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CHAPTER ONE






Blonde hair fluttered gently in the breeze before tangling itself in the stems of long grass growing nearby.  It stood out starkly against the red slowly seeping onto the rocky ground.  The face was pale, cold.  Brown eyes staring, lifeless into the bright blue sky above.  Bright polished armor gleamed in the weak sunlight.  What could be seen of the plate design was old, outdated.  It had also been pierced and crushed, as had the body within it.  A sword rested near to the out-flung hand, and a golden coronet glittered atop the helm. 

A puff of breath through the mouth and the smell and taste of blood filled the air.  A step forward and a shadow loomed over the dead.  A colossal head, a long sinuous neck, wide, outspread wings. A roar vibrated through the throat and sorrow engulfed everything.


Ryn Weaver woke with a start and could not help the sob that escaped her lips as the sorrow from her dreams followed her into wakefulness.  She looked up through the branches of a tree to the dark, starry sky above.  It was still night, and this was no day lit mountain top.  She closed her eyes and drew a deep breath to steady herself and listened to her surroundings.


The night was still, so there was no breeze to stir the trees.  A distant snort told her that one of the horses on the picket line was awake.  To her left, Cornelius Ashe snored softly in his bedroll.  On her right, Dagan Drake slept soundlessly.  Ryn opened her eyes again and found herself staring at the back of Dagan’s head.  He was lying on his side, and she could just make out the slight rise and fall of his shoulder as he breathed in the darkness.


“SSSRRRZZZZZZZZZZZZ”.


The sound flashed through the campsite.  Groans and a few cuss words spilled out as people were startled awake from their slumber.


“DONAL!” Banar Demaris yelled from beyond Dagan. 


While Ryn had been distracted by the noise, Dagan had leveraged himself up on an elbow to see what was going on.  “Ashe, lean over and shake him awake,” he said.


Ryn sat up on her bedroll and watched as Ashe flung back his blankets and leaned over a row of saddlebags and shook something vigorously on the other side.  “Donal, wake up.”


A muffled growl was heard as a snore was stopped before it could fully escape.  “Wait, what?” came a sleepy voice.


Ashe moved back as a tousled haired Donal Fergus slowly sat up, rubbing his eyes with the back of his hand.  “Is it time to get up already?”


“Donal, you woke us all up.  Again!” Banar shouted at him.


“Leave him be, Banar,” Vannik Osega said as he sat up and scrubbed a hand through long, gray hair that now stood at odd angles from his head.  “He only came off prisoner duty at midnight, which reminds me, I should get ready to go and take my shift with Lily.”
“What time is it, anyway?” Donal said as he shoved his black hair away from his face.
“It’s not far off dawn,” Dagan said as he threw off his blankets.  “And since we are now all up, with some time to spare…”  He let his voice trail off as his eyes settled on Ashe who gulped in startled surprise.
◆◆◆
 
Ashe leapt sideways as a bolt of blue energy streaked past his head to slam into the trunk of the tree behind him.  He spun on his heel and threw his shield up in time to block another blast.  Its impact was felt right through his arm, but the blue flame barely lasted a few seconds before dissipating to nothing.
“Okay.  That’s enough.  I’ve got all I need.”
Ashe looked up over his shield at Dagan, an eyebrow raised in surprise.  “Really? We’ve barely even started.”
They were in a clearing surrounded by trees within shouting distance of the prisoner caravan.  They would be at Kaldor, the capital, by early afternoon and would hand their charges over to the Aequitas Tribunal to stand trial for treason.
Dagan leaned on his staff and let the blue runes running along its length slowly fade away back into the dark wood.
“Yeah, Dagan, you didn’t even tickle him,” Ryn said from behind the mage.  “Donal does worse to me during our practice bouts.”
“Come on, now Ryn, you can’t still be sore about me tagging you in the butt with that fireball last month?” Donal Fergus called back from his safe position leaning against a tree.
“It was a lucky shot.”
Ashe closed his eyes and tried to hide his grin behind his shield.  It looked as if Donal and Ryn were about to launch into one of their playful arguments, insulting each other until they both concede to each other something good about their fighting styles.
“A lucky shot is all it takes.”  Dagan’s voice rose to stop the banter before it could start and turned to look at Ryn.  “And considering how you like to throw yourself in front of dangerous objects Kathryn, you of all people should know this.”
Ashe felt a tickle of amusement and he looked across to his Pair.  Donal was grinning from ear to ear.  “And you won’t always have me around to magically put you back together.”
“That was only once-”
“And once is enough.”  The crack of pain that slipped into Dagan’s voice caught Ashe by surprise and the look of concern on Ryn’s face as she took a step towards her Pair made his chest constrict in anxiety.  “Kathryn, you have to learn that you are not invulnerable.  The first thing that you should NOT do is rush blindly into a situation.  You won’t always have us; have me, to pull you back out of the fire once you jump in.”
Ryn looked about to reply, but Dagan shook his head and straightened.   He turned to him, “Ashe, you can stand down.”
Ashe dropped his shield and let his arm slip from its leather strapping so that he could lean it against his leg.  The face of the shield showed some slight scorching, and it looked as if some paint had bubbled, apart from that it was undamaged.  Nothing that can’t be sanded and repainted.  He looked back at Dagan. “So?”
“You definitely have the talent of a Jdari.  That energy orb should have shattered your shield, yet it dissipated after coming in contact with your aura.”
“You were hitting me full strength?” Ashe asked in surprise.  Dagan just glared at him and continued speaking.
“Your Talent will improve with training.  Your issue then will be that you are resistant to magical healing.”


Ashe shrugged.  “That just gives me more reason to train to avoid getting hit.  Which reminds me–Ryn, you up for a short morning practice before breakfast?”


“Sure, if Dagan has nothing else planned for us,” she responded with a cheeky grin.    

Ashe shyly grinned back at her.  He enjoyed practicing sword and shield with Ryn.  It was the only time he had alone with her, even if it was to beat each other black and blue with practice weapons.  He was quick and assertive in combat, now if only he could be that way in other aspects of his life as well.


“As a matter of fact, I do,” Dagan said.
“I knew it.” Ashe heard Bron mutter.  The man was sitting on a fallen tree behind Dagan, throwing bits of jerked meat to be caught by a large black crow sitting on one of the dead tree’s upraised roots.  He could hear the wood creak whenever Bron shifted his stocky frame.  His brother Vannik, along with Lily and her Pair Banar were doing their turn boosting the magical containment on the prison wagon that held the Traitor Ben Henly.  They were half a day out from the Capital City of Kaldor and from handing their magically criminal prisoners over to the Aequitas Tribunal for trial.
Dagan planted the steel shod heel of his staff into the ground and leaned against it.  “We still have the issue that Henly hinted at when we captured him.  That there is a traitor in the ranks of the Tribunal.”
“A traitor that wants to get you out of the way, Dagan,” Ryn interjected.
“Do you really believe anything that comes out of that man’s mouth to be true?” Bron scoffed.  “You and I both know he has a forked tongue, and he knows how to use it.”
Dagan grimaced.  “You do have a point Bron, but I believe him about this.”
Ashe watched as Bron shook his head, letting the intricate braids of his beard jiggle against his broad chest.
“I have had confirmation from another source that backs up these claims.”
“Was that in the message the bird bought to you last night?” Ryn asked.  A loud caw came across the clearing followed by a high pitched warbling.  Ryn glared at the crow before speaking.  “Peck says that the pigeon was too much of a chatter box for being a confidential letter carrier.”
“Not everyone speaks Bird either,” Donal said as he adjusted his shoulder against the rough bark of the tree.  “You and Peck are the only ones I know who does.  I think the Tribunal’s secrets are safe.”
Ryn opened her mouth to reply, but Dagan’s voice quickly cut across them.  “Please, enough!  Peck, can you go up into the trees and make sure that we are not overheard by other ears?”
The crow puffed up his feathers and cocked his head as he looked across at Ryn.  “It’s all right, Peck.  Call out to me if you see anything.”  The bird squawked and then launched itself up through the branches into the sky.
Ashe’s gaze dropped back to Ryn.  As long as he had known her, Peck the Nabolean crow had been with her.  He didn’t know that much about Nabolean crows except that they were intelligent and exceedingly loyal to those they consider ‘family’.  Every Blackwatch member standing in this clearing had felt the rake of the bird’s claws in their hair after either earning the birds, or Ryn’s, displeasure.
“It seems that things may be worse than Henly implied.  My Praefect did not want me to air the Tribunal’s dirty laundry out to outsiders.  But he did leave it for me to decide, and I have.  He hinted that there may be more than one person involved with this business with Henly; he does not know who we can trust within the Tribunal nor how high up this might go.”
“Why would your Praefect care about what you think?  You are a freelancer,” Bron said as he rose up from his seat and moved into the clearing.  His movement triggered the others who had been standing around the clearing to step in as well.  Ashe stepped forward to complete the circle that had formed.  The only people missing from their group were Vannik, Lily and Banar.
“That makes me independent from the Tribunal and not influenced by any of its politics and infighting.  Apparently I have garnered a reputation for doing the ‘right thing’”.
“Yeah, I’ll give you that, Dagan,” Bron grudgingly replied.
“Dagan, what have you decided?” Ryn asked.
“My Praefect has asked that I investigate these allegations.  I am now also Blackwatch, and you are my team, assigned to me by the Knights Commander of Brookhaven Keep.  And you are the only people that I trust to help me do this.  I have been in contact with Knights Commander, Doran and Hembrook; they have also authorized your extended leave to help with ‘Tribunal Matters’.  And Bron, my Praefect has authorized me to extend our deal to include any work you and your brother do in regard to this investigation”.
“That is generous of your Praefect, but if we do this, I want what’s left of Vannik’s sentence written off.”
Ashe watched the exchange, saw the muscles in Dagan’s face moved effortlessly into a frown and look toward Ryn.  She stared back at him and she gave him an almost imperceptible shrug- Ashe had only seen it because he knew her so well.  The Magister then turned back to Bron.
“Very well, I consider that an acceptable tradeoff.  I will authorize the remit of the rest of Vannik’s sentence if you both agree to help bring these traitors to justice.”
“So, what is the plan, Dagan?” Donal asked.
“What is said is to be kept only within this group.  We can trust no one else, especially if they are Tribunal.”
“So, the Tribunal officers here-”
“Are to be kept in the dark about our new orders.  Until we know how deep this treason goes, we trust no one from the Tribunal.”
“Does that include your Praefect?” Bron asked.
“At this point in time… Yes.”
Bron just grunted in reply and ran a hand over his intricately braided beard.
“The plan, Dagan?” Donal asked again.
“The plan is to not let the Tribunal know our full strength.  There are only three people there who know that I am now part of the Blackwatch and none of them know exactly how many of you are with me.  I don’t want it widely known within the Tribunal how many of the Brookhaven Blackwatch with me there actually are.  This afternoon we are due to arrive in the Capital, and we will need the mages to help with prisoner containment, so Donal and Lily will go with me and the caravan to ensure that the traitors are placed securely in the Tribunal’s Watch house.”
“What about us?”  Ryn asked.  Ashe leaned forward, interested in Dagan’s answer.
“Banar will come with us, and at a pinch, I want him to pretend that he is my warrior pair.”
“But?-” Ashe heard Ryn’s chagrin in her voice until she was cut off by a wave of Dagan’s hand.
“They will expect to see my Pair and I don’t want them to know it is you.”
“So, what are we to do then?” Ashe asked before Ryn could get too upset.
“I would like you and Kathryn to patrol this area, looking to see if the caravan had been followed.”
“Are you afraid that these lunatics are going to try and break Henly and his sycophants out of one of the most guarded places in Mrycea?” Bron asked, his skepticism plain in his voice.
Dagan turned his head to look straight at Bron.  “Yes.  I am.”  He turned back to Ashe and Ryn.
“There is an abandoned farmhouse in the woods southwest of Kaldor’s main gate.  I want you both to set up there as your main camp once you have reported in to the Knights Commander of the Blackwatch Barracks in Kaldor.  And that will be everyone’s escape place if something goes wrong within the city.”  All heads nodded back to Dagan, though Bron gave him a disparaging snort.  “Kathryn and Ashe, while we are in the city, I want you to scout around looking for any signs of groups of people moving around in the woods off of the main roads.  As Ashe is a Jdari, he should be able to shield you both from any magi if you run into any trouble and need to make a quick escape.  If you run into any trouble with non-magi, well, you both know how to use those pointy bits of metal strapped to your sides,” Dagan finished with a grin.


“Definitely,” Ashe said, patting his sword hilt.


“Then you trust us to be out by ourselves?  I thought after what happened at The Wicked Wo-”


“That happened because you were not expecting it.  Now you are.  And you both have more options to escape being out here in the woods and not trapped in a strange man’s boudoir.”


“You make it sound so smutty when you say it like that.” Ashe heard Ryn mutter.  Dagan did not respond.  He either didn’t hear it or was ignoring her.  Probably the latter.


“Bron, once we come through the city gates, you and Vannik can head to where you both need to go.  I will expedite Vannik’s check in at the Tribunal.  Once your business in the city is complete, make your way back to the abandoned farmhouse.  The rest of us will meet up with you there.”


“Very well.”


“I’ll update Banar and Lily when they come off shift.  Kathryn and Ashe, you will need to be packed and as soon as we’re through the city gates I want you to go to the Barracks and I don’t want your leaving noticed by the rest of the caravan.”


“Yes, Dagan,” Ashe said.  Ryn stayed silent.


“My group will come back to the cabin three days from now.  If you need to contact us, go to the Blackwatch Barracks, which is where we will all be staying.  If we do not show up or you hear no word from us, you are to go back to Brookhaven and report to the Knight’s Commander and Knight Sergeant Kimba.  Is that understood?”


“Yes, Dagan.”


“Excellent.  Now, everyone go get some breakfast.  And I’ll pray quietly to Bellus that this will all turn out to be just fluff and feathers.”






CHAPTER TWO






“Here, I got you some breakfast,” Ryn told Dagan as she sat next to him on the fallen tree he was using as a seat, a metal bowl in each hand. 

He looked up at her with those golden eyes of his and tucked his pencil within the book he was scribbling in and locked the covers tight with the book latch.  As he tucked the book away into one of the many pockets of his coat, Ryn caught sight of an intricate dragon design embossed into the brown leather.


“Thank you,” he said, holding out a hand.


Ryn smiled and gave him the bowl.  “It’s only porridge.  The Brookhaven cook’s not here to make up those scones you like so much.”


“Porridge will do.”  He picked up the spoon and started stirring it.


They sat in silence as they ate, watching the camp bustle about them.  Ryn and Dagan had already packed their bedrolls and saddled their mounts.  They were only waiting for the order to ride.  Her friends were in the process of eating breakfast and packing.  As she finished what was in her bowl, Ryn looked again at Dagan.


He was a strange fish this one, she thought.  Tall, … and those golden eyes of his… like looking at the colors of a summers dawning just before the sun broke cover from the mountains.


“Do I have porridge on my face?”


“Huh? What?” the words broke Ryn of her train of thought and her face began to flush with embarrassment as she realized he had been staring.


“Porridge… on my face…” Dagan repeated, pointing a long slender finger in the direction of his cheek.


“Ah, no.”  Ryn inwardly cursed herself, she should have said yes and given herself an excuse for staring.  She glanced wildly behind him and caught sight of one of the Tribunal men moving toward the horse picket.  “I want to ask you a question.”


“Don’t you always?” he replied with a smile.  He placed his bowl down by his feet.  “Go ahead.  If you don’t ask now, you’ll just badger me all the way to Kaldor.”


“I know that some of these men are Magisters like you, but I’ve heard you call some of them something different.  A Pilus? Is that right?”


“That’s correct.  We have a mix of Magisters and Pilus here.  A Pilus is just a Magister in training, so to speak.  Much like a Blackwatch Constable being trained to become a Knight Corporal.”


“A Magister is the same rank as a Knight Corporal?” Ryn asked, confused as she had never heard of a Magister being treated like a Corporal.


“No,” Dagan laughed.  “Ranks within the Aequitas Tribunal are a little more complicated than that.”


“Then, what are the ranks?”


“Do you really want to know?” he asked, raising a skeptical eyebrow.


Ryn quickly nodded.  She could feel a little amusement coming through their Pairing bond.


“Very well.  In the Tribunal, you start at the rank of signifier–very like a Blackwatch cadet.  You then graduate to Optio-a Blackwatch Constable- it’s at this time that a choice must be made for your career path-or it’s chosen for you.  If you want to become a Magister, you then become a Pilus and stay at that rank until you are deemed experienced enough to attain the rank of Magister.”


“So, you went through all that training?”


Dagan shook his head.  “I’m a Wilder Mage, remember?”


“So how-”


“I’m a special case, and we’ll leave it at that.”


“But you said you would tell me later.”


“And later is not now,” he replied.


Ryn’s eyes widened as she realized that he still didn’t trust her.  And for some strange reason, that hurt.  “Fine,” was all she said as she got up and stepped away from the fallen tree.  “I’m going to help the others with their packing.”  She turned on her heel and stalked away.


“Kathryn-”


She heard him call out to her, but she did not stop.


Peck perched on the pommel of her saddle, and Ryn could feel the bird’s beady eye on her as she checked the tightness of the girth straps.  Heaving a sigh, she straightened and flipped the flap and stirrup back down, causing the bird to fluff his feathers.


“Give it a rest, Peck.  It’s going to be just you, me and Ashe by the end of the day.  Just be thankful that we were not stuck with Banar for company.”


The crow rustled his iridescent black feathers and looked down the line of horses toward Dagan who was leading his black horse, Coal, out from the picket line.  A clack of the bird’s beak gave warning so when Ryn looked back over her shoulder was not surprised to see Dagan and his horse standing behind her.


“We’re ready to go,” she said, turning to look up at him.


“Yes, I can see that,” he replied keeping a wary eye on Peck who was now eyeing him in a ‘should I go for the eyes now?’ sort of way.


Ryn turned back to her horse and made a show of checking her stirrup leather as she waited for him to either go or say what was on his mind.


“I need you to hold something for me and keep it safe.”


Those words were unexpected and Ryn turned sharply to look at Dagan.  Golden eyes gazed back at her from under dark brows and his lips twitched as if wanting to smile but unsure if they should.


“What is it?” she asked.


Dagan held out to her a long, thin object wrapped in an old gray blanket bound around it with rope.  She took it in her hands and was surprised at the weight of it.  It was just over five feet long and was only a little thicker than Dagan’s rune staff, which she could see stung over his back.


“It is the staff that Henly had.  It is special and I think it wise if it doesn’t return with me to the Tribunal.”


“In other words, you think the staff useful and you don’t want it taken from you?”


“Not quite.  I want whoever gave it to him to wonder where it is at the moment.  This staff is a relic.  It should not have been allowed outside of the Hall of Justice.”


Ryn took her eyes from the staff and focused back on Dagan’s golden gaze.  “Is this the real reason you didn’t want me to come with you to the Hall of Justice?”


“One of them.  I don’t want it known that you have this.”


Ryn closed her eyes and gave him a tight smile as she tried not to sigh.  This is as close as she was going to get to an apology from the man.  He was trusting her with the staff now. Maybe later he will trust her with his past.  She opened her eyes and slipped the carry loop of the blanket wrapped staff over her shoulder.


“I’ll keep it safe.”


“Thank you,” he said laying a warm hand on her shoulder, she could feel the heat of it through the scale she wore.


A shout drew both their attention up the line.  Williams, the trail leader, was calling for them to line up and move out.


Dagan removed his hand from her shoulder and gathered up the reins of his horse.  “Time to go,” he said as he put his foot in the stirrup and mounted Coal.


“Yes it is.”  Her quiet words were lost in the sudden noise of horses and voices that rose from the lines and Peck’s squawk as he launched himself into the sky.  She quickly mounted and followed Dagan into their place in line.






CHAPTER THREE






Dagan rode alongside Ryn and Donal, each keeping the other company during the morning ride.  Ashe rode behind them, alert to the surrounding forest.
As the morning sun ascended over the forest, the scouts reported a clearing ahead suitable for the group to stop for a rest break.  Ryn looked back at Ashe.  The stop for the break was when they had decided that they would drop back to the end of the caravan to make it easier for them to leave unseen.  The company traveled quickly, trying to reach the clearing.
Ryn was telling Dagan and Donal about a practical joke that she had played on Banar when a shout erupted from the back of the column.
“We’re being hunted!” Bron’s voice called from the rear.
Suddenly the horsemen and the prison wagons were charging forward, oblivious to the surrounding undergrowth, dodging low-hanging branches by instinct.
Ryn, Dagan, Donal and Ashe spurred their horses after the others.  Soon the surrounds became a blur of brown and green as large, ancient trees seemed to fly past.  Ryn looked over her shoulder and saw Ashe falling behind.  Branches and twigs caught at Ryn’s hair as she crashed through the forest into a clearing.
The sounds of battle assaulted her ears, and she pulled hard on her reins to stop the mare charging into the fighting.  Ryn could only vaguely make out the forms of combatants, dark cloaked shapes slashing upward with wicked swords at the milling horsemen.  She could not see Dagan or Donal.
A figure broke away from the general melee and came running towards her, avoiding the blow of a Tribunal man a few metres ahead of Ryn.
The dark warrior grinned at Ryn.  Raising the hilt of his sword for a blow, the man screamed and clawed at his face as blood ran between his fingers.  Bron had reined in next to Ryn, a second dagger ready in his hand.
“Stay close to me,” he shouted.  Bron spurred his horse forward and rode over the fallen fighter.  Ryn sat stunned for a moment, then spurred her own horse forward.
Suddenly Ryn and Bron was in a place of calm in the fighting.  Around her were figures in black cloaks and black leather armor swarming out from the trees.  Each of them bore on their black painted forehead a marking in red, that of an upside down triangle surrounded by a circle.  Lying about them were bodies of both bandits and soldiers.
A black cloaked warrior charged Ryn as she stared at the dead, aghast at the surrounding carnage.  Suddenly Ashe rode between them and swung his broadsword in a deadly strike to the throat.  As the figure crumpled to the ground, he let out a piercing cry that turned every face of the enemy towards them.  Ashe caught Ryn’s reins and headed towards the nearest knot of guards.  Swarms of Blackcoats came after them and Ryn gasped as she felt something jab into her thigh.  She looked down to see a man with Bron's dagger jutting from his throat, clinging to her stirrup.  Kicking the man away, she buried her head in the mare’s mane and clung on tightly.
Dagan’s voice rang out over the fray.  “To me, to me!”
Ryn looked to Ashe as she frantically kicked her mount towards the Mage and the gathering men.  Behind them, the screams of dying men and women echoed in the glade.
Dagan shouted “This way” and the survivors and the prison wagons followed him.  They rushed into the forest, riding through or over attacking swordsmen.  Shouts followed them while they galloped down the road away from the clearing. 
Strange cries were heard from behind them and other voices answered to the left of them.  Ryn’s sweaty hands started to lose their grip on her reins and she wished she had remembered her gloves.
The company sped through the forest, shouts and cries echoing around them.  In the shadows and the fear, Ryn lost track of the distance they must have covered. 
Still the strange cries shouted in the forest, calling to pursuers the course of their flight.  Their attackers must have spotters up in the trees.
Suddenly Ryn was crashing through the thick underbrush to enable the wagons to pass them, forcing her lathered, panting, mare up a steep rise.  All around her was a gloom of grays and greens as the canopy was thick enough to block out the sky. 
Atop the rise the Dagan waited on his horse, his runestaff drawn as the others pulled up around him.  Banar sat by the Magister, his face covered with perspiration.
When the last guard approached, Dagan asked, “How many?”
Williams, the Ranking Tribunal member from Kaldor surveyed those around her and said, “We’ve lost thirty eight, have ten wounded, and all the supplies and baggage were taken.  We still have the prisoner wagons.”
“That’s something at least,” Ashe muttered as he looked back over his shoulder.
Banar asked, “Are we to stand and fight?”
Dagan shook his head.
“There are too many of them.  At least a hundred struck the clearing.  We rode straight into that ambush.”  He glanced about.  “We’ve lost over half our company.”
Williams shook her head, “We cannot stand against them, they would overrun us with sheer numbers.”
“Who were they?” Ryn asked and started to shiver uncontrollably, her hands twisting in the mare’s dark mane.  “Are they part of Henly’s group?”
“Most likely.  Don’t worry, we will be coming into the city’s patrol area soon and they won’t dare attack us then.”  Dagan brushed the tips of his fingers against Ryn’s cheek, collecting the tears that now flowed freely from her eyes.
“You are hot to the touch.”  Dagan moved his hand to cup her forehead, a worried look on his face.
“I am fine,” she said pulling away from his touch which seemed to make her head throb.  “You should be more concerned with your own skin.  How can I protect you if you get away from me?”
“We must be away from here,” Magister Williams called as the sound of pursuit came closer toward them.
The rest of that ride became a blur to Ryn.  Her skin felt like it was on fire and her leg started to ache, and the hooves of her horse seemed to keep tempo with the throbbing in her head.
The rest of the company raced through the trees and underbrush, and always behind them they heard the sound of pursuit.  The fleeing column continued on its exhausted flight until they entered another clearing and only halted as Magister Williams gave the signal for silence.  Shouts from the enemy were still heard, but from far away.
“Have we lost them?”  Banar asked.
Magister Williams nodded, still listening to the distant shouts.
Just before they stopped, the pain and throbbing in her leg abruptly disappeared.  Surreptitiously she flicked her cloak back over her shoulder and moved the torn part of her trouser away to reveal the open dagger wound in her thigh.  It was gone.  The only sign that it had existed was an angry red scar.
“You can pay me back later,” Donal grinned at her and the purple glow receded from his runestaff.  “Payment in cake and biscuits, remember?”
“I remember.    I give you some meringues if you can get rid of the scar tonight after dinner.”
◆◆◆
 
The man waited patiently in the clearing, standing quietly in the shadows of the forest.  Next to him he could hear the quiet shuffling of Idulki, her impatience apparent.  In the distance, muffled shouting was heard. 
Sounds of movement brought the man’s attention to the opposite side of the clearing where a black coated figure emerged from the undergrowth.  The newcomer looked quickly around before coming towards them.
“Report,” the man softly said.
The newcomer bowed low before saying, “It is done.”
“Good, go now and inform the others to return.”
“Yes Master.”
The newcomer backed silently out of the clearing and disappeared into the forest.
“We had made our gambit by providing the catalyst, let us see what our enemy will do now.”  The man then said to his companion.
“Master, why do we not simply take her?”  Idulki replied.
“It pays to play the game Idulki, our enemy needs to know that we have had access to the girl.  We will wait for their next move.”  The man smiled a cruel smile.  “After that, we will have her.”




CHAPTER FOUR






Tradition and memory have dictated the way that towns, wilderness, rivers and the landscape in general are named.  This has been shown more in Myrcea’s capital than in any other place.
Kaldor itself started as a border fort, guarding the only fordable part of the river Akella from Tervarra, a nation that then shared its borders along the mighty river.  After numerous wars, the borders were extended south to the Blue Mountains and the border fort became Myrcea’s best general’s Headquarters.  The general’s name was Aileach, and the encampment became known as Aileach’s place.  He was here for several years before the Tervarran’s decided not to fight anymore as they were losing more ground than they gained.  The new border was set at the Blue Mountains and Aileach decided to claim the area around the encampment as his own.  The river mouth ended not far away and emptied into the Grotto Sea, so he claimed from the coast to the deep forests in the west as his territory.  He built a comfortable, but defensible keep and a small community began to form around its walls.
Then not long after came the Time of Troubles when Myrcea’s Kings began to war with each other over land and other petty things.  Aileach was disgusted at this behavior and gathered an army to himself to battle against the other Kings.  A battle he won.  This conflict thrust Aileach into position to become Myrcea’s first High King.  He became the first Dragoncaester.
Aileach’s Place then became known as Aileach’s Palace as the keep expanded to take up the official offices and duties that now were the High King’s to administer. 
The community around grew and became known as Kaldor, The Capital as it became the largest center for business and trade in Mrycea.
Many generations have come and gone, and many changes and improvements have been made to Aileach Palace.  Also, the town around its walls has now expanded and grown to be one of the largest cities on the continent.
The Palace itself was built in between the meeting of two rivers, which formed a protective V around the rear of the structure.  Spread out before the unprotected side was the city of Kaldor which ranged from elegant living districts, too markets and trade districts and to urban agricultural districts.  Interspersed between these were the houses of the middle-class and of the poor.
The prisoner escort and caravan was passed through the main gates and the Tribunal soldiers lead the column through the crowded wide main street towards the central square where the Hall of Justice for the Aequitas Tribunal was located.  Dagan and the Blackwatch escort rode behind the prison wagons; the Magi all holding rune lit staves as they boosted the shielding around the wagons. It was during this change over that the brothers Osega made their unobtrusive exit and disappeared into the bowels of the city. 
The buildings on either side of the thoroughfare started off as well to do shop fronts, selling food, goods and luxury items which held up several stories of living area and private apartments made of wood and covered in plaster.  As they traveled down the street, these buildings gave way to larger, high walled private villas decorated in a mix of plaster and marble.
Dagan glanced back down the line and nodded to Kathryn.  Kathryn leaned over her horse and tapped Ashe on the shoulder, and the two riders slowly dropped from the back of the line to unobtrusively leave the column.  They were leaving to report to the Knight’s Commander of the Blackwatch here in Kaldor and then to disappear back out of the city and to start searching for any signs of trouble.  It also took Kathryn out of the city and away from the political viper’s nest that Kaldor could be.  She will be safer outside the city walls than within them.
Horses, carts and pedestrians parted before the column as soon as the royal blue cloaks of the Tribunal were sighted and people lined the road to watch them pass.  The citizens were curious as to who-or what- was held in the wagons and escorted by so many.  This street, the Via Triumphalis, ran from the main gates–the Porta Fontinalis- to the Forum where the city’s, and the country’s, administrative buildings were based.  The most impressive monument on the northern edge of the Forum was the Hall of Justice, the home of the Aequitas Tribunal, where a larger than life statue of Marcus Flamen, the first Lord Tribune, guarded the approach.  Its eyes were cleverly made to make those entering the hall feel the gaze of the Tribunal upon them.
The caravan did not go to this entrance, however.  Instead they passed through the forum and down a small street that ran alongside the Tribunal complex and were admitted through a sally port to the rear where the Tribunal Watch House was located.  The Blackwatch Constables were then officially relieved of their charges and Dagan gave the Brookhaven group instructions to report to the Kaldor Barracks and wait for him there.  Donal looked like he was going to object, but Banar shoved him hard in the ribs with an elbow in warning and they went quietly with the rest of the Brookhaven contingent to the Kaldor Blackwatch Barracks.
Dagan then handed over his paperwork to the Officer of the Watch and the prisoners were checked and confirmed then, since they were still under the sleep charms, carried into their new accommodation in the Watch House.  Dagan cautioned the watch officer to keep an eye out for Janin if he was to wake-the Menfau’s minds magic can work on Tribunal officers just as well as Blackwatch.
Once the caravan had been cleared and everyone secured, Dagan was left to report to his superior.
◆◆◆
 
Dagan stood waiting outside the heavy oak door, his left hand hooked comfortably within the leather loop of his staff.
Signifiers and Optius that passed him in the corridor either gave him a startled glance or acknowledged him with a reverent nod of the head.  The lower ranks of want-a-be Magisters.  They either made it or became administrators.
Dagan just stared back at them, occasionally nodding to someone he recognized or knew.
Itching at his neck made him tug at the black wool toga he now wore with purple and gray running along its edge to denote his Tribunal rank.  Most of these people would never have seen his like before.  He smiled inwardly at their confusion.
The door next to him opened, and he turned to see a young man wearing the toga of someone of junior optio rank dressed in black with a rope dyed blue tied about his waist in intricate knot work.
“Magister, he will see you now.”  The man stepped out into the corridor to let Dagan through and then followed him into the room.
The room was a large office that was spartanly decorated.  There was a large oak desk, three wooden chairs, two bookcases filled with books and scrolls and hanging on the wall behind the desk was a painted yellow fist shooting three fireballs on a blue diamond carved in blackwood.  The symbol of the Aequitas Tribunal.
Behind the desk sat a man who looked to be in his late sixties.  Dagan knew him to be older.  Pepper-brown hair cut close to his scalp and a clean-shaven strong jaw stared quietly at Dagan as he stood by the door.  Dressed in a tight fitting scarlet robe edged in purple, he looked thin and aesthetic.
Dagan stepped to the front of the desk and bowed.  The man held out his right hand, upon which was a ring that bore the Seal of the order.  Dagan bent and brushed his lips gently against the ring, feeling the image of the fist against his lips.  Straightening up, Dagan invited himself to sit in one of the wooden chairs.
Raising a hand, the old man signaled the young optio to leave the room.  The man waited until the door was closed before speaking.
“I see you are still not wearing your Magister’s ring.”  The man set the papers he was reading to one side as he spoke.
“At least I am wearing the toga this time.”
They sat in silence for a moment until Dagan stated.  “We have a problem.”
Praefect Balesir, Head of the circuit Magisters of central Myrcea, leaned forward, an unreadable expression on his face.
“What has happened?”
Dagan reached into his belt pouch and took out a folded piece of cloth.  He held it in his hand a moment before tossing the object on the desk in front of Balesir.
The Praefect stared at it before carefully unfolding the cloth to reveal the staff head inside.
Balesir looked sharply at Dagan upon sight of the broken staff tip.
“I took that staff from Ben Henly several days ago after we captured him trying to free the prisoners we were escorting.”
“You got this from Henly?”  Balesir asked as he carefully picked the staff head up by its band to examine it.
“Yes, Your Grace.  We ran into a company of his people when we traveled through the monument crossways.  He told me that he and his men were targeting me directly with the intent of keeping me from Kaldor.”
“Did he now.  Was that all he told you?”  Balesir placed the Staff head carefully back onto its cloth.
“There were over forty of them, but the Blackwatch and the Tribunal were able to protect the wagons.”
“Forty?  He had a group of forty?  They have never traveled in groups larger than fifteen when they have shown themselves before.”
“I know, Your Grace.  But this time they did.  The sedition looks to be spreading.  This group was not just made up of unregistered Magi.  Henly was trained in the school at Tibor, and I battled a mage who definitely studied at Kaldor Elum.”
“This is worrying, and the fact that they had a Menfau in their ranks… and are able to get their hands on a relic from the vaults… This makes The Brotherhood a lot more dangerous than what the King Regent believes.”
“Aileach’s Staff should not be in the hands of Henly.  Which makes his claim that he has a master within the Tribunal pure fact.”
“Hmmm.  Where is the staff itself?” Balesir asked, gesturing at the staff head resting on its cloth.
“It is safe.  I did not think it wise if I just carried it in.”
“Until we determine who this ‘Master’ is, it’s best if you keep it hidden.”
“Yes, Your Grace.”
“Hmmm.  How are you adjusting to your new role as a Blackwatch Constable?”
Dagan shrugged.  “So far it has not been much of a burden.  I just have to get used to never being alone.”
“Right, the Pairing.  You’ve been Paired with a woman, haven’t you?”
“You know very well that I have.  I told you about her in my report.”
“Is she alright?”  Balesir poured himself some wine from a small decanter on the table.  Dagan shook his head when offered a glass.
“As far as I can tell she is.  She and the other Constables with me are trustworthy.”
Balesir arched an eyebrow and took a small sip from his glass.
Placing the glass carefully on the table, the Praefect causally changed the subject.
“We received a message from our office at Evenstar yesterday and it might be coincidence that its news relates to some of the information you sent to me.  Sister Asada was found dead.  Her broken body had been found outside the main doors to the abbey.  She had the mark of The Brotherhood carved into her forehead.”
Dagan rocked back in his chair.  The shock of the news etched clearly on his face.
“Do you think they knew who Asada was?” Dagan asked.
“If they did not, they would certainly do now.”
“Poor woman.”  Dagan murmured.
The questioning of the Brotherhood was hard, using a combination of torture and kindness to draw out the information they need.  Dagan had seen their victims before.
“She was a strong woman and a good Tribunal agent.  No one could withstand what she went through.  Now she is with Bellus.”  The Praefect placed a closed fist over his heart in the traditional blessing. 
“That gives us confirmation that Kathryn Weaver is someone they seek.  Do you have any idea why?”
“No.  Asada never mentioned anything in her reports about her.  If she thought her that important, she would not have let her into the Blackwatch.”
“She has no magic, but she is pig headed, stubborn and reckless.”
“Sounds a lot like someone I know.”  Balesir picked up his glass and took another sip of his wine, while staring at Dagan across its rim.
“There is another thing, Your Grace.”
“Yes?”
“Ever since the Pairing, I have had a sense growing inside of me.  It’s hard to explain.”
Balesir sat patiently and waited for Dagan to continue.
Dagan furrowed his brow in thought as he spoke.
“I know exactly where Kathryn is, at this moment she is sitting on her horse in the courtyard of the Blackwatch Barracks.  And I cannot stand to be far from her for long.”
“That is your duty,” Balesir replied.
“No.  It is not due to my sense of duty.”  Dagan shrugged helplessly as he tried to explain himself.  “It is as if… I know that something is about to happen with Kathryn and I have to be there when it does.  It is like a compulsion.  This is the best I can explain it.”
Balesir frowned.
“Can she read anything of your thoughts?”
“No,” Dagan said.  “Only my emotion, nothing more.”
“Good.  There are still some secrets that need to be kept within the Tribunal.”  Balesir paused.  “Do not think that Asada was killed, and your Pair is in danger because of you.  Asada was taken days before you were even sent to Brookhaven.”
“So this might not have anything to do with Kathryn?” Dagan said in surprise.  “Or, they may know something about her that we don’t?”
“I will pull Asada’s reports for the time Weaver was with her and go through them to see if there is any mention of her.”
Dagan paled but nodded his head once.
“I know, but why now?”
Folding the cloth back over the staff head, Balesir placed it in a small wooden box that was sitting on the desk in front of him.
“I will see what intelligence the Tribunal has gathered about the latest activities of the Brotherhood.”  Balesir flicked the latch shut on the box.  “I will send word to you when I am ready to speak to you again.”
Dagan stiffened at the curt dismissal.
“It was said to Knight Sergeant Kimba that the Blackwatch will try to gather information from their own intelligence service about the activities of the group around Brookhaven.  I will send what information they receive on to you.”
Dagan rose from his chair and bent to kiss the ring that Balesir offered to him before turning to go.
“Dagan.”
Dagan turned as he reached the door.
“Yes, Your Grace?”
“Be careful.”
“Always, Your Grace,” Dagan said as he closed the door carefully behind him.




