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      "Fantastic world building and masterful prose. Definitely a must read for Epic Fantasy fans.”—Brian D. Anderson, bestselling author of The Godling Chronicles

      

      "An interesting and exciting start to a series. I'm looking forward to reading what the authors come up with next!”—Dakota Krout, author of the Divine Dungeon Series and winner of Audible Top 5 Fantasy of 2017.

      

      "A gritty, dark fantasy disguised as a lighthearted epic... Creativity and twists were wielded as effectively as swords and daggers. The diverse cast of characters are perfectly imperfect, which made them easy to cheer for. I am looking forward to the sequel!"—David Estes, bestselling author of Fatemarked

      

      “Bruno and Castle built an epic fantasy world that captivates the imagination and brings the reading on a thrilling adventure that will leave the devotees of fantasy eager for the next tale.”—Jason Anspach, Bestselling author of the Galaxy's Edge Series

      

      "Rich developed characters meet vivid descriptions and a twisted plot that keeps you turning the pages...an enthralling start to a promising series!”—J.T. Williams, USA Today Bestselling Author of the Half-Elf Chronicles

      

      "Imaginative world-building... complex politics with a variety of nations and influences... I would recommend it to anyone who enjoys adventure fantasy.”—By Rite of Word
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      Sign up to the free and exclusive King’s Shield Newsletter to receive early looks and new novels, peeks at conceptual art that breathes life into Pantego as well as exclusive access to short stories called “Legends of Pantego.” Learn more about the characters and the world you love.
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PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        An ill King brings circling wolves.

        

      

      Sir Uriah Davies, Wearer of White, and sworn protector of the Glass Kingdom had been living by those words since the King’s health declined. After decades of war, uniting the kingdoms of Pantego under the light of Iam, the one true God, the body of Liam the Conqueror had finally started failing.

      King Liam’s condition was kept quiet as long as possible, but his absence from assemblies and celebrations brought whispers from all corners. Angry, envious people spoke in darkness about changing winds. For four years, Uriah had been silencing them, praying for the King’s restoration. But it never happened.

      Foreign lords jockeyed to improve their position with underhanded dealings. Members of the Royal Council bribed the Queen to increase their sway over affairs, all while, she hosted countless grand feasts and masquerades to draw attention away from her dying husband.

      Uriah feared the fate of the kingdom hung by a thread when one fitful, early winter night Queen Oleander’s brother arrived in the capital city of Yarrington. Redstar, as he was known, was foreign like she had been before the King claimed and married her—a savage from the northern lands of Drav Cra.

      King Liam had long rejected Redstar’s requests for an audience, but now, with the King barely able to speak, Redstar swept into the city to beseech his sister. He claimed that as chieftain of the Ruuhar Clan, he sought support for his starving people who once were hers.

      Uriah knew better than to trust a man like Redstar, a worshipper of false gods and notorious warlock who, along with his Drav Cra brethren, raided and pillaged northern towns within the Glass Kingdom. A man who drew on the foul magics of Elsewhere, as if they were a thing for mortals to wield, using them to sow chaos. Redstar denied such claims, but survivors spoke of a half-red-faced raider wielding fire as viciously as a sword, and Redstar’s birthmark—a five-pointed star taking up the whole left side of his face—was impossible to mistake.

      Uriah warned Oleander to send him back to the tundra from whence he came, but advising the woman nearly always led her to do just the opposite. Instead, he stood outside the King and Queen’s door listening to their hushed argument. It was not his place to eavesdrop, but with the King incapacitated, he found himself doing it more and more. Oleander, more crucial than ever, was young, rash, and harsh as the tundra where she was born. Straining, he heard a clatter.

      “This place has made you weak, sister!” Redstar shouted, his voice growing closer. The door nearly smashed Uriah’s face, but he repositioned himself just in time.

      Redstar glared, lips pursed in anger. He was pale as snow, like his sister, except for the dark red birthmark which had earned him his name. It was said only one of the twin moons smiled on him at his birth, leaving him marked, malformed. Seeing him in person again, Uriah believed it.

      “What are you looking at, knight?” Redstar spat.

      Uriah held his tongue. He had no love for the man.

      Merely a boy when the King took Oleander as his own all those years ago, even then, Redstar was tempted by darkness. Uriah hadn’t forgotten the trek home when two of his own men went berserk, killing each other, and Redstar was discovered in his yurt holding a piece of his sister’s hair, blood covering his hands.

      In spite of his hatred for magic—especially dark, blood magic—King Liam spared Redstar because of his relation to Oleander. Uriah called it a mistake, though he honored his king’s wishes as always.

      “This way, my Lord,” Uriah said finally, gesturing to Redstar and biting back disdain.

      He escorted the Queen’s brother back to the guest chamber where he would stay until morning, then retired to his own quarters. But Uriah couldn’t sleep.

      An ill king brings circling wolves. It echoed in his mind.

      So, instead of lying awake, listening through the wall to the moans of his King as Oleander struggled to feed him porridge, he returned to the guest wing. When midnight arrived, his patience rewarded him. Uriah hid, then followed Redstar’s glowing torch as he crept through the dark halls of the Glass Castle.

      His face screwed in disgust when Redstar turned. It wasn’t a torch the man held, his raised hand was wreathed in flame, blood dripping down his forearm.

      Blood magic. How dare he taint this sacred castle?

      Uriah edged toward a corner, peeking around to see Redstar stopped outside the door of the King and Queen’s only son’s room. Pi was weak and scrawny, but a sweet boy—a kindhearted and seemingly worthy heir to Liam’s great kingdom. Uriah had only just begun to teach him the ways of the sword, but unlike his father, he would rather bury his head in books.

      Redstar raised his hand to the lock, sliding it open without even a touch.

      “Pi,” Uriah whispered, rushing to the door as Redstar slipped through. He listened for a moment but heard nothing. Lowering his shoulder, he burst in to find Redstar looming over the sleeping prince, whispering in his ear.

      Then, Redstar looked up. “Shhh, you’ll wake him.”

      “Step away,” Uriah demanded.

      “You should consider how you address your Queen’s brother,” Redstar replied, voice as calm as ever, like the world was his playground. His eyes rose to meet Uriah’s, mouth curled into a dark grin.

      “You should have stayed in your quarters.”

      “I decided I should leave early. Can’t an uncle say a proper goodbye to his nephew?” He drew up the blankets covering the Prince.

      Pi groaned, rolled, and pulled the blankets close.

      Something was missing. Pi always slept with the crude Drav Cra doll his mother had presented him on his birthing day. The Drav Cra called it an orepul and believed the idols made in their likeness contained a piece of their very souls. Uriah considered it worthless pagan mumbo-jumbo that the King only permitted to placate his wife, but Pi had an attachment to it that Uriah hoped he would grow out of soon.

      Presently, Redstar had the orepul clutched in his right hand.

      “In the name of Liam and the one true God, return that to your prince at once,” Uriah said. “I don’t care who you are, warlock.” The term left his lips with venom but hearing it only seemed to embolden Redstar.

      “Arch Warlock now,” he corrected.

      “All the same to me.”

      “Of course, it is. The Queen forgets her own people.” Redstar ran his hand across Pi’s cheek, smearing blood from his sliced palm along it. Pi didn’t wake, merely twitched as if it were the midst of a nightmare. “Yet still she made him this?”

      Uriah drew his sword. “I won’t ask again.”

      “You would threaten a member of the royal family?”

      “There is no royalty in you, heathen.” Uriah edged closer, making sure to keep a safe distance. The stained glass of the arched window at his back rattled, rain driving sideways with the harsh wind.

      “Our Lady and her chosen people are tired of being forgotten,” Redstar said. “Your queen is no longer one of us. It is time she stopped pretending.”

      “Step away, now!”

      Uriah extended his sword. The blade nearly touched Redstar’s throat, but the heathen ignored it and regarded the orepul, then the Prince. His smirk widened.

      “Farewell, my young prince,” he said. “We’ll be together again soon.”

      Uriah saw the glint of a dagger as Redstar reached into his robes. He knew harming the Queen’s brother wouldn’t be overlooked, but he was paid to protect the boy. Uriah thrust his sword at the traitor, but his blade met only air.

      Redstar was unexpectedly fast, sliding across the floor and catching Uriah’s side. The dagger drew a shallow cut, but it was enough to slow Uriah. He swung his blade in a wide arc, but Redstar was already by the window.

      “Redstar!” Uriah roared as the Arch Warlock smashed the window with his elbow.

      Wind and rain like ice sliced in, forcing Uriah to cover his face. Pi’s eyes sprung open as if roused from a nightmare, clutching his blanket, frantic in search of the orepul.

      Redstar performed an exaggerated stage bow, then fell backward. Uriah reached for his leg, grabbing only silk before the Queen’s brother flipped back over the sill and into the night.

      Uriah stuck his head out into the driving rain and stared down the castle’s tallest spire. There was no falling body, no corpse lying in the courtyard. He was just… gone.

      “Sir, what happened! I heard raised voices and... was that Redstar?”

      Uriah whipped around to see one of his men, another member of the King’s Shield standing in the doorway, claymore drawn.

      “Torsten,” Uriah said. “Rouse the Queen. The Prince has been robbed.”

      Torsten’s gaze shifted between the frightened prince and Uriah. “What did he take?”

      “The boy’s soul…”
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          THE THIEF

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ONE YEAR LATER…

      

      

      “What’s the difference between a Westvale whore and a dwarf?” Haam asked from behind the Twilight Manor’s worn bar, white shirt stained from a day's work—although he’d likely been wearing it for much longer. “One’s short, fat, and has a beard. The other lives in the tunnels of the Dragon’s Tail!”

      The motley company surrounding him erupted in laughter, slapping the bar and spilling pints all over the faded wood floor. Laughing especially hard was a scruffy, red-haired dwarf, a member of a small mercenary crew hired to guard a trading caravan. Like anyone interesting who found themselves in Troborough, he was simply passing through.

      Whitney Fierstown didn’t make a sound at the joke, just sat alone at a corner table, nursing his ale. His finger drew circles around the rim of his earthenware mug, mindlessly keeping time with the out-of-tune bard strumming his lute by the hearth.

      The Twilight Manor was fuller than usual thanks to the traders, but this wasn’t Yarrington or Winde Port. Far from it. The tavern sat in the middle of a cobbled square in the quaint farming village of Troborough.

      Whitney stared through the dirty, cloudy window beside his table, completely unsure why in the name of Elsewhere he found himself back in the town he’d grown up. It had been many years since he fled the small life for adventure, so long, nobody recognized him. So long, he learned his parents had both passed a while back at the hands of a plague in the town’s water supply. So long their shoddy gravestones were weathered, the names barely legible.

      It was tough to say the news made him sad. He’d never been close with them, especially not his ceaselessly grumpy father who cared about nothing except for the next harvest. But a new family now lived in the farmhouse he’d grown up in. A husband and a wife, and two kids who’d never amount to anything in this place. One of the children, a particularly scrawny boy, played swords in the square with his younger sister just as Whitney remembered doing with his only childhood friend, a Panpingese orphan named Sora.

      The boy parried and dodged, not just swinging the stick but allowing himself to be stabbed and prodded on occasion as well—the sign of a smart child preparing himself for the harsh realities of life. Any man Whitney had ever met who fancied himself an unconquerable hero found his head on the wrong end of a spike. They were only the stuff of myth and legend, nothing like how he and Sora used to imagine.

      The thought of her brought a smile to his lips. He'd only just gotten in that night, and he didn't plan to stay long, but she hadn’t shown her face. He’d passed the home where she’d grown up on the edge of town, under the care of the nutty town healer, Wetzel. Nobody was home, and the barely-standing shack seemed abandoned, though it always had.

      Whitney only dreamed she’d moved on as he had so long ago, and figured that old Wetzel had probably kicked the bucket by now. He’d been ancient when Whitney was a child. A few times that night, he considered asking Haam about her but didn’t feel like getting into a whole thing about who he used to be, or worse, finding out the plague had claimed her too.

      He preferred the dream, and not a soul in the tavern remembered him, even Haam. He doubted she would either. It was like he was a ghost visiting his old life.

      “Need another, traveler?” Alless, the barmaid asked from a few tables away. Whitney remembered her when he was a boy as well, the stuff of fantasies, or rather, she was. Age had robbed her of much of her beauty.

      No fantasies left in this gods-forsaken place.

      Whitney waved his hand dismissively, and she returned to the back of the bar and whispered something to Haam. He shooed her away, eager to keep his attentive crowd with more crude jokes, obviously thrilled to have so many visitors. The man had tended the Manor as long as Whitney could remember, and unlike Alless, he’d already been so old back then, he still looked the same save for a rounder belly.

      The Twilight Manor served as the center of all things social in Troborough, which was rarely all too much. Throughout the day, it had just been Whitney and few others shuffling in, pontificating, playing gems, and drinking. The farmers would talk about their yield or share rumors of far-off places none of them would ever visit. The same mind-numbing shog everyone went on about when he was a boy.

      But the red-haired dwarf and the small band of mercenaries injected a bit of new life into the place when they’d arrived. The little man had spent the better part of the evening boasting to Alless about his prowess with ladies and how many “full-sized” women he’d laid with while serving in the King’s army. A gray-skinned Shesaitju gentlemen also serving in the dwarf’s mercenary company sat quietly nearby, looking exhausted.

      Not to be outdone, Carlo, the town’s resident good-for-nothing-but-reminiscing-about-his-days-in-the-Glass-army drunkard spoke of his role in the Third War of Panping, when King Liam himself had led the charge against the heartless Mystic Order. He cursed the dwarves of Brotlebir and how, like cowards, they’d refused to charge that day.

      If Whitney didn’t know better, the way the man talked, he’d think him a King’s Shieldsman. But Whitney did. It was all hog’s piss. The same story Carlo had been telling since Whitney was a child. Nobody noteworthy wound up settling down in Troborough, and nobody in Troborough ever did anything noteworthy.

      “What’s got ye sour, boy? Ye look as dissatisfied as me wife.” Whitney hadn’t even seen the red-haired dwarf take the chair opposite him, grinning like a madman with his yellow teeth and an eye looking in each direction. Red whiskers, like straw poking out of a barn pile, covered most of his face.

      Dwarves… Only thing they’re good for is their treasure chests.

      “Just tired,” Whitney said out loud.

      He peered longingly back to his ale, the heady foam finally receding. He was never one to back down from a verbal spat, but the dwarf’s question was one he’d been asking himself since he arrived in Troborough. He’d lost track of the years he’d spent roaming Pantego, thieving and swindling his way to being wanted in more cities than he had fingers until, eventually, every score in every land started to feel the same as the last. Some rare treasure no lord or lady even needed.

      He missed the challenge. The adventure.

      “Tired?” the dwarf scoffed. “What’s a pale farmboy like ye got to be tired about?”

      Whitney glanced up only with his eyes. If there was one thing he couldn’t stomach, it was being lumped into the same meager vocation as his insignificant father. Whitney had seen things nobody in Pantego could imagine, made a name for himself coast to coast.

      “Farmboy?” He rose from his seat. “You hear that?” Whitney said loudly to anybody who might be listening. “I think this little half-pint, rock-eating dwarf just called me a ‘farmboy.’”

      The Twilight Manor went quiet—not dead silent, but enough for Whitney. The bard stopped playing—thankfully. Several regulars turned their attention to him. The members of the trading caravan all slid forward, eager for a show as if used to their mate causing trouble.

      “Aye, I did.” The dwarf slammed his mug on the table, ale splashing over the side.

      “Just making sure you were talking to me,” Whitney said. “You dwarves spend so much time down in the dark, sometimes I worry you can’t see straight.” Whitney hiccuped. He had to use his chair for support.

      “At least we can hold our drink, farmboy.”

      “You really don’t know who I am, do you? Tell him Haam!”

      “Here we go again,” Haam grumbled. “Another adventurer who’s put down one too many. “He threw his towel over his shoulder and climbed down the stairs leading to the storage basement, probably for some peace and quiet.

      “Okay… I’ll handle it.”

      After a few tries, Whitney climbed onto the table and stared down his nose at the dwarf. It made the burly little man’s features darken in anger. If Whitney had learned anything a short while back while slumming in the subterranean dwarven kingdom of Brotlebir, it was that dwarves hated when a human drew attention to how short they were. That, and the things they made from gold were gold all the way through.

      “My name is Whitney Fierstown! Yes, yes,” he said in practiced rhythm, performing an exaggerated bow, “the same Whitney Fierstown of Westvale fame. He who stole the Sword of Grace from right under Lord Theroy’s nose while the right bugger slept face-down in a puddle of his own spit. Had myself a throw with his lady daughter that evening as well.”

      Whitney’s laugh was joined by a few others. He hopped down from the table, his voice growing louder after he steadied himself from nearly slipping in a puddle of the dwarf’s spilled ale.

      “The Mischievous, Master of Mayhem,” he continued. “The very same credited for single-handedly delivering the Splintering Staff out of the hands of the Whispering Wizards. You know them, dwarf? Whitney Fierstown, Savior of the Sullen and Surly—that's you. Hope of the Hopeless and Helpless. Thief of all thieves. The Filcher Fantastic himself.”

      Loud whoops and whistles erupted from the bar. Whitney bowed again, looking up to lock eyes with the fuming dwarf, a humorless smile playing at the edges of his mouth.

      "And you call me a farmboy?” Whitney asked. “Someone get this sad dwarf another ale. He’s either too drunk or not drunk enough.”

      The dwarf appeared thoroughly unimpressed. Whitney rounded the table, his gaze never leaving the dwarf. He plopped back into his chair, grabbed his ale, and kicked his feet up on the table.

      There were a few scattered hand claps before the people of Troborough returned to their business. He wondered how many times they’d heard passers-through boast about similar feats, if he was becoming as bad as the dwarf or even Carlo.

      The bard started plucking his lute again, struggling to find the melody. Alless made her rounds, dodging the grabby hands of several toothless men. Haam had returned now, polishing mugs and not paying attention. Even the members of the trading caravan expected more of a show.

      The dwarf calmly stroked his beard once, then took his turn climbing the table, even though the thing was nearly the whole height of him.

      “And I be Grint Strongiron!” he shouted. The poor bard’s notes trailed off from yet another distraction. Grint’s companions unenthusiastically tapped their mugs on the bar in support while everyone else ignored him.

      “Son of a drunken wife-beater,” Grint went on. “Brother of a coward. Me wife’s uglier than the south end of a horse-headed north. I got seven fingers, nine toes, and enough spawn to start a small war.”

      He took two wobbly steps toward Whitney.

      “I’ve broken more bones than I be able to count, many of them me own. I helped dig out the throne room of the Dragon’s Tail alongside Brike the Pickaxe when yer great, great, grandfather was still an ache in his own grandfather’s britches.”

      He leaned over, getting as close to Whitney as he could without toppling over.

      “Ye say ye’ve stolen from a lord and some wizards?” he continued. “But ye ain’t done nuffin till ye tooken from a king!”

      Whitney’s head cocked to the side before he laughed deep and hard. He looked around, but not a soul was paying attention any longer. Even Grint’s companions had returned to their mugs.

      “Ain’t thought I said nuffin funny, Thief,” the dwarf said. “Even from his bed, the King of Glass still be stealin food from me family’s mouth. Ye’d be doin the world a favor, showin the old prick what the feelin be.” 

      “Steal from the King?” Whitney said, incredulous. “What would you have me do, traipse into his throne room and take the Glass Crown right off his head?”

      Grint jumped down, missing the landing either for lack of judgment of too much drink. Maybe both. He stumbled into the next table, disturbing two old men in dirt-covered shirts. His Shesaitju friend went to steady him, but Grint shook him off before turning back to Whitney.

      “If that’s what ye gotta do,” he said. “Otherwise, this li’l display of yers is just shog and spit.”

      “Shog and spit, you say?” Whitney asked.

      “Aye. Heard the King of Glass be havin himself another masquerade in a few nights—one of them fancy balls nobles like so much. If yer so good, I be bettin ye could sneak right in, couldn’t ye, farmboy?”

      Whitney let his feet fall from the table and leaned forward, circling the rim of his mug again.

      “Steal the Glass Crown,” he marveled. Against all odds, he found himself in the town he’d left behind, hoping he might find some inspiration for a new adventure where it all started. And just when he thought life was getting boring…. It happened. Finally, a challenge that might be worth putting his drink down for.

      Whitney tapped the top of his head. “All right, dwarf. Next time you see me, I’ll be wearing it.”
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          THE KNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      “Filth and braggarts, all of them!” the boy whispered through gritted teeth from beneath his sheets. “Liars, thieves, drunks, and murderers!”

      Torsten Unger, the Wearer of White, leader of the King’s Shield, had been winding down for the evening when he heard those words in the voice of Prince Pi. Torsten looked around, confused. The boy had refused to leave his room at the highest point atop the West Tower of the Glass Castle since before the last Dawning ceremony when Pantego’s two moons passed before the sun and signaled the turning of a new year.

      Torsten peeked out of his room, his gaze met by one of the newest members of the King’s Shield out on patrol.  Sir Rand Langley placed his fist over his heart, as was customary when greeting the Wearer.

      “Did you hear that?” Torsten asked.

      “Sir?” said Rand.

      “The uh… never mind. It’s late. Tired is all.”

      Rand looked at him, puzzled. “Goodnight, sir.”

      Torsten tipped his head and waited for Rand to pass. He’d spent the day overseeing the induction of that very young man into the King’s Shield. The trek down from atop Mount Lister, where Iam was closest and custom dictated the installation take place, had them all exhausted. It was rare that Torsten could shift focus from matters of the kingdom, or filling the needs of Queen Oleander and her sickly husband, so he was happy for the diversion.

      Iam had gazed down upon the ceremony with great joy, no doubt. But even with the Vigilant Eye of the one true God watching over them, Torsten knew the Glass Kingdom would soon need all the security it could get. Rand was a promising recruit, young and a bit overeager, which showed as he fumbled through his vows, but Torsten had a hard time faulting anyone for wanting to serve. Especially since, according to the royal physician, King Liam’s death was imminent. It didn’t matter how much he, or Oleander, or anyone else living in the Glass Castle tried to hide it.

      Once Rand turned the corner, Torsten focused back on Pi’s voice. It was less of a voice now really, and more like a feeling. He left his quarters, hoping to avoid catching any eyes, but even if he hadn’t held the station of the Wearer of White, he was hard to miss. More than once he’d been mistaken for a half-giant. His chest was thick as an iron keg, requiring specially crafted armor from Hovom Nitebrittle, the castle Blacksmith. He stood closer to seven feet than six, and his hands were large enough to pop a man’s skull.

      As he passed more Shieldsman and castle guards, he saluted each in turn but never spoke a word. How could he say he was following an invisible voice to the Prince's bedroom in the middle of the night?

      The arched stone and stained glass door stood a whole head taller than Torsten. He cracked it enough to see a sliver of the Prince’s chambers. It felt dirty, wrong—although he had no ill motives. But the Queen had forbidden anyone, even the Wearer of White, from seeing her despondent son. It had been that way since his predecessor, Sir Uriah Davies, caught the Queen’s heathen brother whispering madness into Pi’s ear and fleeing with his most prized possession.

      It took Torsten a moment to figure out where the boy was, then he saw the bulge in the sheets. A moment later, Prince Pi cast off the covers and stood. He was so young, yet his hazel eyes spoke of a lifetime of horrors. His head was cocked to the side while he paced, his messy, dark, hair hanging limply like a wet blanket. One thing was certain, he looked neither sickly nor grief-stricken.

      “Yes, they must pay for their sins,” Pi said. “The Buried Goddess demands it, and she will do it, not I.” His head twitched so hard Torsten worried he’d snap his own neck. Hearing a boy so young speaking of the Buried Goddess startled him.

      Torsten instinctively stepped backward as the Prince abruptly crossed the room. There was no doubt he’d heard Torsten’s footsteps, but he seemed entirely unconcerned. The pale light of Pantego’s moons gushed in through the window. Beyond its arch, Torsten could see Yarrington’s twinkling lights—candles, lamps, and campfires. Those paled in comparison to the false light reflected off the castle's spires and the flat, glassy plain of Mount Lister overshadowing them, a monument of the ancient God Feud.

      Torsten drew a deep breath before cracking the door a bit more. Countless angular symbols were hastily etched in stone walls, smeared with blood. The Prince may have been young, but it appeared Pi’s devotion to the Buried Goddess exceeded even that of her cultists. Torsten had cleared plenty such miscreants from basement shrines throughout Yarrington since having joined the King’s Shield, and even more as Wearer of White.

      Most believed Nesilia had been dead for thousands of years after Iam brought an end to the God Feud that ravaged Pantego, and Torsten numbered among that lot. Legend was, and so her followers believed, she was not dead, only buried beneath Mount Lister—waiting to exact vengeance upon the One who buried her.

      Did the Queen know of Pi's obsession?  She’d never mentioned a word of it to Torsten. The Nothhelm family, which had ruled over the Glass Kingdom for centuries, served and revered Iam—the one true God. What would the people of the Glass Kingdom think if they knew the King's only son was a heretic worshipping the false goddess Nesilia?

      The voice filled Torsten's mind again, this time louder. He grasped his head, slithering his fingers through his hair, biting back the urge to scream. He rolled his head in sharp circles, gnashing his teeth as the foreign words bombarded his mind. When it was over, he looked up to see the Prince clutching his own head.

      “Buried, not dead. Buried, not dead,” Pi muttered over and over. “The color crimson and a thousand eyes. I see the color crimson and a thousand eyes!”

      Torsten’s heart pounded, threatening to burst through his rib cage. He saw large tears flow freely from the young boy's eyes, and his own eyes began to water. The Prince now stood in the middle of his chamber—a room that would dwarf most houses. A circle surrounded him, painted in red on the dark stone floor. Torsten noticed a bloody bandage wrapped around Pi's hand.

      He knew blood magic when he saw it.

      The Prince raised his voice, beginning a chant. The words drifted in and out like the flight of galler birds in spring, ebbing and flowing, sharp tucks and broad swoops, impossible to know where one word ended and the next began. They would seem nothing more than mindless blabbering to any hearer, and that's what they were to Torsten—nonsense.

      Pi’s eyes rolled, only the whites showing. He convulsed, head whirling and hands flapping. Torsten flinched and bit back disgust. At that moment, Torsten finally understood the Queen's eternal dourness. It was her brother Redstar’s fault, but Oleander blamed herself.

      Torsten remembered that day vividly when he found the former Wearer of White in these very chambers after Redstar fled, having attempted some terrible curse on the Prince. The Queen’s brother’s cold heart matched the bitterness of the northern land from which he hailed. When he visited the castle a year ago, Uriah warned against trusting him. Torsten felt it too, that unsettling feeling just from being in the presence of such a heathen. The Queen still let him in. Blood was blood after all.

      As Uriah had expected, he’d betrayed the Queen—why wouldn’t he? Oleander had been taken from Drav Cra to become King Liam’s wife at such a young age. From the tundra to the throne. She had been given a crown while Redstar was left amongst the remnants of their clan after the slaughter, left to pursue his lust for magic until, according to Uriah, he was named the chieftain of his clan as well as Arch Warlock of all the Drav Cra.

      Queen Oleander tried to hide her brother’s betrayal out of embarrassment, but Torsten was the first to see the boy that next day. He was inconsolable. Redstar had stolen the young prince’s orepul and fled to the Webbed Woods, where any who followed soon met their end.

      The Queen blamed the loss of the pagan idol for her son’s madness, believing it held a part of his soul. She sent Uriah with a small battalion to the woods to retrieve Redstar and the stolen effigy, but they never returned. Torsten was named Wearer in his place, wearing the helm Uriah left behind, with no choice but to follow her orders as she sent more and more to their doom.

      Presently, as Pi finished his words, a small spark—an ember—grew in his hand above a spot of blood, but quickly faded. He cursed loudly, words he shouldn’t know at his age.

      “It won’t work without it!” He picked up a wooden chair and heaved it through the open window to the pasture below, no small task for a boy his size.

      Pi peered over the edge to find the chair cracked and splintered two stories below. He planted a foot on the sill and pulled himself up, standing there a long while, teetering back and forth. Torsten threw the door open and watched as Pi tilted forward, catching himself at the last instant. Torsten was halfway across the room when without a word, Pi stepped back down, took a few steps, and collapsed on the floor.

      Torsten froze. He checked to be sure the boy wasn’t conscious. Even the Wearer of White could lose his head for entering the Prince's room unannounced and unwelcome, but he had to figure out what was going on.

      Everywhere, strewn across every desk, table, and flat surface were notes upon which were the scribbled writings of a child.

      Torsten read them silently. THE COLOR CRIMSON AND A THOUSAND EYES.

      Torsten shuffled some more papers and slid open a drawer. Inside, he found a large stack of parchments with the same three words etched on every bit of white space: BURIED, NOT DEAD.

      Torsten had heard those same words muttered in shadow from the mouths of the realm's cultists, but he couldn’t understand where a boy whose life kept him confined to the Glass Castle could have learned them?

      If the Queen, a devout—if not a bit lax on her attendance of services—follower of Iam despite her Drav Cra heritage, had known her own son was attempting to commune with the Buried Goddess… Torsten didn't know what she would do. Maybe she’d simply refuse to believe it. Or perhaps she did know, and this was just another of her many secrets? Was that why she refused to have any priest, even Wren the Holy, attend to Pi and try to undo whatever foul influence Redstar’s visit had on him?

      Torsten regarded the Prince, who now slept innocently like a child should. The sight of the bloody, candle-lined circle surrounding his body sent a shiver up his spine. He sunk back out the way he came, taking care not to be seen as he descended the spiral stairs into the anteroom below.

      He reached his chambers without complications and removed his armor while staring out his window on the north side of the castle. Torsten grasped the necklace that had been hanging from his neck for as long as he could remember, a pendant of Iam’s Vigilant Eye presented to him by King Liam himself when he’d been knighted. As he looked out over Mount Lister, he let his mind wander to the shocking and blasphemous things he'd seen and heard.

      "Iam help us," he said.
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            III

          

          THE THIEF

        

      

    

    
      “Stop, thief!” a Yarrington guard shouted.

      Whitney tore around the corner of one of Old Yarrington’s winding streets. He accidentally plowed over a nobleman, who fell into his wife and knocked her over as well. Whitney paused just long enough to help her up, peered over his shoulder at the two guards rounding the corner, and dug in again.

      “Sorry, milady,” he said, bowing his head as he went.

      Whitney thrived in chaos. This had been his passion since the day he’d left the farm—the thrill of being chased by guards armed to the eyeballs after snatching some rare treasure. But even as he dodged an especially deep puddle in the cobblestone road, narrowly escaping a third guard new to the chase, he found himself going through the motions.

      The massive, armored man splashed face first into the water, arm still stretched out toward Whitney's ankle, The sound that followed told Whitney the other two tripped over the newcomer, but this time, Whitney didn't look back. He veered off toward the stable of one of Old Yarrington’s many mansions. The horses inside whinnied, startled by the sound of clanking iron of armor from the recovered guards still in hot pursuit. If that wasn’t enough, thunder cracked, sending the equine beasts into a frenzy.

      One painted horse burst from its pen. The gate swung open, nearly clipping Whitney’s side, forcing him to cut a sharp turn. Wetness plastered his face as he slid in what he hoped was mud. He cursed his luck. He’d already stolen some costly clothing to wear for the masquerade, and now they were ruined.

      But that wasn’t why the guards were after him. The small gem in his pocket he’d snagged from a noblewoman in broad daylight was enough to get him thrown in the district lockup. Fleeing the guards to the heart of Old Yarrington, however, would land him in the castle dungeon. They’d be too lazy to drag him flailing and screaming anywhere else. It was all part of his greater plan to infiltrate the royal masquerade.

      That furry dwarf will eat his words.

      The party started in mere hours, and Whitney had to be in the castle when it did. Although intended to celebrate King Liam’s birthday, rumors hinted it would be a final send off to the King who’d done more to shape the Glass than any other.

      Whitney’s mother once told him, “The only thing worse than stealing is stealing from a dying man.” Even though the Queen would have a man hanged merely for whispering about the King’s alleged condition, Whitney knew there was a bit of truth to every rumor. This year or next, it didn’t matter—everyone knew the Glass Kingdom stood on the precipice of a new ruler. The sky seemed to as well. Fog laid like a thick blanket over the streets of Yarrington and rain fell in heavy sheets as if Iam Himself were in mourning.

      Good conditions for a thief... usually.

      Whitney shook off his stained sleeve and squinted back at his pursuers. While Liam the Conqueror was bedridden, his guards were very much alive, and he couldn’t let them catch him yet. Though, from the sound of it, they weren’t fairing much better in the wet conditions.

      He jumped back to his feet, and as he ran, he scoured the map of Old Yarrington he’d purchased down in South Corner. It was yellowing and brittle—and apparently out of date. Whitney turned another corner and wound up face to face with a wall made of solid stone piled three meters high.

      This was supposed to be a garden.

      He slid to a stop before the towering wall, kicking up mud. He used to love this part, thinking on his feet, improvising in the face of certain doom. But lately, it had all become so mundane, whether it was a lord’s mare or a lady’s gem. He found himself disheartened, frozen, wondering if he should just slip away and end this wild boar chase.

      Whitney shook the thought away, unwilling to chance facing the dwarf in defeat. He shoved the mud-slick tip of his boot into an almost imperceptible notch in the stone and pushed himself up just enough to wrap his fingertips around the lip of the wall. One hand slipped on the smooth, wet stone. He squinted back after he caught his balance to see the guards closing in, but the heft of their armor slowed them. If he had trouble climbing the wall, those lumbering fools wouldn’t stand a chance. Besides, he didn't want to escape, or else he would have by now. But if they caught him now, it would make it seem too easy. He needed them angry to ensure he'd make the castle dungeon.

      Once more, he dug in and thrust upward. This time his fingers found purchase, and he yanked himself up. Wiping his face and glancing back at the guards, he decided it hadn’t been mud he’d slipped in earlier. He fought back the urge to vomit over the edge of the wall.

      This isn’t worth it, he thought. Nothing seemed to be worth it anymore. Piss in the wind and shog in my mouth.

      Again, he forced himself to focus. He could only count two guards through the driving rain now, both struggling to pull themselves up the wall, shouting up at him to stop. He looked in all directions for the third guard before swearing and hopping down the other side. Again, his foot slipped in what definitely wasn’t mud, sending him into a split. He used the momentum to roll, thoroughly tarnishing his new clothing. Nonetheless, he was soon on his feet again, running.

      Mud spattered below, rain fell from above. Visibility wasn’t great, but he could just make out the outer wall of the Glass Castle now, looming in the distance as if taunting him.

      He peered back again. Now, none of the city guards could be seen. When he turned back around, the third and missing one stood in the path before him. He was a hulking brute with a scar from what appeared to be a bad burn covering the bulk of his face and neck.

      Why is it always the big one?

      The guard reached for Whitney with both hands.

      Whitney easily dodged the man’s thick, sausage-like fingers and threw a punch of his own. The guard smiled down at him mirthlessly as his blow landed harmlessly against his boiled leather armor. Whitney put on a nervous grin, then aimed for the man’s bare elbow with his next punch, just below where the arm pads stopped.

      His fist cracked hard against bone. Whitney yelped and flexed his hand. He probably broke a knuckle, but the blow forced the guard to stop momentarily and shake out his arm.

      A moment was all Whitney needed.

      Behind him, he heard the clatter of the other two guards who’d decided to take the long way around the wall. Whitney slipped past the hulking guard and ran. So far, in spite of a couple hitches, the plan was working. Only one thing remained. It needed to look absolutely real.

      He reached a locked, iron gate at the end of a street serving some Royal Councilman’s absurdly large mansion, still under construction. He shook the gate, a family crest—a ship and a coin—rattled against the metal. The fence was so high he’d never be able to climb over it, but this was a dead end he'd prepared for.

      At least that old map was good for something.

      He stopped, feigning surprise, frantically looking for a way out. He attempted to scamper up the slick iron bars in futility, then turned back toward the guards.

      He dug his hand into his wet, muddy pocket and produced the little gem he’d swiped. “Look, fellas,” he shouted over the din of rain as he walked toward them. “I think this is a misunderstanding.”

      “Lady Holliday’s jewels jumped into your pocket then?” the hulking guard asked. The others bellowed in laughter.

      “Here, you can have it back. No harm done, right?”

      “Wrong.” The big guard approached slowly, the other two behind him.

      Whitney held his breath. There were plenty of joys to be found in thieving, but the next few minutes would not count amongst them.

      When the brute was only paces away, Whitney feigned left, then spun and went right instead. He knew it wouldn’t work, but it needed to appear like he wasn’t ready to give up just yet. As expected, the hulking guard planted his feet. Whitney braced for what he knew was coming. The man reared back, and a second later, Whitney Fierstown was swept off the streets of Old Yarrington.
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            IV

          

          THE KNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      Queen Oleander wore a pale blue gown, low cut and high-collared, with white lace and frills along the edges. On her left wrist, she wore a glass bracelet adorned with diamonds, shiny and glinting in the bright room. She wasn’t alone, but powdered her face in the vanity as if Torsten wasn’t there. The sweet aroma of flowers filled the room—oleanders, her namesake. To call her beautiful would be as understating as calling Brotlebir cold.

      While he waited for an answer to a question he’d asked, Torsten eyed the Queen with the same look any man would but forced himself to remember his place, shifted his weight and cleared his throat.

      “Oh, yes," she said. “You’re still here. You were saying?"

      He gathered his thoughts. “Since the King's illness took and he stopped appearing publicly, we’ve noticed a shortage of tax payment from the Shesaitju. I spoke with Lord Darkings, the Master of Coin—”

      “I know who he is,” she snapped, although Torsten wasn't sure she did.

      “Yes, of course.” These sorts of political conversations seemed to repulse her, so it had become a habit for Torsten to ensure that she knew the names of all the Royal Councilman. “As I was saying, he swears all is well with the coffers, but I believe we should send a royal emissary south to the Black Sands."

      Oleander’s fingers snaked along a necklace—a long, silver chain with prongs grasping a blue crystal.

      “Come, Torsten, hold up my hair,” she demanded.

      “Your Grace?”

      “You heard me. Since we excused Tessa for this titillating conversation, I require assistance.”

      Torsten approached, his heart pounding as she wafted her hair up, exposing her slender neck and shoulder blades. Her gown’s back plunged into a deep V, and the curve of her spine drew his eyes so low it caused a sudden pang of shame.

      Torsten now stood as Wearer of White, head of the King’s Shield and commander of his royal army, but he hadn’t always been on the road to such prestige. He had been born a harbor rat to a pair of Glintish traders, con artists really. He lived off scraps discarded by South Corner fishermen—stuff no right-born man, not even dogs, would have eaten. But for Torsten, it was picking meat off scales and bones or die.

      “The King is going to love this celebration, Your Grace,” he said as he approached.

      “Don't be daft, Torsten. My husband won't know this night from a night spent watching lightning bugs twinkle in the bailey.”

      Torsten’s heart, perhaps more than any, broke for the King. It had been he who’d rescued Torsten from a life of squalor after a fortunate childhood misstep thwarted an assassination attempt on the then-young-and-virile King Liam. Bumping into the Black Sands archer hidden in the adoring Yarrington crowd while Torsten was trying to steal bread had been an accident, but the King refused to see it that way. He called it Iam’s hand at work and immediately made Torsten an armiger under Sir Uriah Davies.

      Still, none of it ever made him feel comfortable while alone with nobles, least of which, Oleander, the ‘Flower of Drav Cra,’ as she’d become known. He reached up and gingerly held the Queen’s hair in place while her willowy fingers reached back and drew open the clasp of her necklace. He felt guilty as the scent of her perfume greeted him, flowing through his nostrils, touching a portion of his mind that drove him wild with desire.

      "Shall we?" Torsten asked, refocusing.

      "Shall we, what?" The Queen's mind was clearly elsewhere. She picked up her costume for the masquerade and absent-mindedly stroked the fabric, letting her fingers play over the embroidered flowers.

      "Send an emissary to the Shesaitju Caleef."

      "Don't be silly, Torsten. The Black Sands have been faithful to the Glass Crown for more than a decade since Liam’s war. Caleef Sidar visited the court not too long ago. I am confident all is well."

      "I still think it’s prudent for us to consider—”

      “Where were you last night?” Queen Oleander asked abruptly.

      Torsten swallowed so hard he thought she’d heard the spit go down. “I’m sorry?”

      “Last night,” she repeated. “I sent for you in your quarters, but you could not be found.” 

      “I’m afraid I don’t know when you’re referring to. I finished knighting a few new Shieldsmen and returned straight away to my bed."

      "I had one of my servants come to your chambers, and she reported them empty."

      "Oh, of course, I must have been sneaking a bite of food from the kitchens. Hiking Mount Lister works up the hunger.”

      He hated lying to her, but he couldn't allow her to find out about his trip to Pi's room. The Queen was most known for two things, her beauty, and a temper sharp as broken glass and just as fragile. Many said that, other than Prince Pi, her son, the only thing in all the world she was kind to was her pure white, prize horse from the far east. King Liam once had a knack for calming her, but in his current condition…

      “I would prefer if the Wearer could be found when needed,” she said.

      “Apologies, Your Grace,” Torsten said.

      “Luckily, your new man… Rory was it?

      “Rand, actually,” Torsten corrected.

      “Ah, yes, Rand. He’s a good boy. He helped in your… absence.”

      Torsten couldn’t help the twinge of jealousy passing through him, good a soldier as Rand might’ve been. Torsten was now the Wearer of White because of his king. It was the last coherent order Liam had given a year ago after Uriah went off after Redstar and never returned. Now his king clung to this life like a beggar to his last autla. Torsten worried what might happen if Oleander no longer found him, Torsten, useful.

      Oleander started to pull away, and Torsten allowed her hair, soft, silky and the color of the sun, to flow through his hands. Torsten stepped backward, inching toward the corner of the room. Suddenly, her demeanor changed and her features darkened.

      "When was the last time we sent men to find my son's orepul?" she questioned, a harsh edge creeping into her tone.

      "It has been long enough," Torsten said. "If they were successful, they'd have returned by now."

      "Send more."

      “But Your Grace—"

      "But what?" she spat, terse.

      "It's just… I am sickened by the thought of how many have been sent to their deaths. Our army dwindles, and we need to—”

      “What we need,” she interrupted again, “is to help my precious boy get back to normal. He will soon take his rightful place on the throne, and he hardly wants to leave his room, all thanks to my thieving brother.”

      More talk of the orepul, but now Torsten knew the truth. He wanted to shout it at her—to tell her that her son was not overwhelmed by grief, but instead, he was locked up in his room trying to resurrect the Buried Goddess, possessed by the same dark desires as her brother’s people, that Redstar’s lies had likely sent him on this mad quest when he visited a year ago.

      Her son was the heir promised by God after Oleander struggled so long to produce a son. Only, now that Torsten had seen the object of Pi’s passions, he questioned which god.

      Torsten drove the thought away. Nesilia is dead. Only Iam remains.

      He kept quiet, told himself he couldn’t bear to share information that would bring her pain. Even that, he knew, was a lie. He merely didn't want to chance being on the receiving end of her anger. He'd seen men beheaded for far less, and his future was foggy. If Queen Oleander knew the truth and was trying to keep it secret, who knew what she’d do to keep him silent.

      “We’ve been sending soldiers for a year now, Your Grace,” he said. “Since Sir Uriah Davies failed to return from the woods.” It pained Torsten to speak the name. Uriah had been a brilliant fighter and mentor, and even he was claimed by the Webbed Woods. Every father in Pantego was guilty of telling tales to their young ones about the place, about the evil, giant spider that devoured anything which dared enter its domain.

      “Because they’re weak!” the Queen shouted.

      “Any more loss will leave us weak. Our enemies will take advantage of the first opportunity they have once they discover the true weight of the King’s condition—if they haven’t already.”

      “Don’t be such a fool, Torsten. We have not been at war for many Dawnings. We have no enemies left, thanks to him.”

      An ill king brings circling wolves, Torsten thought to himself. Uriah had spoken those words often at the first sign of the King’s waning mind.

      “A kingdom, as long as it rules over conquered peoples, will always have enemies,” Torsten said. “King Liam spent a lifetime spreading the word of Iam, but he can no longer speak. For all we know, the Shesaitju, Panpingese, or any countless others have already begun plotting.”

      “As if we don't have a strong enough army to thwart any uprising?” Oleander asked. “Has Yaolin City not been secured? Has the entire Panping Region not flown the Vigilant Eye for thirty years?”

      “Of course, Your Grace. I am simp—”

      “Enough of this,” she said, waving her hand. “You know I hate politics.”

      It was true, she preferred to pry, and taunt, and seduce, and that was precisely what she was doing at the moment. She turned toward Torsten, applied a liberal amount of shimmer to her neck and collarbone, then reached down to lift the mask she would wear to the masquerade that night celebrating King Liam’s birthday. It was frosted white glass lightly adorned with a filigree of gold. She placed it against her face, her full lips still visible.

      “Do I look okay?” she asked, wearing a crooked smile.

      “My Queen,” he said. “You look perfect.”

      “Yes, yes,” she droned, pulling the mask away from her face.

      She strolled to her window and lifted a glass of wine with a stem so thin it was barely visible from the sill. She swirled the contents before taking a long pull. Again, her features twisted with concern.

      "Is it not true that the Prince hasn’t left his room since the orepul was stolen?” she said, turning back to Torsten, lips stained a deeper red.

      Torsten held his tongue again. This conversation with the Queen seemed endless. The doll didn’t hold a piece of the boy’s soul. It was ancient, Drav Cra hogwash that she too didn’t truly believe in. Pagan folklore that she’d happily forgotten until she needed something to blame beyond only her wretched brother.

      No, what Pi needed more than anything was faith in Iam. Torsten had seen that first hand, but he said nothing.

      "He grows old," she continued, "and hardly remembers why he is so sad. You speak of lost men, but can you stomach another king who cannot rule? My son is destined for the throne, and yet, he cannot sit upon it thanks to my rotten brother.”

      Oleander ambled toward Torsten, rising to the same height as him. All Drav Cra were tall and lean, but for a fleeting moment, he felt like she’d grown.

      “You will recover what was stolen from your beloved future king, or I will find a new Wearer who can,” she said.

      Torsten bowed as low as his armor would allow. “Yes, my Queen,” he said through his teeth. When she got like this, he knew it was best not to press.

      “Good. Now, leave me,” she demanded.

      Torsten turned toward the door.

      “And knight,” she said, stopping him. “Do not disappoint me.”

      He bowed again and exited her chambers.
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            V

          

          THE THIEF

        

      

    

    
      Yarrington, the capital of the Glass Kingdom, practically sparkled like the waves on the Torrential Sea. Whitney could only guess that’s how the kingdom’s name was derived. It was a city that had stood the test of time, whose winding, spindly streets appeared in constant motion as people from all over Pantego went about their daily business. It was a city whose architecture proved the melding of these peoples—buildings with tall arches designed to allow giants passage, small homes bore into boulders for dwarves, but mostly those more appealing to humans.

      The towering, white walls surrounding it had helped it survive innumerable wars and sieges over the ages—at least until King Liam had established himself and conquered those threatening the peace.

      Mount Lister could be seen standing tall and proud from anywhere in the city. Anywhere, except the spot where Whitney found himself. From there, he could only see the gray, damp walls of a cell somewhere in the castle dungeons. He wondered why dungeon cells always had to be so dark. Motes of dust floated about, dancing in a thin ray of fading sunlight pouring in through a small, barred window set so high he could only see a slice of the sky. He wiggled his fingers, creating shadows on the dirty floor.

      “Ah, fresh meat,” said a voice from the darkness.

      Whitney had been listening to the old man snore from the adjacent cell for what seemed like an hour. He’d wondered when he’d wake up.

      “Hello, stranger,” Whitney said, applying his best impression of nobility.

      “A bit overdressed for a place like this, dun’t ye say?” The man stepped out of the darkness, his bony limbs creaking, shaking, and wobbling with each step. He wore a filthy, tattered, gray tunic like he’d just been draped with a sack. The few teeth he had left were yellow and thick with grime.

      “Prince Breynard of Gilly Gale,” Whitney said with a flourish. That was his go-to identity in times like these. Gilly Gale was the name of some forgotten stronghold at the base of the Dragon’s Tail, the mountains in the North where the dwarves dug their hollows. Whitney stumbled upon the ruins while running from an angry Breklian lord after he’d spent a night with the man’s favorite concubine. It was manned by a group of monks who worshipped a god they called the Lord of Eternal Silence. It was no wonder no one had heard of it, the crazy bastards had all taken a vow of silence.

      “Never heard of no Gilly Gale,” the man said.

      “Oh, it’s a beautiful land. Tall mountains, lush valleys. You know the sort.”

      A good lie was the very essence of thievery, and a lie was most easily told and believed when it was sprinkled with bits of truth. Whitney thought lying to be an art, not a skill, taking great pride in crafting his tall tales.

      “He ain’t a prince!” a guard shouted, voice distant and removed. A series of laughs followed.

      Whitney counted four distinct voices.

      He moved closer to the bars separating him from the geezer.

      “They’re right,” he whispered, looking around as if trying to keep a secret.

      The old man’s cackle turned into a wheeze, followed by a moist hacking. He almost fell over before finally recovering.

      “What’s your name, old man?” Whitney asked, casually leaning against the prison bars.

      In response, the man simply lowered himself to the hard stone floor. Whitney cringed when the man stretched his wiry legs, his aging bones popping. Old people were the worst. They smelled—their bodies half-decayed already. They were difficult to communicate with, always having trouble hearing.

      “Since you’re likely too old to hear me, allow me to be the first; my real name is Whitney Fierstown, perhaps you know the name?” It didn’t matter if a withering old prisoner knew the truth. He needed the man to trust him if he planned on getting out.

      The man cackled more. "I been in this cell longer than ye’ve been alive, boy. Every day passes I wonder why they ain’t hanged me yet. No, I never heard of ye.”

      He probably wasn’t exaggerating. He was ancient. Probably knew the Buried Goddess before she got buried.

      “How about a different question, then?” Whitney turned his back and took a few steps away before returning his gaze to the man. “What’s an old man like you done to deserve the cell?”

      The man eyed Whitney, his face beginning to soften if only for a moment. His eyes scrunched and his mouth curled into a snarl.

      “That’s two questions, ye biff,” he said. “I seen a hunnerd of ye come and go from these cells and not one of ye deserved to be here more than me.”

      “For all you know,” Whitney said, “I caused a riot and killed the Queen.”

      “Ye dun’t.”

      “That’s true, I didn’t.” Whitney smiled. “But I might've. Actually, all I did was steal one little gem.”

      Whitney pushed himself away from the bars and fell backward into a roll, head over feet until he was seated on the floor with his back against the wall.

      The old man stared at him but didn't seem the least bit fazed.

      The sun was beginning to set outside, the blue-purple light of night painting the cells the same color. Whitney settled against the wall with one leg propped up, arm on his knee, examining dirty fingernails.

      “So, ye dressed like a fruitcake?” the old man asked after a brief silence.

      “When in Old Yarrington… they say.”

      He looked down at the tattered hems of his pants and swore under his breath. It was all part of the plan to get into the King’s soiree, but he hadn’t counted on the sky unleashing a torrent worthy of the gods and his outfit getting completely ruined. When he escaped, he would have to find someplace to clean up if he was going to fit in at any masquerade—royal or no.

      The old man harrumphed and laid down on the bench that would be both seat and cot. Whitney rose and did the same. It was hard stone and completely unacceptable in terms of comfort, but Whitney had suffered more for less. After a while, he felt a familiar feeling in his stomach. He stood and strode toward the cell door.

      “Can I get a menu?” he shouted. “There a barmaid available?”

      No one answered.

      “Stew and mead, then,” he decided.

      “Ain’t time for eatin,” the old man said without stirring. “Ye missed the meal, and that’s that. Ye’ll have to wait till supper time.”

      Whitney sat again.

      “I don’t plan to still be here at supper time,” he said under his breath.

      “Neither did I me first day. Look at me now. Get comfortable, kid.” He cackled his way into a coughing fit once more.

      Whitney rolled his eyes and peered back through his tiny sliver of a window—his only connection to the outside world. For now.

      From his pocket, he pulled out a key he’d snagged off a guard on his way into the dungeons and rolled it between his thumb and index finger. Every cell across the world had two things in common, they left the promise of being free right there to drive men mad, and not one had ever been able to hold Whitney Fierstown for long.

      The Glass Crown was soon to be his.
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            VI

          

          THE KNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      Torsten stood at the opposite end of the Grand Hall, watching as Queen Oleander took her place beside King Liam on the dais. Once upon a time, the Nothhelm's were the picture of royalty. The Glass Throne stood as a monument to Liam's power, a tangible reminder of his accomplishments and deeds. They say that it was half the size when his father died in the First War of Panping and Liam the Conqueror was named king. Everything in the Glass Kingdom was half the size.

      The Queen’s throne, nearly as impressive, was elaborately decorated with glass flowers of her namesake. But it paled in comparison to the woman herself. She looked even more stunning in contrast to the decrepit King. It was a sad sight to behold. He’d been struck down in the prime of his life by a disease even the best of the realm’s physicians couldn’t name. Oleander had spared no expense, even bringing healers from as far as Panping to bring with them the wisdom of their lands. Still, nothing could heal the King. 

      What remained of his hair was stringy and peeked out in thin wisps from below the Glass Crown. His amber eyes appeared to have life, but they stared blearily, his mouth hanging open, drool playing at the corners.

      Torsten ached for his once-mighty Lord. The days he’d spent at Liam’s side were his best; first wearing the mail of a Glass soldier and then, donning light blue and white of the King's Shield. Now, he was Wearer of White—King Liam's personal sentry and the kingdom's most respected military authority outside of the King himself.

      He’d watched the King’s steady decline and had been there with Uriah when the King was still cognizant enough to question it all.

      “What’s happening to me, Uriah?” Liam’s voice was still strong in those days—now he didn’t possess one at all.

      “It will pass,” Uriah would lie to him, told him it was probably from stress over desiring a worthy heir or a dalliance in one of the faraway lands they’d conquered.

      Then and now, Torsten’s most important job was to keep the King safe and alive. It wouldn’t be long before both his and Uriah's failures were complete. There was sadness in King Liam's golden eyes, and by order of the Queen, this would not be an evening for tears. She reached out from her throne and adjusted his Glass Crown, which had drooped at some point along with his face. Torsten sighed, turning his attention from Liam before it drowned him in sorrow.

      With the King’s condition, these types of events were nerve-wracking. So many within an arm’s length of mead and striking distance of the Notthelms, and all of them in disguise.

      Sir Wardric Jolly, the King’s Shieldsman posted closest to the entrance, raised his left arm in a purposeful gesture meant for Torsten. Torsten knew the signals; he’d helped Uriah develop them. Torsten responded by scratching the stubble on his chin. Another noble with violent history with the kingdom had arrived. That made Iam knows how many.

      The Grand Hall filled to near capacity, the whole of the Yarrington court there to celebrate the King’s fiftieth year—although he looked a hundred. Lords and ladies pranced around, their faces covered by masks. Torsten thought it was a perfect picture of the kingdom’s most noble houses. Glass faces for a Glass Kingdom.

      They were schemers and sycophants. Half of them came from kingdoms forced to bend the knee at the tip of a sword. Others did so preemptively before Liam brought the wrath of Iam to their doorsteps. In those days, when he arrived at a kingdom’s wall, the Vigilant Eye of Iam painted on his shield, it was either kneel or have your entire history erased.

      Torsten wasn’t sure what would happen when King Liam died and the crown passed to Pi. He was too young to begin with, and far too troubled to rule effectively—not to mention a blasphemer—meaning Oleander would be the true power in Yarrington. Every morning Torsten woke, he could feel Pantego growing smaller. He could taste the coming battle on his tongue like blood after being on the wrong end of a hard punch. Would those conquered peoples remain loyal to the Glass or would they renounce the grace of Iam as Pi seemed to? Would the Shesaitju, or Panping, or whoever else return to their heathenistic ways?

      Arriving musicians tuned their instruments on a makeshift stage in the center of the hall, pulling Torsten from his worry. Above them hung a grand, glass chandelier adorned with hundreds of little flames, their light being cleverly magnified and spread throughout the room using the glass and mirrors.

      Watching the servants scurrying around like ants was almost like watching a dance performance in one of the city's finest playhouses. They weaved in and out between the guests, stopping to offer drinks or lavish foods. Torsten had often fantasized about being one of those nameless servants. An anonymous face in the crowd, only noticed if performing poorly. How could one perform such a mundane task poorly? He wanted desperately at times like this to be able to wake in the morning, put on servant’s attire like he was destined to before King Liam knighted him, then clean, bake, or sew without a worry for anything but coin.

      The thought shamed him. He knew he should be eternally grateful to Liam for raising him up.

      He was just tired. Tired of lying awake at night fearing for the fate of the Glass Kingdom, wondering what would happen when it no longer had a king.

      Queen Oleander may have ensnared the masses with her appearance, but she made decisions rashly and based upon emotion, not rationale. It was the savage, Drav Cra blood in her. She’d all but ignored the kingdom’s Royal Council since Liam lost his ability to communicate, and she hadn't even been crowned Queen Regent yet.

      Taxes had gone up to finance extravagant parties like this, designed to pretend all was right with the kingdom. A drought, unlike any Torsten could remember, had food stores lower than ever, and in light of rumors that the Shesaitju had refused full payment on the year’s taxes, the army was restless. Oleander didn’t seem to notice any of it. All she concerned herself with was her son’s worthless, lost doll.

      Growing frustration had Torsten’s mind racing, making it difficult to concentrate but the soft flow of music starting up soothed him a bit.

      Couples circled one another, eyes locked and chests inflated like birds flashing their colors for potential mates. A lute played melodious and fast. Cymbals crashed, a crescendo. He watched one couple in particular as they moved with the music. It always amazed Torsten how much a good dance mimicked battle. She advanced, he retreated, then they switched roles, never breaking eye-contact, always mindful of footing. Torsten was no dancer, but you’d have to sail across the Torrential Sea to find anyone who hadn’t heard of his skill with a sword.

      His eyes wandered around the Grand Hall to all the other nobles. No one acted as though this was a night for the King, least of all Queen Oleander. She sat quietly, her many ringed fingers tapping in time with the music. Her gaze momentarily drifted to Liam. Torsten saw something in her eyes but couldn’t place it. Pity? Sorrow? Relief? In public, she played the role of adoring wife to the man who stole her from her homeland and forced her to marry him, but in private they argued often. Especially after she took so long to produce an heir.

      Torsten had been at the King’s side that day—little more than a young man himself when they traveled to the far north, across Winter’s Thumb, to the place where the nomadic Drav Cra roamed. Their boats were legendary—even mythological—sailing Ice Deep and the Torrential Sea, raiding and pillaging to survive. Nomads and pirates, their lands were too hard with frost to offer much in the way of resources, and most civilized men had long since fled those wastes.

      Liam sought to conquer all of Pantego in the name of Iam, but even he was ready to turn from those harsh lands until he spotted the young daughter of the powerful Ruuhar Clan dradinengor, long before she’d bled. The moment the young King laid his eyes upon Oleander, he had to have her as his queen despite a kingdom of right-born women from which to choose. Her father protested, fought, but when Liam had something in his sights, no army could stand in his way.

      Her acceptance did not come easily, the commoners and nobles alike whispering in the streets and court. Some spoke too loudly and ended up without tongues. Oleander had been festooned with many titles: The Northern Whore, The Wild Queen, and others worst still. Likewise, the King was no fool, giving her a name of his own: “The Flower of Drav Cra.” Torsten watched as the young girl grew into a queen and forgot her savage ways. He watched her carry and lose two of Liam’s daughters in the womb, had been there when the King nearly shattered his own throne in anger over lack of an heir.

      The entire court thought their foreign Queen accursed. Many believed the stress of having a worthy heir to be the catalyst for Liam’s descent toward the haggard man now seated upon the Glass Throne, a shell of his former self. And then, one day, by stroke of luck or the hand of Iam, she became pregnant with Prince Pi.

      Torsten had never seen Queen Oleander happier than when she’d carried him. Maybe it was because the King had finally left her alone for those nine months, or perhaps she knew the connection she’d have with the child even during gestation. He missed how she was then. So full of hope, not refusing to see her son for what he’d become and blaming stolen trinkets. Now, all he could do was hope those days might return sooner than later.

      He decided it was time for him to stop studying the room for danger and to find his place near the Queen’s side. If he waited any longer he'd risk falling out of her good graces, and if there was anywhere in the world he needed to be now, it was there.

      For the good of the Glass.

      Torsten made eye contact with a few more of his men posted around the hall. After receiving a nod from each that the King and Queen were safe, he strode across the room, his heavy armor clanging with every step. The crowd parted. He hardly knew the difference between fear and respect and didn’t care which of the two he received. Both served the same purpose: order.

      He lifted his foot onto the first step of the royal dais. He could already smell Queen Oleander’s perfume, and it was intoxicating.

      “My Queen,” he said, bowing low.

      “Torsten, come,” she said. “Stand with me and keep me company.”

      Torsten covered the paces remaining and found his place between the thrones and one stride behind.

      “If only he could still keep me company.” She threw a woeful glance at the King. “If only you were upon that throne,” she said, flirtatiously grazing Torsten's forearm down to his hand.

      Torsten knew better than to react. Uriah had taught him well before he left. The Queen could be cruel in her mocking. He had good reason to believe she knew how he looked at her when he thought she wasn’t paying attention—everyone did. He wished he could help it. She found delight in coaxing him on, and a weaker man may have given in. But she was married to his king, and that was a sacred vow made under the Eye of Iam. One which he’d never break.

      “Oh, come now,” she said. “Don’t be such an uptight prude.” 

      “I’m sorry, Your Grace,” was his only retort.

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh, look, the real entertainment has arrived.”

      The head of a troupe entered to a chorus of fanfare. He strutted up to the dais and bowed low, his loose, frilly sleeves nearly brushing the floor.

      “Your Highnesses,” he said, annunciating each word like he was in a coliseum. “On this most auspicious day, the Westvale Troupe are pleased to present to you a recreation of one of the King’s most remarkable conquests. The siege of Latiapur!”

      He extended an arm back toward the entrance and his group flooded the Grand Hall with the over-the-top kind of flourish only an acting troupe could. A line of actors dressed in the blue and white of the Glass and others, skin painted gray, wearing tan and black of the Shesaitju’s Black Sands soldiers followed closely behind. Torsten eyed a few of the gray-skinned Shesaitju nobles present, their mouths showing signs of scowls growing beneath their masks. He trusted their kind the least.

      Their disdain only lasted until they thought better of it and joined the rest in applause. Barely a noble present was from a land which hadn’t faced Liam’s crusade, and they were, all of them, better off under the grace and prosperity of Iam’s chosen kingdom.

      The Queen let out a soft giggle and slapped Torsten on the arm. “I do believe that one’s supposed to be Uriah,” she said, pointing to a man wearing a white helmet like the one Torsten now held under his arm. Uriah had been Wearer of White during that war and nearly every other.

      Torsten was appalled. The man was excessively fat. He waddled around the dance floor like a buffoon. The whole court stifled laughter until the Queen burst out in applause. Those attending followed her lead.

      “He looked nothing like that,” Torsten said under his breath.

      “It’s just a show,” the Queen said, shushing him.

      That was easy for her to say. She was portrayed by a young lady almost equally breathtaking as she was—almost. The troupe undoubtedly scoured the land in search of someone beautiful enough to not offend Her Royal Highness.

      When the actor playing Liam arrived, the crowd’s applause grew deafening. The man had a chin like an anvil and feathered black hair, same as Liam used to. He took several bows and was met by whistles and cheers. Torsten peered at the Queen with the corner of his eye, not turning his head. Her brow furrowed, but only for a moment. She cleared her throat, smiled humorlessly, and joined in with the same gentle applause.

      The night carried on, the troupe depicting more epochs from the King’s grand life. Although he’d accomplished far more than could be covered in a single night, they did a fabulous job honoring him. From bringing the scheming Panping mystics to justice after they poisoned his father, to the first and only Shesaitju War. They ended the evening with the siring of his heir—they, of course, graciously withheld the more private portions of the event.

      The Queen's expression soured at the sight of the babe playing Pi. Torsten found himself doing the same.

      Even knowing who Pi spoke of in the cover of darkness, Torsten cared for Liam’s son and couldn’t believe that he wasn’t present on the evening the kingdom paid, what might be, their final respects to his father. Had he really been that obsessed? Tormented? Could he not snap out of his madness long enough to eat, drink and be merry?

      “Will the Prince not be joining us again?” he asked the Queen, leaning in just enough that his cheek brushed her golden hair. “He should be here for his father.”

      She whipped around sharply.

      “You know better than to ask about my precious boy at a time like this!” She bolted upright, stormed off the dais, and headed outside. Several attendees took notice but returned to their food and drinks when Torsten’s scowl found them.

      “My Queen,” Torsten said. He took a step to follow, then thought better of it and stood his ground beside the King. After all, he was the head of the King’s Shield, and his king was not yet dead.

