upon a tree I had once observed, an arboreal sickness

much akin to the plagues that affect the Naming Folk. I imagined it spreading to these trees, and

when I opened my eyes I saw the bark of the ashes turning mottled grey and black, the leaves

falling from once-healthy branches, which at the very least allowed Barro and Daedys to see the

weapons arrayed against us more clearly.

But Magaréil had the Power available here, too, and quickly set about to counter my

working. Decay struggled against new life, with the bark of the trees passing back and forth

between healthy and blighted as if being washed back and forth by unseen waves. Limbs would
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between healthy and blighted as if being washed back and forth by unseen waves. Limbs would

become brittle and break off as they crashed against Barro’s shield or received a blow from his

mace; sproutlings with little budding leaves would erupt from these wounds, quickly growing

into new spears or blunt instruments. Our minds clashed, each seeking to overcome the other’s

working and, for a brief moment, I reveled in the conflict with such a capable opponent—not a

fellow practitioner in the true sense, but a wielder of the Power nonetheless. It was, in short, an

opportunity to truly test what I’d learned in my private studies after leaving the university,

whether my efforts bore fruit.

I found that they did as we struggled, with every fresh assault on my working from

Magaréil I managed some subtle change in the pattern of the working to maintain its

effectiveness. For a time at least. I knew, in that part of my mind not dedicated to perpetuating

the working against the Orösave’s soldiers, that all I was doing was biding time. Time enough

perhaps to invent some other, more effective, strategy. But perhaps not.

Barro and Daedys continued to hack at limbs that rotted, shattered, and regrew afresh

before their eyes. They said nothing, only grunted as they blocked, parried, counterattacked as

best they could. Kneeling between them, I had some modicum of shelter from the storm (both

literal and figurative). Even with this temporary respite, however, I was losing the battle of

wills. The Orösave was in its element; we were playing it’s game. As long as that remained the

case, I stood little chance. Rain beat down upon us, denying me the opportunity to use more fire.

At least, not directly. Another thought passed through my mind, and I began to draw on the

Power that pervaded the glade.

The sky had darkened and become stormy in fulfilling Magaréil’s will for rain. From

these dark clouds, I drew down bolts of lightning, flashing bright enough to temporarily blind
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these dark clouds, I drew down bolts of lightning, flashing bright enough to temporarily blind

us, deafening us with every accompanying crack. But each time a bolt struck one of the trees,

the animating spirit fled as the bark blackened and split, leaving charred and broken bodies

behind.

For a moment, the three of us grinned to one another, a sudden hope filling us. But then

we saw freshly-animated trees joining the fray, and we thought of how much fodder Magaréil

truly had in the midst of a forest. Hope sank in despair; I made what signs of apology I could to

my compatriots as we prepared to be overwhelmed and overrun.

But, as the ringing in our ears returned to some semblance of normal hearing, we heard

the voice of a newcomer to the fight. That voice raised no fearsome warcry, no bellow of rage,

no pompous taunt, no challenge to enemies. Instead, we heard a melody, lilting in ancient

language, beautiful and heartbreaking all at once. Falla’s voice. 

She walked slowly, gracefully, into the clearing, the rain breaking against some invisible

barrier around her as if loath to touch her against her wishes. Her feet made no sound as she

tread, no crunch of leaf or branch, no shift of odd stone, no scrape against root or hard-packed

avar. A gentle wind blew into the clearing alongside her, and small animals trailed behind,

awestruck by her song, desperate to hear it for as long as they could.

When the melody fell upon the trees attacking us, they fled into the deeper forest,

seeking the comfort of their still-sleeping brethren. Magaréil roared with a voice that reminded

me of rushing rivers and rising floodwaters, of landslides and avarquakes. But his fury only

revealed that he had little wherewithal to contradict a force so ancient, so brimming with

primordial Power, so pure that it must have come from the Firstborn themselves, perhaps a song

sung by Avarienne to her first progeny when the Avar was young indeed.
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 I rose to my feet, hair standing on end in the aftermath of the lightning strikes, pushing

myself up by my staff. With the Flux dissipating from the massive displays of the Art, the

massive Power drawn and shaped in a place already receptive to sympathetic contagions, the

rain turned to snow at the same time the flowers began to bloom as if the spring had come, fresh

and sudden. The darkened clouds now blocked out the light of the suns and the Avar became far

darker than it had any right to be in the mid-afternoon. In the shadows cast by the trees and the

clouds, one could make out the almost-imperceptible forms of people, masked and naked,

dancing and making supplication to Magaréil. Not spirits, truly, but fragments what had been,

echoes of souls that had once been in this place, resounding like shadows cast against the cave

wall of the future by an invisible, eternal flame of the Power, of raw possibility and Creation

itself.

Such sights had little effect on me; I’d seen their like enough before to know them for

what they were. But the writhing images—or, more likely, the hoarse whispers of Gwaenthyri

chanting that accompanied them, held Barro and Daedys as if transfixed. 

Magaréil focused on Falla. “Finally, you have come here to challenge me,” it said to her.

“I have long felt your fear from afar, have heard my people whisper about your petty

incantations and false potions, while drew power has dwelt nearby you since before even your

mother had come to this place. Who do you think taught her the things she knew? The things she

taught you, that you have corrupted. Diluted. I wondered when your jealousy would get the

better of you, when you would seek to truly usurp me for the favor of my people, instead of

living off of the scraps of my wisdom and my benevolences. 

But did you think do have a chance against a mind centuries your senior, studied in
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But did you think do have a chance against a mind centuries your senior, studied in

esoterica you could never hope to find in your own travels, for they have long since been lost to

your kind?”

The hedge witch turned away from him, tossing her cloak out behind her as if brushing

him aside. She continued to sing her ancient song, and the snow, too, refused to damped her hair

or clothes. The nonchalance of it was once of the most impressive things I’ve ever seen. That

was true power. Not the kind we practitioners borrow from what The One has left us to use, but

a power that comes from conviction of oneself. I don’t know whether she had ever been jealous

of Magaréil, or if it spoke the truth about her mother and the source of their knowledge. But I

know that, in that moment, I was jealous of Falla, for no number of titles, nor dusty tomes, nor

prestigious educations, can bestow what she demonstrated in her defiance of the Orösave. 

It was Magaréil who proved coward, afraid of the power Falla wielded in the beauty of a

song. While her back was turned, the spirit’s arm became like a venomous snake, lashing out

across the too-wide distance with ease. But I stood ready with my staff and interposed myself

between, the whip-like snake rebounding off of the shield of force I conjured with a sudden

sorcery. 

“We could have been such allies,” it said to me, seemingly sickening under the effects of

Falla’s song. It’s voice was pitiable instead of fierce, desperate rather than imperious, forlorn

over haughty.

I dropped the shield and my staff, pulling key and binding disk from my belt. Holding

both aloft and drawing upon the Power, I focused on the spirit, my own confidence bolstered by

Falla’s continued melody.

“Magaréil, in the name of Lady Avariennë, I bind you to my will…” I began.
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A buzzing filled my ears, like a swarm of stinging insects surrounding my head, as the

Orösave initiated a final assault on my mind. Though no creatures actually encircled me—

Falla’s song had prevented the spirit from such an exercise of its power—I could feel the

sensation of pricks and stings, painful and distracting. A clever ruse, I must now admit, and it

almost distracted me enough from my working for it to fail. Almost.

“Magaréil, in the name of Lady Taelainë, I bind you to my will,” I continued, striking

the key against the binding disk with each statement, my voice straining against the psychic

onslaught of imagined bees and wasps. “Magaréil, in the name of Lady Melqéa, I bind you to

my will! With the authority of the Three Mothers, I bind you from the East. With the authority

of the Three Mothers, I bind you from the West. With the authority of the Three Mothers, I bind

you from the South. With the authority of the Three Mothers, I bind you from the North. I bind

your will to mine own. I bind your spirit to the stone I hold before me. You shall take no action I

do not permit. You shall harm no one. You reside within the stone until I summon you. You shall

obey my commands until I release you. By the secret names of The One, I bind you!”

The snow stopped suddenly, replaced by a flash of light and a wave of heat that scorched

the life out of the grass and trees surrounding the glade, leaving behind parched and dry plants

like those suffering under an extended drought. The avar had become dry, gone was the mud

softened by Magaréil’s driving rains. The confrontation, my workings and Magaréil’s own uses

of the Power, to say nothing of Falla’s sad ballad, had drained the place of its Power. But only

temporarily, for the Veil was thin here and Power would continue to leak in from parts unknown.

Gone, too, was the spirit itself, though the subtle thrumming of the disk in my hand

assured me of its presence there. The binding had worked, thanks not to my own power as a
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assured me of its presence there. The binding had worked, thanks not to my own power as a

practitioner of the Subtle Art, but to the ancient and secret song Falla had brought to our aid.

I turned to find that Barro had departed. When, exactly, he’d lost his nerve and run I

couldn’t say, but I supposed that it didn’t much matter, either. Daedys was in the process of

recovering his senses, albeit slowly.

The witch had ceased her singing and approached now, a subtle smile of self-satisfaction

writ large across her face. “Well, that’s one threat to Vaina dealt with,” she said. 

“Where did you learn that song?” I asked, my curiosity and wonder plainly evident.

“A story for another time,” she returned. “You’ve got more pressing matters at hand.”

I looked at the disk in my hand.

“Not that, either,” she explained. “That can wait now that the spirit is bound. I came

across Nilma on my way here. She’s with Orren’s body.”

“What? How?”

“I don’t know, but I figured you’d want to see it.”
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Chapter Thirty-Nine

My feet raced nearly as fast as my mind as I followed Falla’s directions to where she’d

seen Nilma, in a drainage ditch in the wheat fields on the other side of Vaina, between the town

and the witch’s cottage. I’d thought that Magaréil had lied when it had posed as Orren’s ghost

and accused the bride-to-be, but now I could not be so sure. How else might she know where to

find his body?

I wondered also whose help she might have had in the murder; I still felt her incapable

of the deed on her own, though I couldn’t exactly articulate why.

Daedys had recovered his senses enough to trail behind me, and a second train of thought

wondered how I’d keep him from exacting some revenge before we discovered the full truth of

things. 

Certainly, he was not averse to violence when it suited him. With the binding of

Magaréil, a long-comfortable aspect of his life in Vaina had suddenly been pulled out from

under him, and I couldn’t help but think that such instability would not prove helpful to rational

thought. I’d no desire to fight him, much less to kill him. That itself seemed strange to me after

I’d killed three of his lackeys. I reasoned that I’d done that in self defense, that being the

difference, and had nothing to defend myself from with him, at least not at present. 

We didn’t speak as we traveled. For what reason would we? He knew what had

happened to his men if I’d showed up at the wedding—the details didn’t particularly matter. And

I knew enough about his involvement in, and then resistance of, Magaréil’s cult for my

investigation. We may have been momentarily united in purpose, but there was no trust between
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investigation. We may have been momentarily united in purpose, but there was no trust between

us, and we at least had the courtesy not to force one another to lie.

Falla did not accompany us, though I’d no idea what other, more pressing, matter she

had to attend to. Still, I couldn’t be in more than one place at a time, so I had to prioritize. My

investigation took precedence.

We moved in zig-zag patterns, skirting the perimeters of the square fields of wheat,

barley, and other grains, following the edges of enclosures for cattle or sheep. The farmers

looked up from their work, briefly, nodding respectfully to their constable, making the sign of

the Tree at me. It mattered not; I’d grown a bit accustomed to the gesture now, and it seemed to

mark those who felt too powerless to take any real action against me. Ironic that I found a

symbol of my own safety in such a gesture when had first proved so intimidating.

After nearly an hour of travel, the suns beating down upon us with the heat of the late

afternoon, we finally came across a ditch next to one of the fields where Nilma sat, cradling

Orren’s rotting cadaver and sobbing.

Daedys began to move in front of me, but I held him back, throwing a glance over my

shoulder that conveyed the intensity of purpose I now felt. He stopped where he was and let me

move closer without him.

I stopped at the edge of the ditch and knelt down, hoping it would make me less daunting

to an already-distraught young woman. It didn’t.

Nilma looked up at me, eyes blurred with tears, still cradling the putrid remains of

Orren’s half-buried corpse. When she realized who I was, she spat. Even from the distance I

stood, the stench rankled and nauseated me. I tried to fight back any reaction, lest it worsen a

delicate situation. 
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I decided not to speak first. Instead, while I waited for the uncomfortable silence to spur

her to conversation, I gathered what details I could about Orren’s resting place.

A layer of brown water covered the ditch’s trough, making it a quagmire of water

retained after recent rains. Orren’s body remained half concealed under the muck his tattered

and worm-eaten shirt clinging to his body like some bloody flag fallen on a battlefield. But there

was no blood, the clods of mud stuck haphazardly to his torso and face having a decidedly

lighter hue. Of course, sitting in wet avar, rotting and bloating, would make any determination

of the body’s original state before its deposition speculative at best.

The likely cause of death, though, was obvious; the boy’s throat had been slit from under

one ear to the other, the wound deep and ragged, exposing the glint of dirty spine underneath.

From that orifice, the water and mud would have entered the body, quickening deterioration

under the hot suns, leaving us less to discover from the corpse than I’d hoped for. At a

minimum, the appearance of the wound made clear that the attack had not been made in the heat

of passion. It may have been quick, a surprise ambush, but it would have had to have been

planned, premeditated. The killer would have either had to hold the boy down or stood behind

him to get such a thorough cut through the neck. I bet on behind, where the arterial spray would

have been less likely to cover the killer and inhibit an escape.

The location also made clear that the murder had not occurred here. This field lay at the

edges of the farmers’ fields ringing Vaina, the ditch on the outward-facing edge of the field,

where the farmer would be unlikely to pay much attention until harvest time—barring some

unforeseen event in the interim, at least. 

No, I supposed that the body had been moved here, dumped so that it was unlikely to be
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No, I supposed that the body had been moved here, dumped so that it was unlikely to be

found. How then had Nilma come across it?

The young woman wiped a tear from her face, leaving a smudge of wet avar across her

cheek. Her wedding dress had been torn and ruined by the absorption of the ditchwater and even

more putrescent liquids. I stared at her now, hoping to glean some insight into her mind by her

appearance and behavior. My mind dragged now after the confrontation with Magaréil and my

overuse of the Art; had I wanted to use less conventional means to steal her thoughts from her, I

still would have been unable to. And, as I said before, I had no desire to walk down that path of

the Art, not for all the advantages it might have. The fruit it would bear would be poisoned,

indeed.

Nilma’s expression indicated despair. Not despair at being discovered; it had neither

resignation nor defiance of expected consequences. No, it carried the sorrow of memory, of

tragedy relived in the mind but that could never be changed, never rewritten. I realized then that

she had, for better or worse (and I supposed the latter), loved Orren, despite the treatment she’d

received at his hands. I’m told that love is a many-splendored thing, the greatest of all possible

relationships to be had by any spirit, anywhere. But my experience, of both reality and the

ballads, is that love is more often tragic.

But in that moment, I knew that she had little to do with Orren’s death. I remained

unwilling to say “nothing,” because I’d seen plenty of unintended consequences of act or

omission lead to the injury of a loved one, and I expected the same to be likely here.

“Orren’s spirit lied!” she said, softly, still choking back tears.

“I know,” I told her in the gentlest voice I could manage.

She looked at me in disbelief. “How?”
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“Because I have the Sight, and I saw that the spirit pretending to be Orren to spoil your

wedding was an impostor.”

“Impostor? From where?”

“Never mind that now.”

Deadys stood far enough back that he couldn’t hear our conversation. “What are you

doing over there…lord thaumaturge? Pull her out of that ditch so that I may arrest her and bring

her to justice.”

I threw him a glance, more threatening than the first, that warned him against making

further demands of me at such a time. His frustration caused him to pace as I continued my

conversation with the young woman.

“How did Orren come to rest here?” I asked.

“I—I don’t know,” she replied.

“Then how did you come to find him here?”

“I didn’t believe them when they said he’d left town. So I looked for him. I spent all of

my free time in the mornings and the evenings looking for him. One day, about a month after he

left, I found him here.”

“And you’ve told no one that he was here?”

“No.”

“Despite the fact that his spirit attacked you? Despite the fact that his spirit torments

Lady Aevale even now?”

“I—I didn’t want to lose him.”

It was a fool’s answer, to be sure, but foolish enough that I believed it. Love does strange
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It was a fool’s answer, to be sure, but foolish enough that I believed it. Love does strange

things to a person’s mind. 

The sound of heavy footsteps interrupted our conversation. I turned, expecting to see

Daedys advancing once again, but instead I saw only his back, turned against newcomers, his

sword drawn. I stood and turned as well, but without pulling my blade before I understood the

situation.

Dalen im Valladyn waddled closer, three of his lackeys pacing slowly before him, armed

with halberds. They stopped far enough away that no blows could be exchanged. At their

distance, none of them could see what was in the ditch behind us, but they knew all the same.

They’d come looking for the woman in the first place, and someone had told them where to

search.

“Nilma?” the father called.

“Father?” daughter responded.

At that, Dalen took a step forward, but Daedys brought his sword into a ready stance,

stopping the fat man in his tracks.

“She’s under arrest,” Daedys said, voice cold and irrefutable.

“Now, now, Master Constable,” the merchant returned. “I’m sure we need not be so

hasty as to take the ramblings of a mad spirit as evidence.”

“That accusing spirit was my nephew, what evidence more do you need?”

“But it wasn’t, Daedys. You know that,” I reminded him. 

He responded to me without turning his gaze from the Valladyni intruders. “But she

knew where to find the body. And she lied about it.”

“That doesn’t make her a murderer,” I told him.
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“Yes, listen to the Lord Thaumaturge. He speaks reason,” im Valladyn interjected.

“Shut up,” Daedys and I said to him, almost in unison. The merchant stepped back at the

affront, as if slapped. His men brought their halberds into readied positions.

“I’ve talked to her,” I pleaded. “She had feelings for your nephew—strong ones—but

she didn’t kill him.”

“She’s lied to you before,” he protested. “There are better ways of putting her to the

question.” That was the wrong thing for him to say.