CHAPTER FIVE






Ryn had never been to Kaldor before and she had always thought that it was a large city.  She had never believed any of the stories told of the capital; had always believed that people were boasting to or mocking her. She had always assumed that a city could never be bigger than that of Brookhaven.  Now, looking across the endless rooftops from the outer walls of the Blackwatch Barracks, she now believed all their stories.  And then some.
Ryn marveled that this much humanity could be found crammed together into one space.  Her eyes were continuously drawn to the steeple and the domes that towered above the rest of Kaldor from the far side of the Palace.  Ryn admired the way the sun struck the golden domes and spires and made the pink marble of the Cathedral shine like fire.  Banar had told her that it was the Cathedral of Bellus.
It was the place where the heads of each Order of Bellus’s Choir reside and administer the church.  It also housed the main academy for training to become a Priest or a Sister to enter one of the holy orders.
Dagan stood quietly beside her, staring out across the city, a stony expression on his face.  He had shown up moments before and nearly scared the living daylights out of her.
“What are you and Ashe still doing here?”


Ryn had burned a little inside at Dagan’s tone and she jutted her chin out in defiance as she answered him.  “A message was delivered to the Barracks last night by bird from Brookhaven instructing us to sit tight and await further orders, so The Knight Commander’s here have ordered us to stay within the city limits.”


“A message?  Was there anything addressed to me?”  He asked as she handed over the slip of rag paper for him to see what is said for himself.


Ryn shrugged.  “If there were, they would have given it to you when you arrived, wouldn’t they?”  She could not help the snarkiness in her tone.


Dagan frowned at her response but nodded.  “True.”


“Speaking of birds,” Dagan looked up into the sky as he spoke and then checked the surrounding rooftops.  “Where is Peck at the moment?”


“He says that he’s checking out the stables and keeping an eye on the horses.  But he’s really there, looking for mice and rats.  The grain and hay supposedly makes them taste better.”


“You will have to tell me the tale about how you became friends with a Nabolean crow.”


“I will, when you tell me the story about why you are a freelancer for the Tribunal.”


Dagan had turned away from her and directed his gaze out over the city.


“Have you been to Aileach’s Palace before?” Ryn cradled her head on her forearms as she leaned against the crenellations to better see down the fifty-foot drop from the outer wall.
“Yes, a long time ago,” Dagan replied.  He was leaning causally against an upright, a hand hooked comfortably around his dagger hilt.  He seemed unconcerned with his surroundings, but Ryn knew that his eyes would be darting everywhere.
Ryn turned her head slowly on her hands to look up at Dagan.
“And?”
Dagan must have been in one of his rare good moods because he answered her.
“I was young and came to seek service in the Church.”
“You wanted to be a Priest?” Ryn pushed herself away from her leaning position, disbelief plan on her face.
“Yes, I wanted to train to be a Priest,” Dagan tried not to smile at her reaction.
“I then became disillusioned and decided to travel and see more of the world.”  The man turned to regard the steeples in the distance.
“What happened?” Ryn asked; this was the furthest that she had ever managed to get at Dagan’s past.
“I went on to do other things.”
Ryn looked carefully at Dagan’s face, the tone he used told her not to ask any more questions but, as usual, his face was unreadable.
“What are your plans for this afternoon?”  Dagan asked as a change of subject.
“I thought that you might like to show me around Kaldor since you have been here before.  We could have dinner at one of the eating houses, you can tell me tales of when you were young and handsome.”
Dagan raised an eyebrow.  “You think me ugly and past my prime?”
“No, of course not.  I just want to know more about you.”
“Going out is not a good idea.” Dagan turned his piercing gaze on Ryn.  “We will be too vulnerable.”
“I will not be vulnerable with you nearby.  And you know I’ll throw myself in the way of anything that tries to attack you…”  Dagan frowned at this and Ryn hurried on.  “Anyway, who will attack us in the center of Kaldor?”
Dagan stood staring at her, mentally weighing the pro’s and con’s of the situation.
“Very well,” he finally said, albeit reluctantly.  “But you must stay with me at all times and do exactly as I say.”
“I always do.”
Dagan gave one of his disbelieving snorts and resumed his stance against the crenellations.
◆◆◆
 
People crowded around them in the streets and Ryn would have been jostled if Dagan’s protective presence was not there to deter pedestrians.  Ryn had just spent her afternoon being shown around the most important and historical sites in Kaldor, though she had got the distinct impression that Dagan had used the pretext of her tour to talk discreetly to his many contacts about the Capital.
She had asked Dagan to show her The Cathedral but the most impressive monument she had seen so far was the Hall of Justice, where a larger than life statue of Marcus Flamen, the first Lord Tribune, guarded the approach.  Its eyes were cleverly made to make those entering feel the gaze of the law upon them.
Dagan had tried to hurry her through their sightseeing, but Ryn would have none of it.  As soon as Dagan tried to hurry her the second time, she planted her feet and admired the house that was supposed to be one of Kaldor’s oldest.  Dagan tried this two more times before giving in to Ryn.
They were now walking down a street to an Eatery near the main Forum called ‘The Cleric’s Rest’.  Dagan had said that it was where he ate while he was studying magic at the academy and the food was simple but hearty.  It was also not as rowdy as some eateries and was frequented mostly by Church and Tribunal people.
The Cleric’s Rest
is a large tavern compared to the ones that they had past that morning.  The black lacquered wood trim combined with the white wash walls made it stand out from its plain stone neighbors.  Above the main doors a wooden sign depicting a priest at rest by a fireplace nursing a large mug of ale, swung idly in the breeze.
Ryn followed Dagan through the main doors and stopped dead in her tracks when she saw the clientele.
Arranged around the many tables before her was every aspect of person who worked within the Church of Bellus and the Aequitas Tribunal.  Priests, Pilus, Sisters and Signifiers sat eating and talking together over steaming hot plates of roast meats and stews.
Ryn quickly moved her glance to the floor. They all acted like normal people.  People of Bellus should not act like normal people.
Dagan walked to the bar, signaling to the barkeep as he came.
“Dagan?” His name was called uncertainly from several directions, which made Ryn’s curiosity overcome her dilemma.  Stepping quickly, she reached Dagan as he was being greeted by the barkeep.
“Dagan!”
Ryn glanced around as a man stood up from a table, waving for the two of them to join him.  He was dressed in tight fitting black with a high collar with a splash of gray at the front.  Upon his head sat a heavy purple wool skullcap that proclaimed his office.  He is a Bishop of Bellus from the Order of Helial, His God Servant of Death.
Dagan waved in greeting and finished taking with the barkeep.  He then gestured for Ryn to precede him to the table.
“Who is he?” Ryn asked as she negotiated the crowded room.
“An old friend,” was all Dagan said before he seated her at the table across from the Bishop.
“Hello Dagan.”
“Hello Joad.”
They embraced each other enthusiastically.
“Sit, sit.”  Joad sat back into his seat and quaffed what was left in his mug before signaling for another.
Ryn thought that Joad looked stockier than Dagan, with a plain face and golden hair that sat in tight curls around his skullcap.
“And this is?” Joad looked expectantly in Ryn’s direction.
“This is Constable Kathryn Weaver, from Brookhaven Keep.”
Dagan grinned at the startled expression that crossed the Bishop’s face.
“The Unborn?” Bishop Joad breathed in a harsh whisper.
Dagan gave Joad a warning stare before rising to accept the drinks he had ordered from a serving girl.  A serving boy carrying steaming hot plates of beef stew and large cut slices of crusty bread with lashings of butter and a plate of cut cheeses quickly followed him.
Once the plates were set, Bishop Joad had regained his prior mood.
“You must excuse me for being rude,” he said holding his empty mug in his hands.  “I am Bishop Joad.  Dagan and I were at the Academy together.”
“It is very nice to meet you.”  Ryn said as she held out her hand to shake in greeting.
Joad drew his hands back as if from a viper, a mixture of fear and something else unknown crossing his features.  Dagan came to his rescue.
“Bishop Joad cannot touch you as it may trigger his talent.”  Ryn opened her mouth to speak, but Dagan cut her off.  “And do not ask me why because I cannot tell you.”
Ryn gave Dagan a searching look before picking up her spoon and taking a mouth full of the stew.  It was surprisingly good.  She began to eat heartily while Dagan and Joad spoke quietly together in friendly conversation.
She was just mopping up her gravy with a piece of buttered bread when a thought came to her.
“What did you mean; ‘The Unborn’?”
The conversation between both men ground to a sudden halt and she felt two pairs of eyes staring back at her.
Ryn stared patiently back.
Both Joad and Dagan looked at each other and Ryn felt a small tingle of satisfaction at seeing the magister discomforted.
Bishop Joad turned back to her with a fatherly expression.
“It is just a term that is used within the Church,” he said.
“What does it mean?”
“Kathryn, remember you speak to a Bishop!”
Bishop Joad put a hand on Dagan’s arm.  “It is fine, Dagan.  It is good to be challenged once in a while.”
Dagan leaned back into his chair, his hand hooked familiarly in his belt.
“It basically means someone not of the cloth.”
“Oh?”
Ryn’s disappointment must have been plain to see on her face as Bishop Joad began to chuckle.
“Some members of the Church like to make us seem mysterious and unknown, but I like to think we should be more open to our parishioners.”
“Then why did you pull away from me?”
Dagan held up a finger to silence Bishop Joad’s reply. For a brief moment, the mage radiated a sense of being obeyed without question.  Joad sat back quickly in his seat.
“Kathryn, you go too far questioning the edicts of the Church.”
Ryn jerked back in her chair, startled at Dagan’s vehemence.
“I am sorry,” Ryn said with genuine regret.
“Dagan, leave her be.  She did not mean to be disrespectful.”  Joad said, trying to placate him.
Ryn thought that Dagan looked like a dog lowering its hackles but still alert for trouble.
“Wonders will never cease,” said a voice from behind Dagan, everyone at the table turned to regard the man that spoke.
He was dressed in the traditional black toga edged with purple and royal blue, proclaiming him to be some level of Magister.  His straight black hair hung in a bowl cut around his face.  But his most striking feature is his eyes.  The right eye was bright blue, the left darkest brown.
Dagan turned in his seat and a smile broke through his stony face.
“Magister Lorin.”  Dagan rose to take the Magister’s pro-offered hand.
“What brings you here?” Magister Lorin asked, his eyes flicking briefly to each person around the table.
Dagan cocked his head in Ryn’s direction.
“Business with the Tribunal and the Blackwatch.  Kathryn,” Dagan gently turned the Magister in her direction.  “This is Magister Darne Lorin, Magister Lorin, this is Constable Kathryn Weaver of Brookhaven Keep.”
Lorin’s startled stare made her uncomfortable, and she felt an instant dislike for the man, though she could not say why.   Maybe a reaction to his odd-colored eyes, or his ill manners.  He stood staring at her.
Suddenly, as if coming out of a trance, Magister Lorin bowed graciously to her.  “Constable.”
“Magister.”  Ryn dipped her head as respectfully as she could.  She could still feel her skin crawling in memory of his gaze.
Lorin rose from his bow and brushed a hand over his eyes.
“You are not who you say you are.”
“Excuse me?”  Ryn could not believe what she had just heard.  She rose from her chair so quickly that it tilted and clattered to the floor.
“Darne Lorin, this is Kathryn Weaver.”  Dagan touched him gently on the shoulder when he gave no response, “Magister Lorin?”
“But I am sure I was shown someone else…” Lorin’s forehead crinkled in confusion as he turned to look at Dagan.  “Just like I do when I look at you…”
“You saw a vision?” Bishop Joad asked from his end of the table.
Magister Lorin nodded.
“What did you see?” Bishop Joad asked, leaning forward in his seat.
“Someone shining,” Magister Lorin softly said.  He then pinched the bridge of his nose between his fingers as if stilling a headache.
“The vision is gone.” Magister Lorin said after a moment, a note of loss in his voice.
Ryn’s fuming had turned to puzzlement before Dagan clarified the man’s behavior.
“Magister Lorin has been blessed by his Talent with the gift of Sight.  He can see aspects of the future, though not in its entirety.”
Ryn nodded in understanding.  She had heard of magi that have been born with the Talent of seeing.  Knowing the future in her mind, at least, was a curse, not a blessing.  No wonder she felt an instant dislike to the man.  Those odd eyes.
Instinctively, she stepped back a pace away from Magister Lorin.  Dagan’s sharp eyes saw this, and he offered the Magister his vacated seat.
“Father, sit down and keep Bishop Joad company.  Kathryn and I must depart back to the Blackwatch Barracks.”
Dagan clasped hands with each man before escorting Ryn from the busy eatery.




CHAPTER SIX






“Hey, Dagan! Ryn!”
Ryn turned at the sound of her name and saw Ashe trotting toward them from the main hall of the Blackwatch Barracks with Donal following along behind like an anxious puppy.
“Ashe, Donal.  What’s up?” she called back at them.
“We’ve had a message come in from Brookhaven.  We’ve been looking for you; we didn’t realize that you had both gone out.”  Ashe gave Ryn an inscrutable look and after a moment Donal continued to give the news.
“The commanders have sent word of what their preliminary investigations have turned up,” Donal handed an opened and a sealed message to Dagan.  Who immediately took the messages and opened them.  Ashe kept his eyes on Ryn and his constant glare was beginning to make her uncomfortable. 
She turned her attention back to her Pair. “What does it say?  Is there anything mentioned that can help us with what is going on in the Tribunal?”  As she spoke, she tried to look over Dagan’s shoulder to get a glimpse of what it said.  But he was wise to her snooping and adjusted the paper to keep it out of her view.
“Give me a chance to read it properly, and then I might tell you.”
“Might?”
Dagan sighed.  “Will.  With redactions.”
“I’ll accept that.”  Ryn stepped away to stand next to Ashe and Donal as Dagan went back to reading.
“Where did you two disappear to this afternoon?” Ashe asked her quietly.
“Dagan took me out to see the city.  I’ve not been here before.  Have you?” she replied.
“No, I haven’t,” he said
“Where’s Banar and Lily?” she asked, only just noticing that they were not there.
“Banar wants to finish his dinner, and Lily is chatting up some Kaldorian Constable, who to be honest, is more interested in Banar than her,” Donal said with a smirk.
“Donal, that’s not nice.  Have you still got it in for Lily after she ignored you?”
“Come on Ryn, I’m totally over her,” Donal replied making a cutting motion with his hand.
“Yeah, he’s beginning to moon over Vannik now.  There are some things that I wish the Pairing bond would keep secret,” Ashe said with a grimace.
“I don’t moon.  It’s purely professional.”
“Yeah… right.”
“Come one guys,” Ryn said as she stepped between them and stretched her arms over each of their shoulders.  “Everyone knows that Donal and Vannik will make the perfect couple, because when they snore in chorus, they make beautiful music together.”
“Ryn-”
“Donal, did you know that you look cute when you blush?”
Donal glared at Ryn, deciding that was better than saying anything else.
She turned and looked at Ashe and caught him grinning. 
“It looks like both you and Ashe will be going out to the farmhouse this evening after all,” Dagan said as he folded the paper and slipped it into one of the pockets in his coat.  “Hemsbrook has issued orders for us to investigate events and leads that have any connection with Henly’s Brookhaven group.  We are to work closely with the Aequitas Tribunal but are to take our orders directly from Brookhaven.”
“What about the second note? I saw two papers in your hand,” Ryn asked.
“That is from Kimba and for the moment, I’m redacting it.”  Dagan gave her a slight smile.  “It relates to matters that are unrelated to the case we are currently investigating.”  She then saw the smile drop into a frown as his eyes noted her arms around Donal and Ashe.
Ryn was just opening her mouth to say something smart when the Magister abruptly turned away from her and looked toward the front gate.  “Wotha!” he called out and Ryn followed his gaze.
Walking toward them were a trio of very large, and very fierce looking creatures.  To Ryn they looked like big white cats walking upright on their hind legs, but these were shaggier and covered in black and gray stripes. Long, black tipped tails curled behind them and they wore bandoleers holding bulging pockets and bristling with knives.  She felt her jaw drop as she realized what these were.
“Dymarki…” she heard Donal whisper.
“What are they doing this far south?” was Ashe’s comment.
“Whoever they are, it seems that Dagan knows them,” she said letting her arms drop from their shoulders.  “He seems to know everyone.”
Dagan thumped his fist to his chest and gave a bow as the large cats joined them.  “Well met.  What brings you and your clan here to Kaldor?”
The largest of the trio snorted and jerked his chin, and Dagan turned back to look at the three of them and then looked back at the Dymarki.  “Sorry, excuse my manners.  Let me introduce you to my companions.”  The three turned their attention to the Blackwatch constables, and Ryn could not help but note the tips of large claws poking out from the tips of their paw like fingers.  “This is Kathryn Weaver, Cornelius Ashe and Donal Fergus,” Dagan said, pointing to each of them in turn. “They are from the Blackwatch at Brookhaven.”
The three Dymarki thumped a fist to their chest and bowed.  Then Ryn nearly jumped when she heard a strange voice pop into her head.  ‘I am Wotha, and this is Hella and Serta.  We are honored to meet members of the Blackwatch.’ 
Ryn glanced at the others and saw the same look of confusion on both their faces.  She felt a burst of humor come over her link and she narrowed her eyes at Dagan.
“I forgot to warn you that the Dymarki talk with their mind.  It’s hard to speak Myrcean through that forest of sharp teeth they have.”
Ryn blinked.  And then wondered if the Dymarki would be offended about the teeth comment.  Ryn quickly recovered her composure and thumped her fist to her chest, bowed and said.  “It is very nice to meet you Wotha, Hella and Serta.”  Ashe and Donal gave their salute as she spoke.
“What brings you to Kaldor?” Dagan asked again.
‘We have come south to get supplies.  Most of our people have gone back to Alleron now that the Spell barriers have lifted from across the Grotto land bridge and they have taken most of our communal property with them.’
“The Barriers are gone? And after all these generations, your people have just gone back?”
The tall Dymarki nodded.  ‘A small portion of us did not want to return.  We have made a life here and were born here.  This is our home, not some mythical homeland that even the Elders barley remember the tales of.  What is left here of my people have elected Etha as leader.’
“Etha’s your leader?  Isn’t your Cearc usually female?”
‘The Cearc still leads the Dymarki.  But we choose to remain in exile, so we now call our branch the Dharman Dymarki, The Exiled, and Etha has been given the title of Dhar.  The Dhar and a large group of us have come to ask the Dragonthrone on behalf of the rest of my people if we can claim land near this area and become citizens of Mrycea.  If we are to stay in this land, then we need to make things binding.’
“What brings you here to the Barracks?”
‘I could ask the same thing of you.’ The Dymarki said, raising a tufted eyebrow.
“I am now a member of the Blackwatch.”
‘And we have come to register our presence in the city.  Apparently we are walking weapons and the authorities want to make sure we operate within the law.  Once we swear featly and get a grant of land and are true citizens, we hope all that will change.’
“I wish you luck.”
‘We will be in the city for a while.  You and your friends should come visit us.  We are encamped in the market square near the wharves against the river.’
“I know the place.  We will.”
‘Until we meet again.’  Wotha again thumped his fist to his chest, and then the three turned and left through the gatehouse.
“Wow, so… they were Dymarki… They are more impressive in person.”  Donal spoke softly, as if in awe.  Ryn silently nodded her agreement. 
“I certainly wouldn’t want to be on their bad side,” she said, thinking on the claws and the sight of their large fangs.
“You have no fear of that, The Dymarki are not traditionally a warlike people.  They only fight to defend themselves, their honor and their territory,” Dagan said in response.  “Now, let’s get back to the topic at hand.  Kathryn and Ashe, you are to go out to the farmhouse and use that as your base of operations for searching the area around Kaldor for any signs of this group.  Both of you need to grab your packs and supplies.  You leave tomorrow at dawn.  And Ashe, you keep an eye on her.  Make sure she doesn’t throw herself in front of anything sharp.”
“Of course, Dagan.”
“Then be off with you.  The rest of us will joint you out there in a few days.  We’ll then go through everything we have discovered and determine our next course of action.”




CHAPTER SEVEN






Dinner that night was a sombre affair; the Main Hall of the Blackwatch Barracks was no longer as lively a place it once was.  All the banners and tapestries that adorned the walls were now covered with thick black linen and around the hall was set large bouquets of white Sardom lilies that were traditionally said to keep the God of Death from re-entering the house.  Their thick, sweet scent covered the smell of sweaty unease from those seated within the hall. 

Ryn knew that the Blackwatch Garrison had been told earlier in the day of the attacks on the prisoner caravan and the deaths of fellow constables.  Several people who had travelled with them from Brookhaven had their Pairing broken and were now in the Infirmary grieving their loss while surviving their own injuries.  Some of those constables had trained her, Ashe, Donal, Banar and Lily and they had all gone up to the Infirmary just before dinner to give their condolences. Even as she now sat at the far table between Dagan and Ashe, Ryn could not get the image of their distraught, anguished faces out of her mind.  Dagan must have sensed her unease, because he kept smiling at her and that made her even more uncomfortable.


Around them sat the residents of the Kaldor Blackwatch Barracks who were dressed in a sea of black, white and grey.  This was not a training school, so there were no green and brown cadet tunics to be seen.  Their individual conversations were muted; quiet.  It made Ryn think she was in a temple. 


Moving quickly through the aisles round them were the numerous movements of the kitchen and drink servers who were pouring wine and serving food to those present.


Time seemed to crawl as each meal course was served.  Ryn could feel the eyes of the nearby constables upon them.  Their scrutiny made her uncomfortable.  She could see from the expressions shown on the faces turned toward them, that they all knew that their group had been with the ill-fated caravan.  She knew that as soon as the meal was over that they would be assailed on all sides by good meaning people asking questions.


Ashe was not a talkative dinner partner and Ryn slowly got the impression that he was avoiding conversation with her on purpose.  Dagan, on the other hand, was giving her emotional whiplash.  One minute he would be his dour, joyless Magister self, and then the next he would quip and joke raucously around with the others.  Not for the first time she thought him a strange fish, and not for the first time she realised that he was doing it to distract her from her morose thoughts.  As dessert was being served, Dagan managed to catch her eye.  The small, reassuring smile he gave her suddenly dispelled all her fears.


A tap on her shoulder made her jump and Ryn looked quickly around to see a Page behind her holding a pewter wine jug.


“Wine, constable?”


Ryn shook her head.  “No Thank you.”


“The Knight Captain insists,” the Page said quietly as he held the jug forward expectantly.


Ryn looked up to the High Table to see Knight Captain Toth Stayton watching the exchange.  He gave a slight nod.


“On second thought, I will have some wine.”  Taking her goblet from the table, she held it out to the Page to fill. 


The Page filled her goblet and as he wiped the overspill from her cup, he slipped a small piece of parchment into Ryn’s hand.


Ryn quickly covered her look of surprise and thanked the Page, who then returned to stand behind the Knight Captain.


She felt the parchment pressing against her palm and was at a loss as to what to do with it.  Ryn gathered that Knight Captain Stayton wanted no one else to know that she had it.  She took a sip from the goblet and placed it gently on the table.  Taking a quick look at both Ashe and Dagan on either side of her to make sure they were not watching, Ryn then hid her hands under the table and slipped the note into the sleeve of her gambeson.  She then causally picked up her goblet again to pretend to have another sip of wine.  She tried not to wrinkle her nose.  White wine was not her favourite.


The rest of the evening flew by quickly for Ryn.  Once the main dessert courses were finished, Ryn excused herself from the table claiming tiredness.  Ashe looked concerned, and Donal made a joke about her getting old. 


Ryn saw Lily frown.  It was not considered polite to leave the hall before the Knight Captains.  She ignored it.


Ryn gratefully headed towards the side entry and felt Dagan’s presence fall in behind her.


As the doors closed behind them Dagan asked, “How are you really feeling?”


Ryn kept staring ahead of her as she replied, “Really, I am fine.  Just feeling a little tired after the journey.  Do not worry.”


Dagan snorted in disbelief but said nothing.  


Ryn sighed in relief.  She hated lying, especially to Dagan.  She was now only beginning to realise that his quick actions in the forest had saved their lives.  Ryn owed him a great deal.  Now when he was around, Ryn felt protected and safe.


Ryn felt the piece of parchment slip from her sleeve and she deftly caught in her cupped fingers.  Balling her hand into a fist, she held it to her chest as she walked.


When they arrived at her room, Dagan halted her.


“Let me go first.”  At Ryn’s quizzical look he just said, “I do not trust this place.”


Dagan opened the door and stepped into the room.  From the corridor, Ryn could see that someone had lit the candles and could hear the fire crackling in the hearth.  After Dagan had disappeared around the door, Ryn expected to hear the clumping of his boots on the flagstones, but to her surprise nothing could be heard of Dagan except for his low mumbling.


After a few moments, Dagan appeared at the door again, the blue runes of his staff dimming back to natural wood.


“All is well, I have been given the room across the hall,” Dagan nodded his head at the door opposite hers.  “Goodnight.”


He stood in the corridor watching Ryn as she entered her rooms and closed the door behind her.


Leaning heavily against the door, Ryn released a pent-up sigh when she heard the door across the corridor open and close.  Looking down, she opened her fist to reveal the crumpled note.  Ryn wondered what it said and why it had to be so secret.  The way the Knight Captain got it to her did not bode well for its contents.


Ryn snatched a candlestick and seated herself at the small writing desk.  She placed the candlestick in front of her, being careful not to spill the wax.  Ryn held the fold of parchment up to the light and could faintly see markings in ink showing through. 


Ryn was afraid of opening it, afraid of what it might say.  She stared at it again in the candlelight.  What if it said something against Dagan?  He is a Magister first after all.


‘Fool.’


Quickly unfolding the note, she laid it out before her on the table.


The first thing that she noticed was that Toth Stayton’s hand writing was beautiful.  The crabbed script that she was used to reading from her friends had deadened her mind to the fact that writing itself can be an art form.  Ryn then started to read.  The note was short and to the point.


‘Tell no one about this note.  Meet me at the Town Chapel after the noonday meal tomorrow.  We will talk.  Knight Captain Toth Stayton.’


Ryn stared at the note, dumbfounded.  Something was going on, that much she had gathered at dinner.  Surely it can’t be because the Tribunal is mixed up in all this? But why meet at the Town Chapel when they can see each other here at the Barracks?  And why would he want to me with her?  Also she was to go with Ashe early in the morning to the abandoned farmhouse, so she could not keep this meeting with Toth Stayton.  She will send Peck with a note if things are to be kept secret, Stayton will have to wait until she returned to meet with her.


She sat trying to puzzle the meaning behind the note but gave up when she realised that only questions seemed to be circling around in her mind and no answers.


Folding the note, Ryn was about to put it in the bureau draw when her intuition stopped her.  Instead, she unfolded it again and bared its edge to the heart of the candle flame.  After a few moments the parchment began to burn.  The flame crawled slowly along the side of the note and burning ash began to float to the tabletop.  The flames crept steadily towards her fingers and Ryn began to panic.  Looking around in desperation, she spotted the small fire in the hearth and cursed herself for a fool.


Walking as fast as she could while protecting the burning note from the movement, Ryn approached the hearth.  She then tossed it quickly into the fireplace and watched as the flames consumed the last of the parchment.


Brushing the ash from her hands, she turned and began to ready herself for bed.


Water lapped gently at the stone foundations of the Barrack wharf, its sound eerily echoing around the large underground chamber that was the loading bay for all large goods being bought into the barracks.  The barred portcullis of the Watergate stood closed, the river reflecting the light of the full moon into the chamber.


The boy stood ill at ease at the far end of the wharf, the reflected moonlight glinting on the silver embroidery that is worked into his tabard. Glancing around him, the boy began to walk slowly into the cavernous room, the sounds of his finely tailored boots ringing loudly as they trod the cobblestones.


As soon as he reached a large stand of crates, he stopped and listened again for any sign of company.  Silence greeted his ears.  Glaring around furiously in the half-light, he was startled when he felt a soft tap on his shoulder. 


Spinning around, the boy nearly fell backwards as he came face-to-stomach with the person behind him.


“Careful Page.”  The woman’s voice sounded like the low rumble of rocks before they tumbled in an avalanche down a mountainside.


The Page stood back quickly from the woman who he could only dimly see in the half-light. Even in the dark the boy could see that the woman was built like a bear and seemed to rear above him taller than most men around the Barracks.  This was not the usual person he met.


“Where is Nemett?” The Page asked.


“That is none of your concern,” the woman said as she casually crossed her tree-trunk arms across her chest.  “What is of concern is the lack of substance in the information that you have been giving us.”


The figure did not move, but the Page felt a sharp stab of danger tingle down his spine.


“What do you mean?” the Page stammered, “I always try to get the information Nemett asks for.”