      The revelry continued. Tables were carried out by servants for a feast the likes of which Torsten would have killed for growing up poor in South Corner. Now, seeing the Great Hall filled with such finery sickened him. Barely a soul in the entire room even glanced over at Liam while they ate without Oleander present, fed from the gold in coffers he’d fought a dozen wars to fill. Fewer still said grace to Iam for providing this bounty, even as High Priest Wren tried to lead them.

      Why would they? Few were of the Glass, and now no one of importance watched. Oleander may have been brash, but the people needed to see a Nothhelm capable of command upon the throne.

      Unable to stomach the discourtesy any longer, Torsten finally left his post.

      “Sir Nikserof,” he addressed the Shieldsman standing guard at the western courtyard door Oleander had exited through. “Keep an eye on things for a moment.”

      “Is everything all right?” Nikserof asked.

      “Fine, but the Queen should be seen up here at his side.”

      Nikserof saluted, then opened the door for Torsten. Two flowerbeds flanked a dirt pathway in the castle’s west courtyard. Deep gouges dappled the dirt where long, thin stilettos had punctured the wet earth. It had been the first night in as long as Torsten could remember where the rain accompanied sunset.

      The spire above, a long spindle of twisting glass, reflected and refracted the light of Celeste, the bright moon, and spread a false light over the whole city of Yarrington. Torsten looked beyond it at Mount Lister. Its glassy upper plain also reflecting the light of the moons to create a silvery aura. In his mind, he could almost imagine the God Feud long ago atop that cloven peak—gods and goddesses throwing spears and bolts of lightning and the crackling of Elsewhere’s fire. He tried to imagine this land before the Glass Castle was erected, before the first kings left the northern lands to find peace in the south.

      He flicked his gaze back to the hazy courtyard before him. At his feet were the Queen’s heels and her mask, sticking up from the soil like unnaturally shaped flowers blooming in the night. She must have become tired of pulling them free of the mud and removed them.

      Torsten peered up from the pile of the Queen’s effects and saw her seated at the large fountain in the middle of the courtyard—a stone-carved dragon, each of its ten-thousand scales chiseled expertly. The smell of fresh jasmine wafted through the crisp night air.

      She looked at peace, watching as the water dribbled from the dragon’s mouth to join the rain. Torsten cautiously took a few steps, the soft sound of the fiddle playing in the Grand Hall became even softer. He saw her hand snaking through the cascading waters, breaking like the Boiling Waters against the rocky southern coast.

      Then, suddenly, her head spun. She rose and hurried toward the West Tower. Her long dress dragged through the puddles and she didn’t even bother to lift it, which wasn’t like her. Rain trickled again from the sky that was quickly going from dour gray to midnight blue. Torsten expected thunder and lightning, but instead, the rain broke into a downpour. Torsten picked up his gait, the cold droplets drumming against his skin and armor.

      A shrill scream erupted in the distance, carried on the wind across the courtyard, rising over the gale of the storm. The cry of the Queen, too far for any guard to hear. Torsten hated how the sound of her anguished voice caused him such pain. She was still queen only because she bore Liam a son, not because her people loved her. And she was neither kind nor loving—she was the opposite of all Torsten had ever wanted on the throne… yet he cared.

      His boots crunched against the gravel walkway as he ran in the direction of her cry. All he could think of were the many nobles who’d entered that evening; the many possible assassins with their sights set on ending the Nothhelm reign. Masked faces spun like a carousel through his mind.

      His anger grew as he heard her sobs. It was so dark, and the rain fell in such thick sheets, he could have been right on top of her and wouldn’t know until it was too late. He slowed for just a moment, trying to find his bearings.

      “My Queen!” he shouted. He knew if enemies stalked nearby he’d reveal himself, but he didn’t care. If Queen Oleander was in trouble, it was his fault.

      He drew his blade—a fine, glaruium claymore with the Eye of Iam adorning the pommel. The blade itself was nothing overly extravagant, just a sword that brought death when swung or stabbed. And Torsten was prepared to bring death.

      “Torsten!” Oleander shouted in response. Even that single word broke into several syllables as she struggled to speak through sobs.

      Torsten followed her voice and saw the source of her grief.

      He sheathed his weapon and dropped to his knees beside Prince Pi, splayed out on the wet grass. He looked up and saw that the window of his chambers swung in the wind. Torsten remembered seeing him swaying on the windowsill on the night he'd felt a drawing to the boy's room, and this time he must have stepped out.

      What have I done? I should have told her.

      Torsten placed his ear against the boy's chest. ”He's still breathing, but barely."

      He grabbed the boy, intent on delivering him to the infirmary. A current shot through him like he’d been struck by lightning. His vision blurred, and he felt suddenly as if he was flying. The world whirled past him. He could feel the wind pulling at his face, and then it all came to a halt as if time itself had slowed. When the world came back into focus, Torsten stood at the edge of darkness. Tall trees rose before him bathed in shadow. Tiny, glowing orbs pulsed within the darkness—white spheres hanging, defying the laws of nature itself.

      He reached toward one when a sense of vertigo stole over him. His eyes lost focus again, and all he could see was dark red—crimson. He closed them to blot out the color, and when they reopened, he stood again at the base of the West Tower, holding the Prince as the Queen sobbed at his feet.

      The very air seemed to be sucked from the Queen as her cries turned to low wails. She shook violently, struggling even to breathe.

      Torsten’s heart burst with sadness for her, but more than that, for his kingdom. The poor boy was meant to be the next great King of Glass. If the vision Torsten saw was something the boy lived with, it was clear he wasn't simply distressed over a lost doll, or driven mad with an obsession over communing with the Buried Goddess. Something dark and terrible afflicted him. Dark magic, a curse, unlike anything Torsten had ever felt—magic few but a Drav Cra Arch Warlock like Redstar were capable of.

      A sudden flash of lightning split the sky. The thunderous crack that followed couldn’t mask the sound Torsten hoped he’d never hear. A bell chimed three times from the castle’s tallest spire. It meant the King was in danger, and with all the masked strangers around, his heart filled with dread.
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            VII

          

          THE THIEF

        

      

    

    
      The Yarrington dungeon remained dank as ever. The smell of rotting flesh and excrement never lifted, even after hours of waiting. It was no wonder since there was a steaming pile of shog just sitting in the corner of the old man’s cell.

      Whitney sighed loudly.

      “Would ye rather me hold it in, yer royal highness?” the old man asked, followed by a cackle and a hack.

      Whitney ignored him.

      Celeste and Loutis, Pantego’s twin moons, peeked through the high barred window, offset against the star-speckled sky. There was some legend about them being Iam’s first followers. Celeste, the follower who stayed true, was the larger of the two, bright and golden. Her counterpart, Loutis was said to have turned his back on Iam, thus cursed to be pale and gray like a haggard skull. Like anything to do with gods and curses, Whitney thought it was a pile of horse shog.

      Their appearances, however, told Whitney the time was near.

      He stuck his nose between the bars, ignoring the stench, pointed and said, “It appears that staircase over there is unguarded.”

      “Goes to the kitchens where they make that yig they call food,” the old man replied.

      It was true. Whitney’s first, and hopefully only meal in this pit, was awful. It was a paste—like something a potter would wipe from his hands at the end of a long day of molding clay.

      Whitney smiled, happy the old man was finally speaking again. He’d begun to fear the man had finally bit the dust in his sleep, which would undermine his entire escape plan. A series of creaks and groans echoed as the gaunt old man dragged himself to the spot where the guards left his food. Half of it puddled around the edges of the bowl.

      “Disgusting,” the man said, which didn’t stop him from scooping the floor food up and shoveling the slop into his mouth.

      “Are you going to tell me your name?” Whitney asked. “Or should I just continue thinking of you as ‘that haggard old man?’”

      “Reese Gladsby,” he answered between mouthfuls. “The finest house ye ain’t heard of.”

      “Ahhh, Reese,” Whitney said as if he’d just discovered the secret to immortality. “How about why you are imprisoned?”

      It appeared Reese just needed a bit of food in his belly before he would be willing to speak. Not that Whitney really cared about the answer, but a little familiarity and he could persuade most men to do nearly anything.

      “Ye asked me last night why I ain’t been transferred yet,” Reese said. “That be a better question to answer em all.”

      Whitney nodded.

      “Ye ever met former guard captain, Donova?” Reese asked.

      Whitney shook his head.

      “Long afore your time, sure’n. I's young in them days. Old rat bastard left a message I wasn’t to leave this cell just hours afore he croaked. Idiots thought it meant forever. Alls I did's tell him his mum's ugly. Tryin teach me a lesson, he was.”

      Whitney stared at the man, incredulous.

      “Worst part,” Reese continued, bits of gruel spilling from his lip, “Never got to say goodbye to me boy. He was only a half-dozen years them days. Now he himself’ll be a man—if he ain’t dead yet.”

      “The new captain wouldn’t listen?” Whitney asked.

      “Ye ever met one of these bolt-headed lot? All they do’s take orders. Don’t think, they don’t. Donova says I stay in the cell, they keep me in the cell. Simple as pie. Not like'n any of them’s even met the fellow.”

      Whitney couldn’t help but laugh under his breath.

      “Think it’s all a big joke, huh, Prince?” Reese questioned.

      “No, not at all,” Whitney said, sincerely sorry. “It’s just that I was waiting to make sure it really was you.”

      The man stopped mid-chew. “What’chu tryin’a say, boy?”

      “That door.” Whitney pointed toward the kitchens. “The stables are through there too. Your son is waiting for you with two steeds, prepared to whisk you away from here. Said to look for a man named Reese when he paid me to get myself thrown in here.”

      Reese’s face went pale. “My son?” he asked, breathless. He recovered quickly. “My son dun’t even know where’n I be. Ain’t never visited me, at least.” Reese waved in dismissal. “Bah!”

      “Yes, that’s because he has been working hard to move up in the world. He‘s finally become a stableboy for the castle—I suppose he’d be a stableman at this point.”

      “A man...” Reese’s scratchy voice trailed off with the possibilities. Then he crept closer to the bars, a glimmer of hope touching his features for the first time since Whitney met him. “He handsome like his father?”

      Reese flashed nasty, rotting teeth.

      “Like a prince,” Whitney said, burying the urge to cringe.

      Reese’s grubby paws wrapped the bars, drawing as close as he could, but then he sank back. “Dun’t matter none,” he groaned. “There ain’t no way outta these cells.”

      “Yig and shog,” Whitney said with a sing-song flourish. “You just haven’t met me yet.”

      Whitney strolled over to his cell door and leaned into it, shielding Reese’s view of what he was doing. He made believe he was just examining the door, but he fished the key he'd filched from the guard out of his pocket. There was a soft scraping sound, then a click as Whitney pushed the key into the lock and turned it. He shook the bars, careful the door stayed shut.

      “I told ye, no way out,” Reese said.

      Whitney strode across the cell, opened his hand, and showed Reese the key.

      “Had you known who I was,” Whitney began, “you would know the name Whitney Fierstown is synonymous with ‘world’s greatest thief.’ Swiped this from the fat one—well, they’re all pretty fat—the fat one with the burn mark when they threw me in here.”

      The old man fumbled over a response, his bloodshot eyes bulging.

      “Your son paid a handsome fortune for me to get myself arrested,” Whitney said. “Don’t squander this opportunity. You’ve only got a couple of minutes left. Right now, the guards are over there, and the kitchen is empty.”

      Reese shifted his gaze from the key to the bars of his cell, then back. That was all the consideration he needed. “Gimme, gimme, gimme,” he begged, nearly coming out of his skin to reach for the key.

      “Ah, ah, ah," Whitney said, pulling the key out of the man's reach. “First, promise me you’ll make sure your son doesn’t skip town without paying me the rest of what he owes me.” He wasn’t out of the woods yet. A master thief knows that you never give up the grift until the grift is through.

      “Anything!” Reese shouted.

      “Keep it down in there!” came the distant voice of one of the guards.

      “Anything,” the old man said in a desperate whisper.

      Whitney handed over the key, and Reese wasted no time rushing to the door of the cage he’d called home for Iam knows how long. The door unlocked with a soft click. Reese looked back at Whitney. Whitney saw a new sense of life on the man’s face and almost regretted what he was about to do until the old man cackled.

      “Thanks, Mr. Thief, but ain’t no way you’ll be collecting anything from me in there.”

      Reese tossed the key out of the window of his cell, then threw open the door and scurried up the stairs toward the kitchen. He was so excited he panted like a dog in heat.

      Whitney waited until the old wretch reached the exit. “Guards!” he shouted. “Oh, guards! The prisoner escaped!”

      The guards peeked into the cells, expecting it was a lie. When they saw the sprung cell door, they scrambled for their gear.

      “He went up those stairs, just there!” Whitney said.

      All four guards rushed past him. When the sound of boots on stone faded, Whitney casually walked to his cell door, swung it open, and released a satisfied sigh, relieved he hadn’t trusted the man and opened his own cell in advance.

      He only had a few minutes before they caught Reese and tossed him back into the dungeon for the rest of his miserable life. It was hard to pity a man so swift to ignore his debts—even if they were lies to begin with. Whitney imagined the old guard captain had a good reason for locking him up in the first place.

      Closing his eyes, Whitney conjured up his memory of the castle from the last time he'd escaped. He was in the castle’s upper dungeons, but still on the first level—the only level with windows. He’d been dragged in from the left staircase, and the right staircase led to the kitchens.

      He went left, away from where the guards chased Reese, pausing for just a moment in their station. Their desk was empty except a bit of parchment and a cup of what smelled like mead. Whitney threw back the remainder of the amber substance and swallowed hard. He coughed.

      Not mead…something harder. Much harder.

      He shook out his head and took the stairs. They were obviously not the only guards on duty in the royal keep of the largest kingdom this side of the Torrential Sea, so he had to be careful. The floor leveled out to a gracious hallway lined with crystal candelabras which led into the keep’s Great Hall.

      He skulked down the hall at a brisk trot, careful to avoid any windows or openings. A tall arched door framed the far end of the passage, and beyond it, the exit from the keep and entrance to the West Tower.

      He spotted two King’s Shieldsmen talking with a dwarf near a doorway. Whitney thought there’d be more of the King’s Shield around. It was all a bit too easy. The Shieldsmen spoke harshly to the little man, shoving him out of the way before taking several steps outside to make sure he didn’t try anything.

      Whitney took off running, then slid for the far doorway just before the Shieldsmen turned again. He let the door quietly close and leaned flat against it, breathing heavily.

      Once his heart settled, he regarded his clothing, dry now, but still stained with crusting mud and… other stuff. The neckline of his shirt sagged, and the bottoms of his pants were torn. There was no way he would fit in at a royal masquerade. He needed a new plan.

      He trotted down the long loggia adorned with creeping vines. He stayed close to the wall and kept his eyes peeled for guards that never came.

      A shouldered arch led into what he remembered should be the western courtyard. As Whitney crossed the threshold, he listened to music playing through a door across the way leading into the Great Hall—a fiddle. Of all the countless instruments he’d heard in his travels across the world, he hated the fiddle most of all. Above the distant music, he heard the gentle cascading of water.

      He canvased the area for guards. Again, not a soul was in sight. From his new position, the soft sound of water now sounded more like the steady gurgling of a fountain. He crossed the greenway, and there he saw it—a gorgeous fountain and fresh water. It was carved in the form of a dragon, wings spread wide, eyes of brilliant crystal. In his last foray through the Glass Castle, the impressive statue surely hadn’t been there.

      From its mouth, water spouted into a shallow pool. Whitney dipped down low and splashed his face, sucking in mouthfuls. After the food he’d endured in the dungeon, it provided a needed boost in energy.

      For a brief moment, the music grew louder. He glanced up and saw none other than the Queen of Glass herself, still wearing her mask. She burst from of the Great Hall’s side entrance and stormed toward him. He ducked behind the fountain and covered his mouth.

      The Queen’s heel got stuck in mud, and she cursed it before ripping her foot free and throwing down her mask. She crossed the greenway and sat at the edge of the fountain. Whitney thought he could hear her crying, but the rain had picked up again and made it difficult to hear.

      He peaked around the fountain again. The Queen’s necklace alone was probably worth enough to buy a castle in the Dragon’s Tail. He knew he was in the castle for the King’s crown, but he couldn’t help himself.

      Before he had the chance to further consider the heist, her head snapped around, and he ducked again. She gasped, then stood and ran in the other direction. At the same time, a King’s Shieldsman exited the Great Hall and sprinted after her.

      With the rain picking up again, Whitney knew this was the perfect cover to get what he came for. He bent down, spread a bit of mud on his face, and tore off through the downpour. Now he invited the mud to further splash up and conceal his outfit’s many tears.

      He spotted the Queen’s pair of glittering heels and a mask outside the Grand Hall. He thanked some good fortune most people would call Iam, and snagged up the mask, smearing mud on it as well to diminish its opulence. Frosted glass with gold trim was an excellent way to make him stand out, and a thief always fared better blending with the crowd.

      He opened the door to the Great Hall, and the sound of joyful music amplified. Fiddles and drums, lutes and lyres. The nobles danced and ate, wine flowed freely. No one seemed the slightest bit aware that the Queen was outside in distress. Maybe they wouldn’t care. Men who frequented the kind of places Whitney did knew how people spoke about their “Savage, Whore Queen,” when they thought they weren’t heard.

      Whitney had escaped the Glass Castle once or twice before, but one look around the Great Hall, decorated for a party, and Whitney finally understood why the kingdom bore its name. Everything sparkled. Small flames flickered in a dozen glass chandeliers, prisms of light dithering across the walls, ceiling, and floor. Twisting crystal columns reached up and met the glass spire above.

      Few men without old names or old money had seen the magnificent spire from this angle, although it could be seen from nearly anywhere in the city, reflecting the light of the sun or moons, casting its glow over Yarrington. So close to the bay and there wasn’t even a need for a lighthouse. From this angle, however, its immensity made Whitney speechless—which was a rare occurrence.

      Stained glass painted beautiful pictures onto the walls like tapestries telling the stories of great kings and their dedication to Iam. In the center of the room, King Liam sat in a glistening throne made of glass. Its legs sprawled out like translucent hands clutching the dais below. Atop his thinly-haired head was the prize—the Glass Crown.

      For the first time in his life, Whitney wondered if he'd gone too far. Had he finally accepted a challenge even he couldn’t pull off? The King was an invalid, the rumors were true, but there were King’s Shieldsmen everywhere, including directly behind and to the side of the King. Whitney held the mask up to his face just in time to see a Shieldsman approach, so young the man couldn’t even grow a proper beard yet. Not that Whitney could either.

      "My Lord," the Shieldsman said. "You are quite disheveled."

      "Quite observant of you," Whitney feigned a ridiculous eastern accent. "I was resting in the peace of the gardens when a quick and sudden downpour threatened to drown me where I lay. I miss the drought already.”

      “You smell rather… ripe. We can get you some new clothing if you follow me, my Lord."

      Whitney caught a whiff of himself. His face scrunched up. "Thank you, Sir…"

      “Sir Rand Langley, my Lord.”

      Whitney didn't squander the chance to further survey the hall as he followed the Shieldsman into an adjoining chamber. Rand spoke in a hushed voice to a young handmaiden inside. The girl blushed as he stroked her arm. Whitney pretended not to notice.

      "Stay here," the guard said, returning his attention to Whitney. "Tessa here will bring you fresh clothes."

      "Tell her to make it quick,” Whitney replied.

      Impatience was a stable of nobility, so he had to play the part. He waited, tapping his foot as if to appear anxious though it was really just in time to the music.

      "My Lord, your clothes?" the handmaiden said after a short while. It sounded like a question.

      Whitney turned around to see her place a pile of clothing more exquisite than anything Whitney had ever worn on a chair in the corner of the room. She curtseyed before leaving him in privacy.

      He peeled the wet, mud-and-shog-crusted clothes off his body. From the castle stables to the dungeon, and now the very castle itself, they’d seen more than most noble’s clothing did in a lifetime. The handmaiden had brought him cloth with which to dry himself as well, which he was thankful for. He dried off before slipping on the silk clothes. The young lady had thought of everything, even bringing him a new mask.

      He now wore the white and pale blue colors of Iam and the Glass Kingdom. He regarded himself in the large looking glass and found himself simultaneously impressed and disgusted. He looked exactly the part of all those wretched gold-mongers he’d dedicated a lifetime toward robbing.

      Just then, screams erupted from the Grand Hall. He threw open the door and found himself in the midst of chaos. Shieldsmen shoved their way through flocks of nobles, knocking over servers and their trays. It took Whitney a moment to realize what was going on but when his gaze fell upon the dais where the King slumped, he knew.

      He fought through the frantic crowd. His plan to get close and distract the guards was no longer needed. Everyone was more than distracted.

      He pushed forward lightly, but with enough force to make a path. As he neared the stage, he watched the whole of the King's Shield surrounding the King.

      Three bells rang out. King Liam’s head hung slack to the side, his withering, gray hair twisting over a liver-spotted forehead and with the Glass Crown no longer atop it. Air rattled through his throat, a sound like a wheezing zhulong. One final breath and then Liam went silent.

      The King's Shield raised their shields and blocked everyone else in the party from seeing, but Whitney was behind them, now just feet away from the raised platform. Heads bobbed frantically as guests tried to get a good view. That's when he saw it. Glimmering on the dance floor not five paces away—the Glass Crown. It must have fallen off the King's head and rolled. No one was even paying attention to it.

      Whitney pushed again, closer and closer. He stopped just in front of the crown and stepped on its edge, turning it upright. He hooked his foot around it and slowly lifted his knee, trying to draw as little attention to himself as possible before reaching down and grabbing hold of it. It was light as a feather, even with all the flawless gems embedded in the thin band. The image of Iam’s lidless eye bulged front and center, the pupil a diamond so large Whitney nearly lost his breath.

      He took a deep breath to compose himself, shoved it under his shirt, and backed away.

      Well, that was easy.

      "Hey, you! Stop!" someone shouted from somewhere behind Whitney.

      He cringed before glancing back. An older, scarier looking Shieldsman stalked toward him, drawing his sword from his scabbard. Just as Whitney prepared to run, he realized the knight wasn’t looking at him. He swept by, nearly bumping the priceless crown under Whitney’s shirt, then reached out and grabbed one of the Shesaitju emissaries by the collar and yanked him down from the dais.

      "They don't need your help, and you don't need to be up there," the Shieldsman said, escorting the gray-skinned man from the throne.

      Whitney didn’t wait around any longer. He fell in with the mob being forced from the Grand Hall and kept his head low until he was on the streets.

      Whitney Fierstown had just stolen the Glass Crown from King Liam the Conqueror and gotten away with it.
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            VIII

          

          THE THIEF

        

      

    

    
      After days of travel, for the first time in his life, Whitney was relieved to see the town he’d grown up in. Troborough in all its boring glory loomed on the horizon as he stopped to drink. The water felt chilly as it went down, autumn in full swing. He tried not to think about how he and the rest of the town had used the Shellnak River to bathe and piss in daily.

      The water tasted pure, and that’s all that mattered.

      His horse whinnied behind him. It wasn’t his horse per se—he’d nipped it from an Old Yarrington stable in the chaos following the King’s death—but he’d ridden enough to know their various sounds. The old beast probably just wanted a sip of water, which it deserved after the long trek from Yarrington. After he’d fully sated his thirst, Whitney grabbed the reins, leading the horse to the river. It stepped in, the light brown hair darkening where the water lapped against its legs.

      “That’s a good girl,” Whitney said, then looked the horse over. “I mean boy.” He laughed and excused the horse for not joining in.

      “Not much farther,” he said, still talking to the horse as if it cared to listen. It was the kind of company he got used to in his line of work. Anyone he ever ran too close with either screwed him over on a job or vice versa. No honor amongst thieves.

      After giving the horse a drink, he climbed up and gave a soft kick.

      “Over there is where Sora lived with old man Wetzel all those years ago,” he said, almost absentmindedly. He pointed to a tiny, thatched hovel sitting along the river. She had been a friend—more than a friend, probably. But he was so young it was difficult to have called her anything else. That was all before he’d left home to pursue a life of thrills at the expense of others. Now, it seemed odd to even mention her home with such familiarity.

      He slowed the horse to a trot without thinking and watched the home until it was out of sight. It looked completely abandoned, just as it had a few days ago, overgrown with weeds, and the windows blocked by clutter. He thought about her from time to time, though rarely, and he imagined she hadn't given him much thought either over the years. The day he left, he may as well have been dead to the people of Troborough, his own family included.

      “Still nobody home.”

      A pile of books falling away from the window stole the words from Whitney’s lips. There was movement within, then the gaunt face of old Wetzel appeared. He looked like a walking corpse, skeletal and pale. And somehow, he seemed grumpier than ever. His pale eyes fixated on Whitney as he went by, giving him goosebumps. The only thing he felt comfort in was that the rest of the shack was empty, and there was little space to hide.

      “Sora really must have married and moved on at least,” he said, patting the horse. “Good for her. Can’t believe that old codger outlived the King though.”

      He took a deep breath and looked around. He’d never noticed the pleasant beauty of the land surrounding Troborough. When he’d lived there, he hardly ever left the farm—milking cows, plowing fields, and feeding chickens. When he'd returned to spend a few nights drinking himself silly, he'd come in at night and spent most of his time with blurry vision. Hadn’t even left the Twilight Manor. They had beds and booze, what more did one need?

      Now, in the light of day, he saw the rolling fields and the flowering meadow. The birds soaring above without care. It was so peaceful.

      In the distance, a thatched roof rose up from the hills—Farmer Branson’s place. And next to that, the Julset twins and the Whelforks. He laughed out loud, remembering old Charles Whelfork and the way he waved his walking cane anytime he caught anyone on his property.

      The horse let out a snort.

      The town’s chapel appeared over the horizon, a two-story structure bearing a single steeple with the Eye of Iam carved in bronze now patinated. He remembered it being much larger, but after seeing the castle, and the mansions, and the cathedrals of Yarrington, the place looked like little more than a pointy hovel.

      “Hey, Farmer Branson!” Whitney shouted and waved at a man toiling in his field. He glanced up, wiped his sweaty, furrowed brow, and went right back to work.

      Whitney hadn’t expected anyone to remember who he was, not really. He scratched at his neck and heard the hairs against his fingernails. When he’d left, he couldn’t even grow stubble.

      The horse plodded along past Wetzel’s little healer’s stand in town. Usually covered by potions and herbal concoctions, it stood empty save for some beads hanging from the canvas. It looked nearly abandoned, like the man’s shack. He probably was so old he couldn’t even leave his home. Whitney could remember many times as a child having to force down whatever remedy the old coot concocted while Sora told him to be a man.

      Even though Wetzel still clung to life like a mad hermit, Whitney wondered how many others had passed on from his hometown? He already knew about his parent’s fates, and that plague surely couldn’t have been merciful. The fact he’d never get a chance to rub his many adventures in his father’s face was the saddest part though. He knew that was wrong, but it was true. His father made it clear enough before Whitney left that he was no longer worthy of the good Fierstown name, and his mother always took his father’s side no matter what. Now, there was precious little he could do apart from kicking some dirt over their graves.

      Shog on him. Shog on them both. This Fierstown carries the Glass Crown instead of manure.

      In the middle of the village, between the chapel, the bailiff’s house, and the Twilight Manor was a large town square. As always, it was the busiest place in a town that rarely was. Hitched outside was the armored trade caravan run by the no-good, wobbly-eyed dwarf Grint Strongiron who’d challenged Whitney.

      Everyone stopped as Whitney arrived on his horse. Hushed voices broke out all around him.

      “Is this about King Liam?” asked Carlo, the town drunk.

      “By Iam, it’s true… he’s gone.”

      News normally traveled to fringe towns slowly, but word had apparently already reached them. Even long expected, the death of King Liam was sure to cause great waves of change throughout the kingdom.

      Whitney glanced down at his outfit and realized why Liam was all that came up. It was sewn from silks only a noble or an envoy of the Crown could afford. So, he walked the horse directly in front of the Twilight Manor and stood on the stirrups.

      "Grint Strongiron!" he shouted. "Come out of your drinking hole and behold your thorough defeat!"

      After a few beats, the door to the tavern thudded open, and the dwarf came waddling out beside his mates. Whitney barely remembered what they looked like, and definitely not their names. There was the reedy, Shesaitju fellow with skin the color of ash, two scarred-up mercenaries who looked like twins, still wearing so much armor it must have been filled with sweat despite the temperature, and a plump old man in silks. The trader they all protected, no doubt.

      "What say ye, farmboy?" Grint asked, wobbling from too much drink already. Only thing he’d be able to protect the poor sap from was an angry ant.

      Whitney produced the Glass Crown from the folds of his cloak, its gems gleaming in the sunlight.

      "Gaze upon my greatest achievement." He placed the crown on his head. It was a perfect fit.

      "Bah!" the dwarf said. "Anyone could buy one of them fakes. Ain't no one—including you—done robbed the King."

      "The King is dead," Whitney said, then immediately regretted it.

      The crowd gasped as all the rumors were confirmed. A woman started crying as if she’d ever even laid eyes upon Liam the Conqueror. The town’s priest fell to his knees and traced circles of prayer around the white cloth covering his eyes. Whitney didn’t recognize him, but the same plague that killed his parents probably took the priest he remembered. The church usually cared for people in such times of crisis, often getting themselves sick when nothing could be done. It was things like that which led Whitney to believe that if there ever was an Iam, he wasn’t looking down on his so-called children anymore.

      “Ye killed the King over a bet?” the dwarf asked, incredulous. “I knew I liked ye!”

      “No that’s not—”

      “Blasphemer!” Carlo barked. All his blabbering about serving in the King’s army, judging by his expression, maybe it was true. He could barely hold back tears.

      “The Grace of Iam is dead because of you?” asked a woman.

      "No, no," Whitney said. "I didn't do it."

      The town’s confusion over Whitney’s arrival gave way to anger. Troborough had no militia, only a worthless bailiff stationed there by the Crown, but he forgot that these were small-town folk who likely believed all the grand stories about their king. Worshipped him as much as they did Iam, maybe more. Grint and the caravan watched in bewilderment as the townsfolk, all wearing scowls, closed in around Whitney’s horse. All that was missing were pitchforks and torches.

      Whitney hadn’t even gotten to the part of his triumphant romp where he tossed the crown’s many gems to the children so they might seek out more for their lives like he had.

      He backed his horse away slowly, then noticed flakes of something wavering in the air above him.

      Early in the season for snow.

      Then, the smell came. It was like a campfire but far stronger. Ash fluttered on the currents of a southern breeze. He craned his neck to see around the chapel and found billowing smoke filling half the sky.

      A pair of screams stole the mob’s attention.

      Whitney fell back down in the saddle and pushed his horse toward the smoke. The sky grew darker and the pungent, yet sweet smell of burning wood and thatch met his nostrils.

      Where the path opened, just beyond the delta, he saw it. Sharp, whipping tongues of fire reaching like demons of Elsewhere, devouring the eastern side of town. He couldn’t even see the now-empty farm where he’d grown up, tears welling in his eyes from the heat, a thick cloud of darkness looming over the community.

      “The Black Sands are attacking!” a man screamed as he ran down the road. “The Black Sands are—” He hit the dirt and flipped, head over heel, an arrow sticking out of his back.

      Whitney wasn’t sure if he’d heard correctly, but the arrow was revealing enough. The town square exploded into panic. Whitney tried to turn his horse around, but frantic villagers darted everywhere, causing it to rear back. The crown flew off his head and fell at Grint Strongiron’s feet. The dwarf glanced up with his drunken, crossed eyes, grinned, and picked it up.

      “Thieving, runt,” Whitney swore under his breath. He tried to push his horse forward through the chaos when an arrow tipped with fire shattered the Twilight Manor’s window.

      The wood caught fast.

      “Time for us to leave, boss!” one of the trading caravan mercenaries said. He and his twin grabbed the old trader and hurried him onto their wagon, Grint following close behind. Their Shesaitju companion tried to do the same, but Carlo grabbed him. By the looks of his cherry-red cheeks, he was drunk as they were.

      “You bring your ash-skin friends here?” Carlo said. “Eager to lose again?” He reared back and punched the man across the face. The Shesaitju hit the dirt hard, then reached out for the wagon. Grint hauled him up just before they raced away. The trader thrashed on the reins, and they took off in the direction opposite the fire and screams.

      Whitney finally convinced his horse to leap over a fallen villager and took off after them. Grint hung onto the side of the wagon with one hand and admired the crown in the other as if the sounds of death filling the air were merely another day at work.

      “No good son of the mountain!” Whitney grabbed the other side of the crown and tried to pull it free as he rode. The dwarf was stronger than his size suggested.

      “Let go of it, farmboy!” Grint yelled.

      Whitney felt his grip slipping, then the elegant crown snapped in two. The recoil sent him sliding off the saddle, and as he tumbled, he saw the damnable dwarf grinning and waving with half the crown on his head. A villager screamed for them to let her on, but one of the armored mercenaries kicked her away.

      Whitney slammed into the side of Liora Dodson’s pig farm, the roof already alight. The smell of pork greeted his nostrils, confusing his stomach. Flames lapped at him from the windows of the farmhouse as the wood burned and popped. The heat was overwhelming, and sweat soaked him through. He couldn’t hear anything over the sounds of fire and screaming townsfolk, so he squinted through the heaviness of the smoke back toward the chapel.

      He looked around for his horse, but it was smart enough to flee.

      “Traitorous beast,” he whispered, stowing his half of the crown.

      He spun a slow circle, trying to figure out his next move, then quickly jumped back behind cover and peered back around the corner. An army stampeded his way, numbering in the dozens, carrying the standard of the Kingdom of the Black Sands. The tattered banner—nothing more than solid tan with specks of black—flapped tauntingly above the helpless Troborough villagers. It was the very same flag the Shesaitju had flown before being conquered by Liam and the Glass Kingdom.

      Whitney cringed as he heard the screams of men and women, many of which he’d grown up with. Leaning out further, he saw the gray hands of Black Sands warriors groping Troborough women and slaughtering the men.

      He drew a breath of air and stifled a cough as the black smoke filled his lungs. A group of Shesaitju shouted as they set fire to the chapel.

      What are Black Sandsmen doing in The Glass Kingdom?

      The two peoples hadn’t been at war since he was a child. When Liam marched on them, they suffered significant losses and eventually, the Kingdom of the Black Sands bent the knee. Fair trade, yearly annuity, and an agreement to send troops to the Glass Kingdom’s aid whenever they asked for it were the foundation of an alliance that greatly favored one side. Rebellions among their people who refused the terms were frequent in the early days of Liam’s reign, but not since.

      An alliance was only an alliance until the interests of one party outweighed the benefits of the union.

      Presently, one Black Sandsmen stood apart from the horde of ash-skinned warriors, riding a beast with orange scales, a mane of the same color, and thick legs like a warthog. It had a snout, wet and turned up but it was the size of a horse with the face and tail of a dragon. Whitney knew the creatures well from his travels in the Shesaitju lands. The zhulong rider gave orders which Whitney couldn’t hear over the loud snap-crackle of the fires, now threatening to set the surrounding forest ablaze.

      He sucked in another breath, ignoring the sting, and leaned back against the wall. It was time to go. The King was dead only a few days and the Shesaitju were already rebelling?

      This isn’t my fight. Whitney turned to bolt toward the other end of the alley, away from the fight, when he heard a cry from the middle of the road.

      “Mama!”

      The girl couldn’t have been more than five years old. Whitney peaked around the corner and saw a crew of Black Sandsmen pointing her way.

      Move girl! Whitney thought. It's time to move.

      He looked back at the attackers. The zhulong rider sat, head above most roofs, galloping toward her, but she merely stood there and cried.

      “Don’t be a hero, Whitney,” he whispered to himself as he stared at her. “Just run like she ought to.” Flames grasped for her from the building, causing her to shriek as it licked her arms. Still, she didn’t move.

      “Shog in a barrel,” Whitney cursed before taking a step, then another, willing each foot to do its part. He begged his limbs to move faster, but he was used to fighting in the shadows, not in open battle. He didn’t even have a weapon.

      The zhulong and its rider closed in, the latter screaming something in Saitjuese. Whitney grabbed the little girl and ran, but the mount picked up speed behind him. Its thick paws hammered the earth as quickly as Whitney’s heart did his rib cage.

      He glanced back.

      Never look back, you dolt!

      Dust kicked up, and the sound of the man’s roar was so near, it overpowered the sound of flames. He twirled a razor-sharp scimitar high above his head.

      Whitney turned away and drove his feet harder into the ground. It was no use. The shadow of the beast arced in front of him, and as he prepared to dive, a whiff passed by his ear followed by a thunk. The rider screamed and crashed to the hard dirt path. An arrow stuck out of his neck, still wobbling.

      The great beast continued running, knocked Whitney off his feet, and continued aimlessly. Whitney was able to shield the girl just in time to absorb the brunt of the fall. She escaped his grip and fled so fast he wondered why she ever needed him to carry her.

      He rolled over, still in a daze, until he felt something sharp dig into his side. He threw open his cloak and saw the half of the Glass Crown. A curse bubbled up from his lungs as he remembered the thieving dwarf.

      A loud clash of metal drew Whitney's attention to a legion of Glass Kingdom soldiers on horseback just arriving. They crashed into the Shesaitju raiders, and Whitney found himself caught right in the middle of the fray.

      A Black Sandsman spotted Whitney and charged. His blade sliced down toward him, but Whitney rolled, ignoring the sting of the crown poking him. He reached and grabbed the sword of the fallen zhulong rider, then brought it to bear, surprising his attacker. It caught the man across the neck, but dug in at an odd angle and got stuck.

      The gurgling corpse dragged Whitney as it collapsed, but Whitney yanked on the hilt until the blade came free. Blood saturated his face and he dropped the sword to paw at his face, desperate to wipe the blood from his eyes and lips, willing the vomit to stay in his stomach.

      It wasn’t the first time he’d seen a man die in battle, not by a long shot, but it was the first time he’d been holding the weapon. Killing was a thief’s last resort, and Whitney was good enough to avoid doing it.

      His gaze darted from side to side at the fighting soldiers. He’d never seen such chaos. Dirt swirled in the air, dyed red from blood and the glow of flames. Clashing blades sparked, screams echoed, and it was impossible to tell who was winning. He went to take a step, then an archer lost his head to a Glass soldier.

      Whitney spun, searching for a way out. He heard movement beside him and turned. A gray fist plowed into his jaw and sent him sprawling to the ground.

      "As brittle as glass without your king, eh, my Lord?" said a heavily accented voice, laughing. The Shesaitju brute was a towering stack of corded muscle.

      Whitney rolled onto his shoulder and used his momentum to shoot back to his feet. The warrior closed in on him. Whitney took a step back and tripped over a bow. Now that was a weapon he was proficient with. In one fluid motion, he grabbed an arrow from the quiver on a dead man’s back and notched it. The warrior brought his sword up just as Whitney let the arrow go. It stabbed through the Shesaitju man’s chest, but he didn’t slow a bit. Instead, he grinned as he snapped the shaft, stalking forward. Whitney groped for a second arrow but found none. The warrior pressed a heavy boot down on Whitney’s chest and drew back his sword.

      This is how the greatest thief in Pantego is going to die? On my back, with the broken crown of a dead conqueror in my pocket, in a fight I have no horse in.

      A part of him felt it was fitting. The other part closed his eyes and prayed to Iam for a miracle. Whitney wasn’t a religious man, but a good thief always hedges bets.

      The weight suddenly lifted. He reopened his eyes and found the man’s tree trunk of a neck without a head on it. He collapsed on top of Whitney, hard, knocking what little breath he had left in his lungs right out of them.

      Hooves clip-clopped behind him, then skidded to a halt, dust kicking up.

      "I don’t think that belongs to you, thief,” said that same young King’s Shieldsman who’d had the handmaiden fetch new clothes for Whitney. Sir Rand Langley sheathed a fine longsword and hopped down from his steed. Behind him, Whitney heard the cheers of Glassmen as the Black Sands attackers were forced into retreat.

      Rand knelt and reached into Whitney’s open cloak without bothering to free him from the heavy corpse first. His eyes went wide as he grasped the Glass Crown and only one half came out.

      “The Black Sands stole it,” Whitney wheezed. “Was just on my way to return it, I swear.”

      The man ground his teeth in frustration, glanced up at his fleeing foes, then back at Whitney. "Tell it to the Wearer of White,” he said, right before bringing his foot down into Whitney’s head.
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            IX

          

          THE KNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      King Liam was dead, and Queen Oleander shed real tears, though not for him.

      Torsten had trouble sleeping ever since he’d carried Pi’s nearly lifeless body up the West Tower to the Queen’s chambers, out of sight. He couldn’t get that gruesome vision out of his head. The poor boy, driven to attempted suicide by Redstar’s curse, and now he lay in fitful sleep from the fall.

      I should have listened to her about him…

      For once, Torsten actually wanted to engage Oleander in a discussion regarding Redstar and that night a year ago. He had been plotting for a way to broach the subject without angering her but couldn’t find a moment alone. King Liam’s funeral overwhelmed the capital while Pi’s fate remained secret.

      Torsten watched the servants toiling to transform the Grand Hall into a viewing chamber. The casket itself was crafted out of glass and ornately decorated. The King’s body was covered by a thin sheet of light blue silk. It was all employed to ensure that Liam would be remembered as he was when Torsten fought at his side and not as he now was—frail and rotting.

      Flowers filled the hall, hydrangeas and larkspur, always blue and white. Incense burned; a sweet, almost too-sweet smell. At least the room no longer stank of death.

      Once everything was set, Torsten took his place at Oleander’s side.

      “Your Grace,” Wren the Holy, High Priest of Iam, addressed her on her throne which had so long stood beside Liam’s. The Glass Throne itself remained empty. “Is the Crown Prince coming?”

      The old man had been High Priest since before even Liam was coronated. His long, white beard was likely a foot shorter then, and hadn’t needed to walk hunched over with a cane. Scorch marks around his eyes left them white and useless, for as any ordained priest of Iam, he had taken a vow of sightlessness. His was the Eye of Iam and no other. Some priests chose to cover their burned-out eyes with a cloth, but Wren left his bare for all his flock to see.

      “My son mourns in private for his beloved father,” she answered, not missing a beat.

      “But, Your Grace, it is customary for the Crown Prince to be present at the burial of his father. And being that Pi is Liam’s only—”

      “My son, your future king, wants to be alone.”

      “I understand, Your Grace. These times of loss are never easy for the young.” He bowed, then turned to face the amassed crowd. They were nobles of the Glass Kingdom, from the wealthy families within the walls of Yarrington to the members of the Royal Council.

      “Esteemed people of Yarrington and beyond!” he bellowed with timbre and clarity not expected from a man his age. “We gather here under Iam. May he watch over us and guide our steps.”

      He raised his scepter topped with the Eye of Iam. The crowd echoed his words, then traced their eyes with their fingers and bowed their heads, as was customary.

      “Long has Liam lifted our people to fulfill the will of the one true God. A thousand years ago, Iam watched from the Gate of Light as his brethren battled each other over who might rule Pantego. For the Vigilant Eye of Iam saw the trouble in their hateful ways, just as his chosen son Liam saw it here. Our King fought, in His name, to bring peace to fair Pantego. Praise be the Vigilant Eye.”

      The assembly repeated those words.

      Another blind priest shuffled over and presented Wren with King Liam’s claymore, known across Pantego as Salvation.

      Wren lowered his cane, then balanced the sword across his hands. The weight made his arms shake as he made his way to the open casket.

      “With this sword, Liam brought this kingdom to new heights,” Wren said. “And so shall it join him in the Light, and we must never forget the greatness he has left in our hands.”

      Torsten watched Oleander with a heavy heart as Wren laid the blade over Liam’s chest and folded his liver-spotted hands over the golden hilt. Pi’s nearness to death had made her inconsolable, and with him to be named the new king, in no condition to rule, it would leave her the most powerful person in Pantego. The Queen Regent.

      Wren stretched out his back, retrieved his cane, then turned back to the crowd. “It is with a heavy heart we bid farewell to our kind and pure King, but he is with Iam now, watching over us for all of time, in darkness and in light. And he has not left us alone. For we are fortunate that Liam has left us with a fine, young heir.”

      “Then why is the Crown Prince not here?” asked Yuri Darkings, Master of Coin. The handsome, if not rotund, gray-haired man from Winde Port stood at the front of the Royal Council, where he’d served since before Torsten was born.

      Oleander seemed to be in a fog until those words caused her to sit up, eyes smoldering.

      “We haven’t seen him in months,” Yuri continued. “Should the Crown Prince not attend his own father’s funeral?”

      Murmurs flared through the crowd, filling the Great Hall like a swarm of angry bees.

      “Yes, where is he?” asked another.

      “They say he’s locked away in his room like a mad hermit,” said the Master of Rolls, Frederick Holgrass, earning a glare from Oleander that could stop hearts.

      “Pi Nothhelm is the one true heir of Liam Nothhelm,” Wren stepped forward and declared before Oleander could react. “He is our rightful king, and when he is done mourning the loss of his great father, the Glass Crown shall be placed upon his head, as is the will of Iam.”

      Oleander made a weak attempt to smile, though her glower never left the council members who’d spoken out. Torsten’s heart plummeted further. The upcoming coronation would be merely symbolic of course. Pi was king the moment Liam’s heart stopped beating, and the faces of many of the Glass nobles glowed with the hope of another great leader.

      They were all being lied to, and Torsten could do nothing about it, even if he wanted to.

      The truth would do more harm than good. If the people found out that Liam’s only living heir might be dying already, or had spent the last year in a fog of madness and not rooted in studies as Oleander always claimed, Torsten couldn’t imagine where new enemies might spring from. For Iam’s sake, even the Glass Crown itself had gone missing, stolen or lost in the confusion of the masquerade. Torsten loathed to think how people might react to such a failure of the King’s Shield, or his queen whom he’d decided not to tell until the search ran dry.

      Wren returned to Liam’s casket and lay a hand upon it. He whispered a prayer first, then turned his attention back to the crowd. “Until Celeste is full once more, we join the future King in mourning the loss of his father. Then, at the crest of Mount Lister, under the full moons and Iam’s Vigilant Eye, Pi’s coronation will be complete. Praise be the Vigilant—”

      Suddenly, Sir Rand Langley barged through the side doors. He was supposed to be off inspecting Fort Marimount but entered the Grand Hall instead, ready to speak until he realized what he’d interrupted. A bit of blood stained his right pauldron.

      Torsten lowered his hand from the handle of his sword, then stood quietly, waiting for an explanation.

      Oleander’s glare hardened.

      “Sir… I’ve been sent to fetch you,” Rand stuttered as all eyes fixed on him. “It’s important.”

      “Enough to interrupt the funeral of my late husband, your king?” Oleander questioned.

      “I… uh.”

      The poor kid looked like he was going to piss himself.

      “Your Grace,” Torsten whispered to her. “Allow me to go with him. I assure you, you’re in good hands.”

      “What is the meaning of this, Your Grace?” Yuri Darkings questioned.

      Oleander regarded the longstanding Master of Coin, then nodded. “Go, Torsten, and show him what happens to those who can’t follow orders,” she said. “I will be fine. Your men are trained well…. Most of them.”

      It was the closest thing to a compliment Torsten had ever received from her. He bowed low, his gaze falling upon King Liam’s glass casket.

      I’m so sorry, Your Grace, he thought, looking to his king’s casket. All those years of service to the man who raised him from the dirt, and now he would miss watching his body committed to the Royal Crypt. But duty, as always, came before personal feelings, and a young Shieldsman like Rand wouldn’t barge in on so sacred a ceremony unless it was urgent.

      Torsten turned to follow the petrified knight, who required a firm nudge to get moving. They quietly but hastily traveled through the servant’s tunnels. It was the quickest route to the Shield Hall. The circular war room was carved into the cliffside upon which the castle stood, with a clear view of Mount Lister.

      Tapestries telling tales of Liam’s conquests hung from the walls surrounding a long, shimmering table. Statues were placed around the edge of the room, not of kings like in the Grand Hall, but of former Wearers of White. Men who’d served the Glass Kingdom before Liam was even a thought. Like the Shieldsmen armor and swords, each of the effigies was carved from glaruium—a potent ore found only in the belly of Mount Lister herself. The circle wasn’t yet complete. Although Uriah’s likeness had been formed of glaruium, his was the only one not holding a sword, as his body had never been found after he disappeared into the Webbed Woods.

      Two other Shieldsmen huddled over the massive sheet of glass, intricately etched, engraved with a map of the kingdom and beyond. Torsten noted the sand-blown glass flames positioned on the map in at least a half-dozen locations southeast of Yarrington.

      “What is this?” Torsten asked.

      “Go on boy, tell him,” Wardric, the gruffest of the Shieldsmen, addressed Rand. The Wearer of White had no official second in command, but if anyone were, it would have been Wardric. He’d served long before Torsten, before Uriah was even Wearer of White, but had been passed over for Wearer of White when Uriah died after Liam personally chose Torsten. The oversight never seemed to sit well with him.

      Rand swallowed hard. “Sirs Nikserof, Mulliner, and I were doing a routine inspection on Fort Marimount in the South, as Taskmaster Lars assigned us when we saw smoke rising. We followed it and engaged a raiding party razing Troborough.”

      “Where are they?” Torsten asked.

      “Still dealing with the aftermath in Troborough. They sent me back to tell you.”

      “We also received galler birds from Lilith’s Mill and Flatpost at the start of the ceremony—said they also were hit but not nearly as complete.” Wardric pointed to another small farming town south of Yarrington and then another.

      “Who?” Torsten asked.

      “The Black Sands,” Wardric said with the venom of a man who’d fought the Shesaitju on more than one occasion.

      “I saw them myself,” Rand said. “We tried but...”

      He hung his head. Torsten patted him on the shoulder. It was a tough first ask for any new recruit to do better. “It’s all right, lad,” he said. “Who could have imagined they’d do this with King Liam only freshly in his casket?”

      “Those heathens will do anything to keep their gold,” Wardric spat.

      Torsten drew a deep breath and let the information settle. Burning defenseless towns seemed like a random act of hatred, but the Shesaitju had clearly learned from losing to Liam. Cities, no matter how large, were fed by farms, and they’d just laid waste to countless yards of them; enough to cause unrest in the population. They were feeling out their enemy first instead of charging carelessly as they’d tended to do in the past.

      Had Liam incidentally taught all of Pantego how to win a war?

      A dead king, a dying heir, an act of rebellion—what else could go wrong?

      “Did we capture any raiders?”

      Rand shook his head. “None alive.”

      Torsten cursed under his breath. “How about survivors?” he asked. “Did anyone see anything that might help us figure out where they attacked from? If they managed to raid that many towns, it means there might be an army gathered somewhere. They aren’t Drav Cra. They never stray far from their numbers and their warlords.”

      “Townsfolk and farmers who don’t know the Black Sands from Brekliodad mostly,” Rand replied. “Nobody of interest except for one. He’s in the dungeon. But sir…”

      “What?” Torsten snapped without meaning to.

      Rand produced a bag and dumped the contents onto the table. Half of the recently lost Glass Crown tumbled out.

      “I found this on the man,” Rand said. “I recognize him from the masquerade. He came in from the courtyard soaking wet, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary.”

      Torsten lifted it, eyes wide as he noticed a few gems missing.

      “Nothing out of the ordinary?” Wardric reprimanded, causing Rand’s features to sink back. “He stole the crown right off our king’s still-warm corpse. For Iam’s sake boy, he might have even poisoned him!”

      Wardric raised a hand to smack the young Shieldsman, but Torsten stopped him. “The royal physician assured us it was natural causes,” he said.

      “You know the gray men and their poisons. Perhaps it’s something new they concocted in their sand pits.”

      “Why poison a man on his deathbed? They wouldn’t risk being caught trying to assassinate him when they could merely wait.”

      “Did you not become a Shieldsman by thwarting an assassin from those very lands?”

      Torsten regarded the old man. His face didn’t show it, but the resentment in his tone was clear. Whether it was in regards to Torsten’s humble origins, or Wardric’s desire for the White Helm, Torsten wasn’t sure. He decided to let it go.

      “Those were different times,” Torsten said. “He could still lift a sword.”

      Wardric grumbled but didn’t disagree. “Then what? They sent a thief to show us how vulnerable we are?”

      “Their warlords are brazen, you know that,” Torsten said.

      “I’m not sure,” Rand said. “I had to keep one of the Shesaitju bastards from gutting him on the battlefield.”

      “So, he isn’t with them?” Torsten said.

      “Or he betrayed them and got caught,” Wardric said.

      “We can’t rule anything out. Where’s the rest of the crown?”

      “That’s all we recovered,” Rand said.

      “Well, a man doesn’t stroll into the holy King’s masquerade and steal the crown for no reason. Whether the theft and raids are connected or not, it’s clear our enemies smell blood. We must stand strong now brothers.”

      “What are your commands, sir?” Wardric asked, fist to his chest. He could be difficult, but Torsten never questioned his loyalty or his talents.

      Torsten leaned on the table, closed his eyes and drew a long breath. “Have the Royal Council request a surplus shipment of grain from the Governor of Yaolin City to make up for what was lost,” he said. “Do it quick, we must maintain control during this transition. Have Taskmaster Lars quietly inform the King’s Shield that we are under attack. We must reinforce the southern forts around Winde Port and have a unit sent to every farming village in the southern reach.”

      “And what of our response to the Shesaitju aggression?” Wardric asked.

      “First, have the Master of Coin detail a full report on the Shesaitju’s delinquent taxes, so I gain a full understanding of the situation. Then, dispatch gallers to the Caleef in Latiapur. Demand explanation for these unprovoked attacks.”

      “A letter?” Wardric said, incredulous.

      “They killed all those people,” Rand protested. “We have to do something about it. Don’t we?”

      “I agree with the boy, Torsten,” Wardric said. “They kneel to the Glass no matter who died. We should remind them of that, lest our new king appear weak.”

      “And we will,” Torsten said. “But before we declare open war, we must decide if this was an action sanctioned by the Caleef who declared his fealty and mortality before Liam, or an overeager warlord acting of his own accord. For now, we must quietly secure our own borders and appear unshakeable.”

      “If King Liam was alive—”

      “He isn’t,” Torsten interrupted. And for the first time, the dire circumstances of his kingdom felt real. More than just nightmares. “The Queen Mother does not need the stress of open rebellion at the moment. Not with our new king…” He nearly let the truth of Pi’s condition slip. “In mourning.”

      “He should be eager to live up to his father’s name.”

      “Just move the troops,” Torsten ordered. “The Shesaitju merely prod because they fear us. A display of force in the South should keep them at bay until we can assess the state of the kingdom.”

      “Whatever we can do to keep the fragile mind of the Flower of the Drav Cra comfortable you mean?” Wardric said.

      Torsten stood proudly. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that, Shieldsman. Liam may be dead, but I’m still the Wearer of White. Follow your orders, or I’ll find someone else who can.” Torsten almost stopped himself before that last sentence. He sounded just like Oleander.

      Wardric ground his teeth and saluted. “Right away, sir.”

      “Good.” Torsten turned to Rand. “Now, take me to the thief who stole the crown.”

      “With respect, sir, towns are burning,” Rand replied. “Can’t he wait?”

      Torsten exhaled. This is what happened during times of unrest after Liam’s slow descent started. Everyone wearing Shieldsman armor forgot that they didn’t wear the white helm. They started doubting and asking questions. Uriah never stood for it. He commanded, and the King’s Shield obeyed. Torsten had only been Wearer for a year, but he’d had two great mentors show him how to lead.

      “With or without respect does not change the fact that you are questioning my command, boy,” Torsten said.

      “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir,” Rand stammered. “I’m only trying to understand.”

      “I intend to find out what kind of thief would be so bold as to steal the royal crown only to get caught a few days later in a Shesaitju ambush.”

      “Not a very good one,” Wardric remarked.

      Torsten let his eyes carry over the glass-blown flames donning the war table. “Or one who intended to be caught.”
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          THE THIEF

        

      

    

    
      “I’d wondered if I’d ever see you again, scag.”

      Whitney had hoped he never would. He stared at the same scarred, ugly mug of the brutish guard who’d flattened him for stealing jewelry on the day of his last incarceration in Yarrington.

      “Looks like it’s your lucky day, then,” Whitney said. The comment was met with a swift punch to his gut.

      The guard then shoved Whitney into the small cell before he got a chance to swipe the key from his belt again.

      “Not my lucky day… stuck down here with the likes of you, thief,” the guard said, taking his time with his terrible retort. “But, it looks like yours is far worse.” “Really?”  Whitney said, finding the wind in his lungs again. “I like it way down here. I was hoping for a darker cell.”

      “Well, get used to it. Our great King is dead, which means nobody will have time to worry about filth like you.” The guard laughed, deep. “Thieves rot down here, forgotten with the dirt and shog.”

      “Last guard who said something like that had a nice view of my hind-quarters on my way out. I forget, was that you?”

      “Try to escape again. I beg you. I’ve been waiting for an excuse to put you down for good.” He dangled a key in front of the cell, then quickly snatched it back.

      “Oh, you found your key. I knew I’d misplaced that.”

      The guard lips pursed in frustration. “You got lucky. Never again.” The guard banged on the bars in a futile attempt to give Whitney a fright, then lumbered away grumbling.

      Whitney groaned. Guards never realized what kind of challenge they were issuing when doing such things. But as the guard left, Whitney sat down, resigning himself to the cell. His mind wandered back to Troborough, his once-home.

      Never before had he seen battle up close like that. He blinked as he remembered the feeling of blood-soaked dirt in his eyes, shuddered at the sight of the nearly black stuff under his fingernails. He closed his eyes to drive out the images and banged the back of his head against the stone.

      This cell was different from the last, which had been dark, wet, and gray—this one was as well, but it was somehow darker, wetter, and grayer. Here, there were no windows or even an adjoining cell. This was the lower dungeon, where only the worst of Pantego were thrown; heretics and assassins, witches and conspirators—the worst. And then, of course, one quick-fingered thief who’d managed to break a priceless crown that’d been in the Nothhelm family for centuries.

      A rat squeaked by him, brushing his leg and causing him to flinch. It stopped and circled back toward him. Whitney had a fondness for rodents. They shared the streets with him all these years—free spirits. He figured they must have known he was like them, too, as they rarely feared him like they did other humans.

      Whitney stuck his arm out, palm up like a bridge from the ground. The little creature crept up on him, slowly at first, then, without reservation, crawled up to his shoulder. Its little whiskers bobbed as it sniffed the skin of his neck. It tickled, and Whitney shivered a bit. They really did have a lot in common. Even growing up on his parents’ farm, he’d often found grander company in the field-mice than other people—especially with any child his age not named Sora. The rodents seemed smarter. When they needed food, they found it. When it rained, they sought shelter, even if that meant braving old Wetzel’s broomstick.

      Determined little creatures.

      Whitney lifted a finger to scratch the rat on its brown head. The rodent lashed out with sharp teeth and bit him, drawing blood. Whitney reeled his hand back and sucked on his finger. The rat scampered away.

      “Even friends bite,” he whispered to himself in the dark.

      Figured after all that’d happened, he’d learn a lesson from a rodent. In the end, people, like animals, were only interested in one thing: their own interests.

      What had it all amounted to? Every heist, grift, and pocket picked? Living it up in Winde Port or Yaolin City until his last autla was spent. Even his time in Latiapur, on the black sands was disappointing—except for the brothels. The brothels never disappointed. Not one bit.

      Seeing the world and experiencing all its decadent pleasures, some of it was just as amazing as Whitney had hoped. But now he was alone in a cage all the same, without a soul in the world wondering where he’d gone, and this time he hadn’t planned on being there.

      Piss in the wind.

      He let his head fall back again, lightly bumping the wall this time. He breathed deeply, lungs still burning from the smoke caught in there. On the bright side, he wasn’t chained to the wall. Plenty of holding cells around Pantego did that. In Latiapur, the Shesaitju capital, the cells opened right up to the Boiling Waters, inviting criminals to take the chance and drown. Nobody had ever made it out that way… well… nobody but Whitney.

      Snap out of it, Whitney.

      If nothing else, it was fun, the life he led—it was exciting. It wasn't putting one's shoulder to the plow and barely scraping by for no good reason.

      He stood and stretched, then strode toward the bars, a new vigor overtaking him.

      “Guard!” he shouted. When none came, he shouted even louder.

      The hulking guard peeked around the far corner, knowing better than to get too close. “Aye?” the guard said. “Gotta piss? Hole’s in the corner. Don’t fall in.”

      The man shamelessly laughed at his own joke.

      “No sir,” Whitney answered, buttering him up. “Hoping you could tell me what happened to all those at Troborough?”

      The guard’s face scrunched up into a vengeful sneer. “You’ll find out soon enough, Thief.”

      “I’m also wondering why you jailer types are always such shogs?”

      “I told you, you ain’t stealing the keys from me this time.” The guard chortled and went back to what he had been doing. Probably practicing his next awful comeback.

      Whitney couldn’t imagine what would’ve been done with the refugees of Troborough, assuming there were any. With King Liam dead and the kingdom under attack, Whitney could be left rotting in that cell forever. Forgotten.

      He sighed, closed his eyes, and slumped back down against the walls of his newest temporary lodging. He was about to nod off when he heard the clatter of heavy armor. “Who’s there?” The guard jarred awake, apparently attempting to nap as well. “M…my Lord,” the massive man stammered, an even more massive knight of the King’s Shield standing before him. “What’re ye—shouldn’t ye be at the funeral?”

      “I was,” the Shieldsman said. “Now I’m here waking up guards.”

      “I wasn’—”

      “Enough. Where is the crown thief?”

      “Crown… Oh, aye. Right piece of work, him.”

      The guard led the Shieldsman by torchlight to Whitney’s cell. A few other prisoners pled for freedom and grasped at him through their rusty bars.

      “This is him,” the guard said. “Ey, thief! Wake the yig up.” He rattled on the bars until Torsten grabbed him by the forearm. The guard reached for his cudgel with his other hand, but the Shieldsman stuck out his arm.

      “That’s enough,” the knight said. “Unlock it and leave us.”

      The guard eyed him, confused, but when the Shieldsman’s face didn’t waver, the guard did as asked. Taking the torch and sticking it through the bars, the Shieldsman squinted to get a better look inside. He was enormous, a mountain of armored muscle with a strong jaw. His head, which appeared to be bald, was covered by a shiny white helm that had to be made from glaruium metal. He was of obvious Glintish decent, which seemed rare for a Shieldsman, with skin brown as mahogany and eyes even darker.

      There was no questioning that he was impressive, but Whitney had met plenty of men who looked the part. He pretended to yawn himself awake and fully stretched out like a stray cat in Latiapur. He glanced up, smacking his lips as if he’d been waiting for dried meat instead of rotting in a dungeon.

      “Another guard come to take his shots?” he asked. “Right then, let’s get it done.”

      “Stand up,” the Shieldsman demanded.

      “I think I’m good right here.”

      “I am Torsten Unger, the Glass Kingdom’s one and only Wearer of White. You will obey my commands.”

      “Wish I could, but my legs are a little tired from battling all those Sandsmen. You people are basically useless against them.”

      “Really? I heard my men found you being crushed under one of their gray heels.”

      “People tell tall tales.”

      “Why did you take it?” Torsten asked.

      “You’re going to have to be more specific.”

      Torsten slammed on the bars. “You know exactly what I am talking about!”

      “I’ve taken lots of things from lots of rich people in lots of cities. Visit one. You’ll see this beautiful face on posters in half the barracks in Pantego. Some of them even captured my nose in all its perfection.”

      Torsten bit his tongue, reached into the satchel dangling from his belt and produced the half of the Glass Crown Whitney had in his possession when the last Shieldsman he met took him in.

      Whitney grinned. “Oh, that.”

      “Oh, that?” Torsten said. “Do you realize what this is?”

      He shrugged. “I was just enjoying a party when it rolled right into my foot. I couldn’t help myself.”

      “This is the King’s crown!”

      “Was.”

      Torsten swung the cell door open and rushed in. His thick fingers wrapped around Whitney’s throat, and he lifted him and pinned him against the wall, feet dangling. “You are guilty of stealing from the Crown. You’ll be in a noose by morning, so I suggest you start talking.”

      Whitney pawed at his neck like he wanted to say something. Torsten let up.

      “I can’t talk when you do that,” he rasped.

      Torsten flung him to the floor and paced the cell. “What’s your name?”

      Whitney coughed, but drew himself to his feet and performed an exaggerated bow. “Name’s Whitney Fierstown. I’m sure you’ve heard of me.”

      “Can’t say I have.”

      Whitney sighed, then drew in a deep breath. “He who stole the Sword of Grace and the Splintering Staff from the Whispering Wizards? The very same who lifted the Ring of Pandula from the Latiapur Vaults and now, of course, my finest accomplishment, the Glass Crown.”

      “Finest failure. In case you forgot, only half of the crown is sitting here in my pocket, and the other is nowhere to be found.”

      "The way I see it, I successfully stole that crown. My mistake was stopping to gloat about it long enough for thieving dwarves and murderous sandsman to get the jump on me. I guess we both have new enemies.”

      “Did you really think you would get away with this?”

      “I never think.”