“Like you tried to do to me?” I asked, anger surging. He’d made me kill men, and no

amount of temporary camaraderie would assuage the blame I held him to for that.

“I—” he attempted.

“That is quite enough,” im Valladyn said, not in the voice of a warrior but in the voice of

a father whose petulant child has driven him to exasperation. It wasn’t entirely inappropriate, I

suppose. “You will turn over my daughter to me, or there will be blood.”

I pulled my staff, which I’d left lying at the edge of the ditch, to my hand with a minor

sorcery. The polarmed retainers stepped back at that, expecting more. I had no more to give after

confronting Magaréil, but they need not know that.

“Are you sure that’s what you want, Dalen im Valladyn?” I warned.

“Want? Want has nothing to do with it! You will give me my daughter!”

He was right, of course. No petty theatrics would dissuade him from his parental duties. I

drew my sword, letting the point fall low toward the ground, and took a place at the constable’s

side, forming a two-man wall between the interlopers and the ditch. “I’m sorry, Master Dalen,

but this must be done the right way. And I do have more questions for your daughter before we
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but this must be done the right way. And I do have more questions for your daughter before we

are done, though I assure you that no harm will come to her.”

The halberdiers took another step forward, but Dalen raised his hand and called for them

to halt. “Wait! Maybe there is another way that we can rectify this. You know I am a man of

means. Perhaps we can come to an arrangement of some sort that benefits everyone more than

violence?”

“Damn you, im Valladyn,” Daedys growled. “Thinking your wealth sets you above the

rest of us. I’ll not let you subvert justice with your filthy lucre!”

I wasn’t sure that either of them had but the most tenuous grasp of justice at this point,

but neither was justice my primary concern in the moment. Nilma might have more information

that I could use; I’d not let that opportunity pass by. 

Im Valldyn looked to me, eyebrow arched. What made him still think he could buy me

defied belief and offended me to my core. “No, Master Dalen. This will not be about money.”

“Isn’t it, though?” He returned. “That’s why you’re here in the first place, isn’t it?”

He wasn’t wrong, but a man has to have a code. “I’m a professional, not a mercenary,” I

told him. “I made an oath to Lord amn Vaina to see my investigation to the end, and I intend to

do just that.”

The merchant drew in a deep breath of exasperation and resignation. “So be it,” he said.

“Put them down, but try not to kill them,” he told his retainers.

The men moved forward cautiously, warily observing our stances as they approached,

searching for some weakness of defense. Thinking he’d found one, the first of the halberdiers

pulled his weapon back to strike at me. I moved sword and staff together to ward what would

undoubtedly be a heavy blow.
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It never came. Instead, a gunshot pierced the air. Too distant to have been fired by one of

the combatants, but close enough to throw a shiver down every man’s spine. The sound of

hooves followed the crack of the weapon, and we were soon surrounded by Lord Aryden and

several of his guardsmen, arranging themselves in a semi-circle against the ditch. 

The lord had shoved the arquebus he’d fired into a sheath on his saddle and now held one

of his wheelock pistols. “Throw down your arms,” he said.

We did as we were told, all of us. What alternative was there?

From horseback, Aryden could see Nilma in the ditch, still holding onto Orren’s

putrefying corpse. “Good God, girl!” he exclaimed. “What in all the hells are you doing down

there in the mud clutching a dead boy?”

He looked to me, expecting some explanation. “Daedys and I found her here like this,” I

said. “I don’t think that she’s responsible for Orren’s murder, but she did know that the body was

here. Has for some time, it seems.”

“My lord, if I may—” Dalen began.

“You may not, Master im Valladyn. I’m sorry, but your daughter will be coming with

me. She’ll be treated as a guest, of course, until we’ve got this all sorted out. Go home and wait

for me to send for you.”

“But—”

“Go home!” Aryden’s command was unquestionably final. Dalen’s retainers hesitated

until their lord indicated that they could recover their weapons, at which point they picked them

up and moved swiftly through the gap between horses that Aryden’s men allowed. Dalen

waddled behind, muttering to himself.
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“Lord thaumaturge, I believe you have a good deal to explain to me about what’s

befallen us these past hours. Walk with me,” He turned to his own retainers. “Passyl, please

escort Mistress Nilma to the castle and have Eldis prepare a room and fresh clothing for her.

Sateros and Gallo, recover the body and bring it to Master Endan for examination.”
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Chapter Forty

“What do you mean, you’ve arrested Falla?” I asked, incredulous, as I walked alongside

Aryden’s horse back to the castle.

“We came across Barro as we were searching for Nilma. He told us that she was

responsible for summoning the spirit that attacked the wedding, posing as Orren, so I sent

Gamven, Edanu, and some of my other men to seize her and take her to the castle as well.”

I almost laughed at the paradox I’d fallen into. To have much chance at saving Falla, I’d

have to reveal the existence of the cult—and I’d promised the witch I wouldn’t do that. I hoped I

could be persuasive.

We trudged along the narrow ridges at the edge of the network of ditches and fields that

splayed outward from Vaina. The mounted retinue moved slowly so that I could keep up. Nilma

had been tied at the hands and placed in the saddle in front of one of Aryden’s riders, so she had

the luxury, at least, of not slogging through the mud. I doubt she much appreciated it.

“Lord Aryden, that’s simply not true. Falla’s appearance saved Barro, Daedys and I from

the spirit, allowed me to bind it so that it will trouble you no further. She sang an ancient song

that blunted the spirit’s power, turned away the assaults of its minions. The very forest seemed to

be at its command.”

“Isn’t that just evidence that she had power and command over the spirit in the first

place?” he asked.

“No, not with a song of that kind of Power.”

“A song? Hah, you’re basing this on the fact that she sings a lovely tune?”
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“Aryden,” I began, my tone perhaps a little condescending, which I blamed on weariness

more than exasperation with the situation at hand. “Songs like that are rare indeed, most of them

lost, and, of those that remain, few know how to sing them so that they have the intended effect.

These were songs created by ancient magi, the Aenyr themselves or the first practitioners after

the fall of their kingdom, the most capable magi of Cantos or Gwaenthyr.”

“Then how does a hedge witch have such knowledge, eh?”

“I don’t have an answer to that.”

“Well, something else we can ask her when we put her to the question.”

“My lord!” I pleaded. “She is innocent.”

“No one is innocent, lord thaumaturge. You of all people should know that.”

All too well, I thought. “Perhaps, but she is innocent in this.”

“But not innocent,” Aryden accentuated. “I should have been rid of her long ago anyway.

She is a corrupter of the people of Vaina.”

That was the spirit, I wanted to say, but if I did, Barro would only have more for his

pyres. “Then send her away. Let her go to the Sisters where she’ll trouble you no more.”

The Lord amn Vaina waved for his retinue to go on without us; they entered into a trot

that carried threw up little clods of mud behind, making distance from us quickly.

“Are you sure that Nilma is innocent?” the lord asked me.

“Of Orren’s murder? Yes.”

“Good. But if she is innocent, someone else must be guilty. The amn Esti must have an

explanation for today’s events that satisfies them, puts them at ease, and allows the wedding to

continue. We will give them one.”
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“So you’ll kill an innocent person to preserve your plans?” I asked, foolishly.

He looked at me with hard eyes. Only then did I truly understand that Lord Aryden amn

Vaina was no mere entitled lordling used to getting his way. He was a nobleman of the old kind:

ruthless, dedicated to his family, willing to do anything to preserve or expand the ancestral

power. “Would you rather it be you, Iaren amn Ennoc? Perhaps under other circumstances, your

title would protect you, but you have no family for a vendetta, and I don’t suspect that many

would question your guilt in the first place. You haven’t made many friends here, have you?”

His hand had moved close to where he’d tucked the wheelock pistol into his belt, not

resting upon it, but close enough that he’d have it quick to hand if need be.

“You need the amn Esto wedding to secure Vesonna’s wedding to Meradhvor, don’t

you?” I asked.

“I do,” he said, matter-of-fact.

“Why so fixed on Meradhvor?”

“The Artificer Houses are the future, Iaren. Surely you know that.”

“And they want your lands. Why?”

“What does it matter, why? They can’t own them, but allying with our family is just as

good. They’ll have a supply of good timber and stone, foodstuffs. We’ll have ready buyers. The

commoner folk will be able to put more in their pockets, more on their tables. Maybe that will

help stop their grumbling.”

“But the merchants will get richer still, won’t they? They’ll carry Meradhvor goods to

market, avoid the taxes the Council has put on the Artificer Houses themselves. Everyone

profits.” Except Falla, I thought to myself.
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“Yes.” He paused for a moment and we continued in silence until he began again. “Once

we burn Orren’s body, his ghost will depart, yes?”

“It should.”

“What do you mean, ‘it should?’ I thought you said—”

“I made no promises that that would be the end of things, Lord Aryden. It’s obvious that

he was murdered, so we may need to bring him some semblance of justice to allay his spirit.”

Aryden frowned. “Dammit. Well, we’ll have Barro give him his rites, and you’ll tell the

amn Esti and Edanu that Falla was responsible for his death and raising his spirit. She made

Orren’s spirit attack the wedding—we can leave this second spirit out of it entirely. We’ll keep

the amn Esti out of the keep and, if necessary, you can continue to work quietly on getting rid of

him once and for all.”

“I won’t,” I protested.

“You won’t what?” Aryden said, voice sharp.

“I won’t lie for you. I won’t let you kill Falla for convenience. I’m your investigator, but

I’m not your lackey to be ordered about.”

“You ‘won’t let?’ You have no say in how I run my demesne, Iaren, nor how I govern—

or protect—my people. Do not forget your place.” 

“I’ll not lie for you.”

“As long as you don’t contradict me, and you work quietly, I can live with that,” he

conceded. Practical, pragmatic, political. 

“I’ll need to talk to Falla and Nilma,” I said.

“Fine,” Aryden agreed. 
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“And I’ll want to examine the body before it is burnt.”

“It will be with Endan while Barro prepares. He’ll assist you.”

“And if Orren’s spirit does not leave after he receives his rites, I need to see your wife.”

Now Aryden glared. But I could see the trepidation creeping in at the edges of his face,

undercutting his well-practiced hardness of visage. “If the spirit does not depart, we will discuss

it.”

With a squeeze of his legs, amn Vaina spurred his horse into a canter, leaving me to

journey alone to the town and its castle.
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Chapter Forty-One

Muddy water and putrefaction pooled around Orren’s corpse on the iron slab where it

had been placed in the center of Endan’s infimary. Glassy eyed, rotting face frozen in an

expression of surprise and fear, the young man—what had been the young man—lay on its back,

staring upward at nothing.

Examining it through a pair of glasses fixed with additional rotating lenses of various

magnifying powers, occasionally shifting between them, the doctor mumbled to himself. At

regular intervals, he shifted to the lit lectern set nearby and scrawled a line or two of notes. 

I watched silently, hoping that his observations might supplement my own and not

wanting to skew his conclusions with my own thoughts. Most doctors would have had little

useful knowledge in ascertaining details of death from a corpse. Their purview was to save the

living, of course, and except for the occasional dissection of cadavers for purposes of

physiological speculation, few had anything to do with a body once the spirit had left it. But

Endan had been a barber-surgeon as much as a doctor, a military medic who’d no doubt seen as

much death as life. I imagined that he’d often been forced into that worst of triages: determining

who might still be saved and leaving those beyond help to the business of dying. Beyond that, I

expected that he’d walked many battlefields after the fact, his medical knowledge allowing

insights into the observed processes of decay and decomposition that his fellows from the

university had never experienced.

“Lord thaumaturge,” he said, looking up from a bout of his notetaking.

“Iaren’s fine, doctor,” I told him.
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“Yes. My lord has informed me that we are not to believe the outcry of the errant spirit

that appeared o’er the amn Esto wedding and to discount Nilma as the killer. I’m not sure I

received all of the details, but Lord Aryden seemed to indicate that the spirit meant to exact an

unrelated vengeance in making such a claim. He said that you’d want as thorough an inspection

of the body as possible in hopes of finding the true killer, since our victim seems not to be so

forthcoming. I’m told he was pulled out of a ditch in the far fields.”

“That’s correct.”

“And when you encountered him, he was exposed? His body, I mean.”

“Partially. From about the waist up.”

“He’d been fully buried originally. Not deeply, mind you. But someone had taken the

time to hide the body.”

“How do you know?” I asked.

With the edge of a small knife, he pointed to a yellowed, waxy patch of flesh exposed in

the young man’s torso. “See that?” he asked. “Corpse wax, it’s called. You see it when a body is

submerged. Swamps and the like. When it isn’t exposed to the air, otherwise—” he pointed to

the less stable viscera nearby the preserved spot, which seemed to be slowly flowing even now,

“you get that kind of liquefying rot. He didn’t stay buried long. That’s no surprise in one of

those ditches running between fields, where the rains will make mud of the earth and then the

suns will dry it back out until it cracks and powders. A body remains buoyant for some time

after death, so each of those rains typically pushes it back to the surface, bit by bit. One of many

reasons we don’t bury our dead.”

“Hmm,” I responded. “So whoever buried him there either didn’t know better or wanted
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“Hmm,” I responded. “So whoever buried him there either didn’t know better or wanted

the body to be found.”

“I agree,” Endan said, marking the observation amongst his notes. “A sign of remorse,

perhaps? The killer needed time to distance himself—or herself—from suspicion but hoped that

the body would ultimately receive its last rites? Perhaps the killer feared that he would become a

restless spirit without them? Who does that remind us of?”

“That could be anyone, Endan. Ask any person in Vaina and I bet they can tell you a

story about restless spirits and vengeful ghosts. Besides, I expect that whoever did this had some

experience with violence, perhaps a history of military service.”

Endan paused a moment to think about it. “Perhaps. The depth and width of the slice to

poor Orren’s throat indicates strength if not skill. The cut is clean at the edges; there was no

hesitation in making it. One fell sweep of the hand. Our killer either had experience in such an

act or had determined the action well before-hand. This would have been a bloody-handed thing,

though its time in the ditch has washed the body somewhat, so an experienced—or clever—

killer would have stood behind when it happened.” He waved the knife over the boy’s neck in

mimicry of the action.

“I had the same thought.”

“I’d say at first that it reminds me of a scout silencing a sentry, but there’s something of

the butcher’s trade in it, too,” the doctor added.

“How so?”

“The boy’s head was jerked hard enough to dislocate the vertebrae. This is unlikely to

have happened on its own, but with such a deep cut destroying much of the supportive tissue

around it, the act would require violence of execution but not too much in the way of strength. It
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around it, the act would require violence of execution but not too much in the way of strength. It

suggests that the killer pulled Orren’s head back to expose the throat but pushed it forward after

finishing the slice. Like a butcher holds a goat’s or a pig’s head if it hasn’t been strung up, to let

the blood flow freely and away from the butcher himself. To exsanguinate the creature. A soldier

acting on habit would have let the body fall, moved on to the next task at hand, more likely.”

“But the boy was exsanguinated?”

“Most definitely. If he’d not been soon after the attack, some of the blood would have

congealed in the body, but I’ve found none. The movement of the blood through the severed

arteries would have accomplished bleeding him out at first, but at some point the boy may have

needed to be hoisted by the legs to let gravity do the rest.”

“The killer knew he’d be transporting the body somewhere and didn’t want to leave a

trail behind him.”

“Yes,” Endan nodded. “I believe so.”

“Then either multiple people had to have been involved or everything in the ambush had

to be perfectly arranged beforehand.”

“With this much decay, it’s difficult to tell, but I’m not sure I see any signs of struggle.

He was a calf to the slaughter. Quick and nothing to be done once the knife had struck. At least,

that’s how it looks.”

“Then the boy definitely knew the killer, had some comfort around him or her. Had his

guard down.”

“Or the killer used the Art on him,” Endan said, again writing the thought into the

leather-bound notebook resting on his lectern. “Would you be able to detect that, lord

thaumaturge?”
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“This far after the fact? No. Every working leaves a lingering presence, one that can be

read like a signature for those with the skill and enough knowledge of the practitioner. But they

fade, some quicker than others. Only the most powerful linger more than a few days or weeks.”

“Too bad,” Endan mused. “Between you and I, we speak freely. But officially, the witch

Falla did this, my lord says. I had hoped that the official and the unofficial might be one and the

same.”

“They are not, I’m afraid,” I told him. 

“I see. Well then, I hope you find justice for the boy, since I cannot.”

I wanted to tell him that I wasn’t there for that. But it didn’t matter.
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Chapter Forty-Two

Edanu and Barro both waited in the hallway outside Endan’s laboratory. On reflex, I

almost shoved the priest, now returned to his liturgical vestments, against the wall and choked

him for what he’d done to Falla. But, with the House Meradhvor representative present, I had to

restrain myself.

“Have you completed your investigation?” Barro asked. “Don’t you think it’s been quite

long enough that the boy had gone without his rites, his spirit restless.”

“You’ll have to ask Endan,” I said. “I’ve gleaned what I can, but Endan’s the expert in

this field. He didn’t seem to be finished entirely.” I didn’t share my suspicion that the doctor’s

examination had turned from specific investigation to general medical curiosity.

“Why spend all this time on a corpse anyway?” Edanu smiled, as if he already knew the

answer. “Once the rites are finished we’re done with the spirit, right? Ought to get that done

before nightfall.”

“Which is fast approaching,” Barro added. 

I pushed past him and continued on my way. Edanu drew up next to me, following along.

“I know, my lord, that my House has not extended you much in the way of favor or courtesy,”

he began.

I scoffed. Couldn’t help it.

He remained undeterred. “But we—I—would be very much indebted to you for your

assistance.”

I stopped and checked down the hallway in both directions. We were alone. “With
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I stopped and checked down the hallway in both directions. We were alone. “With

what?” I demanded, my voice sharp.

He grinned. “What the hell exactly is going on here?”

“You don’t already know?” I asked, suspicious.

“Unfortunately not. I’ve heard something about a second spirit, but that only raises more

questions while answering none. You know why I’m here—”

“To make sure Lord amn Vaina’s daughter appraises at the value offered—or at least that

everything that comes with her does.”

“Uh—if you must be so crass about it, yes.”

“I don’t have anything to do with that,” I told him. “Nor do I want to.”