The woman just rumbled deep in her throat.


The lack of response needled the boy’s pride to flame up and sear away the fear he was beginning to feel.


“What do you expect for the silver you pay me,” the boy said angrily, forgetting the niggling sickness that he felt in the pit of his stomach.


Quickly, the woman’s left hand moved and in the faint moonlight, the Page could see the glint of gold.


“Now, you arranged to see Nemett for a reason tonight boy,” the low voice rumbled.  “What was it?”


The gold coin held between the stocky fingers was suddenly joined by another.


“I have information regarding the woman constable that Nemett was asking about,” the boy rushed in his excitement at seeing the gold.  When the woman did not answer the Page went on.  “Tonight in the Hall my master sent me to deliver a note to her.  I had a quick glimpse at it before he folded it.  The woman is to meet Knight Captain Stayton at the Town Chapel tomorrow at noon.  Alone.”  The last was added as an afterthought.  Not quite the truth, but it sounded good.


“No doubt her bird will be sniffing at her heels.” The woman spoke as if to herself.


“Here.”


Suddenly the two gold coins were flicked in the boy’s direction.  He reached up to catch them and was surprised to feel a stabbing pain in his stomach.  Looking down, he saw his own blood gushing over the woman’s hand as a knife pushed deeper into his belly.  The coins fell to the flagstones, forgotten.


The big woman grunted as the tip of the knife hit bone.


“Nemett has told me something else, boy.”


Effortlessly, the tree trunk arm lifted the knife to bring the Page to her eye level.  The boy screamed in agony as the knife began to cut slowly through his vitals using his own weight.


Nemett had said that the boy was uncertain, that the blackmail was no longer working.  The Page was becoming a liability.  The boy must not endanger the Master’s plans, must not warn anyone–especially the Tribunal–of their activities.


“You have been double dealing with us to the agents of the Aequitas Tribunal.”


His screams slowly turned into a gurgle as blood began to flow into his throat and mouth.  His body began to convulse, and the boy’s face contorted into a rictus smile.


The woman snorted in distaste.


Moving to the edge of the wharf, the woman studied the boy’s face.  It was now relaxed in death.  If blood were not dribbling from his mouth, you would think the boy was sleeping.


Disgust crawled across the woman’s face and she tossed the body of the Page into the waterway.  Washing her knife in the flowing water, she watched as the body sank slowly beneath the water and disappeared under the stone pylons of the wharf.


The woman stood and re-sheathed her knife.


“You have heard Master?”


The woman’s eyes seemed to unfocus, and she nodded her head to a silent conversation.


“Yes Master,” she finally said, “It will be arranged.”


Idulki then strode from the chamber.






CHAPTER EIGHT






Dagan leaned back in his chair and gazed out of the window to the street.  Across from him at the table lounged Banar, who was idly running a finger around the rim of his cup as he looked about the eating house.  He had taken rather quickly to pretending to be Dagan’s Pair.  Dagan suspected that it was more ammunition for Banar to throw at Kathryn next time she called him an ass.  They were seated at a table that butted against one of the large cantilevered windows that faced out onto the main thoroughfare and caught the brightness and warmth of the morning through its thick glass. 

The street was busy enough for this time of morning, with men and women scurrying back and forth along the street hopping from one establishment to the next.  Their horses were tied to the hitching post and stood, twitching their ears back and forth as the sea of humanity moved around them.  But the two men he wanted to see were nowhere in sight.  Dagan sighed and picked up the last half of his hot buttered scone.


“Still no sign of them?” Banar asked before Dagan could take a bite.


Dagan lowered his arm but did not put the food back on his plate.  “No.  They should have been here by now.”


“Have you thought that maybe now that they are back in the big city that they have taken the opportunity to ‘slip away’?” Banar made a ‘shooing,’ gesture as he talked, though his eyes still looked about the room.


Definitely not the lout he pretends to be, Dagan thought, but out loud he said, “Vannik wouldn’t.  Not with his sentence so close to being completed.  No one wants the Tribunal on their back.”


“What about Bron?”


“Bron won’t do anything that would compromise his brother.”


“Where did they go to yesterday when we arrived in The Capital?”


“They went to open up their townhouse and to check up on their current ‘business interests’.”


“Business interests, huh?”


Dagan nodded and took the opportunity to take a bite from his scone.  It had cooled a little, but the butter was still soft and salty.  He chewed and swallowed as he looked back out of the window.


“Do you think the Brother’s Osega would allow me to access their ‘Business Interests’?”


Banar’s question took Dagan by surprise.  He turned shrewd eyes on the man and again thought that there was a lot more to him than first appeared.  Dagan carefully swallowed his mouthful of scone.  “That depends.”


Banar stopped his lounging and leaned forward with elbows on the table.  To Dagan, he looked as though he thought he was going to get the keys to his future.  “On what?” Banar asked.


“On how much you annoy Bron.”


“Bron? I thought Vannik was the one that ‘ran’ that side of the Business.”


“He does.  But there is no getting to Vannik without going first through Bron.”


Banar smiled and gave a small chuckle.  “Nice to see that you answered me straight.  If I were Ryn, then I’m sure it would have been a different situation entirely.”


Dagan hid the annoyance he felt.  Banar had been testing him, but all he said in reply was, “Why do you think that?”


“I think you like it when she asks questions, because you like the sound of her voice and that her attention is focused on you.  If you don’t answer them, you keep her attention longer.”  Banar’s smile grew broader, and he leaned back in his chair and resumed his lounging, this time with a foot resting on the chair next to him.


“Maybe I should have picked Ashe to masquerade as my Warrior Pair,” Dagan muttered, though he smirked as he did.


“You chose Ashe to go with Ryn because he is a Jdari and even though he is soft on Ryn, the man would fight to the last breath to make sure she is safe.”


The smirk disappeared from Dagan’s mouth.  Banar had hit his reasoning right on the head.  Nothing seemed to miss his notice.  “I think you are wasted as a third son to Earl Welton.”


“Definitely, considering both of my brothers have no brains.  I want to be more than just the Spare’s spare.”


“You chose to go into the Blackwatch?” Dagan asked.


Banar nodded.  “Father wanted me in the army, but I convinced him to have me join the Blackwatch.  I thought I could serve my country better with them.”


“And it doesn’t hurt that the current King Regent was a former Blackwatch Commander.”  Dagan dropped what was left of his scone back to the plate and dusted his fingers off.


A twinkle appeared in Banar’s eyes.  “No, it doesn’t.”


“What would you do if the heir to the throne suddenly turned up?  Would that scupper your plans any?”


Banar let out a bark of laughter, and a few eyes turned to him to see what he found so funny.  “The Dragoncaesters have been gone ever since the… incident… the bloodline was placed into hiding.  No one knows where they are.  For all we know, the last of that house died out a long time ago.  I don’t think I have anything to worry about.”


“We know the line still exists.  The Dragonthrone still stands,” Dagan replied.


“You’ve seen it?”


“I have,” Dagan nodded. 


“What is it like?”  The awe in Banar’s voice was not lost on Dagan.  Whoever the heirs are, they would have a loyal follower in Banar.


“It’s not much to speak of.  Just a black granite seat with dragons carved as a relief in its back and sides.”


“But could you feel it?  It’s said that the thing oozes power.”


“It doesn’t ‘ooze’, but it does have an aura.  You know the legend, Banar.  It is spiritually linked to all members of the royal bloodline.  As soon as the last link is broken, then the throne will shatter and Myrcea will descend into a morass of depravity, despair and dinkleberries.”


“Dinkleberries?”


“I hate dinkleberries, yet people still insist on slipping them into stews and pies.”  Dagan screwed his face in distaste.  He turned back to look through the window and saw two large familiar figures crossing the road towards their establishment.


“And here comes Bron and Vannik.  You’d better get your feet of that chair.”


Banar quickly stopped his lounging and placed both feet squarely on the floor.


The brothers came through the door and made a beeline straight to their table and sat in the spare chairs on either side of the table.  Vannik next to Dagan and Bron next to Banar.
The two men now wore richer attire than what they arrived in.  Muddy and worn traveling clothes had been exchanged for light cottons, silks and brocade.  Even Vannik’s wild, long gray hair had been pulled back into a neat single braid that ran down his back to end in a bright red ribbon. 


“Morning Bron, Vannik,” Banar said as Bron pulled out the vacant chair next to him.  The large man’s ice-blue eyes stared at the seat before slowly pulling a kerchief from his trouser pocket and used it to brush off the small smattering of dirt that was there.


“This place used to have better standards than this,” he muttered as he sat.  Running a hand over the intricate braids of his glossy golden beard, he stared hard at Dagan. 


“Good morning, Magister, Blackwatch,” Vannik said as he gave the two men a nod.  “I sent the word out last night,” he continued without preamble.  “Everything has been put into motion, we now have to wait to see what gets reeled in.”


“It would have been a better morning if we didn’t have to sort out the mess left for us at the house by our majordomo,” Bron said eyeing the remains of Dagan’s scone.  “I haven’t ate yet.” Raising a hand, Bron signaled the server to come over and Bron and Vannik quickly gave her their food order.  “I’m going to put it on your tab,” he said to Dagan.  “You can chalk it up as expenses when you submit your receipts to the tribunal for reimbursement.”


Dagan tried not to chuckle.  The Tribunal was not known for their generosity. Getting any expenses paid back was like drawing blood from a stone.  “I’ll add it to the laundry invoice you gave me.”


Bron nodded but said nothing as the server placed a large jug of apple cider on the table along with two cups.  Both brothers took a cup and poured themselves a drink.


“I’m sorry you are having trouble with the help,” Banar said.


“We’ve no trouble with the help, Blackwatch.  Bron just doesn’t like paperwork, and since we’ve been away a lot of paperwork has built up.  His arm’s just worn out from signing all the payment slips.”


“And I hate the smell of ink,” Bron said as he took a pull from his cider cup.  “Now, we’ve given you our news, what do you have for us?” he asked as he thuncked his cup onto the tabletop.


“Vannik has been registered as being in Kaldor under my supervision, and the terms of your sentences will be commuted to time served once this mission is complete,” Dagan replied.


“Excellent!  Hear that Vannik?  We’re free men once this is over with.”


“I have one more favor to ask of you both.”  Dagan leaned both elbows on the table as he looked first at Bron, then Vannik.


“Another one?”


Dagan’s eyes slipped back to Bron.  “Yes.  Nothing big, mind you.  Just the use of your house if we need to have private meetings to discuss things.”  Dagan left the ‘without being overheard by unknown ears’ unsaid.


“Yes, of course you can,” Vannik answered instantly and was rewarded by a scowl from Bron.  The big man smiled back at his brother, and then he quirked an eyebrow as if just noticing.  “Donal and Lily are not here, what have you got them toiling at?”


“I have asked them to practice their dueling and have sent them to the Tribunal academy to watch and learn.  The Commandant owes me a few favors.”


“You’ve set them to spy?”


“That is such a harsh word, I’d say observe.”


“Huruphm,” was all the reply Dagan got.


Something tingled at the back of Dagan’s mind.  He tried to push it away, thinking it was Ryn trying to snoop, but it nudged back very insistently.  Before he could take a breath, pain exploded in his arm.  He cried out and clutched at it, pulling it close to his chest when the same pain flared again, but this time against his ribs.


“Dagan!” he heard someone say, though the voice sounded muffled.  He looked down at his arm but could see nothing wrong.  But his mind was telling him otherwise.  He drew breath through gritted teeth and heard its painful whistle.  It was all in his mind, the pain was not really happening, at least not to him.  “It’s Kathryn,” he choked as he exerted his will to shut down the Link between them.  “She’s in trouble.”






CHAPTER NINE






“Do you really think that your new found Jdari powers can protect us both from a fireball?” Ryn asked as she maneuvered her blue roan around a tree while following the tail of Ashe’s Chestnut. 

“I don’t know.  I’ve never tried it before,” he responded.  Ashe had been keeping himself to himself all morning since they set off to patrol from their new camp at the farmhouse Dagan had told them about, and the silence was starting to grate on Ryn’s nerves.  Sure, the sounds of the wind blowing through the leaves, the chirping of birds and the occasional chatter of woodland squirrels, were nice and all, but Ryn wanted conversation to keep her mind active.


“Maybe I’ll use you as a human shield when we next get into a fight.”  Ryn grinned to take any ill meaning out of her words.  “Then we’ll see.”


Ashe did not even turn to look back at her.  He just shrugged and nodded.


“You’re not even listening to me are you, Ashe?”


“Huh, what?” Ashe shook his head and finally looked back at her.


“I said that you’re not paying attention to anything I’ve just said.”


“Ah, right.  No, I suppose I wasn’t.”


Ashe suddenly jerked on his reins and the chestnut came to a stop and immediately the animal bent its head to nibble at some long tail moss growing on a nearby tree.  Ryn pulled her roan up next to him.


“Can I ask you something?” Ashe blurted out.


“Please do, at least then that will be a conversation and not the one-sided affair I’ve been having all morning.”


“Yes, well.”  Ryn watched as Ashe’s face quickly flushed red all the way up from his cheeks to his golden hairline.


“What do you think of Dagan?” he finally said.


“What do you mean?  He’s my Pair.  He can be a know it all, pain in the arse at times, but-”


“That’s not what I meant,” Ashe rushed to cut her off while holding a hand up to stop her.


“What then?”  Ryn felt her brow furrowing.  She had been hoping the conversation might turn to complaining about Banar being an ass, or how Donal makes that annoying whistling sound through his teeth when he’s concentrating hard on something.


She watched as Ashe’s cheeks puffed out before releasing the air slowly through parted lips.  He is nervous, she thought.  This does not bode well.  What have I done now?  He opened his mouth to speak.


CRACK!


Both heads swung around as if on a swivel to the direction the noise came from.  It was the sound of breaking wood.  Something large was moving through the undergrowth.  Trees and thick scrub screened the maker of the noise from them.  The sound seemed close, but in the woods, sound travels differently.  The noise may have come from some distance away.  Either way, whoever made that noise was heavy, Ryn surmised.


Ryn jerked her head towards the screen of trees and Ashe nodded silently back to her.  Ashe quickly ran through some motions with his hands.  Ryn nodded acknowledgement.  He had signaled they do a pincer movement to flank whoever was there and then surprise them.


Both unhitched their shields and hefted them on their rein hand.  With the other hand, they each drew their swords.  Then, without a word, they guided their horses away from each other off the trail.  Ashe headed left, she headed right.


Her horse slipped into the trees and Ryn guided the mare slowly through the underbrush, keeping an eye and an ear open for anything untoward sneaking around the woods.  Her mind snidely told her that the only thing untoward here was her.  She pushed the thought aside and focused on the reassuring presence of her Pair link with Dagan.  It was faint, but she could feel his amusement over the link.  At least he was having fun.


Ryn saw no sign of Ashe moving to her left, but there was a lot of undergrowth between her and where he should be.  She was amazed at how quiet he and his chestnut could be compared to her.  Her ears heard only the creak of her harness, the snort of her roan as the mare chomped on the bit, the dull thud of hooves as they stepped through the mildewing leaf litter.  She scanned the woods ahead, looking for any sign of anything big and bulky, but she could detect nothing untoward.


Maybe the noise was nothing to worry about?


Maybe it was just a branch cracking and falling from a dying tree?


Ryn was about to call across to Ashe when…


BANG!


What could only be the sound of a wooden door slamming against a stone jamb echoed throughout the forest.  A door? Out here?


Slamming her sword back home in its scabbard, Ryn grabbed the reins with both hands and urged her horse forward.  A caw from above gave her warning as a large, black shape zoomed past her and Ryn automatically guided the roan to follow.  Peck has seen something ahead of them.  Movement on her left caught her attention, and she tilted her head in that direction and saw Ashe and his chestnut appear from the trees and come alongside her.


“Did you hear the bang?” he called to her.


“Yeah, Peck’s seen something too.” She called back to him.


They pushed their horses through the trees, when suddenly they cleared and they found themselves in the overgrown courtyard of an abandoned inn.  Ryn and Ashe pulled their horses to a halt and looked about them.  The courtyard held a tumbled down well, and a weather worn sign that might once have stated the name of this place.  The inn was in a state of advanced decay and beside it, the barn looked in no better shape.  One of its doors was hanging lopsided from a single hinge with the other hanging wide open.  Wind stirred through the courtyard and the open door slammed back hard against the frame. 


BANG!


“That might explain the loud banging noise,” Ashe’s voice startled Ryn from watching the slowly swinging barn door.


“What is this place?” she asked as Peck came to land on one of the old uprights that once would have held up a wide verandah.


“It’s probably one of the traveler’s inns that were abandoned when the King’s road was moved over a century ago,” Ashe said as he looked uneasily around them.  “The place is not giving me a good feeling.”


“Something must be here otherwise Peck wouldn’t have hare tailed here as quick as he did,” Ryn said as she dismounted from her roan and tried the mare’s reins to the upright that Peck was perched on.


“Let’s take a look around then,” Ashe grumbled as he dismounted and secured his chestnut next to her horse.  “That’s what we were sent out here to do.”


“You check the barn; I’ll take a look in the Inn.”


Ashe nodded and moved slowly toward the barn.


Ryn walked over to the heavy oak door of the Inn and found that it was in pretty good shape for being neglected for so long.  She opened it and waited for her eyes to adjust to the dark inside before she stepped in.


The narrow-vaulted room smelled musty and mildewed.  The air was dusty and hard to breathe.  Light streamed in from gaps in the dilapidated shutters on the windows and broken glass glinted as it lay scattered across the floor.  A large fireplace stood blackened and crumbling at the far end of the room, and what looked to be a solid oak counter guarded the only other exits from this room.  This must have been the old tap room.  There should be a way to get to the lodging rooms from near the counter.  Ryn went to one of the doors behind the bar.  Made of oak and bound in iron, this door stood half open, and she put her hand on it to push it wider.  Sleek pale splinters of wood stood out sharply against the aged oak.  Part of the door round the latch had been recently broken off.  Someone had forced their way in here.  She stepped back, warned, and shifted to one side to see through into the corridor beyond.


In the dim light she could see only a little way past the door, but the thick dust on the floor was covered in footprints.


“Ashe!”


She kicked the door open and went through it, drawing her dagger; the confines of the hallway held no room for sword work.  The corridor stretched away empty into the dark shadows.  She went cautiously down the corridor, glancing into the open doors on either side as she passed.  She assumed that these were the sleepers, though with the windows of each room shuttered and boarded, it was hard to tell.  In this darkness Ryn could see nothing.


Something whispered in the dust behind her, and she whirled, so that the weapon smashed down across her raised arm instead of her head.  The blow knocked her sprawling down the corridor.  She rolled.  The wash of pain in her arm froze her breath in her lungs and blinded her, and she flung herself to one side, unable to see what was attacking her.  The blow to her arm was crushing; some type of mace or club.  

The weapon smashed into her side and she cried out.  She could hear someone breathing hard.  Her eyes cleared, and she saw the cudgel descending and tried to pull herself out of the way, and it struck her across the knee.  A huge man loomed over her.  Her right side and her arm hurt so much she was sick.  She got her feet up and kicked, slamming her bad side against the floor, but her foot struck the man with the cudgel in the groin and knocked him back across the corridor.


She could not move, she felt pinned to the floor, and slowly, very slowly the man with the club was getting to his feet and raising the cudgel in his hands.  Ryn caught her breath.  She still held her dagger in her hand, and she flexed her fingers around it, while the man with the club straightened up and lunged, his weapon raised like an extension of his long body.


Another figure emerged from the darkness and from behind, swung their sword, two handed and cut the man almost in half at the waist.  The big man’s body bounced off the wall and Ashe hit him again, so that blood sprayed across the floor and across Ryn.  She tasted it wet on her lips.  She struggled to sit up and could not; it hurt unbearably just to breathe.  The taste and smell of blood made her sick.  Then Ashe was bracing her up.  The corridor whirled around him as she stared, shot through with vivid color.


“I can’t-my arm.” Her tongue felt like leather.


Ashe stared at her, his face stern and unreadable.  Without warning, he lifted her up in his arms and carried her through the corridor and the whirling lights.


Ryn thought of the ride back to the farmhouse and swallowed a thickness in her throat.  Her right arm was numb as if with cold.  Ashe laid her down on the floor of the sleeping rooms, with her feet in a patch of sunlight coming through a broken window, and went away.


Ryn shut her eyes, and the floor seemed to lurch and spin around her.  She opened them again.  She was still clutching her dagger, and she put it down and felt along her right forearm.  It was already swollen, stretching her sleeve taunt.


Ashe came back in with an armload of brush and Ryn’s cloak that she had in her saddlebags, dropped the brush on the floor, and then spread the cloak over the brush.


“There’s no one else,” he said.  “I was afraid maybe there were others.  Let me help you.”  He lifted Ryn onto the makeshift bed.


“Aren’t you glad I’m so small?” Ryn said trying to make light of the situation.  Ashe mumbled something she didn’t hear.  “What?”


“I’ll get some water.”


Ryn nodded.  She could still smell blood.  Her left hand lay half under her, and she drew it free and felt along her right arm; the least pressure hurt all the way to her shoulder.


“Is it broken?”


“I think so.”


Ashe had bought the water skin from his horse full of cool water.  Suddenly Ryn’s mouth was parched; Ashe helped her hold the skin, and she drank.  Ashe watched her, his face lined with strain, and Ryn smiled.  “Dagan is going to kill me,” she said, trying to lighten the mood.  “He’s mad at me, I can feel it.”


Ashe’s face tightened, and after a moment he said.  “Let’s get rid of this sleeve before it cuts your circulation.”


Drawing his dagger, Ashe slid the tip under the cuff of Ryn’s shirt.  “Can you ride?”


“Oh, probably.  Certainly.”  This should not cripple me, she thought, this should be nothing to me-a broken arm? Get me to a mage healer and I’ll be as right as rain.  “I wish Donal was here.”
“So do I.”
She heard the cloth tearing; the blade of the dagger touched her forearm, and she gasped at the pain.
“It’s broken,” Ashe said.  “We’ll have to bind it up, somehow.”
Ryn pushed herself up so that she could tear off the rest of the cut away sleeve.  Her right arm was swollen, immense, and black, the skin stretched taunt and shiny over it.
“I’ll be back soon,” Ashe said.  “Will you be alright?”
“Yes,” Ryn said.  Ashe’s fussy concern embarrassed her.  She watched the tall warrior stride out the door and sank back against the wall, listening to her own breath hiss between her teeth.
The pain spurted like blood from her arm.  Her mouth tasted bitter.  In the back of her mind was Dagan.  She could feel him through the Link.  He was not happy with her.  His anger and fury burned through her thoughts like a forest fire, and behind it all was… fear?  She felt suddenly weak, with her eyes fixed on the wall, she saw the edges of her vision turn dirty brown and it darken, until she could see only a tiny patch of wall–like looking through a hollow reed.  She strained against the darkness, and it gave way, the light came back, and she shook her head.
Footsteps sounded on the floorboards, quick and coming nearer, and then Ashe came through the door and kneeled beside her.  He had cut a bundle of sticks and bought some rope from the horses.  Putting them down, he pulled off his cloak.


“How do you feel?”


“I’ll be all right,” Ryn said.


Ashe folded his cloak, with the sticks wrapped inside it to stiffen it, and laid it down neatly on the ground.  His face looked strained.  He was worried and trying not to show it.


“Ryn, you know what I now have to do,” he said.


Ryn nodded.  “I know, doesn’t mean I have to like it.”


A smile tugged at Ashe’s lips as he picked up a solid piece of stick.  “Bite down on this, it will help.”


“I trust you, Ashe.  If only Donal was here, then you wouldn’t have to do this.”


“I wish he was here too.  I don’t want to hurt you, but-”


“It’s okay, Ashe.  I understand.  We don’t know when we will get to a healer.  If you don’t do this now, it might not heal properly.”


Ashe hacked a piece of rope into thirds.  Ryn placed the stick in her mouth and bit down on it. She knew what was coming and thought that it could not be worse than the pain she was currently in.  Ashe then took hold of Ryn’s arm at the wrist and the elbow, and before she could react, he pulled them strongly apart, and then twisted.  Ryn whined.  She could feel the edges of the bone rubbing together; she could not catch her breath.  Ashe laid her arm down on the folded cloak and tied the cloth and sticks into a bundle around it with sections of the rope.


The pain faded to a dull throb.  Clammy with sweat, Ryn watched him bind it tighter with their belts.  The splints held her arm stiff from elbow to wrist.


“Good.”


Ashe was making a sling from Ryn’s ruined sleeve.  “What about your ribs?”


“Never mind them, the ribs and my knee don’t worry be as much as my arm.” She put her good hand flat on the floor and pushed herself up, and with Ashe beside her went out of the door and back into the corridor.


The dead man lay in a heap against the wall, his cudgel broken under him.  Ryn shivered and cradled her arm in its sling against her chest.  She leaned against the cold stone wall, nauseated.


They went out into the clearing.  The sun was just rising to noon.  A cold wind rustled the leaves up against the building walls.  Ashe led over Ryn’s horse and held it and helped Ryn into the stirrups.  She mounted, stepping up into the cool air.  She felt strange, as if she were dreaming, detached.


Ashe rode alongside her.  Ryn thought, He is waiting for me to fall off, so he can catch me.  Black specks swam across her vision.  She was cold, but she was sweating.  She knew what this was, this sickness, and she strained against it, holding it away until they reached safety.  Ryn had seen it before on a stable hand that had been kicked in the thigh by a hoof while out in the grass meadows grazing the horses.


The road darkened ahead of her.  The sun was setting. This early? But when she looked, the sun still hung in the sky, over the trees on the horizon.


Ashe was talking, but Ryn could barely hear the words.  A vast humming filled her ears.  The light seemed to be fading away, as if it were deep twilight.  She clung to her saddle with her good hand, staring straight ahead.  At the end of the road was sleep and relief; all she had to do was keep going.






CHAPTER Ten






“Ryn….please, stay awake.  Please…”
Ashe knelt over and ran his fingers along Ryn’s cheeks; they were cold and clammy to the touch, yet she shivered and sweated while coming in and out of consciousness.  Her pallor looked gray and her arm had turned black with bruises right up to her shoulder.  The bruising and swelling on her side had been slowly growing, she was bleeding from… somewhere… but he had no idea what to do.  Fire roared in the hearth.  Ashe had just finished adding another log.  Ryn was laid out on a bedroll by the fire and was covered in both her and Ashe’s blankets.  The ride back to the farmhouse had been fraught and Ashe had to carry her cradled in his arms across his saddle the last mile.  She had been growing steadily worse and Ashe was at a complete loss for what to do.  She needed a mage healer.  And the closest one is in Kaldor.  Someone will need to travel to get one. But he couldn’t leave her alone.  Not in the condition she was in.
“I have to go to Kaldor, but I can’t leave you.  The only choice I have is Peck, and he is not big enough to keep you awake and here.  Ryn, I need you here, with me.  Please say something.”
Ryn moved her head on the pillow. Strands of her dark hair clung to her face and her gray eyes stared at something just beyond his shoulder.  Her lips opened and Ashe bend close to hear what she had to say.
“Send Donal.”
Her words were barely a whisper.  Ashe’s face crumpled in confusion.  “Donal’s not here.”
Ryn’s eyes suddenly focused back on him and in that instant he knew that she was aware of him.  “Peck, send Peck.”
“Oh.”  Ashe mentally slapped himself.  Peck can get Donal here.
“I’ll be right back.  Just stay awake for me, okay?”
Ryn gave him a weak nod and Ashe rose to his feet and rushed to the door, flung it open and wildly looked around searching for the mass of black feathers that was Ryn’s constant companion.  His eyes crossed their horses, still tied to the hitching post, and felt a twinge of guilt at not tending to them once Ryn had been settled.  “Peck!”
The name was barely out of his mouth before something sleek and black zoomed down from a tree to land on a section of porch railing that was still standing.
“Peck,” Ashe said, rushing to the bird.
The Nabolean crow side stepped along the railing, keeping a beady dark eye on the still open door to the farmhouse.
“She’s not doing well, Peck.  She’s asked if you can fly to Kaldor and get Donal.  His magic will cure her.”
Peck cocked his head to look back at Ashe.
“I don’t have any paper to write a message.  Can you get him to come?”
The bird cawed and nodded his beak up and down.  He then turned around on the railing, opened his wings and leapt up into the afternoon sky.
“I hope that was a yes,” Ashe muttered as he turned and stalked back inside. 
Ryn had turned her face back toward the fire and after being out in the afternoon light the inside of the house felt dark and closed in.
“Ryn, I talked to Peck.  He flew off, so I hope that he is going to get help,” he said as he sunk down onto the floor beside her.  She gave him no reply.  Her eyes were closed.  “Ryn?”  Ashe’s heart nearly stilled in alarm.  “Ryn?” he leant forward and tapped gently at her cheeks, trying to get a response.  Her eyelids fluttered and then suddenly snapped open.
“Dagan!”
Ashe sat a moment in shock at the name.  “He’s not here, Ryn,” he softly said.  “He’s not here.  I am.”  It was the Pairing bond.  That had to be why.
The room fell into silence.  Then, on the edge of his hearing, Ashe heard the distant thunder of hooves.  He turned to look back at the door, a frown on his face.  This farmhouse was out of the way and none of the others were due back for two days.  And Peck had only left not that long ago to get Donal.  Ashe placed a hand gently on Ryn’s shoulder before he got back to his feet and collected his sword from where it hung on the back of an old ladder-back chair.  He drew it from the scabbard, the harsh sound of the steel ringing through the room.  Tossing the empty scabbard to one side of the door, Ashe stepped out onto the rickety front porch.
He did not have long to wait.
The sound came closer and Ashe could now discern that it was only one horse thundering down the road toward the house.  He stood on the porch, wishing that he had a range weapon of some kind.  A longbow maybe…
Ashe firmed his grip on the worn leather of the sword hilt and wished again that he had opted to have a repeating crossbow as a secondary weapon like Banar did.


A black shape emerged from the trees on the overgrown track. Ashe could hear the wheezing snort from the black horse from where he stood on the porch, and as the rider grew closer, plumes of white lather could be seen on the animal’s chest and withers.  The horse had been galloped hard.  Ashe lowered his sword and raised a hand in welcome and he felt both a feeling of relief and resignation flow down into his gut.


“Dagan!  It’s Ryn, she’s injured inside,” he shouted out as the mage rode into the farmyard.


The black stallion skidded to a halt as Dagan pulled hard on the reins and in one fluid movement he was down off the saddle and throwing the reins to Ashe who automatically caught them. 


“What happened?”  The mage asked as he stepped up onto the porch, his runestaff still strapped tight to his back.  Ashe looked at the man’s face and was met by a golden eyed gaze that burned like fire. His face looked as hard as stone and he reminded Ashe of a volcano about to erupt.  He took a step back.


“We were investigating an abandoned Inn we found not far from here.  She was attacked by someone there,” Ashe replied.


“You were supposed to look after her!”  The words were rough and angry, and Ashe shied away from them, not wanting them to feed his own guilt.


“There was no magic, and there was nothing sharp.  It was a thug with a club and I dealt with it.  She would have… if I hadn’t found her when I did.”


Dagan’s demeanor didn’t change, but the feeling that Dagan would turn him to smoldering ash receded.


The Magister turned and stalked inside.  Ashe secured Dagan’s horse to the porch rail and followed him in.  He found the mage already beside Ryn by the fire, this staff now on the floor by their side.  At the sound of Ashe’s boots on the floorboards, Dagan angled his head to look back at him.


“She’s gone into shock.  My magic will ease some of her injuries, but I am not a healer.”  The mage turned his attention back to Ryn and laid a hand gently on her stomach and with the other hand, gripped the black wooden staff beside him.  “I need you to look to my horse, make sure he is settled, and then to go out to the Kaldor road and ride it until you meet the others.  They won’t be able to find the trail into here in the dark.”


“Will she be all right?”  Ashe did not care that his voice cracked as he spoke.


“Just find Donal.  He is the only one among us with Healing strong enough to help her.”


Ashe gulped and quickly fled the room.






CHAPTER Eleven






Dreams and reality meshed for Ryn, creating a fevered realm of fear and confusion. Nightmares of shadow warriors, darkness, and those dreadful confined corridors mingled in her head.  Sometimes she saw a tiny room with wattle and daub walls and open roof beams on the thatch ceiling.  Perhaps those were her waking moments. 
During them, she felt alone and afraid. In one of her dreams, Ashe appeared, accompanied by Dagan. They spoke together and Ashe left. Dagan looked mad, and she wondered what Ashe had done to anger him. 
Ryn struggled to retain consciousness, afraid every slip into blackness would be permanent, but it swallowed her again.
◆◆◆
 
As soon as the door closed behind Ashe, Dagan let his façade drop from his face.  He sucked back a gasp of pain and tried to focus on what had to be done.  Ryn’s eyes fluttered, and she jerked her chin, and then Dagan found himself staring into slate-gray eyes. 


“Dagan?”  His name cracked as the words tried to escape her dried throat and mouth.  She smiled, and he cupped a cheek with one hand and found it clammy and cold to the touch.  He cautiously smiled back at her. 


“I’m going to help you. I’m going to take away your pain, and then Donal will be here soon to fix up everything else.”


“Am I dying?”  The words cracked again as they passed her lips and Dagan’s heart nearly broke when he heard them.  “No love, I’m not going to let you.”  He looked down the length of her body.  Her arm had been splinted, and the skin showed a sickening purple all the way to her shoulder.  “You’ve gone into shock.  I’m going to check you for injuries.  I think you’ve ruptured something and you’re bleeding internally.”


“… Ribs.”