      Torsten punched the wall right over Whitney’s shoulder. The stone cracked around his gauntlet. “Why did you take it, thief?”

      “I told you, it came to me. It was like… fate.  Iam’s will and all that.”

      “If it were fate, you wouldn’t be locked up like a hog in a pen.”

      “Unless this is exactly where I want to be.” He put on a grin like he was in on some joke, which only served to vex the Shieldsman more. In truth, Whitney wasn’t sure where he’d hoped to be after showing Grint his quarry, but it certainly wasn’t back below the Glass Castle.

      “Who put you up to this?” Torsten asked. “Does Valin Tehr think he can turn more of the city into his own personal playground again with King Liam gone? I already know you aren’t with the Sands, so who else? The Panpingese want revenge for their Mystics?”

      “I saw something shiny and wanted it,” Whitney stated. “Simple as that.”

      “Who’s your fence? Thieves don’t work alone.”

      “This one does.”

      Torsten’s fingers balled into fists. “You really expect me to believe you did this by yourself?”

      “I don’t care what you believe.”

      “I could say you poisoned King Liam to get the crown if I wanted. One look at you and not a soul would doubt it.”

      “Go ahead. As you’ve said, I’ve got a date with a noose either way.”“There are worse fates than death, thief.”

      “If you say so. Can I get back to my nap now?” Whitney groaned, making himself comfortable on a loose stone like it was a pillow.

      “It’ll be your last,” Torsten said. He let himself out of the cell and called for the guard to come and lock it.

      “Let him rot and starve until he’s ready to be honest,” Torsten said.

      “My pleasure,” the guard snickered, almost salivating on getting vengeance for his failure. Torsten took a few steps down the long, dark hall when Whitney stopped him.

      “There was nobody left to steal from,” Whitney said.

      “What?” Torsten turned and found Whitney with his eyes closed.

      “That’s why I took it. There was nothing left.”
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          THE KNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      Word on the condition of the young King Pi found its way across Yarrington. Torsten wasn’t sure who let the news out, but with so many wolves circling it was impossible to know. Any of the whispering sycophants on the Royal Council could have been behind it, and Oleander had already threatened to have any of them executed if it was found that they did.

      The story spun to the public by Wren the Holy through sermons in the market and the cathedral square was that Prince Pi, distraught over the loss of his father, accidentally slipped and tumbled down the stairs of the West Tower, but would survive.

      The news seemed to sate the masses, but it didn’t stop the rumors from stirring—a hornet’s nest of stings and accusations about the foreign Queen Mother at the top of the mill. Many said she’d poisoned her husband and tried to kill her son in an attempt to usurp the throne. Torsten, on her command, had been so busy arresting anyone caught speaking such blasphemies he hadn’t even had a minute to address Redstar’s role in Pi’s condition with her or consider the Black Sands situation.

      Presently, he approached Oleander’s chambers upon her request—always the Shield. She’d been appointed Queen Regent after Pi’s condition was made public, so it was even more difficult to deny her now.

      He was just about to enter when the royal physician, Deturo, stormed out, his long, gray beard swishing.

      “That woman is going to be the death of—” He caught himself upon noticing Torsten. “Ah, Sir Unger.”

      “Is everything all right?” Torsten asked.

      “Just examining our young King. I was hoping to take him to my study where I could try forcing him to ingest a rare herb concoction from eastern Panping. I’ve heard of great results. The Queen Regent, however, won’t allow me to risk giving him anything but water.”

      “Does he seem in pain?”

      “He doesn’t seem anything. Still, he wheezes but does not wake. If we do not try something more drastic, I fear we might lose him.”

      “Pray, Deturo,” Torsten said, laying a hand on the agitated man’s shoulder. “Beg for Iam’s light as I have every night since Liam passed. There is no better salve for the wounded.”

      “I am a man of...” He stopped and drew a deep breath. “Just try to get through to her, Sir Unger. She nearly had me hanged assuming I spread news of Pi’s condition. I fear she won’t heed my advice that rest alone is not improving anything.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Good. I’d rather not prepare the body of another king for eternal rest.”

      He walked away, grumbling under his breath, and Torsten continued on his way to Oleander’s chambers.

      “You called for me, Your Grace?” he asked before entering.

      “Did I?” she replied.

      “I... Yes. You sent Rand for me.”

      “Well, come in then, my Wearer. Sit.”

      Torsten entered, but remained standing by the door.

      Oleander sat, her hair freshly washed and being combed by her favorite handmaiden Tessa, barely aware of Torsten’s presence. Torsten watched, but his gaze listed continuously toward the Queen’s bed where Pi lay, his small head poking through the covers, eyelids sealed and face tranquil for the first time in longer than Torsten could remember.

      “Tessa,” Oleander said, addressing her handmaiden. “What do you believe about my husband’s untimely death?”

      Torsten could see the discomfort on the poor girl’s face as she took a moment to collect her thoughts.

      “Your Grace,” she answered in a thick accent from the northern regions—maybe Crowfall or Fessix. Each word was a bit slow and drawn out. “Twas a shame, right forward. I dunno how it could be seen any other way.”

      Oleander smiled. “And of my son?”

      “I, myself, cried at the news,” she said. “He was a sweet boy.”

      "Is." Oleander snapped. "He is sweet.”

      “Y…yes, of course. Tis what I meant.”

      She settled down, cleared her throat. “A result of your simple mind, I’m sure.” It was as if Oleander had wholly forgotten her roots in the savage North.

      Tessa’s hand shook now as she continued combing, glancing periodically over at Pi.

      Smart girl, calling the boy sweet. No one who knew Pi in the last year would have called him sweet, and Torsten hadn’t known him much before since he was too busy serving the kingdom elsewhere. Uriah said there’d been a time he was kind, quiet, and studious, but since the day Redstar betrayed them, Pi was disturbed and often violent, especially toward the help. Even the simple act of knocking on his door could cause him to throw anything he could get his hands on.

      Torsten always figured Uriah was exaggerating about the boy’s former nature for Oleander’s sake, but he was starting to feel foolish for doubting. The more he thought about it, he almost blamed himself for not barring Pi’s windows after the night he’d witnessed him teetering on its edge.

      Incapacitation is better than worshipping a fallen goddess.

      Torsten quickly admonished himself for having such a cruel thought. It wasn’t the way of Iam.

      “Tessa, I’d like some honeyed wine,” Oleander said, breaking the awful silence.

      The servant placed the brush down immediately and curtsied. “Yes, Your Grace.”

      Torsten watched with pity as Oleander picked up the brush and continued where the girl left off. He could see her reflection in the mirror before her. Her puffy eyes started watering again. She slammed the brush down on the vanity, startling Torsten.

      She moved to sit beside Pi, brushing his moppy hair like she would her own. Torsten followed but kept his distance.

      “I can feel him fighting still, Torsten,” she said.

      “He comes from good stock, Your Grace,” Torsten said. “Liam’s blood runs through his veins.”

      “That didn’t stop him getting sick.”

      Torsten’s lip twisted. “No, but he lived a glorious life before. I’m sure Pi will wake soon and we will again have a king worthy of the Glass.”

      “He won’t.”

      Torsten fumbled over a response. “Your Grace?”

      “He won’t wake until we find my depraved brother and retrieve his orepul. Something you continually fail to do.”

      Again, with the doll.

      Torsten had to stifle a groan lest he further anger her. “We’ve tried time and time again. Some of my best Shieldsmen—”

      “Try harder! This is the only way, I know it in my heart. Send more men. He is your King!”

      “Your Grace, this has nothing to do with a doll. Pi threw himself from a window because Redstar used dark, warlock magic to plague him with visions. A worthless doll can’t wake a boy from such awful ailment, only Iam can help him now.” He wished he’d spoken more calmly. He’d been trying for years to break Oleander of her fixation, but nothing ever got through to her and with all the stress he was now under, it came bubbling to the surface.

      She turned to him, eyes like a pair of smoking, blue coals. She stood to her full height, her Drav Cra frame towering as if she were something more than human.

      “Worthless?” she said. “It is an orepul—not a doll. I sewed it for Pi when he was born, my beautiful, baby boy, and my brother stole it! Stole a piece of him. That is what is wrong.”

      Torsten did his best to stand his ground. The Drav Cra were a superstitious people but, Torsten had also seen their ways fail enough to know they were folly. All the sacrifices they made to their Buried Goddess in the hopes of fending off Liam did nothing for them. He left those lands to their infighting and barbarity because there was nothing of worth there. Nothing left to save.

      “My Queen, I heard him whispering in the night. Words of some concern,” Torsten said. It was time to confront her about everything. Torsten was nothing if not loyal, but it was growing difficult to coddle the Queen Regent and reposition the Glass army without her knowing.

      She spun. “Speak plainly.”

      “I no longer blame your son, but he spoke of the Buried Goddess, my Queen. Communing with her. We’ve wasted a year seeking out your heathen brother rather than considering that he cursed Pi and left for good. That the answer to the young King’s salvation was here all along. Now that he is bedridden from injury caused by Redstar’s curse, we should place our faith in Iam, not in the black magic of a broken people. Let Deturo attempt to coax him from slumber more aggressively. Invite Wren the Holy and the Yarrington priests up here to—”

      “Redstar!” The back of her hand crashed into Torsten’s cheek, unexpectedly powerful for how slight she was. Torsten swallowed his pride and the copper taste of blood drawn by one of her rings. “He wounded Pi’s soul because he thinks I’ve turned my back on my people. On tundra and suffering. I should wipe the rest of them off the map!”

      “Your Grace, we have more dangerous enemies to worry about,” Torsten said.

      “Liam is dead, and Pi cannot speak,” Oleander said. “Am I not your Queen?”

      “You are.”

      “And are you not the commander of the Glass army?”

      Torsten bowed his head. “I am, Your Grace.”

      “Then I command you to stop sending worthless cowards. Lead our entire army into the Webbed Woods, burn it to the ground if you must. Bring my brother to justice, return what was stolen from my son, and restore him.”

      “I can’t.” Torsten knew what her reaction would be before he said it, but it came out anyway. Her eyes went wide, flabbergasted that the Wearer of White would deny anything she asked. Ever since Uriah disappeared, Torsten had served her every need, no matter how ill-advised, but he couldn’t anymore. The Glass was in danger, and he alone seemed interested in saving it.

      “What did you say?”

      “The army must remain nearby Yarrington, my Queen,” he stated firmly. “We need all of them to secure our borders against rebellion.”

      Oleander laughed. It was an unsettling sound. “Rebellion?”

      Torsten shifted his weight, his head staring at his feet. “Two day’s past, the Black Sands razed a handful of our villages.”

      Her glare hardened. The sight made Torsten’s spine quiver.

      “Why was I not aware of this?” she asked.

      “You’ve been at Pi’s side where you belong,” he replied. “I hoped to spare you the news until he recovered from his unfortunate… accident.”

      “Spare me news of treason? That bastard Sidar had dinner in my royal court not half a year ago!”

      “And he will answer for it. I have already sent a demand for an explanation. We have to proceed carefully now to avoid a war we’re ill-prepared for.”

      “We? You have conspired to mobilize the Crown’s forces without informing me?”

      “To defend us.”

      “I defend us! I told you, Torsten, if you cannot perform the duties of the Wearer then I will find someone who can. You’ve failed your new king. Kept secrets from me, his mother!”

      Oleander ripped the white helmet from Torsten’s head and flung it at the door. Tessa entered with a crystal vial of wine at the same time and it clattered to the polished floor, spilling everywhere.

      “My mind is not so fragile it cannot handle the truth of war!" Oleander bellowed. “I am the Queen!"

      “Your Grace...”

      “You are a relic of my husband, Torsten. Nothing more. Another failed servant like Uriah.”

      “You must listen to me, Your Grace. The kingdom needs stability now more than ever. We can’t march our entire army south and leave ourselves even more vulnerable. Uriah said he went to the Woods, but that was a year ago. Redstar’s playing games, and those games have cost us dozens of Shieldsmen. The order is thin now, filled with new recruits whose names I barely know.

      She raised her hand before he could say another word. “I am done listening to you. I should have you hanged for treason.”

      “And I wouldn’t blame you. But—”

      “Out!”

      “Your Grace, we heard shouting,” said Rand as he rushed through the door. He nearly tripped over Tessa who was busy soaking up wine with her dress and trying not to cry. He paused to help the young woman, apologizing profusely, before Oleander stole back his attention.

      “You,” Oleander said. “Take Torsten outside the walls and strip him of his armor. He is not to set foot within the walls of Yarrington again.”

      Rand nearly choked in confusion. “Your Grace. He is the Wearer.”

      “Not anymore.” Oleander rushed across the room and lifted the white helmet off the floor. Then she presented it to Rand. “Take it.”

      “My Queen. I… I’m not—”

      “He’s been wearing the Shield for a barely a week,” Torsten said. “Surely Wardric or Nikserof would be better suited.”

      “No. If you have proven anything it’s that a rat could do this job better than you,” Oleander said. “Take the helmet, boy, or you’ll join Torsten outside these walls.”

      Torsten met Rand’s gaze and tried to calm him. “Do as she asks,” he whispered, nodding slowly, assuredly.

      “But sir?”

      “Your kingdom needs you,” Torsten said.

      “I’m surrounded by infants,” Oleander groaned. She placed the helmet over Rand’s head, scraping his nose in the effort. “There. Now take this traitor out of my sight and leave me with my son!”

      “Yes, Your Grace.” Rand took Torsten’s arm, though he grasped without conviction.

      Torsten stopped in the doorway, regarding Oleander. She stood, fuming, wine pooling around her gem-encrusted heels. If ever there looked a queen it was her, but Rand hadn’t seen war, let alone led one. And now she provoked the Black Sands to full-scale rebellion with him in charge of the army.

      Torsten couldn’t believe it but knew the only person with the authority to save his kingdom was in that room, lying unconscious. A boy he barely knew, who’d spent a year scrawling heathen symbols on his walls in blood, cursed.

      “I will always serve the Glass, Your Grace,” Torsten said, bowing.

      “If I see you again, you will join the Black Sands for treason,” she said. “Take him.”

      Rand didn’t wait to hear any more orders. He pulled Torsten out of the room, and after a few steps through the citadel, Torsten realized he’d become the one towing Rand. The sound of Oleander scolding Tessa now echoed down the halls, making the young Shieldsman wince.

      “Sir, what was I supposed to do?” he asked, voice trembling.

      “You did fine, lad,” Torsten said. “Don’t worry about me.”

      They reached the main hall where Wardric stood guard. He eyed Torsten and Rand, brow furrowing when he realized who wore the distinguished White Helm. Rand quickly removed it and tried to hand it back to Torsten.

      “Sir, I don’t want this,” Rand whispered.

      “Neither did I,” Torsten said, pushing the helm back. “Listen to the others. Nikserof, Reginald, and especially Wardric, the grouch that he is. They can help you keep the kingdom in one piece.”

      “What about you? By Iam, we need you.”

      “As long as our new king sleeps, the kingdom isn’t safe. I’m going to do what his mother thinks I must to save him. Even if it is folly.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Torsten seized the boy by his shoulder and drew him close. “Rand, focus,” he said. “I need you to do me one last favor as your Wearer.”

      “Anything.”

      “Before the Queen Regent’s edict becomes known, take me to the lowest dungeon and leave me the key.”

      “What? Why?”

      Oleander believed that Pi’s orepul was the key to his health and sanity. For the year after Uriah failed, Torsten had sent some of the finest soldiers after him into the cursed Webbed Woods. None ever returned. But Torsten knew now that if he wanted to make Oleander see reason, earn her trust, and reclaim his helm—if he wanted to protect the Glass, as he swore to Liam he would so many moons ago—then he’d have to be the first. Even if Pi were truly beyond help, he’d have to bring Redstar to justice and steal back that doll or die trying.

      “I need a thief,” he said.
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          THE THIEF

        

      

    

    
      Whitney couldn’t remember when last he sat in a cell without plotting a way to break out, whether it was studying the possible routes or digging his way under the guard’s skin to drive them to open the door and attempt to provide a beating. Pissing people off was probably his greatest skill, if he had to choose one.

      This time, he quietly accepted the slop they called food with barely a jab at the hulking guard’s stupidity. Barely. He couldn’t help himself there. But then he settled against the mold-laden wall and let his mind turn off as he shoveled the shog down.

      Whitney caught glimpse of his rat friend watching him from across the cell. His finger still stinging from the bite he’d received earlier, he considering shooing it, but flicked a bit of glop onto the floor instead. Sharing had never been his issue, it just rarely occurred to him. All the things he’d stolen were hidden in buried caches across Pantego or left beyond in new places for some lucky soul to stumble upon. It’d never been about the things themselves, he just wanted to be able to say he took them.

      He’d returned to Troborough because he’d run out of places to go, and as he sat in the darkness, he figured it was time to move on. He’d stolen the crown of Liam the Conqueror. It didn’t matter for how long, he’d done it. A visit from the current Wearer of White himself made that pretty damn clear.

      The rat finished its meal and inched a little closer.

      “Now you want to be friends?” Whitney asked.

      He threw down another morsel, and then it dawned on him: all those hidden treasures were likely worth more in gold than whatever was in the Yarrington vaults. If he broke free… when he broke free… he could go to every small town in the world and distribute wealth in ways no proper king ever had. He could give young fools like he had once been the chance to be more.

      Just imagining the bard’s songs about the ‘Noble Thief of Troborough’ made him smirk. He wondered how they’d embellish his exploits. It’d be tough to make them better than the truth, but they’d find a way. Maybe they'd add a great dragon or some other mythological beast.

      “Thief,” a gruff voice called, clearly addressing him. Whitney thought he recognized it, but the stark, stone walls of the deepest dungeon made everything echo in strange ways.

      “I prefer hero,” Whitney replied.

      “Then find a new occupation.”

      A torch lit the bars of Whitney’s cell, and he saw the Wearer of White once more. Only, Torsten no longer wore the helm of his station, and the dark bags beneath his eyes spoke of days of restless slumber. The lock clicked, the rusty door squeaked open, and the rat scurried between a crack in the wall.

      “You look worse than I do,” Whitney said.

      “On your feet,” Torsten commanded.

      “I told you last time, I’m quite comfortable here.”

      “I said, on your feet. We have no time to waste.”

      “To hang me? Is the Crown short on rope?”

      “Listen, you worm. You can either rot in here, or you can come with me and be useful to the kingdom for once in your worthless life.”

      “Well, that’s just rude,” Whitney said. “Here I am thinking about how to give back to the people, and you call me worthless.”

      “Come with me, now. That is an order.”

      “Where’s your helm?”

      Torsten zipped across the room in one healthy stride, grabbed Whitney by the collar, and heaved him to his feet.

      “Are you the greatest thief in Pantego like you claim?” he asked. “Or are you a talker like all the others?”

      “Depends on my mood,” Whitney replied.

      “Do you know what happens to the criminals who get thrown down here? They get lost. Forgotten. Until the porters are sent down to sweep up the bones. The Crown needs a thief, and the best I can find on short notice is you.”

      “I’m on a bit of a vacation.” Whitney flourished his arms wide to draw attention to the cell.

      “I…” Torsten drew a long, exasperated breath. “I knew it. Just like all the rest.”

      Torsten threw him down and stormed out of the cell. He didn’t even lock the door behind him.

      Whitney dusted off his pants and stretched his shoulder. Then he caught the rat staring at him from the corner of the room.

      “What?” Whitney asked it.

      Torsten’s heavy boots echoed down the hall, drawing Whitney’s attention back toward the exit. The rat took the opportunity to sprint out, grab his bowl and shove it toward his little hollow in the wall.

      “Son of a—” Whitney took a hard step toward it, then stopped and grinned. The rodent tilted the bowl to get enough of it through the crack that the rest of the food spilled out of reach. In comparison, the crafty bugger robbed a human exponentially larger than any of the giants Whitney had stolen from.

      “It can’t hurt to ask, right?” He shrugged. “What’s one more?”

      He tipped his head to the rodent, as if he were wearing a hat, then hurried after Torsten. The Shieldsman moved slowly, clearly expecting him.

      “What’s the catch?” Whitney asked.

      “I thought you were on vacation?” Torsten muttered.

      “I am. Let’s just say I'm curious.”

      “Hey!” the lumbering guard watching the dungeon hollered from his post. “He’s not supposed to—”

      “The Queen Regent needs him,” Torsten said.

      “Regent?” Whitney said. “Didn’t the King have some sort of crazy son? Didn’t leave his room since the last Dawning?”

      “You speak of your new king!” Torsten snapped.

      “Hey, I’m just saying what I’ve heard.”

      “Your new king has fallen ill, and his mother rules in his stead until he is healthy.  That is all you need to know.”

      “What could the Queen possibly need with filth like this street rat?” the guard asked.

      “I could think of one thing,” Whitney said as he adjusted his pants.

      Torsten sent a glower so fierce it nearly caused Whitney to bite his tongue. The Wearer of White was a bore, but the claymore on his back wasn’t deckled with scratches and dents without reason. Whitney knew when he was outmatched in a fight.

      “It concerns only the Crown,” Torsten said to the guard before he continued on his way.

      “I meant no offense, sir,” the guard said. “But…wait. The royal keep is that way.”

      Torsten didn’t answer. Whitney tapped the guard on the shoulder, causing him to spin. Whitney swiped the keys from his belt as he did, then jingled them right in front of his face.

      “Farewell, my friend,” Whitney said. “The Queen Regent needs me.” Whitney tossed the keys at the guard’s feet, then scurried on after Torsten, ignoring the flurry of curses at his back.

      “Can you focus for two seconds?” Torsten said, exasperated.

      “I’m just trying to figure out what the Crown could possibly want from me.”

      “Some time ago, the Queen Regent’s estranged brother, an Arch Warlock named Redstar, stole a priceless heirloom from King Pi and fled into the Webbed Woods. The Queen Regent needs us to return it and bring the traitor to justice. She believes this will help King Pi recover.”

      Whitney stopped in his tracks, causing Torsten to do the same. “The Webbed Woods?”

      A Drav Cra warlock was bad enough news, but everyone knew about that awful forest where the trees formed a canopy so thick it was like eternal nightfall. Where the horror of the beasts roaming its swampy floor was only surpassed by a giant, cursed spider ever stalking, ever feeding. The bards said it devoured men instead of insects, but only after it drove them mad first.

      Whitney had been almost everywhere in Pantego, but never there. There were no men to rob there after all. Nothing but death, if the stories were to be believed. They rarely were.

      “Are you afraid, master thief?” Torsten asked, a hint of playfulness entering his tone for the first time.

      “No,” Whitney protested.

      “Then what happened to your face?”

      “This is my thinking face.”

      “We’ve sent dozens of soldiers and Shieldsmen after Redstar. None returned. Help me find the wretch who robbed our new king, and you will be pardoned of all your crimes. You can go back to what got you locked in here for all I care if we return alive.”

      “It’s the alive part I’m concerned about.”

      “This is your chance to do something with your life. A long time ago, King Liam gave me a similar chance, and I never looked back.”

      Whitney didn’t care about that. The idea of him becoming a servant of the Crown or worse, a King’s Shieldsman, was laughable. His legs were desperate to carry him back to his cell, but he didn’t budge.

      Arch Warlocks, cursed spiders, and certain death? Whitney was already wanted in every corner of Pantego. He’d already stolen the Glass Crown, among countless other achievements, but as he stared at the knight who somehow hadn’t heard of him, an idea for his next mark popped into his head. His plan to spread wealth to Pantego’s unfortunate children would have to wait.

      “I’m in,” Whitney said, fighting his reluctant tongue to get the words out. “But only on one condition.”

      Torsten glared at him. “What now?”

      “If we get back, the Crown has to anoint me with a new name.”

      “A new name?”

      “Yeah. Fierstown is great and all, but something with a better ring to it. Something noble that rolls off the tongue.”

      And something that belongs to me, he didn’t add. That would be his greatest theft ever. Stealing a new name to replace the one left to him by his good-for-nothing father.
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            XIII

          

          THE KNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      “You think the Crown would consider ennobling a man like you?" Torsten asked the vagabond standing in front of him. He could see the wheels of inspiration turning in Whitney’s head.

      “What’s wrong with a man like me?” Whitney said.

      Torsten didn’t even bother answering.

      “I think that if the Crown wants my help, it better consider what a man of my enormous talent is worth,” Whitney went on.

      Whitney’s clothes were crusted with dirt and blood, torn at every joint. The handsome devil had eyes, weightless, warm and inviting like he belonged in a brothel, but Torsten knew his kind. Get drawn too close by his silver tongue and he’d find a knife in his back and the autlas swiped from his pocket.

      Torsten couldn’t believe it’d come to this: recruiting scum to help him save his kingdom. Giving in to demands. But what choice had he? After Oleander’s ruling on Torsten was made public, not a soul of worth would follow him, and Rand was too inexperienced to disagree with her. If Wardric didn’t throw a coup first to claim the White Helm he always wanted, Rand would let her keep sending soldiers to the Webbed Woods, or at the Black Sands, or wherever her heart desired until there was nothing left. Only Torsten knew the truth of her grief, and only he could fix things.

      Torsten and the scag standing in front of him. This Whitney was a braggart and a fool, but he didn’t seem insane. He was simply the kind of vermin that got loose when chaos took hold.

      “Fine,” Torsten conceded. “If we make it back in one piece with Redstar and the orepul in hand, I’ll make sure that you are…” He paused to swallow back the bad taste filling his mouth. “Granted a name of noble air.” He couldn’t technically promise anything now that he too was a man without station, but he couldn’t waste any more time either.

      The corners of Whitney’s mouth lifted into a mischievous grin. “I’ve never met something I couldn’t steal.”

      “King Liam never lost a battle either, and now he’s gone.”

      “Aren’t you a follower of Iam?” Whitney asked.

      “Of course, I am. What true Glassman isn’t?”

      “Then why is it you believe death to be a loss?”

      Torsten bit his lip. “This won’t be as easy as you think, thief.”

      “By Iam,” Whitney sighed. “It’s like you want us to fail.”

      “I don’t. But if the greatest thief in Pantego got caught napping through a Black Sands attack, Pantego must be filled with worthless thieves. Now let’s go.”

      Torsten gave Whitney’s arm a tug and continued through the dank tunnels. The thief staggered in tow for a moment, then caught his balance.

      “I still say that doesn’t count,” Whitney said.

      “For our sake, I hope you’re right,” Torsten replied.

      “Where are we going anyway? Isn’t the way out supposed to smell better?”

      “Just be quiet and follow me.”

      He didn’t listen. At every turn throughout the warren of tunnels beneath the castle, he whispered some comment under his breath. Again, Torsten couldn’t believe it’d come to this. He feared he’d have to cut Whitney’s tongue out before they ever reached the Woods.

      “I have one question,” Whitney said as they rounded into the catacombs.

      “What?” Torsten grumbled.

      “Redstar?” He guffawed. “What kind of name is that.”

      “You’ll see when we find him.”

      They stopped at an entry sealed by a heavy stone. The old entrance to the Royal Crypt buried beneath Mount Lister was ancient and it both looked and felt it. It took all his might to slide the large stone aside.

      Whitney didn’t offer a hand. Though, he did feign a gagging noise as they entered.

      “Show some respect!” Torsten snapped. His voice echoed, reflecting off a domed ceiling that was coated in a thick layer of formed glass that swirled to create the Eye of Iam. A thin beam of light shot through an oculus set inside the pupil, then splayed out to wash the room in a dim veil of light.

      “Me?” Whitney said, incredulous. “I’m not the one who neglected this place so long that it now smells like death’s doorstep. Where are we?”

      “The Royal Crypts. Resting place of the Nothhelms.”

      “So, death’s doorstep.”

      Torsten ignored him. He stopped before the light, fell to his knees, and traced a circle around his eyes. Through rounded fingers, he gazed around the circular space. Bodies lying vertically behind glass lids wrapped the space as if frozen in their caskets, all perfectly preserved, staring ahead blankly, their hands wrapped around the gilded hilts of swords.

      “These are all past kings, queens, princes, and princesses,” Torsten said. “The men and women who forged the Glass Kingdom. Yet only one name will be remembered for all of time.”

      “Pretty sure Autla’s gonna be remembered,” Whitney said. “Currency named after him and all.”

      Torsten ignored him, stood and approached the newest casket. Liam Nothhelm lay within, clutching the claymore known as Salvation which he’d wielded in so many battles. He was dressed in the light blue armor he wore to every celebration of a victory, not a spot of blood or vein of rust. His long, graying hair was combed for the first time in years, and, but for the absent look in his amber eyes, Torsten might have mistaken him for being amongst the living.

      “How do they do that?” Whitney asked.

      “What?” Torsten said.

      “Make them look so alive. The King looked far worse at the masquerade.” Whitney poked one of the lids, and a rusty piece of metal fell from an adjacent sconce.

      “Don’t touch anything!”

      “Smart. I think that one looked at me.” Whitney shuddered. “Not going to lie, I’ve seen plenty of weird places in my life, but this might beat them all.”

      “Would you just be quiet?”

      Torsten returned his attention to King Liam. He reached into the satchel hanging from his side and removed the half of the Glass Crown. Kneeling, he held it near the foot of the casket in front of a placard bearing Liam’s name and title.

      “Maybe this is a sign,” Torsten said, staring at it. He placed what was left of the crown down gently. Laying his palm over Liam’s name, he took a deep breath. “You gave me more a life than I ever deserved, Your Grace,” he said softly. “I would have followed you without question into any battle, until the bitter end. It has been an honor wearing the white in your name. Though I’ve never understood why you chose your queen, I will uphold your legacy no matter what the cost. You may be gone from this world, but we will never forget.”

      He leaned forward to kiss the foot of the casket.

      “I think I might cry.” Whitney fake-sniveled and pretended to wipe his eyes.

      Torsten stopped and turned to send another glower his way. He was about to say something when Sir Wardric stepped through the crypt’s main entrance. His hand rested on the pommel of his longsword.

      “I had a feeling I’d find you down here,” he said.

      “I couldn’t leave without saying goodbye,” Torsten said, rising.

      Wardric stepped in cautiously, skirting the edge of the room. “You always were his favorite. Maybe even more than Uriah.”

      “I never asked to be.”

      “That’s probably why.”

      “Is anyone going to tell me what’s going on here?” Whitney asked.

      “Who is this?” Wardric said.

      “He’s coming with me,” said Torsten.

      “The Queen Regent’s orders are known throughout the Shield. You shouldn’t be here.”

      “We were just leaving.” Torsten nodded to Whitney, and they took a step toward the exit.

      Wardric positioned himself in front of it, his hand slowly wrapping the handle of his weapon. “Why do you still wear that armor?”

      “I’ll need it where we’re going,” Torsten said.

      “You’re really going to walk away from this? War is coming.”

      “I have no choice. Now please, move aside and let us pass. The kingdom depends on what I must do.”

      “You couldn’t just keep your mouth shut and leave her in her own little bubble? Always the loyal dog, begging for food, even from the plate of the foreign Queen.”

      Torsten reached for his back-scabbard and gripped his claymore. Whitney took a step back, but with his other hand, Torsten grabbed the thief by the arm and squeezed tight enough to keep him from doing anything foolish.

      “Please, Wardric,” Torsten said. “I know we’ve had our differences, but the kingdom needs you. It needs both of us right now.”

      The old, bitter knight leveled his glare and didn’t budge. Wardric’s chest heaved as he drew long steady breaths. His stance widened into a defensive posture. Then, suddenly, he released his weapon and stepped aside. Torsten released a mouthful of air.

      “She’s in charge of us with the Boy-King unable to wake,” Wardric said. “Whatever you think you need to do to change that, do it quick and return. Take two horses and food from the stables. Nobody will stop you. The Glass needs the King’s Shield more than ever now. All of them.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Torsten said. “Watch over Rand. He’s a good lad, but he won’t be able to handle her like this.”

      “Liam barely could,” Wardric snickered. “I’ll keep him in line.”

      “Good. You have to try and convince her to let the young King receive whatever treatment Deturo prescribes. He was cursed, Wardric, all that time. Now his body merely needs healing.”

      “I will try. I may have been passed over as Wearer twice over, but I serve the Glass, always.” He straightened his back and banged his chestplate in salute. “We are the right hand of Iam. The sword of His justice, and the Shield that guards the light of this world.”

      Torsten circled his eyes in reverence for the words of their holy order, then bowed his head. “Farewell, Sir Jolly.”

      “Farewell.”

      Torsten rushed out of the Royal Crypt, pulling Whitney along behind him. Whitney eventually squirmed free and rubbed his arm.

      “I’ve met a lot of knights, but you might be the worst,” he griped.

      “If you don’t hurry up I’ll make sure that’s true,” Torsten replied.

      “You know, you should be kinder to someone who’s helping you out of the goodness of his heart. What was all that back there anyway?”

      “Politics.”

      “Blech, My worst subject. For Iam’s sake, let’s go steal a doll then and save the kingdom. I’m growing tired of this adventure already.”

      Whitney sped up, so he was leading the way even though he had no idea where he was going. Torsten rubbed his temples with his large thumb and index finger.

      “You and me both,” he muttered. “Iam, save us all.”
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          THE THIEF

        

      

    

    
      Whitney looked south and the day seemed colder, but it was just the breeze once the walls of Yarrington no longer confined them. The foothills rolled and rose into Mount Lister, lording over the city. The grain fields to the east stretched for a kilometer, marked every so often by lone trees swaying in the wind like worshipers in the Cathedral.

      On a quiet day, Whitney wondered if he could hear the Torrential Sea to the west where the bluffs plunged. Within the high walls of the city, he’d rarely paid much attention to the docks or their many bars and taverns. He’d preferred the cobbled streets and the more upscale inns and their elegant rooms.

      He also preferred his hands to be free. He and Torsten both rode horses, but the Shieldsman’s stayed out front, and he held its reins with one hand and the rope binding Whitney's wrists with the other.

      "Is this really necessary?" he asked Torsten. "Rope? Really? I said I'd help you get the Iam-forsaken doll."

      "You said it yourself,” Torsten replied. “You're wanted in every city in the realm. What makes you think I'd trust you to keep your word?"

      "A man's word is his bond!" Whitney cried out in mock protest.

      "I prefer a physical bond."

      “The ladies must love you.”

      A dirt path snaked through the eastern fields, slithering toward farmlands and small towns like Troborough, where Whitney grew up. It was a far cry from the big city, but Whitney couldn’t deny the charm the country carried with it for simple folk. Too bad Troborough and so many other towns like it had been burned to the ground just days before.

      He looked out into the distance and saw a column of smoke still rising from the south.

      “So, are you telling the people who did it?” he asked.

      “Did what?” Torsten asked.

      “Burned all those towns to the ground.”

      “The people will believe whatever they choose to. Black Sands, Panping, it doesn’t matter who attacked, only that we were attacked. The people are scared with King Liam gone.”

      “Only the people?” Whitney couldn’t help but grin at his comment. Torsten gave his restraints a hardy tug.

      “I’ve dedicated my life to their safety.”

      “By hiding the truth? You may as well just tell everyone it was dragons if you want to lie to them. At least that’s exciting.”

      “What would you know about protecting anything? Let me guess, you were born a Yarrington street rat, so you turned to thieving. Not only food to survive, no, but the very things people cherish. Their treasures. Just to get back at them because you were born in the shog and thought the world owed you. That about sum it up?”

      Whitney’s gaze drifted back to the thin line of smoke on the horizon. Maybe it belonged to Troborough—what was left of it, at least. That cluster of tiny hovels where he was raised in obscurity. The place didn’t even have a street for him to be a rat on.

      “Exactly right,” he said.

      Torsten scoffed. “I thought so. Let me and Iam worry about the people.”

      “Hey, the only thing I’m worried about is myself. But I wonder, when’s the last time you stepped down from your pretty halls and had a drink at a tavern.”

      Torsten opened his mouth to respond, but nothing came out.

      “That’s what I thought,” Whitney said. “King’s Shield. Born to some noble family, I bet. Got to live thinking gold was as common as stone. So, protect people all you want, but you aren’t one of them.”

      “Better than being a fool.”

      Torsten gave him another tug, and Whitney smiled. He’d gotten under the big man’s skin. He may have been tied up, but he’d make sure the knight remembered one thing above all else: this was Whitney’s chance for infamy. The Crown beckoned a thief for help, not the other way around.

      He scratched his chin, lifting both hands as far as his bindings allowed. He still wasn’t used to feeling stubble there. It was in that moment he realized just how big a toll the last few days had taken on his body. He hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep or a substantial meal since winding up in a bloody battle. As if to remind him, his stomach rumbled.

      “Don’t think we should have a quick bite before we start off, eh?” he asked.

      In response, Torsten kicked his heels into his horse’s side, clicking his tongue. The horse started off, and Whitney felt a tug before his horse followed.

      “Okay, fine,” Whitney said. “I wasn’t very hungry anyway. Just thought you might be. Have I told you how good the dungeon cuisine is? When we get back, I have to meet the chef.”

      What he wouldn’t give for a piping hot bowl of stew or a sweet, creamy, apple pie with bourbon and cheese. Drool pooled in the corners of his mouth. He shook away the thought, especially once he realized he was chewing on his lip. Whitney hated the taste of blood.

      Great, I’m thirsty now too.

      “Did we even bring bread?” Whitney asked.

      Torsten turned slightly in his saddle, his face silhouetting against the brightness of the sun.

      “Are you going to complain like a child at every turn?” he asked. “Should I bind your mouth as well?”

      “I assure you, Shieldsman,” Whitney said. “Many have tried.”

      Torsten snorted and prodded his horse forward, so hard Whitney had to focus on not falling face-first off his mount. That and excruciating hunger kept him quiet.

      They rode on the Royal Road in silence until it began to narrow. They were leaving the Glass Prairie and entering into the surrounding farmlands. No patrols, no city guards, just crops for kilometers and the occasional scattered village, less of them now.

      Whitney’s gut wrenched at the thought that they might end up passing through one of the ravaged villages. He hadn’t experienced a time in his life where he’d felt more hopeless than when Troborough was under siege. He wished he could say he played the part of one of the old legends, whipping out a sword, felling each Black Sandsmen one by one, but even he couldn’t spin a lie that good. Worse even, if it hadn’t been for Torsten’s men, he’d had fallen to one of the Shesaitju curved blades. Not that he could ever admit that to the hulking Shieldsman towing him along.

      They entered a copse of trees, large trunks towered far above on each side of the pathway—spruce and redwoods, cypress and sequoia. Whitney loved the smell of pine and dirt. It reminded him of every successful theft he’d ever undertaken when he escaped the walls of society and found a quiet place to admire or hide his haul.

      “Oh, slave master!” Whitney called out. “There’s some nice shade. How about a bite to eat now?”

      Torsten pulled back on the reins. Without a word, he tossed his leg over the horse’s side and hopped down. When he started rummaging through the saddle sacks, Whitney joined him. The slap of a hard gauntlet met his bound hands.

      “Ouch!” Whitney whined, shaking his hand.

      “Hands to yourself, thief,” Torsten said, terse. “You get what I give you, now sit down.”

      Whitney backed up but didn’t back off. “This partnership isn’t going to work if you don’t trust me.”

      “This is no partnership, street rat. You are with me only because the Crown demands it. You should be honored.”

      “Me? Do you know how many would kill for the services of Whitney Fierstown? They’d tie me up just to keep me close… sound familiar?”

      Torsten spun, grabbed hold of Whitney’s tunic, said, “Listen, boy… I’ve stood by the side of both king and queen while the most famous jesters in Pantego performed their mindless nonsense. They didn’t amuse me, nor will you.”

      He shoved a handful of dried meat into Whitney’s chest and stormed away. Whitney collected himself and took a bite of the salty snack. It was chewy, like leather, but it was the best thing he’d eaten in days.

      “Back on the horse,” Torsten said. “It’s not time for resting. Eat and ride.”

      “Are you always so cheery?” Whitney asked. “Warn me now, because I have a tough time with happy people.”

      If Torsten heard him, he didn’t show it.

      “I’ll take that as a ‘yes,’” Whitney said, and tore another bite out of the tough meat.

      “Let’s go. Certain death awaits us.”

      “Who’s making jokes now?” Whitney asked.

      “Wasn’t a joke,” Torsten said, climbing onto his horse. “No one's ever escaped the Webbed Woods with their sanity, and I doubt we’ll be the first.”

      “So, you’re a goblet half-empty kind of guy then?”

      "Best get on your horse before you find yourself running." To accentuate his point, Torsten gave his horse a little kick, and the rope tugged, causing Whitney to stumble.

      "You know, this is no way to treat an innocent man.” Whitney dug his feet into the Earth and yanked on the rope. Torsten, atop his horse, didn’t budge even an inch.

      What is he made of stone?

      “You’re far from innocent,” Torsten said.

      Whitney gave up pulling and Torsten willed his horse backward to give Whitney enough slack to mount his steed. He was already coaxing the horse to a steady trot by the time Whitney situated himself on the saddle.

      “I forgot; I’ve got to take a pi—” Torsten cut Whitney off by kicking his horse and leading them onward.

      “Piss in your saddle.”

      He didn’t, though, it took a fair amount of concentration not to. Especially after his meal was finished. The dried fruit was military rations, overly salty and dreadful tasting. He couldn’t imagine how anyone could march across Pantego and fight with their bellies full of such garbage.

      How would he possibly handle the Webbed Woods on such a diet? Whitney found his mind wandering to dark places as the time passed, towering trees and eight-legged monsters...

      “They call the beast ‘Bliss,’” Torsten said as if reading Whitney’s mind. “The ‘Spider Queen.’ Hog’s piss and horse shog if you ask me. Just another monster needing to be sent to Iam.”

      “How did you—” Whitney began.

      “If you have any sense, you must be thinking about the Webbed Woods and every story you’d ever heard about it. I haven’t stopped thinking about it since we left, and I’m prepared to not return. You should be the same.”

      “All this for a doll?”

      The knight tugged the reins and brought both steeds to a halt. "All this for the Glass,” he said sternly. Then he snapped them, and the horses took off again.

      “Nobles,” Whitney muttered under his breath. “How they love their trinkets.”
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          THE KNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      Torsten peered through the canopy of leaves and branches, sunlight glinting through the breaks like a thousand specks of gold. Dusk had arrived in the Haskwood Thicket, which meant night was coming. Torsten knew better than most to stay off the roads in the dark. Even at the height of King Liam’s power, bandits and worse made their home on the roads between cities.

      “It’s getting late,” he said. He gave a tug on Whitney’s rope to make sure he was paying attention. He thought he heard the thief snort awake as if he’d fallen asleep.

      “Observant,” Whitney said.

      “We’ll make camp here for the night.” Torsten was quickly growing accustomed to ignoring Whitney’s witless comments. “We’ll head out in the morning.”

      “Good, I can feel my fingers freezing off, and we’ll need them.”

      “Well, get rubbing them together. No fires tonight.” With the Shesaitju on the prowl, Torsten knew they couldn’t afford to take chances.

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am always serious. Vile folk troll these lands at night. We can’t draw attention to ourselves.”

      “We aren’t even that far from the city!” Whitney protested. “What’s the point of adventuring with a King’s Shieldsman if we have to hide like everyone else.”

      For the first time since they left Yarrington, Torsten remembered that he was no longer a member of the King’s Shield—not in the eyes of the Crown at least, and those were the only eyes that presently concerned him.

      “I never met a thief who didn’t prefer the dark,” Torsten remarked.

      “It’s not the dark I’m worried about.” Whitney exaggerated a shiver. “It’s the things in the dark. Plus, it’s freezing.”

      “You think this is cold?” Torsten said. “You wouldn’t have lasted an hour marching on the Drav Cra.”

      “Is that why you’re so dour?”

      Torsten hopped off his horse. He secured Whitney to a tree, tying the rope around a thick branch before sitting down on a nearby rock.

      "This is ridiculous," Whitney said. "Where do you think I’m going to run off to?”

      Torsten rummaged through his supplies once more, ignoring the question, pulled out some cheese and more dried meat.

      "What are you going to do when we get there?" Whitney asked. "Won't be much good against Queen Bliss with my hands bound together."

      “Bliss.”

      “What?”

      “It’s just Bliss. There’s only one Queen.”

      There was silence for a while. Out in the country, it was a different kind of quiet. Torsten hadn’t been this far from Yarrington and the Crown since King Liam’s last war against the Panping. Yet here he was, in the wilderness again. He had to make Oleander see reason again—if for nothing else, for the sake of the kingdom and Liam’s legacy. Even if his son was beyond saving.

      “Hey, knight.” Whitney snapped his fingers. “See any nefarious folk out there?”

      Torsten shook away the thoughts. He tossed the food at Whitney with intentional zip. The thief couldn’t catch with his hands bound, but he batted it down into the grass.

      “No,” Torsten said. “But try to keep your mouth shut.”

      “Tough to do that and eat at the same time.”

      “You’ll find a way.”

      The buzz of night bugs began as they ate in silence. It was almost peaceful. Torsten had grown so used to the din of Yarrington—carriages on stone roads, drunkards stumbling and rambling, shopkeepers howling—he’d forgotten what the country sounded like, forgotten what it was like to live where most of the people did.

      He cursed Whitney inwardly for being right. He’d spent too much time like a hand-servant attending to the Oleander’s every need. He hadn’t even realized how much he’d missed the openness of the field, the smell of the camps the night before battle. Somehow, with Liam leading, he was never afraid of waking up and falling into the charge. But this mission did not feel like those had. Liam was not at the lead. Sadly, he never would be again.

      Torsten snapped back to the present when he heard a snore come from Whitney’s direction. The young thief finished his meal and had passed out almost immediately, lying on his side in the middle of the grass like an infant.

      Torsten scoffed, then heard another snore. Only this one stirred the horses. They stomped in place, neighing as they backed up toward the tree, a haze of dirt rising.

      “Calm down.” He swatted at them with one hand and wiped dust from his eye with the other. “It’s only the kid.”

      Torsten heard what he thought was another snore, but this time it sent the horses into even more of a frenzy.

      “Hey now,” he said, drawing himself to his feet. He was consoling the horse he’d been riding when he realized the sounds weren’t snores at all.

      Yellow eyes glinted in the moonlight all around them, piercing eyes that seemed to shred the darkness. Wolves.

      “Whitney,” Torsten whispered as calmly as possible. At the same time, he reached back and slowly wrapped his hand around the grip of his claymore.

      A sliver of light caught the face of one of the approaching beasts. Its back was as high as Torsten’s waist, with paws the size of his head. The shaggy, brown hair along its spine stood tall as it bore fangs as long and sharp as daggers. These were no ordinary wolves.

      Dire wolves. Further south than he’d ever seen them.

      Torsten took one long step toward his sleeping companion. The pack leader snarled, saliva dripping from its black lips.

      “Whitney,” Torsten whispered. The thief rolled over and nestled against his hand as if enjoying a pleasant dream. “Would you wake up.” He kicked him in the thigh.

      “I’m leaving, dad!” Whitney shouted himself awake. He sprung up, panting and searching from side to side as if he were lost. When his gaze found Torsten, he scowled. “I thought noblemen were supposed to be raised with manners, you—”

      Torsten raised a finger to his lips. “Move slowly. We’re not alone.”

      The pack leader growled, a sound like the rumble of thunder. Whitney’s eyes went so wide they seemed ready to pop out of his head.

      “Iam’s shog!” he yelped.

      “Watch your tongue.”

      “Forget that. You have to untie me. Those are wolves.”

      “Dire wolves.” The correction made Whitney’s cheeks pale. “Just move slow. They don’t usually roam this far south. They’re tentative.” The dire wolves were closing in. It was dark and, without a fire, Torsten had to rely mostly on his sense of hearing.

      “Says the man with armor.”

      Whitney crawled backward slowly.

      The alpha released a sound so unnatural, Torsten’s arms were coated in gooseflesh.

      “Tentative my ass. I love food way too much to be dinner!” Whitney scurried to his feet and bolted to the tree where the horses were tied. Torsten went to yank on his restraints, but there was too much slack.

      One of the horses got spooked and thrashed its head so hard the rope fastening it snapped. It bolted off through the forest, drawing half the wolves in pursuit. The pack leader and two others remained focused on human prey.

      “By Iam, you’re useless,” Torsten said. He backed toward the tree and drew his claymore.

      “Throw me a sword, and I’ll join you!” Whitney hollered.

      Torsten glanced back and saw that Whitney had somehow scaled the tree with his wrists tied and sat atop a thick bough. Torsten had half-a-mind to tug the end of the rope and give the wolves a proper feast, but he was focused on his footwork.  The remaining horse reared back and roared, but this one couldn’t break free.

      “This sword has slain giants, beast,” Torsten threatened the pack leader as it bore down on him. “You think it fears fangs?”

      “I’ve heard talking tough to monsters really works,” Whitney called down.

      Torsten ignored him and tightened the grip on his sword. The beast was so hulking, each one of its footsteps made the ground quake. Torsten had encountered dire wolves in the northern lands of the Drav Cra and wondered if Redstar had anything to do with their presence.

      “Back!” Torsten bellowed, swinging his sword at the wolf. It wasn’t even fazed. The thing looked ravenous like it hadn’t eaten in days, and considering how far from home it was, that was probably true.

      Torsten heard a shuffle to his right and glimpsed a smaller—by comparison—gray wolf circling him. The crafty leader used the distraction and leaped. Torsten got his arm up just in time as its teeth clamped down on his armor. Any other suit, the teeth would’ve sunk through into his flesh, but King’s Shield armor was crafted by the finest smiths in Pantego and hewn from glaruium.

      It didn’t, however, stop the momentum of the beast from bowling him over. They tumbled through the grass until Torsten was on his back, the wolf gnashing at his arm and spitting all over his face. The other wolves went for the horse, slowly circling it as its cry filled the night.

      Torsten pawed through the blades of grass for the hilt of his sword. It’d been too long since he saw battle, or even sparred for that matter. He could feel his muscles wilting under the weight of the great beast.

      He found his sword and let his arm dip. The dire wolf’s fangs slid down his bracer, and one found the weak spot behind the forearm. As it bit down, Torsten jabbed it in the side of the head with his sword’s pommel, the Eye of Iam with a spike at the end. It howled, and Torsten was able to spin free and slash wide, drawing a thin line of blood across its chest.

      Any regular wolf would have backed down from the blow, but this one’s skin was thick. Torsten regrouped and dropped into a battle-ready crouch. Blood trickled down his wrist and stained the rope bound to his cowardly companion hiding in a tree.

      “Leave!” Torsten roared. “The Glass will not fall at the hands of wolves!”

      He raised his sword high and brought it crashing down toward the wolf’s head, but it lurched out of the way. The claymore twirled with it, coming around for another strike that caught it in its hind-quarters. Blood sprayed the grass, but still, the wolf didn’t back down. It pounced, and just before it crashed into Torsten’s side, he felt the rope wrapping his hand pull taut. Then he was yanked out of the way. His feet struggled to find a hold but kept him from being thrown to the ground. Whitney sat atop Torsten’s horse, his wrists still bound, but the horse cut free.

      “What are you waiting for, wolfslayer?” he shouted.

      Torsten looked back at his foe, now flanked by the two smaller, gray dire wolves that could still tear him to pieces with claw or maw. He ran for the horse while Whitney held her steady, then hopped up behind him.

      Whitney whipped on the reins with both his bound hands to spur the horse along at full speed. The wolves gave chase.

      “Look who decided to stop hiding,” Torsten said.

      “All part of the greater plan,” Whitney replied.

      “Right.”

      “Only way to mount a panicked horse is to drop down from above. Better than your bright idea to have a sword fight with one of those things!” Whitney’s voice went shrill on the last word as the pack leader caught up and snapped at their feet.

      “This would be a lot easier if I could use my hands,” he said.

      “Not happening,” Torsten replied. He twisted his body and got a good grip on his claymore. One of the smaller wolves raced around and leaped at them from atop a fallen trunk. He smacked it away, the weight nearly breaking his wrists as he struggled to hold onto the giant blade.

      The beast squealed, writhed across the ground, but the others continued on. The alpha’s gaze was fixed as if prepared to devour their very souls.

      “Hold on tight,” Torsten said.

      “Oh no, what this time?” Whitney asked.

      Torsten squeezed his armored calves against the sides of the horse and propped himself up as high as he could. He lifted his sword and scanned the trees. When he spotted a thick enough bough hanging in their path, he brought the blade crashing through it. Wood splintered as the branch split into two. Torsten hung onto Whitney’s back to keep the momentum from flinging him off the horse, and luckily the thief finally listened to his orders and held them steady.

      They glanced back at the same time. The obstruction slowed the wolves down long enough for the horse to put some distance between them, and they made sure to keep building it.

      After what felt like an hour, when they were finally sure they’d lost their pursuers, Torsten and Whitney exhaled at the same time.

      “So, now when do we get to sleep?” Whitney asked.

      Torsten gritted his teeth and rubbed the cut on his arm, but didn’t answer. Barely a day into their trek and they’d already nearly been devoured. He would have preferred running into bandits or a coven of witches, but one thing was sure—Dire wolves south of Crowfall… the kingdom he’d known was no longer the same.
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      The shimmer of small flying insects weaving in and out of the tall grass was Whitney’s only company as morning came, white specks like dust being swept up by servants. The silhouettes of birds passed overhead. They’d likely been there all along, one flock after another, but the darkness made them impossible to see.

      He struggled to keep his eyes open, and occasionally Torsten broke into a snore. But they were exhausted and stopping again in the forest seemed like a bad idea with dire wolves about.

      Of all his wild adventures, this was starting off as the strangest yet—running from giant wolves with a giant Shieldsman bouncing behind him. The tremendous man didn’t leave much room for him on the saddle either, and the constant clattering of his armor made it a challenge to catch a few winks while their horse trudged along down the dirt trail.

      Whitney watched a squirrel scurry by and felt his stomach rumble. In the right hands, it could make a wonderful stew, but Whitney had never been a great cook. He closed his eyes and pictured himself back in Yarrington, wearing a flamboyant looking disguise, enjoying a feast fit for nobles. Then, Torsten’s loudest snore yet sent crows fleeing from the boughs above. The large man’s weight drifted back, nearly dragging Whitney with him.

      “Ey,” Whitney groaned. He gave Torsten’s pauldron a smack. The Shieldsman nearly broke Whitney’s neck as he woke in a violent panic.

      “Iam’s shog!” Whitney yelped. “It’s just me.”

      “You should know better than to wake a knight,” Torsten said.

      “Yeah, well if I don’t get real sleep, neither do you,” Whitney replied. “I’m all about equality.”

      “We can switch if you’d like.”

      “Oh, so I get to play fair maiden?”

      “In case you forgot,” Torsten said, “there was only one of us who fought anything back there.”

      “And I rode to your rescue like the great King Liam himself.”

      Torsten’s lip twisted. “Well, you look like you can use the sleep, fragile as you are. Come on. We’ve got a lot of ground to cover, and not all of it will be as easy as the Haskwood Thicket.”

      “Easy?” Whitney scoffed. “Was it only me that almost got eaten by wolves last night?”

      “As I told you before, those were dire wolves,” Torsten corrected.

      “Well, they’ve all got teeth. Double the size, double the appetite.” Whitney shuddered at the thought of winding up a meal. “How about this: I let you back up front, so your manhood isn’t threatened, and you untie me.”

      “So, you can knock me out in the night and flee? Not a chance.”

      “In case you forgot, you invited me on this mad quest because you needed the best thief around. Why would I run from the chance to prove it?”

      “Because that’s what thieves do. You think I was born some satin-pantsed noble? I grew up on the same streets you did, boy. Scrumming for food in the garbage.”

      “Your high and mighty father trying to teach you a life lesson?”

      “My father was a cur. Came over on a wagon from Glinthaven and never left. Spent his days hungover and his nights at the taverns trying to swindle men out of gold until one bashed his head in. My mother was a brothel wench who could care no less I existed. It was King Liam who gave me my name, raised me from the rabble. So next time you think to utter his name, don’t.”

      Whitney swallowed back a response. He never found it easy to still his tongue—he could talk plaster off a wall—but a Shieldsman born so common? No, not just a Shieldsman, the Wearer of White himself. He’d asked to be given a new name back in that cell to escape his father’s, but that didn’t mean he believed a man could rise above his caste, from street urchin to commander of armies.

      “Who’d you kill to move up?” Whitney finally decided on, feeling there was no other plausible reasoning.

      “That’s exactly what’s wrong with people like you. I didn’t move anybody aside. I prayed to Iam every waking moment until finally, he saw fit to bless me. He came in the form of our great King Liam who saw worth in me I never had.”

      “Yeah well, sadly, that king’s dead now.”

      “A new one will wake upon our return, and he will remember what stock he comes from, or Iam save us all.”

      “All I’m saying is that I sat in that cell talking to a rat and I didn’t pray a lick, and look at me now.” Whitney gave a tug on the horse’s reins, forcing it to stop walking. He spun and presented his bound wrists. “On my way to becoming a free man. Look at that expression. I can tell how much it pains you to stare at the back of my gorgeous head.”

      “Better than your face.”

      “Pretty please?” He raised his hands further.

      Torsten’s features darkened. He groaned and lifted Whitey down from the horse as if he were light as a child. Then, he grabbed his wrists, leaned down, and used the claymore hitched to his back to cut the ropes.

      “Sweet liberty!” Whitney exclaimed.

      He stretched his arms, not even realizing how much his wrists burned from trying to squirm free. He usually escaped from bindings much more quickly, but the Shieldsman tied one yig of a knot.

      His jubilation was cut short when a cold, armored hand fell upon his shoulder. “You try to flee, the King’s Shield will hunt you to the ends of Pantego.”

      “What’s one more group after me?” Whitney smirked. Torsten remained staid as a stone wall. “Relax my giant, brooding friend. If I wanted out, I would’ve left you for the wolves.”

      Whitney ducked around Torsten, and on his way, snagged a bit of dry meat out of his satchel. He swung up onto the back of the horse and took the largest bite he could possibly fit in his mouth.

      “Are we going?” Whitney asked, crumbs spilling from his lips.

      “Try that again, and you’ll lose a hand,” Torsten said.

      “You hired me to steal a magical doll. I won’t be much good without two of them.”

      “It isn’t magical.”

      “Some might think so.”

      Torsten pulled himself up onto the front of the saddle and spurred the horse ahead with a light kick. “Let’s cover some ground before night falls again,” Torsten said, digging his heels into his horse.

      “You’re not telling me that counted as sleep?” Whitney protested, mouth still crammed.

      Torsten didn’t answer, and they continued along in silence until arriving at a small stream. The cool water lapped at their feet as the horse trudged through. When they reached the other side, they stopped a moment to give the horse a drink.

      “You know, it’s not winter yet,” Whitney said. “We could try our hand at fishing. They must teach you that sort of stuff. Have ourselves a real meal…”

      Whitney‘s words trailed off when Torsten reached for his head. At first, Whitney thought he was so annoyed he’d finally lost it, then the Shieldsman released some manner of shrill groan and then collapsed from the horse into the mud.

      Whitney stared. He hadn’t seen such a reaction since finding his way into a  cultist blood mage’s dungeon and watching the man dig through people’s minds like they were old, battered tomes. It took him a few moments to realize he should do something.

      “Torsten!” Whitney called out. He ran over and slapped him across the face. Nothing. He just continued to mutter under his breath like a madman, eyes closed like he’d seen some terrible monster.

      “Buried…” it sounded like, and then something else indiscernible over and over again.

      Whitney took a deep breath, reared back his arm, shouted, “Wake up!” and punched Torsten across the jaw.

      “Not dead!” Torsten roared. His eyes sprung open, and he threw Whitney back so hard he splashed through the stream. Torsten panted like a wild animal.

      “What in Elsewhere was that?” Whitney asked, brushing off his pants.

      “The color crimson and a thousand eyes,” Torsten whispered, squeezing his eyes.

      “Hey!” Whitney got to his feet, stormed over and shoved Torsten’s chest. The brick of a man barely budged, but some form of clarity washed over his gaze. He regarded Whitney “What does that mean?”

      “What are you—what happened?” Torsten squeezed his eyelids. “Is this your excuse for an escape plan?”

      “Are you daft? You fell and started rambling like a lunatic. Threw me so hard I nearly broke my back!”

      “I don’t…”

      “Are you dying on me, knight? Because your little story was getting me excited about a new name.”

      Torsten managed to roll onto his side, coughing. He looked down and seemed to notice a bit of blood on his hand from where his armor pinched flesh. He quickly wiped his palm against the grass, still moist with morning dew.

      “Just help me up, boy,” he grated. “I fell off my horse, who knows what I’m saying?”

      Whitney reached down, grabbed Torsten by the elbow with both hands, and used all his energy to heave him to his feet.

      “Seriously, are you going to tell me what happened?” Whitney asked. “You suffer from night fits? I promise I won’t tell any of the other Shieldsmen.”

      “Probably dozed off and had a nightmare.”

      “You have those?” Whitney asked.

      “When you’ve seen the things I have, boy, every dream turns into one.”

      “Well, then I think it’s time we actually rest. You look worse than shog.”

      “Fine,” Torsten conceded, terse. He climbed back onto the horse. “Oxgate should be just over that hill. I hoped to speed through, but we should be able to find lodging for a few hours.”

      “Lodging.” Whitney rolled his eyes.

      “What?”

      “You noble folk and your fancy terms.” Whitney drew himself back onto the horse and stuck his arm out. “Onward to lodging! And keep those eyes open.”

      They continued riding until a basso wailing sound broke the silence. Torsten glanced back confused, then sent the horse into a gallop. When they reached the crest of the hill, they saw its source.

      The charred remains of Oxgate spanned before them, still smoldering in some areas. Embers flitting in the wind. There wasn’t a house or shop standing. No fields of corn or wheat remained. There wasn’t even a sign of horse or cattle. The only thing left standing was a lone tree in the middle of the village.

      “By Iam,” Torsten said. “They took Oxgate too.”

      “How did one tree survive a fire that destroyed a whole village?” Whitney asked.

      “That’s no tree.”
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            XVII

          

          THE KNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      A man nailed to a crucifix in the center of the razed town screamed a blood-curdling scream. Even from such a great distance, Torsten could see the anguish contorting his face.

      “We’ve got to get him down from there,” Whitney said.

      Torsten lifted a hand. “Wait. We don’t know who did this.”

      “What are you talking about? It was the Black Sands!”

      “The town, maybe, but that isn’t how they kill. Whoever did this might still be around.”

      Whitney leaned forward, regarding Torsten with eyes like a begging hound. “We are going to get him down, right?”

      “It might be best to keep our distance and leave him for the gallers. We have our mission.”

      Torsten had seen war. He’d known battle from every angle, and this one wasn’t worth the fight. The man was soaked in blood, his lungs likely already collapsing. Torsten was no physician, and whoever had played healer for the people of Oxgate now lay scattered amongst the ashes.

      “I’m getting him down from there,” Whitney said, “with or without you.”

      With that, Whitney leaped from the back of the horse and bounded down the hill. Torsten called after him in a raised whisper but to no avail.

      He considered, for more than a moment, letting the young thief play hero and find his own fate in the middle of Oxgate by the cross of a helpless man, but that wasn’t the way of the King’s Shield. His order was a part of him even if the Queen Regent had stripped him of his title. He snapped the reins and took off after his reckless companion.

      By the time Torsten’s horse matched Whitney’s stride, the latter slowed, eyes wide as he looked upon the poor, tortured soul. The man’s cries sent a chill up even Torsten’s hardened spine. It was always his least favorite part of combat, hearing the groans that followed. After every major battle, hundreds loosed their death cries as if a mob of spirits escaped Elsewhere, but one was enough. Torsten had always been fine with taking a man’s life in the name of the Glass, but when it came to watching men suffer, he hadn’t the stomach for it.

      “Horrible,” Whitney said under his breath.

      “Damned street rat!” Torsten spat. “I told you, we need to move.” His eyes scanning the smoke and embers for movement. If this were an ambush they’d run headlong into, whoever planted it was taking their time springing the trap.

      “Just help me get him down.” Whitney grabbed hold of the side of the crucifix to get a better look.

      The man howled in pain, impossible to understand.

      “We should just stick a sword through his gut and end it,” Torsten said.

      “Will you do the same to me if that warlock gets his hands on me?” Whitney questioned.

      “If mercy begs it of me.” Torsten shoved Whitney aside, then drew his claymore. He raised it high above his head, but just before it fell, the crucifix went up in flames. Tongues of fire swept over the man and the wood as if they’d been doused in oil.

      The horse flailed, throwing Torsten off and knocking into Whitney as it galloped away. Torsten’s shoulder hit the ground hard, but there was no time to worry about pain. He clawed through the dirt, looking for his sword, the crackling fire so hot he could feel his skin blistering under his gauntlets. He found the blade and flipped over to search for what caused the fire. Whitney was on the ground holding his leg and squeezing his eyelids like he was in terrible pain.

      Torsten was about to help him when, from all directions, a dozen figures, maybe more, in unmarked, hooded robes poured out of the smoke. Their heads were lowered, so their faces were completely shrouded in darkness.

      Torsten’s hands tightened around the grip of his claymore. “Walk away, and nobody has to die,” he addressed them. “We have no autlas or anything worth your lives.”