“Look, my lord, I don’t have a whole lot of sway here, nor much to offer you at present,

but you know the influence Meradhvor wields in Ilessa and the rest of the Sisters. You’re clearly

both a skilled practitioner and investigator. Imagine getting jobs from us, and everything that

entails.”

“I can, and I have. I’m no shadowman. There are already plenty who will do your dirty

work for you in the Sisters.”

“Nor would you be treated as such, my lord. You’ve worked for the Council of Coin,

could we really be so much worse?”

“The Council of Coin may be criminals, but they’re an honester sort than the Houses.

They don’t smile at you while they twist the knife in your back.”

He stared blankly for a moment. Not because I’d offended or taken him aback; he was

only searching his mind for some pathway that might lead him to be successful in his efforts to

persuade. “I’m sure we can find some other arrangement, then, so that you may avoid any
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persuade. “I’m sure we can find some other arrangement, then, so that you may avoid any

longterm entanglements with us. Surely a man in your position could make good use of valuable

Artifice. You’ve seen the wonders our House can provide in the gifts we’ve made to Lady

Vesonna and Lord Aryden.”

“What is it, exactly, that you’re after, Edanu?”

“We have intelligence that there is a Place of Power somewhere in these parts.

Something has been obfuscating its precise location. I assume that this was that ‘second spirit’

that I’ve heard about—that would be the most sensible explanation. If you’ve indeed had

dealings with this spirit, then you must know the location of this place.”

At the most basic, Artifice is a combination of alchemy, enchantment and engineering. It

needs a power source—the Power, really, to function continuously. Since gemstones may store

the Power, these are used as an animating source for the engines of Artifice. The Artifice itself is

worth a great price, but the need to keep it functioning makes for a longer-term client—not

unlike the hornroot peddlers in Ilessa’s Lower City. A client who needs you continuously makes

for a more lucrative trade than one who does not.

All of that meant that the Houses needed to supply the fuel for their machines as well as

the machines themselves. They employ a small army of minor practitioners with skill enough to

channel the Power into gemstones to fuel their House’s creations but too little skill in the Art to

achieve much more. More drudges in their servitude, like the poor folk who work their factories.

The labor is cheap, considering; it’s the need for access to prolific sources of the Power to

charge their little baubles that proves rarer and dearer.

That explained the Meradhvor interest in Vaina. The town’s access to raw materials

proved a bonus, not the primary draw. They wanted something they figured even Aryden knew



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 448 -

proved a bonus, not the primary draw. They wanted something they figured even Aryden knew

nothing about—and need know little about until the marriage was sealed. The family that

claimed the lands, and their people, would see plenty of benefits from the arrangement without

any reference to the Place of Power. Once they started to enjoy those benefits, what would it

matter what some Meradhvor servants were doing out in the woods?

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I told him.

Again, he smiled. “You should learn to lie better,” he said. “You have more pressing

matters to attend to, I understand. But let’s you and I revisit this conversation very soon.”

“Hmph,” I said, leaving him behind. Everyone seems to think I’m for sale, I thought to

myself. But the thought of locations gave me an idea—one I was a little embarrassed not to have

thought of before. I turned around and went back to Endan’s infirmary.

Barro was inside now, anxiously tapping his foot while Endan ignored him and

continued to examine the body. “Is this desecration really necessary?” the priest asked.

“Yes,” Endan and I said at once, my voice from behind causing Barro to jump slightly.

The doctor looked past Barro to me. “Is there something else you needed?”

“There is, in fact,” I responded. “I’m going to need a piece of the body. A small one.”

“What?” Barro turned full force, eyes aflame with righteous indignation. “How am I to

give the body its last rites if I don’t have the whole body?”

My hands went to my hips and I cocked my head condescendingly. “Surely, this is not

the first body to not be whole when given the rites. Besides, there’s plenty of him already

missing.”

“It’s not the same when some natural process affects the body, but when you take a piece

intentionally…”
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“There are plenty of folk who die without proper rites at all, and few of them become

restless spirits. The last rites are a ritual, the symbolism and intent of which are more important

than the formalities,” I explained, already moving past him to the doctor.

“Says the thaumaturge, for whom absolute precision in ritual is such a concern, quipped

the clergyman.

“That’s the difference between theurgy and theology, my friend.”

“And you wonder why the Temple views practitioners with such suspicion.”

“I don’t think about it much at all, actually,” I told him.

Endan cut a piece of the corpse wax from the body, wrapping it several times over in a

piece of cloth before putting the bundle in an oiled and waxed drawstring pouch that sat nearby.

He nonchalantly extended the package to me and I took it.

Without further ceremony, I pushed past Barro again, still aghast at my apostasy, and left

the room. Finding that Edanu had left, I continued down the hallway, up the stairs and toward

Aryden’s office, hoping to find him there. 

Hearing voices from within, I stopped at the door to the office. After three brief raps of

my hand against the wood, there came the voice of Lord amn Vaina: “Who’s there, dammit?”

“Iaren.”

“Fine, fine. Come in.”

The door swung easily aside to reveal Vitella amn Esto leaning casually against the

room’s window sill, smoking a cigarello.

“What—” I started.

“Close the door!” Aryden commanded.
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I did, and then repeated the question. “What’s she doing here?”

She smiled at me. “Don’t worry,” she said. “I’m a co-conspirator.”

“Huh?”

“I suspected something was wrong about what happened today, gathered some

information to confirm those suspicions and then met with our lord here to find a way in which I

could assist.”

“Damn gossips,” Aryden interjected. “But if everyone else has spies in our house, I

won’t say ‘no’ to one in someone else’s.”

“Our family needs this marriage,” Vitella joined in. “And I’ll not let the fool that leads it

throw that away because of a spirit or two. So, I’ll help sell the story about the witch—and help

you resolve the real problem if I can—and we’ll preserve what we’ve all worked so hard to

achieve in the first place.”

“And keep our arrangement with House Meradhvor in place,” Aryden added. “So, you

can speak freely in front of Lady Vitella.”

I’d come hoping to convince Aryden to change his mind about his misuse of Falla, but

his having expanded his conspiracy dashed those hopes. I’d have to find another way to do what

I could for her.

“Did your people find the man who tried to kill me?” I asked.

“No,” Aryden said.

I looked to amn Esto. “It wasn’t us,” she said, face contorting to indicate the shock and

offense that I’d even suggest the possibility. “As I said, the family needs the marriage—so we

need you.”
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“Daedys says some of his men have gone missing as well,” Aryden added. “I suspect

assassins sent by the amn Ydelli, another effort to thwart the marriage and the alliance between

amn Vaina and amn Esto that it represents.”

More politics between nobles. “Why would they care?” I asked, stoking the fire.

“You passed through their lands in the south, on your way to Vaina. How many times

were you stopped my a roadwarden for taxes?”

I chuckled. “Thrice,” I told him.

“Exactly. That’s what happens every time our merchants send goods through their

territory; they attempt to steal the profits of our honest folk. At present, the carts have to go

around amn Ydella lands, and that hurts profits, too, though not so severely. The alliance

between amn Vaina and amn Esto gives us easier roads to market as well as more leverage in

negotiating an end to the amn Ydella robberies.”

“So they send someone to kill me, hoping that that keeps your haunting unresolved and

upsets the marriage?”

“That’s our suspicion,” Vitella offered.

“How would they know enough to plan something like that?”

“As I said,” Aryden returned, “It seems everyone has spies in our house.”

Their paranoia benefited me, so I did nothing to change their mind. 

“Well? What did you and Endan discover?” Aryden rejoined.

“Perhaps we should wait until Barro’s performed the rites on Orren’s body to worry

about that,” I responded. I needed time, and any conversation that kept me here would eat that

time away like so many hungry dogs.
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“You didn’t seem to have much confidence that last rites would be sufficient to allay the

spirit,” Aryden rebutted. “I don’t have time to waste in resolving the matter fully and finally, so

let us proceed as if more will be necessary from you and, if not, that can be a happy

development.”

Vitella blew a ring of smoke into the air and smiled.

“Fine,” I said. “The boy’s throat was cut, ear to ear, and deep. Someone with strength

and likely with some experience in warfare or murder—or both. He was bled out and then the

body was moved and buried shallow where we found it.”

“Where Nilma found it, you mean,” the Lady amn Esto retorted.

“If you like.”

“Hmm,” Aryden said, contemplating. “So where was he killed?”

“I don’t know yet, but I have a method to find out.”

“So, once you find this killer, what happens then? You kill him?”

“I don’t think so. If Orren’s spirit had remained here simply to accuse his murderer, he

would have done so by now. There’s something else, something more complex, binding him

here than just his death. His spirit seems to want revenge, yes, but not by accusation.”

“Explain.”

“We both know that Orren is killing your wife. Slowly, but inevitably, if he is not

stopped.”

Aryden grimaced. “And?”

“And that either means that Orren believes she’s somehow responsible for his death or

doesn’t know who is and is lashing out indiscriminately.”
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“Then why does his murderer matter at all?” Vitella asked.

“It may be that the circumstances of his death, the motives and the meaning, are more

important than the killer himself,” I explained. “But I need to understand the sympathies in play

that transformed Orren into the powerful spirit that he is—a ghost, yes, but no mere phantom of

the common variety, else he’d be banished and we’d been done with this already.”

“So, something out of the ordinary happened in relation to his murder?” the Lady

continued.

“Very.”

“Like what?”

“Do not say the phases of the moons,” Aryden warned.

I couldn’t help but smile a little at that. “No. I suspect the Art was at play here.”

“So Falla is responsible,” Aryden concluded.

“No. Perhaps the spirit that attacked the wedding is responsible for that aspect of Orren’s

death, or the killer had some knowledge of the Art or Orren himself had some latent facility with

the Art that had gone undetected.”

“So, what next?” Vitella asked.

“I keep investigating.”

She blew another ring of smoke in response.

“What about this other spirit. Barro said you bound it.” Aryden asked.

I produced the disk from my belt pouch and showed it to him. “It is imprisoned in this,” I

said. “I’ll be able to interrogate it shortly and determine to what extent it had any involvement.

It’s possible that it and Orren had developed a friendship of sorts and that the spirit had allied
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It’s possible that it and Orren had developed a friendship of sorts and that the spirit had allied

with him against you.”

“Against me?” Aryden asked. “Why?”

“It is an Orösave, a child of the Three Mothers. Ancient and bound to the Avar. The

mind of such a being is not like the mind of one of mortal folk. Its designs are inscrutable to a

great degree.”

“Then what use is interrogation?” Vitella pounced.

I hesitated a second, searching for an explanation that wouldn’t call into question the rest

of the half-truths I’d spun to avoid mentioning the rest of the cult. “Motives, no. But facts and

history, yes,” I said. “I don’t necessarily need to know why it was involved if I know how.”

“But I thought you said that motive was more important than identity,” Aryden added.

Fortunately, I’d moved into the mindset of dissembling now, and the response came

quicker. “I’m simplifying things, of course. Depending upon how the spirit was involved, that

may itself provide the remedy.”

“Why can’t you just bind Orren like you did this…Orösave,” Aryden asked.

“If it hadn’t been for Falla’s song, I wouldn’t have been able to,” I began. “And the

comparison isn’t a good one. The Orösave is a natural spirit; Orren is a human soul, corrupted,

yes, but still a human soul. The rules are different.”

“The…rules?” Vitella asked.

“Why would it surprise you that there are rules to the operation of the forces we call

‘supernatural’? What does that word even mean—the Orösave is as much a ‘natural’ part of this

world as we are. People use that word to describe things that they don’t understand—the Art,

spirits, Wyrgeas, the get of Sedhwé or Daea, and so on. But The One created all that is created,
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spirits, Wyrgeas, the get of Sedhwé or Daea, and so on. But The One created all that is created,

and They do not create without form and structure. Just look at the avar and you see this. That

we don’t understand the ineffable laws by which these things operate does not mean that there

are none.”

“Convenient,” Aryden muttered, ever cheerful.

“If there were not ‘rules’, structure and inescapable metaphysical laws by which Orren’s

apparition operated, what good would I be to you? You might as well bring in every soothsayer

in Ilessa’s lower city to advise you and try their recommendations. They’d be cheaper.”

“I know, damn you,” Aryden spat. “Why are we wasting time talking here when you

could be about the business of it?”

I had to try before I left. “Falla may seem a mere hedge witch to you, but she has

traveled and has learnt things many practitioners of the Art do not know. She could be very

helpful to me if—”

“No,” Aryden said, his voice a slamming door. “You may talk to her in the dungeon, but

that is all. If she is as you say, she’s even more dangerous to my people than I thought. That only

further justifies my decision.”

“Fine,” I said, more petulant than I’d have liked. I closed the office door behind me as I

left, leaving the two nobles to return to their scheming.
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Chapter Forty-Three

Aryden had recalled the guardsmen who’d earlier been keeping watch at my chamber

door. Either he suspected that the “amn Ydelli” wouldn’t try again, or, more likely, his

reaffirmed alliance with Vitella amn Esto had lessened his fears about my investigation and

behavior threatening his schemes.

Evening was upon us and the suns had begun—though far from finished—their daily

descent into the netherworld. While Aryden and his retinue left the keep to feast with the amn

Esti at the house of im Valladyn, I used the peace to press forward—discreetly, as Aryden had

asked.

The room’s candles had been lit and, combined with the remaining light of day that slid

in through the window, I had more than enough illumination for my purposes. I placed the

binding disk on the floor. “Magaréil, come forth,” I said.

The smell of spring blooms emanated from the disk before any visual indication of the

spirit’s presence followed. Then, a sprouting plant, a single shoot, seemed to burst from the

center of the disk itself, growing and splitting into many vines. The vines wrapped around one

another, tangling together until that had created the form of a man, flowers of various types and

colors, unlikely in their combination on the same plants, studding that form. With just a bit more

time, the foliage coalesced into a more human form, though still green. Not as tall as before, and

diminished in the otherworldly grandeur that had emanated from him when he was free.

“You are ready to negotiate my ransom, Iaren amn Ennoc,” he said by way of greeting.

His tone was flat, the result of anger, frustration—and,perhaps, fear—mitigated by an attempt at
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His tone was flat, the result of anger, frustration—and,perhaps, fear—mitigated by an attempt at

pleasantry.

“Not yet. Not entirely, at least. But your cooperation in answering my questions will go a

long way to earning my favor,” I said.

“Indeed. You want to know what I know about Orren, yes?”

“I do.”

“Very well,” Magaréil conceded. “Ask your questions and I will answer as best I can.”

“Tell me first about your cult.”

“‘Cult’, such an unpleasant word, don’t you think? It reeks of ancient and uncivilized

folk sacrificing each other to the fallen Firstborn, invoking their dark power for nefarious

purposes.”

“Then how would you describe the folk of Vaina who…associate with you?”

“Fellow celebrants of creation, venerators of the Avar’s wild beauty and natural splendor,

paying homage to the Three Mothers and The One.”

I looked askance at the spirit.

“You don’t like that description?” Magaréil asked. “Perhaps I should call us a

confederation of farmers for the welfare of Vaina?”

I’ll admit it; that at least made me smirk. “You want me to think that you came here for

the good of the townsfolk? No. You came for the Place of Power.”

“Initially, yes. But when you’ve existed as long as I have, you gain certain…

sympathies…for the plight of the oppressed and downtrodden. It didn’t take much to draw the

first child to come visit me, to convince her to bring her friends, for their parents to come

looking for them.”
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Another reason parents tell their children not to wander in the forest alone. “And you

struck a bargain,” I said.

“A mutually-beneficial alliance,” Magaréil corrected. “That was nearly a century ago.”

“You’re telling me that the folk of Vaina have been involved with you for a century

undetected?”

“Do you really think that was so difficult? I have many, many centuries of knowledge of

the arts of scheming and strategy. I have the ability to influence the Avar, and even the minds of

men. And there are many things that those who’ve not had to live close to the land now dismiss

as superstitions.”

“So you protected the farmers, the shepherds, the laborers of Vaina. In exchange for

what?”

“The ritual participation of the townsfolk helped me to cultivate the Place of Power for

my own purposes, while keeping it secret. They gave me eyes and ears in the town, insight into

those who ruled it. Occasionally, even the opportunity to subtly influence them.”

“You had an equilibrium, it seems. What changed it?”

“House Meradhvor, of course.”

“But that only happened recently.”

“Not so recently as you think. That fop, Edanu, was not the first of Meradhvor’s

presence here. Long before that, not long after the Treaty, in fact, most of the Houses had their

agents scouring the Avar for places that might be of use to them.”

“But Edanu doesn’t know where the Place of Power is.”

“No, he does not. But Meradhvor knows such a place is here somewhere.”
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“How did you discover this?”

“I detected the practitioner Meradhvor had sent to scout the area long before she had

sensed the font of Power that I had claimed; I concealed it well enough that she never located it,

used my influence over the creatures of the Avar to drive her from this place before she could

come too close. But my spies followed her as long as they could, learned as much about her, her

plans, her allegiances as they could. And then I waited for what I knew would one day come—

Meradhvor’s plans to bring their influence to Vaina. And, if not them, one of the other Houses

soon enough.

Many years passed in my waiting, but I am not impatient as you immortals are. Through

generations, I cultivated my spies within the amn Vaina household, solidified my influence over

the humbler folk of the town. When Meradhvor first sent letters to Aryden amn Vaina, and then

gifts, I knew the time was coming.

I especially liked the little bird that the House sent to the young lady Vesonna, a spy with

wings, after my own heart. But that’s besides the point. My enemies were moving.”

I thought, for a moment, to ask why House Meradhvor might needs be the spirit’s enemy.

But I didn’t need an explanation.

“So, what was the plan?” I asked.

“It quickly became clear that a marriage of Vesonna to House Meradhvor required a

closer alliance to either the amn Esti or the amn Ydelli,” the spirit explained.

“Why?”

“Geography, boy. The amn Vaini have feuded with both families and Meradhvor needs a

clear and easy path to the Sisters for this place to truly be profitable to them—Place of Power or
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clear and easy path to the Sisters for this place to truly be profitable to them—Place of Power or

not. So, I made plans to stop such an alliance.”

“So you planned to make a spirit of Orren to plague the amn Vaini?”