Dagan’s eyes widened as he remembered the searing pain in his side at the eating house.  He gently peeled back the blankets and pulled up her shirt.  Underneath the linen was another dark, livid bruise that spread like an angry spill down Kathryn’s side and across her stomach.  The flesh was bloated and puffy and was tight and firm to the touch.  This must be the cause.


Dagan placed one bare hand gently but firmly against her side and raised his staff with the other.  Ryn murmured at the touch and he felt her muscles twinge in pain.  The thought of causing her hurt wounded his heart, but it had to be done if he had any chance to save her.


He closed his eyes and calmed himself. His turbulent emotions were threatening to spill out, but he had to still them if he wanted to help Kathryn.  He was not a healer, but he could do enough to keep her with them until Donal could get here.  

Dagan took a deep breath and opened his consciousness up to his magic and let it flow out into his arm, through his hand and into his runestaff.  He felt rather than saw the runes that ran along his staff flash blue as the magic flowed into them and soon the staff was awash as it swished power back and forth along the rune path, amplifying it.  When the power began to leach back into his hand, Dagan drew it back into himself and funneled it through to the arm and hand that anchored against Kathryn’s flesh. 


The power seeped in and went hunting.  The magic washed around broken ribs but did not have the patterns to fix them.  They hunted further and found that some of the blood vessels and muscles had been ruptured near the liver and stomach.  Dagan could see in his mind’s eye the blood pulsing out from the tear–he did have the pattern to fix that–at least superficially.  

He quickly set to work.


Ryn opened her eyes to darkness.  And it was cold, so cold.  She shivered and turned her head and saw a fire place and the slow orange glow of dying coals in the grate covered with ash.  It needed to be built back up.
She moved an arm to throw back the blankets, but found a dull ache and her arm locked tight in something.  Someone moved beside her and she turned her attention to the rest of the room.
Dagan leaned closer, tucking a stray strand of dark hair back behind her ear with his long, slender fingers.  She sighed in relief at seeing him.  His fingertips were warm on her cold skin and his touch made her shiver in response. 
“You’re shaking.  Are you cold again?”  Dagan’s voice slipped to her soft and heavy through the darkness.
Ryn nodded weakly.  She could feel his worry through the Link along with other emotions.  Emotions which for this brief moment were unguarded.  Emotions that he did not want her to know.  He loved her.  The realization bought a warmth to her cheeks and her body tried to give voice to her joy, but her laugh came out as a hacking cough.
“Here.”
She suddenly felt someone soft and warm scoot up behind her and heard the swish of wool as something heavy was thrown across her body.  It was still warm and the musky smell told her that it was Dagan’s black wool cloak.  A strong arm moved across her waist, careful not to touch where she was injured, and Ryn now felt very warm.
“Is that better?”
Ryn nodded and snuggled back against his chest.  She felt him settle and slowly his breathing became slow and measured. Its rhythmic sound calmed her mind and she drifted off into sleep.
◆◆◆
 
As Kathryn’s breathing settled back into sleep, Dagan lay awake.  At least she had dropped into a true sleep and not pain riddled unconsciousness.  His cheek rested against the back of her head and the scent of her hair filled his nostrils.  He breathed it in like a drowning man would air, unsure when he would get this chance again. 
It was dark outside, and Dagan judged that it had been several hours since he had sent Ashe to meet the others.  They should have been here by now.  He hoped that they had met no trouble on the road.
She moved against him, snuggling up closer to his warmth.  He moved his hand to her stomach and concentrated, letting a trickle of magic course through the palm into her abdomen.  The magic flowed through her and concentrated itself around her injury sites.  The patterns were holding, but he did not know how much longer they would.  For now she was stabilized, but if Donal did not get here soon, then…
Dagan withdrew his magic and relaxed his arm.  Worry pulled at his need to stay cuddled up next to Kathryn, and after a moment more of debate, worry won.  He moved away from her off the pallet and tucked his cloak back around her, making sure that Kathryn wouldn’t feel the cold.  He picked up his staff and walked quietly to the front door.  There was no noise coming from outside, but still he opened the door and slipped out onto the porch.
The night sky was awash with stars and the moon was a hand width above the tops of the tree line.  That would make it just over an hour after sunset, not as late as he initially thought.  Abruptly, something swooped out of the darkness and Dagan ducked.   Its claws raked through his hair and a loud screech hit his ears as Peck landed on the porch rail.
“Peck?  Is Donal close?”  Dagan asked, but then shook his head.  “Of course he is otherwise you wouldn’t be here, would you?”
The crow cocked his head and cawed, but Dagan knew what he was asking.
“She’s sleeping at the moment.  I was able to take away most of her pain and to staunch the worse of the bleeding, but she needs Donal to lay down the correct patterns to knit the bones and tears back to what they were before the trauma happened.”
Peck clacked his beak and turned a beady eye back to the trees.  A moment later, Dagan heard the tell tale sound of several horses coming down the trail toward the farm.  They had found their way back through the dark at last.
◆◆◆
 
Ryn woke alert and fever-free in the room she had seen in her dream.  Surprised, she struggled to prop herself up on her elbow.  The effort made her heartbeat leap to double time.  A crackling fire in the hearth provided dim illumination.  She was lying on a soft pallet against the flagstones of the hearth and she could feel the welcoming heat of the flames through the blankets.  The only other pieces of furniture were a set of wooden chairs around a heavy wooden kitchen table, a sideboard and a kitchen hutch devoid of dishes.
A sickly odor permeated the air. Spread over the blankets was a black cloak.  Ryn recognized the fastening-it was Dagan’s.  She ran her fingers over it and a memory fluttered of feeling it draped over her, but then it was gone.  Ryn lifted the scratchy wool blanket draping her and sniffed.  Great.  She was the source of the smell. 
Someone had removed her mail, gambeson and boots, leaving her dressed in just her undershirt and pants, but she badly needed a bath.  Abruptly, she laughed.  Who cared if she reeked?  She was alive!  But where was she? 
A moment later, the door opened and Dagan strode in. He was then pushed aside as Donal rushed past him.  “Ryn. You’re awake!”
“Yes, yes I am.  Though my body is telling me that I really should get a few more hours of sleep.”  She watched as they both knelt to the floor beside her bed and turned to Donal.  “I take it I have you to thank for being awake and breathing?”
“You have to thank both of us.  Dagan patched you up until I could get here and wave my miracle working fingers over you.”
“Thank you,” Ryn murmured. “Was I really that bad?”
“Yes, you could have died,” Dagan softly said.
A memory pulled at her mind of Dagan placing his hand on her side, but her recollections between riding away from the Inn with Ashe and now were hazy.
“Thank you,” she said again, the words inadequate. “I owe you—”
“Nothing.” Dagan regarded her intently. “It’s just now I’ll not only have to keep you away from sharp objects, but blunt ones as well.”
“That’s going to make my job difficult then,” she replied with a smile.  “Can’t be a Blackwatch Constable without having to use my sword at some point.”
Donal sniggered at that.  He then turned to Dagan and smirked.  “Even if you muffled Ryn in cotton wool, she’d still manage to hurt herself.”
“That is so not true!”
Donal raised an eyebrow.  “Really?”
“Well, maybe that’s a little true,” she conceded to him.  “But I’ll always have you two to help patch me up.”
Dagan frowned, but Donal laughed.  Ryn suddenly felt confused.  Had she done something to upset her Pair?  She opened their Link and felt nothing cross between them.  He had closed off his end. 
“Do you remember anything while you were ill?” he asked her.
Ryn frowned, and she closed her eyes in an effort to rifle through her memories.  Apart from a few flashes, she couldn’t remember a thing.  She shook her head.  “Is there something wrong?  Have I forgotten something?” she asked him uncertainly.
Dagan gave her a wan smile.  “No.  Nothing is wrong, perhaps it’s for the best.”
“What?”
“Never mind.” Dagan rose to his feet.  “Donal, why don’t you get Kathryn some warm water and some wash cloths.  I’m sure she doesn’t like smelling like one of Ashe’s socks.”
Donal chuckled at that.  “One basin and wash cloths coming up.  I’ll even bring you some soap to.”
“Can I also get something to eat as well?  I’m starving.”
Dagan sighed, but couldn’t help the grin that appeared on his face.  “We’ll give you some privacy to clean up, and hopefully by that time, the others will be back and we can plan our next move.”




CHAPTER Tweleve






“We’re here!” 
Ashe pulled on the reins of his chestnut, bringing the gelding to a halt in the courtyard of the old Inn.  Banar and Lily halted their mounts on either side of him.  The sun was now rising above the trees and the warmth felt nice against his face, especially after the past night.  Donal had worked his magic and had fallen exhausted went he was finished.  He was back at the farmhouse, sleeping it off.


“I don’t know what the Magister expects us to find here,” Lily’s shrill voice grated again against his nerves. 


“The dead body of the man who attacked her for one,” Ashe heard Banar mutter.


He was only half listening to the conversation. There was something about the yard… something that wasn’t… Ashe’s eye flicked back to the barn.  He tightened his grip on the reins and his free hand slipped to the hilt of his sword.  “Someone else has been here since we left yesterday.”


Ashe drew his sword and the twin sound of metal scrapping metal told him that Banar had as well.


“What makes you think that?” Banar asked. 


Ashe jerked his head in the direction of the barn.  “The doors were open yesterday.  Their banging was what bought Ryn and I here in the first place.  They’re closed now, even the wonky one.”


Pink flared up next to him.  Lily had activated her runestaff.


“It doesn’t look like there’s anyone here now,” Banar said.  “We would have been pincushions by now otherwise.”


Lily looked nervously around her and Ashe shook his head.  “Let’s go and investigate.”  He dismounted while still holding his sword and tied his horse to the oak framework of the decrepit well.  He took one step toward the barn and then stopped for the other two to join him.


“What if they are still here?”  Lily’s face looked anxious in the pink glow emanating from her runestaff.


“Why did you join the Blackwatch Lily?” Ashe asked as he felt his face crumple in disbelief.  “Danger and fighting is part of the job description after all.”


Lily huffed and lifted her nose.  “That is none of you business, Cornelius.” 

“She joined because this was the cheapest way she could learn magic.  Studying at the magic academies is expensive,” Banar said with a snicker.


“Banar!”


The look of hurt that crossed Lily’s face made Ashe regret his jibe.  “Let’s just check the barn and then go look at the dead fellow in the main building.  Dagan wants clues as to who this guy was and what he was doing here.”


“It was probably just some traveler taking shelter here for a bit,” Lily’s voice had lost the whining quality.  “You two surprised him and he attacked you thinking you were bandits.”


Ashe raised an eyebrow.  “We were both wearing our Constable uniforms.  No one would have mistaken us for ‘bandits.’”


Lily frowned and turned her glare back to the barn.


“The sooner we check out this place, the sooner we can go back to the others… and hopefully they have lunch ready.”


Ashe looked at Banar and grinned.  “You do know that Dagan will be cooking.”


Banar’s face grimaced in distaste.  “For a man that likes good food, he really can’t make it.”


“Let’s hope that Donal has woken up before we get back and is in charge of the cooking.”  Ashe replied, then started walking towards the barn.


They opened up the barn doors, both of which creaked in protest.  Ashe didn’t think that the door hanging from a single hinge would last being opened and closed for much longer, since the barn was no longer used for holding livestock it wasn’t worth worrying about.  The three Blackwatch moved in with the pink glow of Lily’s runestaff bathing the interior in a rosy glow.  The inside of the barn did not look changed from the day before.  Rotting, aged wood was doing its best to stay standing in stalls and mounds of graying hay was scattered across the floor and loft.  They spread out and started to explore and as Ashe moved further in, he began to see tracks in the hay on the floor.  A large wagon had been backed in.  He looked up and saw Banar moving toward the back.


“I see fresh wagon tracks on the floor here,” Ashe called to him.


“Looks like something has been moved from here,” Banar called back to Ashe.  “From the scrape marks it looks like something big.  Do you remember if there were crates back here?”


Ashe tried to remember; he had only explored part of the barn when he heard Ryn shout his name.  But he did remember seeing some wooden boxes under some heavy cloth.  “Yeah, there were some long wooden boxes, and now that I’m thinking about it, the wood of those boxes looked pretty new.”


“You think someone was using this place for storage?” Lily asked as she used the end of her staff to poke around one of the horse stalls.


“Looks like it.  I wonder what was in those boxes?” Banar paused and then called out, “Found something.”  


Ashe looked up at the sound of Banar’s voice and Lily popped her head out of the stall she was investigating to see what was going on.  Banar strode out from the shadow of the loft with something folded in his hand.  Banar moved into the light streaming in from the open doors and he and Lily moved to join him there.


“What have you got?” she asked.


In Banar’s callused hand was a scrap of torn cloth.  It was made of finely woven linen, though not to a standard that would grace the shoulders of any of equestrian rank or higher. It had also been dyed in the atrocious combination of orange and brown.


“What is it?” Lily asked, reaching out a hand to finger the cloth.  She always had to touch everything, Ashe noted.


Banar smirked, which earned him a sour look from Lily.  That made the smirk broader.  “It’s a piece of someone’s livery.  No one else in their right mind who wasn’t color blind would wear these two colors together.”


“You recognize it then?” Ashe asked.


“Of course, I do.  It belongs to the Maluski family.  Their Caester is fourth in line to the throne, if the Dragoncaester line fails.”


“So, this belongs to someone working for a Caester family?”


“Yes.  The Maluski’s are headed by Von Maluski, the HoundCaester.  I’ve met him a few times when we used to follow father around on his trips.”


“Earl Withen is the StagCaester isn’t he?”


“Yes, he is.  My family is one of the founding families of Mrycea, which gives us the right to claim a Caester.  Our ancestral seats are made from the same stone that created the Dragonthrone, and if a Caester dies, then the seat chooses the next member of the bloodline to carry that title.  Bellus willing, my father lives an unnaturally long life, and the seat chooses one of my cousins.  Both of my older brothers are idiots and I don’t want to be Caester.”


“Don’t you want to continue your family tradition?” Lily asked him.  A frown was beginning to mar her forehead, which made Ashe think that she might be confused with whatever feeling she was feeling from Banar across the Link.


“Of course, I want to see the family traditions continued, just not by me.  I have my own life to lead and I don’t want to be dictated to by a Caester.”


“So, you join an organization that has you following someone else’s orders until the day you die, or make Knight Commander?” Ashe asked with his own smirk.


“That’s right,” Banar smirked back at him.


“But the Caesters sit on the High Council….”


Banar rolled his eyes.  “Let’s talk about this later.  We don’t know for sure if this belongs to someone working for the Maluski’s, but no one else would wear that color combination by choice.”


“We’ll finish looking through the barn and then we’ll go through the main building.  We’ll see what we can pull from the body that attacked Ryn.”  Ashe felt his face harden at the thought of seeing that man again.


“Ryn was lucky that you were here with her Ashe,” Lily said as she placed a warm hand on his shoulder.


Ashe shrugged it off.  “Not lucky enough.  I should have been with her, instead I was here poking around the barn.”


“Don’t beat yourself up about it, Ashe.  She’s going to be all right.  Dagan and Donal worked their magic and she’ll be back to normal in no time.” Banar said.


“Dagan got to the farm so quickly too.”


“He felt it when it happened.  We were at the eating house with Vannik and Bron and he just… groaned and then sent me to get Donal and to meet him at the farmhouse.  He was on his horse riding out before we even got up from the table to pay the bill.”


“He felt her on the Link from that far away?”  Lily asked.  When Banar nodded, she tapped a finger to her chin in thought.  “Their Link must be unusually strong, usually it grows weaker over distance…” her finger tapped its rhythm out quicker on her chin.  “We’ll have to run some tests to see if it remains the same strength or will eventually grow weaker over distance.”


“Something else we can discuss later.  Let’s just leave the barn for now and go look over at the Inn.”


Banar and Lily nodded agreement and Ashe lead them across the courtyard to the main door of the inn.  Now that he was looking for it, Ashe could see the wagon tracks marring the soft ground of the courtyard.


A lot of people and horses had arrived after he and Ryn left yesterday.  Fresh piles of horse dung littered the ground near the barn, and some rotten timbers of the Inns’ verandah had been torn away and left where they’d drop.


“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Ashe muttered as he climbed the step to the Inn’s door.


“You feel that way about everything, Ashe,” Banar gave him a friendly slap on the back as he followed him onto the verandah.


“All of these footprints and scuff marks can’t all have been from you and Ryn, could it?” Lily asked as she stepped past them and looked around the wood slats.


Ashe glanced around the porch and frowned as he noticed the amount of foot traffic that had passed through enough to wear away the built-up grime and loose sand that was now trying to cover them again in the light breeze.


The sound of scrapping metal was Lily’s reply as Ashe drew his sword.  Banar did the same while motioning for Lily to come in behind them.


As they came through the Inn door, Ashe had to wait a moment as his eyes acclimatized to the darker interior.  Across the floor, he could see numerous footprints, mainly from big hobnailed boots similar to the pair he was wearing that had placed new scratches all over the oak flooring.


“It looks like they are all leading to that door.” Banar pointed with his sword toward the bar and Ashe saw that the door to the corridor had been left wide open showing the inky darkness beyond.


“That’s where Ryn was attacked.”


“We’ll need some light.” 


Ashe heard the tap of Lily’s staff as it banged the floor and then saw a pink light flood past him.  “Let’s go.”


They moved across the floor and Ashe placed himself first in line as they entered the corridor.  It was just as dark and loathsome as it was yesterday, and the smell of blood was not as thick on the air.  Reflected in the pink light, Ashe could see the trail of footprints leading off down the corridor and noted that both his and Ryn’s prints were completely covered by them.  One set of footprints branched off from the trail to the door of each room, which now stood open.


“It looks like whoever was here has now gone,” Banar said though he did not sheath his sword.


“Looks like it.  The body should be down there,” Ashe gestured down the corridor with his sword.  “Though, I have a feeling that he’ll be gone now.”


“His friends would have taken him for burial,” Lily said from behind them. 


Ashe grunted in response.  He would have just left him out to rot.  He kept walking, letting the light from Lily’s staff dimly light up the corridor before him.  The pink glow made everything look different, the color change would take some getting used to.  Ashe made a mental note to practice fighting in the dark with Donal, so that he could get used to seeing things through the purple glow of his staff.


“I think this is it.”


Banar’s voice made Ashe aware of his surroundings. Blood still marked the walls and floor, though the pink light made them look more like large wine or coffee stains.  But the body was gone.


Ashe stopped next to one of the large blood stains, sheathed his sword and gestured with both hands.  “The man was right here.”


“Looks like his friends have taken him away.  Now we know that the man that attacked Ryn was not a loner.”


As Ashe gave Banar a nod, a glint of metal caught his eye.  He bent forward to investigate, unsure if it was a trick of Lily’s pink light.  An object was wedged between where the wooden wall joined the floor.  He drew his dagger and used the tip of it to pry it out onto the floor and then picked it up to bring it closer to Lily’s light.


“What is it?” she asked.


Ashe moved the object to the palm of his hand and held it out for all to see.  It was a small figure of a standing dog with its ears and tail raised.  He flicked it over to see the back and noted the steel pin used to secure it to cloth.  “A pin of some kind.”


“It’s the badge of the Maluski’s,” Banar said as Ashe flicked it back over.  “With the cloth I found in the barn, this confirms that they were here.”


“But why?” Lily asked, the hint of the whine coming back into her voice.  

“The Maluski’s don’t even hold land anywhere near Kaldor, only a small villa in the Equestrian Quarter.” Banar peered up at Ashe waiting for his response.


“Let’s take this back to Dagan and the others.  The Magister might have an idea about what the flunkies of a Caester is doing here hiding stuff in an abandoned inn in the back of beyond.”






CHAPTER Thirteen






Ryn raised her spoon and took a sip of the beef broth, her eyes watching Donal as he tried to loom over her from the other side of the table. 

“I may have magiked away all your pain and injury Ryn, but your body still needs to recuperate the energy that it lost.  You need to eat.”


“How many spoonful’s do I need to have before I can leave the table?” Ryn asked as she dipped her spoon back into the bowl.  She couldn’t decide who had made the broth, though it was probably Donal as she had never seen Dagan cook anything edible.  Donal was a decent cook, but he can be a little too liberal with the salt.  And this soup was salty.


She got a glare from him as an answer.  Ryn grimaced and took another sip.  “You know you can glare at me more comfortably if you sit down at the table.”


“I am not glaring.  This is my look of concerned authoritarianism.  I know you Ryn.  As soon as I relax, you’ll be off out that door quicker than I can spit.”


“I wouldn’t do that to you, Donal.”


“You would and you have.  Remember when Marcus whacked you on the back of the head with the training staff?  You were knocked out cold, and after the healing I was set to keep an eye on you-”


“That was not my fault!” Ryn cut in as she jabbed her empty spoon at him.  “I didn’t send you into the girl’s dormitories, and I very definitely did not send you into the bathing room.”


“But you did send me to get you a fresh change of clothes.”


“I asked you to find Sana and have her get me a change of clothes.”


“Sana was…. busy…. and I couldn’t find anyone else…”  Donal’s face flushed crimson.  Ryn tried to stifle a giggle.


“Well, you could have waited, she doesn’t take that long in the loo.”


“If you had to smell what was coming out from under that door, you wouldn’t have waited either,” Donal grumbled.


Ryn tried to suppress her grin.  Sana was legendary at Brookhaven Keep for the quality of smells she could exude from her ablutions, and her silent-but-deadly farts were enough to clear a room of even the most hardly of experienced campaigners.  Her reeks would even make a skunk blush for shame.


A trickle of amusement ran down her Link.  Dagan must be out on the front porch listening.  “Heads up, the boss is coming,” she hissed.


Donal looked at the front door just as Dagan opened it to come in but did not close it.


“The others are returning,” he said by way of explanation.  He seated himself in the chair next to Ryn.  “How are you feeling?”


“Much better, thank you,” she replied while twisting the empty spoon in her hand.


“You’d better finish that before it gets cold.  I didn’t make it just so it can be wasted.”


“You made this?” Ryn said with disbelief.


Dagan raised an eyebrow.  “I did.”


“I didn’t know you could cook.  It’s good.”


“Nobody asked.  I’m not just a pretty face, you know,” he said with a smirk.  “I’m very domesticated.”


“If Dagan is back to his usually snarky self then, definitely you are feeling okay Ryn,” Donal huffed as he finally took a seat at the table.


“I am feeling okay.  How many times do I have to tell you both,” she said as she filled her spoon from the soup bowl.


“Until we actually believe you, Ryn,” Donal replied.


As Ryn quickly finished her soup under the watchful eye of the two men, she could faintly hear the sound of horses’ hooves thrumming from the path into the farmhouse.  She had washed herself up and changed into clean clothes, which made her feel much better.  After Donal’s healing, her arm and side felt as they normally would, though maybe a tad weaker.  Ryn still felt a little tired, but there was no way that she was going to tell Donal that.


She was just sipping the last of her soup when the three arrived out front and were tying up their mounts to come in.  The glimpse she got of Ashe’s face told her that the news they bought might not be good.


Dagan rose from the table as the three entered the farmhouse and without issuing a greeting launched straight into business.  “What did you find?”


Ashe nodded to Ryn and then glanced at Banar, who then fished out a folded piece of cloth from his belt pouch.  He handed it across to Dagan.  “We found this in the Inn’s barn,” he said.  “It looks as if someone had been using it for storage of some rather large crates.”


“Men and horses had come in after Ryn and I left yesterday and moved whatever was in the barn out.  They also took the body of the dead man as well, so it looks like he belonged to them.  He must have been a guard for whatever they had in the barn.”


Dagan unfolded the piece of cloth and Ryn raised herself from her chair to get a better view of it.  It was a horrible combination of orange and brown, and sitting in its center was something small that flashed when it caught the firelight.  He picked it up with long, slender fingers and held it up.  

“It’s a dog,” she said in surprise.


“It is the badge of the Maluski family to be precise.”  Banar held up a finger as he spoke.  “And the Houndcaester and his kin do not own any territory anywhere near Kaldor.”


“Except that Villa in Kaldor that you mentioned,” Lily interjected.


“Yes,” Banar sighed.


“The cloth bears the colors of the Maluski’s as well.  Probably torn from a man’s livery as they moved the crates out of the barn onto the wagons they had bought.”


“Did you find anything to show what was held in the crates?” Dagan asked the trio.


Ashe shook his head.  “There was nothing.  But the fact that they felt the need to hide them in an abandoned Inn is telling.”


“You think they might be involved in black market goods?” Ryn asked.


“The Maluski’s do not need to dabble in the black market to keep their wealth,” Dagan replied.


“They have land and industries enough to keep them supplied with food and wine and other luxuries for the next thousand years.” Banar looked at Ryn as he spoke.  “Though my family’s wealth outstrips them by a long shot.”


“Whatever it was, they were either bringing it out of Kaldor or taking it in.  The Brothers Osega might have an idea of which it was and what it was from the contacts in their intelligence network.  And the Thieves’ Gyld will very definitely know what is going on.  The Kaldorian Glyd Master knows of or is involved in every underhanded deed done in the city.  We will need to get in contact with them.”


“Do you know anyone in the Glyd there?” Lily’s voice sounded unsure and Ryn watched as Banar turned to his Pair and give her one of his pitying headshakes.


“I know how to get in contact with them.  And I am sure that Bron knows some people.”


“And hopefully those people don’t shiv us in the back,” Ashe muttered.


“This thing with the Maluski’s?  What has it to do with a traitor in the Tribunal?  Shouldn’t we be focusing on that?” Ryn asked.


“This man attacked you Ryn and nearly killed you.  His employers need to be brought to justice for putting anyone in that type of danger.”  Dagan looked sharply at her and the fire she saw in his golden eyes told her that no matter what she said, he would not be turned from the path of going after them.  It chilled her.  She dropped her spoon into her empty bowl and leaned back in her chair.  Dagan must have noticed her reaction as his gaze softened.  He then turned back to the others   “We’ll spend the rest of today and tonight here at the Farmhouse so that Kathryn, and our very put upon horses can recuperate from the excitement of the past day and to plan our next move.”






CHAPTER Fourteen






“Now if you all wouldn’t mind; I’d like to speak to Kathryn in private.” 
Ryn froze at those words.  Dagan’s face held no expression and she could feel nothing coming from the Link they held.  Dagan had quickly mastered how to block it.  She watched as Ashe opened his mouth to object, but the look on Dagan’s face must have changed his mind as he quickly closed it and turned to follow the others out the door. 


Donal was the last to leave, as he rose from the table, he turned to her and asked, “Are you sure you don’t need anything?”


She grimaced at him and pushed her empty bowl away from her across the table.  “No, I’m fine.”


Donal glanced at Dagan and then looked back to her.  “I’ll just be out on the porch if you need me.  Just give a shout out.”


Ryn couldn’t help but smile at his show of support.  And she was glad that she wasn’t the only one who thought she was going to get her ass chewed out for being careless.  “Don’t worry Donal, I will.”


He nodded and then headed out the door, closing it behind him.


Dagan stayed seated at the table and Ryn clutched her hands in her lap, waiting for the ear lashing she was sure would come.  And she deserved it.  She knew better than to be caught by herself in a dark corridor.  Especially when she remembered calling for Ashe before she went into the darkness without waiting for him.


A silent moment passed.  By Bellus, he must be so angry he couldn’t speak and Ryn heard her words tumbling from her mouth before realizing it.


“I know you are mad at me and that this is all my fault, I shouldn’t have gone in that area alone.  I should have waited for Ashe when I called him after I saw the lock had been forced.  I was inattentive and careless.  I will not let it happen again.”


Ryn clamped her lips shut before she could say anything further that would confirm to him that she was more of an idiot than he already thought.  She tensely waited for him to respond.


“You think that I’m mad at you?”


His words cut away her worry like a knife.  In its place was uncertainty and it must have shown on her face as Dagan’s expression softened in response.  It made him look younger and she could now see why people thought him handsome.


“Aren’t you?” she asked back in genuine confusion.  “I’m mad at me.  I went into an unknown corridor without back up and nearly got myself killed.  And-”


“I’m not mad at you,” he interrupted her.  His hand was on the tabletop, the index finger of one hand scratching at the thumbnail of the other.  “I want to talk to you about last night.”


“Last night?  What did I do last night?”  Dagan’s eyebrows rose in surprise and Ryn rushed to explain herself.  “The last thing I clearly remember before waking up this morning is Ashe putting me on the back of my horse at the Inn.”


“You don’t remember anything from last night at all?”


“Only some jumbled flashes of memory, most of which are probably just fever dreams.”  Ryn tested the Link.  It was still shut down.  She reached across the table and clasped one of his hands and was surprised at how supple and strong his fingers were when they clasped hers back.  “I do have a memory of you laying hands on me to dull the pain.  Thank you.”  She smiled up at him.  He smiled weakly back.  “Did I do something embarrassing?”


“Huh?”


“Last night?  Did I do something embarrassing?”


“No.  No, of course you didn’t, I just thought maybe…” Dagan sighed.  “It doesn’t matter.”  He gently released her hand and rose from the table.  “You need to have another bowl of that soup and rest.”


“Yes, mum.”


That drew a smile from him.


“I bet a few weeks ago you never thought that you’d be stuck in a farmhouse with a bunch of Blackwatch Constables and making soup for one of them.”


“No.  But I don’t regret it.  I do regret the scene I made at the Proving.  It was a big day for you and I sort of ruined it.”


Ryn waved a hand.  “Don’t worry about it.  You’ve made up for it since.  I couldn’t have asked for a better Pairing.  I feel like we’ve been made for each other.”


“You really think that?”


Ryn nodded.  “Don’t let that go to your head.  You may be handsome and domesticated, but you are also stubborn like me and I like you in spite of that.”


“Is that so?  You like me in spite all of that.  You make them all sound like bad traits to possess.”


“No, a bad trait to process is to be a pompous ass like Banar.  One Banar is enough in my circle of friends.”  Ryn’s grin quickly vanished as she grew serious.  “There is something about you that fascinates me, Dagan.  Something that makes me know that you will always be there for me, no matter what you say about breaking the Pairing.”


“I do not want to do that, Kathryn.  No anymore.”  Dagan let a smile tug as his lips.  “You’ve grown on me.”


“I know.  But a girl like to hear that she appreciated once in a while.”


“I appreciate you,” he said, reaching out to clasp her hand.  His skin was warm and soft.  A memory of that hand pressed against the skin of her side flashed through her mind, triggering a flush of warmth to rush through her.  She shivered.


“Are you okay?” He asked, the smile disappearing from his lips.  Dagan must have felt the shiver through his hand.


She nodded.  “Just a little tired, I think.”


He stared at her with that Magister look of his, and Ryn knew he was assessing if she was telling the truth or not.  She smiled at him and gripped his hand that still clutched hers.  That distracted him and his smile returned.  

“Once you’ve rested, we’ll all get together before dinner and come up with a plan of action.”


“Yes, Dagan.”  And then as an afterthought Ryn added.  “The Link will take some getting used to.  Especially for someone who hasn’t been mentally prepared for it.  I’m sorry for putting you through that again.”


This time it was Dagan’s turn to wave the comment aside.  “I’ll get used to it, just as long as you stop getting yourself into trouble.”


“I can’t promise anything, but I’ll try, just for you.”


“Huh.”  Dagan tapped his fingers on the back of his chair.  “I’d better go check on the others.”


Ryn waited until he disappeared through the door, then she blocked the Link and leaned back in her chair. She had only been awake a couple of hours, but exhaustion dragged at her. The only thing worse than being weak was being seen being weak. She wanted Dagan to have confidence in her, not worry about her collapsing.  She was beginning to worry that she was not giving Dagan the best impression on what it was like to be a member of the Blackwatch.


She turned and looked at the soup pot sitting on the sideboard.  She hadn’t felt hungry when she ate before, but now… Ryn picked up her bowl, served herself some more soup and sat back at the table to eat.






CHAPTER Fifteen






“What in blazers are you doing?”
Ashe turned to the hearth at the sound of Ryn’s voice.  “I’m sorry, did I wake you?”


She glared at him in response as if saying isn’t that obvious?


“Of course I woke you… how are you feeling?” he asked as he placed the upended wooden crate next to the table.  

Ryn put out her arms and stretched while her mouth opened in a deep yawn.  Her toes poked out from under the blankets as she stretched those as well.  Ashe tried not to, but found that he could not help himself from watching her.  He drank up the sight of her alive and well and stretching like a cat before the fire.  He shouldn’t be staring….


“Careful or you’ll roll off of your pallet and into the fireplace,” he said.  This was the first time they had been alone together since the others arrived last night.


“That won’t happen while you’re here to rescue me.” She smiled and threw back her blankets and sat up on her pallet.  She then pulled a black woolen cloak that was laid on top and wrapped it around her shoulders. “Thank you for that, by the way.  If you hadn’t come when you did, I might not be here for you to wake up with… what exactly are you doing?”  Ryn’s smile turned to a frown as she stared at the wooden crates interspersed with the chairs around the table.


“There are not enough chairs for all of us to sit together, so I’ve bought in some crates.”


“Are we going to have the rest of Dagan’s soup for dinner?” she asked.


Ashe tried not to grin as he shook his head.  “I was as shocked as you when he said he’d made it and you liked it.  He’s never made anything palatable for the rest of us before.  But he’s reserved that soup only for you.  The rest of us get slops.  Donal’s trying to make it edible.”


“So, you’re saying that he only cooks well if you are sick or injured?  Perhaps we all need to get injured more often.”


“I think you will be the only one he’ll be that nice for,” Ashe muttered.  He finished with the crate and then came and sat on the floor by Ryn’s pallet.  “How are you feeling?” he asked her again.


She opened her mouth to say something light-hearted but then thought better of it.  “I’m tired and stiff, but apart from that I feel like I normally do.”  