      The hooded strangers didn’t answer. They circled the duo and drew nearer, weaponless hands clasped together in front of their chests.

      “Are you planning on helping me up?” Whitney groaned.

      “I’ll handle this,” Torsten answered.

      “At least give me your dagger!”

      Torsten backed up until he was so close to the flaming crucifix he felt his hairs singe. Seared wood crumbled, the charred man collapsing to the dirt with it.

      Torsten spun to better appraise the situation. Thirteen of them were closing in. Torsten had faced worse odds against better-armed enemies. Things weren’t dire enough to hand a blade to a back-stabbing thief who could easily be behind this ambush. His glaruium armor and claymore were more valuable than a gold mine.

      “You guys looking to get rich?” Whitney asked the assailants. “I’ve got a ring buried a few leagues east of here. It’s precious. Leave us alone, and it’s yours.”

      “They clearly aren’t interested in your—”

      Torsten lost his train of thought when the hooded figures suddenly stopped. He and Whitney exhaled in relief at the same time.

      Maybe he is good for something, Torsten thought.

      Then the assailants stopped and raised their heads. Each of their faces was covered by a white ceramic mask—a smooth, expressionless human face with a red teardrop under the right eye. The sight gave him goosebumps. He’d seen masks like them in hidden, cult-shrines discovered from time to time in Yarrington basements.

      They were Glassman who turned their backs on Iam’s light and instead worshipped Nesilia, the Buried Goddess. Torsten’s heart skipped a beat. He’d been wondering what had caused him to relive the flurry of visions which had struck him the night Pi fell—remnants of Redstar’s curse. Now he knew. The same believers in occult magic being nearby must have been the cause.

      “Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” Whitney said. Torsten glanced back at him to find his eyes bright with horror. The thief struggled to stand on his wounded leg.

      “Step back in the name of Iam and the Glass Throne, heathens!” Torsten bellowed. He brandished his claymore and glowered at his enemies. They were heretics. Thieves and braggarts like Whitney were troublesome pests, but there were few as wicked as those who’d willingly chosen to worship fallen gods in the shadows.

      “Good idea,” Whitney remarked. “Stare at them until they cower in fear.”

      The closest masked assailant reached into the folds of his robe and removed a dagger, its blade curved twice in a wave until it reached the razor-sharp point. He raised it over his hand, then slid the blade along his palm. Blood poured out along his wrist and pooled in the dirt around his feet.

      Torsten dug his boots into the earth, now mixed with soot and charred wood. A sudden burning sensation began in his favored hand. Starting from the inside, unimaginable heat radiated along his fingers until he could no longer bear the weight of his claymore. It slipped from his grip, and he fell backward, howling in agony. He threw off his gauntlet to observe the damage.

      “What in Elsewhere is wrong with you!” Whitney protested. “I have to handle everything.”

      He pushed a leg off the ground to launch himself toward the claymore. The renowned thief apparently couldn’t handle a sword worth a yig. He swung at the robed figure, who parried and disarmed him in one smooth motion.

      “Let me go!” Whitney shouted as a pack of them grabbed hold of him.

      A few more came for Torsten. The burning pain in his hand was beginning to dissolve, but it had him seeing stars. Sliced, cut and stabbed in countless battles, he’d never felt such a tremendous discomfort. He could barely describe it, yet on his now-bare hand, there wasn’t even a mark.

      A mess of hands grasped his arms, trying without success to restrain the mountain of a man. He threw his weight forward and tore free, grabbing one by the neck and flinging him through what little was left of the crucifix.

      He spun again, grabbed another by the folds of his robe, and unleashed a heavy fist straight to the face. With his gauntlet off, it hurt, but he knew it felt better than the attacker’s face must have. The ceramic mask split down the middle before its wearer stumbled backward, landing with a forceful thud.

      Torsten took a hard step toward another, but as soon as his foot landed, searing heat coursed through it. His leg gave out and sent him slipping through the blood-puddled mud. When he was able to, he looked up to see the same armed assailant with blood dripping from a long cut across the top of one of his bare feet.

      Torsten tried to fight the burning sensation, but his armor was designed for armed combat—as heavy as it was durable, exhausting to wear in a hand-to-hand brawl.

      The men reached down for a second time, trying to haul Torsten off the ground. It went just as poorly as their first attempt. Finally, they got one of his arms wrenched behind his back and smashed him in the back of the skull with something solid.

      White spots flashed across Torsten’s vision, and he collapsed face-first into the mud. Blood and ashes filled his nostrils. Fresh embers stung his flushed cheeks. More hands drew him upright before binding his wrists and towing him along like a dog on a leash. He offered as much resistance as he could, but his muscles were too strained and his head too foggy. He cursed Whitney for cutting into the few precious minutes of sleep he was able to get over the past day.

      Whitney, he remembered. Now he understood how he had felt when his hands were bound. The young thief spat a long strain of curses, and in his peripheral, Torsten saw his arms flailing wildly as they hauled him along.

      “Cut it out, kid,” Torsten muttered.

      Whitney ignored him. “You have the wrong guy!” he said. “I love wearing masks too.”

      Torsten could hear the whispers of the robed figures holding Whitney. They spoke plainly, but he didn’t understand them. As former Wearer of White, he knew of every language in Pantego, but this one caused his lungs to deflate.

      Drav Crava.

      The harshness of the language of Redstar’s people could not be mistaken. The worst southern cultists to the Buried Goddess often learned it as they longed for the savagery of the Drav Cra, but some of their captors spoke it without a hitch like they were born in the far north.

      “Seriously, if you all were smart, you’d take me up on that ring,” Whitney said, then pointed to Torsten. “Do you know who that is?”

      “Be quiet!” Torsten snapped.

      “You’re lucky a lightning bolt hasn’t struck you yet. That’s Iam’s own Wearer of White you’re hauling. “

      The one leading the processional, the one who’d cut himself twice, raised his hand. His followers stopped. The others parted to allow him passage. He stopped in front of Whitney. Torsten swore inwardly. He could see the man’s eyes, as dark as wet earth, through the slots in his impassive mask. The steam of his breath leaked from the bottom on the crisp, fall air.

      He closed in on Whitney, hand curled around the handle of his curved dagger. Whitney steeled himself and strained his neck, lifting his chin. Torsten thought he saw the boy quiver just a bit.

      “That’s not what I hear,” the cultist whispered to Whitney.

      Then, before Whitney could respond, one of the figures hit him hard on the side of the head, and he fell limp.

      “The Queen Regent will have your heads!” Torsten shouted and drew on all the energy left in his body, yanking until the ropes dug into his wrists.

      He didn’t get far before two sets of hands squeezed his arms together so hard the pain of the clashing bones became unbearable. Someone grunted something in Drav Crava. A foul-smelling cloth sack descended over Torsten’s head. Torsten labored for breath. They were relentless as they walked, tugging so hard Torsten struggled to maintain his footing.

      Silhouettes of light and shadow became his world. All he could make out was the twisting canopy of branches above, waving in the wind as if taunting him. They moved down a sharp, steep slope winding back and forth as even the shadows of trees disappeared.

      “Where are you taking us?” he asked, his voice muffled.

      The sound of rushing water echoed. He heard a cranking sound followed by a bang that made him flinch. A gust of air caught his legs before he was shoved onto the first plank of a rickety suspension bridge. He hesitated for a moment but was pulled so hard he stumbled over a gap.

      The bridge swung spasmodically beneath his weight, and it took him a few steps to realize that the planks were made of metal rather than wood. He tried to stop, but his captors allowed him no rest, moving along until his feet hit solid ground and further still, until the sound of water was but a distant memory.

      They were entering a cave… no a fortress. The stone beneath his feet was much too smooth to be natural. Even through the cloth, he could see torchlight painting sharp corners and stilted archways. He only knew of two places that designed arches like that: cathedrals of Iam, and the underground dwarven cities of the Dragon Tail.

      They stopped.

      Torsten opened his mouth to speak but was promptly shoved to the ground.  He gasped and coughed, desperate to catch his breath. One of the hooded men tilted him upright, tore the sack off his head and forced him into a cage along the wall. The space was so cramped he had to crouch not to hit his head. Whitney was dumped in another cage beside him.

      “Where have you taken us,” Torsten said, still winded. The roomy hollow beyond the brass bars of the cage was unexpectedly ornate. Columns hewn from the rock filled the space, spottily clad in gold and bronze that looked like it had tarnished centuries early. They wrapped a circular basin situated below a domed ceiling as smooth as Glass.

      It all reminded Torsten of the Royal Crypt, and that was because the people that constructed this place had constructed that one as well. A dwarven fortress, manned by their kind eons ago when their kingdoms ruled Pantego before man descended from the Drav Cra and drove them underground. The place may have lost all its luster, but the dwarven ruins scattered throughout Pantego remained sturdier than half the castles in the kingdom.

      The assumed leader of the cultists stepped toward the basin, flicked his hand, a slow stream of blood still pouring from the wound. A blazing fire erupted from the pit at its center, nearly licking the ceiling with its tendrils.

      The bloody, hooded man barked something at the others in Drav Cra. One by one, they filed out until only Torsten, and an unconscious Whitney were left with him.

      He turned from the flame, lowered his hood, and slowly removed his mask, revealing the face of a man—pale as parchment and nearly as thin. His nose was long and crooked, like a carrion bird. Torsten tried to get a sense of the man’s age, but it was impossible. Flaking, black paint was smeared across the top half of his face with a thin line of red just around his eyes. A thick necklace of sharp teeth and bones rattled around his skinny neck.

      He was a true warlock—the mortal servants of Nesilia, their heathen Buried Goddess—like Redstar was. There was only one reason such a wicked man of the Drav Cra would be so far south masquerading as a cultist.

      “Where is he?” Torsten asked through clenched teeth. He wrapped his hands around the bars of his prison and pressed his nose through the narrow opening.

      The warlock spoke to the flames in the language Torsten didn’t understand. Torsten’s head suddenly began to ache, like the inside of his skull was put to the torch. The warlock’s words morphed, shifting into the common tongue in the midst of a phrase.

      “—a blot, a stain upon this land,” he said. “She must be eradicated, and he will do it. A knight, a master of shadows, and a—”

      “Where is your master?” Torsten growled, interrupting him. “Where is Redstar!” He banged on the cage with what little strength he could muster.

      The warlock turned to him. The sight of his painted face made Torsten uneasy.

      Whitney was just beginning to stir and jolted upward, hitting his head against the low ceiling of his dwarven cage. Torsten couldn’t imagine any other reaction to waking to see such an unpleasant façade.

      “He won’t get away with this,” Torsten said.

      The warlock stopped and leaned down in front of the cage, his dark eyes boring directly to his core. Out of nowhere, he grasped Torsten’s hand, pulled it through the cage, and sliced the tip of his finger. The cage shook as Torsten tore free and slammed against the back wall.

      The warlock brought a bit of Torsten’s blood to his lips, his tongue lashed out, staining it red. It reminded Torsten of a lizard or a toad catching its prey.

      “Interesting,” he said, voice like a serpent. “I sense that you have already been in contact with our lady below. The master will want to see you.” He stood, turned, and left without another word.

      “Get back here, heretic!” Torsten rattled the cage, but he was answered only by his own echo.
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            XVIII

          

          THE THIEF

        

      

    

    
      “This is hog’s piss,” Whitney said, scratching at a line in the stone wall at the back end of his cage.

      Torsten grunted an indecipherable reply.

      “You realize this is the third time in almost as many days I’ve found myself locked up in a cage?” Whitney asked. He banged on the low ceiling. “And a Dwarven one to boot? I’m starting to hate them.”

      “You’re a bloody thief,” Torsten said. “What do you expect?”

      “Oh, and you’re so noble, are you, Shieldsman?” Whitney crawled across the cage to look through the brass bars that separated them. “I’m no idiot. I know a Nesilia cult when I see one. What did you do to anger the Buried Goddess and get us all thrown in here?”

      “There is only one god’s opinion which matters.”

      Whitney scoffed. “I’ve been to every corner of Pantego, friend. Seen men worship everything from silence to flowers. It was all as real as Iam to them, but say it out loud, and you’ll find yourself in a dungeon just like this one.”

      “And now you see why. There is only one God who loves mankind. The others spread and corrupt like a virus. All they seek is power.”

      “I know of a guy who conquered just about everyone in Pantego for a god you say, ‘loves mankind,’” Whitney said. “Doesn’t sound too loving to me.”

      “He loves enough to pursue,” Torsten said, resolute.

      Whitney made a raspberry sound with his lips. “If Iam gave a lick about us we wouldn’t be in here. Now it’s up to me to find us a way out.”

      Torsten leaned his head against the back wall, then closed his eyes as if nothing was wrong. Whitney wanted to punch him, but couldn’t reach. More importantly, he wanted to bash that damned dwarf from the tavern in his wobbly-eyed face. “Rob the King,” he’d said. “It’ll be fun. Hog’s piss.”

      Whitney crawled the length of the cell, which didn’t take long. If he laid down and stretched his hands, every limb would be sticking through the bars.

      What am I doing?

      Chasing after a baby’s toy toward the most dangerous place in Pantego. He’d have been better off falling down a dwarven mineshaft… one they still inhabited at least. They might have had the decency to offer him an ale at the bottom.

      He glanced back at his companion who’d constantly cursed his being and spat on him the way knights tended to do to thieves. The man who’d done the total opposite of offering a drink—tied his hands and dragged him along like a badly behaved pet. It hadn’t been much longer than a day, and they’d been attacked by dire wolves, found a man crucified in a burning town, and now been nabbed by some psychotic Buried Goddess cult practicing blood magic. Torsten had never said that’s what it was, but Whitney had seen plenty of magic before.

      All that, yet the thing his mind kept drawing back to, was how quickly the brave Shieldsman pretending to nap in the neighboring cage was able to condemn the crucified villager to death—like it was just another day at work.

      Whitney preferred to do his work alone. Even if his partner wasn’t a justice-hungry, obey-the-authorities-at-all-costs, goody-goody like Torsten, being involved meant another life to worry about.

      Whitney preferred only worrying about himself.

      Stealing may have been the only thing he was good for—and he was damn good at it. Why did he need to prove himself by stealing a silly little toy from an insane Drav Cra warlock and his made-up spider queen? Whitney had stolen the crown off the King's very head.

      I’m not going to sit around, waiting for Torsten to feed me to the spider just to save his own hide.

      He searched the cage walls, ceiling, and floor, for anything that would help him break out, but found nothing.

      He swore and kicked the rock wall at the back. A piece of stone broke off. It pinged off one of the bars of his cage and struck him in the thigh.

      A smile crossed his face. He rushed over to the fragment of rock and picked it up. He took a step toward the wall between him and the Shieldsman.

      “Torsten,” Whitney whispered. The man didn’t stir. Exhausted enough to fall from his horse, his fake nap had turned real very fast. “Torsten,” Whitney said lilting his voice like a child playing street games.

      Finally, asleep.

      Whitney squeezed his hand through the bars into Torsten’s cage. He prodded the Shieldsman’s only remaining gauntlet and checked to make sure it didn’t wake him. All that hard work keeping him awake on their horseback ride was paying off. Taking a deep breath, he ripped the gauntlet free, wincing as he pulled it into his own cage. Torsten continued snoring, snorted, and turned his head away.

      “Some knight,” Whitney mumbled under his breath.

      Giving the room a quick scan, he stretched the gauntlet out along the floor. The rock made a dull clunk as it banged on the jointed metal of the pinky finger. He continued, cringing with each hit, worried he might rouse Torsten or draw the attention of one of those freaks. Finally, the end piece of plating broke free.

      “Would you keep it down?” Torsten grumbled. “I’m trying to think.”

      “Sorry,” Whitney answered. “Cages give me jitters.”

      Whitney waited a few minutes until he heard the steady rasp of snores again. Then he continued banging. He paused, then did it again, and again, flattening the metal into as thin a sliver as possible.

      It wasn’t the finest lock-pick he’d ever crafted, but not the worst either. Considering the hooded cultists had seen fit only to have a guard pass through to observe the cages on rotation, they were either not used to holding prisoners, overconfident, or both.

      Not a good combo while trying to confine Pantego’s greatest thief!

      Whitney twisted his hand between bars and lifted the lock with the other. The angle killed his wrist, but he clenched his jaw and got to work. The tip of the gauntlet’s finger-piece just barely fit. He lowered his ear and listened for the familiar clicking of tumblers in the lock.

      He had it the first try but was interrupted by footsteps. A cultist entered the room holding a candle, probably drawn by the sound of him slamming the gauntlet. Whitney snapped backward and lounged, the gauntlet stuffed beneath his back and digging into him.

      “Any chance on getting a meal down here?” he asked.

      The man turned, stared his way from behind his expressionless mask. Whitney always thought the depictions of demons were the stuff of nightmares, with their horns, eyes of fire and disfigured faces. He was wrong. This was.

      The cultist then continued on his way without responding.

      “What is with people and not wanting to eat?” Whitney groaned to himself, loud enough for the cultist to hear him. He leaned forward as the man went by, and the second he was around the corner got back to work.

      It took longer than he cared to admit the second time, taking breaks only to rest his hand or bang on the piece of metal again to reshape it. Occasionally, he glanced up to see if Torsten had awoken and to make sure no more of the cultists were approaching.

      Whitney’s fingers were shaking by the time he heard the lock click and fall open.

      “Got you!” he exclaimed, then realized how loud he’d been.

      With the lock disarmed, he took a moment to admire his handiwork. The makeshift pick was barely in one piece, but it had worked.

      Making a lock-pick out of a piece of glaruium to escape a cult of fanatics and the Wearer of White was one for the records. He’d barely have to add any flair when he told it at taverns across Pantego.

      Sidling through the cage door, he stopped. Footsteps were approaching again, and Whitney hurried across the circular space toward the single, poorly lit passage leading out. It felt good to be able to stretch his neck. That was the thing about dwarves, only their prisons suited their size. They built everything else in a way that dwarfed giants.

      He peeked around the corner. The cultist and his candle were heading his way, no way around them. Whitney ducked back down and scanned the room for loose stone. His heart started to race.

      Damn those dwarves and their craftsmanship!

      Old as the place was, he didn’t find a piece of stone big enough until right before the cultist entered. It’d been a while since he had to make a move so drastic, but if he could battle Shesaitju, he could handle this. He waited until he saw the shadow of the man go by, wavering in the candlelight. The cultist froze in the doorway, facing Whitney’s now empty cage. The beginnings of a word were on his lips when Whitney bashed him in the head just like they had done to him earlier.

      The cultist didn’t go down easy. He turned, and Whitney struck him again in the face, cracking his mask in two. Whitney caught both him and the candle before it hit the floor. He glanced over at Torsten, who was so exhausted he still hadn’t woken. Only then did Whitney finally exhale. He placed the candle down, then dragged the man off to the side and lowered him.

      “How do you like being hit?” he whispered in the unconscious man’s ear. He considered stealing the robe, but the man’s mask was unusable and getting the cumbersome robe off a limp body would take too long. Instead, he stole the man’s wavy dagger and used it to tear off a piece of the sleeve to stuff in the man’s mouth.

      “You should have made better life choices,” he said as he hauled the man over his shoulder and carried him to his cage. He slowly lowered the man in, checking Torsten every so often. The massive knight snored so loudly he gagged, then turned over in the other direction.

      Whitney locked the cultist in and checked on Torsten one last time. He noticed the homemade lockpicking tool on the ground where he left it.

      “Good luck, oh noble one,” he whispered as he slid it into the Shieldsman’s cage. “You’ll need it.”

      Even if Torsten woke up at that moment, Whitney would have a head start—and that’s all he ever needed. It was the least he could do for the man who’d sprung him from the Glass Castle dungeons.

      Whitney stood, dusted off his pants, then he returned to the hallway and continued his escape. There wasn’t much activity in the next large chamber he passed, but what he saw made him even more curious.

      Etched into a slightly curved wall on the far side of the room, wrapping behind a crumbling throne, was a mural pieced together from stone shards. It depicted a woman with a spear in the center, one foot planted firmly on the chest of some enemy. He didn’t have time to see who it was before he heard movement and drew himself back into the hallway.

      He held his breath and squeezed the dagger’s grip as one of the robed cultists passed, not more than a meter from where he stood hidden. He couldn’t afford to get caught for admiring artwork. He pressed on through the room after the man’s footsteps faded. Whitney moved cautiously, finding cover where he could.

      He arrived at another hall, only this one wasn’t long and empty. It looked like a corridor at an inn, only the open doorways spaced along it had curtains instead of doors. Living quarters.

      How does anybody live in a place like this? Might as well get locked in a dungeon.

      He cursed his luck. A good thief always avoids sleeping quarters unless there’s good reason.

      What better reason than survival?

      Whitney pushed forward, stopping before each room to check for watching eyes before passing. The first few went by without incident, no one home. He had almost decided they would all likely be empty when he came across one that wasn’t. An old man stood naked inside, face aimed up at the ceiling with his eyes closed. His back and arms were covered in faded scars.

      Whitney didn’t have time to linger—nor did he want to. He took two leaping steps across the curtain, then made a break for it. Carefully monitoring the sounds of his footsteps, making sure they landed heel-to-ball so he’d go unheard, he reached the end of the hallway and peered around the corner. No time to catch his breath. Ahead of him was an open gate. A bridge beyond it spanned a narrow ravine. Water gushed somewhere amongst the shadows at the bottom, and he could hear the bronze wheels of a mill turning in the current, still operational.

      He’d hoped to escape the ancient dwarven fortress without incident, but with each step, it seemed less likely. Now he knew why they hadn’t bothered leaving a guard by the cages. There was only one way out, through their entire hideout. But they hadn’t encountered Whitney Fierstown before.

      His heart beat steadily, rhythmically. It took him a second to realize it wasn’t his heart, but actually a distant drum beat. Whitney skulked toward the bridge, staying low. It crossed to a clearing at the bottom of a narrow valley. The fortress was apparently built into the cliffside, hidden. A perfect place to bury a cult of the Buried Goddess.

      Pesky dwarves and their hiding places.

      He stuck his foot out to test the brass planks. Satisfied they seemed sturdy enough and grateful for the sound of the rushing water below to muffle any noise he made, he swung his legs over the edge. He couldn’t uprightly cross it in front of everyone, so he placed the dagger in his mouth, grabbed onto the side of the bridge and hung down. Making sure not to look down as his feet dangled, he sidled along, hand over hand.

      One of the planks at the halfway point was loose, and he lost grip with one hand. His body swung, and the dagger fell from his mouth, causing him to look down at the rapids far below. He quickly grabbed back onto the next plank and continued along. He expected his recent luck to run out and someone to have heard. They didn’t.

      Once he was safely across, he climbed up, ducked into the shadows, and began to plot out his next move.

      A dozen of the robed figures were in the clearing illuminated by the light of the moons. They were distracted by what he imagined was an unholy ritual taking place around a fire pit. A narrow path behind them skirted up the bluff, dotted by torches. It was the only way unless he wanted to take a swim in the rapids and see where they dumped him out.

      Always go up.

      It would’ve helped if he could’ve understood a word the cultists spoke, but he had no such luck. While they chanted and drummed, he tiptoed around the clearing, back pressed against the rock, keeping to the shadows. He wrapped back until he could see the front of the dwarven fortress carved into the opposite side of the ravine.

      Two massive relief sculptures of dwarven warriors stood proudly on either side of the open gate, their axes crossed above it. They were so large, their eyes were literally windows. He could tell by the flicker of flame through them.

      He reached the path and didn’t bother looking back. He picked up his pace, sticking to the wrinkles to avoid torchlight. A chilly breeze hit his cheeks when he got high enough to see the heads of the dwarven statues. When he turned back to the path, he noticed a torch bobbing towards him.

      Someone was approaching.

      He backed up into a shallow nook that barely concealed him and listened for footsteps. It was impossible to hear anything that subtle over the echoes of drums pounding below. Ducking low and counting on the minimal throw of torchlight to keep him hidden, he waited until the time was right to strike. Now without a weapon, he was at a clear disadvantage, but these cultists only seemed to wield daggers, and he’d slipped by guards with halberds plenty of times.

      The figure rounded the corner and Whitney sprung into action. He threw a punch into the groin of whoever it was. A cheap shot, sure, but only fools like his father valued honor over survival. The only problem was, the person he punched didn’t go down like he should have.

      That complicated things. Whitney wasn’t one to hit women, but this one took full advantage of his confusion by lashing out with a perfectly targeted chop of her hand. It connected with Whitney’s upper arm, and it felt like a bone had snapped.

      “Ow!” Whitney yelped as he leaped back. “Okay, we’re really fighting then.”

      “Stop talking, fool,” the woman snapped. Her voice had a softness, despite her tone.

      Whitney swung at her with his fresh arm, and she dodged him with ease. Then again. He tried one last punch, and she absorbed the blow, grabbed his forearm and flipped him. He landed hard on his back. His hood fell off, and his head dangled off the edge of the bluff so he could hear just how far a fall awaited him. She drove her knee down into his chest, twisting his arm to the side.

      Whitney gazed up at his defeater, expecting to see one of the ceramic masks of his captors, but instead found a familiar face. Shrouded in the shadows of a hood or not, it was a face he could never forget.

      “Sora?” he said.
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      “Sora!” Whitney sprang to his feet and wrapped his arms around her without thinking. His joy at seeing his old friend dwindled when he realized she wasn’t squeezing him back. He held her at arm’s length and saw that she didn’t look happy either.

      “Wait,  why in the world did you hit me?” he asked, releasing her.

      “You hit me first,” she said. “In the balls.”

      “But it didn’t hurt you!” he said, brushing the dust off his pants and rubbing his lower back where he’d landed. “What are you doing here? Oh, shog. You’re one of them?”

      She gave Whitney a light shove. “Do you want to stand here and talk, or get out of here before they find us?”

      “So, you’re not one of them?”

      “Move!”

      She shoved Whitney harder this time, sending him stumbling down the path.

      “All right,” he groaned. “Still as impatient as ever, I see.”

      She led him to the top of the winding path where they came across the bodies of two cultists, spilled tankards of ale between them. One wore robes, the other, nothing. At first, Whitney feared they were dead, but their chests rose and fell.

      “You did this?” Whitney asked.

      “I needed a robe, and they were standing guard,” she replied matter-of-factly. “Slipped some of Wetzel’s sleeping tonic into their drink.”

      “I… wha…”

      “They weren’t planning only to punch a woman in the balls if they caught me sneaking about.”

      Woman. Hearing her say that gave Whitney momentary pause. The last time he saw her back in Troborough, she was far from a woman.

      Whitney collected himself. “Smart,” he said, then squatted down and grabbed the small, curved dagger from the still-clothed body. The other cultist’s weapon was deposited next to his stripped body. He raised it for Sora to take.

      “I have my own,” she said.

      “More for me.” Whitney tucked both daggers into his belt, then leaned in further to check the robed man’s pockets.

      “Seriously?” Sora said.

      “Once a thief, right?” Whitney winked but doubted Sora could see him in the dim light.

      She shrugged, lifting a small pouch of autlas out of her robes with one finger and rattling it. “Well, you’re too late. Let’s go.”

      After giving him a shove, they delved back onto the path up through the cliffside, moving faster this time. When they rounded the last bend at the top, Whitney saw Pantego’s moons hanging high above the tree line. Ice-cold water from a light drizzle splattered on his cheeks.

      He stopped and drew a lungful of fresh air. He always forgot how dank and foul the air could get deep underground until he smelled the surface again. Fresh grass and a cold autumn breeze which, for once, he welcomed. He let out a hearty laugh.

      Sora threw her hand over his mouth and shushed him. “We aren’t free yet, you dolt. C’mon.”

      They avoided the roads and kept to the trees in case they were followed by cultists—or Torsten in the off-chance he’d managed to escape the ruins. Once they built a safe distance, Whitney turned to Sora, and the sight of her back in his life gave him momentary pause.

      He'd nearly forgotten what she looked like. The years had been kind to her. The young Panpingese woman was somewhere between cute and beautiful, with a turned-up nose and almond-shaped eyes bearing just the right amount of wrinkles at the corners. She wore her jet-black hair long and straight, the pointed ears indicative of her heritage poking through on the sides. She could have been deadly gorgeous, but she barely tried, and Whitney had a thing for the effortless.

      “Okay, now can you tell me what in the name of Iam’s, shog-yigging sake you’re doing here?” he asked, finally.

      “Saving you, apparently,” she replied.

      “I was well on my way to escaping before you attacked me, in case you forgot.”

      She glared at him with her piercing, amber, almost yellow, almond-shaped eyes. Whitney felt like their color was even more vibrant now than he remembered them being. Those eyes always spoke of her uniqueness. Most other Panpingese he’d ever met had brown eyes, but hers were the color of the rising sun.

      "You're lucky it was me you ran into," she said. "The way you fight, it could have been one of them with their knee at your throat and a dagger through your eye."

      "I had you right where I wanted you." He chuckled. "I meant, how in Elsewhere did you know where I was or that I needed saving?”

      “I saw you in Troborough the other day and followed.”

      Whitney stopped. “You were there when—”

      “Yes,” she said solemnly, looking to the ground. “I’d just returned after a few weeks visiting Yarrington when the Shesaitju attacked. I only wish I’d spent one less day there and maybe… maybe I could have helped stop those traitorous animals.”

      “Imagine that. After all this time, we were minutes from running into each other on the road.”

      “Imagine.” She seemed far less enthused.

      “So, you saw me fighting off those Black Sands savages then?” Whitney asked, puffing out his chest.

      “I saw something, but it didn’t look like fighting.”

      Whitney dismissed her comment with a playful wave of his hand. “Yet you decided not to help? Doesn’t sound like the Sora I know.”

      “Knew,” she corrected, and Whitney noted her harsh tone. “Someone had to get the children to safety. Besides, I wasn’t completely sure it was really you until you went for my nethers back there. Thought I was seeing things from breathing too much smoke in the attack. You’re much taller now.”

      A moment passed.

      “Still can’t grow a beard, though,” she remarked.

      “What, you don’t see it?” Whitney smirked, scratching at stubble. A brief bit of laughter passed between them until suddenly his smile faded and he realized what her being in Troborough might mean.

      “So, you still live in Troborough then?” he asked as if it were the worst possible thing he could imagine.

      “Lived,” she said, terse. “Not all of us are deserters willing to abandon everyone who loves us.”

      Whitney could have kicked himself for embracing her back on the cliffside as if no time had passed. Of course, Sora would feel abandoned. All these years later and Whitney rarely had a chance to think about her, but there was a time they were the closest of friends; perhaps, the only friend he’d ever really had.

      “Sora, I’m—”

      “It doesn’t matter now,” she interrupted. “I got to hear your mother weep for weeks and your father curse the name of their only child. Did you ever even say goodbye to them?”

      “In my own way,” Whitney lied. His teenage self said goodbye the moment he hit the road, slipping out in the dead of night. Same way he’d said bye to Sora. Without a word.

      “Lucky them,” she muttered. “You know they died, right?” She didn’t let him answer. He could tell she had something she needed to get off her chest before they got anywhere. “A plague. Even Wetzel’s cures couldn’t save them, their illness got so bad. I thought you’d come riding in proud on a great steed after some unexpected adventure took you away. I watched the road the entire night, but you never showed.”

      “I only heard about them when I came through Troborough a few weeks ago,” he replied, throat going dry.

      “So that was you,” Sora said, as if it were the answer to a riddle.

      “Wait, you knew I was there, and you didn’t come say ‘hi?’” Whitney asked, desperate to veer the conversation in a new direction.

      “I could say the same for you.”

      “I passed by Wetzel’s place, and it looked abandoned! I figured nobody was home.” It wasn’t the whole truth, but Whitney had perfected the art of half-truths.

      “Well, I stay away from that awful tavern. Hamm doesn’t even have decent bards anymore. You know how many drunks and vagabonds stop by to bloat their legends? I didn’t imagine the bragging thief passing through who everyone wished would pack up and leave was you.”

      Whitney scratched his chin. “Weird, I’m never one to leave out my name.” Nearly everything about that night with Grint was a blur. All he really remembered was the dwarf challenging him, and then him setting off for Yarrington. Grint was so drunk he probably remembered less, and now he had half the Glass Crown and Whitney nothing.

      “Nobody seemed to care about it if you said it,” Sora said, shrugging. “Even Haam couldn’t remember.”

      “Now you’re just being hurtful.”

      “Good. A part of me still thought it was you, but by the time I got away from helping Wetzel with his work the thief was gone.”

      “I was sent on an important quest by a trader, which I completed by the way.”

      “I’m sure. It must have been something earth-shattering for Whitney Fierstown to return home twice after ten-and-a-half years.”

      “It’s been that long?” Her glare made the end of his sentence trail off. He honestly hadn’t realized it’d been that long. For him, the moment he saw her it was like no time at all had passed.

      The rain started to pick up. Sora brought up the hood of her stolen robe, making Whitney wish he’d taken the time to take one for his own.

      “What about me?” Whitney asked, breaking the uncomfortable silence and desperate to change the topic.

      “I’m sure you learned how to weather a storm or two out there frolicking in the real world,” she replied.

      All he’d accomplished was making things more awkward. Her pace became brisker in response to the weather, forcing him to keep up.

      “So, you spot someone you thought could be me in Troborough and followed him all the way here?” Whitney asked, finally. “I’m flattered.”

      “I had to do something. I tracked the Glintish Shieldsman back to Yarrington after they took you prisoner. Next thing I knew, you were back on the road with that…”

      “Torsten,” Whitney said.

      “What?”

      “His name is Torsten. He’s the Wearer of White.”

      Her eyes went wide. “The what? And you’re with him?”

      “I’m moving up in the world,” he said, putting on an air of sophistication. He held his breath, hoping she’d kept her distance enough not to notice that Torsten had him tied up for half the journey.

      “I’ve got to hear this. You go from stealing bread from Big Ben Barenstein to leaving all of us behind to become some sort of… noble?”

      “Noble?” Whitney scoffed. “Gods no! I’m still the same me you remember. The Queen pretty much had to beg me for help. She needed someone with my… particular talents, and after I stole King Liam’s crown right off his head for that trader in Troborough, even they couldn’t deny I’m the greatest thief in all of Pantego.”

      Sora laughed. “You’re the greatest thief in Pantego? I haven’t heard of you since the day you left Troborough.”

      Whitney’s lip twisted, but he kept his cool. “I wouldn’t be a very good thief if you had, would I?” He reached into his pocket and displayed the same bag of coins Sora had stolen off a cultist.

      She patted her pants, then shot a glare his way. “Why in Elsewhere would the Queen need a silver-tongued devil like you?”

      “Must be for my quick fingers.” Whitney winked.

      “You’re gross.”

      “Or maybe she just couldn’t resist my charm. Either way, Torsten and I were heading south to the Webbed Woods when that oaf of a Shieldsman got us captured by cultists.”

      “The Webbed Woods?” Sora asked. It sounded like her breath got caught in her lungs. Whitney didn’t recall her being afraid of anything, but only a fool wouldn’t fear those cursed woods.

      “The Queen wanted us to retrieve the Prince’s... or King’s... whatever he is now. She wanted me to steal his special doll back from a Drav Cra Arch Warlock who happens to be the Queen’s brother or something like that. Somehow, it’ll help him recover from sickness. Highborn and their trinkets.”

      Sora just stared at him, dumbfounded. Whitney couldn’t help but smirk.

      “I think that’s enough, you? They won’t be catching up. Let’s rest.”

      “Thought’d you’d never ask,” Whitney said.

      They found a relatively dry spot under a thick canopy of trees to block the rain. Whitney took a seat on a fallen tree trunk, and Sora sat beside him, scooting in close. She smelled like a farm, which wouldn’t have been awful if not for the fact that it was now a smell so foreign to him. He was used to city folk and city smells—shog and piss and everything worse.

      "So, what now?” Sora asked.

      “I’m not sure,” Whitney said, “but I’m sure as Elsewhere not going to die for some Shieldsman.”

      “You’re going to abandon him?”

      “Better me do him before he does me.”

      “Good to see some things never do change.”

      “That’s not fair,” Whitney argued. “He hired me to steal, not to fight. He was supposed to be the muscle, and he goes and gets us captured by a mob of crazies who probably wanted to cut our throats to please a goddess that’s not even listening? How do you think he’ll fair against Arch Warlocks or giant, bloodthirsty spiders? He’d throw me at them to save his hide.” Whitney shivered at the thought.

      “What's the pay?”

      Whitney had plans to continue his rant, but her response caught him off guard. “Excuse me?”

      “The pay,” she repeated. “In exchange for helping.”

      Whitney grinned, turned his cheek and said, “I swore I wouldn’t say.”

      “Oh, c’mon, Whit.” She nudged his side playfully. “Clearly you’re getting paid. What is it? How much?”

      “Why? It doesn’t matter anymore. Torsten’s locked in a cage, and without him, I barely know who or what I’m looking for.”

      “So, you give up?” It wasn’t a really a question.

      “No, I move on to greener pastures. I’m out of dungeons and ancient dwarven ruins, in the clean air. I’m thinking a vacation is in order. I did just steal the Glass Crown you know.”

      “You still haven’t answered. What was the price?”

      “My freedom, which I now already have, and some riches.”

      “You’re lying.” She shifted her body and leaned forward so she could stare straight into his eyes. He tried to look past hers, but the brilliant, golden flecks in her irises kept drawing him back.

      “I swear.”

      “A swear from a man who fears no gods is no swear at all.” Her breath on his skin brought a feeling familiar and strange all at once. “And furthermore, I don’t believe you. You were a sad liar when we were kids, and you still are.” She lay her hand on his thigh and nudged in closer. “Just tell me. What does the greatest thief alive get offered for his services?”

      Her hand slid further and further up his leg until finally, Whitney blurted, “A name.”

      She pulled away immediately.

      “A name?” she asked.

      “Yes. A name. Happy?”

      “What does that mean?”

      “If we made it back alive, Torsten was going to have me ennobled the head of a new house, and I wouldn’t have to share a name with that sorry bumpkin I called Dad.”

      Sora seemed disappointed. She sunk back, all the glimmer stricken from her eyes.

      “But it’s not worth dying over,” Whitney went on. “A name doesn’t matter much in a profession where you’re not meant to be seen or heard. It was a stupid idea, really.”

      “You haven’t changed one bit.” Sora sprung to her feet and took a few healthy strides away before Whitney reacted.

      “What is it now?” he whined.

      “Was it really so awful back home with all us bumpkins?”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      Sora folded her arms and continued facing away from him.

      “Look,” Whitney sighed. “There are enough men after me to fill a barracks right now and trust me, I’ve had my fill of dungeon food. I have a friend in Winde Port. He’s one of the only decent dwarves I’ve ever met. We can head there for now.”

      “What makes you think I want to go anywhere with you?”

      “For one, you followed me all the way to Oxgate. Two, there’s no Troborough to go back to…”

      He hadn't sooner said the words than regretted saying them. There was no more Troborough. Her home had been burned to the ground for no good reason.

      She turned to him, tears pooling in the corner of her eyes. "You're a real bit of shog, you know that?" She walked off. Whitney chased her.

      “Sora,” he called. She didn’t stop. “Sora!” He tugged on her shoulder. She whipped around, grabbed his wrist, and wrenched it so hard the pain forced him up onto his toes.

      “I should have left you to rot in that cage!” she bristled, then released him.

      “Probably, but now we’re here. Whitney and Sora, together again.” Whitney figured it was best not to mention he’d already expertly escaped the cage when she found him. Instead, he placed a hand on each of her shoulders, smiled, and said, “Don’t you remember when we got Pavlo’s dad to believe his pigs ran away?”

      Sora continued glaring for a few seconds, but her lips betrayed the slightest hint of a smile. That was enough for Whitney.

      “He searched frantically, screaming out to them each by name,” he said, holding back a snicker.

      “Until he heard the snorting in his cellar,” she said.

      “Must have smelled like shog in his house for a week.” They shared a laugh, and Whitney used the moment to rub at his sore wrist. For such a small woman, she had a grip like a vice.

      “And then you left,” she said, her smile vanishing.

      He sighed. Ever since that day he’d worked alone. It was how he liked it. But as he regarded her, now so many years older, he couldn’t help but imagine what it might have been like if he’d invited her along, had a partner in crime. Would he still have found himself jaded enough to go back home for inspiration and drink himself silly all alone?

      “I’m back now,” he said. “We’ve all done things we aren’t proud of, no? Why don’t we put the past behind us for now and go somewhere far away from here? See what kind of trouble we can get into?”

      Sora moseyed back to the fallen log and lay down, staring at the canopy above. From that angle, Whitney could really tell how much she’d grown up. He pretended to cough, hoping she hadn’t noticed him staring.

      “You know what I want?” she said.

      “What’s that?” he said.

      “I want to see what you learned all those years away from home. I want you to find the new King’s doll and get that name of yours. And since I have no more home to go back to, I’m going to help you.”

      Whitney stifled a groan. He leaned against a tree, facing away from her, trying to find words that wouldn’t trigger her again. “Look, Sora. I don’t know if the stories about the Webbed Woods are true, but this is a job for professionals. Drugging some cultists is one thing, but this—”

      He lost his train of thought when he felt a burning sensation in his side. He looked down and realized that the bottom of his shirt was burning. He tore at it, slapped at it, but it kept burning. He grabbed it by the collar and ripped downward, removing it entirely. Then, he cast it to the ground and stamped on it until the fire suffocated.

      The sound of Sora laughing drew his eyes up. She stood grinning, her expression more sinister than playful. She gripped a small knife in one hand and had the other raised toward him. A thin, fresh line of blood dripped down Sora’s palm, with a tiny ball of flame hovering in front of it.

      “Don’t you worry about me,” she said. “You’re not the only one who’s been training.

      Whitney’s eyes very nearly popped from his head. He knew what he was witnessing, but found the words difficult to muster.

      “B…b…blood magic?” Whitney stammered. “You are a blood mage?”

      The smile still hadn’t left Sora’s face as Whitney’s shirt lay smoldering on the ground.

      “Are you crazy?” he said.

      “What?” she said. “You can galavant off into the world stealing staves from wizards, but I can’t learn a bit of magic?”

      “So, you have heard of me?”

      It was dark, but Whitney was pretty sure Sora rolled her eyes. “Maybe once or twice. Traders whisper and bards sing, especially those who’ve been robbed. And apparently, you’re never smart enough to leave out your name. No wonder you want a new one.”

      “There are songs about me?”

      “Not very good ones.”

      “Very funny. We’re getting off topic. How in Iam’s name did you learn…” He lowered his voice even though they were alone. “Blood magic.”

      “It’s not really an interesting story. Not like one of your grand, exaggerated epics of stealing crowns and serving the Queen.”

      “I’ll have you know that every one of my feats is one-hundred-percent, perfectly true. It’s not my fault I was gifted with the ability to enrapture minds.”

      Sora’s eyes rolled so far this time Whitney couldn’t miss it.

      “Just tell me,” He pointed to a spot on the ground beneath the boughs of an aged oak tree. “We can stop here for the night. The ground’s damp, so it looks like we’re going to have to snuggle up close to keep warm. Where better to talk?”

      “You do remember what I just did to your shirt?”

      Whitney glanced down at his bare chest. Seeing it also made him notice how cold the air was. “Right. I’ll get you some wood.”

      “You think I’m going to cut myself again just so you don’t catch a chill?”

      Whitney started to respond, but Sora’s giggle made him realize she was chiding him. He laughed nervously along with her and began gathering wood.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Helping you start a fire,” he said.

      “You really don’t understand how this works, do you?”

      She stood and searched the ground until she found a spot in between two thick, fallen branches. She squeezed her hand into a fist, and a droplet of blood dripped to the earth from her last cut. She closed her eyes and spent a long moment deep in focus, then fire sprung from the wet dirt.

      She plopped down and waved her hand through the spikes of flame. It reached out for her palm as if she were controlling it, keeping it from spreading to the boughs of the tree above.

      Whitney took a step back, aghast. He’d seen magic before. Most humans weren't adept at it, and dwarves never were, but he’d seen more insane miracles than making a fire. He imagined his amazement was more over the fact that it was Sora. He’d always hoped he could learn a trick or two, but not everyone was born with an affinity with Elsewhere, both the source of magic and the underworld realm filled with demons, spirits, and far worse which Iam created for them after the God Feud.

      “Okay.” Whitney joined her by the fire. “You’re seriously going to have to tell me where you learned that.”

      “Troborough,” she answered as if that should be expected.

      “Not a chance,” Whitney said. “I grew up in that goat-shog town. C’mon, really, where?”

      “Like I said, Troborough.”

      “And you thought my stories sounded crazy?”

      Sora swiped her hand through the fire, causing it to lick Whitney’s boots. He yelped and shimmied further away.

      “Wetzel,” she said.

      “What? He was an old nutter who played with medicines, not blood magic!”

      “He wasn’t just some ‘old nutter,’ he was a healer. And if I remember correctly, he sewed up more than a fair share of your cuts.”

      “I can pull a thread, Sora. I don’t bleed fire.”

      “That’s not how it—” She exhaled. “Wetzel taught me everything he knew.”

      “This isn’t adding up,” Whitney protested. “How could you have practiced blood magic in the middle of our little town without anyone knowing?”

      “Oh, now it’s our town?” Sora scoffed with a smile. “Wetzel knew—plus, he’d been doing it for gods know how long under his shack, and no one has found out. It’s not legal you know, using the magic of Elsewhere. What better place to learn than in a town barely anybody has heard of?”

      “Were you… even when I was still there?”

      She shook her head. “I was too busy getting into trouble with you. But he saw  my potential after you left.”

      “I always knew there was something off about him.”

      Her features darkened. “Was…” she whispered softly. She raised her knife and stared longingly upon the wooden handle, the end carved into the shape of a dragon’s head. Whitney recognized the weapon as the one Wetzel used to use for surgery.

      He swallowed back the lump forming in his throat. It was clear Wetzel meant more to Sora than being just some old coot who took her in as an orphan and let her live in his tool shed so long as she helped him with his work.

      “He died in the attack, didn’t he?” Whitney asked.

      Sora didn’t answer, but she didn’t need to.

      Whitney stood to walk over and comfort her but stopped, thinking better of it. She might be talking freely, but it was too soon. She obviously hadn’t forgiven him for leaving without so much as a goodbye all those years ago, when he disappeared like so many of the treasures he’d stolen from their owners.

      “None of that matters anymore,” she said. “My old life is over.” She turned her head and tried to subtly wipe her cheek as if it were an itch that drew her hand and not a tear. She didn’t fool Whitney, but the way her hair framed her face in the darkness made it look like she was still wearing a hood, and flicked a spark in Whitney’s mind.

      After giving her a moment, he said, “Sora, I have to ask you something.”

      “I already told you, we aren’t cuddling,” she replied.

      “No… it’s just…. Those cultists back there were blood mages too. And… and you just happened to follow me there?”

      Sora stood to meet Whitney’s gaze, the arms of the fire rising with her.

      “Are you accusing me of helping capture you after I just rescued your worthless hide?” she said.

      “No, not at all. I’m just saying, it is pretty coincidental.”

      “Yes…yes, it is quite coincidental that Whitney Fierstown would find himself thrown in prison for stealing the King’s crown on the same night the King died. It is also coincidental that he was somehow released from jail to adventure across the land accompanied by the Wearer of White. Or maybe that after ten years you returned to Troborough right when the Shesaitju decide to rebel. There are a lot of coincidences going on around here, Whitney, but unlike the others, this one is exactly that.”

      He had to admit, his story seemed unlikely. Maybe even more than hers. As he thought back over the past ten-day, it all seemed awfully strange. He’d been wanted in every major city and most small towns, but breaking free of his third imprisonment in as many days had to be a new record. He was rarely caught unless he planned to be.

      “Must be the hand of Iam, eh?” Whitney said, grinning.

      “A blood mage and a thief,” she said. “I’d wager Iam isn’t too fond of us.”

      “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in every part of Pantego, it’s that the gods don’t give a yig about us. Doesn’t matter what name they go by. We’re still alive, that’s all that matters.”

      “You sound like Wetzel.”

      “Must have been a brilliant man.”

      Sora answered with a soft grunt. She returned to her seat by the fire and lay her head back against a thick root. “We should get some sleep. We’ll need it for the Webbed Woods.”

      “Hey, I don’t remember agreeing to that,” Whitney protested. “I can think of a million better places to go.”

      “Goodnight, Whitney Fierstown. Maybe when I wake up, you won’t have run off again.”

      She turned onto her side, facing away from him, and tried to make herself comfortable. Sleeping in the dirt wasn’t hard for Whitney—not that he preferred it over a nice, soft bed—but after sleeping in a dungeon, anything is possible. She had the look of someone who’d never slept without a thatched roof over her head and a cushion under it.

      Whitney lay back himself, listening to her struggle to find a good position. “I’m sorry,” he whispered after a brief period of silence, not sure if she was still awake. For one of the few times in his life, he really meant it. Not for leaving her behind—the places and things he’d done were nothing a young girl should’ve experienced—but for not at least saying goodbye. He’d been so intent on getting out of Troborough, leaving behind his worthless life and every part of it, he’d never even considered his only childhood friend might actually care.

      “For which part?” Sora answered after several heartbeats.

      “All of it, I suppose,” he lied. Sometimes it was the best way.

      No answer.

      He turned his head and lowered his gaze toward the fire.

      How can she complain when she got to stay home and learn how to make that without even a stick?

      He couldn’t believe he found himself jealous of someone who stayed to live in Troborough while he watched the embers wafting across the night sky, disappearing as they passed by Celeste, the bright moon. He tried to clear his mind when a clump of cloth landed on his face.

      “Hey!” he protested, pulling down the ball of clothing. He held it up and realized it was the cultist’s robe she’d stolen. She’d had a plain tunic and leather pants on underneath, clothing fit for a peasant of Troborough and not adventure.

      “In case you get cold,” she said. “Next time, bring a spare shirt, thief.”
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          THE KNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      Torsten’s head was foggy from the beating he took, but he was still sharp enough to deduce what had happened when he woke up to find the adjoining cell empty. His one remaining gauntlet lay in Whitney’s cell, as battered as Torsten’s own body. Beside his foot lay a thin shard of glaruium and a small stone.

      "That thieving son of a—”

      Torsten heard movement. He grasped the stone and tucked it beneath his leg. There was some shouting in Drav Crava, and a moment later, several cultists returned with the warlock in their lead, no longer bothering to hide what he was.

      “Please, I did what I was told!” one of them sniveled before being forced to his knees. He too wore no mask, only blood dripped down his face. This man looked to be a Glassman, and far too young to be involved with cults. The tears streaming down his cheeks furthered that assumption.

      "Where is he?" the Drav Cra warlock questioned, pointing to Whitney’s empty cell.

      "I do not know," Torsten said. "He was gone when I woke up." If Torsten had to guess, Whitney was headed as far northeast from Yarrington as possible—Hornsheim or even Brekliodad, away from the Webbed Woods, away from a chance at doing good by the kingdom. The coward’s path.

      "Liar!"

      "I do not lie. Though I can't imagine there would be a reason I should tell you heathens anything.”

      "Then you will continue to rot in that cell.”

      "Am I to believe that you'd have let me go had I told you where the boy went?”

      The warlock stared blankly.

      "Thought so,” Torsten said. “Now, why don’t you get on with it and crucify me like that poor man in Oxgate?”

      “He was no innocent," the warlock said. “And you were interfering with our judgment."

      “And what was his crime?”

      "He was an infidel and a liar," he said. "That is what we do to liars and failures." His gaze flicked toward the man on his knees, who didn’t dare speak. Sweat now poured from his forehead to mix with the blood.

      "It appears you’ll have to crucify all of the Glass Kingdom then,” Torsten said. “If Iam doesn’t strike you down first.”

      “Iam’s eye is blind.”

      “I pity those who can’t feel his light.”

      He could tell the warlock wanted to reply, but he bit his lip instead. "The Grand Maester will handle you,” he growled. He spun, snapped his fingers, and he and the others departed, leaving Torsten alone again. The bleeding one screamed his innocence as they carried him away, fighting to break free. The moment they were around the corner, he went silent. Torsten didn’t have to think hard to imagine why.

      He wasted no time before picking up the shard of glaruium broken off his gauntlets. After so many years in the Shield, he knew a lockpick when he saw one. His arms, however, were too thick to fit through the bars to reach the lock even with his gauntlets off.

      Maybe the kid has a few skills after all.

      He tried to maneuver himself for a better angle. Still unable, he leaned back and placed his booted foot firmly against one of the bars. He thought maybe he couldn’t finesse his way out like that pestering thief, but this cage was intended to hold a dwarf, not a man anywhere near Torsten’s size. Now that his muscles weren’t completely exhausted from lack of sleep, falling from his horse, and fighting, nothing was going to keep him from getting out.

      He pulled his leg back and kicked. He repeated this until the bar began to bend out at the center, the space between them now just wide enough to fit his arm.

      He jiggered the lock as steady drum beats began reverberating throughout the cavern again. Torsten didn’t know what it meant, but it couldn’t be good. He wondered if Whitney had been caught trying to escape.

      It would serve him right; leaving a brother at arms behind.

      The drums intensified. Torsten continued to prod with the thin piece of metal, but he had no idea what he was doing. By the time he could feel the vibrations of the drums in his bones he still hadn’t gained any headway. His frustration mounting, he stood, lowered his shoulder and rammed into the gate as hard as he could. He backed up and went again harder this time.

      He could feel the metal starting to give when a procession of the masked cultists entered the hollow area and parted around the central node. A man emerged from the heart of them wearing an unmarked robe like the others but without a mask or hood. At first, Torsten thought it was the warlock again, but a braided, white beard fell below this man’s collar.

      This new stranger raised a fist, and the drumbeat stopped. He took a step toward Torsten. Torsten expected to be regarded with disgust, but instead, the old man appeared confused.

      “Torsten?” he said.

      A response got caught in Torsten’s throat as the man stepped into torchlight and his face was illuminated. Of all the people to show up in such a foul place, Uriah Davies was the last he’d expected to see. No one had heard from him in over a year, but Torsten was sure it was him. Especially once he saw the one-of-a-kind sword sheathed at his side. The blade, crafted from glaruium hewn from Mount Lister, bore a mighty lion’s head carved on the pommel.

      Hard lines creased his forehead and the corners of his eyes. Dark, heavy bags hung from his eyes like ripe fruits straining their branches. A web of scars spread from a barren patch in his beard up to his right eye and across the cheek. But that’s how he’d always looked. As a matter of fact, he didn’t look a day older than when Torsten had last seen him.

      “Uriah?” Torsten had done everything but bury his predecessor’s body, yet here he was, holed up in with blasphemers and heretics.

      “Yes, my friend. Though now they call me Grand Maester Ur.” His staid, wrinkled face settled into an emotionless stare.

      The memory played in Torsten’s mind: a broken-hearted Uriah Davies, haunted by what Redstar had done, intent on finding him no matter what the cost.

      “Open the door,” Uriah commanded. A cultist stepped forward, unlocking the cage Torsten had expended so much effort trying to bash through. The mangled bars labored to pass each other.

      Torsten backed away.

      “Old friend,” Uriah said. A soft smile spread across his face, but Torsten was unconvinced. “You have no reason to fear. I am sorry for how you have thus been treated.”

      Torsten inched toward his former compatriot until one of the masked cultists beckoned Torsten to step through. The moment he was free, Uriah wrapped him in a tight hug. Then he held him at arm’s length, smiled, and asked, “How long has it been?”

      “Too long,” Torsten said. “Have you been…” He looked around, “…here all this time?”

      “Are you hungry?” Uriah asked, ignoring the question.

      After a moment Torsten nodded. “Starved.”

      “Grand Maester,” the warlock interrupted, now masked. “His companion escaped. Shall we send anyone after him?”

      “Don’t waste our time with him,” Uriah said. “He’s worthless.” He turned back to Torsten. “Let us feast old friend.”

      Before he could ask any more questions, Torsten was led upstairs to a celebratory hall. Torsten had gone from being beaten and stuffed in a cage meant for dogs, to being treated like royalty. He couldn’t help but be skeptical, old friend or not.

      A long, bulky table made of bronze awaited them, covered in biscuits soaked in sausage grease, pickled herring and cod, boiled apricots and honeyed hams. The dessert table was just as grand with rich foods Torsten would have been impressed by, had he not lived in the Glass Castle and had the walls not been adorned with banners and idols to the Buried Goddess. Her unholy sigil was everywhere, a droplet of blood buried within a triangular shape similar to either a mountain or an arrowhead. On the far end of the room, two massive, eye-shaped apertures looked out over a ravine, as if they were within the empty head of a giant.

      "All this food…" Torsten said, averting his eyes from the devilry. Every attempt to ask Uriah what had happened was ignored, so he decided starting with small talk was the best course. "Where does it come from?"

      "Oh, this place and that," Uriah said, licking his fingers after trying a sugared dough ball. "The servants of the goddess deserve only the best."

      Torsten cocked his head. "The goddess?"

      "You don't need to play coy with me. I’m sure you know exactly where you are. Any Shieldsman would.”

      “And, I also know that we took an oath to destroy places like this. To save those who would stray from Iam’s blessed light.”

      “You have so much to learn, old friend.” He pulled out a chair for Torsten and sat in one beside it. “Sit. Eat. There is much to discuss.”

      Torsten eyed the finely crafted dwarven chair and then cast his gaze upon all the masked heretics patiently awaiting his next move, wondering which of them was a warlock serving Iam’s sworn enemy. He’d witnessed their profane magic, and now they wanted him to take his guard down. He sat with one leg on the chair, and his feet planted and ready to shoot him upright. Uriah had served Liam and the Glass Kingdom longer than Torsten had been alive, so he deserved an opportunity to explain himself.

      "Uriah, what are you doing here?" he asked, this time making eye contact so he wouldn’t be ignored.

      “I could ask you the same. A Wearer of White beyond the Yarrington walls is a rare sight indeed.”

      “Same reason you left. The Queen sent me to track her brother into the Webbed Woods and retrieve what he stole from Pi.”

      Uriah smirked, torchlight catching the shine of the scars on his cheek. “So, the Flower of Drav Cra finally ran out of grunts and once again sent her best to his doom.”

      “I’m sorry, Uriah,” Torsten said. “I never should have allowed you to go. I told her it wasn’t wise after—”

      “Allowed?" Uriah spat, his features darkening, wrinkles between his eyes appearing. “I was your Wearer. It was my choice to go in the name of your queen."

      Torsten didn’t miss the fact that Uriah had referred to Oleander as Torsten’s queen and not his own.

      “If anything,” Uriah continued, “I am grateful. Had she never sent me, I’d be blind as the rest of you.”

      “Blind? How could one who once served under the vigilant eye of Iam now stand in halls wet with the blood of blasphemy and call anyone blind? You do know that one of those heathens  no mere cultist, but a Drav Cra warlock, don’t you?”

      “I’ll explain everything Torsten, but please, eat. It would be a shame to have all this good food go to waste.”

      Torsten pushed the food away. “I will not defile my body with food sacrificed to her.”

      “Always cautious,” Uriah laughed, mouth full of bread. “The goddess does not require the blood of beasts. None of the food before you has been tainted as you might believe. Please, friend: eat.”

      Torsten hesitated still, but his growling stomach finally got the best of him. He tore into the buffet as if he'd not eaten in a fortnight. The meats were tender, the bread moist. How these people managed to cook such a decadent feast, Torsten couldn’t understand, but Uriah was a noble since birth and knew how food should taste. He was humble, brave, and selfless—Torsten had never known a better knight.

      "I never found Redstar after I left, but I saw evil in the Webbed Woods that no man should witness,” Uriah said. “My men were lost. I watched as their eyes were torn from their sockets and their bodies wrapped to be devoured by Bliss and her unholy spawn.”

      Uriah took a bite from a chicken leg while Torsten’s stomach lurched at the thought.

      “Their eyes…”

      “Gouged out,” he said, nonchalant. “She says its eternal damnation.”

      “She…Bliss?”

      “Aye. From that day forward, I knew such evil couldn’t be allowed to exist; feeding, growing, preparing to wipe us all away. I knew that the moment your queen stopped sending her food in the form of knights, that the woods would no longer contain them.”

      “No great spider has ever left those woods,” Torsten said, testing a bit of pudding with the tip of his tongue, “in legend or otherwise.”

      “So we all thought, and then I looked into the beast’s eyes and saw true evil. Ancient evil, Torsten; the likes of which Iam and his followers believe no longer exists. It must be destroyed.”

      “And why didn’t you return and tell us?”

      “Would you have returned had you failed to find Redstar? I knew Oleander wouldn’t listen to me and she was the only one who could. Too obsessed with the curse her brother put on Pi, she is.”

      Torsten leaned forward. “So, he was cursed?”

      Uriah stopped chewing for a moment. “That’s what I assume. She believed it was the orepul he stole, but I knew Redstar as a boy. There was no evil he wouldn’t turn to.”

      “We could make her see together if you’d come back. You left us alone. The King, Pi… me. For this? Hiding like a mad hermit amongst cultists and Drav Cra.”

      “None of you would have understood. I couldn’t risk being locked up for speaking what I saw. For I have learned that Redstar himself asked for her help in destroying Bliss. That is what started all this. The color crimson and a thousand eyes, my friend. I saw it, everywhere, in all our futures.”

      “What did you just say?”

      “Ah, so you’ve heard those words spoken before? I can see the fear in your eyes.”

      “Yes. King Pi said something like it before he fell ill.” He didn’t mention the vision he’d seen on the road or in the Glass Castle courtyard thanks to coming in contact with the cursed boy.

      “A warning, sent from our Lady Goddess, Nesilia. Though she is buried, she is not dead. But Bliss grows in power, Torsten. Emboldened by this new wave of attention. Waiting to feed on the flesh of all mortals if we do not strike her down as Redstar intended.”

      Torsten almost choked on his next bite. “So, you’re working with Redstar?”

      “Redstar hasn’t been seen since I left chasing him,” he said, terse. “He doesn’t matter any longer. Bliss is the true enemy, and she must be stopped lest all Pantego fall to her swarm.”

      “Redstar cursed Pi, you said it yourself! How could you turn from your own people to chase a mindless beast?”

      “Ah, you still don’t believe. Let me show you.” Uriah stood. Torsten didn't know why, but even after everything, he still trusted the man.

      They rose, and he guided Torsten back down into the depths of the fortress.

      "Do you all live here?" Torsten asked.

      "Not all, but most."

      "Do you live here?"

      Uriah’s gaze sunk to the floor. "I have no home anymore.”

      The passage opened into a large hall. On the far end sat what little was left of a stone-hewn throne once meant for a dwarven king.  A smooth, painted wall was behind it, rising high up through a rift in the ceiling. Sunlight poured down through the slit, its soft glow cast along the top of the space like a crown.

      Uriah pointed to the smooth wall. Upon closer inspection, Torsten realized it was composed of numerous stone pieces all fitting together like a puzzle to form a mural depicting a mountain and other figures. An inscription wrapped the borders written in a language Torsten didn’t recognize. A few characters seemed similar to Drav Crava hieroglyphics Torsten had seen, only vastly more ancient.

      “What is this?” Torsten asked.

      "A painting from the first men, long before our time,” Uriah said.

      “I never took you for a collector of artifacts.”

      “Alas, it was not me. It must have taken years for Redstar to find all of the pieces.” He lay his hand upon the wall with reverence. “His followers led me here after he abandoned them and disappeared into the Webbed Woods. They were desperate for a new leader, you see. He forgot his purpose as both the Ruuhar dradinengor and the Arch Warlock of all Drav Cra, and unleashed something terrible.”

      “Arch Warlock. Listen to you, Uriah, you sound like one of them. They’re all the same.”

      “All the same? The Arch Warlock is chosen to speak for all of them, Torsten. He survived beneath the dirt for three days in their Earthmoot. They trusted him to destroy Nesilia’s enemy and preserve this world, and instead, he allowed vengeance to cloud his mind after his very sister denied him. He decided that if Oleander wouldn’t help him, he’d bring the orepul containing a piece of a royal soul and offer it as a gift to Bliss so that she may help him show his sister how wrong she was to deny him.”

      “Once a traitor. Always a traitor.”

      Torsten reached out to trace one of the lines of the mountain in the center of the mural with his finger. He knew which one it was meant to depict, although Mount Lister’s tip was presently a flat plain. Flames etched all around it were filled with soldiers and instruments of war. Nesilia, the Buried Goddess, lay in the center of it all. She was locked in a losing battle with a deity legend referred to as the One Who Remained.

      Torsten had seen similar imagery before, only here the beauty of Nesilia was inscribed in detail, strikingly gorgeous. The churches of Iam usually painted her as the grotesque witch she was. Here, her wild, luscious black hair cascaded to the ground and even amidst the fierceness of her losing fight there was a softness to her features.

      The One Who Remained was equally striking, depicted here as a female when Torsten had mostly seen her as male. Her armor was spiked along her spine and limbs almost like an insect’s carapace. She gripped the spear piercing Nesilia’s chest on its way to cracking the top of Mount Lister.

      A fracture coruscated down from the tip of the spear into the heart of the mountain where the Eye of Iam was etched in black. One of Nesilia’s arms was being pulled down through the fissure.