“Of course not! Such an action would be corrupt and anathema. My messengers told you

that the boy was not part of my plans and that I had nothing to do with his death. Both of those

things are true. My masquerade as Orren’s spirit was merely the seizing of an opportunity after

the fact.”

“But Orren and Daedys both were part of your ‘community’, yes?”

“Yes. But Orren’s plans were never about me or mine. He was a selfish child. I’d not

wish his present state on any spirit in Creation, so I won’t say that he got what he deserved, but

ill-conceived ambitions lead to tragic consequences, do they not?”

“What exactly was his plan?”

“He wanted to insinuate himself with the amn Vaini, learn their secrets and use those to

his advantage. Not too different from most of his schemes except in scale.”

“How, exactly?”

“That, I do not know.”

"Did you teach him anything of the Art?"

"He came asking, to be sure. But I do not share my secrets lightly."

“And what about Daedys? What about trying to kill me?”

“Daedys disagreed that subtlety should be the rule of the day. He wanted to murder the

amn Vaini instead. While Orren’s father lived, he kept his brother in line, but the Red Maw

claimed him and Daedys became the head of the im Varde family, with no one to rein in his

baser instincts.”
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“So Orren’s fate was—for you, at least—fortunate happenstance?”

“Indeed. Punishment for the wicked—both he and the amn Vaini alike.”

“Are the amn Vaini truly more wicked than anyone else?” I proposed.

“Perhaps not,” Magaréil admitted. “But they have more power, and that amplifies the

wrongs that they achieve. Aryden amn Vaina, like his father before him, maintains his power

and position on the backs of the less fortunate on whom he depends. Oppression and the

cultivation of infighting to preserve his seat. Is that just?”

I said nothing.

“So, shall we discuss the terms of my release?” the spirit asked.

“No,” I said, summarily dismissing him. His form disappeared into a green cloud, which

seemed to be sucked back into the disk. There would be plenty of time for that later, and I

wouldn’t risk an ancient and skilled schemer further complicating matters when the end began to

draw near. Or so I hoped.

I couldn’t be sure that Magaréil had been entirely truthful to me, but his explanation

matched what else I’d heard about Orren enough that I was willing to focus my efforts

elsewhere for the time being. Even a bound spirit has a will, and the binding itself does not

extinguish that will, even if it blunts many of its effects.

Placing the binding disk back into my pouch, I prepared my ritual items and began to

draw a circle of finding on the room’s floor—the same circle I’d used to find the missing miner

and one I used often in my work in Ilessa. Familiarity allowed me to create the design by rote

and with little time. 

With dark soon falling, I might have hesitated in performing the working at that time, but
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With dark soon falling, I might have hesitated in performing the working at that time, but

I suspected that Orren had been murdered somewhere in Vaina-town and felt the press of time

more keenly than potential danger.

Into the center of the circle I placed the bag of corpse wax. I produced my wand, touched

its point to the interior of the circle, closed my eyes and recited the words I knew would guide

me quickly and easily through the thoughtforms to achieve my desired effect. The circle of

finding, using as it does it eponymous device and drawing upon a sympathy between the object

I’ve selected and the quarry, requires less Power than many other workings—and bears less risk

of flux.

The ritual complete, the wand began to vibrate in my hand. This time, it bounced more

furiously than it had before in the quarry, attempting to shift between two distinct points in

space. One, I knew, was the body proper; I felt its tug from elsewhere in the keep. But the

second direction of the wand’s twitchiness seemed to direct me outside; this I decided to follow.

Racing the falling suns, I attempted to move quickly, but the divergent locations to which

the wand pointed, shifting as I moved myself, quickly became difficult to read with any

precision. Maintaining my grip on the tool, I ignored it momentarily, making my way to the

courtyard before I returned any attention to it.

Once there, I had no need for the wand, for I could see the funereal pyre hastily

constructed outside of the castle’s chapel, Barro (again dressed in the robes of officiant) gathered

in a small group with Lord Aryden, the im Vardi, and a handful of retainers or servants.

In my hand, the wand bounced between the direction of the pyre and the castle keep,

beckoning me back inside. I hesitated, wondering whether I’d ought to pay my respects to the

boy upon his last rites. But I decided that I needed no further entanglements this evening and
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boy upon his last rites. But I decided that I needed no further entanglements this evening and

turned away.

Stepping back inside, I focused my attention upon the point of the wand and not only the

sensation of its movement. The device wanted to point downward as well as laterally, to the

castle’s cellars—or to its dungeon. A few steps determined the former to be the location I

sought, and I breathed a shallow sigh of relief that I need not renew my suspicion in Falla.

Following obediently, I made my way into the cellar, where I found myself called toward

the butts and tuns of wine. Insistently, the point of the wand returned—between bouncing

upward and across to Orren’s body where it lay on the pyre—to a single barrel, wide and large,

turned upright against the wall so that its head faced up. A few of its fellows, used and empty, sat

nearby after being removed from the rows of racks filling the space.

The candles flickered and the room became cold. I braced myself for the appearance of

Orren’s spirit, dropping the working of finding within my mind and readying a defensive

sorcery. But, almost as soon as the sensation had come, warmth returned and the flames returned

to their more sedate dance.

With the momentary distraction abating, I examined the wine barrel more closely to find

small gaps around the edge of the head plate; it had not been properly seated and wouldn’t have

held wine. I looked around for something to pry the piece loose and wondered further into the

cellar, to rooms storing grains, cloth, household sundries and seldom-used equipment. In one of

these rooms I came across a bucket of large nails—spikes really—in a pile of old building

materials. 

The nail, big enough to fit dagger-like in my hand, made quick work of prying the lid off

of the barrel. It took a brief working to create light enough to see into the darkened interior, and
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of the barrel. It took a brief working to create light enough to see into the darkened interior, and

I instinctively recoiled at what I found before returning to investigate in earnest. 

A brown sludge coated the bottom of the barrel, a sickly-sweet fragrance of death

emanating upward, tinged with the taste of copper. But the blood was not wholly dry; it

glistened slightly in places and seemed to ooze slowly—ever so slowly—within its container.

I’d heard before of bodies bleeding when the murder weapon—or murderer—was

brought near, but, aside from a few instances involving the Art, most scholars considered this to

be superstition. Some sympathetic reaction was occurring and, as steam began to rise from the

barrel, I realized what it was. Barro had set fire to Orren’s body in accordance with his last rites.

Perhaps, then, that rush of cold had been Orren attempting to manifest himself in the

cellar before the Temple rites called him away. 

I watched as the blood gathered at the bottom of the barrel vaporized, becoming part of

the rising steam until nothing remained. The sort of thing, as Magaréil would say, that people

would call supernatural. I’d call it wondrous, at least.

For a moment, I lamented the destruction and disappearance of evidence—and a strong

sympathetic link to the spirit. But I realized that I had seen what I needed. Orren had been

murdered here, in this very room, by someone he intended to meet—probably in secret—in

whom he trusted and who had prepared the room for his execution. No wonder, then, that some

of his first and most violent manifestations had occurred here, and that he’d appeared so readily

for me when I’d first come to the castle.

With nothing left to recover, it was time to move on.
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Chapter Forty-Four

The dungeon stench hit me like a hammer, fouler than the putrescent atmosphere of

Endan’s lab with a rotting corpse within it, and lacking the sweet undertones of a decaying

cadaver. I imagined that Aryden never ventured into this place, knew little about what happened

down here, cared even less. No one wants to know how the sausage is made if it tastes okay.

Then there was the lack of light. Only sporadic torches, all of them burning low and

smoky, dotted the sconces on the walls, providing just enough illumination to color the

dungeon’s contents with gray upon gray upon black, touched by the occasional orange or red. 

I could hear two men talking, low to one another.

“Come on, then,” the first said. “Don’t you think she needs some more punishment?”

“Yeah,” agreed the second. “But I’ve grown bored of hitting her. Perhaps she needs

something a little more suited to teaching a lesson to a woman.”

“Try it and I’ll curse your cock to rot and fall off,” came a low voice in response, the

threatening grumble of a cornered animal more than willing to take its attacker with it into death.

“And I’ll make sure it doesn’t come back,” I said, startling the two men. They turned, at

first readying their short clubs, but, upon recognizing me, they moved them behind their backs

like children hiding something they weren’t supposed to have. “Go,” I continued, “and don’t

come back until I send for you. And if I hear that you’ve touched her again, you’ll have plenty

to fear from the both of us.”

They scrambled past me, leaving the cell door open, making their way past the other

stone and iron cages and up the stairs into the light. With a minor sorcery, I brought the flames
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stone and iron cages and up the stairs into the light. With a minor sorcery, I brought the flames

of the torches to a brighter burn, allowing me to see Falla, chained by her arms to the stone wall,

her hair wild, dress ragged at the edges, body bruised and bloody.

“So you’ve come to interrogate me now they’ve prepared the way,” Falla growled at me.

“Why—”

“You waited until they’d beaten me. Badly. Thanks for that.” She spit blood and mucus

onto the dungeon’s dirt floor to accentuate the statement. “They weren’t asking me any

questions, just afraid I’d put a curse on them if they left me able to think straight. At least they

gave me these nice chains to lean on.” 

To make her point, she braced her feet in the seam between floor and wall and leaned

forward, suspending herself in mid air by her arms, the chains that bound them pulled taught and

screeching softly and link rubbed against link. She held this position for only a moment before

her muscles began to tremble and she collapsed with a gasp, unable to sit fully because of the

height of the chains, too tired and injured to support herself with her legs.

“Damn you, Iaren amn Ennoc,” she whispered. “After I came to your rescue, and you let

me be arrested like some common criminal, like some worshiper of the Abyss.”

“I didn’t ‘let’ anything happen, Falla! I can’t be two places at once. You sent me after

Nilma. How could I know that Barro would find Aryden and use this whole mess against you?”

“I thought you were clever,” she said, smiling sardonically with her bloody teeth. “How

could you not see that coming? They’re going to burn me, you know.”

Before I responded, I found a stool in the narrow hallway outside of the stool, brought it

in and placed it under Falla so that she could sit on it. “I know,” I said.

“How are you going to stop it?”
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“I know. But I haven’t yet thought of a way that lets me keep Magaréil’s cult a secret.”

“You haven’t told Aryden?”

“I haven’t. You asked me not to and I gave you my word. Why would you think that I’d

broken it so quickly?”

“You betrayed me, didn’t you? Left me here to be Aryden’s scapegoat. Isn’t that about

right? Let me be to blame for what Magaréil did so that the status quo can be maintained? Give

Barro what he’s wanted for some time and placate the amn Esti at the same time?”

Her cunning assessment of the politics of Vaina fell by the wayside to her accusation. “I

didn’t betray you!” I protested.

“You didn’t help me! Damn those fucking visions.”

The non-sequitur took me back. “What do you mean?”

“They told me you might become a killer if you pursued your path. They didn’t tell me

I’d be the one you killed.”

“I’m not the one responsible!” 

“Iaren, if you stand by and let them do this to me, you’ll be just as responsible as the rest

of them.” She shifted on the stool, trying to find a comfortable position that avoided the bruises.

“So are you,” I said, defiant.

“Fuck you!”

“You told me not to reveal the existence of the cult. You stuck me between protecting the

townsfolk and protecting you. I erred on the side of saving the most people first.”

“Happy mathematics, that,” she said, a fatalistic titter escaping her.

“No kidding.”
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She looked up at me. Looked me straight in the eyes. I swear I could feel the depths of

her soul in that moment, the confusing confluence of exultation in the righteousness of her

sacrifice and the fear of her fate. “Don’t you let them burn me, Iaren amn Ennoc. You do

whatever you can to get me out of her. I beg of you.”

The earnestness of her plea struck deeper even than the thought of my own responsibility

for her state. “I’ll do what I can,” I said weakly.

She nodded and turned her face from me. “There’s one more thing.”

“What?”

“I…I gave Nilma a potion. A love potion. She’d come to me so distraught over Orren’s

rejection of her and…she had coin.”

My sympathies fell away with the knowledge that she’d concealed something so

important from me. “What use have you for coin?”

She looked up again, now defiant. “I cannot make everything I need to live! And the

spirits do not concern themselves with such petty needs as hunger and health. From time to time,

I must needs venture into town to purchase goods. I bear the signs of the Tree, the spitting, the

cursing, the fear, the revulsion. You’ve seen it yourself. And yet those same people will come to

me when they have need. As Nilma did.”

“Why didn’t you mention this before?”

“Nothing came of it. Orren never changed his ways with Nilma, continued to heap scorn

upon her, so I thought she’d never used it. You’ll have to ask her what came of it.”

I shook my head, part disbelief, part disillusion with the thought that I’d found someone

here I could trust. “This whole thing was a manipulation, wasn’t it? You never wanted to help
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here I could trust. “This whole thing was a manipulation, wasn’t it? You never wanted to help

me; you wanted me to get rid of Magaréil for you. You wanted to take their authority over the

townsfolk of Vaina for yourself. And its Place of Power.”

“No!” she said at first, but paused. “Yes. I wanted to be rid of Magaréil. But not because

I wanted power—they were a danger to Vaina, as you’ve seen. They were too strong for me to

confront alone, but I meant to ask for your help, not to beguile you. It was happenstance—or

Magaréil’s own choices—that forced the issue. I only arrived to help you when I knew you were

in danger. If I’d meant to direct you, it would have been the other way around. Even then, my

desire was only to protect Vaina—from the amn Vaina’s specter and from its Orösave, Your

arrival gave me hope I could take action against both—with your willing help.”

I reserved any judgment about whether I believed her. At present, it really didn’t matter

—what was done was done. “I have to go,” I said, “but I will come back for you.”

“You’d better,” she said. “You don’t want another specter haunting you, do you?” She

smiled, but this did little to clarify the ambiguity over whether she intended a joke or a threat.

The two jailers waited at the top of the stairs in the hallway. I eyed them both, letting an

awkward silence creep in before speaking. Once they began to look to one another and to the

ground to avoid my gaze, I broke the quiet with hard words, barely more than a whisper, like a

knife held to throat. “If you so much as touch her again, I will enact such curses upon you that

you will wish you had died. But you will not. I will make it a personal pleasure to watch over

you, ensure that death does not take you until I have decided that your suffering may come to an

end. Do you understand me?”

They nodded.
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Chapter Forty-Five

Nilma sat in a chair facing the window, not far from the canopy bed that filled much of

the space in a guest room very similar in layout and furnishings to mine. Night had come upon

us and the young woman gained no light from the open window, but a soft breeze, cooler than

the heat of the day, entered and eddied between us.

The alchemical lamps glowed with a half-light that reminded me of the Sea of Dreams.

They illuminated us enough for reading—Nilma held a Book of the Tree in her hand as she

faced away from me, though she’d closed it on a thumb to hold the page when I’d entered. But

they also cast deep shadows, causing me to exhale a quick puff of amusement of the

appropriateness of it all.

As with our first meeting, she spoke to the wall, or rather the window, instead of turning

to face me. “What do you want, now?” she asked petulantly.

The day and the previous conversations had drained me of all sense of tact and decorum,

I must admit. “Why would you speak to me like that, girl, when I have saved your life?”

“My lord amn Vaina saved my life.” With her left hand, she absentmindedly stroked the

embossed tree on her book’s leather binding.

“And how would he have known that the spirit that invaded your nuptials was not Orren

and that it was a liar unless I had told him?”

“It wasn’t Orren?”

In my mind, I breathed a sigh of relief. I hadn’t been sure how much Aryden had let her

into his plans. “No. But you believe he would blame you for his death. Why?”
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She shifted uncomfortably in her chair but said nothing.

“Tell me about what happened with the potion you got from Falla,” I continued.

“Witch,” she said reflexively.

“Hypocrite,” I returned, also reflexively. I’d grown too weary to stop myself.

“Nothing.”

“Nilma, that’s not true, and we both know it. I told you before that I would not use the

Art to influence you, and that remains true. But if you do not tell me what I need to know, I will

make sure that your wedding to Lorent amn Esto does not happen.”

“You monster! You’d deprive me of a life of happiness?” she protested.

“I will.”

She began to sob, softly. My stomach turned at that; no one wants to make the damsel

cry. But I had a means to achieve an end I couldn’t turn from, so monster I’d be. To her, at least.

I remembered that, in some way, that’s what I’d always been to her, and my empathy subsided a

little.

“I love—loved—Orren. But he spurned me. But that alone wasn’t enough; he decided

that he’d turn my feelings to torture, to a cruel game against me. He flaunted his dalliances with

the other girls before me, taunting me with them. Before the other handmaidens and servants,

he’d remind them how lovestruck I was, and then lead them in mocking me for it. I hated him

for it. But I kept loving him all the same. I don’t know why.”

“So you got the love potion from Falla.”

“It was Lady Aevala’s idea. She wanted to help me, said that justice must be done in

matters of love or the world suffers for it.”
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“Lady Aevala had been to Falla before?”

“I don’t think so. Not personally. She’d sent servants before to fetch her things. But the

Lady couldn’t be seen to consort with a witch.”

“Of course not,” I said sarcastically.

“Especially with Barro so close to her.”

“What do you mean?”

“Lady Aevala is very pious. It’s she who gave me this copy of the Book of the Tree,

though I’d left it here in the keep when I fled from Orren’s spirit. She spends—spent—a lot of

time with the priest: giving confessions, discussing the Book with him, seeking his advice on

matters of governance.”

“I see. Let’s go back to this potion. At your lady’s prompting, you went to Falla to get

it.”

“She gave me the coin to pay for it. Said I should give it to Orren and then use my

influence over him to exact my retribution. But that’s not what I wanted to do. I wanted to use

the potion to make him love me.”

“But it didn’t work out that way, did it?”

“No.”

“What happened?”

“We—the servants and some of my Lady’s handmaids—were sitting down to eat dinner.

I thought I’d put the potion into his wine, that he wouldn’t notice in all of the commotion. He

did; he grabbed my wrist and took the vial from me just before I could pour it. At first he

thought I was trying to poison him, kill him, so I told him what the potion was. He saw another
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thought I was trying to poison him, kill him, so I told him what the potion was. He saw another

chance for his cruel games, drew everyone’s attention to us and was going to force me to drink it

in front of all of them, so they could watch my suffering deepen and know the reason as they

did. No one thought to stop him—they were all too afraid he knew their secrets and that the

Lord and Lady held him in too high of regard.”