“Normally do?  What you normally feel like doing is getting into trouble.”


“You’ve been spending too much time with Donal, Ashe.  I think you need to spend some more quality time with me in the practice yard to bring you round to my way of thinking.”


Ashe could not help the smile that slipped to his face.  “That is a date… when you are up for it.”


“A date, huh?  I thought dates were supposed to involve dinner and dancing, not bashing each other with shields and swords.”


The color quickly drained from Ashe’s face.  He had said it as a joke, but she seemed to have taken him seriously.  And she hasn’t rejected the idea…yet.


“I can take you to dinner and dancing if you want, though I’ve been told that I have two left feet.”  Ashe spoke slowly, as if afraid that anything more would scare Ryn out of whatever mood had bought this on.


“They will go well with my two right feet then.”  She smiled again. Ashe could not help the stupid grin that came to his face.  His body flushed with joy and he felt an answering tingle through his Link from Donal. 

“Right then, next time we both are able to, I’m taking you out to dinner and dancing.”


“Do I have to wear a dress?” Ryn asked, the smile now a cheeky grin.


“Do you even own a dress?”


“I could get one.”


Ashe felt both his eyebrows rise at this comment.  Ryn in a dress?  “Really?”


“Of course, I want to feel all swishy and swirly.”


“And where will you hide the weapons?” he asked.  At her raised eyebrow, he said, “I know you, Ryn.”


“A dagger in my garter belt, and a stiletto down the front of my corset.”


“You’re going to wear a corset as well?” Ashe’s question came out as a squeak.  Talking about Ryn’s undergarments was not where he imagined this conversation was going.


“Of course.  If I’m going to go out, I want to look pretty.”


The door opened as Ryn was speaking and Ashe felt Donal’s presence through the Link.


“Ho, ho… what has been going on in here then?” Donal said as Ashe glared at him to keep his voice down.  The last thing he wanted was everyone else knowing about this.  But Ryn had no such qualms.


“Ashe has asked me out for dinner and dancing.”


“What? He did?”  Donal’s eyes grew wide, and he began to pantomime that hand flapping thing that Lily and Geia did when they were discussing boys.


“Donal, if you start squealing, I’m going to throw my sword at you.”


“Don’t be so uptight, Ashe,” Donal waved a hand at him.  “I’m just excited because my best friend is going on her first date!”


“What’s that?” Ashe had to stop himself from hitting the heel of his palm against his forehead at the sound of Lily’s voice.  “Someone is going on a date?”


Then Lily, with Banar close on her tail, tumbled into the room.


“Yup.  Ashe offered to take me out to help me feel better.”


“Ah.” Not quite what he had in mind when he asked her.


“Maybe we can all go out together for a night on the town,” Banar piped up.  “Food, music and dancing is the best cure for all that ails us.”


“No!”  The word came out of Ashe’s mouth before he could stop himself.  This was supposed to be just Ryn and himself, not everyone and their dog.


But none of the others paid any heed to him, instead listening to Banar tell them where they could go, since he knew more of Kaldor than the rest of them.  Ashe looked at Ryn, who gave him an apologetic shrug while silently mouthing ‘later’.  

Then the last person Ashe wanted to see at this moment walked in.


“What has everyone so excited?  Have I missed something?”  The Magister ducked his head as he came through the door, though Ashe noticed that his golden eyes moved immediately in Ryn’s direction.  In his hand he carried a steaming bowl and Ashe could smell the aroma of beef soup from where he sat.  And it galled Ashe that Ryn was wrapped in Dagan’s black cloak.


“We are planning on going out together if we get a free night in Kaldor.  It was Ashe’s and Ryn’s idea,” Donal information him.  “Banar’s just telling us what would be a good place to start.”


“If he suggests going to The Randy Doe, then you need to get a new event organizer… And maybe give him a flea bath,” Dagan said as he took the bowl of soup over to Ryn and went down on his haunches beside her.


“Here, eat this, it’s the last of the soup.  It’ll make you feel better.”


Ryn smiled up at Dagan as she took the bowl and spoon.  “Thank you. Everyone has taken such good care of me, I hate being so much trouble.”


“Then you need to stop getting hit by things,” Donal piped up from the table.


“Ryn, it wasn’t your faul-” Ashe tried to say, but Ryn cut him off.


“Of course, this is my fault,” she said brandishing her spoon at him.  “When I saw that door had been forced and called for you, I should have waited for you and we both go in.  Calling out like that also alerted that bloke to my presence, so he was ready for me.”


“Ryn, don’t be silly,” Donal said as he quickly claimed one of the chairs at the table.  “You didn’t know you two had come across some Caester’s hiding spot in the middle of the woods?  If you ask me, that thug got what he deserved.  He shouldn’t have been lurking in the rooms of the inn if he was supposed to be keeping an eye on what’s in the barn.”


“You probably disturbed him as he was trying to find something of value to pilfer,” Ashe said.  “Though, when we went back to look this morning, those rooms looked to have been cleared out long ago, so I don’t know what he thought to find there.”


Ashe noted the mulish set to Ryn’s jaw as she jerked her gaze from Donal back to him.


“Don’t start talking yourself into guilt, Kathryn,” Dagan’s voice slipped softly into the exchange.  “That’s a path hard to quit once you start.”  He placed a reassuring hand on Ryn’s shoulder.  “Just be thankful that you are here, and he is not.  And learn from it.” 


Ashe watched as Ryn’s gaze swung from his blue eyes to Dagan’s golden ones and a moment later, that mulish look disappeared, and she nodded.  He felt a spear of jealousy run through his innards, and then a tug on the Link made him turn his gaze to Donal.  His Pair looked at him, a note of worry in his eyes.  Ashe gave him a shake of the head and knew that Donal will want to talk with him later once they were alone.


After a moment more, Dagan removed his hand, rose to his feet and moved to the table, taking the chair at its head.  The others spread themselves around the surrounding seats, but Ashe moved to sit on the wood box by Ryn.   Except Banar, who handed out bowls of stew to everyone accompanied by a couple of slices of bread.  Ashe looked down into his bowl and dipped his spoon into the thin liquid.  The beef chucks looked okay, but fat floated in globules on the top and the smell that rose from the bowl smelt like something the kennel master would boil to smear on dog bites to stop them festering.  This was an improvement over Dagan’s previous meals.  Ryn grinned at him before taking a sip from her soup.  She knew she had the better end of this meal. 

“Tomorrow morning, we will all go back to Kaldor-”


“You no longer think that any of Henley’s group followed us?” Donal asked.


“We’ve seen no sign of them, though that might be because we got what was left when they attacked the prisoner transport.”  Banar slumped down on one of the upright crates and dropped his bowl onto the table.  

“That may be, but for now we will go on the premise that there are members of the group in enough numbers to give us trouble.  After all, we still have to investigate if what he said about a traitor in the Tribunal is true.”  Dagan dipped a slice of his bread into his bowl, using it to sop up the watery stew.  “Banar, I will still need you to act like you are my Pair.”


“Sure thing, Magister,” he said, throwing Dagan a cocky salute.


“Why hide that I am your Pair?” Ryn had put her bowl on the floor and had tucked the cloak tightly around her.


Ashe quickly put his own bowl down and took some wood from the box he was sitting on and placed it on the fire to build it up for her.  She smiled up at him and Ashe swore he saw a twinkle in her eye.  That made him forget the jealousy he felt earlier.


“Because Henly also implied that they were targeting me.”


“And you want them to hurt Banar instead? Understandable.”  Donal received a hard thump on the shoulder from Lily for that comment.


Dagan gave Donal a cold glare.  “Banar is a member of a Caester family.  And with People believing that Banar is my Pair, will allow us access to people and places that we would otherwise be denied.”


“He’s right there.  The Caester’s and Equestrians are more like to talk to me than to any of you,” Banar said, pointing his index finger at everyone around the room.


“But that means you’re assuming that the Traitor Henly talked about is a noble?  Why do you think that?  Why can’t it be a pleb like us?” Ryn asked.


“Henly said that the traitor arranged for me to be sent out after him.  For someone to do that would mean that they held a high position within the Tribunal.  And to hold a high position within the Tribunal, you need to be of noble blood.”


“Are you now going to tell us why you’re so special that you need ‘higher’ authorization to be reassigned?” Ryn leaned forward on her pallet, an eager expression on her face.  Ashe saw Dagan’s grin as he looked at her.


“No.”


“Are you ever going to tell me?”


“Yes.”


She slumped back within the folds of Dagan’s cloak and picked up her bowl to finish eating her soup.  But Ashe caught the smile that tugged at her lips, and he started to lose the happiness he felt earlier.  Who was he kidding… how can he compete against a Pair?


“Ryn, can you ask Peck if he will deliver a message to Vannik in Kaldor tonight?  I want the brothers Osega to meet us outside the Blackwatch Barracks just after noon.  They will know the best place for us to go to be able to talk together in private.  Once we share what intelligence we have, we can then come up with a better plan of attack going forward.”


“Yes, Peck will complain about it, but he’ll do it.”


“I’ll write the letter after we’ve eaten and then we’ll need to gather our gear together and get a good night’s sleep, we’ll be on the road at dawn.”






CHAPTER Sixteen






They all just grabbed a quick bite to eat in the refectory after arriving back in Kaldor the next morning and had just met with Bron and Vannik outside the Barrack Gatehouse when one of the Gate Constables approached them. 

“Magister Drake!”


Dagan turned at the sound of his name and offered the man an obliging smile.  

The man stopped with a snap of his heels and gave him a crisp salute before speaking. “Thank Bellus you are back, Magister.  A messenger came this morning from the palace looking for you.  The King Regent wants to speak with you.  Urgently.”


“The King Regent?  Thank you Constable, we’ll go straight away,” he replied.  The man nodded, turned smartly on his heel and strode back to his post in the gatehouse.


“What do you think he wants?” Donal asked, voice pitched low even though the Constable was now out of earshot.  “Has the King Regent got wind of trouble within the Tribunal?”


“I doubt it,” Dagan replied.  “For one, we don’t know for sure if there is, and two, the Crown usually keeps its nose out of Tribunal Business.”


“Whatever the buggar wants, it won’t be good.  A Magister is only called in when things go to shit,” Bron muttered.  

“Come now Bron, Magisters aren’t usually requested by name,” said Vannik.


Dagan noted that the brothers had reverted to their ‘working attire’, no damask or silk, but plain wool and linen.  He was in his usual black and the Constables were all in their Blackwatch armor and cloaks.  Dagan’s attention kept drifting to Kathryn, who seemed to be back to her usual self, but through the Link, he could feel the weariness tugging at her bones.


“I’ve been acquainted with the King Regent before.  I helped him with a…. personal matter.”


“Anything we should know about?” Banar leaned forward, his eagerness apparent to anyone looking for it.  Considering their talk the other day, Dagan will need to be very careful about what he said and did around Banar. The man was out to collect any information he could use to further his career.


“No.”


A cheeky grin split Banar’s face.  “I had to try.”


“We are not going to find out what the Regent wants standing here are we?” Kathryn piped up, her impatience dripping from her voice.


“Ah, looks like she’s eager to run into something pointy again,” Donal jibed.


“That’s not funny,” Kathryn’s face dropped into a scowl.  

Dagan’s lips parted to say something, but Ashe jumped in before him.


“Come on Donal, that joke is starting to get a little old.”


Now it was Donal’s turn to scowl.


“Let’s go, best not to keep the Regent waiting,” he said before the two could get into a running banter.


They walked quickly through the city, making their way to the main thoroughfare that lead straight up the hill to the main entrance to Aileach Palace.  As they walked, the crowded buildings began to grow further apart before disappearing to make way for the royal parks and gardens that formed a ‘buffer zone’ between the city villas of the equestrians and the Caestor families and the King Regent.  

Dagan pointedly ignored Bron’s grumbling about having to walk there.  Over the Link, he could feel Kathryn’s spike of annoyance.  She, more than anyone here, had the right to complain about walking considering what she had just recovered from.  Now and then, he would hear Lily murmur her sympathy to Bron in an effort to keep him happy.  As they walked, the cobblestone road through the manicured lawns and gardens, the sounds of the lower city became lost to the breeze blowing through the leaves of the maple and birch, the sounds of bird song and the tinkle of wind chimes and windpipes.  People were strolling around on the lawns and around the gardens, enjoying the only place in the city where you could get peace and quiet and be able to listen to the sound of your thoughts or the whispers of the heart.  Dagan did his best to ignore the murmuring of his own heart.  Especially with Kathryn walking next to him.  

He did not know what to think about her.  His open reaction the other night had taken him completely by surprise and he chided himself.  He was more controlled than that.  He was just lucky that Kathryn did not remember it.  She seemed not to feel for him in the same way anyhow.  To her, they were a Pair, one of a group of trusted friends.  If Kathryn learnt of his feelings and rejected them…


A bump on his arm brought Dagan’s thoughts back to his current situation.  He turned his head and saw that Banar walked on his other side, keeping up the pretense that he was Dagan’s Pair.  The man’s eyes were on him though, as if he knew what he was thinking about.  Banar bumped him on purpose.


Then, past the last manicured hedge came the white walls of Aileach’s Palace.  A wide set of marble steps lead up to the main entrance of two, large intricately carved oak doors that were covered in gold and silver leaf that glittered and glinted in the noonday sun.


The group was admitted through the main gate by the Royal Guard and they were met by an impatient aide who had been waiting for Dagan.  After a glare and a curt welcome, the man lead them through the opulent winding halls of the Palace to the King Regent’s suite of offices.


“The King Regent is waiting for you within,” the man said with a sniff as his eyes moved over the group and arched an eyebrow at Dagan’s travel-stained clothes.  He raised a hand as the group moved to follow Dagan.  “Only Magister Drake has been requested.”


Dagan turned to the group.  “Wait out here with this nice gentleman.  He will keep you entertained until my business with the King Regent is done.”


“Yes, Magister,” was the reply in unison from the group with a grumble from the aide.


Dagan gave them all a trite smile and let himself through the office door.


This room did not mirror the opulence of the rest of the Palace.  Not that what was in there wasn’t nice, but it was plain and well made.  Books filled bookcases along one wall and the large, open windows let in enough sunlight to pick out the gold inlay on the spines.  A desk dominated the middle of the room and it was covered in piles of books and papers.  And behind the red padded chair stood a middle aged man that stood a hand shorter than Dagan.  He wore a simple shirt and trousers around which was draped his red toga bordered in purple as his mark of office.


“Finally, you’re here,” The man’s hard face relaxed in relief when he looked up from the desk at the sound of the door closing.  

“It’s nice to see you too, Emrick,” Dagan grinned at him.  “I’m sorry our last adventure together did not…I still remember Annis.”


Emrick held up a hand, stopping Dagan from speaking.  “Annis died doing his duty.  My Pair gave up his life to save mine.  It was his choice and there was nothing you or I could have done to stop it.”


“I could have fought my way to you both sooner.”


“And you could have died yourself.”


“Seeing you after Annis’s dead made me hate the Blackwatch and their Proving.”


“And now I hear that you are a member now, with your own Pair.”


“It happened quite by accident…and I now understand why you defended it so much.”


Emrick Auten came around to the front of the table and leaned back against it, shoving back a large pile of books to make room.


“I’m glad you’ve finally come round to my way of thinking.  But that is not why I have called you here.  I wouldn’t lean on our friendship like this if the matter wasn’t important,” the King Regent replied.  “A Dharman Dymarki emissary and his entourage paid me a visit.  It was civil, tentative.  Hopeful. They left my chambers, but were not reported by the palace’s outer guard.  They are missing almost literally from my doorstep.  What, do you imagine, will be Dhar Etha’s reaction?” 

Dagan blinked.  Was this why Wotha and the others were in town the other day?  And now they are missing?  “Etha won’t like this very much.  We need to get out in front of this, and fast.”


“I feel like I’ve been trying to turn a stampede for a long time, now.  Public opinion has slowly turned against the cats and the poor bastards have done nothing to deserve it.  They want a grant of land close to civilization to relocate to since most of their brethren have returned to their homeland.  They don’t have the population or resources left to sustain them where they were up north.   Someone in Kaldor is pushing very hard to stir up trouble between them and us.  I don’t know who would benefit from fighting the Dymarki, but it will eventually cost all of us.” Emrick sighed and ran a hand through his short cropped peppered hair.  “Or at least cost me the rest of my hair.”  

He dropped his hand and pushed away from the desk.  “I’m sorry to have to ask this of you, but you are the only one I can trust with this.  Speak with Siford Guinn, the man who showed you in.  Then you will see why I cannot trust anyone else with this.”


“Very well, Emrick.  But I will ask that you allow my team to assist with this.”


“You have a team?”


“Yes.  Two Blackwatch Pairs from Brookhaven along with some ‘deputized’ help from the Tribunal, along with my new partner.”


“Ha! I would like to meet whoever has been cursed to listen to your endless jokes.”


At that moment a door opposite the one Dagan had entered through opened and a man’s head popped around it.  “Your Grace, your next appointment is here.”


“Thank you, Gerog.  Tell the Finance Minister I will be with him shortly.”


“Yes, Your Grace.”  The man nodded and closed the door.


Emrick turned back to Dagan.  “It seems there is no rest for the wicked. I have a rather important appointment otherwise I would stay and chat.”


“I understand.”


“Once this is dealt with, come and see me again with your Pair.  I would very much like to meet them.”


“I will.  As long as you don’t tell her anything embarrassing about me.”  Dagan gave the King Regent a slight bow.  “Your grace.” 

“That doesn’t leave me much to talk to her about then.”


“I don’t want her to think me an ass.  

Emrick lifted an eyebrow at this, and Dagan waved it away.  “It’s an in joke which I might get Kathryn to explain to you.”


The King Regent smiled.  The door opened again.  “Your Grace?”


Emrick closed his eyes and sighed.  “I’ve got to go.  See Siford, he’ll tell you what information we have.  Report back to me once you know what happened to them.”


“Yes, Your Grace.”  Dagan then turned on his heel and left the office.


“You have information about the missing Dymarki?”


Dagan stood in Siford Guinn’s little office with the rest of the group standing just behind him.  Except for Kathryn, who stood beside him close enough that her shoulder brushed against his.  “Emrick has authorized my team to be briefed as well.” 

“I am to help you, yes.  King Regent Emerick Auten would appreciate discretion in this matter.  I would prefer that you were not involved at all, but that is neither here nor there.”


The man was short and slight, but stood with his chest puffed out like it should be full of medals.  His nose was held in the air as if their mere presence tainted the atmosphere of his office.


“Dhar Etha maybe pushed into growing violent; he might want an excuse to end this peace and make his bid to get his own lands by force.”


“I suspect that if the Dhar wanted to take over, he simply would,” Siford said with a shrug of the shoulders.  “For all we fear that unfathomable honor of his, its demands have done more to keep him in check than any of our efforts.  Besides, would the Dymarki stoop to trickery?  There is no precedent, but there is unfortunate evidence of influence on our side.”  The man sounded officious and uncaring.


“It sounds like you don’t want them found.”  Dagan tried not to let the disgust for this man’s attitude show in his demeanor.  Not one ounce of understanding or empathy colored his voice. 

“I must think of what is best for the King Regent’s Office.  Bringing attention to such an incident benefits no one.”


“You would have Emrick do nothing?” This time Dagan did not hide his disgust, and he could feel the same emotion rolling through his Link from Kathryn.


“The Dymarki are neutral hostiles at best.  There is no relationship to salvage by overextending ourselves on their behalf.”


Obviously the man was not a proponent for letting the Dymarki stay.  He felt the frown try again to mar his countenance, and he schooled his features to hide his emotion.  Something that Siford could learn to do.


“I’m having a hard time picturing the abduction of a Dymarki entourage.”


Siford’s mouth moved into an uncomfortable grimace.  “Unfortunately they were not at their best, their weapons were tied into their sheaths as I advised, and I asked for them to be gloved... to secure their claws.  It seemed a respectful compromise.”


“Gloved?” Kathryn asked, her confusion evident on her face, but over the Link Dagan felt the disgust growing into something more.


“You may have noticed that the Dymarki have long, sharp claws on their hands?”  Kathryn nodded.  “Well, when the Dymarki first appeared on these shores, their size and natural weaponry made people uneasy, so to facilitate negotiations on a more even basis, thick, leather gloves were created with hardened metal finger caps to ensure that the Dymarki keep those weapons sheathed.”


“What about their fangs, they could be weapons?  Don’t tell me you tried to muzzle them as well?” Donal spat out.


“Did you?” Dagan looked at Siford, who squirmed harder under the gaze.


“I did think about it, but it would demean them in the eyes of the population by sending the signal that they are nothing but animals.  It is not the policy of the crown to treat an emissary in that way, but we must ensure the safety of the King Regent.”


Dagan’s gaze did not waver as the man spoke, and to his eyes Siford seemed sincere in his loyalty to the King Regent.  Nevertheless…


“Has anyone reported this to the Dymarki?”


Siford jerked back, startled, and started to wave his hands as if that was all that was needed to shove Dagan’s words back into his throat.  “Bellus, no!  I’d be signing the messenger’s death warrant.  The Dhar will find out soon enough, of course, and when he does, the King Regent is rightly concerned that the illusion of peace will dissolve.”


He had a point there, Dagan thought.  Etha could be a bit high strung and would take any slight as a direct insult to his honor, and he would consider this more than a direct insult.  Best we find these missing Dymarki as quick as possible.


“I’m sure you have suspicions about what happened.  A man as well connected as yourself should have an inkling of how this could have happened under your roof?”


A frown formed across the man’s brow at Dagan’s hidden jibe.  “My concerns are well founded.  This could not have escaped the notice of the Palace Guard…unless they were involved.”


“Have any that were on duty when the Dymarki were here failed to report in?” Kathryn butted in. 


Dagan did not need the Link to feel her consternation at someone insinuating that a fellow soldier of the Crown would be capable of dirty deeds.  He imagined he felt the same glare coming from Ashe behind him.


“Several,” Siford replied.  The irksome man’s eyes flicked back to Dagan.  “You should start with one of them.”  The man pulled out a piece of paper from a small pile on his desk and handed it to Dagan, who in turn, glanced briefly at the names and handed the paper over to Kathryn.  “Although,” Siford continued.   “Where you’ll find a guardsman, so eager to sell his honor and duty, I’m sure I don’t know.”


“The Broken Sword.”  Bron’s voice responded immediately.


“The Broken Sword,” Banar said in agreement.


“The Broken Sword, even I know that.”  Ashe said with a mix of bashful relief in his voice.


“Right, then you have an idea of where to look first.”  Siford looked toward the door, plainly wanting them to leave, but the man could not help but mutter as Dagan waved a hand for the group to move out.  “I can’t imagine that this ‘incident’ has occurred without notice.  There is always a weak link.  Please keep this quiet from those in Kaldor.  The King Regent is under enough scrutiny as it is.”


“Emrick has my word we will.”  And with that parting line, Dagan left to join the others.






CHAPTER Seventeen






“What are we doing here?” Ryn whispered at Dagan through the corner of her mouth.  “I thought we were going to the Wharf district to that Pub?” 

“We are here doing the right thing, Kathryn,” Dagan replied.


Ryn scowled and looked about her.  They were being led through the Dymarki camp by a large, hulking Dymarki whose shoulder width would still be bigger than both Banar and Ashe together.  He was one of the sentries from the camp entrance, which would explain why the bustle of the surrounding area did not extend to the street leading into the camp.  No one but a lunatic would want to start something with a Dymarki.


“Looks like the ‘right thing’ is to get our heads bitten off.  Literally,” Ryn heard Donal mutter.  She noted that the black-tipped ears of their Dymarki guide flicked back toward them.  He probably had heard him.


“He says that you all think so loud that half the camp can hear you.”


Ryn jumped at Dagan’s voice and she cocked her head as she glared back up at him.


“You enjoy scaring me, don’t you?”


“There’s got to be some perks to being Paired with a ‘scaredy cat,’ Kathryn.”  Dagan’s face was happy and relaxed, and Ryn got the distinct impression that he was enjoying this.


Ryn scowled and looked away.


She found her eyes wandering over the tents and cook fires of the Dymarki.  The camp was neat and orderly considering the amount of space they had to live in, and as they walked further into the camp, she could see a large group of Dymarki children - cubs,  gathered around, attentively watching the large form of an adult who was obviously teaching them.


Ryn tore her eyes away from the cubs when she realized that she was staring and turned back to Dagan.  “So, the Dymarki can hear every single word I am thinking?”


Dagan smiled and shook his head.  “Not every single word, but most of the thoughts that have crossed your mind since we’ve come in here have probably been heard by someone.  Think of it like this.  When you have strong thoughts, especially when backed by strong emotion, it is like shouting to them.”


“So, everyone knows why we are here?”


“Probably if you lot have been thinking strongly about it.”


“I wasn’t, but I am now!” Donal said, drawing a snort from Vannik.


“I’m just thinking that I should be at the bar having a jug of wine and a mug of ale,” Bron added.


“Never fear Bron, you’ll be swilling your gut rot soon enough.”  Dagan replied.  Ryn tried not to grin.  “Please school your thoughts, I don’t want any of you thinking anything that a Dymarki might take offence to.”  As he finished speaking, Ryn saw a grin spread across Dagan’s face.  “Brega, says that the blonde one is the only person with thoughts worth listening to.”


“Blonde one?” Ashe asked.  “Which one?  There are two of us.”


“I assume he’s talking about Bron.”


At Dagan’s words, the big cat turned and gave him a nod, making both Ryn and Dagan bark in laughter.


“At least some people are happy,” Ashe grumbled in response.


“Don’t worry Ashe, I think you’re worth listening to,” Ryn said with a smile touching the corner of her lips.  She noted that his sullen expression quickly disappeared at her words and his eyes again showed the smile that appeared on his lips.


“What right thing are we doing here?”


“These people may not own the land beneath their feet, but they are still a nation and deserve the same honor and respect given to Myrcea’s foreign neighbors when the unexpected happens.”


  “Well, when you say it like that…Look, I agree with you Dagan, the Link should tell you that.  But you promised that overly officious chap that you were going to be discrete.”


“But I am being discrete, Kathryn.  Telling Dhar Etha the news directly rather than having him being told third hand by some poor schmuck that might end up getting a fist full of claws for his trouble, is being discrete and mindful of public safety as well.”


A loud screech drowned out any further conversation, startling several Dymarki around them to rise suddenly to their feet and look about them as if they were under attack.  Ryn paid them no heed and turned her face to the side as Dagan ducked his head away from a speeding black bundle of feathers and claws.  As she felt the weight of Peck settling on her shoulder, Ryn turned back to rub her cheek against his warm, black feathers.


“Nice of you to join me, Peck,” she murmured to him.  “Did you get bored hanging around the stables?”


Peck clacked his beak in reply as the bird cocked his head to glare at Dagan walking next to her as if, out of everyone here, he was the one least trusted.


Ryn then noticed that the surrounding tents had thinned out, and that they had walked out into a large, clearing at what must be the center of the camp where a large, circular tent had been set up, and Brega escorted them all through its open flaps.  Inside the spartan were several Dymarki talking with a large, hulking male, seated on a dark block of wood draped with thick deer skin.  Across his chest was a set of deep scars where his white fur did not grow, and the black tip on one ear was missing.  The male turned from one of those standing around him and watched as their group entered the tent and spread out at a respectful distance away from.  To Ryn this was, quite obviously, Dhar Etha.  Once the small group of Dymarki around Dhar Etha saw that his attention was taken, they turned to see what interested him so.


“What do you want, Dagan Drake?  I have no interest in adding your chirpings to my distractions.”


The voice rumbled, deep and low through Ryn’s mind, making her start.  Peck grumbled deep in his gullet and turned one of his beady eyes on the group of Dymarki.  She noted that the others–except for Dagan–also reacted in surprise.


Dagan stepped forward past Brega and thumped his fist to his chest while giving the Dhar a slight bow.  “And yet you sent an emissary to the King Regent,” he said as he straightened up.


The Dhar waved a dismissive hand.  “An attempt to put forward our case for land and to educate the Bareskins here of our ways.  We’ve had fools come into the camp thinking they can hire us as guards and warriors.  Instead, they only insult us.  It’s only been luck that those men had not been hurt or slain.  These Bareskin fools are determined to be wrong when they think that everyone can be bought.  I won’t waste the effort again.”


“I’m here as a courtesy Dhar Etha,” Dagan said as he rose from his bow.  “The emissary and his guards have gone missing.”


“Wotha is missing?” At the Dhar’s words the Dymarki men standing around Etha turned to Dagan, their ears flat against their heads and one curling his lip to bare his sharp canines in a snarl.


“Wotha is your emissary?  Is that what he was doing in town the other day?”


Dhar Etha flicked his good ear and nodded.  “Anyone else, and those words would have been their last.  You are handling this? Not your buffoon of a King Regent?”


Ryn tried not to gulp at Dhar Etha’s words.  Siford was right about not sending one of his messengers, and if the Dymarki killed a Kaldorian messenger that would stir up more tension in the city, if not riots.  She felt a tinkle of agreement over the Link from Dagan.


“I am,” Dagan responded 

“You are a friend of Wotha’s.  I know you will see this done right.  Because of this, I will wait to see the outcome of your actions before I decide on my course.  But know this, the provocations we have suffered at the hands of these Bareskins have worked.  If this is not resolved, and my emissary returned whole to us.  I will avenge the honor of the Dharmen Dymarki by sifting through the rubble of Kaldor to find justice.”


“As if there wasn’t enough pressure,” Donal muttered.


Ashe nudged Donal hard in the ribs and Ryn saw Bron roll his eyes.  Vannik was the only one of their group that smiled at Donal’s words.


“I will find Wotha and the two who were with him,” Dagan said, his voice raised to cover any other comment that might be uttered.


“I trust you will.  If the emissary is not back in this camp by sunset tomorrow, then I swear by Lord Flattu that my warriors will pull this city apart stone by stone until they find him.”


Dagan thumped his fist to his chest and bowed, and over their Link, Ryn felt a strong ‘tug’ from Dagan to do the same, so she put her hand to her chest and bowed as well.  The others slowly imitated her.


Dhar Etha’s tail flicked angrily back and forth.  He then waved a hand at Brega, who escorted the group from the tent and back to the edge of the Dymarki camp.






CHAPTER Eighteen






“That’s what you need to knock the rust from your nethers.”
Bron banged his now empty mug down on the grimy table and grinned across at Lily.


“Rust?”  Lily asked as she cast a nervous glance at Banar next to her.  Banar just grinned back at her.


Ryn watched and waited.  Then…


Lily’s face crumpled in a horrified realization.  “Oh! Ewwww…. Bron!”


Both Bron and Vannik burst out laughing and did not stop as Lily’s face flushed scarlet.


A worm of guilt pushed into Ryn’s mind that at least some of the time the two girls of the group should stick together.  She shouldn’t let Lily become the butt of everyone’s jokes.


“Bron, is that a braid come undone?” Ryn asked as she pointed to a complicated styling near the middle of his immaculately platted beard.


“What! Where?”


Bron immediately tried to look down at the golden hair across his chest while running his fingers over each run of braid.  Vannik laughed again and Bron gave both him and then Ryn a sour look as he realized what was going on.


“Very funny,” he muttered as he grabbed the liquor jug to refill his mug.


“Come now! We are here for a reason.”  Dagan’s voice cut through the laughter around the table.  

Ryn’s Pair slipped onto the bench next to her, holding the piece of paper with the names of the missing Palace guards in his hand. She automatically looked up and surveyed the room around them.  It was mid afternoon and only a third of the tables were occupied by collections of sailors, wharf workers, sell swords and those who could not afford to drink at what Ryn would class as ‘decent pubs’.  One table closest to the bar was especially cheery for this time of day.  Four men sat sharing jugs as they joked and laughed.  The place was dark and dingy and looked like it had not seen a broom or a mop in the last century.  Everything she touched in the joint felt sticky, and she instinctively knew that some of the wet patches on the floor were not from spilled drinks.


“Did you find out anything?” She asked, noting that there was a charcoal mark next to one of the perfectly scribed names.


“The bartender owes me a favor…well, several favors in fact, so I’ve called one of them in.  He knows some of the names on this list and this one-” Dagan pointed to the one he had marked, “-is sitting at that table over there.”  He slowly moved his finger toward the table near the bar.


“He’s with the jolly crew?” Donal said in surprise.  “I would have thought that someone who had just betrayed their employer would be a little more…low key.”


“This man is the only one on the list that we’ve seen, which means that the other five must be the brains of the operation and at least have the sense to lie low,” Bron replied.  “Only a complete moron would be seen getting drunk at dive like this when he is supposed to be on duty.”


“The bartender tells me that the Guard, Trude, has a little bit of a lazy streak, and has been in here today flashing a bit of money about.  It’s that coin that has been fueling his and his friends get together over there.”  Dagan nodded toward the table.  Ryn turned back and looked at them.


“How did one lazy guard get his hands on so much money?” Lily asked, drawing a raised eyebrow from Banar.


“Why don’t we find out?” Dagan said.  “Banar, come with me, the rest of you stay back and just keep an eye out in case he tries to do a runner.”


“Yes, Magister.”


“Dagan-”


“Kathryn, just do as I say,” he snapped back at her.  She did not feel anything over the Link, but the look on Dagan’s face warned her not to disobey him, and Ryn felt a little hurt that he thought she would.  She felt a hand on her shoulder and turned to see Ashe smiling at her, and she felt a little better.


Ryn felt the table wobble slightly as Banar rose from the bench and followed Dagan as he made his way over to the table full of laughing men.  She scooted over to the edge of her bench so she could get a better view and was disgusted as the sticky floor tugged at the soles of her boots.