      Torsten stepped back and examined the mural in its entirety. In typical portrayals of the God Feud, Iam brought an end to the battle from above, not below. The god’s battled over who held the right to reign over the realm of Pantego, ravaging the land in their selfishness. Nesilia and the one who buried her beneath the great mountain were the last remaining, while Iam, in his wisdom, stayed out of the pointless feud. Instead, he protected the mortals over which the gods watched, and when the fighting stopped, he banished the weakened victor from the world. The One Who Remained, remained no more, and Iam’s light could finally shine upon Pantego unhindered.

      "The language around the border is ancient,” Uriah said. “Predating the Glass Kingdom, even the dwarves. Redstar had translated the fable it tells before he vanished. Would you like to hear it?”

      “Spare me,” Torsten said.

      Uriah sighed. “Essentially, it tells that Nesilia will return when the blood of the enemy, the One Who Remained, is spilt. Redstar and the Drav Cra have lost hundreds to the cause before he chose vengeance instead, your queen too in sending our people there to find him. All I know for sure is Nesilia is the key to destroying this great evil."

      “You believe that this… spider—”

      “Queen Bliss,” Uriah interrupted.

      “Fine… you believe she is the One Who Remained?” Torsten asked.

      “I know it. And she is not just a queen—she too is a goddess. Yes, deformed, a remnant of her former self, but a goddess nonetheless. It was a punishment by Iam. He mutated and mutilated her for piercing the heart of the one he loved.”

      Torsten wished he wasn’t so concerned or he would have laughed. “You have truly lost it, Uriah. It was Nesilia who began the feud by her selfishness. The one who slew her was banished from this realm by Iam, and both of them deserve what they got. Iam does not punish out of lust or love. He protects us, guides us.”

      “My friend, you must listen to me. Nesilia is not who you’ve been made to believe. She is not the enemy.” Uriah laid his hand upon Torsten’s shoulder, but it was promptly shaken off.

      “I pity you, Uriah. You have turned your back on Iam, your people, and it’s clear there is no changing that. These are carvings etched by warlocks and heretics, like Redstar, who want nothing more than to see us burn. They lie, they sin, they sacrifice their own—I will not be party to it.”

      “The Second God Feud is coming, Torsten, and the warlocks have predicted a far different outcome. Nesilia was taken from Pantego, sealed below Mount Lister at the hands of her enemy, but only she and Iam together can help us.”

      “Iam,” Torsten clarified. “And she is the enemy.”

      Uriah shook his head. “Bliss is. There is much we have been taught which we must unlearn.”

      “Blasphemy!”

      “I have seen—”

      “Enough!” Torsten bellowed. "I am going to the Webbed Woods on command of our queen. I will accomplish what you could not and put an end to Redstar’s influence over the royal family for good.”

      “You think him still in the woods?” Uriah laughed. “He is dead, Torsten.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “No man could survive there for a year, and no offering would drive Bliss to help the children of the gods who smote her. All he has done is stirred her hunger. No, he has to be dead. Even his own followers gave up on him and came here.”

      “I thought you were dead, yet here we are.”

      Uriah exhaled. “Will you not listen to reason? Redstar is irrelevant. Pi is irrelevant. There is a greater evil working in that forest. One that needs banishment. Together we might be able to uncover the key to vanquishing her. Perhaps we can also learn Redstar’s fate and reclaim what he stole from Pi while we’re there.”

      “Redstar brought ruin upon this realm with his malfeasance—not some spider. I will go into those woods and find that which the Queen desires.”

      “You will die there unless you let us help you.”

      "Then I will die in service to my kingdom."

      Uriah hung his head. He walked over to a nook and returned holding Torsten’s claymore and other effects. “Then I will not stand in your way. Take your things and go, Torsten, but as Bliss hangs you from her web, I hope that you remember it didn’t need to be so.”

      Torsten tore his weapon from Uriah’s hand and hung it on his back. “It is only because of who you are that I won’t tell the crown about this place. I’m only glad King Liam isn’t alive to see what you’ve become.”

      The news appeared to catch Uriah off guard, but before he could say anything, Torsten grabbed him by the collar. He leaned in so close he could smell the stench on the man’s breath. “Get caught sacrificing another man to fallen gods again, and my mercy will run out.”

      Torsten pushed him aside and stomped toward the exit. He was nearly out when Uriah spoke again.

      “If King Liam is dead, then the last great Nothhelm is gone,” he said. “Redstar already corrupted Pi’s mind. There is no helping him now. But we can stop Bliss from covering the world in darkness.”

      Torsten stopped for a moment, his hands balling into fists. “Just stay out of my way, Uriah,” he growled, then continued on his way.
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            XXI

          

          THE THIEF

        

      

    

    
      “You sure this is a good idea?” Sora asked.

      “It’s my idea, how couldn’t it be good?” Whitney laughed as he studied the town from the hillside. It wasn’t Yarrington, but it wasn’t Troborough either. Three sprawling roads made up the bulk of Bridleton, and in its center, Iam’s temple—a tall, thin structure made of old, grey wood and iron—cast a long shadow over the community.

      “If we are going to travel together, I’m certainly not wearing this.” Whitney gestured toward the unmarked cultist’s robe draped over his body, a dab of blood on the sleeve. “And if you recall, it’s your fault we are in this position, Ms. Plays-With-Fire.”

      “Okay, fine,” Sora said. “We go in, get you some clothes. Then it’s straight to the Webbed Woods. Quick and painless.”

      “You’re really not going to drop that idea, are you?”

      She stroked his chest and put on sultry inflection. “Oh Whitney, I’m just dying to see your famed thieving skills for myself.”

      Whitney couldn’t hide his grin. Maybe it wasn’t a vocation one should be proud of, but that had never stopped him. “I appreciate the flattery, Sora, but it won’t get you what you want.”

      “We’ll see.”

      She sidled up next to him, her hip rubbing against his. The moment he turned to face her she hopped back, the cultist’s coin purse again strung around her finger.

      “Now, let’s go buy you a shirt,” she said.

      “Buy clothes?” Whitney scoffed. “Do you remember who I am?”

      “You plan to steal clothes from some poor merchant when we have the coin to purchase it? Is that what you’ve been up to all these years?”

      “If I only stole that which I didn’t have the coin to purchase, I’d never have the coin to purchase anything.”

      Whitney sensed Sora formulating a response but started off down the hill before she had a chance.

      “I’ll buy them for you,” she shouted. “As a gift!”

      “We both know we aren’t on gift-giving terms,” Whitney shouted back over his shoulder.

      She hurried to catch up with him. “Clothing wasn’t really on my mind when I said, ‘renowned thief.’”

      “C’mon, it’ll be like old times.”

      “No, it’s just cruel.”

      Whitney stopped and looked her over. There was no room for softness in his game. No room for morality. From the smallest to the most ludicrous heist, any hesitation could get him killed, or worse, slammed behind more bars.

      Her brow furrowed as he continued to stare. She had a slender build, long fingers, and the ability to craft fiery distractions on a bloody whim. Whitney had never willingly worked with a partner—the mess with Torsten excluded—and now that he was free of the Shieldsman and done wallowing in boredom, he knew for sure, taking on an apprentice was precisely what he needed to keep things fresh. Just the prospect of stealing a shirt alongside Sora had him more exuberant for a job than even the crown heist.

      “Would you stop staring at me!” Sora bristled.

      “I’m sizing you up,” Whitney said. “You say cruel, yet you want to take on giant spiders and warlocks. I say I won’t consider going into those woods with you unless I know you can handle snagging something as simple as a shirt. Doesn’t matter if you can snap your fingers and make fire.”

      Sora glanced at her fingernails, then nodded. “Fine, but I choose the mark.”

      Whitney allowed a smile to play at the corner of his mouth. “That’s the spirit! But, first things first. You’ll draw about as much attention here as a giant in Brotlebir.” Whitney drew one of the dagger’s he’d taken from the unconscious cultist, and sliced the top of his robe and held the hood out to her. “Here.”

      “What’s this for?” she asked, not taking the cloth.

      “Tuck the frayed ends of the hood into your collar and pull it up to cover your ears. Keep your head down, so nobody notices your eyes unless they’re really looking.”

      She took a step back, aghast. “Excuse me?”

      “Look, I don’t know how well-received you’re going to be here. Not everyone in Pantego is like the people of Troborough.”

      “What, simple?”

      Whitney squeezed the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. “No, accepting. You were displaced young—really young. And with your parents… gone, Wetzel and much of the town took you in like one of their own.”

      “You were barely older than me,” she said. “Don’t act like you remember.”

      “I remember how even my dad used to talk about you.”

      Her expression soured, and he knew he probably went too far even though it was true. His dad hated her people after losing his brother in one of the Panping Wars, and while he held his tongue whenever he permitted Sora around, the insults flowed once she wasn’t.

      “All I’m saying is that not everyone in the Glass Kingdom has forgotten the Panping Wars,” Whitney said. “They were bloody, and they touched this area of the Glass heartland. I’d bet a lot of blood was spilled near here.”

      “You’re overreacting. Panping is part of the Glass now.”

      “Barely more than Drav Cra is.”

      “This is ridiculous. I’m not a child. I can take care of myself.”

      “Sora, how many times have you left Troborough?”

      She grimaced. “A few.”

      “Well, I’ve been to every corner of Pantego. I’ve seen hate in every form, and it’s the quickest way to get too many eyes on you.”

      “You’re being ridiculous.”

      “Would you just trust me?” He shoved the hood into her gut, so she had no choice but to grab it. She squeezed it so hard her knuckles went white, then she dropped it.

      “I’m sick of hiding everything,” she said.

      Sora set off down the hillside at a brisk pace without looking back. Whitney tried to keep up, but she had long legs and sprinting into a town for no reason was the best way to seem like you were up to no good. It reminded him of his childhood, chasing her down to the ravine where they’d play together until his mother called for supper. She wound up eating with his family as often as his father and desperate-to-appease-him mother allowed since Wetzel kept a bed for her in his shack but little else... well, except for apparently a bevy of tomes on blood magic.

      “Would you slow down!” Whitney said in a raised whisper. He couldn’t help but see the irony in being on this end of the discussion.

      She kept going, right toward Bridleton like she was on a mission. There were no gates—but two soldiers sat on stools, drinking ale and guarding the road through the town. They wore the blue and white of the Glass, Iam’s eye painted on leather armor. But judging by their grungy appearance, they were locals turned sentries for the crown, paid to watch out for another potential Black Sands attack while the real soldiers waited in forts. And judging by the ale dripping from their beards, they were doing a terrible job of it.

      The guards perked up the moment Sora got near. It wasn’t an abnormal reaction to seeing a beautiful, unfamiliar woman. But Whitney could see their eyes narrow in disgust after they gave her a thorough look over. The fatter and grungier of the two nudged the other. They both stood and clomped over in front of Sora.

      “Aye there! Knife-ear!” the fatter guard barked. Sora stopped as suddenly as if she’d been petrified. People didn’t talk like that out loud in tiny farming villages so near the capital. The war never reached that far.

      Whitney cursed under his breath.

      “What business have ye in Bridleton?” the fat guard asked.

      Sora’s fists clenched as she said, “Just passing through.”

      “Ye could just as easily pass around.”

      Sora took a step forward. They moved to block her, one of them giving her a healthy shove with his arm that was definitely not accidental.

      “Yeah, we don’t see yer kind much round here,” said the other.

      “Especially ones so pretty.”

      “Please, I’m just looking for somewhere to spend the night,” Sora said. She might as well have been mute because they didn’t hear a word.

      “I’m sure we can work that out.” The fat guard squeezed her arm.

      She leaped backward, her hand falling toward the knife sheathed in her belt.

      “Knife-ear goin for her knife,” one of them chortled.

      “I’m beggin ye,” the fat one said. “Give us a reason to show you how accommodating Bridleton can be.”

      Whitney quickly turned and tore a strip of cloth from his crummy robe, then tied it over his eyes like a proper priest of Iam. The threading was so poor he could see shapes and a bit of detail through it if he squinted. Enough, at least, to not trip over his own feet or get surprised.

      “Gentlemen, she is a child of Iam just as you are,” Whitney said before Sora could do anything stupid. He added a raspy effect to his voice, the kind Iam’s priests use in sermons to make each word appear to be bursting with wisdom.

      The men gave her an appraising once-over.

      “Ain’t nothin bout her like us,” one said.

      Whitney lay a steadying hand on Sora’s shoulder. With the other, he lightly guided her hand away from her weapon.

      “What more do you want, my sons?” he asked. “Her people renounced their lands and their false gods and now serve the One True. Should we not rejoice together in his light?”

      Whitney was impressed with himself for coming up with that on the spot, but that was nothing new. His only hope was that nobody questioned his knowledge of the Panping much further because he honestly couldn’t remember the name of any of the gods Sora’s people prayed to. She wouldn’t either. Sora was so young when war left her a displaced orphan in Troborough, she was raised by Iam’s followers.

      “Little young for a father, ain’t ye?” the fat guard asked.

      “Those robes ain’t look like nothin we seen Father Anyon wearin,” said the other.

      “Ah, please forgive my appearance,” Whitney said without missing a beat.  His hand moved to where his daggers were hidden, hoping to not have to use them. He made a mental note to hide them better if he made it through this encounter. Priests didn’t carry weapons. Though they couldn’t see either and if these men decided to tear off his blindfold he’d be made in an instant.

      “We fell upon hard times over our long journey,” Whitney continued. “Wolves tore off my hood on a quest for my throat. This young lady happened to hear my cries and saved me.”

      “This puny girl took on wolves?”

      “I’m quite handy with a knife,” Sora said sharply.

      Whitney gave her a nudge in the side on his way in front of her. “She merely searches for a bit of respite amongst your good people,” he said. “ Tell me, did… Father Anyon was it? …teach you well enough to help a stranger in need? After all, you never know when Iam’s eye is upon you.”

      “Ain’t no way Iam gives one bit of horse shog about her kind.”

      “Iam cares for all who tread the path of light,” Whitney said. He bowed and traced the area around his eyes with his fingers like a good, loyal servant of Iam would do. “Where can I find Father Anyon?”

      “Father Anyon died last week.”

      Whitney counted to five, not wanting to give away his excitement.

      “Ah, yes. Of course, how could I be so stupid? I am his replacement, Father Gorenheimer.”

      “Yer here to replace him and ye didn’t know he died?”

      “I knew he was dying. I was sent by the clergy as soon as I heard the news. I am sad to hear he finally passed.”

      “He was run over by a goods wagon.”

      “Yes, quite the tragedy,” Whitney said, lowering his head. “Agonizing way to go.”

      The man appeared momentarily suspicious from what Whitney could tell in his blurred view of the world but eventually stepped aside. “All right, move along, but we’ll all be keeping an eye on her. Wouldn’t be the first time some Panping wench came along, tryin to impose her heresies on us. Them Panpingese mystics are worse than snakes.”

      “Priest’s lodgins are by the church,” the other guard said.

      “Thank you, kind children of Iam. Praise be the Vigilant Eye in all His mercy.” Whitney again performed the standard appraisal gesture to Iam. He was so close to the men they had no choice but to return the gesture.

      “Come, my daughter,” he addressed Sora. “For your help, you deserve a night in proper lodging.”

      He strode by the men and held out his hand so that Sora would take it and guide him since he was blind. Anything to get her hand off her knife. The guards whispered something in her ear on her way by that had her teeth grinding in anger, but this time she kept quiet until she reached Whitney.

      “If you say, ‘I told you so,’ I’m going to burn off your nethers,” she whispered.

      “I wouldn’t dare,” Whitney replied. “But I do recall a similar conversation.”

      She groaned. “Where in Elsewhere did you drum up that name?”

      “Lesson one, long names make stupid people feel even more stupid. Gets them to shut up faster.”

      “Noted. But what happens when the people realize you’re a fraud with eyes?”

      Whitney chuckled. “You think this is the first time I’ve posed as a priest?”
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        * * *

      

      The next day began with a pounding on the door. Whitney grunted something incoherent and saw light pouring in through the thin veil of his eyelids. He threw his feet over the edge of the bed as another series of knocks came. Although the old chapel house adjoined to Bridleton’s church creaked and groaned the way old houses tended to do, Whitney hadn’t slept so well in weeks.

      “I’m coming!” he growled in his affected voice.

      The room was small, barely space for a bed and kitchen. There were two doors. One led outside and was currently under attack and the second led to the church. Whitney’s bare feet dragged across the cold wood floor. He was about to open the door before he remembered to cover his eyes first.

      “Father, I apologize for disturbing…” the lady in the entry said. She looked over Whitney’s shoulder and saw Sora lying in the bed. “Oh, I…I’m so sorry. I—”

      Whitney had forgotten about that part of taking Iam’s cloth. Though, he may as well have been honest; somehow he and Sora had managed to sleep back to back all night without ever turning over. It was a part of the story he’d leave out of his own recounting of the time he’d posed as a priest in Bridleton.

      “It’s not how it appears, my daughter,” Whitney said as piously as he could manage. “After saving my life, I’ve decided to take her on as my altar server. She took the bed and I the hard floor. I could do naught but accept Iam’s will. It’s as if He wanted us to meet.”

      “Of course, how noble of you, Father…” She hesitated, brow furrowing as she tried to recollect the ridiculous name Whitney had come up with. It took a few seconds for his own groggy head to dredge it up.

      “Gorenheimer,” he said.

      “Yes. We are so pleased to have you here.”

      “Thank you, my dear. Now, how may I help you?”

      Whitney couldn’t tell if she was attractive or not through the fibers of his thin blindfold, only that she was young. Her golden hair was tied up in two buns, one on each side of her head, and she dressed like a proper noble, something Whitney didn’t expect to see in Bridleton.

      “My name is Nauriyal. When it is convenient for you, my father, Constable Darkings, desires to meet you.”

      “Where can I find the good constable?”

      “Good is not a term generally associated with my father,” Nauriyal said, offering a bemused smile. She motioned for Whitney to follow her a few steps outside of the threshold and pointed to a large house atop a shallow hill just beyond the perimeter of town.

      “We live there,” she said. “You’re new here, and it’s nice to have such a young Father, so please don’t keep him waiting. He isn’t a patient man.”

      “The will of Iam is never rushed. We enact it precisely as He means us to.”

      “Even still, it will make things far simpler.”

      “Very well. I’ll be there within the hour.”

      “Thank you, father.” Nauriyal bowed, then departed. Whitney promptly shut the door and removed his blindfold.

      “Altar server?” Sora asked. “Isn’t that for children?”

      Whitney turned around to find Sora peeking over with one eye open. “What? You look young.”

      Sora popped upright so fast Whitney flinched. He laughed nervously. “It’s a compliment.

      “Sure.” She relaxed her shoulder and rubbed her bleary eyes. “What do you think that was about?”

      “Who knows, but that’s our potential mark, if you agree. Constable Darkings… Even his name invites theft.”

      “‘Please don’t keep him waiting,’ to a priest of Iam?” Sora put on a wry grin. “I have a good feeling about this one.”

      Whitney couldn’t tell if it was forced or not, but he was glad to see her getting in the spirit of things. Every so often, when he caught himself looking at her, he could see the forlorn look in her eyes of a person who’d lost their home. Whitney had met plenty of people in his travels who had, both to war or disasters. He worried that she was throwing herself into all of this simply to distract herself from the pain of loss, but even if that were so, he’d do his part to keep up the distraction. He owed her that much.

      “So do I,” Whitney said, smiling in return.

      A short while later, he and Sora stood before the tall iron gates of Constable Darkings impressive home. The emblem of a ship sitting atop a coin marked the entrance. If Whitney knew one thing, it was that men who erected walls around their houses in towns the size of Bridleton were always of a bad sort.

      Whitney tilted his head back to peer through the bars under his blindfold. It brought back memories of his last few days, first in the Glass Castle dungeon, and then in the Glass Castle dungeon again, and finally, the cultist’s hideout.

      Shog, am I losing my touch?

      He wondered briefly what had come of Torsten. They hadn’t grown into best mates, but Whitney had to admit, he was kind of taking a liking to the rigid, humorless Shieldsman. Enough, at least, to hope he’d made it out alive.

      They’ll probably sell him for ransom, he thought. Serves the giant oaf right for getting us captured.

      Whitney shirked the thought, then shoved his face against the bars of Constable Darkings' gate. “Constable Darkings!” he shouted.

      After a moment, a man dressed in chainmail armor descended the steps of the mansion. This one wasn’t a conscript of the Glass army. Whitney had seen finer armor, sure—Torsten’s came to mind—but never anything like it in such an insignificant place.

      “Quite a house for such a humble town,” Whitney whispered to Sora.

      “Make’s Wetzel’s place seem like a barrel,” she replied.

      “Just about anything makes Wetzel’s place look like a barrel.”

      She shot him a glower.

      “No offense,” he said.

      The armored guard stopped at the base of the stairs. He had a nose so flat it looked like he’d taken a hammer straight to the face, and a scar that whitened one of his eyes. Here Whitney was pretending to be blind, meeting a man who was halfway there. The guard would be extra upset if he discovered the truth.

      “Who goes there?” he questioned.

      “I’m the new town clergy,” Whitney replied. “Whi—uh, Gendrel Gorenheimer.”

      “Who’s the knife-ear?”

      “Definitely our mark,” Sora whispered as she pinched Whitney’s arm.

      “Keep calm this time,” Whitney said under his breath and pushed his way in front of her. “This is Penny, my new altar server.”

      “Hah!” the one-eyed man cackled. “A Panpingese, and a woman at that?”

      “The times are changing, my son. We are here by invitation of Constable Darkings. He is expecting us.”

      “You wasted no time getting here did you, Father Gorenheimer? Anyon passed only days ago. We weren’t expecting Yarrington to dispatch a replacement for some time with all that’s going on in the kingdom.”

      “Bridleton was in luck, Praise Iam.” Whitney performed Iam’s appraisal. Sometimes he swore he could make it in a traveling troupe. They could even perform some of his own adventures.

      “I was in Oxgate,” he went on, “helping with the aftermath of the Black Sands attack—heretics, they are.” He left out the part that unlike Troborough, not a soul in Oxgate had survived. He purposefully made sure he and Sora hadn’t passed by there to stir up any memories in her, and had to hope a larger town like Bridleton hadn’t suffered the same fate.

      “Lucky for us, they sent a whole regiment to Fort Marimount up the road. They won’t dare touch us now,” the guard said as he strolled forward and opened the gate. “Follow me.”

      He led them up the staircase, Sora taking Whitney’s arm to guide him as if he were really blind. Whitney noted through the bottom of his blindfold that the stairs were made of marble. The thick columns supporting a second-floor balcony were as well, with ornately carved capital at the top that belonged in Old Yarrington.

      “Must be good to be the constable around here,” Whitney said.

      “It’s not good to be anything around here,” the man responded.

      “I didn’t catch your name.”

      “I didn’t say it.”

      The large doors swung open.

      “Your apprentice should stay out here,” he said. “Because of the… you know?” He pinched his fingers at the tips of his ears.

      Whitney bit back a response, knowing that the man didn’t think he could see the gesture. He squeezed Sora’s arm to keep her quiet.

      “Where I go, Penny goes,” Whitney said. “She saved my life.”

      “The constable lost a lot at their hands,” the guard replied. “We all did.”

      “The war was long ago, and I assure you, Penny was not involved. Now we are all the children of Iam. Praise be his Vigilant Eye and thanks be to Him for mercy.”

      The guard groaned. “If you insist.”

      They entered a vast greeting hall. It wasn’t overly cluttered with trinkets but for a few pieces of well-made furniture hewn from stained mahogany.

      A curved staircase lined by a wooden railing carved like fruited vines led to the second floor. Whitney knew the constable’s sleeping quarters would be up there—as well as his closet. Public affairs at the ground level, private above, servant’s quarters buried below. That was the way Yarrington nobles designed their homes, and it was no different here. Whitney didn’t even have to spot the portrait of the constable hanging above the stairs with his obscured vision to know it was there.

      He took it all in through his blindfold that barely worked, memorizing everything, the location of every guard, the places where the constable might have locked up his more prized possessions.

      “You're the new priest?” Constable Darkings said, appearing as if from thin air. Whitney would have mistaken the voice for an old woman’s had he not seen him. The middle-aged man wore a satin tunic, crimson, although it could have been brown, it was tough to tell through the linen holes. The bit of gold flair on the collar, however, was unmistakable and it drew attention away from his rotund belly and jowls. An exquisite piece fit for the royal court, and with the pants and belt to match.

      “Gendrel Gorenheimer,” Whitney said, bowing his head while purposefully facing the wrong way.

      “Constable Darkings,” he said, licking his lips. “The church allows servants now?”

      Whitney heard a hard exhalation but didn’t bother to look back at Sora.

      “This is Penny, my altar server,” Whitney said, emphasizing the end of the word.

      “A woman?” He laughed. “And a knife-ear too? Iam’s lost his yigging mind, has he?”

      “Are we not all created equal beneath his all-seeing eye?”

      “Not in my experience.”

      “The High Priest Wren has begun to see things differently.”

      Darkings barely let him finish before he scoffed. “I couldn’t care less about those pansies in the capital. I invited you here to make sure you understand how things work out here.” He stopped at the base of the stairs, smiled, and smoothed his pants. “Care for a drink?”

      He snapped his fingers in the direction of a nearby doorway, and a servant hurried out carrying a cask on a silver platter. Again, Whitney heard Sora make a dissatisfied noise. The servant was a Panpingese boy, barely more than ten.

      Darkings filled and offered it, but Whitney raised his hand in polite refusal.

      “The love and mercy of Iam are not for sale, Constable,” Whitney said.

      “Cut the yig-and-shog. We both know you’re here for the same thing I am. I collect taxes, and you collect tithe. I have a house, free of charge; as do you. As long as you and the church don’t stick your fingers into my coffers, I’ll leave yours be as well, and I won’t inform the clergy about your unusually fulsome altar child.” He gave Sora a once over, and Whitney quickly realized what he was implying.

      “I think you misunderstand my motives, Constable Darkings. I’m here for the good of the people of this fair town.”

      Darkings' chortle echoed throughout the room. “It’s your lie, priest. Tell it how you want to.” He stepped in front of Whitney and appraised his robes with two fingers.

      “Shoddy things, these,” he said. “There’s a tailor on the western side, tell him I said to have new ones made for you on my coin. He’ll make them white as snow like a proper Yarrington Father.”

      “I think I’ll kindly pass on your offer. I prefer to wear the mud of the world over my shoulders.”

      Darkings moved forward until Whitney could smell the alcohol on his breath. “You’re new here,” he whispered. “You’d do well to play nice. It would be a shame for Bridleton to lose a second father so soon.”

      “Indeed,” Whitney said.

      “All I ask is that you keep church business within the walls of your chapel and stay out of my way. These are simple folk who have never left these fields. They wouldn’t know Yarrington from Westvale. This place…” he raised both hands and gestured to his grand hall, “…might as well be the Glass Castle itself, and I like it that way. You play your cards right, you can have a place just like it.”

      Whitney circled his eyes and bowed. “Under the watchful eye of Iam, I have no intention of interfering with your matters of business, Mr. Darkings. Though I needn’t a shelter of this… grandeur.”

      “Good enough for me.”

      Behind the cover of his ineffective blindfold, Whitney shifted his focus upstairs. With the right play, he could pilfer an outfit, and they could be on their way before sundown. If Darkings would wear his current outfit to meet with a mere man of the cloth, Whitney could only imagine what finery he dressed in for formal events. He cleared his throat and asked, “May I use your facilities?”

      “You can use your own facilities, priest,” Darkings replied. “Our time here is concluded.” He turned to his daughter, who Whitney hadn’t even realized was standing beside them. “Nauriyal, escort the father and his friend back to their hovel.”

      “Of course, daddy,” she said, curtsying.

      It’s never easy, Whitney thought to himself as they were led outside. Why can’t it ever be easy?

      When they’d cleared the front doors, Nauriyal placed her hand on Whitney’s arm. “I’m sorry about him. He can be a bit extreme at times. I do hope you won’t hold it against me, Father?” She smiled bashfully.

      “I condemn no child for the sins of their parents. You are always welcome in the house of Iam.”

      “Thank you, Father.”

      Whitney stopped and took her hand. Now, up close and in the sunlight, if he squinted through the blindfold, he could make out her face in more detail. ‘Pretty’ was barely adequate to describe her. “You never have to thank me,” he said softly.

      Whitney felt Sora’s elbow jab against his ribs and quickly released the young woman’s hand.

      “Yes, yes, thank you, Nauriyal,” he said, clearing his throat. “I will remember your kindness.”

      A pair of the constable’s guards opened the iron gate. It slammed shut the moment Whitney and Sora were outside. Nauriyal remained behind the bars, staring.

      They walked a short distance before Sora whispered, “Priests don’t get flirty. Don’t screw this up.”

      “I wasn’t flirting, I was being polite,” Whitney said.

      “I know what your flirting looks like. It’s painful.”

      “Trust me, if I ever flirted with you, you’d be swooning.”

      “Oh really? ‘Can I use your bathroom?’ Some master thief you are.”

      “Worth a shot,” Whitney said. “Lesson two: always start a job by testing the route of least resistance, then plan accordingly. Consider this on the job training.”

      “Oh, making me endure the insults and prying eyes of those bigots was training?”

      “Now that I’ve got the lay of the land, it won’t be hard to return tonight.”

      “You did see how many guards there were, right?”

      “Four inside and at least two outside,” Whitney answered. “Your point?”

      “That’s too many to risk for a shirt.”

      “I’ve snuck past twenty wizards, broken out of castle dungeons, and robbed a dragon of his gold. You think a handful of small-town thugs is going to stop me?”

      “Dragons? Now I know you’re mad. They’ve been extinct longer than we’ve been alive.”

      “You will see how mad I am when I return this evening wearing the finest silks in the region.”

      Whitney rounded the Bridleton streets toward the ramshackle cottage beside the church. He tugged on his blindfold to reach an itch on his cheek. “I can’t wait to get this thing o—"

      A high scream echoed across the town square. “Father! Father! Please come quick!”

      Whitney turned to see the outline of a young boy charging toward them. His face was streaked with red.

      “My f-f-fath-f-f-fath—”

      “Slow down,” Sora said, kneeling to meet the child eye-to-eye.

      The boy froze momentarily as he regarded Sora’s ears, then he drew a deep breath.  “My father was b-b-bit by a wolf,” he said. “P-please come help.”

      “Wolf?” Sora asked. “This close to town?”

      Sora followed the boy toward a ranch at the edge of town, giving Whitney no choice but to follow. He ducked under the rickety wooden fence. Whitney nearly tumbled over the top in his heavy robes, but Sora caught him.

      A herd of cattle clustered by the farmhouse, but the closer they got Whitney could make out the low groans of the man stolen amidst the tall grass over.

      “I’ve found help, pa,” the boy said as he kneeled beside him. “Don’t worry.”

      The rancher held a wound on his side to keep the blood from gushing, but his hand wasn’t nearly large enough. Four deep cuts wrapped his torso, rent by the claws of no normal sized wolf. Had the beast extended its claws even a fraction more and the man’s intestines would be forcing their way out.

      Whitney placed his hand over the wounds, still pretending to be blind even in crisis. Never surrender the grift until the grift is through. “This wasn’t done by a normal wolf,” he said, remembering his and Torsten’s encounter in the woods.

      “I s-saw it. It was huge!” the boy said.

      “Redstar,” Whitney whispered and shook his head.

      “What?”

      “Nothing. Careful with him,” Whitney said to the boy. “Don’t agitate the wound.”

      “What do we do, Father?”

      “That doesn’t look like it came from a wolf at all,” Sora whispered in Whitney’s ear. “And it’s too late in the season for bears.”

      “It was neither,” Whitney said.

      “So, the boy was seeing things?”

      “Dire wolf,” Whitney said.

      “There’s no way. They don’t come this far south… ever.”

      “Tell that to the ones that attacked me and the knight just a couple of days past. You were following, didn’t you see.”

      Her eyes went wide. “I saw you too break camp and rush away one night for no reason. I didn’t see why.”

      The rancher released a hair-raising cry and kicked his legs, drawing their focus back from their bickering. The boy sprung at Whitney and shook him. “Please, Father Gorenheimer, you have to help him!”

      Whitney finally felt a tinge bad for pretending he was a priest. Earning the cloth of Iam meant some training in the healing arts, but Whitney knew about as much about that as his bumpkin father. The rancher’s eyes were closed, his breathing was shallow, and sweat beaded on his forehead even though it was mid-autumn. Even looking at the bubbling, bloody gashes across the man’s ribs made Whitney’s stomach turn.

      “Fever has already set in,” Sora said.

      “What am I supposed to do?” Whitney whispered, turning himself toward her and away from the boy. “I’m no priest, much less a healer.”

      “Please, Father. Would you pray for Iam to heal him?” The boy hugged his father, tears freely flowing again.

      “Take the boy over there,” Sora said. “Pray the most believable prayer you’ve ever prayed. I’ll take care of the rest.”

      “This is not why we are he—”

      “So, you want to let this little boy’s father die when we might be able to help? Wetzel taught me a few things.”

      Whitney surveyed the boy. A part of him felt he’d be better off without a father forcing him to stay at the farm like his own always wanted. Of course, Whitney got the chance to choose to be orphaned and not be made one.

      “Where’s your mother?” Whitney asked.

      “He’s all I got.” He wiped snot from his nose. “Please, you gotta help him.”

      “Oh, shogging exile.” Whitney kicked the dirt. The boy looked stunned at his language. “Okay, come over here with me and let my friend here examine him. She’s an expert on the healing arts.”

      He wrapped his arm around the boy’s shoulder and led him away, so his back was turned to Sora. He instructed the boy to close his eyes tight and believe really hard. As Whitney muttered what he knew must have sounded like incoherent religious jargon, he glanced back and peeled up his blindfold a bit to watch Sora pull Wetzel’s knife from its sheath. The dying man didn’t move, barely breathed. Sora grabbed hold of the blade and winced, this time drawing far more blood than she’d done when she made fire.

      With her other hand, she scooped up a handful of the rancher’s blood, then clasped her bleeding hand over it.

      Whitney struggled to continue praying with the boy as he saw wispy, blue smoke rising from Sora’s hand and the bloody mixture. Her face contorted in agony as she clenched her fist and placed it against the man’s heart. There was a pulse of light. The man lurched, then shook. Sora started to convulse with him, but before Whitney could run to her, the rancher bolted upright.

      Sora collapsed next to him.

      “What happened?” the man asked, breathing heavily.

      Whitney raced to Sora’s side while the boy embraced his father.

      “Pa! You’re okay?”

      “Son, what happened? The wolf…”

      “The new father prayed, and you were healed!”

      The man looked up, but Whitney barely noticed. “Thank you, Father. I… I don’t know what to say.”

      He said something else, but Whitney didn’t care to hear a word of it. Sora wasn’t moving, and her breathing had slowed to a crawl.

      “Sora?” Whitney shook her. “Sora, are you okay?”
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            XXII

          

          THE KNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      Several lonely days passed trekking south from the dwarven ruins, and Torsten hadn’t run into as much as a titrat or squirrel. His feet were sore and blistering, but at least one thing was going for him: silence. The self-proclaimed ‘greatest thief alive’ had been nothing but a ceaselessly-chattering bother. Torsten was happy to hear birds again. Insects, the blowing wind, anything but Whitney’s mindless blabbering.

      Being alone wasn’t an unfamiliar feeling. It was the way he’d felt since Liam grew too ill to give sensible orders and the way he was damned to continue onward. Everyone he’d ever trusted seemed to be losing their minds; from Liam to Oleander, and now good Sir Uriah Davies—one of the finest King’s Shieldsman he’d ever had the pleasure of knowing. The man who’d taught him the art of swordsmanship might as well be dead. He let Torsten leave with enough food to reach the Webbed Woods, but every time he bit into the stale bread he felt a deep chasm growing in his belly.

      He couldn’t remember how many times he’d knelt beside Uriah under the gilded Eye of Iam in Yarrington Cathedral, how many battles he’d marched to at his side in the name of the Glass Kingdom. Now, he worshipped fairy tales in the cult-dens of fallen gods.

      “Iam,” Torsten whispered toward the moon one night, “if this is a test, I do not understand.”

      He sat at the edge of a small bear cave, arms wrapped around his torso to stay warm. He didn’t want to risk a fire again and had forgotten to ask for a blanket when he’d left the cultist’s compound. The night air bit at his cheeks, growing colder every hour. Soon the bears would be returning to their hollows for hibernation, but until then, he had cover from the wind.

      He reached beneath his undershirt and grabbed his necklace—an Eye of Iam made of blown glass. He could still remember the day Liam had given it to him. It rained the day Torsten was sworn into the King’s Shield. Liam told him Iam was weeping with joy.

      Torsten closed his eyes and squeezed. “Since the day I felt your light upon me, never have you led me astray. You saw fit to take Liam from this plane, and I did not question your wisdom. But these last few days… what have I missed, my Lord? What sins have I committed to earn this heartbreak? Send me a sign, oh, Vigilant Eye, that I still number among your champions.”

      Torsten released the amulet and opened his eyes. Silence reigned but for the rattling of bare branches silhouetted against the night sky. Almost the last of the leaves had fallen, and Torsten noted Pantego’s moons. Celeste was full and orange like an orb of flame, but Loutis, the gray, lifeless, rock was crested on its side as if, together, they were the eyes of a winking giant.

      Their proximity to Iam’s Star—always pointing north, the brightest in the sky—meant it was winter’s first day. A rough time to be stuck in the wilderness. That helped explain the quiet. Tinkers and traders who might generally travel the roads were hunkered down until spring. Farming villages, like Oxgate had been, were stagnant, their peoples cuddled for warmth, hoping theirs wouldn’t be the next target of Black Sands, or worse.

      Torsten couldn’t help but feel like the sight was fitting for his straining kingdom. The branches, like the hands of a bony army, wagged their fingers, taunting him.

      He shook the thought away.

      “Give me a sign,” he whispered. A gust of wind tore through the cavern and sent a shiver. He tucked his arms tighter around his torso. “Let me feel your light.”

      Just then he heard an outlandish snort—wet, almost like a sneeze. He raised his hand to the handle of his claymore, then crawled forward to poke his head out of the cavern. If it were a bear returning home, his night’s rest would come to a swift end.  He hadn’t the stomach to fight any more hulking beasts.

      He brushed aside a bit of shrubbery, and that was when he saw the unnatural, soft, green light glowing like a beacon and drawing nearer. He’d fought in enough skirmishes against the Black Sands to know what it was.

      A long pole rose up. On its end, a lantern made of glass and bone housed sloshing water and a luminescent creature. The nigh’jels dotted the surface of the Boiling Waters, the sea south of Latiapur, the Shesaitju capital city. They were like any other jellyfish by day, but at night their tentacles glowed as green as emerald, oscillating along their wiry tentacles.

      Torsten drew his head back into the shadows of the cave just as a set of giant paws pounded by. A wet spray of mucus arched from the gargantuan snout of a zhulong, narrowly avoiding contact with him.

      The zhulong wasn’t alone. Upon its back sat a man with ash-gray skin, clothed in boiled leather armor and wrapped in layers of ratty cloth for warmth. Neither the zhulong nor the Shesaitju warrior had spotted him. The green light from the nigh’jel lantern cast a sickly shadow that Torsten thought fitting.

      Black Sands, here?

      By now, he was on the western fork of Southern Pantego—a wild place with little but sparsely occupied villages, and further south, the Webbed Woods. Across the bay, the Shesaitju made their home on Pantego’s eastern fork. There was nothing over here for them. Attacking Oxgate and Troborough and other towns nearer to Yarrington made strategic sense, but the capital wouldn’t even likely hear of a raid in the mostly inhospitable region in the shadow of the Webbed Woods.

      He crept out further, staying low.

      The zhulong stopped at the crest of a nearby hill, and Torsten froze. He loosened his claymore from the scabbard strapped to his back. Then, a second mounted beast arrived from the other side of the hill. The glow of two nigh’jels coalesced and danced against the darkness as the men exchanged words in old Saitjuese.

      Between the wind and other night sounds, he could only hear every few words, and understood even less. With every conquest, Liam made sure to impose the language of Iam. “Understanding your potential enemies,” he would say, “is the key to any victory.”

      What would he think of me now?

      Torsten didn’t have time to dwell on the thought. The two men clasped arms, then took off in opposite directions, one toward him and one away. Torsten stayed quiet until both nigh’jels were at a safe distance, then hurried up the hill.

      The grass was wet with slobber. Claw tracks ran down the slope, vanishing into darkness and muck. One rider’s nigh’jel faded like the stars at dawn just at the edge of the vast, wetness of the Fellwater Swamp which bordered the Webbed Woods. It was a foul place, so Torsten had heard. He’d never been there himself, never had any reason to go so far south, so far from real civilization. But so many of his men—good men—would have had to pass through the muck as they followed his orders to find Redstar in the Webbed Woods.

      The rank stench of stagnant water assailed Torsten’s nostrils. In the daytime, insects would be nipping at his neck, refusing to surrender to winter’s chill. There was nothing else in this fetid place, no reason at all for the Shesaitju to be there.

      Torsten was exhausted, but rest could wait. His bag of food secured, he set off after the zhulong heading south and its Shesaitju master. At the base of the hill, the tracks disappeared in mud and mire. He didn’t need them. The still-visible, gentle, green glow of the nigh’jel lantern was enough.

      He started to jog. Eventually, the zhulong would outpace him, but swamps slowed beasts and men without favor. He kept his steps choppy so his boots wouldn’t sink in too deep, and made sure to breathe through his mouth.

      With all that had befallen the kingdom, Torsten knew he had to find out what the Black Sand’s scouts were doing so far from home. The Shesaitju were once a militant people. They worshipped battle, ascending through victory, and respecting those who claimed it. Their battles with King Liam had been fiercer than any other, but when he brought them to their knees, they respected him for it.

      Respected him, not his queen.

      Liam’s body wasn’t even cold before the Shesaitju Caleef, Sidar Rakun, had apparently set his forces out to raze more than half a dozen defenseless villages to the ground. Villages filled with men, women, and children. Torsten was exiled before he had a chance to learn how many had died, or how many others were displaced, forced to find refuge in places already too populated and underfed.

      The glory of the Glass was at stake.

      A cold fog swept through as the moons reached their peak, moistening his skin, even beneath his armor. The nigh’jel he’d been following was lost now, so all he could do was hope he remained headed in the proper direction.

      Eventually, he grew accustomed to the stench, same as his younger self had with the smell of waste buckets when he lived among the shanties in South Corner, Yarrington. The cold air made his throat sore, and his ears feel like they could be snapped in two like a fresh carrot.

      In an attempt to distract himself from the miserable trek, he found himself wondering where Whitney had run off to. He hated himself for it but wondered nonetheless. He imagined the thief was sitting by a warm hearth, enjoying a nice meal, bragging about all the impossible feats he’d likely never accomplished. That’s what cowards do when the world crumbles around them. He probably wasn’t even a real thief. Just talked his way out of his cell while Torsten was desperate.

      Torsten was busy cursing himself for being so foolish when one of his feet sunk knee-deep into mud.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” he said, the thick sludge working its way into the crevasse in his armor where the greaves met the kneecap. He looked up, but the fog was so thick now, even the moons hid behind it.

      He grabbed hold of his leg and tugged. Nothing. He repositioned himself, bent at the waist, and pulled with all his strength. The ground gave out under his limb. A mound of mud collapsed and sent him sliding into a pool of stagnant water as thick as molasses.

      “What was that?” someone said in Saitjuese—words Torsten was barely able to translate.

      He slowly lifted his head from the mud. Two nigh’jel lanterns hovered nearby, the only things visible in the smog. Their wielders sloshed toward him.

      Torsten remained still, feeling wet mud rippling around him as they neared, so covered in muck he may as well have been a log. He waited until he could see the shadow of a leg. He grabbed it and swept the man off his feet. A quick elbow to the head knocked the man unconscious. Torsten let out a roar as he rolled over the body and tackled the other one.

      A long fauchard thrust at him from the second Shesaitju warrior. He sidestepped, catching it between his arm and hip before twisting to yank it free. Torsten grabbed the man by the throat as he fumbled for balance, forcing him to his knees. He snagged the lantern and held it between them.

      “What are you doing here?” Torsten asked through gritted teeth.

      The ash-skinned warrior gargled for air. Torsten loosened his grip as the man grated something in Saitjuese.

      “Speak common, knave,” Torsten said. “You’re far from home. Scouting out more villages to slaughter?”

      The Shesaitju warrior regarded him, eyes as gray as his flesh. His thin, painted lips creased into a grin. “Afhem Muskigo has surprise for you, Glassman.”

      “That wasn’t an answer,” Torsten barked, tightening his grip again. “Tell me why you are here, or I will squash you like an ant.”

      “The time of Glass is over. Like tides from Boiling Waters, this will not stop.”

      The man drew a blade from his boot and sliced at Torsten. The knife drew a thin line of blood on the side of his neck, but he pulled back just in time, so it didn’t cut deep enough to be fatal.

      Torsten got his two massive hands around the man’s head. The Black Sandsman thrashed and flailed, slopping mud everywhere. Then Torsten wrenched his hands to the side, and a sickening snap brought silence as the body crumpled into a heap at his feet.

      He’d hoped it wouldn’t come to killing, but he knew better than most how stubborn the Shesaitju were. Warriors until the bitter end. They bowed to Liam in their defeat out of respect, but many of their afhems didn’t support the decision. They abandoned their lands with their loyalist followers to become swords for hire.

      Are these mercenaries working for Redstar?

      He couldn’t imagine a more likely reason they’d be so far south but for gold.

      Or did the Queen… he didn’t finish the thought. He wouldn’t put it past her, seeing an opportunity for more men to feed her obsession with the Webbed Woods. Hiring the very people who’d just caused so much unrest.

      Torsten knelt beside the other warrior, still unconscious. It might be morning by the time he woke. Torsten seized their weapons, tossing them across the swamp, then picked up a lantern again.

      He trudged forward, staying as low as possible. The one benefit of being in the muddy waters was there were no fallen leaves for his boots to crunch. Although the fog was thinning with every step, it was still difficult to make out his surroundings. He was moving downhill, and the sound of water lapping at the coast greeted his ears.

      It wasn’t long before another set of sounds came. Voices and splashing, the sounds of a forge—hammers on anvils. He slowed his pace and ditched the lantern. Then, finally, his altitude lowered enough for the fog to break completely. He’d expected to see a small encampment fit for a mercenary crew, but what he found stole the breath from his lungs.

      Boiling Waters met the coast, and in the soggy delta was an army in waiting. Nigh’jels illuminated their camp as if it were morning but in that sickly, shimmering green. Black Sands ships were moored throughout the delta, sails sweeping over their bows like the tail feathers of the great gallers. Zhulong filled a series of stables, snorting and rolling gleefully in the muck. Tents numbered in the hundreds, and lanterns hung from warrior’s hips weaved between them—fireflies at dusk. Thousands of them.

      “By Iam,” Torsten whispered.

      Another sight drew his attention: men and women of the Glass Kingdom draped in rags, weary and transporting supplies from the ships. They carried lumber and iron to forge siege weapons, spears, and bows. Black Sandsman snapped whips at their backs while they worked. It appeared not all those caught in the Shesaitju raids were sent to rest at Iam’s bosom.

      Suddenly, it made sense how the Shesaitju could have attacked so quickly after Liam’s passing without anybody spotting them on the move. They’d come from this dank, awful place where no sane soul would ever search.

      Torsten had been in charge of the kingdom’s army and security, and he’d failed. He’d been so distracted by Liam’s last days, and the Queen’s obsession with Redstar, her troubled son, and the doll, he’d allowed this force to amass in the shadow and fog. This was no army meant to pillage, raid, and burn like biting insects stirring unrest, it was the largest Torsten had seen in a decade.

      An army meant for rebellion. To bring the Glass Kingdom and everything he held dear to its knees.
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            XXIII

          

          THE THIEF

        

      

    

    
      “What do I do? What do I do?” Whitney said to an unconscious Sora once he got her back into the priest’s cottage.

      He thought back to every experience he’d had with sickness or disease, but nothing helped. Throughout his life, those things usually led to the death of those affected. Healings were rare and, even with Wetzel’s medicine, people rarely made miraculous recoveries.

      There was no Wetzel to count on here. And even if there were, no one could find out what she’d done. As far as everyone in Bridleton was concerned, the new father performed his first miracle. The only thing worse than a knife-ear around these parts was a knife-ear practitioner of cursed and forbidden arts.

      He paced the room, occasionally glancing out the window. All the sick and injured in Bridleton were gathering for a visit with their new ‘miracle father.’ The newly-whole rancher and his son stood out front making sure no one got too close.

      “Step aside!” one man shouted at him. “You got your healing; my daughter needs hers!”

      “Don’t be so selfish!” cried another.

      Finally, Whitney had enough. He put his blindfold on and threw open the door, narrowly avoiding hitting the rancher’s son with it.

      “Enough!” Whitney bellowed. “The work of Iam is taxing, and I need to rest. Go home!”

      Murmurs erupted throughout the crowd.

      “Please, Father,” said an old lady as she stepped forward. She hunched over, using a cane to steady herself. Her skin seemed like it was made of century-old parchment found in the trash. “We need a blessing from Iam.”

      “The drought was long, and the coming winter will be harsh,” said another.

      Whitney slammed the door and sunk back against it all the way to the floor.

      “You heard the father,” the rancher said through the door. “Time to go home.”

      The murmurs turned sour, and Whitney feared the rancher would be in further need of Sora’s healing if things escalated. A glance at Sora lying on the bed told him he’d be out of luck. She was breathing, but still unconscious.

      Whitney sighed in frustration. They didn’t have much time before Bridleton’s real new father would arrive. Whitney hoped Sora would be recovered by then, but it was impossible to know.

      So much for working with a partner. It’ll be the end of me.

      Two townsfolk exchanged heated words outside, a fistfight inevitable. Bridleton seemed happy, but like any small, meaningless place toiling under the boot of a despot like Constable Darkings, they were a powder-keg waiting to blow.

      Whitney picked himself up off the floor, then moved to Sora’s side. The bed’s dressings were soaked with sweat. She’d stopped convulsing, and it looked like a bit of color was returning to her cheeks.

      “Come on Sora,” he whispered. “Hurry up.”

      He fixed her pillow, then returned to the front door with his priest garb back on. Sunlight beat against his face and the crowd hushed as the door opened again. The rancher and another man had their hands on each other’s collars and were ready to exchange blows, but stopped at the sight of him.

      Whitney knew he needed to stall them while Sora was recovering. If the town burned itself to the ground, she’d be caught in it.

      “Your name again?” Whitney asked the rancher.

      “Pherry,” he replied.

      “Bring them next door to the chapel, Pherry, and I’ll convene with them momentarily.”

      The door shut again. Whitney ensured Sora was adequately tucked in and comfortable, then made sure he looked pious enough before exiting the cottage through the back door, which led directly into the chapel’s altar.

      By Glass Kingdom standards, the church was quaint. But compared to any other building in the town, save for the constable’s mansion, it was a palace. The vaulted ceiling was framed with thick, wood cross beams, and painted with scenes from scripture. Iam’s gift of sunlight to humanity, which thrust them out of darkness, his molding of the first human, and, of course, the God Feud—that terrible war of legend where Iam had to watch as his brethren slaughtered each other out of selfishness, and was left alone with Pantego after banishing the One Who Remained.

      The Eye of Iam hung against the back wall, surrounded by stained glass, just above a raised dais upon which a golden podium—one worth more than most of these humble folks would have made in a lifetime—stood.

      The doors opened, and people flooded the room, filling the long, hard pews. Whitney quickly lowered his blindfold before anyone saw him. Aside from the occasional groan or the wailing of a baby, they remained quiet as they sat in hopeful anticipation.

      Whitney surveyed their many faces. Even with his vision obscured he could see how coated they were with grime. Elderly, children, the maimed and the broken; they all stared at him as if he’d brought rain to the desert lands in the far east. It was then he realized he’d never paid attention to a sermon in his life. He’d stolen gold-clad Eyes of Iam from plenty of churches across Pantego but never listened.

      Poor saps... Came here for guidance and instead found me.

      “Children of...” He had to pause to clear his throat and properly affect his voice. “Children of Iam. Long has the world stood and longer still it shall remain. The remaining of this world will be long, and it will stand.”

      Good one, Whitney.

      He hoped the over-zealous inflections he used to punctuate every sentence would distract the people from his improvised drivel.

      “We work and toil, the land itself bringing pain upon its back,” he said. “Pantego is no easy place, far less, Bridleton!”

      Many of the townsfolk nodded and whispered their agreement, which started to give him confidence. He knew that was probably a bad thing, but he always acted at his finest when he had a captive audience.

      He took a few steps closer to the people until a man in the front pew coughed so hard he could hear the phlegm gurgling. He cringed, making no effort to hide it. The man appeared about ready to keel over.

      “I—uh—Iam sees you!” Whitney exclaimed. “His Vigilant Eye is upon you, yet you seek His hand? What good then, is a hand without an eye? And what eye has no face? Seek not His hand, but His face! He looks down upon these sick and hurting with compassion, but not all can be set free of their afflictions!”

      More whispers, less of them agreeing this time.

      “Why him?” a man shouted, pointing to the rancher.

      “Is it for any one of us to question the ways of Iam?” Whitney said. “Are His thoughts not deeper than what we can contrive? Allow His peace to wash over you, children. Whether healed on this plane or the next, we shall all bask in His eternal peace.”

      Someone threw a hunk of bread at the dais. The crumbs peppered Whitney’s robe. He wondered what kind of impoverished dullard would waste good food because they thought they were deserving of a miracle, then recalled all the awful people he’d met throughout his years traveling the realm.

      “Wait! Wait!” Whitney shouted. “You misunderstand! You shall all receive your healing!”

      The glares of his onlookers softened, though many brows remained furrowed. He needed to keep them happy just a short while longer until he and Sora could hit their mark and disappear. Then they’d be some other charlatan’s problem.

      Sure, his visage would don another wanted poster in a place which he’d never return, but he was featured in about as much artwork throughout Pantego as there was in Yarrington Cathedral. What would be the harm in one more?

      “Once a day, come one at a time after midday,” Whitney said. “Until all are healed. My friend, here,” he pointed to the rancher, “will schedule your visits based upon need.”

      The rancher nodded.

      “I will do all I can to bring Iam’s benevolent mercy upon Bridleton, where it has been lacking so long!” Whitney pronounced. “Have patience, and you will all be rewarded. Now please, go, I need my rest.” He performed the circling of his eye and turned to walk away, and that was when the front doors of the chapel swung open.

      In the entrance stood a proper priest of Iam, thinning hair as white as the robes he wore, his face weathered by time and study. Like Wren the Holy, he didn’t bother covering his seared, useless eyes, his vow of sightlessness was laid bare for all the world to see. A cane topped with the Eye of Iam helped him move about.

      The two worthless Glass soldiers who had been watching the town’s entry flanked him, swords resting atop open palms. All three looked like they’d just stepped in steaming shog.

      “Father, uh...” Whitney paused. “You’re just in time.”

      He bolted for the back door and burst into his cottage to find Nauriyal hovering over a waking Sora.

      “What the yig are you doing in here?” Whitney snapped as he turned to lock the door.

      “Please,” she said. “I’m here to help.” She lifted Sora’s arm so she could get her sleeve on. Sora stared at Whitney as she accepted the aid, her lips trembling, silent.

      “How did you know I was here?” Nauriyal asked.

      “Never mind that,” Whitney said. “How did you get in here?”

      She didn’t press him any further as she waved a key over her shoulder with one hand as the other continued its work. “Daddy has a key to every building in the town.” Her features darkened. “You both seem so nice. You have to leave this place before it’s too late, Father.”

      “Trust me, I know. The real fath—” Whitney caught himself. If she’d called him that, it meant she didn’t know the truth yet. He was glad he didn’t take a moment to remove his blindfold. The real father must have been led straight to the chapel by those two goons in front of Bridleton. That meant Whitney was short on time and severely lacking allies.

      “A bad feeling struck me when I met your dad,” he said. “As if Iam Himself were issuing a warning.”

      A sudden pounding came from the chapel-side door behind him, and he knew it would be only moments before they were at the front door as well. He rushed over to help Nauriyal.

      “Open up in the name of the Glass, father,” the fat soldier from the town entry said. His sarcasm was obvious, but luckily Nauriyal didn’t pick up on it.

      “Why help us?” Whitney asked.

      “Like I said, you seem like nice people,” Nauriyal replied. “My father has terrorized this place long enough. Do you know how many priests have mysteriously died since he became constable?”

      Whitney didn’t respond, only packed his and Sora’s bags—careful to grab the daggers he’d hidden when they’d first arrived. He placed Sora’s arm around his neck to lift her. She winced and tried to whisper something.

      “Six,” Nauriyal answered for him. “Six priests over the past two years.”

      “It’s about to be seven if we don’t get out of here,” Whitney said. “Those men outside, they think I did something wrong.”

      “I know. Word about your miracle healing reached my father’s ears. Miracles like that don’t fly around here. No one is allowed to be more respected than him.”

      A grin touched Whitney’s lips. He thought better of it and cursed under his breath. If Darkings felt threatened by a miracle of Iam, that meant his ruse had worked flawlessly. It wasn’t his fault the man was a self-conscious prick, or that the real priest decided to arrive ahead of schedule. It was a perfect storm of plans going sideways, but that didn’t mean they weren’t planned to perfection.

      “There’s a horse out back for you,” Nauriyal said. “I’m tired of watching him ruin good people.”

      “I won’t ask again!” the fat soldier shouted, slamming on the chapel-side door a few more times.

      Then another knock came at the front door, causing Whitney to nearly drop Sora as he spun.

      “Open up, Gorenheimer,” said an angry voice belonging to the one-eyed, bigot guard he and Sora had met guarding the constable’s house. “Mr. Darkings would like to speak with you about what happened at that ranch. Now!”

      Yep, a perfect storm.

      Enemies battering at the gates from all angles, each blaming Whitney for something else. He’d been caught in pincers like this before, but usually by two women.

      “What’s going on,” Sora said blearily. “Whitney?”

      He was too frantic to be excited to hear her voice again. “It’s fine Sora.” He studied the room for another way out. There was a window, but it was high, and there was no way she’d be able to make it out in her state. The front door was the best option. Ram it open hard, knock the guard back, and make a run for the horse.

      More clatter came from both doors of the cottage. Whitney looked to Nauriyal. “You have been very kind,” he said. “Iam will not forget, and neither will I.”

      The girl smiled meekly, then bowed and traced her eyes. Whitney almost forgot to return the gesture but offered a halfhearted version that would never have passed in Yarrington. Again, she took no notice. Whitney checked his hold on Sora and moved for the front door. Nauriyal stopped him in his tracks.

      “When Father finds out, he’s going to kill me,” she said.

      Whitney stopped and turned.

      Sora groaned. “Leave it alone,” she whispered.

      Whitney ignored her. He took a few steps and kicked the table beside the bed. The old wood hit the floor and snapped in two. Nauriyal jumped back.

      “What are you doing?” she yelped.

      “Get on the floor and make it look like you’ve been punched,” he said.

      Her brow furrowed. “You’re a priest. You wouldn’t—”

      “Trust me, your father will believe it.”

      “I’ve never been punched... I... I don’t know.”

      “Just lay down and groan. Look, I’d do it for you, but I wouldn’t want to damage such a pretty face.”

      Nauriyal’s cheeks momentarily went pink, until a realization struck the color away. “Wait, how do you know what my face looks li—”

      Sora suddenly lashed out with her fist, catching Nauriyal on the chin. The young woman slammed into the wall before toppling over onto the bed.

      Whitney stood, stunned.

      “You’re welcome,” Sora said in Nauriyal’s direction. “If I had to hear any more of you two I was going to puke.”

      Whitney threw off his blindfold and gawked at her. “How in Elsewhere did you learn to hit like that?” he asked. The poor, young woman was completely limp, the side of her face red and already swelling.

      “I learned a lot after you left. Now let’s do the same.”

      Whitney regarded the motionless heap that was Nauriyal, then circled his eyes one last time. Sora elbowed him in the ribs, spurring him to help her toward the front door. It appeared much of her former strength had returned, as if Father Gorenheimer had performed his second miracle.

      They paused in front of the door and drew some deep breaths.

      “Ready?” Whitney asked.

      Sora grunted her agreement.

      Whitney quietly unhinged the door’s bolt lock and counted. At three, they threw all their weight against it. The door swung open as they burst through, sending the guard sprawling through the mud. Another of the constable’s cronies froze between trying to decide whether to help his comrade or give chase until the former barked the orders to seize them, mouth filled with dirt.

      They were too late. Nauriyal’s horse was hitched right around the corner, just as promised. Whitney gave Sora a boost onto the saddle then followed her up. One of the constable’s goons grabbed his leg and earned a boot to the face, then Whitney snapped the reins, and they took off.

      A thunk followed a zip and Whitney turned to see an arrow quavering, the whole head buried in the wood of the wall where they’d just been. The one-eyed guard stood, bow in hand.

      “Shooting at a priest?” Whitney said. “Shame on you!” He led the horse around a few wooden hovels to avoid the man’s aim.

      “You’re still going with that?” Sora answered.

      “Lesson three,” he shouted. “Never surrender the grift until the grift is done!”

      Sora snorted and said, “There are at least a dozen more coming down the hill!”

      Whitney glanced right to see the silhouette of the constable’s mansion painted against the failing sun. On his left, the real priest and the other thugs rounded the far side of the church. Enemies closing in from every angle. Even without horses, the guards gained on them. The winding roads of Bridleton didn’t allow his horse to build up much speed. He’d have to lose them in the woods outside of town.

      “Think he pays well?” Whitney asked. An arrow bore into the wall of a house as they skirted by, just missing. “I bet he pays well.”

      “Shut up and get us out of here!” Sora yelled.

      “You didn’t want to stay for tea?” He kicked the horse’s sides to spur it faster, then bent into the horse’s mane and held on tight.

      Sora dug her nails into his ribs.

      “They should be calling you knife-fingers!” he yelped. “Yig!”

      They narrowly avoided several more arrows. Whitney steered the horse down a hill and for a moment the constable’s men disappeared.

      “The woods are just up there,” Whitney said. “If we can get there, I think I can lose them.”

      The men crested the hill. The voice of the one-eyed bigot from the constable’s mansion’s carried. “I want that liar and his knife-ear pet on a stake!”

      “That wasn’t very nice!” Whitney shouted back to them.

      The naked trees drew nearer as they galloped on. Just another minute or two and they’d be safe within cover. Whitney had ridden plenty of horses in his day, but he wished he were more of an expert. The woods were dense, and in there, at full gallop, steering would be down to the horse.

      He closed his eyes as they whipped into the forest. Low branches snapped all around them, their sharp tendrils slapping against his face and neck.

      When he could no longer take the pain, he pulled the reins. Once they were at a manageable speed, he glanced back at Sora, whose face, which had been hidden behind his back, remained clean of cuts.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “Is this really the time to worry about my health?” she replied.

      “Just answer the question! Are you in pain?”

      “No.”

      “Good.” Whitney turned and angled his arm awkwardly around Sora. “Ready?”

      “Wait! What?”

      He pushed off the horse. Together, they slammed against the forest floor and rolled, the landing softened by a layer of fallen leaves.

      “Why did you do that!” Sora flipped over and punched his arm. “We had a horse!”

      “Just be quiet and stay low,” he said. “Hurry before they see us.”

      Whitney took her hand, led her to a fallen tree, and they laid behind it. She started to scold him again, but he placed his hand over her mouth. The ragtag mob of the constable’s men entered the forest, their boots crunching atop fallen leaves. When they reached the spot where Whitney had abandoned their horse, he thought he saw a faint hesitation by their leader, but they continued following the horse, cursing under their breath.

      “I can’t believe that worked,” Sora said once the men were at a safe distance.

      “You doubted me?” Whitney said.

      “You haven’t given me a lot of reason not to.”

      “Well, maybe now you’ll trust me. C’mon, this way.”

      “That’s the wrong way,” she said. “That’ll take us right back to town.”

      “I know. I’ve still got clothes to steal.”

      “You’re joking.”

      “I don’t joke.”

      “Whit, you’re going to get us killed over a shirt.”

      Whitney stopped and leveled his gaze. “You really don’t believe me, do you? I stole the Glass Crown from Liam the Conqueror’s own head. In the middle of a crowded party. At the Glass Castle. And you think we’re going to get killed stealing a shirt from some wish-he-were-king, backwoods constable?”

      “You really don’t need to prove anything to me.”

      “To you? This was your test, remember? To see how we work together.”

      “It wasn’t my idea to play priest.”

      “No, but things went sideways. That’s how this works, Sora. Remember lesson two? You make a plan, abandon it, improvise.”

      “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “Yet it’s the only way. Now, let’s go before they realize that horse is riderless. Unless you’d rather fail?”

      “I never fail.”

      “Good.” Whitney helped her up, and they started back toward Bridleton. Some birds flapped through the brush, but that was the only sound save for the distancing cries of the constable’s brainless men.