“But Lady Aevala was helping you against him.”

“Yes, but until only recently she, too, had doted upon him, held him in high favor. He

was smart and handsome, charming.”

“So he forced you to drink Falla’s potion.”

“No! The old man, Eldis, came in before he could. He hid it somewhere before the

steward could see what was going on, and I never saw it again.”

“Did you tell Aevala what happened?”

“No. I was too embarrassed, and she became distant. She and my lord had been fighting

about something and she pushed all of her handmaidens away from her. Stopped confiding in us

as she had and turned only to Barro.”

“What did Orren do with the potion?”

“I don’t know.”

“How long was all of this before he disappeared?”

“A month? Maybe a month-and-a-half? I’m not sure exactly.” Now she looked

exhausted, worn weary by my threats and by reliving the pain Orren had caused her without the

respite that would have come if she had lost her feelings for him. Beautiful sometimes, but a

dangerous thing, love.

As I opened my mouth to continue, there came a furious rapping at the door, followed
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As I opened my mouth to continue, there came a furious rapping at the door, followed

quickly by it bursting forth, Gamven standing in the doorway. “Iaren,” he said, “the spirit is

back. Come quickly.”
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Chapter Forty-Six

I followed the master of arms through the hallway, down the stairs, passing panicked

servants along the way.

I heard gasps of “He has not left!” or “The priest failed to allay his spirit!” or myriad

variations on the theme. Between the vagaries of arcane knowledge and the long-deposited

weight of superstition, there are often chances for “I told you sos” in my line of work, but

they’re never satisfying. They always mean more work.

The bystanders were fleeing toward one another as often as in the same direction;

Orren’s spirit flitted about the whole keep again, seeking targets of opportunity rather than a

fixed purpose. The burning of his body and the last rites may not have destroyed the anchor

keeping him here, but he had been upset, thrown off balance and disoriented. It made him more

dangerous rather than less.

As Gamven again changed course in the chase, I knew that we were not headed to a

position fixed, but following after suspicions of the specter’s current location. That game was no

good; we’d played it enough before and I was in no mood for another ethereal ambush.

“Stop!” I told the warrior.

He turned to face me, eyebrow raised.

“I’m going to where he’ll come to me,” I said. “Don’t follow.”

I left Gamven behind. He took an initial step to follow but decided against it, falling

away as I ran toward the great hall, through one of the side doors, and down the stairs into the

cellar where Orren had been murdered. Was I taunting him by heading there, or trying to bring
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cellar where Orren had been murdered. Was I taunting him by heading there, or trying to bring

him somewhere familiar? I didn’t know, but suspected it didn’t much matter.

Once in the cellar, I brought the candles and lamps to bright, dancing flames with a

sorcery, providing that ancient bastion against shadow and darkness. I drew my wand from its

sheath, wishing that I had my staff instead. The wand is a tool for precision and direction, an

implement for finesse in a working. This makes it as much a tool of war as of peace, at least for

those practitioners with a penchant for focused destruction in their thaumaturgy. But I had no

particular need for precision; I needed blunt force, stalwart protection. And I wanted for it.

I caught the first unnatural movement of a shadow in my peripheral vision, turning to

find nothing there. I swept my head across the room, moving to the edge of one of the long rows

of shelved wine casks and leaning around its corner. I felt  a rush of air behind me and turned

only to find the flames of sconced candles and fixed lamps bending with the sudden wind. My

eyes followed the flow of the air but met only with more shadows. I’d be getting my ambush

after all.

Suddenly, the top row of casks on either side of the shelf blew open in sequence, the

head of each barrel bursting forth in a timed succession approaching me, crimson wines flowing

freely and sloshing across the floor like so much blood.

I turned just in time to meet Orren’s first lunge, stepping sideways and riposting with a

lance of pure Power from the tip of the wand, the crudest of sorceries, but all that I had the

wherewithal to summon in such a short time. The energy seemed to sting the spirit, as it recoiled

its outstretched and clawed hand in an all-too-human movement: the hand brought too close to

fire.

Only the briefest of instances elapsed before the second attack. I attempted to repeat the



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 479 -

Only the briefest of instances elapsed before the second attack. I attempted to repeat the

answer given to the first, but my own dodging movement had brought the tip of the wand off of

line and sent a burst of energy into the stone wall behind Orren, chipping away at it as if striking

it with a pickax. 

My head swam at the exertion of calling forth the Power with so little preparation, even

for a sorcery, and I focused all my energies on continued evasion. We danced around the cellar

in erratic lines and half circles, my boots kicking up splashes and sprays of wine that passed

right through my assailant’s ethereal form. When I dodged to one side of one of the shelves,

hoping to put an obstacle between us, Orren simply passed right through and continued the

assault. 

My mind raced through alternative options to continuing this dance until I made a

misstep and met with the spirit’s rending claws. I thought to set Magaréil in my defense, but I’d

left the binding disk in my room above. I’d no time to draw a protective circle or sigil, and

probably too little focus to shape a working of any substance anyway. Then I remembered the

rings on my fingers, there for just such a purpose. As I continued to evade Orren’s grasping

talons, I tried to recall the specific workings I’d stored for later use. I had no need for the

tragicomedy that would follow the activation of a working for the abatement of rain when I

needed an aegis of defense.

I settled on a ring that stored a working intended to harden flesh against blows. Focusing

my will on the ring’s sigil, I summoned forth the working within. To no avail; I’d not

empowered the working so that it would be ready for use, only slipped on the rings so that I’d

have them if I needed them. Foolishness and fatigue catching up to me. Too late, I began another

step away from Orren’s thrash; the tips of his clawed hands drew lightly across my skin, opening
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step away from Orren’s thrash; the tips of his clawed hands drew lightly across my skin, opening

shallow but painful tracks across my left upper arm.

A curse issued from my lips, an involuntary response to the pain, and the death’s head in

the midst of the spirit’s ethereal form bared its teeth from behind taut spectral skin, a mask in the

memory of Orren’s face.

“Stop!” I said, willing Power into an empyrean wall between the ghost and myself.

Claws rebounded against the translucent structure, and Orren paused to stare at me a moment.

We both understood that I could not sustain this defense indefinitely—perhaps not even

for a substantial amount of time—but I would take every second that I could to devise my next

move.

“I am trying to help you, you stubborn bastard!” I spat. “If I can get you justice, perhaps

you can move on.”

A rasping whisper came in response. “No justice,” it slowly scratched in both my ears

and my mind.

In all honesty, I’d not expected it to speak at all. More than its assault, more than the

violence, this took me aback. I almost let fall my warding wall in my distraction, the spirit

taking a cautious step closer as it flickered. “Not justice? What then?” I asked.

“Vengeance. No justice.” The slow cadence of its voice felt like a long rush of cold,

sharp wind passing over me. Without a more complex grammatical structure, I couldn’t tell if

Orren meant to correct me only in the specific sense or to reject the idea of justice altogether.

“For your murder? You were murdered in this very room, weren’t you?”

“Yes,” he rasped, “and more than murder.”

“More than murder? What does that mean?”
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“I will take the lives of the amn Vainas as my retribution. This place shall be mine.”

“Fool,” I said. “You can’t rule this place. All you’ll be is alone here. Everyone will flee

this place. Then where will you be?”

“I will take Aryden and Aevala to dwell here with me, as my servants. Perhaps Vesonna,

too.”

“It was Aryden. Aryden murdered you, didn’t he?”

“Yes.” The word dragged on in sibilant susurration.

“Why?” I asked, but my curiosity had drawn my mind away from the sorcery that kept

us separated, that allowed this conversation.

We realized the lapse at the same time. Orren’s spirit lunged at me, both arms

outstretched. I in desperation unleashed a final blast of the Power intended to bluntly bludgeon

the specter back across the veil. For a time, at least.

I felt a piercing cold rake across my chest, Orren’s claws finding flesh to rend. But as

quickly as the pain began, it stopped, and darkness overtook me.
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Chapter Forty-Seven

I awoke in my assigned chambers, on my back in the bed, Aryden and Endan standing

over me. Everything hurt, but especially my chest, where a layer of linen bandages wrapped

what I could only assume were wounds Orren had caused in last evening’s confrontation.

My two attendants—Endan especially—exchanged quiet words and spoke to me as the

doctor brought me a glass of mulled wine. But I wasn’t listening to them. Instead, I was trying

to identify the faint smell that my befuddled mind told me meant something important. Behind

the almost-whispers of those in the room, a faint sound entered through the open window, loud

but muffled by distance.

Realization dawned on me, gripping my stomach and twisting it in its hands until I felt I

would burst. Pain be damned, I sprang from the bed, nearly pushing Endan over (and fully

spilling the wine) in my efforts to leave.

They’d left my pants and boots on me, fortunately, so I hastily threw my vest over my

bandaged chest and grabbed my belt, sword and all. I rushed from the room, Aryden calling

behind me.

I flew down the stairs, out of the keep, and through the castle courtyard, stumbling over

myself occasionally in my haste but inexorably propelled by guilt and fear. 

The jeers and jibes of a taunting crowd drew me forward through streets otherwise

emptied of all inhabitants. The mass of people had overflowed from the market square and

spilled into the streets radiating away from that place, forcing me to push through with elbows

and shoulders.



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 483 -

The smell that had been at the edge of perception in my room now overshadowed all

other scents as smoke bloomed into the air above us, darkening the rising brightness of the

morning suns as the smell of burning blocked out the odors of those pressed against me. The

smoke did drive out those creeping things that made their homes on the flesh and in the clothes

of the townsfolk, though, and I cringed to see lice squirming out from under caps and mites

scurrying out from collars.

That smoke did not yet carry with it the stench of burning flesh, and I thanked the One

for the that, but the fires had been lit and that crescendo of flames and sickening perfumes had

become inevitable.

The crowd’s heckling had become a deafening roar now that I was in the midst of it, and

I could only occasionally hear Falla’s screams and maledictions from the raised pyre in the

center of the square against which she’d been tied. Her voice, inevitably, drew my eyes to her.

She’d been clothed in only a filthy chemise, apparently to give her the look of a penitent.

Thick ropes bound her arms behind her, wrapped around the pole that held her upright. Another

ligature wrapped round her throat, tight enough to restrict her movement but loose enough not to

restrict her voice. The crowd would not be sufficiently entertained if they could not hear her

screams or laugh at her futile blasphemies.

Already, her feet began to involuntarily kick at the flames that licked at them, close

enough to presage what was coming, not close enough for the burning to truly begin. Her head

lolled as she struggled against her bonds, turning her attention skyward and then back to the

crowd, straining to look behind her, where Barro, again accoutered in the formal gown of an

officiant, practiced a stoic face belied by the righteous pleasure he took in watching the painful
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officiant, practiced a stoic face belied by the righteous pleasure he took in watching the painful

end of a seductive heretic who only existed to lead his flock astray.

Keeping a small circle between the massed townsfolk and the incipient bonfire stood a

half-dozen of Aryden’s guardsmen, armored in half-plate, the visors of their sallets

intimidatingly lowered, halberds held in a position of readiness. I thought of the men whom the

lord had posted outside my bedchambers and wondered again whether these dour fellows were

truly there to prevent my interference.

Damn me for letting Orren get the better of me! I’d intended to return to the woman—to

my friend—after the confrontation, to find some way to let her escape the fate that Aryden had

in mind for her. Bad wyrgeas may have prevented that effort entirely, but now it was Aryden’s

own ambition ensuring that none could subvert his pawn from its intended sacrifice.

Despite the odds, my blood rose and my right hand went to the hilt of my sword, still

held in its scabbard in my left along with the rest of my wrapped belt. The gawkers pressed

tighter against me; I had no room to draw my blade, much less a way to quickly make it to the

bonfire, fight off the guardsmen and extinguish the flames before they had passed the point of no

return. Any one of those obstacles might have been a near insurmountable obstacle. Together,

they were an impossibility, even for a practitioner of the Subtle Art.

So, I stayed, silent, watching. It was the least honor I could do her to face my own

failure head-on. I burned within as she burned without, though I’m sure she had the worse of it.

The crowd’s enthusiasm rose to a crescendo as the first flames began to lap like waves

against Falla’s feet, her flesh sizzling as she writhed in pain. Coughing and choking punctuated

her screams; her muscles tensed involuntarily, flexing at the joints and straining against the

ropes, her fist balled. Her skin pulled tight against her bones, a premonition of the corpse she
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ropes, her fist balled. Her skin pulled tight against her bones, a premonition of the corpse she

was becoming.

I forced myself to watch, to avoid looking away. My head swam at the tumult of

emotions, the roar of the spectators like a heavy burden pushing me down, my senses

overwhelmed by the smells, sounds and sights. My fists clenched in sympathy, but I only

observed in vain as the flames climbed her until she they wreathed her entirely, an aura of

suffering that seemed to emanate from her rather than to consume her.

This caught my attention, and I expected what came next, though it surprised a part of

me all the same. Falla’s head snapped forward from where it had previously lolled in

excruciation; she stared a the crowd with dark eyes that bulged from their sockets. From a

mouth chapped and peeling from the heat, shrunken against her teeth, she began to speak clearly

and confidently in Gwaethyri. Her voice echoed as if a choir, as if the spirits themselves were

joining her in her condemnation of her murderers, in her death curse upon the gathered crowd.

In response, I did the unthinkable. If she pronounced her curse in its entirety, focused her

will before she expired and finished the working, the difficulty of my job would increase

tenfold. More than that, despite the injustice of her fate—and my culpability for it—I saw no

benefit to the increase of collective suffering in Vaina that would arise from her curse. 

By now, the nerves in her body had mostly deadened to her pain; her arcane practice

allowed her to separate herself enough from the sensations of her body to focus her mind on her

final working. Under no circumstance could I match the Power she drew through herself without

need to consider her own survival, even were I hale and ready. No simple counter-working

would suffice; I had to distract her enough for the structure of the curse to fall apart under its

own weight.
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So I began my own working, chanting aloud with equal fury and determination,

imagining the healing of her body sufficiently that she could feel anew, willing the enlivening of

her sensations enough that the fire would once again torture her into submission.

I am ashamed that it worked. At first her cadence slowed, became less confident, as

sensation tingled at the periphery of her awareness, part of her focus breaking away from the

curse to investigate. Such inquiry only opened her up to the full feeling of the flames about her

once more; the cadence of her chanting took on the staccato of a desperate attempt to finish the

words, until screaming erupted anew from her burning mouth. I could feel the air thin out once

again as the imminence drained from the curse and its possibility dissipated into so much

nothingness.

The Flux from my counter-working caused the flames to expand outward, the fire

burning improbably across the ground in front of the bonfire into a wider circle centered on

Falla. Even the guardsmen abandoned their posts, hair singed by the sudden expansion of heat

and flame. The crowd dispersed now, unsure whether the conflagration represented the first

effects of her curse or the intent of my own working. They fled past me, those who had heckled

bumping me as they stumbled against one another to get away.  I hated them. I hated them for

what they’d made me do.

By the time I could hold to my footing and return my attention to the crowd’s victim,

Falla had fallen silent, sensation again receding from her and leaving her with the cold

knowledge that she would soon die. She coughed as the gasses from the fire, fueled by her own

body, floated up and past her face. Only the two of us remained in the market place, her and I,

our eyes locked upon one another in a silence broken only by her wheezing and the continuing
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our eyes locked upon one another in a silence broken only by her wheezing and the continuing

crackle of the fire.

She needed no words, and I had none to speak. Her eyes conveyed the sense of betrayal,

a knife plunged directly into my heart, well enough. Did she see the regret, the guilt in mine? I

don’t know, and I don’t know that it would have mattered whether she did. My actions had

spoken for me, and they could not be taken back.

She only lasted a few more minutes before her head leaned forward in final defeat, her

skin becoming waxy and wet from the heat. Knowing Barro would perform no rites for her, I did

what I could, uttering a quiet prayer to The One for her soul and her salvation, that she might be

ushered on to a life better than this one if not given immediate ascension to the Supernal Realms

for her martyrdom here. Maybe it was a prayer for my own fate as much as for hers. Tears

mingled with sweat from the heat as I stumbled through the words I spoke in silence to The One

who hears all things. 

My chest burned on the outside from Orren’s scratches, on the inside from the smoke

that filled the air in an expanding cloud, now turned dark as Falla’s body began to char.

Coughing, I took what comfort I could from the faith that I had, however much it was, and

thought of a more worldly comfort. I needed a drink.
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Chapter Forty-Eight

Worvo’s Tavern in New Vaina constituted the farthest location to which I could flee

without the appearance of abandoning the town altogether. By the time I arrived, little flecks of

red made indeterminate shapes on the bandages wrapping my chest. The scratches underneath

burned with a fire that made me wonder if I’d somehow absorbed the curse that Falla had

intended for all of Vaina.

From behind the bar, Worvo first smiled to see my entrance and then frowned to see the

state of me. I took a seat facing him, perching myself upon a stool next to the bar and leaning

my sword to rest against the solid counter. Before I let the belt dangle to the ground, I removed a

coin from my purse and set it on the bar, perhaps more forcefully than I’d intended.

The tavernkeeper raised an eyebrow at me. “My lord, that’s enough for a cask of ale,” he

said.

I looked down to see the silver hawk I’d placed before him. “The day’s young, isn’t it?”

I told him, my voice glum and without wit.

“It is, my lord.”

“Iaren,” I corrected.

He brought me a tankard filled with a sweet ale, refreshing in the summer’s morning

suns, and especially after the heat of the bonfire. “Would you like something to eat, my—

Iaren?”

“I’d rather not interrupt my drinking,” I told him.

For about an hour, I drank in silence, Worvo filling the cup when it ran low and
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For about an hour, I drank in silence, Worvo filling the cup when it ran low and

occasionally looking over to see whether I might make some gesture indicating I wanted

something else, but otherwise leaving me to my own devices.