“A lot of coin for this place.”  Dagan’s voice cut over the sound of the table as he gestured around the grungy ale house.  

The guard, Trude, looked up at him and smiled.  The table had been drinking heavily since they arrived and the man was clearly well into his cups. “That’s right, pal.  Tonight I’m paid and blessed, and all I had to do was turn my head.”  

Ryn could not believe her ears.  She glanced at Ashe and Donal, a look of surprise on her face, and saw the same look mirrored on theirs.


Trude gestured with his mug to an empty chair at his table.  “Here, one of you, take a seat and have a drink with us.”  He didn’t wait to see if Dagan or Banar did what he suggested before turning back to his drinking buddies.  

“To all my friends,” Trude said as he raised his mug in a toast.  The rest of the table raised their mugs and then they all took a drink.  

Dagan grimaced and stepped up behind him.  Banar moved to lean on the back of the empty chair.  Ryn itched to get up and stand on Dagan’s empty side, but his harsh words echoing in her head stopped her.  

“Hey, step back,” the man said when he finally noticed Dagan’s tall form looming behind him.  “I know important people.  We’re going to show this city what to do with barbaric catmen.”  

The words were slurred, and he had a drunken smirk on his face as he spoke.  But Ryn still could not believe he had uttered those words aloud in public.  The man must be really drunk.  Or a moron.


Dagan had his back to Ryn, so she could not see his face, but she saw him turn to Banar.  “Constable, would you like to have a word with this man?”


“Constable?”  Trude stammered and turned his drunken gaze to Banar who straightened to his full height and rested his hand on the hilt of his sword.  The drunken man stared hard as he realized that Banar was wearing a uniform.


Banar leaned forward.  “Who?”


“What?”


Quicker than Ryn could blink, Banar reached out and grabbed the man by his shirt front and pulled him half out of his chair.  “Who!” He asked with a bit more force.


“Who what? I don’t-”


“Who bought you?  Who bought the honor of a proud palace guard of Kaldor and made him a drunken Suense bitch?”


“I don’t–I don’t know.”


Banar frowned, his face going hard and stone like in an expression that would have made Dagan proud.  Ryn could see Trude try to pull away, but Banar’s grip on his shirt stopped him.  The man saw something there he didn’t like.  His drunken friends around the table quickly stood–Donal would say staggered–to their feet in a belated effort to help their companion, but Ryn and Ashe quickly rose from their seats and glared menacingly at them.  It was then that Ryn realized that the eyes of everyone in the room was staring at their tableau.


“It was a Magister, I swear.  He had the seal of the Lord Tribune and everything.”  The man’s large eyes flicked between Banar and Dagan, trying to read their mood.  “It’s true!” he sputtered at the frown on the latter’s face. 


Banar released his grip on the man’s shirt and Trude’s feet touched back down on the grimy floorboards, making him grunt.  Ryn saw the side look Banar gave to Dagan.  What if this Magister Trude spoke of is the person they are looking for?  Dagan gave him a light shake of the head and Banar turned back to the inebriated guard.


“You abandoned your post at the Palace, man.  You know the penalty for that.”  Banar pushed the man back down onto his chair.  

“I expect you to report in to your commander and tell him everything that you know.”  Dagan leaned over the man, using his tall, well-built frame to give menace to his words.  “We have your name.  If you don’t show, we’ll be hunting for you.  Now, go.  Do you duty for once and regain a little of your honor.”


The man whimpered in response and looked to his friends.  But they gave him no solace.  They sat with their hands flat on the table, staring at Dagan and Banar, or at those seated at Ryn’s table.  Ryn could not believe that this spineless man had been accepted as a member of the Palace Guard.  The man, Trude, looked back at the Magister and must have seen something in his face that put the fear of Bellus in him as he immediately jumped from his chair and bolted for the Pub door.


Both men then glared at those still seated around the table and they slowly rose from their seats and retreated out the door after their friend. 

Ryn remained standing as Dagan and Banar came back to their table.  As Dagan stopped at the end of the table near Ryn, the mage rested a finger on the rough table top as his face fell in thought.  

“There’s your answer.  A Magister.” Ryn spoke softly so her words would not travel past those at the table.


“With the Lord Tribune’s seal, no less,” he murmured.


“This might be the person we are looking for.  This might be the person who wanted you out of the way…. Or dead.”  Ryn stammered over the last part.


“We need to go to the Hall of Justice and ask the Lord Tribune’s office who he has given permission to use his seal.”


“The man was a drunk, surely you don’t think the Lord Tribune is funding zealots?” Bron’s deep voice muttered as he finished the last of the contents in his mug.


“It’s going to be a careful chat about missing Dymarki,” Dagan hissed back through clenched teeth.  Over the Link, Ryn could feel Dagan’s anger.


“Keep an open mind, Magister.  The Lord Tribune isn’t behind this.  Seal’s can be faked.”  Banar looked back with narrowed eyes at the door.


Dagan nodded.  “Or misappropriated.”






CHAPTER Nineteen






Leaving Bron and Vannik at an eating house just off of the forum, the rest of the group made their way up the wide front steps and through the great brass doors of the Hall of Justice.  They made their way through long, white marble corridors that were broken up by statutes, brightly colored tapestries and paintings depicting the history of the Aequitas Tribunal in all its gold leaf glory.  As Ryn walked the corridors a step behind Dagan, she grew more and more awed by the history around her.  The Keeps and training schools of The Blackwatch held images and statues of the bright points in their history, but it was nothing compared to the grandeur and riches on display here. 

Eventually Dagan led them through a set of double doors into a large antechamber whose opulence was not as ostentatious as the previous rooms they had processed through.  Large, ornate bookcases lined the walls of the room, filled with books, scrolls and neatly stacked papers.  As this was an interior room, there were no windows, but a single closed door stood opposite from them in front of which was a large, wooden desk also filled with books and papers with an officious man that looked to be in his thirties seated at it.  At the sound of the door closing, he looked up at them through large, wired framed glasses.


“Yes, can I help you, Magister?”


Dagan was now wearing his emotionless Magister mask.  From the other Magisters Ryn had seen, it must be a part of their training to look like stone statues.


“I need to meet with the Lord Tribune, tell him..” Dagan glanced back at Banar as he weighed his next words.  “Tell him it concerns the Dymarki.”


The man stared at him a moment as if waiting for more information.  When it was not forthcoming, he rose from his chair and disappeared through the single door behind him.


Abruptly, they were all alone in the antechamber.  Ryn opened her mouth, but did not have a chance to say anything as Dagan turned his ‘Magister Mask’ on her.  Even without the accompanying warning buzz over the Link, she knew that he wanted her not to say anything out loud where it could be overheard by unwanted ears.  Even so, Ryn turned to Lily and whispered, “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”  Lily nodded but kept looking tensely about them, making Ryn feel like she was expecting someone to leap out and grab them. 

A creak of a handle bought everyone’s attention to the single door behind the desk.  But it was not the officious man or the Lord Tribune that was revealed when it opened; it was a woman wearing the red bordered black toga of a praetor.  Ryn felt Dagan stiffen beside her, and she took a longer look at the newcomer.  Her white blonde hair was cut level with her ear lobe and did nothing to soften the hard, angular lines of her face.  Her skin was pale, and if possible was whiter than her hair.  Ryn tried her best not to stare.


“Magister Drake.”  Her voice was a dichotomy of softness and hard iron, and even Ryn could hear the sarcasm dripping from her words.  She was no fan of Dagan Drake.


“Praetor Etienne Maluksi,” Dagan replied with no warmth in his voice.  Ryn suddenly had the distinct impression that he wanted to slap the woman.  Hard.  No love lost between these two then.  At the mention of the woman’s name, she noted that Banar became more alert.


“The Lord Tribune cannot grant an audience to just anyone.  What do you want?  you made mention of the Dymarki?”


“Funny how you and issues with the Dymarki seem to go together,” Dagan’s normal, jovial voice had gone, replaced with this deep, no nonsense one.


“And you always assume their side.  I was naïve when last we met.  I did not want you dead, but I thought a death was necessary.  That might be too fine a point for you to understand, but you must admit, you came out the better for it.”


Dead? Ryn glanced sideways at Dagan, but the man gave the woman’s words no reaction.  Ryn made herself a mental note to ask him about it when he was a bit more relaxed…and way out of reach of his runestaff.


After a long moment of silence, Dagan spoke again.  He chose to ignore the woman’s goading.  “A Magister may have misjudged an order and abused the Lord Tribune’s authority.”


The woman’s eyebrows rose in consternation.  “I assure you, no Magister would ever embarrass the Tribunal, at risk of the Lord Tribune’s wrath.”


“Men were hired for the task of kidnapping a Dymarki Emissary, by someone bearing the Lord Tribune’s Seal.”  Dagan paused, looking at Maluski expectantly, but the woman gave no reaction.  If possible, the Magister’s expression became grimmer.  “And the lack of any righteous indignation tells me that you knew.”  Dagan raised a slender finger to his lips.  “But does the Lord Tribune?”


A delicate frown cracked the stony façade of the Praetor “The Lord Tribune, entrusts his stewards to enact the laws of the Aequitas Tribunal.”


Dagan made a clucking sound with his tongue.  “It sounds like you’ve been a very bad girl, Etienne.  This news will shock the Lord Tribune, no doubt.”


Maluski glanced away and shook her head and a muttered “Stubborn,” reached Ryn’s ears.  The woman turned back to look at Dagan, the frown now smoothed from her face.  “All right, Magister Drake, if you won’t abandon this idiocy, let me offer you something.  I have heard unsettling reports of some unusual activity.”  Maluski paused as she considered her next words.  “The Magister you seek is a radical who has grown…unreliable.  Confronting him may do us all a favor.”


Ryn raised an eyebrow, and she felt an answering flutter over the Link.


“And he is what to you?” Dagan asked.


Probably someone who crossed her, Ryn thought.


“He is, was, a Protégé of mine.  Magister Lucas Cordle.  Assume what you wish, but I offer him to you as…reconciliation.  Meet me at dusk at the Tanner’s Quarter Forum.”  She gave Dagan a saccharine smile.  “I invite you Magister Drake.  Come see the unrest these Dymarki have inspired in Kaldor.”


Without waiting for a reply Etienne Maluski quickly turned and walked away, disappearing through the door.


Ryn turned to look up at Dagan, her eyebrow still raised.  “Need I say I’m skeptical?”


Dagan gave her a grim smile.  “It’s her game for the moment.  Let’s see how she plays.”


“What abo-”, Dagan’s hand whipped up to shush Ryn before she could finish.


“Do not say anything here.  The Tanner’s Quarter is across the city from here.  If we are to get to their forum by dusk, we had better get going.”


As Ryn walked closer to the meeting place, the harsh smells of the nearby tanneries assailed her senses. She was used to the bad smells that come with the warrior life, the horses, the camping, the smell of bodies that haven’t seen soap in a month, but the constant stench of the effluents from the tanneries made her eyes water and caused her stomach to roil.  

Dagan was walking beside her and seemed unaffected by the smell.  She heard both Ashe and Banar breathing hard through their mouths, and she didn’t know about Bron and Vannik.  Perhaps their beards acted like filters when they breathed–maybe that’s why Bron sometimes perfumed his.  Lily tried to use her blonde hair to cover her nose, but from the way her faced screwed up it wasn’t working.


“Ugh, the air tastes worse than it smells!” Donal coughed out and then started to spit as if that would get the taste out of his system.


“That doesn’t work Donal, save your spit for when you’ll really need it,” Ashe told him.


The sun was just ducking below the skyline as they were making their way through the Tanner’s Quarter.  Ryn glanced uneasily at their surroundings, as well as the smell, this part of the city looked rundown and neglected, and found her hand had slipped to the hilt of her sword.


“Keep it there,” she heard Dagan say, his voice low as he leaned in toward her.    “This place is a little too dodgy, even for me,” he finished with a smile.  He then turned to the others.  “That goes for the rest of you as well.  Bron and Vannik can tell you that this is not a highly sort after neighborhood for any up and comers much less a Caester member.”


“This is where the arse of Kaldor leaves all it’s shi-”  Bron oofed as Vannik nudged him hard on the shoulder.  “Alright, faeces then,” he corrected.


“That bad, eh?” Donal began to look uneasily at the dark, dilapidated buildings about them.


“If you want bad, wait until you go into the Meat Market,” Bron grinned.


“Meat Market!” Lily squeaked.  

“It’s where the livestock for the city is butchered and whatever can’t be used is left for the dogs.”


“And the bone collectors,” Vannik added.


“We’re coming up near The Tallow,” Dagan’s voice broke into the conversation as he looked uneasily around the streets.  “It’s a popular tavern around here…there should be a lot more people loitering in the streets or going there to drown their sorrows.”


“The Tallow?  That’s the cockroach house close to the forum, isn’t it?” Vannik looked about them as well, though he seemed unsurprised to see no one about.  “The owner, Briee, works for us.”


“Vannik!”


“Come now brother, I’m not giving out state secrets here!”


Now that Dagan had mentioned the vacant streets, it unsettled her even more than she already was.  “Where is everyone if they are not out here going about their business?”


“I have a feeling that we are about to find out,” Banar replied.  “This is the perfect place to ferment dissent.”


“Nice place for a rally, good choice Lucas Cordle.”  Donal tried to make light of it, but Ryn could tell he was anxious.


“Magister Maluski is here somewhere.”  Dagan loosened his staff in its harness.


“Wonderful,” Donal muttered and freed his own staff completely and held it close to his side.


“Is it just me that its more than a coincidence that a member of that family has shown up right at this moment?” Banar quietly asked, his voice serious for a change.


“There is no such thing as coincidence Banar.”  Dagan did not look back at him as he spoke, keeping his eyes focused on the street ahead of him.


Voices slowly echoed back to them as they walked along an alley near the Forum.  To Ryn’s ears it sounded like a large crowd had gathered and they were not in a happy mood.  Dagan finally released his staff and held it close along his arm, making it difficult for a person to discern if someone were not looking for it.


“The Forum is just up ahead, and it seems that we might not be alone here.  It looks as if Magister Cordle has bought along a few of his friends.”  Dagan’s head swung back down the alley as a voice rose above the sound of the crowd.  “He’s doing his best to stir them up.  Ready your weapons, if the Dymarki are held captive there we may need to rough up a few people to get to them.”


The sounds of metal and the clack of wood came from behind Ryn as they came to the end of the alley.  Dagan halted them within the shadows of the building, and Ryn looked out across the Tanner’s Quarter Forum.  It was small, even compared to the Brookhaven one, and was surrounded on all sides by rundown wooden buildings that even a lick of paint could not improve upon.  At the far end of the forum was a small crowd of people surrounding the front of the Local Tanners Guild Hall.  The crowd had their arms up, shouting, blocking the view of the steps.


“No sign of Maluski.” Dagan said, his voice barely heard over the cries of the crowd.


“You didn’t seriously expect her to show up did you?” Ryn asked him in surprise.


“I did.  Even if she is an Ass,” Dagan gave her a smile as he said this, “she is a Praetor.”


Ryn looked at him in disbelief.  “You may not lie, but you do bend your words a bit.  Maybe she does as well.  When she said she’d meet us here at dusk, what she really meant was a year from now.”


Dagan shook his head, but the smile remained.  “Whatever happens tonight, just keep close to me.”


The sudden seriousness of the tone took Ryn by surprise.


“Something’s happening.”  Ashe’s voice cut off any reply Ryn could give Dagan as his arm pushed between them and pointed toward the crowd.


“Let’s go.”


Dagan moved into the Forum and the rest followed alertly in his wake.  As they came closer to the rear of the crowd Ryn could hear a strong, male voice giving a speech.  As the man continued to speak, the people in the crowd dropped their raised fists and Ryn was finally able to see what was on the steps of the Guild Hall.  A tall, well built red headed man stood on the top step of the building.  He was dressed in white, but wore the black toga of a Magister.  He did not have a staff, but held a long dagger in his hand and he used it to gesticulate everything he said.  Ryn’s eyes then moved to what stood behind the man on the portico.  The three Dymarki they had met earlier at the barracks were bound with their hands behind their backs against the wide columns of the guild hall portico.  Even tied, they towered several feet above Lucas Cordle.  One of them, Serta, had blood streaming from his mouth.


“Like any beast remove the fangs and it is lost.  They are weak compared to those loyal to Myrcea.  The only certainty in their being here is their death before the people of Kaldor.”  Cordle raised his dagger high and the crowd cheered.  Ryn could see red running down the blade in the flickering firelight of the torches of the guild hall.  In the other raised hand was a long, tapered white object and Ryn had a sickening feeling settle deep in her stomach.  She looked at Dagan and saw his face had gone hard and his body rigid in anger.


Ryn turned her attention back to Cordle in time to see him turn and, with the fist holding the tooth punch the bleeding Dymarki in the face.  The Dymarki did not utter a sound but his black-tipped ears flattened against his head and his lip curled back in a snarl, and Ryn could see that more than his canine teeth had been ripped from his jaw. 


Dagan moved forward and Ryn followed.  She could see his white knuckled grip on his runestaff.  He opened his mouth to speak when Praetor Maluski’s voice came from behind them.


“Magister Cordle!”


Cordle spun on his heel at the sound of the Praetor’s voice.  He stepped back toward the crowd and opened his arms wide.  “Take a knee everyone, the Tribunal blesses us and our endeavors.”


“You claim a blessing when you have abused the authority of the Lord Tribune so openly?  You have bought wrath down upon you.  You remember Magister Dagan Drake?”  

Maluski pushed her way past Donal and Banar and came up to Dagan and placed her hand on his left shoulder.  She then looked back to Cordle.  Her face and hair looked even more washed out in the firelight and her whiteness made her stand out against the black clothing of the Blackwatch.  She’d be the first one targeted if anything happened, and Ryn did not feel any shame for thinking that.  

“The Dymarki have friends Magister.  How will you answer their allegations?”  Maluski removed her hand from Dagan’s shoulder and stepped forward as she spoke.  She now stood in the gap between their group and the crowd.


“If you want a fight, face someone whose weapons are not bound by their code of honor and warriors who are not bound by your fears and insecurities.”


“This man is a coward.  He only picks on those whose lives he already holds in his hands,” Banar called out to the crowd.


Cordle’s face contorted in rage.  “I am no coward!”  In the blink of an eye, Cordle stepped back to Serta, took his dagger and slashed the throat of the injured Dymarki.  The Cat slumped against his bonds as his heart's blood gushed from his neck and turned the white fur of his chest red.  

‘SERTA!’  The mind shout screamed into every head in the forum.


Suddenly blue barriers appeared around the other two Dymarki and the blow that Cordle had aimed at Hella bounded away as it hit the shield.


Cordle turned, spun around to glare at Dagan and his glowing runestaff.  He pointed his blood soaked dagger at them. Rage suffused his face enough for the skin color to match his hair.  “See these traitors?  Destroy them,” he yelled out to the crowd.


At those words, Maluski turned tail and ran.






CHAPTER Twenty






Suddenly, as if to a silent cue, the crowd drew weapons and charged into their group.  In the blink of an eye, one of the men crashed to the ground in a spray of blood as Banar leapt forward, his sword swinging.  A member of the crowd came to stand over the body. The serrated edge of his sword gleamed red as it caught the light.
Dagan moved himself to stand between the figure and Ryn, the glyphs on his staff glowing blue as he kept the protective barrier up around the two Dymarki secured on the portico.  Cordle had turned back to the Cats and looked to be waiting for the barriers to fall.  She felt Ashe move suddenly away from her.  Turning, she saw him catch a wicked edged sword with the hilt of his blade before aiming a solid punch at the man’s jaw.  The man fell to the ground and Ashe stepped forward to meet the wall of the oncoming crowd. 
Ryn firmed her grip on her sword and moved up to take a position on Dagan’s unprotected side.  With his attention taken up with keeping that barrier up, Dagan will need her to make sure that nothing can interrupt him enough to let it fall.  Two men rushed her and for a brief moment, she wished that she had her shield; instead she slipped her dagger from its sheath as she sidestepped between them and gripped it so that the blade ran along her forearm.  She then slammed that forearm hard into the chest of one of the oncoming men, letting the blade’s sharp edge sink through the cloth and into the soft flesh while her sword slipped under the guard of the other man and sliced deeply along the ribs and under the arm.  Both men recoiled away from her, free hands automatically pressed against their open wounds. 
These people are not seasoned fighters.  The thought struck Ryn hard as the two wounded men retreated back through the crowd to be replaced by others.  She changed her fighting style to incapacitate rather than kill.  She adjusted the dagger so that the flat of the blade would be the main striking face and did the same with her sword.  She then waded into the melee to keep anyone from striking out at Dagan.
Blue flickered on her periphery vision and a blast of cold air blew past her, knocking down several assailants had had charged between her and Ashe.  Then flashes of purple and pink joined the blue as the crowd was pushed back by their blasts of force.
“Shouldn’t you be paying attention to the Dharmen Dymarki?” She shouted back at him as she backhanded a woman in the jaw with her sword hilt.  She felt a tickle of amusement through the Link.
Dagan shrugged, though Ryn noted that the glyphs on his staff burned brighter than before.  “I can always spare some wind for you.”
Ryn tried not to laugh as she caught the arm of another man, jerked him forward and then hook her foot to kick him in the back of the knee.  He crumpled down, and she clocked him on the top of his head with the hilt of her dagger.  She felt a twinge in her newly healed side, she still did not have her full strength back.  Magic doesn’t cure everything.
“We have to get to Cordle before he works out how to get past those barriers,” Ashe yelled at her. 
“Or escapes,” Banar added.
A blast of purple and pink wind tunneled on either side of Ashe and pushed back what was left of the crowd.  Ryn glanced back at the three magi.  “Someone needs to stay to protect their backs,” she called back at them.
“My back does not need protecting.”
Dagan strode past her, his staff glowing blue from the brightness of the glyphs. 
“Mine might.” Donal piped up, but Ryn ignored him.
“Dagan!”  Ryn was caught in shock, but quickly rushed to catch up to him.  She was vaguely aware of the others coming up with them and forming a line that advanced on the small numbers remaining of the crowd which had now gathered around the base of the Guild Hall stairs.
“You’re the one who nearly died a few days ago, you are the one that needs protecting.”
Ryn did not grace that with an answer.  She felt no amusement over the Link.  Dagan meant it.
He began to swing his staff, one handed in a figure eight, his free hand held out for balance.  If there weren’t people standing in front of them that wanted to kill them, Ryn would have stopped to watch the display.  The Magister never used any fancy moves when they practiced together.  Ryn looked back at the Dymarki secured to the portico columns and saw that the blue shields were still up, protecting them, burning even brighter than before.  Cordle was now using his hands to pulse those shields with bursts of green.
“Clear that crowd,” Dagan shouted at them. 
“You all heard the man!” she called out.  “Let’s move them on.”  She raised her sword and let forth a battle cry and charged headlong into the crowd.
“Ryn!” 
Ashe’s voice trailed after her and she noted more flashes of pink, orange and purple fly over her head into the crowd.  She then heard his voice as well as Banar’s merge with her own cry.  And then she was in the crowd, either convincing people to leave with her fists or with the flat of her blade.  The grunts, screams and cursing told her that Banar and Ashe were doing the same.  Abruptly there were no opponents on her right side as Bron’s large form barreled past her, scattering the crowd as he lashed out with a flash of steel in both hands.  Those people took one look at him and disappeared into the closest dark alleyways leading away from the forum.
“Magister!”
Lily’s shrill voice cut through the grunts and thumps of the fighting, followed by a roar of sound unlike anything she had heard before. 
Ryn spun round and saw that Dagan was gone. 
She looked wildly around, oblivious to the fact that the people they had been fighting were now running away from them as fast as their legs could carry them.
A whoosh of heat slammed into her back and as Lily, Donal and Vannik rushed forward, Ryn turned and looked back to the portico.  Her eyes widened in surprise.
Dagan was now up on the top step of the portico, his runestaff moving so quick that the blue glow of its glyphs merged into a solid sheet of light as it flung bolts of power at Cordle. 
How did he get up there?
Lucas Cordle was fighting back. Balls of green fire flew from his hands in rapid fire as he ducked and wove to avoid Dagan’s onslaught.  Blue light still fluttered around the Dymarki as the shields were struck by magical shrapnel from the battle. 
Dagan was fighting Cordle and is still able to keep up the barriers? Even Ryn was aware that it took a lot of skill and power to be able to keep up more than one spell at a time.
“Give it up Cordle, it’s over.  You can’t win this,” Dagan yelled as he sidestepped a stream of green fireballs that streaked past him and smacked into the stone wall of the building next door, causing a rain of stone shrapnel to shower over the Blackwatch constables.
“I’ve already won, you fool.  Did you see the crowd?  The people now know where the danger lies.”  As Cordle spoke, he stepped back towards the two prisoners.
“A rent a crowd doesn’t count!” Donal’s voice rose up. 
Cordle turned to glare at him, and Dagan took that moment to strike.  He flicked his staff and a thick bolt of blue lightening exploded out from its end to streak across the space between them and hit Cordle square in the chest.  The man was caught unawares and was tossed back against the blue shields with the force of the bolt.  He slid down the barrier and slumped to his knees, a black, smoking wound marring the pristine white material of his chest.
The blue barriers blinked away.  Dagan must think that there was no longer any threat.
Ryn and the others still stood ready, keeping a wary eye on the laneways and alleys that lead off of the forum.  Scattered on the cobbles about them were the bodies of several men, including the two that Ryn initially came up against before she realized that these people were no fighters.
Dagan moved and knelt down before Cordle and reached a hand out to the man’s neck to check his vitals.  Bron and Vannik quickly made their way up the stairs and cut the bonds of the Dymarki with their daggers.  The cats slumped forward and then Wotha sprung up past Hella to check the fallen Serta.  He ripped off the restraining gloves that were still on his hands and then pulled the gloves from Serta’s lifeless paws.
‘He is gone.’
Ryn watched as the Dymarki called Hella laid a large hand on the other’s shoulder.  Wotha looked up at him and then looked back over his shoulder as Dagan approached them, holding something in one hand.
“I am sorry for your loss,” the Magister said as he stopped a pace away from Wotha.
‘He died bound and tied. He did not die a warrior’s death.’ 
“But he died an honorable one.  He met his death with courage and showed no fear.  That proves he had the heart of a true warrior.  His pyre should be tall and bright.”
Wotha nodded  and rose slowly to his feet.  ‘Serta’s sprit thanks you for your words and will rest easier knowing that his courage was recognized by others.  We thank you for coming to our aid and freeing us.  For that we owe you an honor debt.’
Dagan held out his hand to Wotha and opened it.  Ryn saw a flash of white as the objects rolled in his palm.  “Serta will need these so that he does not go toothless into the great unknown.” 
Wotha stared at the hand and then slowly picked up the teeth and carefully slipped them into one of his bandolier pouches.
‘Again, we thank you.’  He turned and jerked his chin at Hella, who bent down and, in one, effortless move, picked up Serta’s body and positioned him over a shoulder.  ‘We will go before any more unfriendly Bareskins arrive.  We will report back to Dhar Etha.  Come to our camp when you can.  Serta would want you to attend his Pyre at sunrise tomorrow.’
“I would be honored,” Dagan replied giving Wotha a bow while placing his hand over his heart.
Both Dymarki gave the mage a nod in return before leaping off of the portico steps and breaking into a long lope as they disappeared into the shadows surrounding the forum.


“Is it wise to let them go like that?” Ryn asked.


“Are you going to try to stop them?” he retorted


Ryn frowned but said nothing as they all came to stand with Dagan, Vannik and Bron on the portico steps.  The cut ropes and a large puddle of blood made a morbid circle around the slumped form of the dead magister.


“We found this on one of the dead.”  Banar handed Dagan a scrap of garish material baring the same colors as the one found at the abandoned Inn where she was injured.  “He was wearing it under the homespun he was wearing.”


Dagan stared at the cloth for what seemed like an age before looked back at them all, his eyes glinting.


“It’s time to bring this mess to the King Regent’s attention.”


Emerick Auten stood on the top step of the Tanner’s Guild, his gaze sweeping the bodies still lying where they fell on the cobblestones and finishing on the large bloodstain and slumped body of Magister Lucas Cordle.  Dagan stood next to him.  The rest of the team stood with the King Regent’s personal guard which had fanned themselves out in a semi circle on the edge of the carnage.


“You killed them?  All of them?” Emerick asked.  “Dead men can’t give us answers.”


“A large part of the crowd broke and ran when they realized we could fight.  And had magic.”  Dagan drew a deep breath, stilling himself for what he had to say next.  “A Praetor serving the Lord Tribunal allowed this to happen.  She hinted to us about this lot,” Dagan gestured towards the bodies as he spoke.


“Are you quite sure?  She held a blade with them?  Told them to fight you?”  Emerick’s voice sounded hopeful and Dagan regretted what he had to say.


“No…I cannot say that.”


“No.  Of course not.  Blast Bellus.  You have no idea the storm these allegations will cause.  It will destroy what support I do have in this city.”  The King Regent looked again at the bodies, a troubled expression on his face.


“I have had trouble with this Praetor before.  She is…slippery,” Dagan offered him.


“I understand.  The people who choose to vex us are always slippery,” he replied, his eyes still on the bodies.  “Madness, this is just madness.”


“Yes, Excellency.  And she may have had family help.  Or at least access to her family resources.”


“What do you mean?”


Dagan handed him the piece of cloth.  “We found this on one of the dead here in the forum.  We also found the Houndcaester’s colors with a black market shipment at a cache just outside of Kaldor.”


“You think your Praetor is bringing in weapons for this?”


“If not weapons, then untraceable gold in which to pay people.  Good money was given to those traitors in your Palace guard to take that Emissary.  And I’m sure we will find plenty of coin on the people who had been here tonight.”


Emerick shook himself and turned worried eyes back to Dagan.  “Tribunal involvement, even if they are fringe elements–aghh, it could not be worse.”


“The Lord Tribunal had no knowledge of this affair.  I trust he will deal with it swiftly once I give him my report of what happened here.”


Emerick just stared at the bodies and then finally shook his head again.  “I will make my enquires.  Gently.  And you should be careful in your associations.  For now, we have other problems.  Magister Drake, you know the Dymarki.., what should I do?”


“Hiding this will only make things worse,” Dagan replied.


“It would, wouldn’t it? I’m losing my sense in how to balance this nightmare.  I appreciate your help in this matter.  As bad as this is, it could have been much worse without you.  Myrcea owes you.  The Dymarki owes you.  I owe you.”


“Hello, Praetor Maluski.”


Dagan loomed in the doorway to the antechamber they had visited earlier that day.  The young assistant was still at their desk, listening attentively to Maluski as Dagan entered.


The woman glanced up at the greeting, a glare on her face.  She then snapped a curt dismissal at the assistant and the man got up from his chair and scuttled out of the door behind the desk. As soon as the door clicked shut, Praetor Maluski turned to Dagan, a smile forced to her face.


“Magister Dagan, it is good to see you.  The shame that Lucas Cordle bought the Tribunal is most unfortunate.”


“The shame he brought?” Donal muttered, and Ryn nudged him hard in the ribs.


“Praise Bellus that your were His Champion in that dark place.”


Dagan tried not to roll his eyes at her flowery words.  The language did not suit her tone.  “Look, we are both adults here.  Can we drop the pretense?” 

“I think you’ll find that I have said nothing threatening or untruthful to you.”


“You and your careful language.”


“I gave you what you wanted at considerable cost.  Magister Lucas Cordle will be more manageable as a martyr, but his lost will be felt.  You have avenged the Dymarki with human blood.  Surely that is good enough for you?”


“You’re no more satisfied than I am.”


“Cordle was a fool, but the facts remain: an offense to the State remains unchallenged.  I will give you no further cause to try to shame me today, but we will have this argument again.” She turned and took a step towards the door and halted as if just remembering something. She turned her elegant head and gave Dagan a coy look over her shoulder.  “The King Regent’s incompetence all but guarantees it.”  And with that, Maluski disappeared through the door.


“Sometimes you just know that trouble is coming,” Donal said, giving Ryn a look as if daring her to elbow him again.


“That’s a guarantee where that woman is concerned.”  Dagan’s head jerked up when the click of the handles of the double door behind them echoed loudly in the room.


The doors slowly opened and a tall man dressed in black and clearly in his sixties entered the room.  “Is there something troubling you, Magister?”


Dagan ducked his head and laid his hand over his heart.  “My Lord Tribune.”


“Since when have you been so respectful?  If this is what being part of the Blackwatch does to you, then I should change my mind about allowing you entry,” the man chuckled.


Dagan smiled.  “You’re not implying that they are a civilizing influence on me are you?”


“Perish the thought, Dagan.  You’ll probable turn the Knights Commander hair just as gray as mine.”


“They’ve both already gone gray,” Dagan heard Donal mutter followed by an ‘oooff’ as Kathryn elbowed him.  He turned his attention back to the Lord Tribune Peistal.


“Did you know that someone used the authority of your name to instigate a crime against the Dymarki?”


“Walking the right path is never as straight and narrow as we wish.  I truly hoped that this would not go so far…But do not trouble yourself.  I will step in when it’s time.”


“You know about Praetor Maluski?”


The Lord Tribune’s gaze hardened.  “Of course I do.  I know everything that happens within my house.”


“But you retain her as Praetor?”


“You know the saying.  ‘Keep your friends close, but your enemies closer’.”


Dagan’s eyebrow rose at this comment, but who was he to disagree with the head of the Tribunal?


“Are you intending to stay neutral about the Dymarki forever? Praetor Maluski’s meddling has caused one Dymarki to be murdered and several citizens to be killed.”