      They emerged from the forest onto a relatively flat plain. “This is about the place the kid brought us to his dad, right?” Whitney asked.

      Sora stopped and surveyed the area. Mostly grass with a few lonely looking trees looming, branches rattling like dancing skeletons. “Over there,” she said.

      The rancher’s blood still stained the ground and the bark of the tree.

      “What exactly happened here?” Whitney asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You,” he said. “You ended up in bed for the better half of the day, and now you’re fine. Nothing wrong in the least.”

      “It’s just how it works,” she said. “Blood requires blood, and only through that sacrifice can I draw on the power of Elsewhere.”

      “Every time?” Whitney stuck out his tongue in disgust.

      “Yes, every time. Wetzel said I had an affinity with fire and had me focus on that, but I taught myself a few other tricks with his books. I’ve only ever tried to heal rodents or cuts before, so that’s probably why it drained me so much. I was able to save them… most of the time.”

      “You mean to tell me that while we were undercover, you decided to put a man’s guts back in without knowing what might happen?” he asked. “What if you didn’t wake up!”

      “I had to try something. He was dying.”

      “Well, next time you’re going to magic yourself unconscious, we should at least discuss it first.”

      “You don’t get to ask me to do that.”

      “I just mean.” Whitney sighed. “If we stop to heal all the wounded folk in Pantego we’ll never get anywhere. I can’t carry you everywhere and pretend your wicked magic is the work of Iam.”

      “Look, I know my limits.”

      “Do you?”

      She swallowed, then pursed her lips. “I don’t think we have time to go into the fundamentals of blood magic. Had you stayed in Troborough maybe you could have learned from Wetzel too. But now he’s gone.”

      Her stare grew unfocused, longing. Whitney did his best to try and hold his tongue and move on.

      “It doesn’t matter anymore,” she said after a long silence. She pointed across the field. “The constable’s place is just beyond the farm. Do you have a plan?”

      “Of course,” Whitney said. “Haven’t you been listening? Steal some clothes.”
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          THE THIEF

        

      

    

    
      Whitney knelt in the cover of the garden bushes just inside the constable’s wall, pulling thorns from the hem of his robes.

      “There’s gotta be a thousand of them!” he groused. “Why can’t priests wear pants like the rest of us?”

      Sora poked a sharp elbow into his ribs to hush him. “Would you be quiet? You don’t know all the guards are gone.”

      “Well, of course not all the guards are gone. There’s bound to be a few dolts still patrolling the grounds. Maybe even one or two inside.”

      “Okay, so honestly, what is your plan?”

      Whitney poked his head up and pointed. “See that window?”

      “That’s your grand plan? Climb through an open window?”

      “And out of that one upstairs,” he pointed to another window with a trellis running next to it. “Master thievery doesn’t have to be complicated. I already led all his men on a wild horse chase through perilous woods.”

      “By accident!”

      “Was it?” He grinned. “Look, just wait here. Let me know if you see anyone coming.”

      “How am I supposed to do that?”

      Whitney was already sneaking toward the mansion. “I’m sure you’ll come up with something.”

      “Whit, wait!”

      He heard her but didn’t respond.

      Staying low, he trod lightly through the garden and pressed his back up against the wall nearest the window. He leaned forward enough to get a look inside. The room was empty, as he’d hoped. He hiked up his robe—he couldn’t wait to wear clothes that didn’t feel like a dress—then carefully threw his leg over the window sill, and pulled himself into the house.

      The room was dimly lit, and the moons were already rising outside, so very little light poured in through the open window. Whitney took note of his surroundings and began drawing a map in his mind. The last time he’d entered the mansion was through the front doors. It was clear he was now on the side of the house close to the backyard. To his left, a door was propped open, revealing a kitchen. To his right appeared to be a staircase descending into the servant’s quarters.

      Commotion from the stairwell startled Whitney, and he realized dinner time was fast approaching. The house cook would be making his way up soon. Whitney swore and hurried toward the kitchen. He’d only taken one step into the veritable maze of counters and cabinets when an adjoining door to the backyard opened. He ducked behind an island bar.

      Plan, abandon, improvise.

      He took a deep, steadying breath.

      “Your grounds are impressive for so humble a town,” Bridleton’s new priest said as he stepped in, tapping the floor with his cane to guide himself.

      “I’m glad you like it,” Darkings replied, right behind him. “And thank you for coming to meet with me so promptly. I do apologize for the confusion, Father.”

      "It is no matter. Any man who would falsely claim the cloth of Iam does not deserve his grace.”

      Whitney stayed low and peeked around the corner. They stood just outside the kitchen, too close for Whitney to make a move.

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Darkings said. “These are hard times, with the kingdom in such turmoil. You never know what sort of miscreant rabble will wander into town.”

      “I am so sorry to hear about your daughter, Constable. I do hope those dregs will be brought to justice. In all my years, I’ve never heard of such disrespect.”

      “She will recover. And I assure you, justice shall be served in the name of Iam.”

      “Praise the Vigilant Eye.” He circled his useless eyes. “I hear of much suffering here in Bridleton, Constable. Together, I hope we can offer ease to some of those who have too many times seen their lands ravaged by war.”

      Whitney heard footsteps on the stairs from the servant’s quarters at his back. At the same time, the heeled boots Darkings wore to make himself appear taller clacked onto the kitchen tile.

      Shog in a barrel!

      Whitney held his breath and listened as closely as he could to figure out which way around they were going through the kitchen. Slowly, he sidled around the cabinets on the opposite side.

      “I believe we can do good things here, Father,” Darkings said. “Hopefully this little mess will be sorted out before morning. I wouldn’t—Ah, chef Tagred, there you are.”

      The chef emerged from the stairs and now stood on the other side of the kitchen. Whitney was about to be caught between them.

      “My Lord,” the chef said. “I was about to seek you out regarding your preference for supper.”

      “Father, would you do me the honor of staying for dinner?” Darkings asked. “You must be starving after your journey. We can discuss our plans for the future of Bridleton.”

      “It would be an honor, Lord Darkings.”

      By then, Whitney had nearly flipped sides of the kitchen with them as he edged along, but now they all stopped to talk.

      “Don’t let Chef Tagred’s humble appearance fool you, Father,” Darkings said. “He makes the most delicious rabbit’s foot stew in all Pantego.”

      Whitney hoped they would get on with it, but the chef went on to describe all the ingredients in his dish. Whitney’s mouth would have been watering if he weren’t so offended.

      I didn’t get offered dinner…

      He ignored his starving belly and tried to figure a way out quick. He scanned the room until he homed in on a hatch. He’d seen similar ones in castles and the homes of those who lived in the upper crust of society. The dumbwaiter, a system designed to make it so easy for a noble to receive his meal that he didn’t even have to get out of bed, was open and buried in the corner of the room. Whitney could climb the rope inside straight up to Darkings' chambers, he hoped. All he needed to do was distract the men from their mind-numbing conversation for the second it would take to reach it.

      He reached up over his head and behind, pawing the counter above until he found a small enough object to throw. A wine cork. He dabbed the wet end on his tongue just to get a sense of the vintage—he’d never met a villain without impeccable taste in wine. Poking his head up, he flung it at a plate propped up on a high shelf on the other side of the kitchen.

      The soft cork plunked almost soundlessly off it. The plate wobbled a few times as if taunting Whitney before it finally fell and shattered. The sound drew their attention, and Whitney took off for the dumbwaiter without looking back.

      Within it, he found a board and a rope as expected. It was an incredibly tight fit, but Whitney hopped in. As he shut the hatch behind him, he checked to make sure nobody had seen him. Darkings, the priest, and the chef all stood around the broken plate.

      “You’d think my servants are trying to kill me the way they arrange things!” Darkings barked.

      “It’s no problem, my Lord,” the Father said.

      “They don’t seem to understand that things cost autlas. Tagred, I want you to find the last person who so precariously tidied my kitchen.”

      Whitney didn’t wait to hear the rest. Judging from what he’d seen from the constable, he’d just gotten whoever that was in a world of trouble.

      That’s what happens when you stay in a place where you’ll never be anything.

      He grabbed hold of the rope inside the dumbwaiter and began climbing. The tiniest sliver of light pierced the shaft just a few meters above. Whitney’s hands burned, and his robe kept getting caught beneath his feet. He slipped more than a couple times before finally reaching the second-floor hatch.

      He pried it open just enough to see through. His view was limited, but he didn’t see anyone. He heard nothing either. The hatch slid open with a screech. Whitney cringed and waited to see if anyone came running. When they didn’t, he opened it fully and pulled himself through.

      He was in the constable’s quarters, which were as opulent as he’d hoped. A large bed—which was nearly as big as the whole priest’s cottage—sat in the middle of the room. Iron bars formed a canopy above it, and plush, luxurious silk sheets and pillows adorned its top. A finely crafted armoire made from mahogany stood erect against one wall, with a vanity cut from the same wood across from it.

      There was enough wealth in this one room to feed Bridleton for a year, but Whitney knew he didn’t have time to take anything other than what he’d come for. There was no telling how quickly the constable’s men would give up the hunt.

      A closet joined the bedroom. Whitney approached it with caution and a smile spread across his face when he saw what was inside. It was brimming with clothing. He could have his pick of the lot.

      He didn’t bother being careful, yanking clothing down from the racks and out of drawers. Finally, he settled upon an exquisite silk doublet with gold trim, leggings just the same, and a broad, brown leather belt. It made even his masquerade outfit back in Yarrington seem like rags.

      Another voice stirred him. He pulled the closet door shut just in time to see two Panpingese servants enter the room. He left the door open a sliver to peek through.

      “Another priest to impress already,” one said. “I can hardly remember their names.”

      “‘Make sure everything’s spotless.’ Even though there'll be a new one next week.”

      The servants laughed, spreading out, dusting and sweeping. One reordered the papers on top of the vanity, the other set the bed pillows straight. Before moving on, they snuck a sip from a bottle of wine on the constable’s nightstand. Lowering the bottle to the table, a servant headed straight for Whitney and the closet he’d just ransacked.

      He’d hoped to be able to get out of this without any more fighting, not that these skinny servants were much a threat. Judging by the way they talked about Darkings, they probably hated him more than anyone. Yig, they’d probably invite him to steal more.

      He sunk back into the racks of clothing and checked his footing.

      “Ey, who left this open?” the servant called over from the dumbwaiter. The one in front of Whitney stopped mere seconds from opening the closet, then went over to his mate.

      “Weren’t me,” he said.

      “Mr. Darkings and his late-night snacks,” the other sniggered.

      “You think he’s eating them priests?”

      They shared another laugh, then slammed the hatch shut and continued out of the constable’s quarters, luckily forgetting about the closet.

      Whitney released a mouthful of air. Once sure they were gone, he exited the closet and peered around the corner. An odd light entered through the window, drawing his attention. He cautiously approached the window to find a tall flame rising from the garden and Sora jumping up and down waving her hands. Even from this distance, he could see blood glinting on her palm.

      It was her warning. Someone was coming, and whether she’d intended to use it to tell him about the servants or someone new, he wasn’t sure.

      He spun a one-eighty, his head snapping side to side, surveying the room one last time. Something shimmering on the vanity caught his eye. A golden amulet was strung up in a small glass display. It was molded into the shape of an arrowhead, the surface etched with lettering in some unfamiliar language and the point dusted with diamond bits. A flawless gem cut to the same form was encrusted in its center, amber in color and practically glowing with beauty.

      Without question, even considering the priceless art adorning the walls, this was the most valuable object in the whole room. Whitney had a knack for knowing such things. He tried to open the case, but it was locked. He examined it further, but there was no time to waste picking locks. Sora’s terrible form of warning was sure to earn the suspicion of the entire town.

      He grabbed a pewter goblet from beside the half-full wine bottle, raised it high, and brought it down swift upon the glass. A hairline crack appeared. He did it again. The crack grew.

      “What’s that racket?”

      Whitney recognized the one-eyed guard’s voice, back from the chase. He brought the goblet down a third time and the display shattered. He threw the goblet aside and snatched the amulet, allowing himself a moment to marvel at the craftsmanship, then shoved it into his pocket and ran for the window.

      “Aye! Stop, ye!”

      Whitney threw open the window before realizing how large Sora’s flame had grown. Wind blew hot embers inside. He ducked as they caught the curtains and began to burn bright and hot.

      “Thief! Stop where yer at!”

      Whitney retreated from the window and away from the guard. The flames overtook the room, drawing a clear line between him and his pursuer.

      “Sorry, friend,” Whitney said. “It’s getting hot in here, and I could do with some fresh air.”

      The guard pressed against the flames but didn’t try to go through. Whitney found a door on the other side of the room leading to another short corridor. There were no windows and only one door on the opposite end, but it was locked. He shouldered it, but nothing happened.

      Whitney swore and devised a plan.

      He grabbed the belt he’d stolen and folded it back until the metal clasp broke free and only the pin remained. Throwing the leather aside, he leaned in and began work on the lock. It was much simpler than the one on the amulet display, just a simple pin-tumbler. He shimmied the makeshift lockpick, allowing it to slide up and down and after a series of clicks, the door popped open.

      Whitney heard the guard behind him shouting to the others, and the crackling of flames escalated to a roar. He ran for a staircase at the end of the hall and took the steps three at a time. The door at the bottom opened easily, but the moment he burst through he realized where he was.

      The passage was a hidden servant passage so that, Iam-forbid, Darkings didn’t have to see his help unless he wanted to. Whitney had emerged in the dining room.  The table was only half-set. On the other side of the absurdly long table sat Darkings and the priest, with two guards flanking them in response to the bedlam.

      “You!” Darkings muttered, incredulous. His features contorted like he’d just fallen into a Yarrington sewer.

      Whitney flashed him a smile, then bolted the other way toward the grand hall. At least he knew where he was now. Guards flooded down from the second floor, smoke hot on their trails. The one-eyed bigot he’d encountered upstairs waited at the front door, two hands on his sword, sneering.

      Whitney ran straight at him. If he’d learned anything from avoiding battles over the years, a fighter approached from the sides knew what to do instinctively, but straight on forced them to think. The man swung, and Whitney hit the floor. Another thing about the rich: they always have their wooden floors polished and sanded, so he was able to slide right under the attack.

      As he twisted back, the guard was able to stick out a hand and get two fingers on Whitney’s leg. He stumbled into the front door, which burst open, then tripped down the marble stairs outside.

      “Get back here!” the one-eyed guard yelled.

      He leaped as Whitney hit the ground, but just before he could bring his sword down, a pair of hooves sent him flying into the wall of the mansion.

      “I guess they caught the horse!” Sora yelled.

      She stuck her leg down from the top of the mount and helped Whitney up onto the saddle. He felt a blast of warm air from the blazing fire that now enveloped an entire side of the mansion.

      “I said to warn me, not play Black Sandsman!” Whitney said.

      “Improvise!” she replied.

      He smirked. “Not bad for a knife-ear.”

      A few more guards hurried down the stairs, but she swung the horse around fast. Its hindquarters sent them all bowling over one another. Constable Darkings appeared in the doorway. When he saw them on a horse, his eyes went wide.

      “I’ll find you and kill you!” he shouted.

      “Consider yourself honored, Constable!” Whitney shouted. “You’ve been robbed by Whitney Fierstown, the greatest thief alive.” He was in the midst of performing an exaggerated bow of his head when Sora urged the horse to take off. The whole yard was in flames now, building a barrier around the property.

      “What now?” Whitney asked.

      “Hold on!” Sora shouted.

      The horse jerked into a gallop, barreling toward the inferno.

      “Sora, you’re not thinking—”

      “Just hold on!”

      She reached down and sliced her thumb on the base of her dagger, then raised it toward the flames. Whitney closed his eyes and let out a primal scream as she muttered under her breath. The heat was so intense he couldn’t breathe, but he didn’t burn. He snuck a peek and saw flames bending all around them, a tunnel of safety within a sea of fiery death.

      The horse hurdled the constable’s wall and the heat dissipated. Whitney looked back, eyes tearing from the smoke. The constable’s mansion was now a glowing, orange beacon soaring over Bridleton. All Whitney wanted were clothes, but it was tough for him to feel bad. Whatever Darkings had done to get so rich in so small a town, not a bit of it was good.

      He whooped in excitement, then turned back to find Sora regarding the burning mansion with a thousand-meter-stare.

      “You didn’t mean for the fire to get that big, did you?” he asked.

      He could see in her eyes that she considered denying it before settling on shaking her head.

      “Don’t worry, he got what was coming,” Whitney said. “Daughters don’t betray kind fathers.”

      Sora nodded, inhaled the crisp autumn air and then a few quiet seconds later released a laugh unlike any Whitney had ever heard from her as their mount tore across the plains. Half terrified, half thrilled, all the signs of a successful heist.

      “We make a half-decent team, don’t we?” she said.

      “Sloppy, but decent,” he said, smirking.

      “You said you liked improvisation.”

      “Sure,” he said, “but let’s keep the fire to a low roar next time.”

      “It’s hard to keep focus with you getting caught all the time!”

      “I assure you, every time I get spotted it’s completely intentional.”

      Sora sighed. “I can’t wait to see you looking all prim and proper in Darkings' clothing.”

      “Anything will be better than wearing this dress. He really does have great taste, but I’d have to eat this whole yigging horse for them to fit properly. Oh, well, it’ll all go to ruin in the Webbed Woods anyhow.”

      Sora eyes glinted like gold beneath the light of the moons. “So, you’ve decided to go?” she asked.

      “I don’t think I have much of a choice after that performance.”

      “The great Whitney Fierstown, letting a woman boss him around?”

      “Hey! I’m not like those guys. I love women—I mean… I don’t have a problem with—I uh.”

      Sora gave him a playful nudge with her elbow. “Whatever, tough guy. That was some scream back there.”

      “War cry,” Whitney corrected, leaning forward. He pointed to the smaller of Pantego’s two moons. “And, if you’re intent on sitting up front, you might want to head that way. The Webbed Woods are south.”

      For a woman who’d barely left Troborough, heading in the right direction was likely something she’d never had to worry about.

      She grumbled something under her breath, then gave the horse a hard kick in the side. It turned so sharply Whitney was almost thrown off. His arm brushed against the amulet folded in with the stolen clothes as he clutched the saddle.

      For a moment, while Sora giggled, he found himself wondering how it would look on her, then shook the thought away.

      Only a fool would head to the Webbed Woods on purpose, but with Sora at his side, two fools would be more than enough. The glow of the burning mansion slowly faded, and he realized that not once during the heist had he found himself bored or just going through the motions. Even though it was only clothing and jewelry he’d stolen, doing it with Sora was more exciting than robbing the Glass Crown. Of course, he’d never tell her that.

      He’d get that doll, march it right up to the Queen herself, and demand his new name from her. Anyone had to be more reasonable than Torsten. Then he’d see where his new partnership with Sora led, and for the first time in a long time, he couldn’t wait to find out.
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          THE KNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      All of Torsten’s fears for his kingdom had come to pass, sooner than he could have imagined. So many nations had been conquered under Liam’s rule; they feared and respected him so immensely that even as his mind decayed, nobody dared make a move against the Glass Crown. Torsten hoped those loyalties would linger longer after his death, but it wasn’t to be.

      The Glass sat on the precipice of war as thousands prepared to march on the heart of the kingdom, and Torsten was as guilty of it as any. Who knew which allies the Black Sands had already scrounged up—how many scorned and broken kingdoms. They’d been shown the light of Iam through Torsten’s beloved King Liam, but if Torsten had learned anything in his years, it was how easily people reject blessing. How easily they sin.

      I must warn Oleander, he thought, then realized how foolish that was. He’d been exiled. Cast out of the kingdom, stripped of his rank despite the armor he clung to. He’d sent so many men through the Fellwater on a perilous mission into the Webbed Woods. He couldn’t say if any of them had stumbled upon this army hiding in the fog or when it started gathering, but if any did, fear of upsetting their queen likely urged them onward instead of back with the news. Like them, Torsten couldn’t abandon his quest. It was the only way to make the grief-stricken Queen Regent see reason enough to put an end to this.

      He glanced up at the murky sky. Judging by the faint glow of the moons lost behind the veil of fog, he had a few hours until morning. A few hours of smothering darkness. He couldn’t do much to sow unrest in the camp without fire—he remembered the annoyance of the Shesaitju reliance on nigh’jels from their wars—but he could send a message.

      He scanned the camp for the slaves and found dozens, mostly dedicated to lugging supplies. Surrounded by so many soldiers, they’d be difficult to target. Others dumped buckets of Shesaitju piss and shog into the swampy waters, but Torsten had his attention on those dealing with a different kind of shog.

      The zhulong may have looked part wingless dragon, but they acted more like their hog half. They ate constantly and rolled in mud that, if not properly kept, wound up being mostly their own excrement. It took more than a few hands to keep one of their pens in order. Torsten grew up in a wretched place, but he didn’t truly know what an assault on the nostrils felt like until he raided his first Shesaitju zhulong stable under Liam.

      He hurried down the slope toward the camp. Staying low wasn’t easy for a man his size. However, with his dark skin and his bright white armor now covered in mud, he had the night as an ally. He hugged the edge of the delta in case any part of his armor wasn’t covered, hoping it might seem like a ripple in the fetid waters.

      The Shesaitju were used to the warm, humid nights of the southern, black, sandy beaches bordering the Boiling Waters. The cold of early winter nipped, and the nigh’jels provided only a nominal bit of warmth, not like fire… not that one would even stay lit in such a damp place. The nearest pen wasn’t far, but it was on the other side of a large, covered area; the rec-tent judging by the hubbub coming from it. Even the war-hungry Shesaitju needed a place to blow off steam.

      Off-duty soldiers drank and caroused throughout, playing games of chance—evidently trying to distract from the harsh cold. The tent, open on all sides, was edged by countless barrels of food and drink, and in its center: a Shesaitju tradition—a roped off arena where soldiers could show off their prowess in Black Fist, a hand-to-hand martial style unique to the Black Sands and without rival in Pantego.

      Presently, a large, raucous crowd cheered on two warriors in the arena. They traded blows and grapples, the dance of battle. Torsten preferred the feel of cold steel in his hands when it came to combat. It was said no man could best a Black Fist Master in one-on-one combat, but Torsten had proven that untrue many times over at the end of his claymore.

      He ducked behind a stack of barrels and slowly shuffled around them in the direction of the pen. He could no longer see the makeshift arena, but bodies hitting the dirt and myriad expressions of both pain and excitement told him nothing had changed. When the fight ended, there was such revelry it was as if they’d just sacked Yarrington.

      Celebration before victory. Typical.

      In Liam’s camps, all that was celebrated before battle was Iam. They’d beg his forgiveness for the bloodshed to come in His holy name, and because of it, they never lost. Ale and games were reserved for the victorious.

      Torsten reached the end of the supply stacks where there was an open gap between him and the pen’s fence. At least a ten-meter strip of swampland without anything for cover and fully illuminated by the nigh’jel lanterns hanging along the rim of the tent.

      The soldiers were distracted, but not that distracted. Torsten found himself wishing he still had a thief with him, someone soft on his feet and used to skulking through shadows. To make things worse, his armor had already begun squeaking a bit from drying mud. He quickly shook his head.

      Only Iam is with me now.

      He waited for an opening. So long in fact, that his boots began to sink into the muck. Every time new combatants sparred in the arena there was a ton of movement, only the tables never emptied. More soldiers cycled in and out, from an army that he now realized was even bigger than he’d first thought. More than ten thousand men, easy.

      Torsten considered making a break for it when suddenly, everyone beneath the tent went silent. He peeked over the top of a barrel to see a man arriving, flanked by masked warriors in gilded armor. He himself was wrapped head to toe in flowing silk, gold chains dangling from his neck and elaborate white tattoos covering his ashen, gray, bald head.

      He was young and, Torsten had to admit, handsome, with a sharp jawline that ended in a braided beard adorned with gold jewelry. His eyes were black as pitch. His cheekbones rose high and, along with his forehead, were covered with gold flakes that shimmered against his ashen skin. Shesaitju royalty, and judging by the jewel-encrusted hilt of the scimitar hanging from his belt, an afhem warlord.

      The tent’s occupants bowed low in reverence as if the man were a god. To the heathen Shesaitju, he may as well have been. Liam’s conquest converted a great many of their people, but there were those who still worshipped the afhems and the Caleef himself standing as the chief of their living pantheon—the God of Sand and Sea. Their temples bore fewer images of gods like Iam or Nesilia than fallen warlords.

      The afhem walked as if on air, like the whole world beneath him.

      A soldier greeted him in Saitjuese, then said in common, “Afhem Muskigo, we are graced by your presence.”

      “Farhan Uki’a, commander,” Muskigo replied. His voice was soft and calculating. He pronounced every syllable in both languages as if he’d be cursed if he messed up. “I have come to see if my afhemate is prepared.”

      “We are prepared. In the name of my ancestors I swear, we will stain the Glass red.”

      Torsten prepared to move while everyone was focused on the afhem, but  Muskigo’s gaze froze him. He looked both at his commander and around him all at once, face aimed toward the path Torsten needed to take. Muskigo reached out and grasped his commander’s chin, turning his head as if grading livestock.

      “Show me,” he said.

      He raised his arms, and his guards removed his silk wrappings first, then his shirt. His body was laced with muscle like he was carved from stone. More white tattoos covered every inch of him, many of them bearing the same gold flecks as the ones on his head. His breath billowed in the cold, but it didn’t seem to affect him.

      He stepped into the arena, parting men like a curtain at one of the Queen’s plays, but this was no acting troupe.

      “My Lord, I c-can’t—” Farhan stammered.

      “Am I not your afhem?” Muskigo said. “You will do as I command.”

      He stretched his arms high and fell into a Black Fist grappling stance, left arm fully extended, hand as flat as a dagger’s blade. He looked like a bird of prey and Torsten knew, just as deadly.

      Farhan, the commander, eyed his men in turn, then finally stepped in. Cheers rained down on them as he met the Afhem’s stance and they circled each other, every pair of eyes in the tent fixed on them.

      Curious as he was, Torsten used the opening to creep along the outside of the tent to the next batch of supplies piled up beside the zhulong pen. When he made it, he glanced back over, and again found himself captivated. He had a perfect view of the fight now.

      Muskigo waited until the commander made the first move and slid gracefully out of the way. As his right leg swept behind him, dust clouded up at his feet and fell just as quickly. Farhan swiped and grappled, but Muskigo was a blur. His hands both thrust forward so gracefully, Torsten wondered how they could have done any real damage, but the cry of pain that escaped the Farhan’s lips left nothing to question.

      Muskigo slid back, nearly floating again. His muscles weren’t even tensed. Farhan rose and brought his leg around in a spinning kick.

      “The moment we underestimate our enemies…” Muskigo said, ducking and sweeping the commander’s grounded foot “…is the moment we fall again.”

      Farhan sprang up and charged. Fluid as a master painter, Muskigo slapped away every blow. Then he grasped the Farhan’s forearm and wrenched his arm behind his back.

      “Our fathers thought themselves invincible, and that was their folly,” he said.

      He shoved Farhan forward into the line of warriors. They spun him and sent him right back into the fight. Farhan was tired now, panting. He leaped forward with what little energy remained, swung at Muskigo’s head, and caught only air. Muskigo fist pistoned into Farhan’s solar plexus and sent him reeling back.

      The afhem pressed, and the crowd parted. Muskigo hit the man again, and again until they were both outside the arena. Farhan’s feet found mud, and he slipped, spinning in time to get his hands out beneath him. He rose to all fours like a dog and sloshed through the slurry into the feet of his men, and stayed there, hoping for protection.

      Muskigo shook the grime off his hands, then gestured to his guards to clothe him. He wasn’t even breathing heavy.

      “The Glass is fading,” he said, “but we must fight every battle as if it is our last. If we do not, we will join our fathers beneath the sand. So, you will all sleep here, in the freezing cold, until your bones are near shattering. Because, until one of you can best me in combat, we will attack nothing. We will starve if we must because mediocrity will not do.”

      The crowd stared in silence and Torsten couldn’t help but join them. The Black Sandsmen he’d battled were arrogant and eager to charge full-tilt into Liam’s wall of shields. They believed that in death they’d join their fallen ancestors in the depths of the Boiling Waters, and they acted like it. This man was different. As he strolled out of the tent, Torsten felt a very human chill run up his spine.

      At least that means there’s time, he decided.

      This young, impressive afhem was an enemy for a different day. He turned and peered into the crate behind him. The smell wafting out was rank. Raw meat for the beasts. That would come in handy later. He climbed over the fence and into the pen where the smell was even worse. Even on four legs, the zhulong’s backs were as high as Torsten’s chest. The mane along their reptilian necks ran down into a body sheathed in rust-colored scales. Hoglike-snouts, complete with tusks that could gore a man straight through, snorted and dripped. But despite their appearance, they were mild creatures, happy to lounge and roll in the mud—so long as the temptation of fresh meat was far from them.

      Torsten snaked his way through the bulky beasts, not daring look down, for even in the darkness he knew what he was slogging through. He pushed forward until he spotted a human slave kneeling amongst a cluster of zhulong, scooping shog into a bucket. She was young, too young for such work, her dress tattered, stained and wet. She lifted the bucket and went to walk toward the water when Torsten lay his massive hand on her shoulder. She shrieked as she whipped around, dropping the bucket onto one of the zhulong’s massive paws, causing a few others to respond as if threatened.

      Torsten could only imagine what he looked like to her: a giant, mud-covered monster. He held a finger to his lips as she stared at him, wide-eyed. “I’m here to help you, girl,” he whispered.

      “By Iam, You’re a…a…a…” she stammered.

      “A Hand of our Lord, brought here to save you from this place. Were you from Oxgate?” She nodded. “They’ll pay for that. But for now, I need you to do something for me.”

      “You’re not going to free us?”

      “I am, but King Pi needs you.”

      “Surely you mean King Liam?”

      She doesn’t know. Is it possible none of them do?

      “That is a discussion for another day,” he said. “For now, when I leave, you must gather the others in here. When the time is right, run north and don’t look back.”

      “How will I kn—”

      “You’ll know. I need you to move, fast as you can. Go to Yarrington and ask to speak with Ran—with Wardric of the King’s Shield.”

      Rand was a good kid, but he was young and an impressionable. Torsten knew better than most what even less than a week trying to appease Queen Oleander could do to a man. But Wardric had served under Liam. He may have been dour, but only because he’d seen so many of the horrors in Pantego under the flag of a true leader.

      “Show this at the gates, and they’ll let you in.” Torsten removed his necklace. He took one long look at the glass pendant, his Eye of Iam given to him by Liam himself, before handing it over. “What is your name?” he asked.

      “Abigail,” she squeaked out.

      “I’m trusting you with this. The Queen Regent is trusting you. Tell the King’s Shield what you saw here. Spare no detail. Do this, and you will never want for anything again in your life, I swear it by the light of Iam.”

      The girl marveled at the necklace as it rested in her shaking palms. She was common born judging by the gauntness of her cheeks. Probably had never seen a piece of jewelry so fine in her life.

      “What about you?” she asked.

      “I must continue on. But do not fear, Abigail. Iam is with us, even here. He will guide you home. Now, gather the others and prepare to run. Stick to the shadows and let nothing stop you from warning the kingdom.”

      She looked terrified. But Torsten knew fear was a better choice than slavery. He held her gaze until finally she nodded and turned.

      He grabbed her arm. “The fate of the very kingdom is in your hands, Abigail.”

      She nodded slowly and headed off. Torsten watched her go until she vanished behind the haunches of a zhulong. Putting his faith in others hadn’t been easy lately, but, yet again, he had no choice. He had to trust she wouldn’t abscond from duty as Whitney had.

      There is still decency in this world, he told himself. Iam hasn’t abandoned us yet.

      He hurried back to the portion of fence running along the rec-tent. He crouched by the wood and removed his claymore from its back-scabbard. Then he slid the sword through a gap, careful to not make a sound. Although the warriors were still very much affected by their leader’s speech, that didn’t mean they were deaf.

      He poked the blade right under the lid of a crate filled with raw meat for the zhulong, then pushed. He took his time, remaining quiet until the crate tipped and the meat spilled out. All at once, a dozen snouts snorted. Torsten could feel the heat of the zhulong’s breath on the back of his neck. He chose to ignore the spray of mucus that accompanied it.

      A small company of the Shesaitju heard the crash and stood to find its source. They’d be too late. Torsten raised his sword and brought it crashing down on the makeshift fence, cleaving the entire panel in two. A swift kick sent it folding over.

      Zhulong stampeded through the opening. Torsten dove out of their path moments before being trampled. The smell of the meat sent them into a frenzy, smashing into each other in a mad scramble. One smashed into the tent’s corner support and yanked the canvas down. Hanging nigh’jel lanterns fell and cracked, allowing the jellies to squirm out.

      The gentle zhulong were gentle no more. Tusks clashed, gargantuan bodies slammed, and Torsten had the distraction he needed. He turned and saw Abigail with a group of slaves sprinting across the far edge of the pen. He caught her eye and gestured toward the hill from which he’d come.

      He traced his eyes in the name of Iam, and before the group picked up their pace, Abigail returned the holy gesture. The sight lifted Torsten’s spirits.

      Not all bad after all.

      Now he just needed to keep the Black Sands distracted long enough for the slaves to put a reasonable distance between them and their captors. If they were caught escaping, their fate would be far worse than shilling shog.

      He backed up behind the mess of zhulong, searching for the most bashful. He spotted one—young by the looks of it, its tusks still coming in—waiting at the back instead of joining the fray.

      Torsten had never ridden a zhulong, but he’d spent a lifetime on horseback. He approached it from the side so he didn’t make eye contact, grabbed its tusk, and gently tilted its head down until it could see him with one eye. The young beast remained docile and permitted Torsten to climb onto its back. As immature as it was, it still proved difficult for Torsten’s armored legs to wrap around its thick sides. He now understood why the Shesaitju wore leather and cloth instead of metal greaves.

      Torsten grasped a handful of its mane with one hand, then gave it a kick. It was like striking steel. The beast tore forward through the mud so fast he nearly toppled off. Sinking down, he used the mane to guide it through the opening in the fence. With his other hand, he brandished his claymore, a sword so large it would require two hands from any ordinary-sized man.

      “Abbat mos!” A Shesaitju shouted over the din of feeding beasts. “Abbat mos!”

      “Iam, forgive for what I must do in your name,” Torsten whispered to himself. Then he slashed down from the back of the zhulong at the man. No sooner did the soldier hit the mud than horns rang out all across the camp. A murder of crows, frightened, rose up from naked trees, a cloud of black blending into the dark sky.

      Torsten turned right, and his mount bowled through a table covered in freshly tanned and stretched leathers. Soldiers scattered. Others ran for spears and bows. They all shouted, “Abbat mos!” but Torsten swept his massive claymore from side to side like a scythe in harvest season. There was no formal declaration of war against the Shesaitju, but he felt no remorse as his blade rent flesh and split bone. Men from this camp had slaughtered innocent villagers for little but to send a message to the Glass Castle.

      He rounded a corner and a host of spears stabbed up at him. He parried two with a single swipe, and the rest snapped against the tough hide of his zhulong. The wealthiest Black Sandsmen made armor out of the creatures’ scaly hide, and now he knew why. Its tusk split a man’s stomach and lifted him through the air, his body sliding off like meat from a kebab.

      When he was out of the way, Torsten saw Muskigo and his Serpent Guard standing ahead, waiting. Unlike the rest, these men wore gilded plate armor with zhulong hide hauberks beneath. They formed a circle around Muskigo with their round shields raised, spears sticking out. It was certain death if Torsten charged them, even atop a zhulong, but a chance at an afhem was tough to pass up.

      Torsten stared straight into the man’s eyes as he neared and they stared back, black as night. Neither cowered or showed interest in doing so. Muskigo straightened his shoulders, rolled his neck, and stood tall. Torsten waited until the last minute, then guided his mount to veer right, avoiding the spears. Even as he passed, he and Afhem Muskigo never broke eye contact. Then, just as he went to turn away, Muskigo’s black lips creased into a smile.

      He would have to wait. Torsten’s quest was more important than claiming the life of one vengeful afhem.

      Someone ahead bellowed something in Saitjuese. Torsten turned just in time to see a mounted zhulong bounding toward him. A spear plunged toward his head, but he dipped left, swinging his sword in a full arc that caught the attacker across the forehead.

      The zhulong slammed into each other and sent Torsten’s mount into a wild spin. He squeezed its mane and hung on tight until the beast found its footing. A slew of arrows promptly zipped past his head, one nearly nicking his ear another glancing off his pauldron. A few stabbed into the zhulong’s haunches just above its long serpentine tail.

      They didn’t pierce the beast’s hide, but it was startled and took off at full speed, squealing. Torsten was along for the ride now. Fortunately, they were headed south out of camp just like he wanted. He glanced back and saw three more mounted warriors hot on their tail. Their older zhulong closed the distance quickly.

      One launched an arrow that found a soft spot in Torsten’s armor and burrowed into the meat of his right shoulder. Another closed in from his left and stabbed at his zhulong with a spear. The Shesaitju knew their beasts well. It howled as the blade sunk through the fleshy underside of its hind leg. Torsten fought the pain in his shoulder and swung down, chopping the spear in two. He leaned out and grabbed the sharp side of the broken weapon, another arrow missing his throat by centimeters.

      He released the zhulong’s mane to transfer his sword to his off-hand. With the other, he flung the spear. It pierced the bow-wielding warrior through the chest and sent him tumbling into the swamp.

      Torsten quickly tossed his sword back to his right hand. Sharp lines of pain shot down the arm as he moved it into position to parry the attack of the third warrior.

      “Run, beast!” he roared and kicked his zhulong in the sides as hard as he could.

      The fog and the darkness were stifling, but ahead he saw a patch of blackness deeper than everywhere around, growing taller and wider. The form was jagged, ever-changing, like waves around a ship long at sea.

      The Webbed Woods. He was so close. The two riders caught up, forcing him to fight them off at the same time. He clenched his jaw as he worked his blade, deflecting every blow.

      He could see the form of the trees now. An endless warren of towering trunks taller than he’d ever seen and hanging vines as thick as his legs. The place looked like the foulest realm of Elsewhere, yet nowhere had ever seemed so inviting.

      His mount didn’t feel the same way.

      It stopped short at the first root protruding from the woods. Torsten flew over the zhulong’s head and rolled between two trees as tall as the Glass Castle. The shaft of the arrow sticking from his shoulder snapped in two as he rolled and popped to his feet, whipping around with his sword in both hands.

      His zhulong turned and ran perpendicular to the row of trees, never daring to get within an arm’s length of the place. The pursuing warriors had stopped dead in their tracks as well. Their mounts squealed in fear, and their eyes spoke of dread.

      They watched Torsten as he slowly backed into the forest. After a few steps, the Shesaitju warriors were gone. After a few more, he could barely see the sword in his hands, or the broken end of the arrow protruding from his armor, only a layer of copious darkness enveloped him. Darkness only found in the Webbed Woods.
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      It wasn’t the darkness of the Webbed Woods that had Whitney’s flesh rising into little bumps. It wasn’t even the overwhelming silence but for the gentle rattling of a canopy far above and the occasional scuttle of unseen creatures. It was the fetid smell of dried blood and old flesh. Death. Like he’d just stepped into the largest graveyard known to man.

      He shuddered. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

      He’d had one since the moment they arrived. It was a straight shot south to the Webbed Woods from Bridleton. No more interruptions from dire wolves, ghosts of the past or crazed cultists. Their horse sloshed through the Fellwater Swamp, cutting through a layer of fog so copious Whitney could barely see its mane in front of him. The tremendous trees of the infamous woods loomed like strong towers.

      Whitney and Sora didn’t run into a soul even though the echo of screams rang through the air like ghosts were about. Their stolen horse, likely smarter than either of them, hurled them off instead of entering. It was on foot from there, into darkness that was somehow worse than the blanketing fog. Searching for someone and something for which Whitney had no idea where to start looking or even what exactly to look for.

      Whose bright idea was this? He couldn’t even remember any longer.

      “Quit being a baby,” Sora said. “I thought you’ve robbed a dragon?”

      “I never said it was alive.” Whitney couldn’t see Sora’s face well, but he’d come to know her eye roll by memory and was sure it accompanied her groan. “Besides, this is different. You can see a dragon. We’ve been walking in near-darkness for half a day after the horse ran away and we haven’t seen anything. Have you noticed there hasn’t even been a bird chirping, or a night bug, or anything? It’s just quiet. Eerie quiet.”

      “If you were a bird, would you live in here?”

      “If I were a bird I’d be an even better thief—Eek! Was that you?”

      “What?”

      Whitney didn’t get a word out before he felt something slither around his gut. It tightened suddenly and yanked him against a tree.

      “Sora!” he yelped.

      He reached for his dagger, but whatever the thing was wrapped one of his wrists and blocked the weapons around his waist. It moved like a tentacle or a snake, but it wasn’t slimy. It felt almost like…

      “The vines!” Whitney said.

      He tried to pull himself free, but a vine wrapped his ankle and squeezed it against the trunk. Another found his throat.

      Sora’s raised her bandaged hand in front of his face. A fresh streak of blood stained it, and from her fingers roiled an orb of flame so perfectly round it was as if she held a glowing crystal ball. The vine immediately retreated.

      “Took you long enough,” Whitney said, panting.

      “Are you okay?” she asked. Whitney saw a momentary flicker of concern on her face, which vanished as soon as he nodded. “You should have heard yourself squealing. And I thought I was the girl.”

      “You’re just jealous of my incredible singing voice,” he said, rubbing at his neck.

      “You’re insane.”

      “Maybe, but remember what I said about sneaking around in here without fire to avoid attention? Ignore me.”

      She turned, her hand casting flickering orange light on the trunks of towering cypress trees. A slew of vines draped all around them shriveled away in hiding. Whitney stared up but could see nothing but darkness beyond the glow of her magic once they were gone. There was no sky. There wasn’t even the tree-top canopy. Just night eternal.

      Whitney gripped the amulet he’d stolen from Constable Darkings as they walked, rolling it absentmindedly between thumb and forefinger.

      “I still can’t believe you nearly got us killed for that ugly thing,” Sora said.

      “What?” Whitney said.

      “That stupid thing,” she said pointing to the amulet. “You don’t even know what it is.”

      “I know what it is!” Whitney whispered as loudly as he dared.

      “Yeah? What?”

      “It’s a…” he flipped it over a few times. Even in the dim light of the flames, the amber stone glimmered. “It’s a… an arrow-shaped amulet with a gem worth more than Troborough. And look, little flecks of something else, probably diamond, on the tip.”

      “It’s useless, and we could have died.”

      “What about you? You were supposed to set a signal fire not burn the entire house down.”

      “Oh, now you care?”

      “I think we should talk about it before anything happens here and you bring a tree down on top of us.”

      “I just… I lost control. It won’t happen again.”

      “Your fire may be magic beyond my unmystical comprehension,” he said, exaggerating the word, “but I’m going to need more than that. What if next time you take the entire town with you, just like Trobor—” Whitney froze before the word came all the way out.

      Sora stopped mid-step. “What?” she said, seething. “Say it.”

      “All I’m saying is that part of being a thief is being inconspicuous. If we start leaving a trail like that?”

      “You seemed pretty happy when you got out of there with your stupid necklace, shouting your real name like a boastful…a boastful…” She threw her hands up and groaned in frustration.

      Whitney knew he’d struck a nerve, but he could tell by her lack of punching him in the arm that her frustration wasn’t solely directed at him. He remembered her expression as she watched the fire consuming the Darkings' house from afar. He thought then that it was pity, but now he realized there was fear there too.

      Fear over what she was capable of. Fear over what she couldn’t control.

      “Just forget it,” he said. “If you say it won’t happen again then I believe you.”

      “No, you don’t,” she said.

      “I swear, I d—shhh, did you hear that?”

      “You’re not going to trick me out of this conversa...” Her words trailed off because Whitney’s hand was suddenly covering her lips.

      “I’m being serious,” he whispered. “Put out the fire.”

      When the crackle of the fire stopped, the sound of a branch snapping echoed.

      “Was that—”

      “Footsteps,” Whitney finished for her.

      “Who would be here?” Sora said.

      “The knight said Redstar was here, but he didn’t know where. Might be him or one of his followers. Go hide over there. We’ll get the drop on whoever it is.”

      “You go hide,” she bristled.

      Whitney gave her a light shove and said, “This isn’t the time for chivalry.”

      A few moments later, a hulking shadow fell over Whitney. He drew his daggers and turned to face the giant.

      “Come on then,” he said, voice quavering just a bit. “Let’s do this.”

      The figure stepped forward. It was a meter away, and Whitney felt sweat beading on his forehead and the small of his back even though the air was brisk.

      “I knew you were a bloody fool,” said the giant, “but I had no idea you were this stupid.”

      He lunged forward and snatched Whitney by the collar. Whitney brought his blades down, but they clanked against steel.

      “Quit that, thief!”

      “Torsten?” Whitney asked, but it was too late.

      Sora leaped down from a low-lying tree branch onto Torsten’s back. Torsten grabbed her arm and plucked her off before she could stab him with her knife.

      “Enough!” he roared.

      “Okay, okay,” Whitney squawked—which wasn’t easy under the crushing force of the meat hook Torsten called a hand.

      “I ought to crush you where you stand, coward.”

      “This is the knight?” Sora grated, her throat being squeezed by his other hand.

      “There was only time to get one of us out, I swear,” Whitney gargled.

      “Say what you will, but Iam sees through your lies,” Torsten said.

      “It’s true! I’m here, aren’t I? Finishing what we started.”

      Torsten drew him so close Whitney could actually see his face in the dark. And smell him. He was coated in mud, blood, and gods know what else. It made the stench of the swamp seem like an oleander blossom in retrospect.

      Torsten growled, then finally dropped them.

      “Gods, your hands are freezing!” Whitney groaned a moment after he landed hard on the moss-covered forest floor.

      “Maybe they wouldn’t be had you not destroyed my gauntlets,” Torsten said.

      Whitney’s lip twisted. “Sorry about that.”

      Torsten rubbed his shoulder, wincing as he did. Whitney thought he noticed something sticking out of the metal through the oppressive darkness, but didn’t have time to ask.

      “What in Iam’s name are you wearing?” Torsten asked.

      Whitney stood, brushed off his silks, and said, “I think I look rather dapper, what’s your excuse?”

      Sora moaned.

      “You look like a jester,” Torsten said. “Who’s she? Trick some knife-ear harlot into helping you? Plan to leave her for dead too?”

      Fire erupted in Sora’s hand again. She held it to Torsten’s face, and Whitney could see the fear rippling through his features as he backed away slowly. Whitney wasn’t sure if it was the fire or the realization that he was standing before a blood mage.

      “Put that out, now,” Torsten said through clenched teeth.

      “Call me a knife-ear again,” she said.

      “Really?” Whitney said. “Of those two insults that’s the one you care about?”

      She shot a glower his way.

      “All right,” he said. “Your call.”

      “If I saw that flame, how many other things in these woods do you think are now keenly aware of your presence, witch?” Torsten asked.

      “Better than being strangled by… by living vines,” she spat.

      “Legends speak of evils here that swords cannot cut. If you fear vines, you’ve come to the wrong place.”

      Whitney swore. “He’s right.”

      Sora growled and extinguished the fire. “Well, I still don’t like that name.”

      “Didn’t you just learn about it the other day?”

      She punched Whitney in the arm. “I’m not a harlot either,” she added.

      “What you both are, is stupid,” Torsten muttered. “Holding a beacon of cursed fire in your hand like an invitation to a masquerade! Black magic is like a candle to demonic creatures.”

      “What about you?” Whitney asked. “Your footsteps are about as soft as a zhulong’s.”

      “Why did you say that?” Torsten asked with unexpected urgency. “Did you encounter them as well?”

      Something shrieked from the bushes, so shrill it raised the hairs on Whitney’s neck. The three went silent and backed up against each other. Torsten drew his claymore and held it at the ready, Whitney his daggers.

      “You two just couldn’t keep your mouths shut!” Sora snapped. Fire wreathed her bleeding hand again.

      “Did I mention I hate forests?” Whitney said.

      Suddenly, a slew of demonic cackles issued from every direction, echoing up through the dense canopy. Whitney’s hairs already stood on end, but now his heart was clamoring within his chest. Years of adventuring across Pantego, and he’d never heard a sound so purely wicked.

      “Show your faces, cowards!” Torsten barked, claymore gripped tight.

      “It’s too dark, they can’t,” Whitney whispered.

      The hidden creatures moved in concentric circles around them, slowly closing in. Whitney couldn’t see them, but he heard every movement. At times they sounded like frolicking children, at others something far more sinister.

      “I told you that fire was going to draw attention,” Torsten said.

      “Oh, and you think it had nothing to do with the volume at which you berated us?” Sora spat. “Get off your high horse, Shieldsman.”

      “I remember when we had a horse,” Whitney said.

      “Not now!”

      “Everyone, be quiet!” Torsten shouted.

      Just then, one of the creatures passed close enough to be illuminated by Sora’s magic.

      Its piercing, red eyes glowed, reflecting the searing brightness of the firelight. Two horns, short and stubby, jutted out of the top of its skull. Hair framed its face, peppered its upper body, and smothered its lower half which ended in a pair of hooves.

      Whitney knew what it was immediately, though he couldn’t believe his eyes. Satyrs were mischievous, vile creatures who were said to be able to smell fear. He had never come into contact with one before, only heard of their evil in songs by the bards throughout Pantego—and gods know their tales could never be trusted.

      “What is that?” Sora gasped.

      “Satyr,” Whitney and Torsten responded simultaneously. They shared a look. Torsten’s expression betrayed a modicum of approval, but he quickly returned his attention to the beast... which Whitney promptly realized wasn’t an apt description. It stood only three feet tall.

      “It’s so small,” Sora said. “Is it a baby?”

      “If that’s a baby, I’d hate to see its parents,” Whitney replied.

      “Well, I’m afraid you’re about to,” Torsten said, leveling his sword.

      Two more of the creatures appeared from within the brush. These stood nearly the height of Torsten. Their horns curled around like a goat’s and ended in a nasty looking hook. The child was unpleasant, but these creatures were hideous beyond compare. Their sharp, narrow features gave their faces the look of vultures, everything tapering toward the point of their aquiline noses. A neat row of jagged teeth glinted in the fire. And their eyes were red as hot embers.

      They spoke, words a gallimaufry of grunts and neighs.

      “What are they saying?” Whitney asked, but no one answered.

      Movement behind him and to each side told him they were surrounded. Satyrs were as legendary for their agility as they were for their tricks. If they wanted, they could have all three of them sliced and skewered before they even managed to take out the child. The creatures were said to live in dens, and Whitney would bet all his hidden treasures around the world they’d accidentally stumbled upon one.

      “Uh, Torsten?” Whitney said. “Any knightly plans for this?”

      “They smell fear,” Torsten said.

      “Then I must stink.”

      “How many more?” Torsten asked, not daring take his eye off the three in front of him.

      “At least nine,” Sora said.

      “Of all the ways I thought I would die…”

      “We mean you no harm,” Torsten stepped forward and said. “If we are trespassing on your grounds, we will leave.”

      The larger of the three hopped forward twice, then crouched.

      “Get ready,” Torsten said.

      “For what?” Whitney asked, voice cracking.

      As if in response, the rest hopped forward, forcing Whitney, Sora, and Torsten back to back. Sora's flame grew larger. Whitney’s hands were so sweaty he could barely hold onto his weapons. Fighting Shesaitju warriors suddenly seemed preferable.

      Torsten swung his sword in a horizontal arc, not intending to make contact. A warning. Satyrs were the spawn of fallen gods and Elsewhere, but they were intelligent enough, Whitney hoped, not to want any of their family to die senselessly at the hands of a mighty Shieldsman.

      The leader whistled sharply. Whitney heard scattering from all directions. The baby in front of them turned tail—literally—and fled.

      “The little ones are leaving,” Sora said.

      “That‘s a good sign, right Torsten?” Whitney whispered. “Right?”

      The leader shuffled again.

      “Put the weapon away, knight, it will do you no good in any case,” said the largest of them. His voice was high and felt like gravel against  Whitney’s ears.

      “Your manipulation won’t work on me, demon,” Torsten said.

      “A pity,” the beast said, “I thought this would be quick.”

      “We do not desire a fight, although I will not hesitate to send you sprawling back from whence you came. Return to the dark planes of Elsewhere, or find yourself in the fires of exile.”

      The cackling came again. “If a fight is not what you desire, a shred of respect would carry you a long way. These are our woods.” As if to solidify his claim, he raised his hands, and several vines snapped upward, cracking against the air like whips. “What could possibly bring such feeble humans into our domain?”

      “Another human,” Whitney said. “You seen him?”

      “Ah, so your friends can speak?”

      “We can do far more than that,” Sora said. Flames erupted in Sora’s hands, painting the forest bright orange for barely a moment before her fire was squelched. Sora gasped.

      “Do not deceive yourself, young blood mage,” the satyr said, his own preternatural light emanating from his body. It was a soft glow but provided enough light to see their surroundings clearly. “Your powers are useless against us. Did you think drawing on the magic of Elsewhere would do you good against those who have tread on its planes?”

      “I’ve heard enough of your poisonous words, demon,” Torsten said. “Leave now and be spared the wrath of Iam!” He lunged and thrust his claymore. He caught only air. The satyr lashed out and scratched Torsten’s cheek with razor sharp claws, sending him staggering backward.

      It grunted twice and bared its teeth, yellow and barbed. Faster than Whitney could register the movement, it fell to its hands and kicked out with both hooves catching Torsten in the midsection. His armor had likely saved his life. Two dents, roughly the size and shape of the hooves, remained. Still, even with the armor, it seemed to steal the air from his lungs.

      He clambered back, grunting in pain and clutching his shoulder. From the satyr’s light, Whitney now realized blood dripped from the area. The creature moved so fast he didn’t even see it strike him there.

      “Okay, okay, I’m sure we can talk this out,” Whitney said. Words were difficult to get out. None of the other satyrs attacked. He and Sora remained back to back while the beasts looked on from a safe distance, shifting their weight between hooves as if ready to charge.

      “What are they doing?” Sora asked.

      “Taunting us,” Whitney said. His hand brushed Sora’s, and for a second he considered dropping a dagger and grasping her hand before he remembered how bloody it was.

      “What do you want?” Torsten questioned the leader, breathless.

      “I already posed my question, why are you in our woods?” the satyr leader said. “You answered with an attack. Is this fight not what you wanted?”

      “We are here to find an Arch Warlock of the Drav Cra.” Whitney blurted. Nothing else was working, so he went to his last resort in negotiating. The truth.

      “A warlock you say?” The satyr glanced across the circle at one of its brethren. “Have you seen a warlock in these woods?”

      They laughed again together. Whitney tilted his head and clamped down, grinding his teeth against the sound.

      “I assure you, anything that stepped foot into these woods did so only by our knowing.” the satyr said. “If an Arch Warlock had been here, we would know. These are our woods, after all.”

      “I’m confused,” Whitney said. “I thought some giant spider named Bliss owned these woods. You have a ledger you can show us?”

      The satyr spread its arms wide, lowered its head, and released a spine-tingling hiss. “Do not speak that name!” When it dropped its hands, a vine swung around from a nearby tree and wrapped tight over Whitney’s mouth. Two more restrained his arms.

      “Let him go!” Sora demanded, raising her knife to her arm. Before she could draw blood, a vine wrapped her wrist. It squeezed so hard she dropped the weapon and fell to her knees.

      “Both of you keep quiet!” Torsten said, biting back pain and anger.

      “You are a knight of Iam, are you not?” The satyr stood erect again. The others followed his example.

      Torsten nodded and circled an eye with one finger as if a demon would care whether or not he could prove it.

      “Yet you travel with a blood mage?” it asked.

      “We only just met,” he said. “I don’t even know her name.”

      The satyr closed its eyes, then whispered, “Sora.” Its voice seemed to resonate all the way up through the canopy.

      Sora yelped. Whitney might have too if he could open his mouth.

      “What business is it of yours who I travel with, demon?” Torsten asked. If the demon knowing her name had shocked him as well, he didn’t let it show.

      “Her link with Elsewhere is strong,” it said. “Stronger than I have felt in some time.” Another vine shot out and grabbed Sora by the ankle, heaving her into the air. She hung upside down, face to face with the satyr.

      Whitney frantically screamed into his gag and swung his arms.

      Torsten raised a hand to quiet him.

      “If you only just met her,” the Satyr said. “Then you would not mind if we kept her. With her bond, she would likely produce formidable offspring.”

      Whitney‘s stomach turned over. The satyrs were mysterious creatures, but he remembered from the songs about them that all satyrs were male—using lesser races to bear their young. He’d thought it ridiculous at the time.

      “Sora!” Whitney cried. He pulled free, got his daggers up, and sliced the vine off his face. Three satyrs hopped in front of him as he tried to run to her. One of them threw a hard fist across his jaw and knocked him off his feet. The beast hit harder than any guard he’d ever encountered.

      “I cannot, with a clear heart, allow you to take her,” Torsten said. “No matter what she is.”

      “Then it is a fight you want, Torsten of Yarrington?” the satyr leader said.

      Now it was Torsten’s turn to show how unsettling it was for a demon to know his name without him ever having spoken it. Whitney could tell he was struggling, trying to keep calm.

      “We wish only to pass deeper into the… your woods,” he said.

      Good one, Shieldsman. If Whitney knew two things about demons. Never trust them, and that flattery was the best way to bargain with them. He only wished he hadn’t been so overcome by fear and thought of it sooner.

      “Have you anything else so magnificent to offer?” The satyr extended a hand and ran one of its sharp claws across Sora’s cheek. She squirmed, but the blood rushing to her head from being upside down, and the fear visibly gripping her kept her quiet.

      The satyr leaned forward and sniffed her. “Fear,” it whispered, dragging out the word.

      “I have this!” Whitney said from the ground, stealing the beast’s attention. He raised the amulet he’d stolen from Darkings over his head and tossed it to the satyr. The creature studied it, the thick line of hair across its forehead furrowing.

      “It’s a precious amulet. It belonged to the great mystic… uh… I forget her name.”

      Do not waste my time with ugly, mortal trinkets,” the satyr said, then flicked the necklace back at Whitney’s feet.

      “Seriously?” Whitney said, lifting it back over his head and glanced between the shiny amulet and Sora. “It’s not ugly.”

      Torsten shifted his stance and tried to bring his sword to bear. One of his arms shook as he did. The satyr had already made him look foolish when he tried to strike it last, but a fight seemed inevitable, and their best chance at fighting was too injured to get his sword higher than his hip.

      Whitney remained on his hands and knees and slowly edged toward Sora, hoping none of the demon eyes would notice. She stared down at him, terrified, more than he could ever remember her being. He could rip her free and make a run for it, let Torsten fend for himself. It wasn’t the best plan, trying to outrun demons, but he’d only just started to enjoy his line of work again with Sora involved. He didn’t want to lose that already.

      Right before he made his move, Torsten lowered his weapon to the ground. “The thief is right. Somewhere, in these woods, there is an Arch Warlock more powerful than she will ever be,” he said pointing to Sora. “So powerful, he has masked his presence from you. Help us locate him, and you will be rewarded.”

      The satyr laughed. “And what, mortal, could you possibly reward us with. Your silly gold autlas? Garish jewels? You mortals have no idea how worthless your riches truly are.”

      Torsten didn’t answer. What could he offer? A demon wouldn’t have any need to ask for a name, or a title, or a castle. Whitney wasn’t sure what they really wanted.

      .“You can have the warlock,” Whitney said. Torsten’s gaze snapped toward him.

      “No, he belongs to the Crown,” Torsten said. “He must answer for his crimes.”

      “Sorry, Torsten, I know they’re all the same to you, but if it’s between some traitor named Redstar and Sora, it’s an easy decision.” He flashed her a nervous grin. He couldn’t tell if she sent one back, as being upside down so long had her looking faint.

      “That was not our arrangement.”

      “Then keep your name.” Whitney faced the satyr. “Maybe you can’t mate with the warlock…or whatever you do… but I’m sure you’ll find a way to use him.”

      The satyr’s brow furrowed again as if intrigued. The fact that he hadn’t dismissed the offer immediately had Whitney feeling optimistic.

      A guttural sound from the woods suddenly drew the satyr’s focus. The vine wrapping Sora’s ankle shriveled to its natural form, and she fell. Whitney dropped his daggers, sprawled out and caught her before her head hit the ground.

      The satyr backed up. “What is this? What trick are you playing?”

      Whitney didn’t know what was happening either. He helped Sora sit upright while she clutched her head.

      “Was that you?” Torsten asked her.

      She shook her head.

      The satyr glanced over his shoulder in both directions, panic twisting his goat-like features.

      “What’s happening?” Whitney questioned

      Another deep growl resonated from the depths of the darkness. Whitney had one arm around Sora and the other squeezing her bloody hand without noticing, then the gnashing snout of a dire wolf broke through the black. It crashed into a pair of satyrs, catching them off guard and throwing them to the ground. Their screams could have even curdled the blood of King Liam himself.

      It pounced onto the lead satyr, but the demon batted it away but received a long gash across its chest for the effort.

      A whistle sounded from the woods. The shaggy, brown, dire wolf responded by pressing a massive paw firmly against the satyr’s chest, claws drawing thin lines of black blood. The other satyrs scrambled and retreated.

      “What the… what?” Whitney said under his breath. At the same time, he noticed that he was holding Sora’s hand and quickly released it. He hoped she was too lightheaded to realize.

      “Torsten, my friend!” Uriah Davies stepped out of the woods, monk’s robe swishing at his heels, a torch in his hands.

      “Uriah?” Torsten said.

      He whistled again, and the dire wolf stepped off the satyr. Then he walked up to it, drew his sword, and positioned the blade against the demon’s throat.

      “They are under my protection,” he said. “Is that understood?”

      The satyr’s hooves kicked, and he bleated. The dire wolf growled and snapped, a stream of saliva spattering from its lips. It was then Torsten realized the wolf was the very same pack leader he’d fought off days ago. His sword had left a thick, hairless scar across its massive chest.

      “Yes,” the satyr said. The word came more like the hiss of a serpent. It stumbled to its hooves and hopped away, limping.
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          THE KNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      While Whitney attended to the Panpingese witch, Torsten stared at the hulking wolf standing behind his old friend and former Wearer of White, Uriah Davies. He had no idea what to say, or even think.

      Uriah extended his torch in front of Torsten’s face. “What’s the matter, old friend?” he asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Only a friend I no longer recognize.”

      “I hope to change that,” Uriah said. “I’ve been tracking you long enough to see the licking you gave those gray-skinned curs. I decided I couldn’t let you march down here and get yourself killed alone like a fool.”

      Torsten swallowed the lump forming in his throat. “How, Uriah?” he asked.

      Uriah glanced from side to side as if surprised by the question, then realized where Torsten was looking. “The wolf? The goddess' tongue fares well with them. Far more efficient than a sword.”

      Before Torsten could answer, he heard Sora snap, “I’m fine!” at Whitney. Then she stomped over. “Is that a dire wolf in South Pantego?” she questioned.

      “I told you before, the warlock named Red—hold on.” Whitney plucked his daggers off the ground, then turned to face Uriah with both pointed at him. “What are you doing with this beast? You involved with Redstar?”

      The growl of the wolf shut him up quickly.

      “Ah, you must be Whitney,” Uriah said. “We narrowly avoided each other in my encampment outside Oxgate, but I hear you are not shy about professing your name and your cunning.”

      “Sounds like me.” He chuckled nervously and backed away as the wolf circled in front of Uriah, never averting its piercing gaze.

      “Whitney, let me handle this,” Torsten said.

      “This is a friend of yours?” Whitney asked. “Cult leaders, thieves, and blood mages… you really should work on the company you keep.”

      Torsten clenched his jaw.

      “I’m so sorry for how you were treated,” Uriah said, still looking at Whitney. “I am former Wearer of White, Uriah Davies. The knight and I are old friends.”

      “If cages and blades are how you treat friends, I’d hate to be your enemy,” Whitney said.

      “Wait,” Sora said. “This man leads the cult that captured you?”

      “What do you want, Uriah?” Torsten interceded. “I already told you, I will not be party to… whatever darkness it is you have turned to.”

      “It is the light, brother. The truth that I have found. This mad search for the Queen’s lost brother is a waste of time and effort. He lost his way. We should be focusing our efforts on killing Bliss.”

      “I appreciate your help, Uriah…” Torsten said, beginning to walk away, “…but our lives no longer travel the same path. This is where we part ways.”

      “Please, Torsten. Trust me as you once did. There is evil in this place that doesn’t care what god we whisper to in the darkness.”

      “I do not worship in secret as you do, friend.”

      “You must listen to reason,” Uriah said. “The spid—”

      Torsten stuck out his massive arm and clutched Uriah by the throat. The wolf snarled, but the old former knight waved it down. “Enough!” Torsten bellowed. He was so irritated he tried to heave Uriah off his feet, but pain flowered in his shoulder again. He clutched the arrow wound he’d carried since escaping the Black Sands and fell to a knee. He had to use his sword to stay upright.