Over and over, I ran through the past day’s events. The wedding ceremony, the conflict

with Magaréil, finding Nilma with Orren’s body, the Aryden’s conspiracy, Edanu’s solicitation,

Falla’s pleading, Nilma’s confession, the confrontation with Orren. But mostly this morning. I

can’t say how many times Falla burned again in my mind, her tears becoming so much steam in

the heat of the fire, escaping into the ether. I hoped that her spirit did so as well. More than once,

I think, I whispered a prayer to her for forgiveness.

I could feel the ale taking effect as I’d hoped, replacing the weight of guilt with an air of

carelessness. Not the sense of being free of care, mind you, but a feeling that, however bad,

however many cares I had, everything was actually okay. In that moment, I understood the

allure of drink from which some never escape.

The thought didn’t stop me, though it did slow me into comfortably settling into that

state of mildly euphoric apathy rather than pushing beyond into senselessness altogether.

Time began to lose meaning, and I couldn’t tell you how long I sat there and drank

before I noticed someone pulling up the stool beside me. Turning to see, I gritted my teeth.

Edanu had interjected himself into my gray revelry.

“Fuck off,” I said before I’d thought of a greeting.

“Oh ho!” Edanu smiled, “Far from court now, aren’t we?”

I turned back to my drink, staring into the bottom of the cup in the hope that the courtier

would simply disappear. I had something of a mind to make him, but neither the will nor the

clarity of thought to make good.
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“Perhaps I owe you an apology, my lord,” Edanu said. I turned to look at him,

suspicious, and he continued, “It was not my intent to come here and disturb you or anger you

—”

“Then why come at all?” I grumbled.

“Because you are owed gratitude for what you did this morning. Falla’s death curse

could have ruined this place for a long time. Most folk won’t ever realize the extent of what you

prevented—if they understand at all. But I do, and I thank you for protecting Vaina.”

“Had I thought about how you might have benefited, perhaps I’d not have acted. I’m not

sure that this town is worth the defending. No one’s innocent here, I—” Mid-sentence, I realized

that I had to include myself in that pitiable lot; my other thought fell dead in its tracks.

“Haven’t you read the Book, my lord? No one anywhere is innocent, save The One.”

Edanu offered.

“But some are good, as much as they can be. Elsewhere, I mean. Not here.”

“And now we come to the true philosophy,” Edanu said, managing a meager smile,

“empowered by drink, free from the conceits of courtly talk and Temple expectations.”

“You haven’t come to philosophize, Edanu.”

“Perhaps not, but I try to enjoy the unexpected benefits of my work wherever I can.”

“Cut the bullshit, then. Why have you come?”

“Pity,” he returned. “Yours is a mind I’d very much like to see into.”

“Not today. What do you want?”

“To revisit our previous conversation.”

“About your supposed ‘Place of Power?’ I don’t know anything today that I didn’t know
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“About your supposed ‘Place of Power?’ I don’t know anything today that I didn’t know

yesterday.”

“Precisely!” Edanu pointed out. “I think you knew everything I needed when we last

spoke. But I have more to tell you. I have spoken with my superiors, and—”

“How?” I asked, incredulous.

“Artifice, of course.” His response was nonchalant, perhaps even a gentle rebuke that I’d

not assumed from the beginning that he was capable of such.

“What has that to do with me?”

“I could only make tentative promises to you yesterday in exchange for your assistance.

Today I have a solid offer, to be memorialized in a written contract—and even fatebound, if you

like—should you accept.”

“Not interested.”

“You don’t even want to hear the offer?”

“Not particularly.”

“It includes your family home in the Upper City of Ilessa.”

“That has not been my home for a long time, Edanu.”

“But it could be again.”

“I have no need for such a place. What would I do with it?”

“Whatever you wish; that’s not the sum of the offer. You would have servants, resources

enough to conduct whatever research and study you would like, assurances that you’d be well

provided-for should the Call take you, status and respect.”

“What else does the House want besides this Place of Power you so believe in? I told

you I’d not be some shadowman working the shadows for House Meradhvor’s profit.”
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Edanu smiled at my question, at the interest and consideration it evidenced. “Nor would

such be asked of you. You would not be some expendable asset of the House, but a part of the

family. We would arrange a marriage for you to one of the eligible Meradhvor women. You

would have a place to belong.”

“Which Meradhvor woman?”

“That I couldn’t say for certain, but there are several who I believe would be suitable for

you. Aisley Meradhvor of Uthcairn and Catryn Meradhvor of Unbronad were both mentioned;

either would be…understanding of the Altaenin approach to the marriage relationship, should

that be a concern for you.”

“How much money?” I continued, catching the hint of slur in my words.

“An allowance of one-thousand Ellas per year, plus additional compensation for services

rendered.”

A respectable income for a gentleman or middling noble, more than enough to run the

old amn Ennoc house in comfort. “Thank you,” I said.

“Does that mean we have a deal?” Edanu’s face brightened in hopeful expectation.

“Of course not,” I told him, “I just wanted to know how badly Meradhvor wants what it

seeks.”

His face turned cold, hard. “Why turn our offer of friendship into one of hate? We’ll

have this Place of Power with or without your help.”

“You’re not the first to offer me friendship as a thin veil over enmity and a desire for

control, even in these last few days. Probably not the last, either.”

“If you live long enough,” Edanu threatened.
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“The last to make such an offer did not get their way.”

“They weren’t House Meradhvor.”

“I—” I began, but before I could respond, a voice came from behind me, at the tavern’s

door.

“What’s this, then?” It said. “Do you smell another fire coming? I think I smell a

kindling smoke.”

I turned to see Lorent amn Esto standing in the doorway, silhouetted by the incoming

light. To either side, an armsman with sword and buckler slung low on his belt, the same hope

for violence on each face.

My hand grabbed my sword by the scabbard and I stumbled from the stool onto my feet

—if only barely. The amount of alcohol I’d consumed hit me all at once, it seemed, as I stood,

and the edges of everything in my vision blurred as they danced back and forth ever so slightly.

Lorent grinned to see me in such a condition, but a brief expression of doubt passed over

him as he saw my bloody bandages. Quickly, the pleasure of finding me in such a state returned,

whatever moral qualm about kicking a man when he was down he might have momentarily held

fully fleeing from his mind.

Edanu stepped between us, his hands raised in the air and well away from the hilt of his

own weapon. “Come friends—” he began.

“What, friends?” Lorent began, exaggeratedly looking about the tavern’s common room.

“I have no friends here save those I brought with me. I see a lackey of an Artificer House and a

dispossessed and dissolute son of a noble family who plays at being a Practitioner of the Art.

One who has wronged my wife personally, and must answer to me for it.” His hand moved to
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One who has wronged my wife personally, and must answer to me for it.” His hand moved to

the hilt of the rapier he wore, but he did not yet pull it free from its home. 

“You are mistaken, my lord,” Edanu said, his voice even and confident.

“Move, lackey. The amn Estos have no quarrel with Meradhvor, and I desire none,”

Lorent said to Edanu as the two bravos he’d brought with him moved towards either side of the

room, flanking the two of us.

From behind me came Worvo’s voice. “Gentlemen,” he said in tones of forced

hospitality and light-heartedness, “Perhaps I can offer all of you some of our finest wine. It is

meant for your wedding, my lord amn Esto, but seeing as you’re here, I see no reason why—”

“No,” Lorent said. “We are not here to drink wine. Perhaps the blood of this villain you

seem to be harboring, but not wine.” The young nobleman stepped forward now, only a pace

away from Edanu, hand still on the grip of his rapier. 

Edanu didn’t flinch. He subtly slid one foot back behind him slightly, readying to move

quickly should the need arise. But he kept his hands held before his chest, palms open to the

lordling. “My lord,” the emissary began, “Lord amn Ennoc is the reason your wife has been

cleared of any guilt against the accusations made at your wedding. Which, I’ll remind you, is

not yet complete. You might consider carefully how you behave in Lord amn Vaina’s demesne,

since he holds your family’s fortunes in his hand.”

Lorent was right when he smelled a kindling fire. But it burned within me, not without.

He’d struck the wrong nerve in reminding me how his wedding had led to Falla’s death. How

my desire to protect Nilma and Vaina—from which he benefited—had let to her death. And now

he came here to accuse and accost me?

Edanu had prepared himself to respond to Lorent’s movements, not mine. When I pushed
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Edanu had prepared himself to respond to Lorent’s movements, not mine. When I pushed

him aside with the sweep of my arm, he lost his balance and moved obligingly. The lordling’s

focus had likewise been on the emissary; when my fist suddenly replaced the object of his focus,

the time for him to defend himself had already passed.

The blow took him in the nose with a satisfying crack, leaving him stumbling and

cupping his face to staunch the flow of blood that poured forth. His two men drew their weapons

now, as did Edanu and I. We each faced off against one of them, blades held close to the body in

the cramped space of the common room. I blinked in an effort to make the two images of my

opponent coalesce into a single target, which made me wonder for a second how I’d landed such

a direct blow on the man’s master. Good Wyrgeas, I guess. 

We each eyed one another in that tense sizing up that always precedes a fair bout of

swordplay, but before the action started, the smell of actual burning caught my attention. My

dueling partner’s, too, for he lowered the point of his sword and looked past me.

Not the smell of burning flesh this time, nor even of kindling. Matchsmoke, drifting

lazily from the lit fuses of the matchlock arquebuses that Daedys’s men wielded as they piled in

through the doorway, followed by the constable himself.

“My lord,” Daedys began.

“Yes?” Lorent and I both answered, his voice muffled behind his hands. 

“My lord amn Esto, you seem to have injured yourself. If you’ll kindly return to your

lodgings, I’ll send my lord’s doctor to tend to you. My lord amn Ennoc, my lord requires your

presence, immediately.”

The amn Esto bravos sheathed their weapons, at which point Daedys’s men extinguished

their firearms. The constable waived for me to follow, and I did, leaving Edanu behind.
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We walked alone, the two of us. Back up the Vaina streets where, in the market places

and around the taverns, folk drank and made merry, Falla’s death to them only a rare

entertainment and spectacle punctuating a largely monotonous year.

The early distance we walked in quiet, Daedys’ men escorting Lorent and his retinue

back to their lodgings.

“Why intervene? Lorent would probably have killed me and you’d not have to worry

about me anymore,” I mused, still struggling somewhat to walk a straight line.

“If you’d told my lord everything that you knew, he’d probably be lighting a pyre for me

right now, not sending me to fetch you. I treated you wrongly to threaten you before, and I beg

your forgiveness for it. You’ve demonstrated your honor and discretion and I am in your debt.

We have no quarrel. Besides, you really are the best chance I’ve got at finding out what

happened to my nephew.”

He never looked at me as he spoke the words, instead continuing to watch the road. We

returned to silence after that.
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Chapter Forty-Nine

When we arrived at Aryden’s office, Daedys nudged me in, his face a sympathetic wish

of good luck, and closed the door behind me, leaving Lord amn Vaina and I alone.

“Where the fuck have you been? God, man, you’re not even fully dressed,” he railed.

I looked down at my bandaged chest, beige linen flecked and stained with red against

beige flesh. With the drink beginning to wear off, I noticed the considerable pain from where I’d

stretched my wounds. The sharp pull of flesh indicated that the wounds underneath had been

stitched together, which had limited the loss of blood from my active morning but ached fiercely

where the stitches had strained against flesh. “I went for a drink,” I said petulantly.

“You went for a—” he stopped himself and drew in a breath before continuing in a more

controlled voice, “We do not have time for such indulgences, lord thaumaturge. I need you to

finish your investigation and be rid of this spirit before anyone realizes that the witch had little

to do with it.”

“I’ve solved the murder,” I told him, bluntly.

Aryden leaned forward against his desk, steepling his fingers. “You have?”

“You murdered Orren im Varde, Aryden. And then you hired me to investigate the crime

you’d committed.”

“I didn’t hire you to investigate a crime, foolish boy. I hired you to get rid of a spirit.”

“You don’t deny it?”

“That I killed the boy? No.”

“He was having an affair with your wife and you killed him for it.”
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“What? No, Aevale is innocent in this.”

“Then why does Orren’s spirit afflict her?”

“I don’t know. Vengeance upon me, I imagine. A cruel reminder.” Aryden’s eyes began

to water slightly before he wiped them with the back of his hands, drew in another slow breath,

and hardened himself.

“A reminder of what?” I continued.

He looked at his desktop as he spoke, avoiding my eyes. “My wife did not have an affair

with Orren,” he paused, and for a moment I thought he had finished his statement, but he

continued, “I did. I’d never felt much attraction for men before, but I found myself besotted with

him, uncontrollable in my passions. I broke my pledge to Aevala, may I be damned for it.

“But after the first few weeks of our tryst, the truth revealed itself. My passions waned

and, realizing it, Orren sprang the trap he’d always intended. He told me that he’d reveal our

secret if I did not give him what he wanted, ruin my relationship with Aevala, ruin my

reputation, dash all of the plans I’ve so carefully been making all of these years—”

“So you killed him for it?”

“No. Not for that. Not that only, at least. I’d thought to give him what he wanted.”

“Which was?”

“A great deal of money. Letters of introduction to our contacts in Ilessa. A betrothal to

Vesonna—not to be completed, but enough to bring him some fame amongst the nobility and

help him establish a reputation. He wanted me to make a gentleman of him, living free in the

city at my expense. It was a setback to my own designs, to be sure, but one I could manage. And

I was desperate.”
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“Then why kill him?”

Now, Aryden looked up at me. “Because he told me how he’d done it. How he’d put me

in such a position.”

Pieces fell into place within my mind. “A love potion,” I said.

He nodded. “One he said he’d gotten from Falla. The two of them schemed against me

together.”

“I’m sorry, Aryden. They didn’t.”

“What?”

“Nilma got the potion from Falla. To use on Orren. Only he stole it from her and used it

on you.”

“The witch had nothing to do with it?”

“No. You burned her only for your appearances.”

Aryden swallowed hard at that. “Unfortunate. But necessary all the same,” he said,

perhaps to himself as much as to me. “So where does that leave us in terms of getting rid of

Orren? We’ve burnt the body. You know now how he died. What do we do?”

“I’ve been wondering about that myself,” I told him.

“Then what good are you?” his voice turned from vulnerability to accusation in a

heartbeat.

“The murder isn’t the cause,” I said, the realization only coming to me as I spoke the

words.

“What?”

“Put your pride and ego aside, my lord,” I told him, the final two words unavoidably
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“Put your pride and ego aside, my lord,” I told him, the final two words unavoidably

caustic. “This isn’t about you. You made it happen, in part, yes. But not fully. It’s about Aevala.

Orren’s spirit has attached itself to her because of something she did. His revenge is on her. At

least until she dies. I suspect you will be the next.”

“Speak plainly.”

“Something Aevala did set this in motion. She must have cursed Orren.”

“How could she—” the color drained from his face as realization crashed over him like a

wave. “She knew,” he said, almost a whisper.

“She must have.”

“But how would she know how to curse the boy? The witch?” It was an idle hope,

grasping at clearing his conscience more than providing an answer.

“No,” I told him.

“But—”

“No.”

“Then how?” color and cantankerousness returned to him as he asked.

“Theurgy does not require the Gift, necessarily. It helps, to be sure, but if she’d somehow

had access to the right ritual, and been able to enact it precisely and faithfully, she could achieve

such an end.”

“Who would she get such information from? And without anyone knowing?”

“That’s a good question, Aryden, but let’s confirm whether I’m right first, shall we?”

“You’re going to ask again to see her, aren’t you?”

I nodded.

“You are to say nothing of the details of our discussion just now, yes? And nothing about
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“You are to say nothing of the details of our discussion just now, yes? And nothing about

what you’ve come to know about Orren’s…death. I will of course compensate you for your

loyalty. Handsomely.”

“Right,” I said, noncommittally.

“Iaren!” Aryden said, rising from his chair, a small hiss puffing from his Artificial leg.

He put his hands flat on the desk and stared me in the eyes. “I will do anything to protect my

family,” he said. “I don’t know whether that’s something you understand, but you’d be well-

advised not to test me on this.”

He’d murdered before to protect his family—or at least to protect himself. I didn’t know

how much he actually separated the two from one another. So I nodded again, slowly, though

even I wasn’t sure how much I meant it.

“Have Endan take you up,” the lord amn Vaina said, nodding to the door to indicate that

I should leave. “Whatever you find, you discuss it only with me.”
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Chapter Fifty-One

I made a quick sally to my room to recover my shirt before quitting Vaina Castle. The

afternoon stretched into evening now, and the suns had begun their daily descent. Still, I pressed

on, undisturbed—or perhaps spurred on by—the impending darkness. Though I tried to brush

them all aside, the knot in my stomach would not let me forget how the anxiety that, over the

past few days, dangers both manmade and supernatural had repeatedly assailed me once night

fell. They’d be likely to do so again.

Barro’s home lay only a short distance from the castle, and I found myself there

forthwith. I forewent the politeness of knocking and check the door to find it unlocked.

Evidently, Vaina town is a perfectly safe place for the right kind of folk.

I pushed my way inside and found the lavish interior surprisingly quiet, devoid of the

acolyte servants that had attended the Lady Vesonna and I the last time I’d been here. Perhaps

they had gone with their master to the chapel or to the Temple to perform services or rites. It

didn’t matter; they’d left me alone to explore as I liked and only that mattered to me.

Without any ado, since I had little idea how much time I might have, I returned to

Barro’s impressive library. I must admit, a small part of me wondered whether a few of those

tomes would really be missed if they happened to steal away with me. But I am no thief, and,

even were I, I’m pragmatic enough to understand that petty thievery would be unlikely to do

anything but worsen the already dire predicament in which I found myself. 

So, I returned to the spot where I’d previously drawn my arcane circle and repeated the

endeavor, all the while thinking of the chalky dust in Aevala’s room. The circle complete, I
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endeavor, all the while thinking of the chalky dust in Aevala’s room. The circle complete, I

retrieved parchment and quill and, not bothering to tear smaller pieces from the whole, wrote the

words curse, ritual and circle.

Laying the single leaf into the arcane circle, I knelt beside and again conducted the

thaumaturgy to empower it. As I rose, several of the library’s books glowed faintly.