“No.  But there are forces and people at work in this business that we are not even aware of.  If one is still enough, they might feel safe enough to come out of the shadows and reveal themselves to the light of day.”


“Yes, Lord Tribune.”






CHAPTER Twenty One






The sun was just peaking over the horizon and the chilly wind followed the course of the Akella river on its way to its exit in the Grotto sea.  The wide river bank was covered in fine white sand and stood out in contrast to the predawn shadows of the trees.  Half way along the beach were the trunks of cut trees that had been tiered in layers until the stack stood six feet high.  Interwoven between the wood could be seen bunches of colorful flowers and local sweet-smelling herbs that grew wild in the area.  Atop the tiered stack was the body of a Dymarki, laid out as if sleeping. 

Dagan stood to one side of the breach, with Donal, Banar and Vannik.  Banar was there in his guise as the Magister’s ‘Pair’.  Donal and Vannik came to pay respects as people who had witnessed Serta’s courage at his passing.  Dagan had left the others at the Osega Mansion where they had rested the night before as their house was located between the Tanner’s Quarter and the Blackwatch Barracks.  Ryn as usual had wanted to come and tried to push the point, but he denied her.  She needed the rest.


They had arrived at the Dymarki Camp a half hour before dawn where they joined Wotha and the rest of the members of Clan Mufista, Serta’s clan, on a procession from the Camp along the river to the sandy river bank where the rest of the clan had been busy preparing the pyre and the body.


The humans were at one end of a crescent formed of a crowd of Dymarki that curved around the stack and terminated at the river’s edge opposite them.  Everything was quiet.  Not even birdsong, as if even the wildlife sensed the solemnity of the event.  Wotha stood by the pyre, a lit torch in his hand and he stared, like the rest at the horizon waiting for the first rays of the sun to appear.


Dagan moved his attention back to the forest line in time to see the sun finally creep above the horizon.  Light flooded the area, turning the Akella into a river of fire.  At the same moment, Wotha touched his torch to the oil soaked wood and soon the body of Serta was engulfed in flames.  As the fire grew hot, Wotha retreated back to the Dymarki gathered behind him.


An hour after sunrise, Dagan could detect the whisperings of mind voice tickling against his senses.  He looked across the gathered Dymarki and noticed that many of the warriors were looking back toward the city with their black-tipped ears held flat against their head, and their tails lashing the air.  His gaze moved to Wotha and found his friend watching him.


‘There is unrest in the city.  The camp sentries report that fires are raging in buildings near our camp and is quickly burning towards them.  They are calling for all able bodied Dymarki to help bring water to drench the surrounding wood structures to stop the fire from spreading.’


Dagan nodded to him and then looked toward the pyre.


Wotha must have noticed his concern.


‘We will all be going back as our living families are just as important as the dead.  Serta would understand.  I will leave four warriors to watch the pyre.’


As Wotha spoke, the Dymarki moved away and hurried back along the riverbank toward the river wharves of Kaldor.


“Wotha says that the Dymarki camp is under threat from fire in Kaldor.  They are going back to help prevent it from burning.”


“The city’s on fire?” Vannik’s large form turned to Kaldor although the city could not be clearly seen from where they were on the river.


“I’m sure Bron is safe, Vannik,” Donal said as he reached up and patted the big man on the shoulder.


“What are we to do, Magister?” Banar asked as he watched the Dymarki move away.  On the breeze, the scented wood smoke from the pyre was slowly being replaced by an acrid burning that tickled the nostrils.


“We are going with them to help.  We have three magi, I’m sure we have enough magic and power between us to stop the spread of the fire.”


They hurried after the Dymarki and as they followed the riverbank back to the wharf camp, the smell of fire and smoke grew stronger and thick black clouds rose over the river.  As they entered the camp, the roar of fire and the crack of breaking wood as it burned was joined by the sounds of ringing metal and screaming.  The camp was in controlled chaos, with females and cubs carting water and blankets from the river.  A group of Dymarki carrying buckets saw them and snarled.


‘Deliver that water, these Bareskins are with me.’


The Dymarki nodded to Wotha and rushed away with their sloshing buckets.  The Dymarki then fell into step beside Dagan.


‘The camp is being attacked by rioters.  They injured some of our sentries with these throwing discs and arrows,’  

Wotha pressed one of the metal discs into Dagan’s hand.  He glanced at it and then tucked it away into a coat pocket.  Wotha’s next words caught Dagan by surprise.


‘The Dhar has taken the warriors of his clan into the city.  He plans on showing the King Regent what happens to those who lose control of their citizens and allow them to attack innocents unpunished.’


“The fool.  This will not end well.”  Vannik starred toward the city, his home, with worry in his eyes.  Screams and fighting were heard coming from nearby neighborhoods not yet hit by fire.


“Can you hear it? The Dymarki must be spreading out.  They’re attacking the city.  What could they hope to accomplish?” Donal said, looking to Dagan.


“Somehow, I don’t think the Dhar cares what happens after this,” Dagan replied.  “Whatever it is, we need to do something quickly.  But we need some help.”  He turned to Wotha.  “Stay here and make sure that no more Dymarki enter the city.  Especially the Clan Warriors.”  Wotha gave him a nod.  “If the Dhar can see reason, we may stop this descending into outright war.”


◆◆◆
 
Noise and clamor could be dimly heard from within the thick granite walls of Bron and Vannik’s large mansion.  Ryn pushed aside a heavy velvet curtain at a large second-story window that looked out toward the center of the city.  Thick black smoke billowed up from the north, reflecting the orange glow of fire.  Buildings were ablaze in the city.
“The city is on fire!”
Ryn moved to the side as Ashe and Lily rushed to the window to see the fire with their own eyes.
“What is happening out there? Are people rioting?”
Ashe snorted at Lily’s question.  “Not rioting.  It looks more like a fire burning uncontrolled through the wooden buildings and warehouses there.”  Then a frown marred Ashe’s face.  “That looks like it is coming from the Tanner’s Quarter.”
“You don’t think those idiots that ran away last night have started those fires in protest, do you?” Ryn’s eyes never left the sight of the black smoke as she spoke.
“Have a look in which direction those fires are heading, Ryn.”
Ryn followed the smoke, craning her head against the glass to get the best look as the fires spread to the right of her view.  She then realized what Ashe was getting at.  “The fires are heading toward the Dymarki camp.”
“They are?  I hope that Banar and the Magister are safe.” Lily said as she pressed her face to the window pane to get a better view as well.
“If they threaten the Dymarki, they are going to push back.  And that is not going to go well.”  Bron spoke from behind them, making Ryn jump in surprise.
“I can’t feel anything over the Link from Dagan, so whatever is happening might not have reached them as yet,” Ryn replied.
“I can’t feel anything different from Donal either.”
“Nor Banar.”
“The idiots may have enough sense to leave the big cats alone.  Even the reprobates wouldn’t dare interrupt a funeral.”  From behind her, Ryn could hear Bron pouring himself another drink from the large port decanter that he had been drinking from since they came into the room.  It was just past dawn and a little early to start drinking.  He did not offer a glass to any of them.  Not that she and Ashe actually liked port (she’d never tried it before to know if she did), but she felt a bit put out that he didn’t offer.
“I don’t know about that,” Ashe murmured and Ryn’s sharp eyes quickly spotted what he already had. 
“The Wharf district has caught.”
“Can you hear that?” Lily blurted out and pressed her ear to the glass as if that could help her hear.
“Hear what?” Ryn asked.
Ashe flicked the latch and pushed the window open. 
A light breeze came in carrying the smell of smoke and ash.  It also carried the terrified screams of frightened people and the faint clash of steel.
“Fighting?”  Ryn turned worried eyes to Ashe.
“Sounds like it,” Lily said as she leaned a little outside the window, the smoke breeze now stirring her blonde hair and tugged at the silk scarf she wore round her neck.
“But are the people fighting amongst themselves, or with the Dymarki?”
A loud thudding echoed from downstairs.  Ryn glanced at Ashe with a look of surprise and was startled as Bron pushed all three away from the open window and leant out of it.
“Who’s down there banging on my front door?” he bellowed down into the street.
Ryn immediately went to the next window and looked down into the street below.  Ashe and Lily crowded her on either side.  A young man in the livery of the King Regent came away from the front door to stand out in the middle of the street, his head craned up to look at Bron.
“I come from the Palace with a message for Magister Dagan Drake,” the man said in a rush.  He started moving uneasily from foot to foot as if he was uncomfortable being out in the street.
“The Magister is not here and won’t be back for a few hours yet,” Bron yelled down.  The young man’s face looked crestfallen at the news, and Ryn watched Bron run his fingers unconsciously down the braids of his beard, his brow creased in thought.  “His Blackwatch are here, maybe they can get the message to him.”
“I was told to deliver the message directly to him.”  The man’s agitation became more pronounced as his foot shuffling increased.
“If that’s the way you want it then you need to head out past the Dymarki camp.  He has gone there with the Knight Commander for the funeral of one of their warriors.”
Even from her window on the second storey, Ryn could see the man’s face visibly pale.  He turned to look toward the north of the city which was covered in black smoke, ash and could be heard the faint sounds of fighting.  He hopped a few more times from foot to foot before turning back to look up at Bron. 
“The King Regent needs to see him.  Urgently.”
“Why? Let me guess: our friends from up North decided to take over the city after all?”
The man paused, his lips pursed as he debated within himself about what to do.  After a moment, his body relaxed and Ryn knew he had come to a decision.
“The Tanner’s Quarter is rioting, and it carried across to the Dymarki camp.  The Dymarki have taken this as a direct attack on their people and are now attacking the city.”
“They are really attacking the city?” Ryn called down.
“Yes, The King Regent needs Magister Drake’s counsel on how to broker peace with their Leader.”  A large crash came from a few blocks away and the man jumped.  “I’ve delivered the message.  I’ve got to get back!”  Without waiting for a reply, the man ran off down the street as fast as his legs could carry him.
“The Dymarki are assaulting the city,” Ashe leaned on the window frame as he looked north across the rooftops of the neighboring houses.  Horn blasts rang out across the city from the east and was quickly followed by the deep clanging of the Muster Bell.  “It looks like the Kaldor Barrack’s have called out the Blackwatch.”
“Since Dagan is currently with the Knight Commander and is not here, we will answer the King Regent’s call on his behalf.  It will take us too long to find Dagan and the others outside the city.  We don’t even know where they were burning the pyre.”
Bron stepped away from his window and looked askance at her without a word as he closed it shut.
“You were the one that said we’d go and get Dagan.  We did agree to it.”
“Semantics.  I can send Peck with a message to find him.” 
“I agree with Ryn.” Lily stepped back from the window, leaving Ashe to close it.  “We are Blackwatch, we need to go where we can do the most good.”
“Dagan and the others are quite capable of looking after themselves,” Ashe said as he dropped the window latch in place.  “They are also a lot safer where they are than we are inside the city walls.”
“You do have a point there,” Bron conceded.  It was then that Ryn realized that he had been worried about his brother.  “If we are going to the Palace, we had better start now before we get overtaken with the fighting.  I have a feeling in my gut that we may have already missed our chance.”




CHAPTER TWENTY Two






They had not gone far from the Osega house before screams and shouting could be heard from a few streets away from them.  And beyond that came the distant clang of metal and the feline roar that could only come from a Dymarki throat.  Black haze from the fires burning to the north hung low over the streets and Ryn could taste it on her tongue as she breathed in the acrid air.
“You’ll enjoy Kaldor, Dagan said,” Ryn muttered to herself.  “It’s the Jewel of the South, he said.  And within a few days of me stepping foot here, this happens.”
“You can’t lay the blame for all this at your feet Ryn,” Ashe said and then coughed as he caught his own mouthful of acrid smoke. 
“No.  It’s probably my bad luck,” Lily sighed.  “After all, I managed to find the worst of Brookhaven, and now I’m finding the worst of Kaldor.  I think I’m going to attract the seedy underbelly of whatever place I’m in.”
“It’s probably a combination of all of you, so stop your moaning and keep you minds on the task at hand.  I don’t want to die at the claws of a Dymarki with the sounds of you lot whining in my ears.”
Ryn glared back at Bron, but kept her mouth shut.  The man did have a point.
They moved quickly through the streets, staying several blocks ahead of the trouble.  Apart from them, the streets were deserted.  The windows and doors of the houses they passed were either locked or barricaded, as people chose to bunker down in their homes rather than risk their families trying to escape the city.  As they moved closer toward the Palace, they glimpsed small groups of people taking the chance and fleeing to the safety of the palace. Or to hide in the thick undergrowth of the extensive gardens until the trouble has passed.  That won’t help much if the fire reaches the gardens though, Ryn couldn’t help but think as they left the large, manicured hedges behind them and ran quickly up the avenue toward Aileach’s Palace.  The conifer, spruce and oak trees planted throughout the park will catch and spread the fire to all its corners quicker than Dagan can eat a scone.
As they rushed up the path, a commotion came from behind one of the hedges and three large black and white furred figures appeared on the path ahead, carrying something kicking between them.  Then that something let out an ear-piercing scream.  The group stopped in their tracks and Ryn and the others drew their weapons.
One of the Dymarki snarled and lifted the woman to her feet by the scruff of her neck.  Ryn heard a male voice slip into her head.
‘Quit your struggling, woman!’
Ryn felt a small twinge of fear shoot down her spine, which wasn’t helped by the feeling she felt building across her Link with Dagan.  She firmed her grip on her sword and stepped forward.  One of the cats looked up from the woman.  His black-tipped ears flattened against his head as his muzzle crinkled in a snarl, baring his teeth.
‘We have company.’
The other two warrior’s heads jerked up in their direction and snarled.  The furred hand holding the woman’s neck opened, and she staggered forward.  She whimpered and looked about her with wide, frightened eyes and noted that her captors were no longer concerned with her.  She took her chance and ran as fast as she was able and disappeared back into the hedges.
“Three large, hulking Dymarki against four humans?”
Ryn gave Ashe a grin.  “It’s a fair fight.  At least they don’t have a mage with them.”
Lily gave them a nervous giggle and stepped back from between them.  The glyphs on her runestaff flared awake and cast a pink glow on Bron as he stepped forward to take her place.
Ryn wished again for the umpteenth time that she had her shield and slipped her dagger from its sheath without taking her eyes from the Cat’s before her.  For someone whose primary weapons were sword and shield, she was relying an awful lot on her dagger lately.  If they survived this, she was going to sweet talk Bron into giving her knife fighting lessons.
‘Surrender and come with us to the Palace,’ The largest of the Dymarki stepped forward arms spread on either side with his long, sharp claws unsheathed.  The two warriors behind him mirrored the action.
Ryn stepped forward.  “No.  You surrender and come with us to the Palace.”  She watched the yellow eyes blink back at her in surprise.  She then noted that the three were fairly clean and unbloodied and realized that they had not met much resistance to get here.
An aggressive swish of a tail was the only warning given before the Dymarki were upon them.  The lead Dymarki moved with startling speed as he feinted to one side as Ryn swung at the creature’s abdomen with her sword.  He snarled and rushed towards her, his two hands raised, claws out and dripping fangs bared.
“Ryn!” Lily shouted.
The warrior batted her sword away with one forearm, almost succeeded in tearing it from her hand.  She then swiped at the cat with the dagger, but in two quick movements he grabbed each of her wrists in his furred hands and wrenched them apart with enough strength that Ryn thought her chest might explode.  He then lunged forward, fangs flashing from his open mouth.  A flash of pink hit the Dymarki’s arm with the instant smell of burnt hair and her dagger hand was suddenly free.  The weight of the cat carried her back as its teeth pierced deep through the scale of her amour on her shoulder.  She screamed out in agony and felt a faint answering cry through her Link.
She and the Dymarki staggered back past Lily, and Ryn grunted with the effort of keeping herself from being toppled.  The teeth were sinking deeper into her shoulder and Ryn twisted her wrist and stabbed her dagger at the Cat’s eyes.  The first blow glanced off the brow bone, but the second felt no resistance.  The pressure on her shoulder was gone and Ryn hissed as pain flooded into the traumatized flesh.  She pulled her dagger back as the Dymarki jerked away from her and released her sword arm, roaring in pain, using his hands to clutch at his bleeding eye.  In a flash of movement, Ryn plunged her sword into the Dymarki’s side, just under the ribs, gritting her teeth with the effort.  The creature’s body shivered, and then he whipped around more quickly than Ryn could react, his fist striking her in the injured shoulder and sending her tumbling back along the ground.
Ashe leapt forward and kicked the Dymarki solidly on his blind side, knocking him over onto the dirt.  Even as the cat scrambled to get out of reach, blood gushing from his wounded eye, Ashe stepped on his chest, using his weight to hold it still and thrust his blade down into the Cat’s heart.  He then bent and  pulled both his and Ryn’s sword from the body.
“Here, you may need this.”  Ashe wiped her blade on his trouser leg and held it out hilt first to her.
She looked about her and saw that the other two Dymarki were down on the ground, either dead or unconscious.  Ryn took the sword and slid it home in its scabbard, and after wiping off her dagger did the same with that.  Pulling the leather lace undone at the neck of her scale and the gambeson, Ryn peeled it back to see what damage had been done to her shoulder.  The black tint of the scale armor hid the blood that had seeped through the padded linen beneath.  The teeth had torn through the steel link and scale, ripped through the padded gambeson and punctured the flesh and muscle of her shoulder.  Blood flowed slowly from the wounds.  They looked clean and though it hurt, the pain was nothing compared to what she felt two days ago with her arm.
“You’re hurt!  Again,” Ashe blurted out as he knelt down beside her and looked over the wound. 
Lily dropped to her knees on her other side while Bron stood back, keeping an eye out for any undesirables.  “I wish I could help, but I’m not Donal…I have no ounce of healing talent in me,” she said letting that annoying whine squeak into her voice.
“Both of you, stop fussing.  It’s fine.  It looks worse than it is.”  She lifted her arm and moved it slowly back and forth.  “See? It still works,” she said, wincing at the pain.   Ashe frowned at her, but Ryn chose to ignore it.  “Lily, can I use your neck scarf?  I need something to wad this.”
“Sure, Ryn.”  Lily untied the pink, silk scarf from her neck and handed it over to Ryn.  Ryn took it, folded it into a square and wadded it over the bite marks.  She then pulled the gambeson and the scale back over her shoulder so that their weight can keep the makeshift bandage in place.
“Thanks, Lily.”
“We’d best get going otherwise we will be overrun by what was following behind us,” Bron said as he looked back down the avenue toward the city.
Ryn nodded and pushed herself to her feet.  The others turned with her toward the Palace, and as Bron started to set the pace, Ashe ran on her right side by her shoulder.  He didn’t look happy, but at the moment Ryn did not want to deal with his…whatever this was.  Not when the city was going up in flames and Dagan’s anxiety quickly filling her mind via the Link–he must have felt her reaction to the bite.  She concentrated on sending calm back along the Link, trying to tell Dagan that she was okay.  At least his anxiousness told her that he was not in trouble.  Yet.
A strange whistling sound cut into her thoughts and Ryn turned her head to look at Ashe, thinking it was him. He in turn was looking back over his shoulder.
A bright flash made Ryn instinctively shut her eyes.  Heat washed over her as the ground shook violently under her feet and felt herself thrown shoulder first onto Ashe as those around her fell hard to the ground.  Wincing at the pain shooting through her shoulder, she opened her eyes at the touch of Ashe’s hand on her cheek.  Ignoring his worried look, she scrambled to her feet and looked behind them.
A large, heavy set, Dymarki stood on the path near the fallen bodies of the three.  The newcomer was shorter than the other cats, but something about the set of the features and the body posture told Ryn that this was a female.
The others struggled to get to their feet as the Cat raised her hands, holding them as if clutching a ball.  A pin prick of light came to life between her palms and Ryn saw Lily’s runestaff flare up pink as she began to put up a magical barrier between them.  Bron stepped forward, a hand raised with the blade of one of his daggers held between fingers and thumb.  The Dymarki had no barrier up; she was exposed.  As the Cat gathered her power into her hands to throw, Bron began the move to throw his blade when suddenly a large pointy end of a sword protruded from the Dymarki’s chest.  The power between her hands evaporated, and the Cat looked down at her chest as the sword disappeared back where it came.  She then slowly collapsed to her knees and then fell sideways, dead.
Black cloth fluttered in the smoke laden breeze as Praetor Maluski slid her blade home with an ominous metal clink in its scabbard.  “I know you,” she said as she stared at Ryn.  “You were in Magister Drake’s company when he defended these Dymarki.”  She glanced down at the dead before her with no emotion showing on her face.  “But that doesn’t matter now.”  Maluski looked up at them and then strode forward to join them.  “The Dymarki are taking people to the Palace and may already be in control.  We will need to deal with them.”
“They’re at the Palace already?” Lily whined.
“Why would they be gathering hostages?” Ryn asked.
Bron sighed and shook his head, making his golden braids ripple across his chest.  “They’re going to take everyone of import and put them in the same place.  Those that agree to surrender, live.  Those that don’t…”
“Charming.” Maluski said as she adjusted her gaze to look toward the Palace.
Ryn cocked her head.  “I’ll do whatever it takes to defend this city and its people.  We are Blackwatch.”  Ashe and Lily both nodded in agreement.
The Praetor stared impassively back at them.   “Good.  Head for the palace, and I will see if I can find more Tribunal and Blackwatch members.  These creatures will pay for this outrage.”  Without waiting for a reply, Maluski turned and strode away down the path back toward the city.
Ryn stared after her, mouth hanging open in disbelief.  How dare that woman give her orders!
Pressure on her good shoulder made Ryn turn.  Ashe looked into her eyes as he held her with a firm grip.  “Don’t.”
“I wasn’t going to do anything.”
“The look on your face says otherwise.”
“Where does she get off bossing us around?”
Bron cleared his throat.  “We were heading for the Palace anyway, so she’s not ordering us anywhere.  But she did warn us that there may be Dymarki already at the Palace.”
“And if we don’t hurry, there may be more that we have to deal with,” Lily added, her voice growing more shrill as she spoke.
“Let’s go.”  Ryn shrugged her shoulder out of Ashe’s grip and pushed her way past Bron and Lily and started back up the path toward the Palace.




CHAPTER TWENTY Three






As they hurried up the cobblestone road through the manicured lawns and gardens, the sounds of fighting, screaming and the roar of the flames and cracking from collapsing buildings from the lower city became muffled through the thick hedges and the branches of the maple and birch.  The birds were now gone, and the tinkle of wind chimes and windpipes gave an eerie contrast to the sound coming from the city below.  

Ryn lead them past another entry through a large hedge border and found herself behind a group of three Dymarki who were in the midst of a battle against a small group of Tribunal magi.  They ducked back behind the hedge and Ryn glanced back around to see what was happening.  Numerous bodies lay mauled about the combatants and the bright glow of active runestaves and the power they flung reflected back at them from the destroyed greenery and bodies around them. One of the magi wore the black toga of a Magister, and as he whirled his staff about him, Ryn caught a glimpse of his face, and his eyes.  She recognized him.


Ryn ducked back behind the hedge.
“That’s Magister Lorin.  He’s a friend of Dagan’s, we have to help them.”

“The Dymarki’s backs are to us.  We can take them by surprise.” As Lily spoke, her staff slowly began to glow pink.  Ryn smiled at her.  For a whiney girly girl, when it comes down to it, Lily didn’t flinch from danger.
“Only if the magi don’t hit us with spells when we come up behind them,” Bron muttered.
“I’m sure they won’t.  Let’s go.”  With that, Ryn readied her sword and dagger and rushed back around the corner of the Hedge.
One of the Magi was down on the ground, unmoving, a Dymarki looming over them.  “For Kaldor!” She yelled, causing the three Dymarki to turn towards them.  Just then Magister Lorin let loose a blast from his staff which he was aiming at the foe over the fallen Tribunal man.  The cat staggered as the green ball of magic impacted against him, letting out a roar of pain.
Then Ryn was upon the cat in the middle.  She leapt forward, jabbing her blade to get between the Dymarki’s defenses as he hurriedly raised his claws.  Pain flared in her shoulder as it protested the jolt of movement.  The cat slashed down hard with his razor-sharp claws, but his strikes were clumsy.  Ryn ducked aside the first claw and raised her sword to deflect the second.  He stumbled back and Ryn leapt and slashed at him quickly.  The attack was lucky and cut across the Cat’s face, causing him to reel away, covering his face with his furred hands.  She felt sure she had hit his eye.
Ryn raised her blade high over her head and let out a cry as she felt her shoulder quiver in pain. 
The cat turned back to face her, claws raised and open, fangs bared and glinting.  Blood streamed from a large cut that ran through the Dymarki’s cheek, through the eye and terminated in the white furred eye ridge.  She braced herself.
But the charge did not come.
In the blink of an eye, the cat was enveloped in a ball of emerald green light and disappeared.  The only thing that remained was a puddle of green ooze sticking to the cobblestones.  Beyond the path, Ryn saw Magister Lorin slump to the ground, his staff clutched in his hand.
“Magister!”  Ryn called as she rushed to the mage’s side.  From what she could see, the man had been a little roughed up but looked more like he was exhausted from running a hard mile than battling for his life.  Darne Lorin waved a reassuring hand at her.  The clink of metal warned her that the others had joined her and, looking up, saw that her friends were standing back, waiting.  The other Dymarki were dead.  She rose to her feet and held out her hand to Magister Lorin.
“Many thanks, my friend,” he said looking at her with those odd colored eyes.
Ryn had to suppress a shiver.  “You don’t seem as badly injured as the others.”
“The others? Surely they cannot all be…”  Panic crept into his voice as he spoke and, looking wildly about him, he pushed past Ryn and stumbled to the nearest Tribunal body.  He stood there a moment, staring down at the man’s broken body before slumping down onto his knees beside him.  “Gone.  I told them to run…They were only students.”
“They stayed to do their duty,” Lily stepped toward him, thinking the words a comfort.  Darne looked up at her, grief filling his eyes.
“They should have followed orders and left when I told them to.  They would be alive right now.”
“Or they could have died trying to get back to the Hall of Justice.  The entire city is in chaos,” Bron stated in his matter-of-fact way.  “They wouldn’t have got far without a fight.”
The loud thumping of booted feet coming up the cobblestone path stopped any further conversation and Ryn caught sight of a large group of armored people moving toward them.  There was a mix of black togas and Blackwatch clocks and at their head was Praetor Maluski. She didn’t have to go far to find men then.  As the group neared Maluki slowed her jog, but Ryn could not help her internal smile as she noted that the Blackwatch in Maluski’s group automatically moved the extra steps to stand with Ashe and Lily.  Ryn pretended to brush some dirt from her Blackwatch insignia on her uniform to hide the smile that floated to the surface of her face. 
“Magister Lorin.  You survive.”  Praetor Maluski looked at the man as if he was some Murgot that had crawled out of the muck of the Daggerthorn swamp.
“Your relief overwhelms me, Praetor Maluski,” Darne Lorin said rising to his feet, his eyes reluctantly pulled away from the body of his dead student and looked with open antagonism on the Praetor.
It seems Dagan is not the only Magister that can’t stand the woman, Ryn thought.
Maluski frowned and Ryn could see the muscles of her throat working, but whatever words wanted to get out were stuck fast in her throat.  She swallowed hard, and whatever comeback she was contemplating for Lorin was pushed back down.  Still frowning, she looked at Ryn.  “There is no time for talk.  We must strike back before it’s too late.”
“And who will lead us into this battle?  You?” Lorin spat at her.
“I will fight to defend this country, as I have always done!” Maluski answered the Magister without looking at him.
“To control it, you mean!  I won’t have our lives tossed to the flames to feed your vanity!”
The Praetor’s head whipped round fast to lock onto Lorin’s gaze and though their runestaves did not glow, Ryn could feel the power building up around them.
Ryn could not believe that these two wanted to waste precious time fighting each other.  She stepped between them, arms out to keep them at a distance in an effort to calm the situation.  “We need to work together, not kill each other while we figure out who leads!”
Lorin studied her with his odd colored eyes and grinned.  “Then perhaps you should be leading us.”
“What?” Maluski spluttered, her eyebrows raised in surprise.  “She isn’t even of this city!”
“Neither am I, yet I don’t hear you complaining about us both fighting to defend our home,” Lorin countered.
Maluski sighed heavily and bowed her head in thought.  “Very well, then.”  She said raising her head and the Praetor’s sharp gaze turned back to Ryn, “But whatever you plan, be quick about it.”
Lorin’s grin stayed on his face, but at least now it looked more natural rather than the cat that got the cream.  “Tell us, then: what is our course of action?”
Ryn looked toward the Palace.  “We need to find out why they are gathering hostages.  We need to know their intensions.”  She waited for Maluski to start the expected witty argument against her suggestion.
But the Praetor’s face relaxed at her words.  “An excellent choice.  Let’s move quickly.”
Ryn looked in shock at Ashe, who gave her a bewildered shrug in response.  Maluski barely looked at her as she moved her group of Tribunal up the path toward the Palace.  The remaining Blackwatch and surprisingly Magister Lorin (though maybe not so surprising considering his reaction to Maluski) waited for her order to move.  Ryn felt a little uneasy about how quickly, and how pleased, Maluski was with her decision and left her with the sneaking suspicion that she was playing right into whatever plan the Praetor had going.   Ryn gritted her teeth. Either way she had made the right call and throughout all this was Dagan’s worry and annoyance leaking through their Link.
“Let’s go and move up near the main doors of the Palace before Praetor Maluski decides to do a frontal attack on the place.”