      “By Nesilia, your wound,” Uriah said. He helped him take a seat against a tree. He lifted the plating of Torsten’s pauldron to reveal the wound. Half of an arrow’s shaft stuck out of the back of his shoulder, surrounded by puss and blood.

      Whitney released a gagging sound. “That blood was from an arrow? How in Elsewhere did you get that?”

      “Did you learn nothing under my tutelage?” Uriah said, ignoring the thief. “You let a wound like this fester with no dressing?”

      “I was a little preoccupied trying to save the kingdom,” Torsten said, pain making his voice hoarse. He couldn’t even lift his arm any longer. “Something you wouldn’t know anything about.”

      “Mine is the work of all mortals. Now stop being so stubborn. If we don’t clean that wound, your kingdom, along with the rest of us, will perish.”

      Uriah positioned himself with firm footing and wrapped a hand around the broken stump of the arrow. Torsten winced and stared at his old friend. A messy gray beard hugged his chin, masking wrinkles deep as the caverns of the Dragon’s Tail. He looked exactly the same as the day he’d left to chase Redstar into these very woods… except in his eyes. Something was different there, darker maybe, now that he’d turned to the Buried Goddess.

      “It’s a Shesaitju thorn arrow,” Uriah said. Torsten nodded in understanding. Shesaitju arrows were four-pronged, with backward facing spikes. They didn’t fly as far or as accurately, but once they went in, they couldn’t be yanked out without causing a heap more damage. They were especially effective in naval combat, clinging onto enemy ships.

      “Shesaitju?” Sora asked, eyes going wide.

      “Yeah, I second that question,” Whitney said. “There are Black Sands. Here? I mean, as the King’s Shield knows, fighting them is my specialty, but…”

      “They’re camped in the swamp, to the far east along Trader’s Bay you fool,” Torsten growled, the pain making Whitney even more insufferable. “An army, prepared to attack the Glass Kingdom with nobody left to defend it. So, the faster we get on with this, the faster we might have a chance to stop them.”

      “We didn’t see a camp,” Whitney said, looking to the ground as if he were insulted. Like he even could be.

      “Of course, you didn’t. You couldn’t find a—”

      Uriah suddenly pushed. Torsten didn’t even have time to scream as the arrow plunged all the way through his shoulder. He just sat, shaking, as the shaft fell to the ground.

      “There you go, old friend.” Uriah patted his other shoulder. “Now’s the fun part. Thief, use my torch to heat your blade.”

      Hearing Uriah issue orders brought Torsten back to simpler times following Liam into battle, though it may have been the pain.

      “I’m sorry, since when do you give me orders?” Whitney said.

      “Just listen to him,” Torsten moaned.

      “If we do not seal the wound, infection is likely,” Uriah said. “That will kill him quicker than any satyr or spider—Bliss or not.”

      Whitney took the torch, eyed it quizzically. “You want me to…”

      “Men,” Sora sighed. “Don’t do it, Whitney, unless you want his screams to attract whatever out there is worse than satyrs. I can heal him. I won’t let the Shesaitju kill anybody else.”

      “Sora, last time you almost—”

      “Last time, the wound was fatal. This is just one hateful knight being a baby.”

      “I don’t want to have to carry you.”

      “You won’t.” Sora blew by Whitney toward Torsten. At some point, she’d retrieved her knife and now held it over her bandaged palm.

      “What is this?” Torsten asked.

      “You’re sure  you are capable?” Uriah asked.

      Sora nodded.

      “Capable of what?” Torsten said.

      “I could sense how special you were the moment I saw you, blood mage,” Uriah said. “Nesilia would welcome you with open arms.”

      “Good for her,” Sora said.

      Uriah placed a hand on Torsten’s good shoulder to keep him steady. Torsten watched in horror as the Panpingese witch knelt in front of him, then slowly slid her blade across her hand. She cut deep, flinching as the blood oozed out.

      “What is this madness?” Torsten said. He fidgeted as Sora reached toward him, but Uriah held him steady. “In the name of Iam, don’t you lay your accursed hand on me!”

      “I am sorry if you’re not a fan of blood magic. But yours is not the only life at risk here. Now hold still.”

      “Watch out, he’s bigger than that rancher,” Whitney said. “And infinitely more bullheaded.”

      Torsten continued to resist. “I will not be party to this heresy!”

      Sora lay her bloodied hand over the wound even as Torsten protested. The moment the bond was made, Torsten was rendered still. Cool blue smoke rose from the bloody hole and Sora grimaced as if in incredible pain. Immediately, it stopped hurting, but he felt a deep chill spreading up his arm and across his chest—cold like he’d been half-buried in Winter’s Thumb.

      “Iam protect me,” he whispered over and over... though he realized he was saying no words. His throat was closed, and he couldn’t speak. He pawed for his necklace of Iam’s Eye before remembering he’d given it to Abigail.

      Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the feeling was gone. Sora fell back into Whitney’s waiting arms, panting uncontrollably.

      Torsten sprang to his feet. He gasped, then glanced down. Where there had just been a hole, only a streak of red and dried mud remained around a barely visible scar on either side of his shoulder. He stretched his arm, rotating it in wide circles. No blood. No puss. No gaping wound. He felt completely fine.

      “Where did you learn to do that?” a wide-eyed Uriah asked.

      “My teacher says it comes naturally to me… said…” Sora muttered, barely able to speak above a whisper. The magic left Torsten feeling like he could face any foe but left her unable to stand without Whitney’s help.

      “I would like to meet—”

      “What is this devilry?” Torsten barked, his shock finally waning enough for him to speak.

      “I healed you, you ungrateful triss,” Sora said.

      “With the powers of the fallen gods themselves!”

      “You could show a little gratitude, Torsten,” Whitney said. “That takes a lot out of her.”

      “To her?” Torsten said, aghast. “I don’t even know who she is, but she has no place here.”

      “She’s an old friend from the homestead that wanted to help.”

      “Why am I not surprised that you are friends with a witch.”

      “Better than a knight turned cult leader, no offense.” He nodded in Uriah’s direction.

      Sora pulled herself free of Whitney. Beads of sweat rolled down her forehead as she huffed. She looked like she was ready to pass out. “You are the most insufferable, hateful, ignorant—”

      Exhaustion sent her back into Whitney’s arms. Before she fell, Torsten could have sworn he saw small flames bursting in her hazel eyes, more gold than brown. He saw something in them—something familiar.

      “Everyone stop.” Uriah’s voice was soft but authoritative. It was almost as if the very words were a spell. Torsten couldn’t help but comply with his old mentor.

      “This is helping no one, Torsten,” he said. “If you only heed my advice once more, heed this, thank the lady, and let us destroy Bliss together—like old times.”

      Torsten shifted the aim of his ire. “There is nothing about this that resembles ‘old times.’ My mission is to find Redstar, and forgive me, but I will not take the word of a deserter. I don’t care who you are.”

      “I don’t know, I think we let him tag along,” Whitney said.

      “He locked us both in cages! Lies spew from his mouth now as if it is his very nature.”

      “He saved our skins this time. Plus… a dire wolf? There’s a good chance we are going to need him.”

      “Then go with him. Go with both these heretics. My soul is with Iam and the Glass alone.” Torsten snatched up his sword, placed it in his back-scabbard and started trudging away.

      “You promised me a name!” Whitney shouted. Torsten didn’t even slow down.

      “Stop,” Uriah said. “Let me lead you to where I know Redstar was last seen.”

      “Why would you know that?” Whitney asked.

      Torsten stopped and spun back. Uriah stood, calmly stroking the neck of his wolf. “Yes,” Torsten said. “Why would you know that?”

      “Don’t misunderstand,” Uriah replied. “I never did find the man after Oleander sent me after him, but I’ve heard of his exploits. His followers left him to die here after they learned their Arch Warlock planned to make an offering to Bliss and betray their mission for vengeance. Now, as you know, we continue the great cause he abandoned.”

      Torsten stormed back, hand on the grip of his sword. The giant wolf at Uriah’s side crouched and let out a low growl, the hair on his back rising. “You said he abandoned them to come here, not that they were with him.”

      “I’m sorry, Torsten,” Uriah said. He rested a hand on the wolf’s head. The beast calmed immediately. “I wanted to tell you everything, but you wouldn’t listen to reason. I didn’t want you to go chasing ghosts.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” Sora muttered, still using Whitney as a crutch.

      “You betrayed me and the Glass,” Torsten said. “You betrayed Iam. Your King!”

      “Do you serve Queen Oleander?” Uriah said.

      “I serve all the royal family.”

      “Even her?”

      Torsten nodded.

      “Why?” Uriah asked. “What has she ever done for you?”

      “She is the wife of Liam and the mother of our present king—if Liam trusted her, so shall I.”

      “She’s not bad to look at either,” Whitney added. Torsten and Sora shot daggers his way. “What? I met her.”

      “You did not,” Sora said.

      “Well, I saw her. Running. From a great distance.”

      “I tried to tell you the truth in the ruins,” Uriah continued. “The truth on many things, but you would not see. Nesilia is not who you believe her to be, Torsten. Imagine Iam to be like King Liam.”

      “More than any man who ever lived,” Torsten said, back straight and head tall.

      “Now imagine Nesilia as the Queen.”

      “Blasphemy!”

      “The answers were all there on that ancient mural. You didn’t want to hear the legend then, but now you must. When I heard it from Redstar’s lost disciples, I finally saw. I knew what I had to do.”

      Uriah cleared his throat and began to sing softly. His voice was raspy, coarse, but Torsten and the others couldn’t help but listen.

      
        
        
        When last the dew drops come to dry

        Clouds and heavens unleash a cry

        Dragons bellow, thunder cracks

        When truth’s forsaken, the sky grows black

      

        

      
        The fire levels meadow plains

        And smoke devours; ne’er wains

        Beneath the earth her death she feigns

        The God and Goddess cease their reigns

      

        

      

      “This is absurd,” Torsten interrupted.

      Whitney hushed him. “Let him continue, I liked the tune.”

      Uriah smiled and went on.

      
        
        
        Nary a whisper; nary a word

        Nary a flight of galler bird

        It ended terse with his anger unleashed

        The One Who Remains turned into a beast

      

        

      
        Eye always wary and never known fear

        Abruptly disrupted by a single shed tear

        Beneath soil and stone, the Lady awaits

        The heart of her lover shall ne’er abate

      

        

      
        Biding her time, her pain like a flood

        Alone in the darkness, she longs for the blood

        In the name of the Lady, in the name of the Lord

        Shall settle the score with power and sword

      

        

      
        Then she may arise, in glorious day

        Through will and through fire, her enemies slain

        Forgotten, abandoned, but no longer bound

        From Elsewhere and exile, she’ll receive her crown

      

        

      

      When he was done, the silence was palpable. Not even Whitney spoke.

      “That could be about anything,” Torsten finally rebuked. “Bard’s songs and poet’s musings.”

      “Sounds pretty clear to me,” Whitney said. Sora slapped his arm.

      “They were lovers, Torsten,” Uriah said. “It is the lie we’ve all been taught. That Iam stood alone in defense of man during the God Feud as his brethren destroyed each other in their arrogance. But he was not alone. She was there, and she sacrificed herself so he may end the feud. You see, to follow Iam is to follow Nesilia. They are bound eternally like you to your king and country. Why shouldn’t even Iam find love?”

      Torsten stared, incredulous.

      “I’m not asking you to believe fully at this moment,” Uriah continued. “But please, trust the man you once knew?” He extended his hand. “It is the One Who Remained who is the root of all evil in this world. Redstar’s followers showed me that after I survived her wrath. She is spider, she is satyr, she is every foul demon loosed upon our world from Elsewhere. But most of all, she is Bliss, and we must snuff out that evil in the name of the light.”

      “I’m confused,” Whitney said after a brief silence. Torsten’s head whipped toward him like a powder keg had gone off. “Aren’t we here to steal a doll?”

      “A powerful Drav Cra orepul cursed by a rejected brother,” Uriah clarified. “Redstar sought to bring it as offering to Bliss. If he truly did so, it would be where his followers claim they abandoned him, at the lair of The One who remained. The lair of Spider Queen Bliss.”

      “Blasphemy,” Torsten said again, but no one was listening anymore.

      “Then we have to go there,” Sora declared. Her strength seemed to have returned, leaving Whitney’s side and standing on her own, dark eyes glimmering.

      She appeared to care more about the quest than the thief even without any promised reward. But Torsten had encountered enough blood mages in cults and covens throughout the kingdom—followers of Nesilia and other fallen gods, or worst of all, followers of nothing at all, those who simply desired power for power’s sake. Only demons were more dangerous.

      “I will take you there,” Uriah said. “But only on one condition.”

      “And what might that be?” Torsten said through his teeth.

      “That if you find what you’re looking for there, you will consider helping us destroy Bliss. I will not judge should you walk away, but when you see what wickedness she is capable of, I believe you will see as I do, holy knight. Forget Nesilia or Iam. If you are truly tasked with shielding the Glass Kingdom, you will know that such evil cannot endure, as I do.”

      “I know what I’ll choose,” Whitney said.

      “A fight?” Sora said.

      He scoffed. “Of course, it seems fair to me.”

      The teachings of Iam warned against any mortal who would turn to Elsewhere for power, but as Torsten scanned the ranks of the three unexpected people he’d found company with in the Webbed Woods, he realized the truth. If he had to risk the wrath of Iam to save the Glass, then so be it. If the grief-stricken Queen allowed that heathen army of Black Sands to invade, the kingdom of Iam would fall regardless. They were the true power to fear, not an imagined goddess spider.

      Torsten clasped Uriah’s hand and pulled him in close. “Do not betray us.”

      “We serve the same side.” Uriah snapped his fingers, and five cultists emerged from behind trees. They wore those same terrifying, expressionless masks as they had in Oxgate, except the one in the middle. The pale, gaunt, Drav Cra warlock no longer bothered to hide what he really was.

      Whitney spun, one hand on the hilt of a dagger and the other holding Sora. “Oh, not these guys again.”

      Torsten’s hand instinctively went to his weapon as well.

      “Relax,” Uriah said. “They work with me now. We will lead you.”

      Uriah, the dire wolf, and his followers set off through the forest. Torsten eyed Whitney and Sora who, like him, hesitated to follow a fallen knight and a bunch of the Buried Goddess’ followers further into the blackness of the Webbed Woods. Sora’s uncertain expression made Torsten feel better that, at least, maybe she wasn’t a murderous cultist like them, and was merely a young, displaced Panpingese woman who’d been tempted by the dark arts and gone astray.

      Torsten took a deep breath, lowered his hand from his sword, and waved them along. Finding anything in the Webbed Woods except for killer vines and demonic satyrs seemed impossible without guides.

      What choice was there?
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          THE THIEF

        

      

    

    
      “There’s another!” Whitney said, pointing at one of the red blisters on a tree trunk. None of his companions knew what they were, but they seemed harmless enough, and it was passing the time.

      “No one else is playing this stupid game,” Sora said.

      “We’ve been walking through the canvas of the world’s most boring painter. Just dark greens and black and then suddenly… look, darker green! Over and over again. I have to do something to stay sane.”

      “It’s only been a couple of hours, Whit.”

      “Longest of my life.”

      “Won’t be much farther,” Uriah said. His pet—the scariest pet alive—a dire wolf, still stalked beside him, occasionally sniffing at shrubs shrouded in darkness. His cultist followers kept a wide perimeter, nothing but shadows moving with them.

      Uriah stopped suddenly. He said something in Drav Crava and his followers gathered, then sprinted off in another direction.

      “What did you say?” Whitney asked.

      “I told them to scout ahead,” Uriah replied. “We’re not far.”

      “You’re sure where we’re going is where Redstar was last seen?” Torsten said.

      “I’m sure you’ll find his rotting remains, yes.”

      “Lovely thought,” Whitney said.

      “I didn’t say it would be lovely or easy,” Uriah said. “I’ve made it clear from the start: this quest is not smart. Bliss is the true enemy.”

      Torsten grunted but kept plowing forward. His sword was out now, and he used it to carve a path through vines and branches. The deeper they delved into the woods, the more congested they grew. Maybe it was the smothering darkness making Whitney imagine it, but he could barely stretch out his arm in any direction without hitting a tree, as if they were closing in all around them. The smell of death and decay surged stronger the deeper into the woods they traveled.

      “When you say, ‘we’re not far,’ what does that mean to you?” Whitney asked after Iam knows how much longer walking. His legs were beginning to grow sore.

      “Do you ever stop talking?” Torsten spat. “Keep quiet, or we’re going to end up attracting more enemies.”

      “Are you forgetting about the giant wolf flanking us?”

      “You can call him Gryff,” Uriah said.

      “It’s got a name?”

      Uriah raised one hand to stop everyone. One of his cultists suddenly appeared from around a tree and nearly gave Whitney a heart attack.

      Whitney squeezed Sora’s arm. Her glare frightened him further. She wasn’t lightheaded and docile from being hung upside down anymore.

      The cultist said something in Drav Crava. Uriah replied, then thanked him. He pointed over Torsten’s shoulder. “See that ridge? Her lair is just beyond, but we don’t believe her to be there.”

      “Why is that?” Torsten asked. “I’m not fluent in Drav Crava.”

      “Who cares? Count your blessings, holy man,” Whitney said.

      “A Wearer should be fluent in all language of the realm, Torsten,” Uriah said.

      “You’re in no place to lecture me on how to serve the Glass,” Torsten growled, though he knew Uriah was probably right.

      “We’ve been studying Bliss since Redstar woke her to make his offering. She has several nests throughout the woods and tends to move when her babies are in danger.”

      “Her babies—geesh,” Whitney scoffed.

      “My men had orders to go to another nest and draw her attention.”

      “You’re just telling us this now?” Torsten questioned. “Is that true?”

      The masked cultists nodded, wordless.

      “They appear to have done their jobs. If Bliss were here, her children would already be upon us. Now, let us move hastily and search her lair for Redstar before the distraction wears off. Then you’ll see what I’ve been trying to tell you.”

      “I doubt it,” Torsten said.

      They continued on, but something ate at Whitney. After a short walk, he gave Uriah’s shoulder a tug.

      “I just have one question,” Whitney said, keeping his voice low.

      “Yes, thief?” Uriah answered.

      “What if we decided not to let you tag along? I mean, I don’t plan on sticking around to fight any Spider Queens for a guy who locked me in a cage, but you seem pretty confident he will.” He gestured to Torsten who was up ahead slashing a path through more vines.

      “I’ve known your leader for many years. I was certain he would press onward no matter what. All roads lead to this place. If chasing Redstar’s ghost is what's needed to open his eyes, so be it. Your quest, mine, it is as if we were all—”

      “Fated to meet,” Sora finished for him.

      He turned back and smiled like the old cotter in every village. That one you can’t help but love and listen to as he rambles on. Like old man Wetzel who’d somehow turned Sora into a blood mage. Whitney wasn’t sure if he liked that smile.

      “He’s not our leader,” Whitney remarked.

      “Do not fool yourself, boy,” Uriah said. “Sir Torsten Unger is everyone’s leader in the Glass.”

      “Ah, hog’s piss,” Whitney spat. “Only reason I’m in this shog is me.”

      Torsten stopped at a clearing and looked back. “Iam’s hand is in everything that happens on Pantego,” he said. “It’s not our place to question it.”

      Whitney’s eyes nearly rolled through the back of his head. He didn’t think Torsten had been listening, but it didn’t matter. He wasn’t about to take anything back.

      They reached Torsten’s side and saw why he’d stopped. In the small clearing of trees was a protrusion of rock with little more than a narrow hole in the side. There was no way it could be Bliss' place. Whitney had expected something more, something grander—like a dragon’s lair. Truth be told, he’d never seen a dragon’s lair, not even that of a sleeping one. The one he’d once snuck by was a tiny wyvern stuck in a birdcage. A curiosity belonging to some Panping mystic in a monastery that smelled like incense and loneliness.

      “Welcome to Bliss' lair,” Uriah said. “This is where Redstar led his followers before they discovered his true intentions and left him for dead. If Pi’s orepul is anywhere in these woods, it will be here.”

      “Then let us find it!” Torsten all but shouted as he began trekking forward again.

      “Wait,” Uriah said.

      “What now?”

      “Even if Bliss is not present, it’s not wise for us to traipse in there like we own the place and draw her attention back. Her senses are nothing like ours. They are divine.”

      “What do you suggest then?” Torsten said, seething.

      “You brought a thief for a reason, didn’t you?” Uriah placed a hand on Whitney’s shoulder. “You see? Fate is again with us.”

      Whitney was barely paying attention. “Wait, what?”

      “I believe you should go in alone, search the lair for Redstar—or what remains of him—and find what you came here for.”

      “No way. I am a thief, not a monster slayer.”

      “This should be nothing after Darkings' place,” Sora added with a snicker.

      “You go in then! I can’t summon fire.”

      “As I’ve said, Bliss has been drawn away by the others,” Uriah said. “Her children follow her like chicks to a hen. There shouldn’t be any monsters to slay.”

      “Shouldn’t? Shouldn’t be any?” Whitney took a step back.

      “I hate to say it, but he’s right,” Torsten said. “By Iam’s Light, this is clearly the reason I broke you out of prison, greatest thief in Pantego. If you still want that name, this is how you earn it.”

      Whitney folded his arms. “It’s ‘world’s greatest thief.’”

      “Pretend it’s only a dragon.” Sora gave him a playful slap on the back.

      He released a nervous chuckle. They were right. All that boasting that he could steal from a mythical spider, and now he’d be forced to prove it.

      You and your big mouth, Whitney.

      Running seemed like the smarter option, if not for the warm breath of Gryff the dire wolf against his back.

      They all began walking again, slower this time, and he scurried to keep up.

      “What am I supposed to do if I get in there and a massive spider attacks me?” he asked.

      “Were you taught to pray as a child?” Torsten asked.

      “Was that a joke, Sir Knight? I’m so proud of you.”

      “What a blessing,” Torsten grunted.

      Whitney sighed. “Fine. I’ll pop in for a—hey look! The stars are finally peeking through.” Lights glittered around the stray branches and vines bridging the break in the canopy over the cavern’s narrow entry.

      “Are those stars… swaying?” Sora asked. They visibly swung back and forth, like the crystal balls in the Glass Castle during the masquerade.

      “Those aren’t stars,” Uriah said. “Those are eyes.”

      Now that the Celeste’s light illuminated the woods, Whitney could see thousands of eyeballs hanging by threads of webbing everywhere he looked. He retched. Sora cursed as some of his stomach contents splashed onto her boot.

      Knowing what they were made the smell of death became nearly overwhelming, even if he imagined it. Whitney pulled the front of his silly, silk shirt up over his nose but if it helped at all, it was minimal. He regretted not choosing something more practical from Darkings' house.

      “This is it?” he said, stalling outside the entry. “I expected something more like when I raided the ancient tombs at the Brotlebir borders. You’ve never seen their equal.”

      “In you go,” Torsten said. “This is why you were hired.”

      “I might have to renegotiate my price.”

      “You left me for dead,” Torsten bristled. “You’re lucky if you get anything at all.”

      “I didn’t—you know, if something happens to me in there, you’re going to miss me.”

      Torsten replied with a chortle, then grabbed the back of Whitney’s shirt and gave him a shove. Whitney hesitated in the maw, then felt a hand on his elbow. He turned to see Sora standing there.

      “Just be careful?” She didn’t look him in the eye, just cleared her throat and said, “Go on, oh great one.”

      “Right,” Whitney said, turning. He cracked his knuckles. “So, I just…” He motioned with his hands to indicate crawling inside. “Feet first? Head first? How does one crawl into the den of a murderous, giant spider?” When nobody offered a good idea, he decided to go with the latter and managed to squeeze halfway in. “Tight… fit…”

      “Just hurry up,” Torsten said, his voice muffled and barely audible from inside the hole.

      The tunnel was narrow and grew narrower. His hand brushed up against something soft and squishy. The red blister burst, a shower of clear liquid spraying out and covering his arm and chest. Tiny, transparent-looking spiders poured out, scurrying in every direction. He fought back the urge to throw up again.

      “Just keep crawling,” he whispered to himself. “They’re babies. What’s more harmless than a baby?”

      Where there weren’t egg sacs, the walls perspired with murky water. His mind raced back to just how many blisters he’d seen on their way into the heart of the woods. They must have numbered in the hundreds or even thousands. If each of them was this full of spiders….

      A shiver stole any warmth he had left in him.

      His mind raced back to the day at the Twilight Manor when he’d met that little ale-keg of a dwarf, Grint. It seemed a lifetime ago. How would things have turned out had he not boasted quite so proudly? Steal the crown from a king? Yig and shog, what a stupid idea. From dead and dying kings, to probably dying in the lair of a spider queen.

      Whitney arrived at a fork. Without a coin to flip to decide which way to go, he simply closed his eyes and chose. He had one arm in when he realized the ground beneath his hand was supple, like a web.

      Exactly like a web.

      His elbow tore through, and he plummeted, bumping and scraping flailing appendages, too shocked to scream. He braced for impact. It was impossible to tell how far down he’d gone when he finally crashed into a pile of sticks. They clamored against the wall, banging and tapping in an almost melodic, musical tune.

      “’You’re lucky if you get anything at all,’” Whitney said like a child, imitating Torsten’s voice. Then, “I’ll give you luck.”

      Something dug into his lower back. He reached around and wrapped his hand around what felt like a smooth, thick branch. He tugged, and it came loose.

      A dim light came from somewhere. He couldn’t find its source, but it was bright enough for him to make out what appeared to be a femur bone—a human femur bone. Grossed out again, he wriggled free, the ground beneath him shifting with each motion. More rattling; a symphony of death. Not sticks, but skulls, bones, ribcages, and even rusted remnants of armor from Glass soldiers rolled around below as Whitney scrambled to find his footing. It was almost as if he was swimming.

      He finally found stable ground a few meters away and hopped between both feet to shake the smaller bones off his body.

      “Perfect,” he said to no one. “Just perfect.”

      Whitney looked up and saw the passage he’d fallen through, shuddered. Somehow the cave was even colder now. He could see his own breath. He tried not to think about how many adventurers had fallen to their deaths. Enough to create a pile of bones so high that he didn’t join them.

      He searched the room. Every square centimeter of the walls and ceiling were covered in egg sacs. From above, more eyeballs hung like ornamental orbs. Each one stared at Whitney. As he turned, he found the tiny shaft where the light was coming from. Whitney thought twice, then decided anything was better than being stuck with corpses.

      He checked the ground to make sure it wasn’t another hole, then shimmied inside and thanked any gods who might be listening that it was just a short tunnel which opened into a big, dark, auricle-shaped room.

      Moonlight sifted in through several man-sized holes above. They looked like pinpricks from this distance. He crouched just in case, although there wasn’t any sign that anything other than him was alive in the whole space. Even the sacs of unhatched baby spiders were missing. He shivered again at the thought.

      As he delved further into the room, he saw thick stone columns at the center connected by thinner, stone protrusions. While there were no egg-sacs in this room, the stone was covered in puffy, white blotches.

      He climbed three shallow steps into the middle of the chamber. His heart thumped against his ribcage as he looked upward. From his new vantage, he realized that the columns and protrusions weren’t that at all. They formed the shape of a massive web spanning out to all corners of the room.

      Then one of the puffy white spots stuck to it moved. Whitney drew his curved daggers and spun, ready to fight before he realized that half the spots were moving. They were food, beasts and men strung up to the grand web like how normal-sized spiders string up flies.

      “’It’ll be empty,’” Whitney whispered to himself, now mocking Uriah. “‘Bliss won’t be around anywhere.’”

      Last time Whitney checked, no one leaves their food for too long, and it was clear that Bliss' dinner resided in those puffy white sacks. His throat was dry, and he felt sick. He searched the room for any route of escape.

      He didn’t become the world’s greatest thief by running away from a challenge. He did, however, run away from giant scary monsters. If he didn’t, he’d have had an awfully short career.

      Taking a deep breath, he switched his targeting from a place of escape to making sure he was alone but for Bliss' squirming, unfortunate prey. As far as he could tell, there wasn’t even a sign of smaller spiders or rodents.

      If the rats are afraid of this place…

      He drove the thought out of his mind and reminded himself of the mission; find some stupid, little kid’s stupid, little doll. Get back to Yarrington, and be crowned the hero of the day. Earn a new name to muck up in future adventures with his promising new partner in crime.

      “Where does a giant spider keep a doll?” he asked. There was no chest filled with loot, which was the image he’d conjured up throughout the journey. Though, he wasn’t sure what a spider might need with gold and jewels.

      What am I looking for? Dead bodies?

      There were plenty of those.

      Rusted old chestplates?

      Definitely those too.

      One thing was for certain, he needed to get out from beneath the web and explore the massive room.

      How big it really was didn’t become clear until he realized the specks against the far wall were piles of human remains. His feeling of nausea returned in full force. He’d become somewhat used to the smell of the death that enveloped him—but every time he saw new sources, it returned with a fresh fire.

      A full set of pearly Shieldsman armor similar to the one Torsten wore, sat against a pile of more Shieldsman armor. Whitney knew plenty of Glass Kingdom men had been sent on this mad quest before, so it was as good as any place to start.

      He took one step, then heard a sound like a tarp unfolding. He looked up but saw nothing. As he went to glance behind him, something fuzzy stroked his jaw.

      “So, you’re the newest in a long line of failures to enter my lair? How handsome.”

      The voice came from behind him. It was smooth, sultry even. Whitney’s whole body froze, and he clamped his eyes tight. Whatever it was tilted his head from side to side as if studying him before releasing him.

      “You can open your eyes, Mr. Fierstown,” she said. “I won’t bite…yet.” Her laugh was infectious, like one of the ladies of Old Yarrington.

      Whitney complied, and a creature that could be none other than Bliss circled around in front of him.

      “My, my, aren’t you handsome?” she said.

      Whitney just stared at her, mouth agape. The one thing no one prepared him for was how gorgeous Bliss would be. Gorgeous and… naked. Sure, her lower half was a gruesome, horrid, massive, bulbous, spider body, but her top half was all woman.

      “Go on, say something,” she said, licking her lips.

      “You—you weren’t supposed to be here,” he mustered the courage to say.

      She laughed again, this time it wasn’t quite as charming. “You steal your way into my home and then complain that I’m here? And here I thought you were supposed to be some great thief.”

      “How… how do you know who I am?”

      “Did your traveling companion tell you nothing?” She reared up on her back four legs, the front four waving in the air. “I am a Goddess!”

      She came down hard, and the ground shook. Dust and loose webs poured from above, coalescing into the light from the holes above. A loud thump drew Whitney’s attention, and he glanced over to see one of the bodies who’d been rolled up in webbing fall from above, landing just a few meters away.

      Whitney took a step backward. His foot slipped off a short step, twisting his ankle. He tumbled, and one of his daggers fell loose, sliding across the floor.

      “Try to keep your feet, mortal,” Bliss said. “It’s no fun without a struggle.”

      She strode forward and used one of her legs to flip him upright. The movement was so fluid and otherworldly it made Whitney’s heart pause. He’d never seen anything to compare. It was less like she’d walked and more like she glided toward him. She leaned in close, and he could smell her rotting breath.

      “You’re going to be delicious,” she said. “Impure meat is so much...  juicier.”

      Whitney took off, gritting his teeth through the pain of his ankle. Her laugh continued, and by the sound of it, she wasn’t pursuing.

      “Oh, I do love a chase!” she said.

      Before Whitney could register the movement, she stood on the wall in front of him, peering down like an owl from a perch or, he supposed, like a spider from its web. She lowered her abdomen, and a spray of webbing shot out and landed at Whitney’s feet.

      He dodged and strafed sideways, then searched frantically and spotted the nearest tunnel. There were many of them all around the lair, a dozen ways Bliss could’ve snuck up on him. When he looked back, she was gone.

      He pushed his legs as fast as they could go. The tunnel wasn’t far, but it might as well have been Winde Port. He was closing in when he heard her cackle echoing all around him, sounding almost as if it originated within his head.

      He kept running.

      One of her spiny feet pressed against his chest when he was only a few strides away. He collapsed onto his back, gasping for air. He wished he hadn’t. The smell gagged him and made it even harder to catch his breath.

      “Good show, boy,” she said, “but I tire of games.”

      “Are you sure?” he said. “I can think of a few more.”

      “Quiet now. If you struggle, it will only be worse.”

      Her legs wrenched their way beneath him and forced him onto his stomach.

      Whitney momentarily broke free of her grasp, gripped his remaining dagger and slashed upward. He caught only air, but she stumbled backward. He hopped up and thrust at her.

      “Now, you listen,” he said. “Let’s come to some sort of deal, and I promise I won’t cut you into pieces.” He thrust again, and as he did, she whipped her body around. A thick spray of webby paste glued his mouth shut, and as she came back around, one of her legs smacked the blade out of his hand.

      “You talk far too much for such a useless creature,” she said.

      She brought her full body over him, towering. Whitney tripped again as he cowered, landing on his rear.

      He pawed at his mouth.

      She yanked at his legs.

      He began rolling at a nauseating rate, seeing the floor and then the ceiling, over and over. He felt it on his calves first, the thick webbing drawing them closed so he could no longer kick. He tried to fight, slapping at her legs at any chance he could find. It was no use. His arms were bound, his left tight against his side, the right pinned uncomfortably against his chest. She reached his neck before stopping.

      “Now, I will take your eyes just like all the rest,” she said. “You will forever watch as the world passes you by, damned to never leave this plane.”

      Whitney wasn’t sure what he screamed into his sealed lips. Curses or prayers, anything he could think of. But she couldn’t hear him. No one could. He was all alone and was going to die at the hands of a spider goddess.

      She lowered her face until it was mere centimeters from his. Up close, her beauty was even more undeniable. Her eyes were dark and deep purple, mesmerizing, and her face as fair as any maiden he’d seen across Pantego. Only instead of hair and ears, a silver carapace wrapped her head and stuck out on either side like the points of a crown.

      “Be still,” she said. “Your friends will be with you soon. All you pathetic mortals will be.”

      She pressed her lips against his, the paste covering his mouth melting away at her touch. He felt her tongue against his teeth, tasted blood.

      When she pulled away, he found himself growing sleepy and numb, like he’d imbibed an entire bar’s worth of ale.

      “We haven’t even… haven’t even gone on our first date yet,” he slurred.

      The next thing he tried to say was a garbled mess. Bliss smiled down at him as her web stretched over his face and everything went dark.
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          THE KNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      “It’s been too long,” Sora said. “I’m going in.”

      She stood, but Torsten grabbed her arm. “Relax, nothing can kill that man,” he said. He almost felt bad when he added, “He’s like a cockroach.”

      Her face betrayed her guilt.

      “He’s going to be fine,” Torsten assured.

      “We sent him in there alone,” she said. “What if Uriah is wrong? What if Bliss is in there waiting for him?”

      “There are many things Uriah Davies is, but I have fought at his side many times. There is no finer commander.”

      Sora glanced over at him, and Torsten did the same. He paced back and forth in front of the cave, murmuring to his dire wolf under his breath. Torsten had to admit, he was far from the Wearer he’d once admired and served beneath. Far from a man worthy of being King Liam’s right hand.

      “I just don’t trust him,” she said.

      “If I remember, you supported inviting him along,” Torsten said.

      “Still…” She ran a hand through her hair. “It’s been too long, and those guys give me the creeps.” She nodded toward Redstar’s unmasked follower, the warlock with his painted face. He sat alone a few strides behind them, legs folded and hands resting on them. Silent.

      “As far as I can see, you both serve the same fallen gods.”

      “I don’t serve anybody,” she retorted.

      “Well, we can safely say that none of us trusts one another.”

      “That’s for sure,” Sora muttered.

      “Two weeks ago, I stood beside the throne. King Liam was sick but alive. Now, I’m out here with a thief, a blood mage and a cult-leading ghost who’s seemingly lost half his mind. I don’t have to like it, but this is all we have. Iam wouldn—”

      “Why do you say it like that?” she interrupted.

      “What?”

      “Blood mage. Like just saying it makes you want to throw up.”

      “Because I have fought those who call on the wicked magic of Elsewhere, girl. In all forms. Iam created Elsewhere as a realm between here and the Gates of Light. A place to banish those of his brethren who sought power over peace, to send the abominations and demons they crafted to fight in the god feud.”

      “I know what Elsewhere is,” Sora said, a harsh edge to her tone.

      “Then you know why I can never abide by anyone who would wield the power of that place to alter our world. Conjuring fire or demons, or even healing wounds meant to heal naturally; it is all a perversion of the gifts Iam gave us.”

      “Easy to say from up there in glass spires. All Yarrington ever was for me was a blur on the horizon.” She raised her bandaged hand. “This is all I have. All the man who raised me left for me.”

      “And did he teach you what happens when a demon possesses you through your connection to Elsewhere? Or when you decide summoning flames isn’t enough?”

      “We aren’t all bad, you know.”

      “Power is a dangerous thing,” he said. “I’ve seen the Panping mystics mutilate men for their experiments. ‘Learning how to heal the body through the sacrifice of others,’ they claimed.”

      Sora tried to speak, but he didn’t let her.

      “And I’ve seen how whatever magics Redstar used corrupted the mind of a little boy until he chose to jump from a window rather than hear the whispers. I’ve felt the curse’s remnants myself. It is the unholy power you draw on that is the very reason we are here. So no, blood mage, I don’t trust you, and I never will.”

      Her lip twisted. “Well, you can at least thank me for saving your arm.”

      Torsten folded his arms. A part of him wanted to say it. She was still young and didn’t seem to be overtaken by the lust for power blood mages often fell for yet, but the words didn’t come.

      “You two should try to keep it down,” Uriah said as he strode over.

      “That’s fine. We’re done talking.” Sora stood, arms crossed, and walked a few steps away.

      “You should open your mind a little, old friend,” Uriah said, laying a hand on Torsten’s shoulder.

      “So, I can be like you?” he said. “Hiding in caves with depraved cultists? Crucifying people in the name of fallen gods?”

      “Nothing seems more wicked than that which we do not understand.”

      Gryff started barking at the sky. Uriah clapped his hands and hissed to silence him. “That girl has a part to play in all of this. I know not what it will be, but there is both light and darkness in all the affairs of gods and men.”

      Again, Gryff started barking. Uriah was about to reprimand the beast when Sora shrieked.

      “Ick, what was that!”

      Torsten turned to see Sora shaking her leg. A small spider flew off. Well, small in a relative sense. He was hoping to avoid a giant, but this one was the size of his hand, which still made them the largest spider he’d ever seen. He leaped into action and crushed it beneath his heel.

      “I thought they weren’t home?” Sora said.

      “They are now,” Uriah said.

      Torsten turned back to him and saw Uriah was staring up. Before he could do the same, another hand-sized spider landed on his shoulder. He flung it off, then followed Uriah’s eyes. Beyond the display of human eyeballs, hundreds—maybe thousands—of the creatures crawled down strings of webbing hanging from the canopy. It was as if the trees themselves had come alive.

      “Bliss returns to protect her nest,” Torsten said. He dug in, clenching his sword.

      “Whitney is still in there!” Sora shouted above the din of thousands of scurrying legs.

      “Then we must keep them out!”

      The creeping spiders on the webs were small, but Torsten saw a new wave appearing through the darkness. Bulbous, black eyes filled the trees surrounding them, countless in number, and belonging to spiders the size of hounds.

      “He was bait, wasn’t he?” Sora said to Uriah. “Just a means for you to get us to help you!”

      “Why would I want to face a goddess when we aren’t at our fullest strength? Please, Torsten, talk some sense into your companion.”

      “The longer we argue, the more danger he’ll be in,” Torsten said.

      “Like you care,” Sora said.

      “I may not like the kid, but he’s an ally, and a soldier never leaves his allies behind.”

      The giant spiders poured through the trees as if they were a tidal wave. Thousands of them, the color of midnight. More continued dropping from above, blotching out what little moonlight there was to be seen. They fell on the warlock, crawling under his clothes and grasping at his painted face. He screamed and slit his hand. A spark of fire ignited, but never grew as one of the larger spiders sunk its fangs into the back of his neck.

      “Brother!” Uriah shouted.

      “We’re surrounded!” Sora sliced her palm and raised her arm. A stream of flames burst forth, searing dozens of the descending arachnids, but not before they’d already dragged the cultist away into oppressive blackness.

      “Ignore the babies!” Torsten grabbed Sora’s arm and aimed it forward. The larger spiders on the ground backed away from the heat.

      “You’re okay with magic now?” she said, terse.

      “Form up!” Torsten said, ignoring her.

      He fell back beside Uriah at the mouth of the cave, both their swords raised. Gryff was beside them, hair raised along his back as he growled. Sora ended her spell and joined them. She panted, sweat pouring down her forehead and blood dripping from her hand. The spreading flames kept the creatures at bay, but a few trickled through. One seized the leg out from under Sora, but Torsten and Uriah were there to meet them with cold steel before she was pulled away. Torsten ducked as one leaped at him, slicing it open thorax to abdomen from below. He caught another by the leg and flung it into the fire.

      They were large, but he was larger. He spun, coming face-to-face with a pair of glistening fangs. He didn’t want to imagine what their venom might be capable of. Gryff slammed into its side before it struck.

      Sora turned another into a charred husk, keeping it from attacking Torsten from behind. He glanced back and saw her hands on her knees. The cost of blood was draining her fast. A spider rushed, flanking her. Torsten leaped over a fresh corpse and swung down, cleaving the spider in two.

      He grabbed her arm. “We have to go through the lair! There’s no other way. If we beat Bliss to Whitney, we can all find a way out.” He slashed left, slicing off a bundle of legs. “They can’t swarm us in tunnels.”

      “I’m afraid you’re already too late,” said a woman’s voice, low and matronly. It was both comforting and chilling, and as soon as she spoke all the spiders froze where they were and watched, twitching.

      Torsten, Sora, and Uriah turned to see Bliss mounting the rocky walls outside her lair. Half-spider, half-human, she was an abomination Torsten could barely fathom. And the fact that her woman half was as stunningly beautiful as Oleander somehow made it worse.

      “Another knight, come to die,” Bliss said. Her voice carried across the woods, making the very leaves tremble. “I hope you’ll prove more formidable than your friend.”

      “Whitney!” Sora screamed. “I swear if you hurt him.” She drew a deep cut over her forearm and fire wrapped her whole arm.

      “It seems our battle with the beast will come sooner than expected,” Uriah said.

      “Beast? You of all people should be careful throwing around names.” She shimmied down to the ground.

      He stroked the back of his snarling wolf, sword at the ready, a mad grin plastered across his face. “Take her! Take her now!”

      Gryff sprung at her, fast as lightning. His fangs sunk into her shoulder and his claws tore at her. Sora launched a ball of flame at her chest that exploded into sparks as bright as Celeste. It blinded Torsten before he could aim a blow. Uriah rushed forward and slashed at Bliss' chest.

      Torsten’s vision finally settled, and he went to join them, but one of Bliss' arms caught his leg and threw him backward. With two others she flicked Uriah and Sora away like rag dolls.

      Her children grasped at Torsten as he tried to recover. His armor held their fangs at bay, and left him grateful they hadn’t bitten his hands or face. He roared and whipped his claymore in a full circle, driving them back, all the while watching as Bliss clutched Gryff with all four of her front legs and lifted him off her. The dire wolf had to weigh at least a ton, and she wasn’t even struggling.

      The wolf bit and snarled, but she leaned close in front of him and blew a puff of something acrid and yellow into his mouth.

      “Release him!” Uriah yelled. A spider crashed into his back and sent him staggering. He ripped off one of its legs, but he was too slow.

      Gryff’s veins grew thick and black under his shaggy coat. His eyes went the color of pitch, down to the whites, and she dropped him. He landed in a heap of tangled legs at Uriah’s feet, body shriveled like a grape left out in the sun.

      Bliss released a laugh that commanded silence, carrying across the woods and making the very leaves tremble. Torsten felt it resonating in his chest, like a vice squeezing away all hope—like Iam himself abandoned this foul and horrid place.

      “You puny, mortal children of Iam really think you can defeat me?” Bliss said, still amused. “I’m glad I saved my appetite.”
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      Whitney didn’t remember having a drink, but when he woke up, it felt as if he’d cleared the Twilight Manor of their whole stock. He groaned and struggled to open bleary eyes. They wouldn’t even budge. He tried to throw his legs over the side of his bed, but they wouldn’t move either.

      Shog, he thought, his memory beginning to return.

      Eyes still closed, he wriggled the fingers on his right hand because that was all it seemed he could move. They brushed a silky, sticky substance. A cold, feverish feeling stole over him. He struggled, his face growing hot until he could separate one of his eyelids a hair. A semi-transparent film blocked his vision, but he could make out the shapes of columns and slivers of waning light from the top of Bliss' lair.

      He thrashed left and right like a grounded fish desperate for water. His neck craned, simultaneously trying to find Bliss and hoping not to. His daggers were gone, his arms secured by the webbing.

      Panic overwhelmed him. Breath wouldn’t come. He felt as if he could die of suffocation. Letting out air and slowly drawing it back in, he calmed himself and let his head fall back. The stone floor hurt, but he didn’t care. He was going to die soon anyway. What a fitting end to his legend. Why shouldn’t the world’s greatest thief die in some daring attempt to steal from a goddess?

      At least, that was what he told himself to keep from hyperventilating.

      He flopped his body over onto his side and heard something jingle. He stretched for the sound with the fingers of the hand pinned to his chest, and his index tapped the amulet he’d stolen from Darkings hanging from his neck. It wasn’t a dagger, but if he could manage to break the gem free of its casing, it might just be solid and sharp enough to cut through the webbing.

      Good thing those demons thought it was worthless.

      He continued rolling until he was face down. Then he stretched his fingers as far as he could. His elbow stung from being bent the wrong way, but he used the ground to push it until he was able to get two fingers around the amulet.

      He took a moment to catch his breath, then stuck his fingernail between the gem and the frame. He used the momentum from rolling his body to tweak the amulet. His fingers bled, sharp metal digging beneath his nails, but he ignored the pain. Again, he rolled, and this time the framing bent slightly. One more time and the gem broke free of the set.

      He squirmed along the ground, pawing with his two longest fingers until he found the arrow-shaped gem safely nestled within the web. He fidgeted until he got the right leverage, then sawed into the webbing with the point.

      It caught at first, and he dropped it several times before finally starting to progress. The process was slow, but he eventually opened a gap that allowed him to move his right arm.

      Immediately, he freed his face, thankful to no longer feel like he’d been smothered by a very thin blanket. The webbing constricted the rest of his body like a woman’s skirt pulled too tight. He couldn’t lean forward any further without first releasing his hips and waist. He focused his attention on his belt line and made quick work of it. After that, it wasn’t long before he released his upper body and was completely free.

      Whitney gasped for air as he crawled out of his silky tomb, even though his face had been free for some time. It somehow still felt like he was drowning. He sprawled across the floor, staring up at the web-adorned ceiling. He knew he should get up and run, but he couldn’t stop himself from laughing.

      “‘I still can’t believe you nearly got us killed for that ugly thing,’” he said, imitating Sora’s voice. He raised the gem to his face and gave it a kiss. “Oh, I love you, I love you, I love you.”

      “Whitney!” a distant scream echoed through the cavern, full of panic.

      He rolled over. “Sora?”

      He jumped to his feet, but his legs were wobbly. He rested his palm against a column, steadying himself. Now that he was free, he could better remember what brought him to the position he was in. He remembered running. He remembered Bliss spinning him round and round. He remembered… the kiss. He wasn’t sure how long it had knocked him out, but it still had his body feeling funky.

      He staggered forward to another column and looked around. Dozens of other creatures were stuck in the webs surrounded him. Some strung up from the ceilings, others wrapped against the cavern walls. Somehow his web-sack had been left on the ground as if someone interrupted her lunch.

      He’d considered trying to cut some of them loose, but other than a couple of unmoving ones, none were within reach.

      Suddenly, his mind cleared for a moment. “Sora!”

      If they’d all come looking for him when he didn’t return, that would mean Bliss... “Oh, shog.”

      It was impossible to know which of the many tunnels would lead him to his friends, which ones would bring him to certain death, or which would do both. One thing he knew, the route he’d entered through would send him to an impossible climb.

      He heard some more distant shouts and closed his eyes to try block out everything else and pick a direction. When he had his best guess, he bolted... or rather, tried to. His legs felt like reeds of cattails sticking up out of the river he’d grown up playing in with Sora. It took a moment for the blood to return to them after being wrapped up so tightly, but after a few clumsy steps, he was surefooted as ever.

      Clearing the tremendous lair took some time. He stopped for a breather when he nearly stepped on one of the daggers he lost battling Bliss. As he bent over to reclaim it, he realized he was standing near the poor saps in shiny armor who’d lost their skin and flesh to the giant spider.

      The corpse out front clutched a raggedy old doll against its chest with a sterling, glaruium gauntlet that looked like Torsten’s before Whitney ruined them, but had the image of a lion carved on the top. He wasn’t sure what Pi’s magical orepul was supposed to look like, but this doll was a strange enough thing to be in a spider goddess' lair in the possession of a fallen Shieldsman.

      “Sorry buddy,” Whitney said as he bent over and pried the doll lose. What little was left of the corpse’s brittle bones crumbled. Its head toppled forward and rolled from its shoulders. The gauntlet grasping the doll clanged onto the floor. Whitney winced, hoping the clatter wouldn’t cause Bliss to return. When it didn’t, he took a moment to study the doll. It looked like something a beggar might make his son because he has nothing else—vaguely human in shape, but barely identifiable, with bits of yarn for hair.

      “All of this for a piece of trash?” He wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but surely  something more, like one of those exquisite mannequin dolls rich girls loved. At least something that didn’t look like a shrunken scarecrow.

      He sighed. It wouldn’t be easy to embellish the prize he stole from a goddess' lair, but the story of how he got it was grand enough. He stuffed the doll into his waistband, took measure of the armor, and decided to slide the gauntlets over his forearms. He figured he owed Torsten that much after ruining his pair back in the ruins.

      He continued toward the tunnel through which he could best hear the hollering of his companions. If he believed in gods and curses—the thought stopped as soon as he realized he’d just met an apparent goddess who knew his name. In that case, Whitney cursed himself for what he was about to do.

      Why must I always be such a hero?

      The tunnel led him into a snaking corridor. He slashed at sticky cobwebs with his dagger as he pressed forward blindly. As the corridor narrowed, he felt the egg sacs brushing against his arms. It wasn’t long before he heard the clear sounds of battle, the explicit sound of Sora’s voice, and grunts that could only belong to Torsten.

      “I’m coming!” Whitney shouted, earning a mouthful of webs.

      Just then, the corridor split and something slammed into Whitney from the side. He felt one of the red blisters pop as his shoulder collided with the hard wall. Hundreds of tiny, little legs drooled all over him.

      He swatted them as he whipped back around. A faint, orange glow illuminated the labyrinth of tunnels, revealing eight glittering eyes and venom-coated fangs prepared to drive their needles into him. Whitney brought his dagger up, and the steel drove hard against the biting chelicerae. A spider, the size of a mule, was repositioning itself for another strike, but Whitney got a leg up and kicked. He’d expected the creature’s body to be soft because of all the hair, but his foot felt as if it was planted firmly against hard stone. He pushed against the bulb of its abdomen and slipped. It was slick like oil.

      The creature knocked him back, poking and prodding with eight sharp claws. He managed to pull one arm free and drove the point of his dagger into the spot where a leg met the cephalothorax. The spider let out a humanlike cry, and then Whitney realized the sound was coming from his own mouth. One of the spindly legs managed to find a home in his supple flesh, digging into his bicep. He chanced pulling his dagger around and slicing at the leg. It found its mark, chopping it off at one of its forty-eight kneecaps.

      Off-balanced, the spider toppled slightly, allowing Whitney to wriggle free enough to swing with his other arm. He used the corpse’s gauntlets like a crude, blunt weapon and whacked the side of the spider’s head. The creature shrieked, its legs shriveling.

      Whitney leaped and drove his daggers down in the center of his many eyes.

      He stumbled away from the dead monster, arms covered in black goo. “It’s official, I can’t stand spiders.” He shook his hand off, then headed toward the flickering orange glow that could be none other than Sora’s fire.
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      Torsten twisted his frame just in time to dodge Bliss' strike. Her many legs—each of them covered in tiny spikes—fell upon him in a flurry.

      He parried one leg thrust with the flat of his blade and tried to stab, but she batted his claymore aside like he was a child with a stick. He’d fought a giant in the Third Panping War, and even its strength paled in comparison. Slaying a dire wolf was no simple task and Bliss had done it without throwing a punch.

      “Uriah, forget him and help me!” Torsten shouted.

      Uriah and Sora were busy fending off countless spiders of all sizes intent on devouring Gryff’s desiccated corpse. They’d found a break in Sora’s slowly spreading blaze and funneled through.

      “My children will keep them occupied at least until you are dead, Torsten Unger,” Bliss said. “Iam has forsaken all of you. And I, the One Who Remained, shall feast on all men.”

      Torsten’s eyes went wild, his shoulders squared, and his nostrils flared. He was smart enough to know she was trying to taunt him into making a mistake, but he didn’t care.  He might not have cared about Uriah’s mad quest to destroy her before, but now that he had looked upon her, he knew he was where he belonged. Even if they all died. This abomination. This evil. He couldn’t just stand idly by and let her prevail now that Redstar had stirred her and given her a taste for men.

      He understood Uriah, even if he could never forgive him.

      He planted his right foot and pushed off, driving the sword toward her. She laughed and easily avoided the blade by circling up onto the rocks. She was toying with him, and there was nothing he could do. Bliss snapped her leg toward him. It cracked against his chestplate and sent him reeling, short on breath.

      “Come now, knight,” she said. “Where is your god now?”

      Behind him, Sora shrieked. He took a second to glance back. She and Uriah were surrounded. She no longer wielded flame, so they stood back to back, slashing with their blades while the thorny legs of spiders tore at their clothes.

      In that split second, Bliss pounced, knocking Torsten’s claymore free. He punched, but her carapace was like plate mail. With his other hand, he grabbed one of her legs and held it back.

      The only way he was going to make any headway was to attack her human-like upper body, but she had been doing a flawless job of protecting herself. She drew back onto her hind legs and brought her weight down. Torsten rolled, barely escaping her dagger-like appendages and grabbed his sword along the way.

      “I do not fight for myself, monster,” he roared as he spun back around to face her. “In the name of the Glass and Holy Iam, today your reign of terror in these woods shall end.” He charged straight through her razor-sharp appendages and shouldered her in the thorax, his brazenness catching her unprepared. It was the first time he’d seen her tripped up.

      “Torsten!” The voice came from somewhere near the tunnels, and Torsten had never been happier to hear it. Whitney had been a pain in his backside, but they were outnumbered and outmatched. Another set of hands could be the difference between victory and death.

      But Whitney, as Torsten should have expected, lost what could possibly have been his only opportunity to surprise Bliss. She had retreated up on top of the cave’s entry, and somehow, he didn’t see her. Instead, Whitney’s gaze fell upon Uriah.

      “You son of a shog-eating shrew!” Whitney yelled, charging at Uriah. “She was in there waiting for me!”

      Bliss swept her legs down and knocked the dagger from Whitney’s hand. It skidded across the ground toward Torsten.

      “How dare you think you could escape!” Bliss roared, anger emanating from her like white hot heat. She stretched down from her vantage and met him face to face.

      “Yig!” he yelped as he tripped backward. He scrambled away until he bumped into Torsten’s leg.

      “Are you blind!” Torsten lifted Whitney to his feet and shoved his dagger into his gut. Then he pushed him right back down into a crouch as two of Bliss' arms zipped over their heads.

      It was a kill shot.

      Whatever Whitney had done to anger her, she wasn’t toying anymore. He had a knack for enraging others, and while missing his opportunity to catch Bliss unawares was the stupidest thing he could do, riling her was a close runner-up.

      “Torsten,” Uriah bellowed, “we aren’t going to be able to hold these things back much longer!”

      Torsten peered over his shoulder and saw Uriah and Sora still fending off the spiders. They looked exhausted, clothes bloody and tattered.

      “Hang in there, Sora!” Whitney called.

      “Whit?” she replied. “You’re alive!”

      “Yeah, I’m here to save the day.”

      Torsten didn’t hear her response if there’d been one. Bliss extended her back end and spouted out a stream of sticky webbing. He scarcely avoided getting hit by it.

      “Keep her busy,” Torsten told Whitney.

      “Keep her wha—” He dove out of the way of another of Bliss' legs.

      While the goddess was occupied trying to impale Whitney, Torsten decided to change his strategy. He carved a bloody swathe toward Uriah and Sora. He swatted an arachnid the size of a wagon-wheel, then slashed one off Sora’s back.

      He grabbed her shoulder and pulled her to the path he’d opened through the beasts. Her breathing was labored from using so much blood magic.

      “We need to take her together,” he said. “Find whatever strength is left in you. Uriah, it’s time to finish what you started.”

      Now together, Torsten and Uriah fought their way back to Whitney. They let Sora stay in front, as she was so weak she could barely lift her knife. Ahead, Whitney dropped to the dirt under Bliss' leg and rolled out of the way of another. As he came to a stop, a third leg crashed toward his head.

      Torsten reached him just in time and deflected the blow. He dragged Whitney back as another slashed the dirt between his legs, then lifted him again.

      “It’s like fighting someone with eight swords,” Whitney complained.

      The four of them now stood side by side, Sora leaning on Whitney like a crutch. Bliss stretched out before them, purple eyes fuming with rage. The patter of her largest children closing in behind them grew louder and louder.

      “Can we run yet?” Whitney asked.

      “No. We hit her in the heart or the head,” Torsten said.

      The spider queen rushed once more. Torsten and Whitney both thrust their blades, barely nicking her armored underbelly but both taking hits from her spiny legs. They landed on their backs, hard, but recovered fast to charge back at her. Sora was on her knees, struggling to raise her knife and make another cut so she could help. Out of the corner of his eye, Torsten saw Uriah take her hand and place it aside.

      “No. This must end now.” Uriah used her knife to slice both of his palms.  Then he dropped to the ground, crossed his legs, closed his eyes, and clasped his bloody hands together.

      “What are you doing!” Torsten questioned.

      “I didn’t know we could take breaks,” Whitney said, panting hard before he was forced to duck under another massive leg. A second one caught him from the other direction and sent him flying into the wall of the cave.

      “Whitney!” Sora rasped and stumbled.

      Uriah began muttering under his breath in Drav Crava. A swirling cloud of black smoke rose around him, and a bright red light glowed as if he himself were a beacon.

      “What is this, Uriah?” Torsten questioned.

      Uriah didn’t answer, but he began to levitate.

      “Uriah!” Torsten shouted.

      Bliss' expression revealed concern for the very first time.

      “This will not work,” Bliss spat, venom lacing her words.

      “Torsten, ready your blade.” Uriah’s voice was… different. It carried on the air, surrounding them like Bliss' had.

      Torsten lifted his claymore. Bliss was so distracted by Uriah that there would be no better chance. She lashed out at Uriah’s floating body, but the black smoke swirled around her limbs, holding them in place and exposing her human half.

      “Strike her, now!” Uriah shouted.

      Torsten bounded forward and slashed, drawing a deep gash along her belly. Half a dozen spiders promptly tore their way through the bloody hole and leaped at him. One bit down on his bare hand.

      Whitney came too and rushed to Torsten, hacking at the spiders with his dagger. There were too many. A small fireball raced by, pathetic compared to Sora’s usual magic, but enough to hit several of them at once. They shrieked in pain as they shriveled. “My babies!” Bliss writhed, her spider legs struggling to hold her belly together.

      “Again!” Uriah called. “I cannot hold this much longer!”

      Torsten lunged, this time plunging the sword all the way through. Her legs battered him, but he stood firm, drove deeper, and twisted his blade. Black blood poured out, coating his arms and flooding down his torso.

      She stopped fighting and pulled him in closer until her gorgeous face was his whole world. Torsten remembered what happened to the dire wolf when she blew on him. He closed his eyes, preparing for her to drag him into death with her when Uriah’s blade joined his in her chest. The former Wearer of White had descended and now stood at his side, flaying her wide. That same black mist swirled around his hands and exuded from his mouth.

      Bliss' scream shook the earth beneath their feet as she lurched. She pushed them away, and the blades slid out. Blood gushed from her like a castle fount as her legs fumbled for traction.

      “Fools!” she bellowed. “I will slaughter every last one of you. I will devour your children. Even Iam could not destroy—”

      Torsten roared and swung his sword with all his might, spinning as he did, and cleaved her neck mid-sentence. Her legs crumpled, and her head teetered before tumbling down along with them. The forest hushed when it came to a stop. Then an ear-piercing cry echoed all around them. The children, mourning the loss of their mother. It was sharp and sudden and gone just as quickly. Then they all scattered into the trees.

      “That’s right, you better run!” Whitney hollered.

      Torsten looked around. Sora was spent, barely able to stand. Whitney’s filthy clothes were drenched in blood and he, like Torsten, was covered in bruises.

      The only sounds in the darkness were sharp, labored breaths, the crackling of the dying flames at their backs, and the sizzle of black magic surrounding Uriah.
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      Yarrington.

      Torsten swore he’d never been so happy to see the glory of the capital in all his life. From the dark, towering trees of the Webbed Woods, to the white-stone spires and crystal spindle swirling atop the distant castle—he’d been to war in plenty of places but never had the difference been so stark. Mount Lister’s snow-dusted, flat top glistened under the bright winter sun as a backdrop to it all.

      He sat atop his steed staring down upon the city from a nearby hill. It seemed more peaceful than ever. Redstar was slung over the back of his saddle, bound, gagged, and so far he hadn’t tried any tricks. Uriah’s sword was strung along the side of it, finally able to be returned to its proper place.

      Whitney and Sora sat on the horse behind him, the thief finally quiet for once in his Iam-forsaken life, and Sora finally at full strength after Torsten had felt Iam appear through her to save them all. He was sure of it. And because of that, he was about to allow a known blood mage to enter the capital.

      The world really has changed...

      They’d traded for two horses at the first stable they found outside the Webbed Woods. There were few southern villages left that hadn’t already been razed by the growing Black Sands army, so stocky, southern shorthairs were the only option. Whitney hesitated to give up his stolen arrow-shaped amulet in exchange for such inferior beasts, but he eventually gave in when he realized walking was the only alternative.

      Torsten couldn’t help but feel like the young man was finally starting to see the weight of their actions. How a quest, so foolish in its description, could help save the Glass Kingdom.

      “Are you planning on sitting up here all day?” Whitney asked. “Sora can really use a bath.”

      “Excuse me!” She smacked him in the back of the head.

      “What? We all can. Nice, warm, castle water. A fresh rack of lamb. Rosemary potatoes.”

      Torsten glanced back at him, incredulous. Then his stomach rumbled. He’d eaten nothing but the stale bread Uriah—Redstar—had given him for days.

      “We’re heroes, Shieldsman,” Whitney said, clearly protesting the look Torsten sent his way. “It’s the least we deserve. We rescued a hand-sewn damsel—dame?—in distress, thwarted an Arch Warlock, and slew an evil, goddess, spider... thing.”

      “Is a name of worth not enough?” Torsten questioned.

      “You have met him, haven’t you?” Sora said. “Nothing is ever enough.”

      “You’re learning,” Whitney said.

      “Stop.” Torsten held out a hand and nodded toward the doll tucked into Whitney’s belt.

      “I said you’d get it when we reached Yarrington.”

      “This is close enough. We will be better received if it is in my hands.”

      Whitney looked to Sora, who seemed too preoccupied marveling at the great city to care. He sighed and handed it over.

      “It’s a creepy little thing anyway,” Whitney said. “Not to mention all the gross, spider-woman blood you got all over it.”

      Torsten raised Pi’s Drav Cra orepul in front of him—the boy’s supposed soul. The thing was a wreck. A year or so in Queen Bliss' lair hadn’t been kind to it. An eye was missing, and the dark stains of blood—both old and new—and dirt would never wash out.

      That the entire kingdom could rely on something so small and worthless...

      Torsten tucked it away. “Let’s go home.”

      “Your home maybe,” Whitney muttered.

      Torsten spurred his horse on down the paved road into Yarrington. The farms outside were quiet, touched by winter’s frost. A few lonely, old farmers tilled the soil to keep it fresh, but naught for that, only stubborn crows disturbed the stillness. Smoke climbed from the mills and homesteads, firelight glowing through hazy windows.

      Torsten always enjoyed winter. Quiet. Fewer foreign traders to monitor, and the people were usually too cold to cause much of a stir. It made his job easier, and coming back from Liam’s war campaigns had always exhausted the King’s Shield.

      It was different now, like so much else. The city may have looked peaceful on the outside, but as soon as they reached the gate, Torsten knew Yarrington wasn’t the same place he’d left. The main eastern gate into the city hadn’t been sealed in ages, yet now the tremendous, oak doors were closed and the steel portcullis lowered.

      He brought his horse to a snorting halt.

      “Who goes there?” A voice shouted down from the stony ramparts.

      “Where are the trumpets?” Whitney whispered.

      “Torsten Unger!” he shouted up. “King’s Shieldsman. The Wearer of White.” It was only as the words left his lips that Torsten remembered he was lying. He’d never actually said out loud what he no longer was.