Without checking bindings or frontispieces, I pulled the tomes that called out to be and

stacked them on the reading table, a cartography of knowledge in breadth and elevation forming

as I did. Satisfied that I’d recovered all those works indicated by the working, I set to sorting

through them. The poesy I removed first. To say that no truth might be found in such works

would be a lie; there are categories of truth, different senses in which things may be true, but the

truths contained in stories and tales did not apply to the present circumstances.

None of the remaining works seemed to be exactly on topic. Histories—many of which

were no better than the fictions I’d already cast off—and speculative treatises of natural

philosophy made up the greater part of the remaining stacks, with the odd theological tome or

travelogue punctuating the rest. The back of my neck tingled as I worried how I might search

the pile before the home’s inhabitants returned from their vespers.

By sheer instinct, perhaps because some part of me realized the folly of searching such

books for instructions detailed enough for a person without the Gift to perform a ritual working,

I decided to open the cover of each, searching every frontispiece for symbolism that might

indicate an encoded work of the Art. It is not unknown for practitioners to use allegorical tales to

encrypt their thaumaturgical treatises as a safeguard against the meddling of the uninitiated.

That just such a safeguard would likely have kept the work I sought from providing

sufficient instruction to a layperson to perform a powerful ritual of cursing somehow eluded
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sufficient instruction to a layperson to perform a powerful ritual of cursing somehow eluded

conscious thought. But the technique captured my quarry all the same, the reality being less

complex than I had imagined during my search.

Wearing a fine leather binding declaring it to be Davari’s History of the Cantic Empire in

Three Parts was another text altogether. Eld Caithra’s Bindings and Loosings, a Treatise of

Sympathies. Among practitioner’s, eld Caithra had a mixed reputation at best. A talented magus

to be sure, and a prolific writer, her personal history, and her own uses of the Art, left her

morally untrustworthy at best, and a seductress calling practitioners to a fallen path at worst. In

the university libraries, such tomes would be kept in the locked reserves alongside other works

the potential necessity of future consultation grudgingly kept them from the fires. Another

necessary evil in a world already full of so much of the unnecessary kind.

More important, Barro should never have possessed such a work, the Temple held the

very fires that awaited such treatises, with only the Conclave keeping flame and kindling

separated. The Conclave had no more power in Ilessa than the Temple did, all things considered,

but Barro belonged to the Temple.

Hesitantly, I flipped through the pages, finding plainly written instructions for workings

of many types. Eld Caithra’s specialty had been in conjury, but she showed talent in several of

the other Ways as well. That she made no effort to encrypt her writings or to otherwise protect

the innocent from them displayed the corruption or illness of mind that plagued her later days.

Finally, I came to it, a working for a profound curse born out through theurgic practice

such that any person determined and precise enough might achieve the end. Eld Caithra called it

the “curse of the living death.” If she were to be believed—and I had no cause to doubt her—the

curse would cause the taste of all food and drink to turn to ash in one’s mouth, the loss of the



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 505 -

curse would cause the taste of all food and drink to turn to ash in one’s mouth, the loss of the

ability to enjoy any physical sensation (but full retention of the ability to feel pain and

discomfort), an inability to feel restored by any amount of sleep. This kind of torment could

only result in the unraveling of the mind; it would be more merciful to kill a person than to lay

such a curse upon him.

I understood now why Orren bore such hatred for Aevala. It had not been the indignation

of love spurned or ambitions stymied. She had sentenced him to a fate worse than death, held

back all kindness and grace from him, denied him even the benevolence of a basic respect for

other lives and souls. And now I understood why eld Caithra’s name was spoken in whispers

between students of the collegia intending to frighten and warn one another—our own versions

of the fairy tales told by the common folk. Any person who could devise such a working was a

monster; one who could write it down for the use of others was something altogether worse.

But another thought occurred now. Orren hadn’t suffered the effects of the curse. Aryden

had killed him before that could happen. But he had been cursed, as his lingering spirit attested.

Only one possibility revealed itself, at once tragic and poetic, too symmetrical to be true, too

real to be false. Aryden had murdered Orren at the same time that Aevala conducted the ritual

curse, the boy’s death further empowering the working, transforming it into something even

direr than intended, something eld Caithra had not considered in her wildest imaginings.

I laughed aloud to myself, partly in wonder about the unlikely mystery I’d become privy

to, but more in desperation about how I might overcome such a cosmically-empowered curse,

compounded by the ill intent of multiple actors, augmented by an unforeseen confluence of

events.

“My Lord amn Ennoc,” came Barro’s voice at the entrance to the library. “What are you
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“My Lord amn Ennoc,” came Barro’s voice at the entrance to the library. “What are you

doing here?”

Emotion took me. Anger that the priest had put the weapon in Aevala’s hand. Fear that I

might be impotent to change the results of their conspiracy. Existential terror at the recognition

of Orren’s plight. Indignation that I’d been drawn into such a pit of vipers and asked to extricate

them from the consequences of their own ill-made choices.

Without answering, I closed the thick book, gripped it in both hands. In three great

strides I’d closed the distance to the priest, and I brought the book down upon him diagonally, as

if making the wrath strike with a longsword, smashing him in the side of the face hard enough to

knock him flat. My chest burned and I knew that I’d torn at least one of the stitches in my

assault, but the pain only seemed to bolster my sense of righteousness.

“You bastard,” I spat. “You burn innocent folk for using the Art when you peddle curses

yourself? Let Sedhwé have you; I hope the One will not.”

He whimpered in response, too surprised and sore to form words. In the room behind

him, his acolytes stood frozen, unsure what had just transpired or why. I stepped over Barro and

out of the library, book still clutched in both hands.

“A judgment was necessary,” the priest pushed through taut lips. “My lord had broken

his oath, and the boy had caused him to.”

I turned on my heels, fire in my chest and head. I thought to bring the book down upon

the man again, a judgment of my own. But doing so would only make me a hypocrite to the

anger I felt at his daring to pronounce judgments on the moral failings of others. 

Instead, I turned to the priest’s acolytes. “Bring your master to Lord Aryden,” I told

them. “He has an account to give.” 
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Chapter Fifty-Two

I slammed eld Caithra’s book onto the desk in Aryden’s study. “This is the instrument of

your suffering, though you and your wife are the wielders,” I said.

By now, Aryden had begun the evening’s drinking; his languid eyes betrayed the depths

to which he’d drunk himself already. “What?” he asked, and I wasn’t sure if the word meant

incredulity or that he simply hadn’t understood me.

Turning the book to face him, I opened it to the frontispiece. “Eld Caithra’s Bindings

and Loosings. Aevala knew of your affair with Orren, but rather than confront you or do

anything that might spread rumors, she decided to act against the one she believed had undone

you. She was trying to protect you, I think, though she chose about the most foolish method she

could find for her attempt.

And that is Barro’s fault. He brought her this book. He showed her the cursing ritual

written within it, assisted her in its completion.”

“So it is a curse,” Aryden mumbled, almost to himself. “So you can undo it.”

“No.”

“No?”

“This curse never took effect. Not as it was written in these pages, anyway. Orren never

suffered the effects the working describes.”

“Then why bring me this text? Other than to implicate our Temple priest?”

“It’s more complicated than that, I’m afraid. The curse is the source of Orren’s

manifestation as a spirit; I’ve found no other reasonable explanation. Which means that, by
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manifestation as a spirit; I’ve found no other reasonable explanation. Which means that, by

Wyrgeas or happenstance, at the same time that Aevala and Barro reached the completion of

their ritual, you were murdering Orren. Between Aevala’s intent, some mix of love for you and

desire to protect you, and the Power released by Orren’s death, an unintended sacrifice, the

working was warped. It could no longer take effect as written and planned, but it had been

infused with too much Power and shaped with too much emotion to have no effect.

The curse both bound Orren here and empowered him to take his revenge against you

two.”

“What do we do to break it then?”

“As I said, I can’t. Were you not listening? A human life was sacrificed to empower this

working! It is beyond my ability to simply undo.”

“What about another sacrifice?” Lord Aryden asked, somber and serious.

“What? No! I’ll not partake in another murder for your comfort and safety. I can’t break

the curse; I can’t undo it entirely. But there may be a way to render it effectively harmless.”

Aryden leaned forward in his chair at that. “How?”

“I can’t be certain that my plan will work, but it is the only possible resolution I can

conceive. For now, you needn’t worry about the details. There is a decision you must first make

if we are to have any chance of success.”

“And what is that?”

“Sacrifice. Sacrifice—especially done freely and willingly—is the most powerful

sympathy for the creation of a working. Orren’s unwilling sacrifice has strengthened the curse

that has created him as he is now. A willing sacrifice will be necessary to counteract what you

have wrought. The sacrifice must be yours.”
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He eyed me warily now. “What kind of sacrifice?”

“By its very nature, something dear to you must be sacrificed. Giving away something

of no value to you is meaningless.”

“But not life?” he asked, searching for some assurance.

“Were that the case, I would not consider my plan a viable option.”

“Then what?”

“What do you have that would pain you the most to lose?”

“Vesonna,” he said.

“You’re thinking too literally, perhaps. Besides, anything to do with another person will

be their sacrifice as much as yours, and that just won’t do. The meaning of the sacrifice, what

makes it so powerful in this case, is the contrition it shows for the wrongs that led to the curse. It

must be yours alone.”

He took a swig of wine from the goblet on his desk and leaned back into his chair, his

neck rolling so that he faced upward, his eyes closing as he searched his thoughts for an answer

—one that I might accept and he might live with. 

Finally, he looked up with realization. “No,” he said, voice hard.

I said nothing in response; it had the effect I’d intended.

“No!” he said, now an impudent child refusing to obey.

Still I did not speak.

“No,” he spoke. This time, resignation and grief colored his voice, the beginnings of

acceptance. But then he looked up at me with cold eyes again, and I knew to expect his last sally

in avoidance of the inevitable. He rose from his chair, knocking the goblet aside as an empty
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in avoidance of the inevitable. He rose from his chair, knocking the goblet aside as an empty

display of violence before pointing his finger level at my chest. “This is what you’ve wanted all

along, isn’t it? This is why my siblings sent you here, so that one of them may take my place at

the head of our line. I send to them for help and they see an opportunity at usurpation! No, I will

not agree to this! I will not allow this further impunity, against me, against the order established

by The One and the traditions of our people! This seat is mine by right, and I shall not be

stripped of it by grasping relatives!”

“Who said we’re talking about rights?” I asked him, voice flat and unmoved by his

display, though my stomach turned at the tension of the exchange. “What’s ‘fair’ and what’s

‘right’ aren’t part of this conversation. I’m not a priest or a philosopher to weigh those things

with you; I’m a thaumaturge here to solve a problem. What you have to sacrifice for a solution

to work is not within my power to change. That being the case, moral inquiry into the matter is

not my concern.” But in my heart, I did wonder whether there was a certain justice here, and

whether the balancing of sacrificial powers in competition with one another really was a part of

The One’s greater design.

Aryden slumped back into the chair. “I need some time to think on it,” he said.

“No; you don’t. The choice is simple. Your power or the wife to who you are

trothbonded. If there is any choice there, then you deserve neither.”

He moved to rise from his seat again, to raise his voice, to ask me how I dared speak to

him that way. Sometimes, though, the truth has a power all of its own, and in this instant that

power overcame all indignation, trampled all objection.

“So how do we do it, then?” the lord asked.

“I’ll have to design a counter-ritual. During that ritual, you will renounce your claim to
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“I’ll have to design a counter-ritual. During that ritual, you will renounce your claim to

your throne, your wealth, and your position within the family. That abjuration will be fatebound;

your refusal to abide by it will result in curses and calamity upon you. It’s important that you

understand that. These are not just words. These words have a power to them; the Avar itself

will seek to enforce them. Once you’ve made your renunciation, I’ll use the power of it to

remove Orren’s influence over Aevala and this place.”

“You’ll banish him,” Aryden offered.

“No. As I said, I don’t have the power to fully break the curse and banish Orren’s spirit,

only to render it harmless as long as certain measures are followed. I’ll transfer Orren’s

authority elsewhere.”

“How will you do that?”

“Send for Ovaelo; I’ll have need of his assistance. Make sure he brings the painting of

Lady Aevala.”

There came a knocking at the door. Aryden yelled for the supplicant to enter. Eldis

cracked the door open and stuck his head in, like an old turtle cautiously reaching for a leaf in

the midst of danger. “Barro is here; he says it’s to beg your forgiveness, my lord.”

“What do I do with him?” the lord asked me.

“The responsibility for justice remains yours for the time,” I said. “But keep him from

me, for my desire is vengeance.”
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Chapter Fifty-Three

We convened in Aevale’s chamber: Aryden, the painter Ovaelo and myself. Ovaelo set

up his easel and the half-finished portrait of the Lady Aevale upon it while I drew out three

circles on the floor. Aryden mumbled to himself about The One knows what, throwing worried

glances toward his wife and throwing cautious attention to every corner of the room where

shadow danced at the edge of the light cast by the lanterns and candles we’d set up in

abundance. 

I moved as quickly as I could to sketch the apotropaic marks around and between the

diagrams I’d constructed through the use of my knotted girdle. Already, the air became thick

with the imminence of Orren’s manifestation, or perhaps only my own trepidation. 

For his part, Ovaelo laid out his pigments and brushes on a small folding work table as if

he had all the time in the world. I couldn’t tell whether his bravado drove him to such display or

if he really failed to realize the danger that confronted us. 

“Your line is not straight,” he said, as I hunched over near him, working on the symbols

that would keep Orren’s spectral talons from rending his flesh.

“Shut up,” I returned, too fatigued to assume any civility. 

I’d spent the last hours, while Ovaelo had been hunted down and pulled from some

brothel in lower Vaina, to pour over Eld Caithra’s book and to develop some semblance of a

ritual to counter the serendipitous confluence that had led to this mess in the first place. Time

was running out for Aevale, so this would have to do.

 In the corner of my eye, I noticed Aryden checking every so often for a sword that
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 In the corner of my eye, I noticed Aryden checking every so often for a sword that

wasn’t there. I’d forbidden him from bringing any weapons into the room with us, as they would

be of no use against the spirit but, in frenzy and fear, might easily be employed against the rest

of us. Another thing for him to grumble about, I suppose.

“Shall I begin?” Ovaelo asked over my shoulder.

“To finish the painting? Yes, the sooner the better. The act of painting isn’t part of our

ritual; the finished product is.”

“Of course, lord thaumaturge.”

“When are you ready?” Aryden added.

“When I’m ready,” I spat back. My hand cramped with the repetition of the symbols of

protection, each repeated thrice for three warding circles, and the mental exhaustion of hurriedly

writing a ritual of this scale took a definite toll on my focus.

We proceeded thus for the better part of two hours as a scribed the circles. Finally, I

ensured that everyone stood in his proper place before I incanted the working to empower the

wards against spirits.

Just in time, too, for as I began the words, the room plunged into darkness, the lights

extinguishing in perfect synchronicity.

“I can’t work in the dark, lord thaumaturge,” Ovaelo whined, as if the darkness had been

targeted specifically at him. Maybe it had.

A quick sorcery returned some of the flames to their rightful places, flickering atop

wicks in lanterns and on candles, revealing a hunched, inhuman form, perched on Aevale’s chest

like a predator ready to strike.

Orren’s spectral cadaver eyed us each in turn, a smile on its sharpened teeth that



J.M. Flint                                                                                                      Things Unseen

www.faithfictionfatherhood.com                                                            - 514 -

Orren’s spectral cadaver eyed us each in turn, a smile on its sharpened teeth that

resembled that of dog resisting the urge to snap. He eyed each of us closely in turn; the

empowered symbols in the circles at our feet illuminating us with their glow. 

Ovaelo had dropped his brush at the sight, and it had rolled away across the floor, across

the protective circle. Thankfully, the wards had not been smudged or broken by either the

motion itself or the periodic globs of unused paint left in the brush’s path. Instinctively, Ovaelo

began to reach for the utensil.

“Stop!” I yelled. 

He snapped his hand back just before it breached the plane of the circle. On the other

side, Orren’s spirit stood at the edge, waiting for the painter’s mistake, having moved too fast to

be seen by the eye.

The normal bravado and pride drained from him by the proximity to danger, the painter

straightened himself and breathed slowly, the air ragged as he sucked it in, trembling all the

while. 

“Keep going!” I told him, my voice a loud whisper for no reason apparent to me.

Ovaelo selected a new brush from the tray near him, looking back to the painting to

determine what he’d been working on before Orren’s appearance. Having satisfied himself, he

delicately touched brush bristles to palette, hand still shaking, and took in another deep breath

before returning to his work. Orren squatted as near as he could to the man, watching him all the

while, grinning that threatening and cadaverous grin.

“How long?” Aryden asked, his impatience palpable.

“You cannot rush excellence!” Ovaelo snapped back, the impertinent question restoring

some of his usual haughtiness.
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“We don’t need excellence,” I interjected. “A passable resemblance will be just fine.”

“I would not put my name on a work that is not excellent!” the painter objected.

“Then don’t sign it, you bastard!” Aryden returned. 

Ovaelo stopped his work for a moment, considering whether or not to stand his ground.

He decided against it, and the Lord amn Vaina and I both breathed easier for it. “Fine,” he said.

“The original is almost finished…but I need to add our…companion.”

At that Orren’s specter slashed at the ward surrounding the painter, throwing up blue and

green arcane sparks as ethereal claws scratched against the barrier. In the blink of an eye, he

tested Aryden’s and my wards as well, before settling, squatting, on the chest of Aevale as he

had first appeared to us.

“Yes,” Ovaelo said, his artistic sense overcoming his fear. “That pose will do nicely.”

We could hear gasping breaths from Aevale’s unconscious form as the phantom

committed itself to pulling the last remaining life force from her.

“He’s killing her!” Aryden exclaimed.

“Yes,” I agreed. “Now the race begins.”

“Ovaelo, if this doesn’t work, you’ll never paint again. I’ll have your hands!” Lord amn

Vaina followed, the desperation in his voice making the statement more believable.

“You’ll do no such thing,” I reprimanded. “He’s doing the best he can to help you, you

miserable old man.”