CHAPTER TWENTY Four






Darne Lorin ducked his head back behind the cover of the wall and looked back at Ryn and the others.  “There seem to be a great many Dymarki at the Palace’s entrance.”
“No Palace Guards then?” Ryn asked.
Lorin shook his head.  “I couldn’t see any bodies, so they must have been captured and being kept with the others.”
“Then they’ve already taken it over.  Clearly they’ve been planning this for some time.”  Maluski’s voice came from behind Ryn.  Ryn gritted her teeth and ignored her.
“Either that or we’re the pushovers they think we are.”  Bron’s tone implied that he thought ‘pushover,’ was more likely.
“This is the only way in.  We must assault them now, before their numbers grow,” Maluski said, ignoring Bron.  The restless shuffling of the group told Ryn that they were champing at the bit to do something to show that not everyone in this city was a pushover.
Magister Lorin turned disbelieving eyes on the Praetor.   “Are you mad?  They have hostages!  We need a distraction to get us into the Palace undetected.”
Ryn couldn’t help but agree with Lorin.  She tugged on his toga to change places with him to get her closer to the corner and took a peek around the wall herself.  Several Dymarki warriors stood along the landing leading up to the Palace Doors, and they did not look friendly.  She leaned back against the wall and looked at the others.  “A direct assault is too risky.  We don’t know how many warriors are inside and we don’t want to throw away our lives on an assault that puts us at a major disadvantage.”
“And we need to know how many people they are holding in there.  What if we put them in danger by attacking?” Lorin added.
“We need to get people in, but we need to infiltrate a small group to find out what’s going on and to get the rest of us inside,” Ashe said with Bron nodding in agreement.  The Praetor just stared impassively back at her.
“Excellent idea.”
“There is a small door that leads out to the gardens just off of the west atrium.  It’s not well known and would make a suitable entry point if someone can open it from the inside.’
Ryn nodded to Lorin.  Weird eyes or not, the man did have a good head on his shoulders.  “I’ll take Ashe, Lily and Bron with me into the palace.  I can’t ask anyone else to take this risk.”
“There is a hidden door not far from those Palace doors that the guards used to come and go without congesting the primary entrance.  But those Dymarki will see anyone who approaches that area,”  Maluski said.
“We’ll need to get you inside and to catch up as soon as we can.”  Lorin gave Ryn a wry grin.
“And just how will we do this?” Maluski growled at him.
“Have confidence Praetor,” Lorin said as he unslung his runestaff from his back.  He grinned at them all again and, holding the staff out like an extension of his arm, Lorin ducked around the corner and ran toward the Palace gate. 
“Magister, No!” Ryn tried to make a snatch at his toga, but only succeeded in grabbing the heavy wool, and she was left holding just the black cloth in her hands. 
The Dymarki warriors lined up along the top landing saw him approach and moved to stand in front of the door.  When Lorin was still a slight distance away from them he came to a stop, still holding his staff running along his arm out to his side.  The Dymarki warrior standing in the middle of the group stepped forward and snarled.
‘Have you come to surrender, Bareskin?’
Everyone heard the mind thought, and Ryn had a horrible realization that mind thought could travel a lot further than the several feet between two people talking.  If they are sighted, an alert can be sent out faster than they could get away.
“Now is the time you and your unit should cut through those hedges and get near that door,” Maluski hissed at Ryn, her voice think with irritation at Lorin for being forced into this course of action.
“You will not conquer this city without a fight!”  Lorin’s powerful voice caught back Ryn’s attention, and she looked on with dread at what she thought was about to happen.
One of the Dymarki gestured to Magister Lorin with a pointed claw in silence, though Ryn knew an order had been given.  She watched as the other warriors crouched and gathered themselves to surge forward to the lone mage.
Lorin’s runestaff lit up in a flash of green fire and a swirling green ball of power instantly appeared before the Magister and hurtled up the avenue to strike the Dymarki leader in the chest and explode in a concussion of force.  Four of the Dymarki that stood near him were instantly consumed by the explosion and the flames, and all that remained of them was ash floating gently to the ground.  The rest were thrown to the flagstones.
“Woah!” Ryn heard one of the Blackwatch warriors exclaim, though Ryn did not have much time to admire Lorin’s work herself because Ashe gripped her arm and started to pull her toward the gap between the wall and the hedge. 
Lily and Bron were already there, waiting.  She did not want to leave Magister Lorin. There was still a fair few healthy Dymarki by the palace main doors.  A thunderous roar deafened them all and one of the Magisters that was watching the action called out, “Lorin’s on his way back with company.  We’re on.”
“You need to go now!”  Maluski jabbed her finger at the gap, while gesturing with her other hand for the rest of the men to get into position.
Ryn turned tail and bolted with Ashe to the gap in the hedge.
As they caught up, the runes on Lily’s staff lit up with a bright pink glow and as they ran to the guards door she quickly spun her hands and the power gathered in her staff flashed out to form a murky bubble large enough to cover them all.  It was an Evanesce charm, one of Lily’s specialties, and their small group disappeared from the view of anyone outside the bubble that surrounded them. 
A concussive blast roared over them and Ryn rolled flat on the ground, rainbow bolts of power zipped past, and the full roar of magical ranged battle assaulted her eardrums.  She heard the whiz of another power shot and covered instinctively, exhaling hard as the shock wave hit and what was left of the ruined hedge lurched aside.  How do I always find myself in these messes?  Shrapnel consisting of branches and gravel scattered as she pushed herself back up to her feet and looked through the covering smoke for the others.  Ryn saw them through the settling dust and noted with grim pride that Lily had kept her Evanesce charm going.  Anyone who thought ill of Lily’s battle instinct would get quickly corrected by her.
Bunching closer to Lily, the group quickly approached the palace wall and then snuck up along its length to the small door Lorin had told them about.  It was located in a hidden alcove out of sight from the main doors, but those guarding the main entrance would see anyone approaching the door.  But as Ryn looked down the wall, she could see that there was now no sign of the Dymarki in front of the palace entrance.  The sounds of battle now sounded down the avenue and as Bron moved in to pick the lock on the door, she looked back to see what was happening with the others.
Magister Lorin had lured the Dymarki away from their positions and had led them down toward where the others were waiting, and now he was joined by the rest of the Tribunal and Blackwatch members and their entire area was now covered by multicolored fireballs and the movement of hand to hand fighting.  They have to get in before any more Dymarki are called out of the palace to deal with them.
“Got it.”
Bron’s voice was low, but Ryn heard it over the sound of battle and turned back to follow the others into the corridor and closed the door behind them.  Inside, they found the corridor deserted.
With a last glance toward the fighting, Ryn followed the others through the door.  They hurried up the hallway and stopped when it ended in a T section.  Turning left would lead them in the direction of the door mentioned by Magister Lorin, turning right would take them further into the palace and very possibly to the hostages.
“We need to split up.  Ashe, you and Bron head for that door to let Darne Lorin and the others in, and Lily and I will head in and locate the hostages.  If we are successful, we will need you and the others to keep one of these exits clear so that we can get safety out of here.”
“Ryn,” Ashe said and she could hear the worry in his voice.
“We don’t have the time, splitting up is the only way we can ensure that we succeed.  And Lily here can keep us undetected,” Ryn nodded her head at the mage who gave them both a weak smile.
Ashe’s lipped thinned, but he nodded and touching her briefly on her good shoulder, he then turned and lead Bron up the left corridor.  Ryn nodded to Lily who still held her charm around them and they both headed off down the right-hand branch of the corridor.
The two moved carefully, but quickly down the corridor which gradually turned into larger rooms with larger hallways and corridors leading from them. In each room and corridor, Ryn saw furniture, painting and tapestries that had been moved and organized into makeshift defensive positions.   It seemed that this part of the building was where the fighting was, corridor by corridor.  This might mean that they were on the right track to find the hostages; and on the right track to run into more Dymarki.
“Lily, keep an eye out.  I think we are getting closer to the lion’s den here.”
“My Charm should keep us covered as long as you do not stray too far out from it,” Lily replied.
They came out into another large room devoid of living people with defensive barricades set at each entrance to the area made from gilded furniture, statues and rugs. Between them was a large marble fireplace, its large logs still burning furiously.  Bodies of guardsmen lay about the defenses.  It was the first dead they had seen.  Ryn slowed to stare at the bodies.  If it weren’t for the blood, you would think them asleep.
The screaming snarl brought her head snapping about. A set of yellow eyes appeared from the darkness of a side door and grew quickly closer.  Ryn moved back to stand beside Lily and held her sword and dagger steady. In the back of her mind Dagan’s presence could be felt, worry and anger being his predominant emotions.  Fire erupted from beside her flaring staccato pink light that blew across the hallway entrance. A squeal of pain and a furry body fell amid flames and erupting masonry.  Ryn waited, but there was no more movement from the hallway.  The Dymarki had been alone.
Ryn looked uncertainly at Lily.  “I thought you said we wouldn’t be detected?”
Lily gave her a shrug.  “The Charm doesn’t cover any noise we make. Your voice can be very loud.”
A frown crossed Ryn’s forehead.  The person with the high whiney voice is telling me to keep quiet?  “Let’s get going before someone comes to find out what that blast was.”
“Excellent idea.”
At that moment footsteps from several people could be heard coming from the darkness of the destroyed corridor.  Without looking at Lily, Ryn sprinted away from the hallway and they both ran through several more rooms that lead deeper into the palace complex.  Noise close behind them caused Ryn to drop back and let Lily get ahead of her, and once through the next doorway, she ducked to the side, swapped her weapons to have her dagger up and ready in her right hand.  The Dymarki had not seen her and was twisting his frame to go through a doorway not build for his size.  Ryn angled her right arm out and up and at full sprint and slashed several rapid blows as she raced from one side of the door to the other.  The cat dropped to the ground, blocking the door, blood gushing from a cut arterial vein in his neck and chest.   Fire cut past from behind, shooting over her head and detonating in the room beyond.  Ryn leapt to her feet and raced across the room to where Lily waited, her runestaff lit up with an intense pink glow, her eyes watching the room behind them.  She tapped Lily on the shoulder. 
“Come on, let’s go.”
They ran, taking a line of least resistance, passing wreckage in the rooms as more makeshift barriers became more and more frequent.  Then the tone of the rooms and corridors began to change, becoming larger and more opulent with patterned tile floors in large rooms and wide corridors leading off to the sides.  Both women used the smooth tiles to come to a sliding halt up against a wall, backs pressed hard against its silk lined surface.  They glanced at each other, breathing hard, nodding to each other that they were okay.  Ryn felt her injured shoulder burning in pain and knew that it was only the black of her uniform that hid the blood.  Lily leveled her staff back the way they’d come, scanning the corridor for any close pursuit. Ryn looked around the door to check the way forward. It was clear.  A set of ornate stairs lead up to the level above.  She tapped Lily on the shoulder and jerked her head toward the staircase.
“Looks like we’re heading up.”
Lily grinned at her.  “At least that’s one way of getting up in this world.”
“You mean ‘come up in this world’ I think.  Come on.”
The two dashed through the door and quickly ascended the staircase, which on the second floor branched into two separate directions, one ornate and one more utilitarian.  They took the utilitarian way.  They climbed the stair, which turned and rose on several small landings.  The pink glow of Lily’s staff was the only lighting they had and from what Ryn could see, this area of the palace looked untouched by the chaos occurring below and she hoped that they hadn’t gone the wrong way by accident.  It was also quiet.
“We need to find a way back down, if we are to find the hostages,” Lily said.
“Yes-”
Ryn halted mid reply as the sounds of many voices came softly to her ears. Human voices.  She looked at Lily.  “Do you hear it?”
Lily nodded.  “Barely.”
They both continued up another small flight of stairs which leveled out finally to a small bare corridor, though the scuff marks on the walls showed that it had seen a lot of use and traffic over the years.  The voices were growing louder and Ryn could now make them out to be the low pitched murmuring of men and women.
“Maybe it’s the prisoners?” Lily whispered.
Of course it’s the prisoners, Ryn thought but did not say it aloud.  “We’re getting close, let’s see what’s ahead,” was all she said.
The two women moved down the deserted corridor and slowly, a warm, orange light grew to drown out the pale pink glow of Lily’s staff.  Ahead, the hallway looked to lead to a sizeable room.
Ryn held up her hand to quiet Lily.  If they were close enough to hear people, then they were close enough to be heard by unwanted ears.
As they crept near the end of the hallway, it opened out into a large hidden catwalk, above them was the arching dome of a vast ceiling that enclosed a gigantic space and had a small hole in its center that let in the natural light.  A solid barrier lined the walkway, which was deserted apart from them, so they both crept out of the hallway and peered carefully down on the room below.
They crouched several storeys above what was happening below.  On a raised platform stood an imposing stone chair made up of enormous blocks of stone the color of obsidian, a dragon with wings outstretched carved in relief on its back.  This is the Throne Room.  That was the DragonThrone, waiting for the Dragoncaester to return to warm its seat.  They were on a viewing platform where the proceedings below could be observed without anyone being the wiser.
A large group of people huddled against the far wall, guarded by Dymarki.  Several of them were on their feet facing the Throne and calling out, “Where is the King Regent?  Where is Emerick Auten?” The guards ignored them.  Two large Dymarki warriors stood guard by the enormous entrance doors that dominated the wall opposite the throne.
“The two of us will never get the hostages away from them.”
“No,” Ryn replied.  “We’ll need a diversion first.”
“A diversion? Are you insane? We’ll both be killed!”
Before Ryn could reply, movement near the throne caught her eye.
Three Dymarki strode out from behind the throne that had blocked them from view.  Ryn recognized the male in the center as Dhar Etha.  In one hand he gripped a ball of some sort. She was not in a position to get a better look at what it was.  The three stopped near the edge of the platform and the Dhar turned to face the hostages.
The small group of people who had been calling for the King Regent fell quiet.  The others huddled further back against the wall, casting nervous glances at the three towering Dymarki. 
The Dhar sniffed, making his thick whiskers twitch and his ears flicked forward, the chunk missing from one of them clearly visible.
‘Here is your leader.’
Dhar Etha’s voice sounded loud and strong in Ryn’s mind, and the startled gasp from Lily told her that every mind in this area would hear the Dhar’s every word.  Strangely, at the same time she felt her Link with Dagan grow stronger, as if he was closer to her.
Ryn’s attention was pulled quickly back to the Dhar as the big cat stepped forward while moving the arm carrying the object and watched as it was tossed across the room toward the group where it hit the carpet with a wet thud and rolled another foot to stop at the feet of the nearest hostage.  The man and those around him looked down at it and gasped.  From this distance, she could not see clearly what it was, but the nausea that bloomed in her gut told her brain that her worst fear had been realized.
“By Bellus, NO!”  One of the men shouted and some of the others huddled against the wall began to keen in fear and grief.
‘Emerick Auten lost his head without a fight.  He also abrogated the wrong he had done to my people.  One of the Dharman Dymarki was killed while under his protection, and he had another make the apology for him.  That is not acceptable, so we took blood for blood as is our right.’
“You have started a war!”  One of the men shouted back at him.  Before he had finished speaking, one of the Dymarki guards stepped up behind the speaker and, in one fluid motion, grabbed the man’s head in both hands and twisted sharply.  The crack of the man’s neck could be heard by Ryn from where she crouched on the observation ledge.  The man dropped to the ground.  Dead.  The keening sound from those huddled bodies quickly turned into screams of horror and fear.
“We have no time for a diversion.  We have to do something now!” Lily hissed.  “They’re going to kill them.”
Thinking quickly, Ryn took in her surroundings and then turned to Lily.  “Can you float me down then distract them at the main door with something ‘flashy’?”
Lily opened her mouth to object, but Ryn cut her off.  “Can you?”
Lily shut her mouth and nodded.
“Good.  Get ready to float me down when I say ‘Now’.”
The screams below were gaining in pitch and Ryn looked back down into the room to see what was happening.
The Dhar and his two bodyguards had stepped down from the throne platform and approached the prisoners.
‘Enough of your whining!’  Dhar Etha chopped a hand through the air.   ‘Look at you.  Like fat murgots you feed and feed and complain only when your meal is interrupted.  You do not look up.  You do not see that the larder is bare.  All you leave in your wake is misery.  You are blind and I will make you all see.’
Ryn climbed up on the banister as Dhar Etha spoke and as the sound of his threat trailed away in their minds, Ryn pointed toward the main doors.  “Now!” She mouthed at Lily.
Lily stood, letting her runestaff flash awake and something large thudded the outside doors of the Throne Room, drawing all eyes away from their side of the room.
“Catch me,” Ryn said and then dropped down over the edge of the barrier.  For a moment, she dropped like a stone and her heart leapt into her throat.  Then something both soft and firm caught her and Ryn felt as if being cuddled by a cloud as her descent slowed to that of a floating feather, but she still released her pent up breath in relief when her feet hit the floor.




CHAPTER TWENTY Five






Another bang hit the doors and then the room fell silent.  Ryn looked up to the barrier above her but saw Lily shaking her head and holding up only one finger.  Ryn’s eyes widened in shock as she realized what she had done.  In the heat of the moment she had forgotten to ask Lily if she had enough power left to support two people.  Too late now.  The mage will have to see what she can do to support Ryn from above.  For the first time Ryn wished that Dagan was here.  He would know exactly what to do.  And maybe Donal.  The dull throbbing of her shoulder seemed to tap out the cadence of his name.
‘Ah! We have a visitor.’
Ryn spun around as the Dhar’s voice sounded loud in her head.  Etha and his two guards were looking at her.  The guards surrounding the prisoners were as well.  The only people in the room ignoring her were the Dymarki guarding the doors, they still watched the entrance waiting to see if the thudding would continue.
‘Greetings, Blackwatch.  I recognize you, though I had expected your friend Dagan Drake.’  The Dhar shook his head.  ‘But, no matter.  For all the might of the Blackwatch, you are no different from these cattle.  You do not see what your people have become.’
Ryn stepped forward, more to keep attention on herself than to have someone look up and spot Lily.  In the back of her mind, she hoped that Ashe and Bron had found that side door to let in their people.
“Dhar Etha, this madness must end.”
‘Madness you say? I call this justice.’
“We delivered your justice to the person who killed your citizen, and we did it at the behest of the man you just murdered.”
‘Perhaps.’  The Dhar’s one black tipped ear flattened against his head.  ‘You must prove yourself, or go stand with your brethren.’
“Prove myself?” Ryn glanced uncertainly around the room as the Dhar turned away from her and stepped back up onto the throne’s platform with one of his guards.  The other guard stood his ground, watching her.
‘You must prove yourself worthy enough to be listened to.  To do that, you must go through the Right of Adulthood.  As you are a warrior by profession, your right will be a Right of Combat.  As you are a Bareskin, you are allowed the use of your weapons.’
“What?”
Before the word had left her mouth, the Dymarki warrior crouched, and then hurled himself toward her.  In one fluid motion Ryn drew her sword and dodged to the side at the last moment, letting the warrior overbalance, and then knocked him on the head with her sword’s pommel.  Tossing the sword up, she reversed her grip on the hilt and then stabbed down into his back.  He let out a roar of pain as she wrenched the blade out of the wound.
Ryn leapt back as the Dymarki was already recovering.  He barreled into her with a roar, knocking her away from her sword, slamming her into the marble wall, and bit into her upper arm, close to her shoulder wound.  The fangs sank deep into her flesh, and she could feel them tearing at the muscle.
Ryn fought hard against the Dymarki, gritting her teeth as he released her arm to emit a rattling screech right over her face, spraying her with saliva.  She could smell his fetid breath, see the glistening red tongue rolling behind his long fangs.  They struggled against the wall, and then she got her left hand free and jutted it hard under the Dymarki’s chin.  He snarled in rage as she gathered her strength and pushed his head away from her, harder and harder until it was stretched back, struggling to maintain his leverage.
When he let go of her, she shoved.  The warrior hit his head against the throne room wall, hard enough for there to be a muted cracking sound.  Before the Dymarki could reorient himself, she snatched up her sword and jumped to her feet in one smooth motion.  As the Dymarki attempted to rise, she hacked down.  Once.  Twice.  And it was done.
She paused, gasping for breath, and leaned against the wall.  A wave of weakness came over her, and she let the sword drop to the floor as her wounds protested the abuse.  The smell of the flowing blood was pungent, overwhelming even the stink of fear that surrounded every human in the room.  The emotions humming through her Link with Dagan grew more strident, more insistent.  It threatened to block out all other sensations.  For just a moment she pressed her forehead against the cool marble and closed her eyes.
‘You are brave after all.  There are few bareskins in this city that command such respect.’
Ryn opened her eyes and turned to look toward the throne.  The Dhar still stood on the edge of the platform, his yellow eyes staring down at her.
‘So tell me, Blackwatch: you know I cannot withdraw.  Your people attacked our camp.  How would you resolve this conflict?’
Ryn dropped her head.  She drew in a deep breath and slowly let it out.  By Bellus she felt tired.  And sore.  Her right arm felt as if it had been torn from her body and after the battering it’s had over the last couple of days wanted to take a break from the rest of her body to recuperate.  The rest of the city probably felt just as she did now.
Ryn looked back up at the Dhar.  “There must be a way to sort this out without our people killing each other.”
The Dhar slowly shook his head, and Ryn thought she detected a hint of sadness there.
‘The time for words has passed.  In the end lies glory.  It is the Old Way, and we will end this as Dearen Hardclaw and the King of Hadria ended their conflict.  I challenge you, Blackwatch.  You and I will battle to the death with this city as the prize.’
“A fight to the death?  You mean one on one? With no outside help from either your warriors or from my Blackwatch?”
The Dhar nodded.  ‘I have challenged you to single combat.  Anyone who interferes will break the ancient covenant and will bring dishonor on themselves and their Clan.  Flattu, Lord of the Winds, will see to it.’
Ryn tried not to look up at Lily, not wanting to give away her position.  She also hoped that, whatever happens, that Lily did not interfere to save her life.  These Dymarki were honorable to their set codes and Bellus only could help anyone who broke their word to it.
Thoughts tumbled through Ryn’s head.  The Dhar was tall, hulking.  An image of pure muscle and power.  And he was rested and uninjured.  Ryn felt twin throbs of pain from the wounds in her shoulder and her arm.  And she felt worn out, tired.  She looked again at Dhar Etha, who stood waiting impassively for her answer.  This would not be a fair fight.  But if she didn’t do this, the prisoners would surely die.  And if she did do this, then she might survive.  There was only one choice.
“All right.  I accept your challenge.”
‘So shall it be!’
Dhar Etha stepped down from the platform and the guards surrounding the prisoners pushed them back against the wall and spread them out along its length, leaving a large, open area of carpet in front of the main doors and the throne.  Four Dymarki warriors took position at the cardinal points on the carpet, forming a square.  The Dhar strode to the middle of this area and with the flick of his long tail turned to her.
‘The square has been formed,’ he said.
Ryn glanced uneasily around the room as she bent to pick up her sword.  She gave it a small test swing and felt her arm and shoulder flare with pain.  It could do, but the strength was gone.  She moved the sword into her left hand and pulled her dagger from its scabbard with her right hand.  It will have to do.  She firmed her grip on the weapons and stepped past the Dymarki corner holders into the square.
Moving the weapon is not enough.  The words of Ryn’s Weapons Master came into her mind.  Though some think it is.  The mind is part of it, most of it.  Blank your mind.  Empty it of hate or fear, of everything.  Burn them away to nothing.  Let the void that remains be your center, and from there everything will come.  She’d never been able to find that true stillness.  Maybe now, in her last moments, she might.
She had stopped a few feet in from the edge of the square, her arms hanging limply at her sides, the tip of her longsword resting on the bright patterned carpet.  Ryn steadied her breathing and tried her best to clear all extraneous thoughts from her mind.  The thought barrier went up and Ryn felt Dagan’s presence disappear.  She then started the breathing exercises to help her focus.  The Dhar stood on the other side of the square, staring at her.  After a moment she realized that the Dhar had been trying to talk to her and the mental barrier she had just raised had blocked his mind voice. 
Ryn took a deep breath.  Held it for a moment before she slowly released it.  She looked up at the Dhar and nodded.  She was ready.  The Dhar nodded back, his snow white fur flashing in the light of the throne room’s numerous candlesticks.  The dark stripes seemed to absorb it.
He dropped into a crouch.  She did not move.  A few heartbeats later, he sprinted towards her.  The Dhar’s speed was a surprise.  At the last moment he lunged, slashing at her face.  She ducked the razor-sharp claws and angled into his body.  With her dagger hand, she struck.  She hammered the pommel hard into the soft, loose fold of fur over his throat, and drove her knee into his groin.
His breath whooshed out, and he bent double.  He reflexively bought his elbow down, clipping her injured shoulder.  Wincing while gritting her teeth to hold back the pain, she rammed the hilt of the dagger into his nose.  This time, he leapt back, rubbing at his snout.
Her blows had been non lethal, just as his blows had not been serious.  The Dhar was testing her, and she tested him in return.
Dhar Etha flexed his fingers, extending his claws out to their fullest extent, and then launched himself at her, his digitigrade
legs acting like coiled springs.  Ryn slid to the side.  More agile than expected, Dhar Etha threw out an arm and hooked Ryn around the neck.  They went down in a tangle.
Ryn slammed her good elbow into Etha’s ribs and scrambled to her feet first.  Once up, she hesitated as the pain in her injured shoulder felt as it was burrowing into her shoulder blade.  Her hesitation gave Dhar Etha time to find his feet.  He crouched and charged, razor-sharp claws leading.  Ryn should have evaded the attack easily, but pain abruptly spasmed from her shoulder down her back, causing her to drop to one knee.  But she still had hold of her weapons.  She shifted her upper body to the side, slashing at the inside of his ankle with her dagger.
Too fast to see, he kicked the blade from her hand.  By the time it thudded to the carpet, he was on her, his hand around her neck.  She tried to jerk her knee into his groin, but he blocked and pressed her into the thick plush of the floor.
He loomed broader and several feet taller than her.  He pinned her down with his body.  The teeth in his muzzle revealed as his lips peeled back into a snarl.  His weight on her right shoulder caused pain to sear its way up her neck.  Her sword was still in her left hand.  She turned its pommel and slammed it hard into Dhar Etha’s ear.  Roaring in pain, he rolled away from her, hand clasped to his ear.  The ringing will be there for days if Dymarki ears were the same as humans.  She should know, having been smacked about the head countless times with practice swords.
But the time to finish this was now.  If she did nothing, he would just wear her down and get her when she got sloppy.  She could not allow that to happen.  Not when the lives of all these people were counting on her.
Ryn charged like a raging bull, crossing the square in less than a heartbeat.  Dhar Etha side stepped and stuck out his clawed hand so she would run into it.  Ryn anticipated the move and blurred past the hand.  She darted to the outside, coming up behind Dhar Etha.  Ryn leapt up and grabbed his far shoulder, snaked her foot between the bigger cat’s legs, and thrust up with her hips even as she pulled down with her hand.  Agony speared through the right side of her body and Ryn could feel blood flowing down her back.
Dhar Etha toppled backward, accelerating to the ground.  When he hit, his breath whooshed out of him and his tail lashed about in the air.
Ryn went down with Dhar Etha, albeit in a more controlled manner.  Ryn pinned her opponent and jammed the edge of her blade against Dhar Etha’s throat.  She still had not found her void or her balance, but she still got the job done.
At that exact moment, a loud crack resonated throughout the Throne Room and the surrounding warriors turned to the main doors as they shook hard against their hinges.  Ryn kept her hold on the Dhar and her sword at his throat.
Another loud crack and the doors flew open, barely missing the Dymarki warriors as they slammed back hard into the walls.  On the threshold was a rearing, heavy set gray plough horse and on his back was a figure clad entirely in black, a glowing blue runestaff held high above him.  Behind them was a company of Blackwatch and Tribunal soldiers.
The gray horse kicked out its front legs and gave out a piercing neigh before bringing them down with a snort.  Ryn caught the blue shimmer of the protective barrier that covered the people at the entrance.
“Nice of you to join us,” Ryn called out to them.  “The Dhar and I have just come to an agreement.”
“Are you okay?”  Dagan’s face still looked like vengeance incarnate, but at least he hadn’t seared everything to a crisp just yet.
“As well as I can be after the day I’ve just had.”  Ryn looked down at the Dhar, the sharp blade of her longsword still pressed into the soft skin at his neck.  A slight gleam of red marked the white fur near the metal.  “Have we reached an agreement? or are we still battling to the death?”
Dhar Etha’s yellow eyes looked up at her.  She could see no fear in them, only grudging respect.  ‘You have won.  We will honor our bargain.’
Ryn held the blade a moment longer, as she stared back at him.  The Dhar has shown himself honorable to his code and he had spoken before all his people.  She could trust his word.  Ryn released the Dhar.  “I am heartily sick of all this bloodshed and death.  It needs to end.  Killing ourselves is not the answer.  I am no diplomat, but this wanting to kill each other has got to stop.  It will only breed misery and pain and that will benefit no one.”  Ryn stopped and shook herself as she realized that she sounded more like a lecture than anything helpful. She looked back up at Dhar Etha.  “You and your warriors are to leave this city.  Only the Dymarki who have not raised a claw against us may stay.”
‘We will abide by your ruling.  It will be my last command as Dhar.  Tomorrow the people will vote on a new leader now that I have been defeated in combat,’ Dhar Etha said as they both rose to their feet. ‘I will take my men and go out into the city to command that my warriors stand down.’
“I will have a mixed squad of Blackwatch and Tribunal go with you,” Run said and held a hand up to forestall any comment.  “They are not to monitor you.  I would not stain your honor in that way.  It is for the Kaldorians.  Those fighting in the city will not take the word of a Dymarki that the battle is finished.”
Dhar Etha nodded.  ‘We do not want more bloodshed in the streets than is needed.’
“Ryn!”
Before she could finish speaking with the Dhar, she found herself swept up in strong, supporting arms, and the musky smell of wool, wood smoke and sweat engulfed her.  The rasp of an unshaven cheek swept across hers as she felt hot breath whisper in her ear.  “Ryn, you’re alive!”
“Of course I’m alive,” she said, recovering from the shock and circling her good arm underneath the warmth of his wool cloak.  “You should know by now that it takes more than a mere battle to the death to get rid of me.”
“I’m beginning to realize that.”
Ryn felt his lips move into a grin against her cheek.
He pulled away and used a hand to tuck some stray hair back behind her ear, his golden honey eyes staring at her face, taking in every curve as if he was seeing it for the first time.
“I’ve got some business to finish up,” she said with a smile. 
Dagan’s face and posture suddenly dropped into his usual impassive Magister demeanor and he moved to stand menacingly behind her, all the while his runestaff was still flickering with blue power and she was surprised that he did not object to her taking the lead.
Dhar Etha was still standing before her with several of his warriors behind him.  Some of the men that had come in with Dagan were now helping the hostages to their feet.  The gray plough horse had disappeared and Ryn caught sight of Bron helping his now naked brother Vannik into some trousers.  And standing a little off to one side was Donal and Banar.  Ryn looked up to the balcony above them and noted that Lily was no longer there.  She must be on the way back down to the Throne Room.
“Banar, can you select some of your men and accompany Dhar Etha and his warriors into the city?  You are to tell all human combatants to stand down as the conflict is over.  You are then to escort the Dhar and his warriors back to their camp.”
Banar ducked his head while giving her a quick salute before turning smartly on his heel and headed toward the large group of men milling around near the doors.  The Dhar gave her a small nod as well and moved to join Banar with a group of Blackwatch following along in their wake.  Then just as quickly they were gone.
“You’re bleeding!” she heard Dagan hiss from behind her.
“Yes.  In several places.  Dymarki have sharp teeth.”
“DONAL!”
Dagan’s voice boomed across the room, startling both her and Donal who then came bounding over to them.
“Yes, Dagan?”
“Ryn is injured.  Again.”
“Ah! Of course, I’ll just put this treatment on the tab.  You already owe me a lot of cake and biscuits already.”
“And I’ll probably owe you a lot more in the future, Donal.”
Donal’s face cracked into a grin as his runestaff lit up with a bright purple light as he released his power into it.  More commotion from the door distracted her as Donal worked his healing.   She noticed when the pain abruptly disappeared.  Donal had worked his magic.
“Ryn!” Ashe’s voice echoed into the room and was quickly followed by the man himself as he bounded into the room.  “Thank Bellus you’re all right.”
“Ashe, you made it.  Is Darne Loren and Praetor Maluski with you?”
“Magister Loren is here?” Dagan asked.
“They were just behind me with what is left of their company.”
As if on cue, Praetor Maluski came striding through the doors.  Magister Loren was close behind her, but he then stayed back to talk to some of the Tribunal soldiers standing at the door.
“Is it over?” Maluski asked as she marched up to them, her glaring eyes taking in the surrounding scene.
“It’s over,” Ryn replied, trying to keep the hate from her voice.  Even now she had the impression the Praetor was somehow pleased with the outcome.
Some of the freed hostages standing by the door overheard them and one shouted out.  “The city has been saved.” And other shouted.  “She has saved us all.  Thank Bellus for the Blackwatch!”
Etienne Maluski’s glare turned into one of pure hatred as she looked at Ryn. To Ryn, it looked as if the woman wanted to be the one to save the city.  After that brief moment of open emotion, the Praetor’s face clamped down with the standard Tribunal impassiveness. 
“It seems that Kaldor has a new Blackwatch Hero.”




CHAPTER TWENTY Six






Praefect Balesir sat again behind his desk, his fingers steepled in front of him as he listened to Dagan’s story.  Instead of his official robes, he wore an old, plain over robe that hung in large folds of cloth around him.  What remained of his hair now stood at odd angles to his head.
Dagan stood impassively across the desk from him, having declined the seat that had been offered to him.  His golden eyes fixed upon the man in front of him.
“These are evil tidings you bring about what started the riots against the Dymarki.”  Praefect Balesir said.  “We have heard from our intelligence that there have been changes made within the leadership of the Brotherhood.  Intelligence have also heard rumors that the Brotherhood have one of The Fallen walking amongst them.”
Dagan shivered at the mention of The Fallen.  The Fallen were opposed to the Old Gods that served Bellus and existed only to see the Order and Balance of Bellus fall into Chaos.  The existence of The Fallen is known only to the Tribunal, the Church, and members of rank and trust.  The Church and the Tribunal did not want the general citizens to know of The Fallen and the danger they represent.  That would only bring trouble.
“That would explain a lot,” Dagan said.  “Especially if The Fallen was Belial.”
Praefect Balesir hissed in distaste.
“Do not say that name aloud, especially in my presence.  He is the sworn enemy of Azrael, She who Saves Souls.”
Balesir hastily kissed his ring of office before placing a fist to his heart.
“Whoever it is, has tried to interfere with Kathryn and I several times.”
The Praefect leaned back in his chair, pulling his robes tight around him.
“The one thing that you cannot do is stay here, it will break the covenant.”
“I know,” Dagan replied.
Balesir looked with care at the man standing before him.  He looked in his early thirties, but Balesir knew that he was much older.  He also did not have the stance of someone who is being hunted.  He looked like a man in control of his own destiny, something that Balesir knew was not strictly true.
“You have a plan?” he asked.
Dagan nodded.
“Do not tell me, the less who know the better.  I trust your judgment.”  The Praefect said as Dagan began to speak. 
“I will send you reports when I am able,” Dagan murmured.  “Here is something else,” Dagan said as he fished an object out of his pocket and placed it on the table before Balesir.
Praefect Balesir picked up the metal disc carefully in his hands and was not surprised when the merest pressure against the teeth bought blood.
“This is Nikkonese, where did you get it?”
“We were attacked before the trouble started in Kaldor.  The man was clumsy.  He was not Nikkonese.”
“Then the question is, where did he get it?  The island of Nikkon has had no contact with the outside world.”
Dagan harrumphed at him.
“Well yes, in some instances they have let in outsiders but I was a special case.”
“I for one am glad that they let you stay,” Dagan said.
“So was your mother, but that is not the issue now.  What is the issue is whether the Brotherhood has contacts in Nikkon or has it just gotten lucky by having come across an illegal trader?  I will have our intelligence investigate this.”
Dagan’s face creased as a thought came to him.
“There is one other thing, something I spoke of at our last meeting.”
“Yes?” Balesir asked.
“Ever since the Proving with Kathryn, I have felt something changing within me and strangely, within her.  As I said before, I can feel inside me where she is and now I am sensing that something inside of her is changing.  I do not know exactly what it is, but it is beginning to frighten me.”
Balesir frowned.  “You do know what that sounds like.”
Dagan nodded.
“It cannot be the Rebirth, it cannot come that quickly.  It is not... It’s not possible.  Remember the signs that I told you about, has any of these happened?”
Dagan shook his head.
“Perhaps it is the stress of the situation affecting you both.  Stress can bring on change.  And can make you both feel things that are not real.”
“So myself and Mela were told by the Keeper of the Traditions.  But the sensations I am feeling are exactly those described to us by the Keeper when the Rebirth is near.  Not much else was told to us, but he was definite about this.”
“But a human with our kind?  It has never occurred before.  It is not supposed to happen until your mother-”
Dagan shrugged.  “I do not know, but…I find myself thinking of Kathryn.  Constantly.”
The Praefect shook his head.  “We bond for life.  If you go through the Rebirth and she rejects you…”
“It is something that we have to consider.”  Dagan placed his hands on the back of the wooden chair in front of Balesir’s desk.  “If this is what has happened, and the Rebirth is upon me, how much time do we have?”
Now it was Balesir’s turn to shrug.  “Maybe a year, two at the longest.  But you know that it can happen at any time once it has been set into motion.”
“That is what I was afraid of.”
“Do not worry, Dagan, what happens, happens.  It is as Bellus wills it.”
“Yes, Your Grace.”  Dagan straightened from the chair.
Balesir stood from his chair and came around the desk to stand beside Dagan.
“Now, give your father a hug before you leave.  I have a feeling that it will be a long time before we met again.”
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