Aryden opened his mouth to return insult for insult, but instead turned his focus back to

his wife. Each breath she took seemed slightly shallower than the last, but we had no way of

knowing for sure how long she could hold out.
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So we watched, the Lord amn Vaina and I, shifting our focus back and forth between the

vampiric spirit and the painter, shifting between hope and fear and despair moment by moment

as we wondered who would finish first. 

I can’t say how long actually passed in that lesser eternity. There are times when the

march of time is irrefutable and inexorable, and times when it seems to bend and curl back on

itself like the eddies of a stream, meandering forward, yes, but in its own time and to its own

whim. This was one of those latter times, and the waiting sapped our resolve.

Finally, Ovaelo turned the painting to show us that he had completed it, but the leg of the

easel scratched across the protective runes as he did, and the ward fell away from him at once. I

noticed the mistake before the spirit did, with just enough time to fling the specter to the corner

of the room with a sorcery before it could pounce. “Run, and close the door behind you!” I

shouted.

The painter needed no second urging and I’d purchased just enough time for him to

escape; Orren’s claws left broad gashes in the wood of the door as it slammed before him. For

an instant, the spirit seemed to consider pursuit of the fleeing man, but he quickly returned to the

task of bringing Aevale into the spirit world he now inhabited.

“What now?” Aryden asked.

I ignored him, clearing my mind and beginning the incantations I’d prepared to redirect

the curse. The color drained from Aevale’s skin, the urgency of my work flustering me as I

attempted to recite line by line as I’d written it.

I’ve said before that incantations are a method for focusing the mind, not an inherent part

of the act of thaumaturgy, and that is true. But this working, this was theurgy, and ritual
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of the act of thaumaturgy, and that is true. But this working, this was theurgy, and ritual

workings function by the sympathies constructed within them. Sometimes that requires certain

dress or items, props even. Sometimes, as with my protective circles, it involves elaborate

diagrams and symbology. Here, though, the performance bore the weight of establishing the

bonds between microcosm and macrocosm that allowed the working to take effect, and that had

been set when Aevale performed a ritual from eld Caithra’s book, one that required no Gift and

little understanding of the Art if it could be performed with specificity, as it apparently had.

So I’d had to construct the counter-ritual as a response to the act that brought the curse

into being in the first place, so I’d needed language, as Aevale’s working had used. I spoke in

High Aenyric, as Barro had instructed Aevale to do. She had repeated words she did not

understand, relying on eld Caithra’s skill to bolster her intent. I, at least, had a passable

understanding of the language, enough to understand what she had spoken, to literally respond

and undo them. As best I could. For a brief second, I wondered how different things might have

been if Aevale had had the Gift, even if she’d never been trained in its use. Her inability to feed

the Power directly into the working provided the only weakness I could exploit to unravel what

she had done, so powerful had Orren’s unintended sacrifice been in empowering the curse. A

chill ran up my spine with the thought, but I cast it aside as quickly as consciousness would

allow.

Orren continued in his own work, if not working. Aevale’s breaths came shallower now,

only the last wisps of life remaining in her. Time was running short.

“Now!” I told Aryden, waking him from his reverie.

He hesitated. He looked to his feet, away from his wife’s suffering. 

“Don’t you dare turn away from her, you bastard!” I shouted. “Not here, not now. She is
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“Don’t you dare turn away from her, you bastard!” I shouted. “Not here, not now. She is

about to die, and I can only hope that that won’t bring her under Orren’s control in the world

between—but I assume that it will. She’ll be in a place no amount of wanting will allow me to

bring her back from, and you will be to blame. Not Orren; you.”

“He was a liar, a cheat. He’s the reason we’re here!” Aryden protested, hands balling into

fists. 

“No, he’s not,” I returned, voice hardened by the strain of holding the working taut so

that he could do his part. “You murdered him. You and your wife broke him, together, if not

knowing what you did. Whatever he was before, you made him this. You are responsible. Will

you face that? Will you save your wife? Will you honor your oath to her after all?” 

The Lord amn Vaina took a step back, physically distancing himself from the moral

quandary I’d given him. His foot broke the back of his ward; we could both feel it fall into

nothing. 

Several things happened at once, just then, and I’m still not sure how they all fell into

place. I moved from my own protective circle in response, leaping between Aryden and what

instinct told me was coming. With my right hand, I raised a sorcerous  shield to block Orren’s

strike, the move so fast once he’d initiated it that he appeared to be both raking his claws against

the ethereal barrier and still sitting on Aevale’s chest at the same time. The second Orren

continued to rend at the shield, and I knew it would not hold for long. So did he.

Miraculously, I’d managed to hold the ritual we’d initiated together in place while all of

this happened. Had I thought about any of it, my focus would have shattered into smithereens,

but instinct had carried our defense instead.

“Now, damn you!” I pushed between gritted teeth.
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He hesitated another moment, his pride full-fledged before him. Finally, though, the

words came, softly at first. “I, Lord Aryden amn Vaina, renounce my name and my lordship, my

position and power, all favor I have garnered in this life, my worldly goods and wealth. I

renounce all things but faith in The One and my family. I agree to suffer, willingly, for breaking

my bond of oath, and to live in poverty and anonymity, so that my wife may be free of this

curse. I ask The One that my Wyrgeas be changed so that this oath comes to pass no matter my

actions, no matter my own weakness. I surrender myself freely for the good of the one I love,

whom I have harmed.”

The lord—former lord—had no time to wonder whether his sacrifice would be accepted.

The air thickened, the flames of candles seemed to dance away from their wicks, to hang in mid

air, while the room drained of its heat. Sensing the moment, I continued my own incantation,

speaking the Aenyr words, drawing that sacrificial Power into the working.

“Orren,” I continued, no longer needing the shield to protect me from the specter, who

now cowered pitifully before me. “I bind you. I bind you by the secret names of The One. I bind

you by the authority of the Lady Taelaine. I bind you by the authority of the Lady Melqea. I

bind you by the authority of the Lord Doqun. You shall be bound to this painting and shall not

leave it until it is destroyed or The One calls you onward from your shadowed place. You shall

trouble no mortal, and you shall return to Aevale what you have taken. Begone!”

As I finished the words, the room returned to the kind of lighting one might naturally

expect, and no trace of Orren’s spirit remained before me. Aevale stirred in her bed, her

breathing normal once again. She made the plaintive sounds of one resisting waking up, not for

something holding her back, but merely for the joy of a soft, warm bed. Behind me, Aryden had
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something holding her back, but merely for the joy of a soft, warm bed. Behind me, Aryden had

collapsed into the corner of the room. He said nothing, but I knew that part of him wished he’d

never said the words, that he’d taken the risk that Orren might be satisfied with his wife’s spirit

and trouble him no more.

I turned to the painting. Ovaelo had done well, despite his many protestations. The

perspective and realism of the image impressed—but the likeness of Orren disturbed,

particularly since it resembled so closely the phantom that had been attempting to kill me a

moment before. Any time I turned my head, so that the painting occupied the corner of my

vision, I could see Orren’s figure move within the image. Slightly, subtly, but definitely. I sighed

heavily in the knowledge that the ritual had worked. Orren had not been banished, only confined

to Ovaelo’s artwork. But that would be enough. From the stand by the easel, where Ovaelo had

left his paints to dry in the air, I scraped a chunk of blue pigment free, finished drying it with a

subtle sorcery, and put it into one of my pouches for safekeeping.

Meanwhile, Aevale had sat up; she and Aryden stared at one another without speaking,

each processing all they had done to one another; all they had done together.

A knock came at the door. “Is it safe?” asked Vesonna from the other side.

“It’s safe. Enough.” I said.

She burst through the door like a child long kept from a parent, moving past me without

acknowledgment and throwing her arms around her mother, who smiled a wan smile in

response.

Outside, past the now open door, Eldis waited cautiously for an invitation to enter. I

stopped to speak with him briefly on my way out. “Secure the painting,” I said. “It must be kept

in an absolutely safe place.”
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“Where are you going?” he asked.

“To have a drink and a bit of rest. I’ve earned it.”
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Chapter Fifty-Four

I enjoyed a night of relative peace before guards summoned me in the early morning.

The suns had not risen yet; I understood that this was business to be taken care of before prying

eyes were awake to witness it. The two men who’d come to get me wore breastplates and

swords, but neither helmets nor polearms. An attempt to seem less threatening, perhaps. Not that

it mattered.

They gave me a short time to dress and strap on my belt before calling me onward. I

hoped not to need my blade but suspected that things could come to that—especially after

catching the expressions traded between the two men as I took up my sword. the guardsmen led

me down the castle hallways and staircases, not to Aryden’s study as I’d expected, but to the

great hall.

There, Lady Aevale amn Vaina occupied the chair of judgment. Four more guardsmen I

didn’t recognize flanked her, two on either side. Barro, freed from the imprisonment to which

Aryden had sent him, stood directly next to Aevale’s seat. The expression of pious serenity he

wore like a mask inflamed my anger more than if he wore the grin of smug satisfaction at his

return to power. I looked around for Aryden, for Vesonna and her tight-laced tutor, for Gamven

or Deadys, but it was only the seven of us.

“I saw you,” Aevale said, her voice low and raw, out of practice. “In my dreams.

Nightmares, really.”

“You did.”

“Barro has filled me in on what has befallen us since your arrival, what transpired last
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“Barro has filled me in on what has befallen us since your arrival, what transpired last

night. You’ve really made a mess of things, haven’t you, lord thaumaturge?”

In my cynicism, I’d expected something like this, the rationalization of recanting on a

deal after services had already been rendered. I’d prepared for it. Son I said nothing.

“You have left all of my husband’s plans hanging by a thread. The amn Estos threaten to

leave without a wedding. Edanu has halted negotiations for Vesonna’s wedding to House

Meradhvor. My priest had been imprisoned. You’ve spread rumors that the burning of a witch

was unjust, and you’ve nearly fallen into fights with every important person of the town.”

“I—”

“To say nothing of my husband! He has left us, like a thief in the night. For what?”

“He chose exile, my lady. For your sake.”

“So I’m told. That’s awful convenient, isn’t it.”

I took a step forward, only for the guardsmen to put hands to sword hilts. My own hands

fell to my hips obstinately. “And you think that I’ve arranged all of this for just such a purpose?

To undermine your petty kingdom? For what?”

“For my husband’s siblings,” she spat.

“You and Aryden are more alike than I’d expected.”

“That is ‘Lord Aryden’, to you!”

“It’s not,” I quipped. “Not anymore. Not to anyone. He renounced that title, bonded his

own Wyrgeas to enforce the abjuration of his position. And he did that to save you from death as

revenge for his murder—and your own curse. Point your finger all you want, Lady Aevale; you

know where responsibility for all these things lies. Even had I wanted to, I’d have needed to

take no action to destabilize the delicate balance of power your family has managed to hold here
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take no action to destabilize the delicate balance of power your family has managed to hold here

for so long. The consequences of your own actions unfolded to do that. Have you no decency,

no humility, no introspection to admit your own role in your fate? I have completed the task for

which your husband hired me; I have my payment. I’ll collect my things and be on my way.”

I turned to leave but found the tips of swords pointed in my direction. Far enough to not

be an immediate threat, but close enough to send their message clearly.

“I’m afraid not,” Aevale rasped from behind. “I can’t risk you spreading lies and

calumnies about what you ‘witnessed’ here. I will not allow you to make our family’s ruin

complete.”

I smiled a little, reaching my left hand into one of my pouch pockets, a maneuver that

caused the guardsmen to step cautiously away from me. Over my shoulder I lifted a small

ultramarine clod, the dried paint I’d stolen away from Ovaelo’s palette. Now that I thought

about it, the oily residue in my hand held quiet a value; part of me regretted not choosing a more

common hue for my purposes. Regardless, though, that chunk of paint had more value to me

now that to anyone else in the world, for in this moment, it meant my life.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Aevale asked, croaking.

“Did Barro explain the counter-ritual to you? Did he explain the working I performed

with your husband’s help last night?”

“He said you bound Orren’s spirit into Ovaelo’s painting of me.”

I turned to face her now. “Yes. And this is paint used in that painting.”

Her brow furrowed as she failed to see the connection.

“Which means that this little blue clod bears a sympathetic link to the painting itself, a

link that I can use from wherever I am to create a working that affects the painting itself. Should
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link that I can use from wherever I am to create a working that affects the painting itself. Should

that painting be sufficiently damaged, Orren will escape and resume his assault upon you.

Aryden’s sacrifice is already made; it cannot be made again. So I do not believe you would find

renewed respite from the curse that you wrought upon yourself.”

“So you would be the arbiter of justice, then?”

I spat. “None of knows well enough to use that word well. For me, this is only a

vengeance against you should you flout the help I have given your family. It is a surety against

your good behavior, a letter of safe passage. Beyond that, I care not. I’ll be happy to be done

with this place, and with all who bear your name.”

“Then begone with you, and do not return.”

“There is one more thing,” I said.

“To blackmail now, is it?”

“Call it what you want,” I told her. “I never made a claim that it was justice.”

“Out with it.”

“There is a place within your demesne, a place where the veil is thin and the Power spills

into our world more readily than elsewhere. I believe the folk of Vaina know it well.

This place is why Meradhvor is so interested in a marriage alliance; they want to exploit

it for their own ends. As long as you are alive and hold power as the Lady amn Vaina, you shall

not allow any of the Artificer Houses to make claim to that place. If you do, I shall restore your

torment to you.”

“You do seek our ruin,” she rasped.

“As I said, my task is done. I no longer owe your family anything. I’ll take my leave.”

The guards stepped back, unsure of what would transpire if they did otherwise, and I
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The guards stepped back, unsure of what would transpire if they did otherwise, and I

passed between them without incident. Briefly, I returned to my room to collect my belongings

and then proceeded directly to the stables to recover Windborne.

None of the servants had yet taken their place with the horses, which suited me fine. I

recovered the saddle and tack and fitted them to my mount on my own, thinking of Savlo and

Errys, of Falla—even of Orren’s pitiable fate. I would pray that The One speed them all to new

life and happiness, for I knew no other justice to be had for them.

I lead Windborne carefully from the stables, her stiff joints needing time to limber up

before I mounted. Wordlessly, the guardsmen opened the castle gate for me, and I passed into

Old Vaina, where the townsfolk were just beginning to come to life as the first of our suns

peeked over the horizon. I ignored the signs of the Tree, the suspicious looks and spitting that

once again greeted me amongst the townsfolk. They would never be allowed to know the

fullness of the service I rendered to the amn Vaini, nor how the amn Vaini had wrought their

own maladies. To them, I would always be just one more wicked thaumaturge, in league with

forces dubious at best, but more likely evil. At that moment, I pledged not to take another job

outside of the Sisters—I preferred being caught in the machinations of the Coin Lords over

those of the nobility. The former, at least, knew what they were and didn’t insult you by trying to

hide their duplicity while stabbing you in the back. But, even as I made the pledge to myself, I

knew it would not hold. I’d go where the opportunities were. For coin, yes, but more to push the

boundaries of my own abilities. This job had done exactly that, and I’d kept eld Caithra’s hidden

book for my collection as well. For all the nastiness that accompanied my time in Vaina; for all

the moral failings of mankind, all of the suffering wrought by unintended confluences, by things

unseen and only felt upon their consequence; even for the less-than-happy ending, I didn’t regret
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unseen and only felt upon their consequence; even for the less-than-happy ending, I didn’t regret

coming here. Some of the things I did and said, sure. Some of the paths not taken that might

have been better for all of us? Absolutely. But I could not summon up regret that I had come at

all. There’d be plenty of time for that later, if it manifested.

When I passed under the gate into New Vaina, I found the constable Daedys waiting for

me. How long he’d been standing in the dark before the suns rose I could only guess, but he

carried no weapons and I breathed in a sigh of relief that he’d not come for some misguided but

renewed insistence upon vengeance against me. Which gave me a thought.

“You are leaving, I see. How did it turn out?”

“Walk with me,” I instructed. He did as asked. I told him everything I’d learned without

holding back. Someone had to know the truth, and at least once, I had to tell it. I told him how

Orren had intended to take advantage of the amn Vainas for his own profit, how the potion Falla

had given Nilma provided an unexpected opportunity. How he’d used that opportunity to seduce

not Lady Aevale, but Aryden, causing him to break his trothbond to his wife. How, when

Aryden discovered the treachery, he plotted to and then murdered the boy. How, at that very

moment, Aevale, who’d also discovered the affair, had been undertaking a working to curse

Orren, a working given to her by the priest Barro even as he offered such fear and hatred for

Falla from his pulpit. How Orren’s murder acted as a sacrificial release of power that warped the

curse into something else entirely, transforming Orren into a vampiric spirit of unusual power. I

told him of Aryden’s sacrifice to undo the curse, of Orren’s binding to the painting as the only

respite for anyone. Only this did I attempt to soften, explaining that the scholars seem to agree

that mortal spirits somehow bound to the Avar do not stay indefinitely, but only for a time before

they return to the Path and the Wheel. I finished with the information that Aryden had left in the
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they return to the Path and the Wheel. I finished with the information that Aryden had left in the

night, a fulfillment of his oath, and that the recovered Lady Aevale now sat the seat of judgment

in Vaina.

I don’t know how much he listened to. He was mumbling to himself, “Aryden killed my

nephew,” over and over. A mantra, an oath. I could see that cold desire for vengeance re-enter

his eyes, and I wondered whether he would find the wandering former lord—and what might

happen if he did.

“There’s something I need to ask of you,” I told him.

This broke him, at least momentarily, from his obsessive course of thought. “What is

that?”

“Your place of Power, the place where you met with Magaréil. It is without a defender. I

would ask that you watch over it, that you prevent it from falling into the hands of man or spirit

who would exploit it. If you find such, write to me in the City.”

“What of Magaréil, then?” he asked.

“I don’t know yet. They’re coming with me, and I think we have a lot to discuss, they

and I. From there I suppose I’ll have to find some place to free them where they cannot seek

power over mortals as they did here.”

“You’ve deprived the folk here of their greatest ally, you know,” Daedys said.

“I’ve done a great many things that have changed this place for a long time. I meant

well, but only time will tell how much good intentions had to do with, or how accurate my

understanding of ‘good’ is. We make the choices we have and we live with the consequences.”

He nodded, and I returned to Ilessa.