      “Sir Rand Langley’s the Wearer now!” the guard replied. “I don’t believe you’re supposed to be here.”

      “Did I just hear him right?” Whitney said.

      “Quiet,” Torsten snapped. He looked back up. “Fetch Sir Wardric Jolly! He'll be expecting me. I bring a gift that may very well save our young, ailing king.”

      The guard hesitated, but soon disappeared, leaving them to wait in the cold. A northern breeze bit at Torsten’s nose and cheeks, though it was welcome compared to the fetid stench of swamps and cursed woods. He took a moment to inhale the chilly air through his nostrils when Whitney tapped his shoulder.

      “I’m sorry, Rand?” Whitney said. “He’s the way-too-young knight who took my crown. What is that guy talking about?”

      “It wasn’t your crown, and  it’s complicated.”

      “No, alchemy is complicated. This is simple. Are you the Wearer or did you lie to me when I agreed to this insane adventure?”

      “The Queen Regent is impulsive. When we return, she will see reason, and you’ll get everything we agreed upon. You have my word.”

      “Your word? Are you even a knight?”

      “Well...”

      Whitney’s jaw dropped.

      It hadn’t occurred to Torsten until they defeated Bliss that he may not be able to offer what he promised should they succeed. He didn’t care about disappointing Whitney— the thief had done more than enough to deserve disappointment—but a vow made under the light of Iam was a sacred thing.

      “I knew I didn’t like him, Whitney,” Sora said. “We should leave right now, before he turns on us, too.”

      “Look,” Torsten said. “The Queen Regent sent me off in anger. When she sees what we return with, all will be forgiven. I will ensure you get what was promised, thief.”

      Whitney took a long hard look at the road from whence they came and scratched his chin. “Fine. But I swear: if you go back on it, I’ll burn that doll. Or maybe I’ll sneak back into your Royal Crypt and turn your beloved King’s old crown back into sand.”

      “My word is my bond. If I’m unable to anoint you, I have friends in the castle who will honor my final request.”

      “What about her?” he asked, nodding to Sora.

      “I agreed upon nothing with her.”

      “We’d be dead without her, and you know it.”

      “Perhaps there is redemption for you, thief. Whether you fled and left me to die in those ruins or not, you returned and stood by to the end. But no Shieldsman, I, nor any other, can, in good conscience, bestow a name upon a known practitioner of the dark arts.”

      “But you said it yourself, you’re not a Shieldsman.”

      Torsten bit back his anger. “All I can offer is that she may walk free. I will say nothing of her malfeasance and see to it she is rewarded appropriately in autlas, as any aid to the Crown would be. Perhaps enough that she may pursue a decent art.”  He eyed her disapprovingly with the last words. “Her fate rests in Iam’s hands now, and after what I witnessed in that forest, I have faith she’ll find the right path.”

      “She saved us all! You said it yourself, ‘Iam worked through her’, or some mumbo-jumbo.”

      “It’s okay, Whit,” Sora interrupted Whitney. “I don’t need a name or gold. The Crown’s never offered a poor, outsider like me anything anyway.”

      “Well, then what do you want?”

      Chimes from Yarrington Cathedral rang out before she could answer. Then the gate creaked as old gears inside the wall slowly turned, grinding against one another. The doors opened to reveal Sir Wardric atop a strong, regal-looking stallion. It had only been a few weeks, and the already-elder statesmen of the King’s Shield looked as if he’d aged a decade. His graying hair and beard were haggard, his face creased like a stone quarry.

      “Wardric, you have no idea how good it is to see a familiar face,” Torsten exclaimed cheerily. He chose not to dwell on how the two of them left things, almost killing each other. As Torsten stretched out his arms in greeting, Wardric’s expression was as solemn as it had been then.

      “I figured you weren’t coming back,” he said.

      “I have captured the Queen Regent’s traitorous brother and returned what was stolen. Please, I must speak to her.”

      Wardric bit his lip. “You should come with me, Torsten.”

      “What happened?”

      “I dare not speak it here. Come.”

      Torsten urged his horse forward, looking down upon it with shame in the light of Wardric’s tall steed. Whitney and Sora followed.

      “Who are they?” Wardric asked.

      “They helped me bring Redstar to justice and are to be rewarded justly.” Torsten glanced back at them. Whitney wore that same wry grin he’d been found wearing in the Yarrington dungeon on the day they’d met. Sora’s scowl, on the other hand, made him reach for his holy pendant he no longer wore. “They can be trusted.”

      “So be it.”

      Wardric spun his horse, and Torsten caught up. It was only once he passed the guard’s tower he realized the state of Yarrington. He’d seen many cities, and—outside of the docks—the capital had always been the cleanest. No longer. It was as if the citizens had stopped working. Horse shog stained the streets. Beggars and paupers donned the porches of every shopfront, crowding the usually bustling entry plaza. Commotion broke out down one of the avenues, armed soldiers holding back a mob of rag-clad citizens hollering that they were starving.

      “The Black Sands hit many granaries when they raided those towns,” Wardric explained as they rode as if reading Torsten’s mind. “As if the poor harvest this season from the drought wasn’t enough. Stores are low, and we had to send as much as we could to fortify our fortresses throughout the kingdom against possible uprising.”

      “We should fortify the South first,” Torsten said. “I sent riders with news about the afhem gathering an army in the Fellwater. Did they reach you?”

      “Yes.” Wardric reached into a satchel and removed Torsten’s necklace. It was covered in grime, barely recognizable as the holy eye. He handed it over.

      Torsten exhaled as he took it and threw it back over his neck. He hadn’t realized how exposed he felt without it until it was back.

      “I worried they wouldn’t make it,” he said.

      “They’re safely locked up for spreading lies and fear-mongering.”

      “Lies? Fear-mongering? I saw the force with my own eyes, Wardric. It’s the largest army we’ve faced in a decade, I swear to you.”

      “It’s not me you must convince.”

      “Oleander,” Torsten muttered to himself, hanging his head. “Surely Rand—”

      “Is a spineless whelp,” he said, finishing Torsten’s sentence. “He stands guard outside her locked door while she sits with her son. Half the men whisper of a coup, the others lose faith in Iam and the White.”

      “How is the boy?”

      Wardric brought his horse close and leaned over to whisper. “He still has not woken. The physicians say nothing more can be done, and now the Queen Regent won’t allow anybody in. He could already be dead for all we know.”

      “Don’t speak like that!” Torsten snapped, less because he was angry, and more because if Pi was dead than his entire quest was in vain.

      “Hey, what’re you two whispering about?” Whitney hollered from behind.

      Torsten’s hands squeezed his reins so tight his knuckles went white as Brotlebir snow.

      “Well, you know her better than anyone left,” Wardric said. “If that really is her brother, sate her with revenge, and then, maybe, she’ll open her damned eyes. Otherwise, we’re doomed to wind up like the others.”

      “Others?” No sooner had the word left Torsten’s mouth than they reached the walls of the Glass Castle itself. Bodies hung by their necks from the parapets facing the street, some in robes, some stripped bare. At first, he hoped they were all cultists or traitors but then recognized one.

      “Deturo? What in the name of Iam?” Torsten traced his eyes.

      “He couldn’t heal Pi after she waited so long,” Wardric said. “Nor could the others.”

      Torsten didn’t know the royal physician well, but the old man had always been kind and as knowledgeable as his white beard was long. His left eye was missing. A raven sat upon his shoulder, blood on the tip of its beak.

      Others were more doctors, healers, or clerics of Iam. There were also soldiers. Not King’s Shieldsmen, but many of them wore the armor of castle-guards. All dead. He rode slowly, down the line, absentmindedly staring into all their bulging, blank eyes. Then, another stuck out; The Master of Rolls, Frederick Holgrass, the noose fresh around his neck. A member of Royal Council, hanged for all of Yarrington to see. Yet, it was not him which made Torsten’s throat go dry.

      Swinging beside him, directly beside the castle gates, was the body of Oleander’s favored handmaiden, Tessa. Her dress was torn, and her cheek bore a red mark with the distinctive shape of one of Oleander’s rings.

      “I must speak with her,” Torsten said, voice shaking.

      “You’re the only one who can,” Wardric replied.

      Wardric knocked on the iron gate, and it groaned. Torsten turned back to Whitney and Sora, who stared at the swinging bodies.

      “You two might want to stay out here,” Torsten said.

      “We should wait here,” Whitney said at the same time. “Smart. I’m beginning to think we should have stayed in the Woods.”

      “I’ll call for you when this business is concluded.” Torsten whipped back around and gave his horse a kick. He zoomed beneath Tessa’s limp legs through the malodorous stink of death.

      “I’ll be right out here!” Whitney called after him. “Waiting for what was promised!”
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      “How long are you planning to wait?” Sora asked.

      It had been only a few minutes but felt eons longer. The wind picked up after Torsten went inside, causing the many strung up bodies to batter the citadel walls like the drummers of a traveling troupe. If that wasn’t bad enough, there was the stench, and then still, the pair of King’s Shieldsmen who’d arrived to guard the gate.

      For what could have been any number of reasons—from his fanciful yet tattered outfit to her ears—their gazes never left Whitney and Sora. Or it could have been because they were the only two people foolish enough to be loitering on the street. Everyone else rushed by, going out of their way to pretend the public display of punishment wasn’t there.

      “Just a few minutes more,” Whitney said, rubbing his hands together. The cold of winter was settling in, and his thin, silk outfit didn’t help.

      “You really think he’ll give you what you wanted?” she said. “A noble like him will never give a shog about two criminals.”

      “You help steal one outfit, and you’re a criminal now?”

      “After meeting him, I’m starting to understand why Wetzel taught me underground.”

      “You’re learning. Thieves, mystics, and bastards—there's nothing in the Glass Kingdom hated more.”

      “What about knife-ears?” She smirked.

      “I have a feeling the Shesaitju are in the lead these days.”

      They laughed, then Sora shivered. “C’mon, Whit. He used you. Both of us. You’re really going to stand out here waiting for a name because of some decade-old feud with your dead father?”

      “Torsten will come through. Have you met the guy? He’s about the only person in Pantego pious enough to believe a promise is sacred.”

      “True, but that doesn’t mean we have to wait outside.” She nodded toward a tavern across the street called The Lofty Mare.

      Whitney had never been inside. On this side of town, it was where rich men went to get away at night. Stuffy folk.

      “Buy a girl a drink?” she said.

      “With what?” he said.

      She raised the small pouch filled with coins they’d lifted from Redstar’s unconscious follower in the ruins near Oxgate. It rattled around in her bandaged palm.

      “I thought I lost that back in Bridleton!” Whitney exclaimed.

      “You did lose it,” she winked and shook the bag again.

      “Wait, you made me waste that amulet getting us horses while you had that?”

      “That thing was worthless.”

      “It saved my life. It was lucky!”

      She drew herself in close, rubbing his arm with one hand while she placed the pouch in his palm and slowly closed his fingers over it. “Maybe I’m the good luck charm.”

      Whitney leaned forward until their faces were centimeters apart, then whispered, “No, you’re a pest.” He tossed the gold over her head and caught it on his way toward The Lofty Mare. A horse-drawn cart raced by and almost made him drop it, but he kept his balance and strode on as if nothing happened.

      “You coming?” he hollered back. “I’m thirsty.”

      Her groan was louder than the thumping of the swinging bodies against the castle walls. She caught up just in time to step into the tavern with him. The inside was as barren as the street. A few ragged drunks here and there, but mostly, the tavern was spotless. Never a good sign for a place of imbibing.

      Whitney strolled right up to the counter and slammed two autlas down in front of the bartender, a chubby fellow dressed far too extravagantly for the homely décor.

      “Two of your finest ales, my good sir!” he declared.

      The bartender didn’t acknowledge. He was too busy staring dumbfounded at Sora. Again, Whitney wasn’t sure if it was her ears, or how filthy they were.

      “We don’t serve their kind here,” he said.

      “What, women?” Whitney replied. He went on before the tender could answer. “Don’t worry, she can handle an ale good as any man. Besides, business seems slow what with the corpses staring at your door.”

      Whitney plopped onto a stool and pulled one out for Sora. She glared right back at the man, even as she sat and leaned over the bar.

      Whitney said, “Did I mention she also single-handedly defeated the most powerful Drav Cra warlock alive?”

      Finally, the bartender gave in and filled a mug for each of them. “It’ll be two autlas for hers.”

      “How about one for both?” Whitney took one of the coins away. “Thanks, friend. Money’s tight after all. Just got back from a special assignment from the Wearer of White himself.”

      “You expect me to believe that?”

      “Look at my outfit. Storm on the way in mussed things up, but you’re speaking with Constable…” Whitney realized he did know the man’s first name and hoped it hadn’t spread this far north “… Phineas Darkings of Bridleton. Now I suggest you put those down before I lose my cheery disposition.”

      The bartender grimaced, then placed them down harder than necessary and went to go clean the other end of the bar.

      “City folk,” Whitney shook his head.

      “Phineas?” Sora whispered.

      He shrugged, grabbed his mug and guzzled half in a single gulp. He missed the froth and the bitter taste. Ever since he’d left the farm, he had a tradition to enjoy a drink—or six—after a successful job.

      Sora wasted no time either. She grabbed her mug and winced. With the dozens of little cuts littering her palms, Whitney wasn’t surprised. She bit past the pain and drank, though she glowered at the bartender over the rim of her mug the entire time.

      A large man with a broom bumped Whitney’s stool.

      “Excuse me, my Lord,” he said, then the chubby man’s eyes went wide. “Sora?”

      “Hamm, what in the world are you doing here?” Sora asked.

      “Everything okay over there?” the bartender asked.

      Hamm gave the man a thumbs up and turned back to them.

      “Just trying to earn a bit of coin to rebuild the Manor. It’s little more than ash now, but the people are working hard to restore the whole town.”

      Whitney struggled not to ask why they’d waste the time. They’d all be far better off in Yarrington. But he knew it’d earn him a punch and a glower.

      “That’s great to hear, Hamm,” he said instead.

      “Do I know you?”

      “Wait.” Sora snickered. “You really don’t remember him?”

      “Should I? Oh right, you’re that adventurer? Yeah, that’s it. The one who got into a pissing match with Grint Strongiron.”

      “His name you remember?” Whitney snorted.

      “Well, I’m glad to see you made it out of that raid alive too and are keeping our fair Sora company.”

      “She’s my apprentice now.”

      “Oh?” Hamm asked.

      “I was Wetzel’s apprentice, my lord. But there’s always work to find for those practiced in the healing arts.”

      “Whatever you say,” Whitney grumbled.

      “I was sorry to hear Wetzel didn’t survive the attack.” Hamm laid a hand on Sora’s shoulder. Even dressed like a noble and posing as a constable, he moved right on from Whitney like he wasn’t there.

      “He was an odd one,” Hamm went on, “but he patched up more than his fair share of drunkards. And it was a good thing he did, taking in a girl without a home.”

      “It was,” Sora said softly.

      “Well, he had a good long life. I only wish he’d come in a few more times and told more about it. A man doesn’t live that long without a tale or two to tell.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he could have taught you some magical things.” Whitney was expecting the nudge he earned from Sora, and he didn’t mind it. The sight of Hamm had first made her look like she was seeing ghosts, but his words about Wetzel seemed to calm her.

      “I’m sure. Well,” Hamm tapped his bloom on the floor, “if your new friend isn’t keeping you too busy, we could always use a healer in Troborough. Though, right now, I fear the people need someone who could mend their souls, not their bruises.”

      “I’ll see what we can do,” Sora said, cutting Whitney off right as he opened his mouth. “It’s good to see you, Hamm.”

      “And you.” Haam turned to continue sweeping, but Whitney called for him.

      “Haam, do you remember a boy named Whitney Fierstown by any chance?” Whitney asked.

      He stopped and scratched his chin. “Old Rocco’s boy right, Iam bless his soul? Ran off, I’d say, well I can’t remember. A long time ago.”

      “What are you doing?” Sora whispered.

      Whitney ignored her. “I see. Sora here keeps talking about him, so I wanted to know if I should be worried.”

      “Whitney and Sora…” He laughed to himself. “I remember you those trying to break into my stores when you were young.”

      Whitney feigned shock. “Sora? Of all people?”

      “They were quite the troublemakers back in the day. Sora here turned into a fine lass though. Wherever young Whitney is, I hope he found whatever it is he was looking for.” He stared at Whitney for a few seconds, as if he was about to realize who he was, then turned and nodded toward Sora. “I hope Iam’s light brings us together again.”

      Sora stifled a laugh as he walked away. “How does it feel to be completely forgotten?”

      “Forgotten? Didn’t you hear him? He remembers some of my early work.” Whitney wiped his mouth.

      “Then maybe you need a more memorable face, not name.”

      “Very funny. But enough playing around.  It’s time to evaluate your first job. See if you’ll be a worthy apprentice.”

      “Me?” Sora said, the ale seemingly taking off her usual edge. “I’m not so certain you’re a worthy teacher after all I’ve seen.”

      “Then you had your eyes closed. C’mon. Whitney Fierstown worked alone, but Whitney Blisslayer doesn’t have to. I’ll be the greatest thief ever born twice over!”

      The bartender glanced over. Whitney smiled and raised his mug to him.

      “Blisslayer?” Sora asked.

      “Has a nice ring, doesn’t it?”

      Sora rolled her eyes. “Is that really what this is all about?”

      “Of course. How many people get to compete with themselves. I was getting tired of the same old thing, but then I had this brilliant idea. Now, will you come along for the ride or not?” He wrapped his arm around her and stared into the distance, waving his glass in an arch over an imagined horizon. Some ale spilled over on his sleeve.

      “We can be legends,” he said. “Thieves that even the Crown calls upon for help when all hope is lost.”

      “Only if you tell me one thing first,” she said.

      “Anything.”

      “Why did you really leave Troborough? No yig and shog this time.”

      Whitney reeled his arm back and lowered his mug. He’d hoped Sora had moved on from that, that over the course of their adventure she’d forgotten how mad she was at him for abandoning their childhood friendship.

      Whitney closed his eyes. “‘I don’t want you hanging around with that knife-ear runt,’” he said, adding a rasp to his voice.

      “What?”

      “My father said that to me once after I was late to supper. My mother silently agreed.”

      “You never told me they didn’t like me.”

      “They didn’t like anybody,” he muttered. “You were just an easy target.”

      “That’s why you left?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself.” He grinned. “That was just one of a million little things. It’s like I said, my father spent a lifetime grousing about everyone from better places and never once left his farm. Every trader that came through was a crook. Every knight, a noble born into his armor, when I know now that’s not true. He always did just enough, barely enough to live, until they died of what, water poisoning in their own shoghole home? I’ll be damned if I’m gonna live the same way.”

      “So, why didn’t you invite me in the first place? After all our talks about seeing the world together, getting out of Wetzel’s smelly shack and off the farm.”

      Whitney peered up at her over the rim of his mug. She didn’t look angry like when they’d first reunited, just confused. Her brow furrowed in that particular way that made the tip of her nose wrinkle along with it. Her pointed ears twitched, and he wondered if she knew they did that.

      “Honestly… I don’t know,” he admitted. “I think I just had to give life a go on my own. Prove to my dad that the world doesn’t owe us a yigging thing; we have to go and take it. Didn’t seem right to ask you to come on such a foolhardy quest with me, because I knew you would’ve followed without thinking.”

      “I guess… that’s fair.”

      Whitney released an exaggerated mouthful of air. “Thank Iam.”

      “You’re not completely off the hook. You still should have told me.”

      “You’re right. I tend not to think about things until after I do them, but I swear, Sora, I never wanted to hurt you. I just wanted to be gone without ever looking back. I—”

      “It’s okay, Whit,” she said, laying her hand over his. “We found each other again.”

      “Even the gods themselves couldn’t keep the team of Whitney and Sora apart!” She laughed. Whitney went to raise his mug, then paused. “While we’re in the honest spirit I have a question too.”

      “Here we go...”

      “You’ve never been to Yarrington, have you?”

      “What?”

      “I could see it written all over your face when you came in,. the wonder of a place where you can’t see hills through all the buildings. You said you were on your way back when the Shesaitju attacked, but it’s not true is it?”

      Sora’s features went pale. She stared longingly over Whitney’s shoulder as if she were expecting something to be there. “The truth?”

      “Unless the lie is better.” Whitney smiled. She laughed nervously.

      “It was the truth… sort of,” she looked sideways at Hamm who was sweeping nearby. The man nodded. “I really did hear there was a legendary thief for hire in town who wouldn't shut up about every amazing thing he’d ever done. Sounded like you, but aren't all thieves arrogant bastards?”

      They shared a laugh.

      “I decided to see for myself like I’d said, but when I got there, you'd already left. I don’t know what happened. Something snapped in me after so long in the same place maybe, but I took off after you without even knowing if it was you. I just wanted to believe you’d come back.”

      “Seriously… nobody remembered my name from that night?” Whitney interrupted. She went on as if he hadn’t spoken.

      “I went further than I'd ever been from Troborough,” she said. “Made it far enough to see the Glass Castle and Mount Lister on the horizon. Then I just… froze. It was the furthest from home I’d ever been. At first, I was glad for the break from Wetzel, I got so tired of him bossing me around, you know? Telling me I couldn’t leave until I had full control of my abilities or I’d risk being caught by the King’s Shield. Telling me anywhere outside Troborough was dangerous for something like me.”

      She cleared her throat and took a sip of ale, trying to fight back tears.

      “Ah, so he wouldn’t have approved of barging past Glassmen in Bridleton,” Whitney said, giving her a break.

      “Let me finish.”

      Whitney didn’t dare push her further.

      “I wasn’t like you I guess, able to put the past behind me so easily. I saw the city and thought I’d want to run down and experience all the things I never had. But all I could think about was Wetzel. He was the closest thing to a father I ever had, and he was getting sickly in his old age. Could barely remember how to brew his potions. His hands shook. Sometimes, I wondered if he even knew who I was. He needed me, and before I knew it, I found myself heading back home. To Troborough and Wetzel. I told myself that if I wasn't important enough for you to come see on your visit, you probably didn't want to see me anyway.”

      “Sora—”

      “No, it’s okay, I get it now. I don't believe that anymore.”

      She took a moment to gather her breath. Tears welled in the corner of her eyes. Whitney thought better of letting the quip bouncing around in his head come through his lips.

      “I returned at the same time the Black Sands were driven away, when the King’s Shield carried your limp body back to Yarrington. There was smoke everywhere from the fighting. Wetzel’s shack was up in flames, and when I found him, he’d already suffocated on smoke. I... I... I ran away, and I wasn’t there to help him because I thought I wanted to leave. I didn’t even have a chance to say goodbye. I should have been there.”

      Whitney reached out to take her hand, thought better of it, then decided to do it anyway. Her gaze snapped toward him like he’d stabbed her, but he held on. “The only good being there would have done is gotten you killed or worse, caught by Glassmen for using dark arts.”

      “I could have saved him.”

      “I know you could have. But do you think he would have wanted you to miss out on our glorious reunion?” He got her to crack a smile.

      “See?” he said. “I didn’t know the old coot well, but if he cared about you at all, he would’ve wanted more than for you to be stuck in that town all your life. You took down an Arch Warlock for Iam's sake, whether Torsten admits it was you or not. Wetzel may not have known if you were ready to be out on your own, but I do.”

      Her gaze turned to her mug as she blushed, her smile widening. The sight of it invigorated Whitney so much he wrapped his arm around her back and pulled her tight like he used to when they were children.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Whitney said.

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      “It wasn’t. It was the Black Sands who destroyed your home, but not just them, the Glass too. All these shog-eating lords and ladies and their ancient rivalries, thinking we commoners give a yig.”

      “Soon to be not-commoners. At least, one of us.”

      Whitney released her and raised his mug. “Right. To forgetting the past, and to new beginnings.”

      “To new beginnings.”

      They clanged their mugs together and were about to each take a sip when the sound of a bell reverberated through the tavern. It chimed three times. The bartender’s face immediately knotted with concern. Whitney had heard the castle bell ring in that pattern only once before—the night he’d disappeared with the late King’s crown.

      It only happened like that when a ruler of the Glass Kingdom passed.

      Whitney and Sora exchanged a nervous glance.

      Did Torsten kill the Queen?

      Whitney thought what they dare not say aloud. If Torsten was willing to lie about his position, he could have been lying about everything else. It seemed unlikely, but Whitney knew a thing or two about pretending.
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      Torsten skidded to a stop at the entry of the Glass Castle, kicking dust at the guards stationed outside. They lowered their halberds as Torsten hopped down. He only realized then that while he was still wearing his white armor, it was so caked by mud and blood it was impossible to recognize. The people of Yarrington hadn’t seen men return from war in nearly a decade, and he looked like he’d seen war.

      “You will lower your weapons in his presence,” Wardric ordered. “Now!” The guards retreated so quickly they almost dropped their polearms. “This armor still holds some respect.”

      “Take Redstar,” Torsten said. “It’s time to fix all of this.”

      “Is he dead?”

      “Unconscious.” Torsten spoke the word with venom.

      Sora had found a combination of herbs along the road she’d ground to dust and force fed to the Arch Warlock, keeping him in a barely-alive state. Never had Torsten known a man who deserved death more. Cursing a child, impersonating and tainting the memory of Uriah, a good and loyal servant of Iam—it wasn’t easy to spare him, but he knew the Queen Regent would want to deal with her brother in her own way.

      Wardric slung Redstar over his shoulder, then they entered the castle side by side. Torsten clutched Pi’s effigy in his hand.

      The Grand Hall was as barren as the rest of the city. No visiting dignitaries or nobles seeking the ear of their king. A thin film of dust covered glass sculptures of old kings, and the throne was in a similar state of disrepair. Two King’s Shieldsmen stood on either side of it, but its seat was unoccupied.

      “The people are being ignored, Torsten,” Wardric said. “She hasn’t held audience with a soul since you left. Not our emissary from Panping, not the head of the mining guild, not even a farmer. Plans for Pi’s hopeful, public coronation have been delayed, and when Lord Holgrass tried to broach the subject of drafting legal succession papers just in case Pi didn’t wake, well... It didn’t go well.”

      “There is no grief like the fear of loss,” Torsten said. “I felt it every day as I watched Liam suffer.”

      “This is more than grief. It’s as if Iam has turned his Eye from us.”

      “No. Never that. He twisted the darkness into light in the Webbed Woods and saved us all, I felt it. This is the work of his enemies: Redstar, Nesilia. It’s over now.” Torsten lay a hand upon Wardric’s shoulder. They weren’t close, never had been, but they were brothers in arms. “He is still with us.”

      They continued to the castle’s main tower and climbed. Light refracted through the crystal at the top, painting the stairs with a rainbow as it so often did when the sun peaked. Torsten had no time to admire how much he missed the color. He took three steps at a time, and nobody arrived to stop them. The castle seemed abandoned, as if everyone were hiding.

      A large, generous hallway lined with glass candelabras awaited him at the top. Broken glass and cracked tableware covered the floor. At the end of the lush, blue carpet, stood Rand and two other members of the King’s Shield outside Pi’s chambers.

      Whereas Wardric looked like he’d aged terribly since Torsten left, Rand didn’t look a day older. And he still looked scared, like a boy off to battle who’d freeze in camp at the first sign of winter. The white helm he wore lolled off to the side, barely fitting.

      “Halt!” he shouted, voice cracking. “Nobody is permitted on this floor.”

      They didn’t listen, striding right up to him until his eyes went wide with concern upon realization of who Torsten was.

      “You’re back?” he said.

      “Step aside, boy,” Wardric said. “He’s here to see the Queen Regent.”

      Rand drew his longsword. One of the other guards did the same, but the second hesitated with his hand on the hilt.

      “You’re not supposed to be back,” Rand said.

      “We won’t ask again. It’s time to end this.” Wardric went to draw his weapon, but Torsten stopped him.

      He stepped forward until Rand’s sword brushed against his chestplate. The boy quaked. Torsten reached onto his back. The other guards took hard steps forward, but Torsten didn’t grab his weapon. Instead, he unlatched his back-scabbard and let his claymore clang against the floor.

      He was sick of fighting. All he saw as he stared into Rand’s wet eyes was a kid in over his head. A kid forced to have innocent men hanged by the demands of the Queen Regent. He saw himself, lifted out of shog of the docks by King Liam and made into a man.

      “I’m so sorry, Rand,” he said softly. “This is not where you belong.”

      “Her Grace asked to not be disturbed,” he said, lips trembling.

      “I return with a chance to show the Queen Regent the error of her ways. To help her see the light again. All you need to do is step aside.” Torsten raised the orepul.

      Rand eyed it like it was as worthless as it really was, and he didn’t budge.

      “You were exiled,” he said. “Please leave, Torsten. Don’t make me force you.”

      “Don’t be a fool, kid,” Wardric said. “Just move.”

      “The Queen Regent was not in the right mind,” Torsten said.

      “Her word is law now,” Rand said. “No matter what state her mind is in.”

      “Do you have a family, Rand?”

      “What?”

      “A family; do you have one?”

      “Well… yes. A sister down in Dockside. What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Since I was younger than you, I’ve dedicated my life to the Glass. Liam, Oleander, Pi, they are all that I have. I would do—have done—anything to protect this throne. So, you see, the Crown is my only family.”

      “I still can’t let you in. She… she… demanded it.”

      “And she demanded someone find this orepul and bring her brother to justice.” He gestured back at Redstar, whom Wardric had deposited on the floor in case it came to fighting. He noticed that the Arch Warlock’s eyes were open again, flitting side to side to figure out where he was.

      “I have finally done both after far too long. I can reason with her.” Torsten stepped forward, but Rand angled his sword up at his throat.

      “Stand down, Sir Ung… Torsten!” he ordered.

      “If I have learned one thing in my many years, it is that the Crown is fallible. All of Iam’s children make mistakes, even Liam. I have known Queen Oleander since the day he claimed her as his own. Since she was half your age. She has grown into a woman unlike any other, but she has made mistakes in her grief. All those men out there, hanged, they aren’t on you.”

      “I am the Wearer of White,” he sniveled. “I passed the sentence.”

      “No, I did. The moment I left on a fool’s errand instead of standing my ground. The moment I lost faith in the Queen Regent because she wasn’t her husband, and I didn’t believe she could see reason without a miracle. Let me bear the weight of her mistakes, as I should have before.”

      He extended an open hand toward Rand’s white helm. Rand’s sword pressed against Torsten’s neck until it drew a pin-prick of blood.

      “Go. Be with your family, Rand,” Torsten said. “Let me handle mine.”

      He stared straight into Rand’s eyes. He’d seen the same look on the faces of young soldiers after battle a thousand times before. Soldiers who weren’t yet numbed to the horrors of war—and there was a war on its way from the South.

      He held Rand’s gaze, even as a stream of red ran down his neck. Then, suddenly, Rand lowered his sword. He reached up, lifted the helmet off his head and dropped it at Torsten’s feet. He didn’t say a word. He just left it there and walked down the hall. He didn’t cry, at least not while he was within sight.

      The other two guards sheathed their weapons and stepped aside. Torsten regarded the helmet, his helmet. He considered putting it on, but without the blessing of the Crown, he’d be wearing a lie.

      “Now what?” Wardric said.

      Torsten drew a deep breath, then opened the door a crack.

      “I said not to bother me, you insolent child!” Oleander shouted, and something shattered against the wall inside.

      Torsten didn’t miss getting scolded by her. He swallowed hard, then pushed the door until he was fully inside. She sat at Pi’s bedside, stroking his head. Even with her hair and clothes in disarray, she was as stunning as ever. Beautiful as her namesake.

      “I said leave!” she whipped around. Her hard glare softened the moment she saw who it was. “Torsten?” she whispered.

      He fell to a knee and bowed his head. “My Queen.”

      “Torsten where have you been? I’ve been calling and calling for you, but instead I’ve had to deal with that useless boy, Ralph.”

      Torsten didn’t bother correcting her. “You sent me away, Your Grace.”

      “Did I?”

      “You did.”

      “Well, I didn’t think you’d be so soft. It is your job as Wearer of White to know when I need you.”

      Torsten took a moment to gather himself upon learning he never even had to leave. That she had no idea she’d stripped him of his station. She needed this closure anyway, he told himself.

      “I have captured your brother, My Queen. And I have reclaimed what was stolen from your son.”

      “You did what?”

      He presented the doll. She eyed it a long moment before a smile stretched across her face.

      “His orepul!” she exclaimed. “I knew I could count on you, Torsten! My loyal Wearer of White. Bring it here!”

      Torsten stood, and it only took two strides toward her before he noticed that the room smelled like the outside of the castle. Like death. She snatched the doll out of his hands, and he didn’t fight it. He was too busy staring at Pi. The boy’s flesh was a sickly shade of light purple, and he didn’t look to be breathing.

      “Your soul is complete again, my sweet,” Oleander whispered. She stroked Pi’s hair and placed the doll in his hands. There was no strength in them. She had to pry open his fingers just to place the doll in, but it kept slipping away, so she had to help him hold it.

      “Now my awful brother’s curse may be lifted.”

      Torsten slowly circled to the other side of the bed so that he could lean over for a better look. The boy’s chest didn’t rise, and the stench was so foul Torsten had to force himself to stifle a gag.

      “How long has he been like this?” Torsten whispered, barely able to get words out.

      Oleander continued to smile as she pulled him close and rocked with him. “None of the castle doctors could do a thing for him, but I knew we could trust you. Loyal Torsten.”

      Torsten felt like he’d been punched in the gut. Oleander had been so convincing in her obsession with Pi’s orepul that a part of Torsten hoped it could bring him out of his sleep. In truth, he was a child that fell from a window after the curse of the Drav Cra’s Arch Warlock drove him mad. A child whose mind and body were broken.

      “Iam, let not his sinful dalliance be remembered,” Torsten said, tracing his eyes with his fingers. “Shower him in your light, oh Vigilant Eye.”

      “Come now, my sweet,” Oleander said. “Wake up. It’s time for your eyes to open.”

      Torsten returned to her side.

      “There’s no reason to be afraid,” she said.

      Torsten reached out to lay his hand upon her shoulder, and only then realized he was shaking as much as Rand had been. She didn’t even seem to notice his touch. She just kept stroking Pi’s hair.

      “He’s dead, Your Grace,” he said. “Liam’s only son is dead.”

      She turned toward him. He expected to face her wrath as he had so often but instead saw something he never expected. A tear ran down from her crystal blue eyes and anguish gripped her features. Oleander looked… shattered.

      Perhaps it was hearing him say it that ended her denial. Honesty with her was always one of his gifts. As honest as one could be with their monarch that is.

      “I’m so sorry, Your Grace,” he said. “I was too late.”

      “My baby boy…” she stuttered. “Have all the gods forsaken us.” Despite the filth of his armor, she threw her arms around Torsten’s waist and wept. He didn’t even know she was capable of it. She hadn’t even cried when her husband passed. Not even a tear.

      He drew her tight against his armor and squeezed. “I should have been here. I should have been stronger.” He wanted with all his heart to join her in grief, but for her sake, he held back.

      His head whipped around at the sound of a cackle. Redstar lay against the door, arms drenched in blood, a dagger in his hand. His gag was removed, and the bindings around his wrists were surrounded by embers as if they’d been burned away. The bodies of the two guards were outside, blood pooling around their throats.

      “You traitorous cur!” Torsten roared. “He’s your nephew!” He released Oleander and charged Redstar. The Arch Warlock merely grinned as Torsten lifted him by the throat and squeezed.

      “He got the jump on me,” Wardric groaned from the hall. He leaned against the wall, rubbing his head.

      “I should crush the life out of you,” Torsten grated.

      “My work is already complete,” Redstar gargled.

      Torsten felt the man’s trachea beginning to collapse, and right before it did, he dropped him.

      “No,” he muttered. “All of the kingdom will watch you burn for poisoning the mind of your nephew. They will see what evil is wrought from those who follow false gods and idols.” He glanced back at Oleander, expecting her to be watching intently but she only continued cradling Pi like her hated brother had never shown up.

      “In the name of the Queen Regent, and as Wearer of White, I Torsten Unger, sentence you to death.” Before Redstar could get another word out, Torsten’s boot crashed into his face and knocked him out.

      Torsten reached over him, grasped the white helm of the Wearer, and placed it over his head. Then he turned to Wardric. “Throw him in the dungeon and chain every part of his body to the stone. Then tell Wren the Holy to ring the bell. King Pi Nothhelm is dead. Long live the Queen.”
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          THE KNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      King Liam’s public ceremony was attended en masse by dignitaries from around Pantego. Former enemies, allies, foreign and domestic. At Pi’s, Torsten could hear the coughs in the small crowd dappling the castle hall as Wren the Holy gave his eulogy. A eulogy for a boy nobody knew, driven mad by the whispers of his uncle’s curse. Even Torsten only knew him in his brokenness, but now he believed the stories Uriah used to tell about how smart and kind Pi was before Redstar’s curse.

      Presently, Torsten and Wardric followed while Wren and the priests of Iam carried Pi’s crystal casket down the dark catacombs to the Royal Crypt buried beneath Mount Lister. The Queen strode just ahead, long, azure dress swishing across the stone. She neither wept nor spoke, merely stared blankly ahead as she clutched her son’s Drav Cra orepul—his soul—against her chest.

      “Rand never came back,” Wardric said as they walked.

      “He should have never been asked to wear this helm,” Torsten said.

      “Is it wrong to say I’m glad it never came to me?”

      “If only it were up to us. Perhaps it was not Iam testing Rand’s fortitude, but instead, His hand that brought me back to free him after evil was invited into our home.”

      “You still believe Iam is with us?”

      “If we falter in our faith, what else do we have?”

      “It’s just... ever since Liam fell ill, it’s as if the darkness has slowly been surrounding us. I’ve had this strange feeling for a long time.”

      “What kind of feeling?”

      “That maybe Liam struck a deal with the fallen gods of Elsewhere to reach his fame. That all this is punishment.”

      Torsten stopped and clutched Wardric by the shoulders. “Bury that thought deep,” he whispered sharply. “King Liam spread light where there was only night. This is the work of the faithless. Wretches and heretics like Redstar who sow discontent wherever they go. Now is the time to stand strong, brother.”

      “For who? Her? Liam’s bloodline died with the boy.”

      “Union under Iam is as sacred as blood,” Torsten said. “The Queen is still young. There will be no shortage of worthy suitors.”

      “What about you? You’re already worthier than any to be king.”

      Air caught in Torsten’s throat, and he coughed. Oleander turned and glared back at them. The look sent his heart sinking into his stomach. A common-born man like him shouldn’t even have been permitted to look upon royalty, let alone joke of such things.

      Torsten had no chance to respond before they reached the domed hollow of the Royal Crypt. From crystal caskets, all the kings watched through perfectly preserved eyes as another was brought to join them. With the royal physician hanged and no replacement set, Pi hadn’t been given the embalming treatment and his little body, pale and limp, was hard to look upon. His casket was placed in the very center beneath the shaft of light coming through an oculus.

      “His eyes, are your eyes, for all Iam’s children watch over us.” Wren recited. Even he, the mortal vessel of Iam on Pantego, spoke without his usual vim. He drew circles around Oleander’s eyes.

      Torsten could barely watch. And, if not for Oleander, he wouldn’t have. She stood silently beside her son, looking just as Liam did in his final days. Not her appearance—the servants had her looking as lovely as ever—but in her face. Cold, dejected, broken. Tears flowed freely as she placed the orepul, cleaned of as much spider blood as possible, over Pi’s still chest. Then, she leaned over and kissed his cheek, smearing her tears onto his face.

      All Torsten could do as he struggled to watch was imagine the Shesaitju army growing in the South, fueled by decades of resentment. He pictured all the conquered peoples and all their allies throughout the kingdom smelling blood in the water. Would the hidden Panping mystics recapture the minds of their people? Would the dwarves of Brotlebir refuse to open their vaults?

      Things were simple when he was hunting down Redstar, but now the full weight of being the Wearer again was almost more than he could bear. Wardric was right, he may as well have worn a crown. Queen Oleander was inconsolable, though that was preferable to her hanging doctors, handmaidens, and members of the Royal Council.

      “Oh, Vigilant Eye, we pray that you see this loyal servant to your side,” Wren said as he signaled for the boy’s body to be sealed in and prepared for his slot in the eternal wall.

      It was then, out of the corner of his eye, that Torsten noticed a shadowy figure standing in an adjoining tunnel, watching. It was the same one he and Whitney had escaped the dungeon through.

      That no good, rotten scoundrel!

      Torsten skirted his way around the gathering of the highest Lords in Yarrington who hadn’t died or fled, King’s Shieldsmen and priests. Of the Royal Council, only the Master of Husbandry showed, the Queen had apparently scared off too many others while Torsten was absent. Even Master of Coin, Yuri Darkings, the most longstanding member, had apparently fled the capital to avoid her ire.

      “How did you get down here?” he snapped as he rounded the corner. The thief was already facing the other way but stopped at the sound.

      “You guys really should work on your security.” Whitney turned and lowered his hood. His grin made Torsten’s skin crawl.

      “This is a holy ceremony. It is no place for the likes of you.”

      “It’s been more than a day, and you still haven’t called for me. I was worried.”

      “On my list of things to do as Wearer of White, rewarding you is far at the bottom.”

      “Congratulations on getting your title back, by the way.”

      “Save it.” Torsten raised his hand to the grip of his claymore. “Now leave, before I throw you back in a cell.”

      “You’ll need to make a new one. They’re all full.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You haven’t been down there? Your beloved queen was awful busy while we were gone.”

      Torsten glanced back over his shoulder. Pi was placed in the wall, and Wren was positioning gold autlas over the boy’s eyes, the embedded Eye of Iam facing outward. There was nothing to be gained by staying while all those in attendance paid final respects, as was custom.

      “It seems like ages since we met down here,” Whitney said.

      “Quiet,” Torsten said, pushing by Whitney.

      The closer to the lower dungeons he got usually meant an onslaught of silence, broken by the occasional screams for freedom or ravings of madmen. But now, it sounded like entering the barracks mess hall. Bowls clattered, conversations echoed.

      A guard lay by an open gate into the dungeons, hand in a bowl of chow, snoring.

      Torsten glowered at Whitney. “How did you?”

      “He’ll be fine. Just helped him take a long nap.”

      “I don’t even have words.”

      “What? I was worried about you.” Whitney lowered his head in feign submission.

      “It truly amazes me that you’re still alive.”

      “Iam loves me.”

      Torsten grunted in response. Then he rounded the corner and saw what the thief was talking about. The lower dungeon was overflowing. There were two to three people to every cell, and not all of them looked like vagabonds.

      There were more doctors, likely being prepared to join the others hung over the wall. There were soldiers and handmaidens, priests and cultists. People from all walks of life who might inhabit all the corners of Yarrington and the castle.

      “Guess I picked the wrong week to get locked up,” Whitney remarked. “It’s like a party.”

      Torsten ignored him.

      “Hey!” he shouted to the two more guards sitting at a table inside, half-asleep. The larger of the two nearly fell as they roused, and the other had half a complaint out of his mouth before noticing Torsten’s helmet.

      “Another new Wearer?” he questioned.

      “That’s the old one, numb-skull.” The big one nudged him.

      “Why are there so many prisoners?” Torsten asked.

      “Failed the King, the last one said.”

      “Or spoke out against his mother,” said the other.

      “It’s no wonder the streets are dead. Can’t share a proper pint anywhere these days,” said the first.

      “This is—”

      “Hey, don’t I know you?” A guard asked, pointing a stubby finger at Whitney.

      “You’re that yigging crown thief!”

      “Finally, someone remembers me,” Whitney remarked.

      “As much as I would love to see him behind bars,” Torsten said, returning the conversation to himself, “he’s no longer your concern. I want detailed reports. Why and how everyone wound up down here.”

      “That will take forever,” one guard bristled.

      “Then you’d better get started.”

      Torsten ran his fingers along the bars, looking into each cell. It had always been easy to tell who belonged behind bars. But not this time. It didn’t seem to matter who they were or where they were from, they were all lumped in together because they couldn’t save Pi. Torsten may as well have been right in there with them.

      “Torsten?” a small voice muttered.

      He whipped toward it. Inside the cell, a young girl and a few other mud-coated men and women shivered. She was the slave he’d freed from the Black Sands, whom he’d been too busy to remember until then. Abigail. She and the others were locked up because... well, there was no good reason. They delivered a message to deaf ears because he asked them too.

      “By Iam,” Torsten whispered. “Guard, open this cell right now!”

      “What! They get freed without even having to go to the Webbed Woods?” Whitney said.

      “Guard!”

      The big guard fumbled with his keys on his way over. It took him a few tries to unlock the cell door. The moment he did, Torsten barreled past and held the girl at arm’s length. She was emaciated. A long journey back plus dungeon food wasn’t a recipe for health.

      “I’m so sorry,” Torsten said. “You will all have a room in this castle for as long as you need. Your service to the Crown will not be forgotten, however little good it did.”

      “You leave me in the street with corpses, and they get a room?” Whitney said.

      Torsten’s head snapped around. He could have wrung the thief’s neck, but then a familiar cackle stole both of their attention. Torsten swept out of the cell, and down the hall. Chained in the very same cell where he’d found Whitney on that fateful day, was Redstar.

      His wrists and ankles were cuffed to the ceiling and floor, stretching his limbs to make him appear like his namesake. A steel muzzle covered his mouth and nose so he couldn’t bite, a few tiny holes allowing him to breathe.

      “Remind me again how that guy is related to the gorgeous Queen?” Whitney asked. “He gives me the creeps.”

      “I think it’s time you leave,” Torsten said.

      “Me?”

      “Come to the Throne Room tomorrow, and you will have your reward.”

      “Torsten, I—”

      “I said leave!” Torsten slammed on the bars.

      It startled Whitney, making his foot slip on the slick floor, but he caught his balance. He dusted off his pants and acted like it was on purpose. “Tomorrow, Throne Room. I’ll be there. See ya, Red Moon.” He offered a lazy salute into the cell.

      Torsten watched him saunter away, not a care in the world. On the way by, he spooked the hulking guard who was busy checking on a prisoner, then vanished into the dark before he earned a cudgel to the head.

      Torsten turned back to Redstar. He couldn’t see his mouth but could tell by the way his forehead wrinkled the crimson birthmark covering half his face that he was grinning.

      “You’ll never be able to hurt that boy again now,” Torsten said. It took all his willpower not to burst through the door and snap the traitor’s neck right there and then. “Do you hear me? All your twisted games are finished.”

      Redstar laughed. “My work is already complete,” he said. The mask gave his voice an unnatural, muffled basso.

      “No, you failed. The Glass Kingdom still stands, Nesilia remains buried even with your Bliss destroyed, and your sister will watch you burn at the stake.”

      “My sister loves games more than I. Or do you think it coincidence that as she grew old enough to flower, the great King Liam grew weaker? Slowly decaying from the inside.”

      Torsten knew he was just trying to get in his head. Plant seeds of doubt about the Queen. “The only traitor in your family is you.”

      “You simple, foolish knight. Glass, Drav Cra, Black Sands, they all mean nothing. A reckoning is coming. Are you sure you’re on the right side?”

      “Whatever side destroys monsters like you is the right one. May Iam’s light never find you.”

      Redstar released a cackle so hideous it raised the hairs on the back of Torsten’s neck. “You really don’t understand anything, do you?” He looked to the floor. “I know, my Lady… they’ll see soon enough.”

      Torsten maintained eye contact with the madman until it became too uncomfortable.

      “Guard, I want two men posted right outside his cell at all times,” he said. “Ignore every word out of his mouth, and if you can’t, cut out the bastard’s tongue.”

      He then turned and headed back toward the Royal Crypt, Redstar’s laugh echoing all throughout the hall, and inside his head.
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          THE THIEF

        

      

    

    
      “Let’s get this over with,” Torsten said. If it was possible for him to appear more grim than usual, the death of King Pi had done it. Whitney wasn’t stupid. It meant that their entire quest was pointless. But, at least, the surly knight wore his white helm again.

      “Oh, c’mon my friend, this is a big moment!” Whitney put his hands up on Torsten’s shoulders, and the look he received made him instantly regret it. “Look, I know things aren’t looking too bright. Your kings are dead, rebel armies amass… but it’s times like these you have to celebrate the little things.”

      “Or break them in two.”

      Whitney swallowed and removed his hands. “So, yeah. Rewards.”

      He dropped to one knee and stared at Torsten’s boots—as clean as they should be now—then he glanced from side to side. The throne was empty as the Queen grieved, and there were only a few Shieldsmen with Torsten. Whitney realized he’d never been in a room like it without being in some ridiculous guise.

      All the statues and banners honoring the kingdom’s great past remained in their places. Countless heroes had kneeled on the same floor to receive the honor Whitney was about to. Even Torsten, a common-born man himself, had. Whitney couldn’t think of a more fitting, ironic end for the legend of Whitney Fierstown.

      “Stand up, you fool,” Torsten said. “You aren’t being knighted.”

      “Right,” Whitney replied, cheeks getting a little hot.

      “In the name of Iam and the Kings—and Queen—of the Glass, both past and present, I Torsten Unger, Wearer of White, stand before you. For your heroic deeds in service to the Crown, you are henceforth ennobled, Whitney…” He hesitated, then cleared his throat. “Blisslayer of Troborough. First of his name.”

      He heard Sora stifling a chuckle behind him.

      “Since the Master of Rolls is no longer with us, I have had his young apprentice draft this letter patent as proof of your estate,” Torsten continued.

      He reached back, and one of his men handed him a piece of rolled parchment. He slapped it into Whitney’s hand. Whitney went to take it, but he didn’t let go at first.

      “Try not to lose it,” he said. “There is nobody here to craft records now.” He released it.

      Any witty response died on Whitney’s tongue as the page unfurled. Below all the sloppily scrawled legal jargon was the seal of the Nothhelm family itself. Iam’s Eye set in the center of a crested helmet surrounded by an intricate floral pattern that was almost impossible to counterfeit… almost.

      Whitney knew the Shieldsman before him would never do something like that.

      He felt as if he were floating on air. For so many years he pushed to outdo himself. But now, he’d stolen the one thing that couldn’t be grasped or seen. Respect. Because all throughout Pantego, no matter where he lived, all anyone ever really cared about was who your parents were. But every great house came from somewhere, and now he was the first.

      “Now, leave the throne room, thief, and don’t come back,” Torsten said.

      “Is that any way to treat the head of a noble house?” Whitney retorted. He rolled the writ back up and tucked it into his belt.

      “Do not try my patience, Whitney.”

      “Let’s go, Whit,” Sora said. “Maybe if we look hard enough we can find a place where people are more grateful.”

      Whitney held out a hand. “One second. I believe the lady was promised fair compensation, for her loyal service to the Crown?”

      Torsten turned back.

      “Wardric?” he addressed one of the other Shieldsmen. The gray-haired knight handed him a pouch stuffed with golden coins engraved with the seal of the Glass Kingdom. Torsten dropped it in Whitney’s hand. The weight dragged his arm down.

      “Is this enough, Sora?” Whitney asked.

      “This is not a market,” Torsten snapped. “This is more than fair compensation for a woman like her.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means I have other things to do, and I don’t have any more time to waste with games.”

      Whitney was thinking of some witty retort when he saw the briefest break in the knight’s stern façade. He sighed. “I really am sorry we couldn’t do anything for your king.”

      “I’m sure you are,” Torsten said. “Is that all?”

      Whitney held his tongue, then performed an exaggerated bow as he backed away. “It has been an honor and a pleasure, Sir Torsten. I don’t look forward to it again.”

      “And I hope Iam sees it in his heart to show you two mercy. There is no soul beyond hope if you but open your hearts to the light.”

      “Mine’s plenty open and hers; you said it yourself, Iam worked through her.”

      Torsten grimaced.

      Whitney slapped the coin purse into Sora’s bandaged hand. “Here you are, milady.”

      “Can we please get out of here now?” she asked.

      “Not a moment too soon. Until the Crown calls on us great heroes again!” Whitney raised his arms as he shouted, voice echoing along the towering, stone walls and vaulted, stained glass ceiling. “I’ve always wanted to try that in one of these places,” he whispered in Sora’s ear as he turned.

      She held Torsten’s gaze for a few seconds longer, rage percolating behind her eyes, then finally turned. Torsten and his Shieldsmen did the same. Whitney glanced back at the giant man’s back before he vanished behind the empty throne.

      I’ll miss him, was his first thought. He wasn’t exactly sure why, and he knew nothing good would ever come of seeing him again, but a part of him enjoyed traveling with someone who seldom agreed with a single thing out of his mouth. It was one of the greatest challenges he’d ever faced. Even more so, was getting the stubborn knight to give in to his charms. Torsten would never admit it, but Whitney knew it’d be a long time before he forgot him.

      Guards led them out the front gates and across the castle grounds. A few others stood on ramparts, removing the corpses from the castle walls. Carts carried away piles of bodies that had already been taken down.

      They reached the street and Whitney looked from side to side. “So, where to next?” he asked, breathing in deep and immediately regretting it. Just because the bodies were leaving didn’t mean the stench had yet.

      “What’s the furthest city away from this awful place?” Sora said. “Away from the Shesaitju, and hateful knights, and murderous queens.”

      “That depends. Above or below ground?”

      “Above.” Sora nodded her head repeatedly as if she’d initially doubted herself. She smiled. “Yeah, definitely above.”

      “Shog… I did love the Dragon’s Tail. Dwarves love to gamble.”

      “What about Panping?” she asked.

      “Bringing me to meet the parents already?” Her glare gave him goosebumps. “Sorry…”

      “How about it?” she asked. “I figure, the way Torsten looks at me, it must be the most fun place in the world. Any place he dislikes must be amazing.”

      “He does despise a good time, doesn’t he?” Whitney scratched his head. “It’s a fine city. A bit too many soothsayers for my taste though. They have a way of looking through you.”

      “Well, now you have me. C’mon. Don’t I deserve to see why they call us knife-ears?”

      “Look in the mirror.”

      “I’m serious,” she said.

      “You just want to figure out how in Elsewhere you performed that spell in the Woods, don’t you?”

      She blushed.

      “Well, I’m not sure that sort of answer is something we can steal,” Whitney said, “but I’ve never been one to turn away from an impossible job.”

      “Like stealing that doll was really that hard?”

      “Please, that was a cinch compared to my last foray in Yaolin City. But first things first.”

      “What is it this time?”

      “Let’s get out of these rags. I’m tired of smelling spider blood.”

      Sora picked a few coins out of her new purse. “This should do it, and take us the whole way there.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” In one motion, he pulled his dagger and slit the bottom of the bag, the gold tumbling out into his hand. A few pieces clanged against the cobblestone street. Sora lunged at him, but he side-stepped and skipped backward.

      “Lesson number three, my young apprentice,” he said. “Never accept gold from the Crown.”

      “That’s lesson four,” she said.

      “So, you are paying attention! Alright, off we go.”

      He took a few coins and tossed them at a ragged man sleeping under an overhang, covered in mud from wagon wheels.

      “There is no better place to start then from the beginning.”
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          THE KNIGHT

        

      

    

    
      Torsten stood before Uriah Davies' likeness in the Shield Hall, overlooking the smooth, snow-covered slope of Mount Lister. Celeste, the bright moon, was nowhere in sight. A strange sight, Loutis, haggard and plain being the only faint light that could be seen that night.

      The Shield Hall wasn’t anywhere as glorious as the Royal Crypt, but it was where men like Torsten were buried under the watchful gaze of Iam. Men who’d dedicated their lives to the Crown.

      URIAH DAVIES, WEARER OF WHITE.

      Unlike the tombs of the other Wearers, there was no body buried within his. The statue was made, but he’d never returned. Now, at least, Torsten knew he was at rest through the Gate of Light.

      Torsten drew the longsword that had belonged to Uriah before Redstar stole his visage. He lay it across the statue’s palms, admiring the blacksmithing. The blade was elegant, cleft down the center, but sharp as a wolf’s fang.

      “I’m sorry I doubted you, old friend,” he said, placing the sword vertically between the hands of the statue. He noticed the gauntlets which had once belonged to Uriah on his hands. He’d decided he would wear them in Uriah’s honor, though they needed the attention of Hovom Nitebrittle, the Castle Blacksmith to be properly fitted.

      “There is no greater honor than to die in service to God and Crown,” Torsten said. “I pray you are at peace up there beside our great King in the Light. One day, by the grace of Iam, I might join you. But for now, guide me, as you once did Liam. Please…”

      A deep tremor suddenly shook the ground. Torsten heard glass shattering in the castle as he was rocked from side to side. He had to grab onto the statue just to keep from being tossed. It didn’t last long, and the moment it ended, cries for help echoed all around.

      He jumped to his feet, searching the area. His gaze fell on Mount Lister, where a sliver of moonlight revealed a new gash running down the length of its side. It was like nothing he’d ever seen. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt compelled toward it, beckoned.

      He left the screams and the chaos of the castle at his back, descended the stairs leading outside and headed toward it. The closer he got to the base of the mountain, the louder the whispers in his head, the unflinching desire to head for the heart of the quake, grew.

      He climbed over a pile of fallen rocks and found himself standing before an opening in the earth. Where Mount Lister met the plain, the ground had caved, revealing the heart of the Royal Crypt within. The oculus cutting through the side of the mountain had been smashed to shards.

      Torsten crept to the edge and stared down. Too many caskets to count had been cracked open, Liam’s among them. His sword, Salvation, had been cracked into three pieces, the hilt pinned between rocks. The remaining half of his Glass Crown lay in the center of the room, glimmering under the moons glow until a shadow covered it.

      Torsten’s eyes went wide.

      Bending to pick up the broken crown, was Pi. Breathing, moving, he stared at the half-circlet as if it were the first thing his young eyes had ever seen. In the other hand, he clutched the bloody, ragged orepul Torsten had gone through so much to recover.

      Pi Nothhelm, first and only son of Liam the Conqueror and the Flower of the Drav Cra, had been buried, but he wasn’t dead.

      
        
        The story continues with Winds of War, book two in the Buried Goddess Saga.
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            XXXII

          

          THE THIEF

        

      

    

    
      “Congratulations, old friend,” Uriah said. “You have slain even what your God could not. The One Who Remains is no more.”

      Whitney stared at Uriah as the black cloud surrounding him dissipated. He stretched his arms and drew a calming breath as if everything was fine. It was then that Whitney remembered what had happened and his blood started to boil.

      “You used me as bait!” Whitney shouted. He jumped at the old man and pointed his dagger at his throat.

      “Put the blade down, Whitney,” Torsten said.

      “Why? He used me so we’d have no choice but to fight his monster. Your men didn’t draw her away, did they? This was all to get us to distract her so that you could do... that. Whatever the shog that was.”

      The old man merely smiled, wrinkles splaying at the corners of his lips.

      “Is that true, Uriah?” Torsten said.

      “Of course, it is!” Whitney growled. “Bliss was waiting to drain me.” The thought made him shiver. “Do you know what it’s like down there?”

      “I knew something was off,” Sora said softly, still on one knee struggling to catch her breath, exhausted from using magic.

      “I ought to make you go down there and lay with the corpses!”

      “Whitney, stop!” Torsten bellowed. “Uriah, is it true?”

      The old man sighed. “I did what was needed to rid this world of great evil. The potential sacrifice of one man does not compare to what we have accomplished here together.”

      “I’ll give you sacrifice.” Whitney went to hit him, but Uriah was too smooth. In a flash, he had Whitney disarmed and his arm wrenched behind his back.

      “Please,” Uriah said. “I do tire of all this arguing.” He shoved Whitney into Torsten.

      “I trusted you,” Torsten said, holding Whitney back.

      “And your trust was not misplaced. Look.” He gestured to all the carnage around them. Bliss' corpse plugged the entrance to her lair, legs tossed haphazardly like a marionette on the strings of a puppeteer. The bodies of her children covered so much of the surrounding area that the forest floor could no longer be seen. “We have victory. Who cares what it took to achieve it. Didn’t Liam teach you that in all his bloody conquests?”

      “We?” Torsten said. “That spell, whatever you did. You didn’t need us.”

      “Oh, but I did.”

      “I’ve never seen magic like it,” Sora added. “Not even from Wetzel.”

      “What happened to you?” Torsten asked.

      “I called upon the gifts of my goddess,” Uriah said. “You too could be teeming in her power, if only you’d see the truth about the beings we worship.”

      “You were a servant of Iam! You believed in him even more strongly than I.”

      “Whatever he did, it did save our lives, oh holy one,” Whitney remarked. Torsten glared at him. “What! The guy sent me to die. If anyone should be mad, it’s me.”

      “Stop being so stubborn and listen,” Uriah said. "Nesilia, Iam, together, after all these countless years, we faithful have brought their enemy to her bitter end.”

      “Together we have done nothing,” Torsten snapped.

      “Do you not remember the song, old friend?”

      “Again with songs of fancy and fantasy?” Whitney said.

      
        
        
        Biding her time, her pain like a flood

        Alone in the darkness, she longs for the blood

        In the name of the Lady, in the name of the Lord

        Shall settle it all with power and sword

      

        

      
        Then she will arise, in glorious day

        Through will and through fire, her enemies slain

        Forgotten, abandoned, but no longer bound

        From Elsewhere and exile, she’ll receive her crown

      

        

      

      “Riddles and nonsense,” Torsten said.

      “How do you not feel it?” Uriah said, looking to the sky and closing his eyes. “Their union, deep in your soul like a… like a mounting storm.”

      “You guys both sound insane,” Whitney said. Of course, nobody paid him any attention. He was getting used to it.

      “Do not make me a party to your heathen worship of the Buried Goddess,” Torsten said. “It was Iam who guided my blade. You may have tricked us into helping you, but we are done now. We will find King Pi’s orepul, and then you will return to Yarrington and answer for your sins.”

      “You cannot deny what happened here!” Uriah roared, his calm façade slipping.

      It was then that Whitney realized how foolish he was for charging the former Wearer of White.

      He just called on shadows to kill a goddess, you idiot.

      “Why don’t we just let him leave,” Whitney said. “I have the damn doll anyway. We can all go on our merry way.” He removed the orepul he’d found in Bliss' lair from his belt and held it up.

      Torsten and Uriah grabbed it at the same time, their hands covered in Bliss' black blood, so much that it soaked the poor doll’s crude face through.

      “Hey!” Whitney ripped it back and patted the head before he stored it back underneath his belt. “Didn’t either of you ever learn to share?”

      “Where did you find that?” Torsten asked.

      “In the big chamber he sent me into with the… you know, spider webs and dead bodies.”

      “So Redstar really is dead,” Torsten said. It was not a question.

      Whitney shrugged. “I suppose. There was a body holding it. Well, it used to be a body. It was really just a pile of white armor and crumbling bones. Like yours, see.” He raised his forearm to show off the gauntlets he’d taken.

      Torsten’s eyes went wide. “Those are glaruium gauntlets,” he said. He clutched Whitney’s arm and pulled it close. “Where did you find these?”

      “They’re yours if you want them. I figured it was the least I could do after I… uh… damaged yours back in the ruins.”

      There was silence.

      “Really, that was his fault,” Whitney went on, pointing to Uriah.

      “You found these in the same place as the doll?” Torsten asked.

      “Yeah, cradled right in these things like it were a baby.”

      Torsten’s eyebrows rose slowly and his gaze leveled on Uriah. Whitney did the same.

      “The lion’s head?” Torsten said.

      A smirk played at the corners of the old man’s lips. He clicked with his tongue and shook his head. “This could have been a smooth transaction. In and out. Both our needs fulfilled. You got the orepul and I… I get what she asked of me.”

      “What is going on?” Whitney asked.

      “Watch out!” Sora suddenly sprawled in front of them with her hand raised as if to block something. When nothing happened, she glanced up with her weary eyes and said, “I felt…”

      Uriah snapped his fingers. Whitney winced, then, when he looked again, Uriah was gone. Where he had just been standing, a pale, gangly man now stood. The scarred, left side of his face was covered by a deep red, almost crimson birthmark with a few points stretching over his forehead and nose.

      Whitney was dumbfounded. Sora froze in her place.

      “It’s you,” Torsten said softly. “You son of a—” He lunged at him, but the man sliced his palm on his sword and raised the hand. Torsten went stiff.

      The man waved his arm aside and sent Torsten slamming hard into the cavern’s outer wall, his head cracking against the stone.

      Whitney lifted his hands in surrender. He was no fool. Torsten hadn’t told him a thing about what Redstar looked like, but a birthmark like the one this man had made it pretty obvious. And anyone who could use magic to change their appearance like that was a warlock not worth messing with.

      “Hey, man. Listen, we’re friends, right?” Whitney said. “You sent me to my doom, no sweat. This really has nothing to do with me.” He nodded to the doll. “You want this? Fine, no skin off my bones.”

      “You really think this was all about the orepul?” Redstar said. Even his voice changed. It was stronger, more dignified.

      “Don’t, Whitney,” Torsten groaned as he struggled to recover. “He is behind everything. He’ll never let you leave alive.”

      “Unfortunately, he’s right about that.”

      Redstar raised his bloody hand, but so did Sora. She stood tall in front of Whitney and fire erupted from her own newly bleeding hand. Redstar didn’t even bother moving. As the ball of fire leaped from her palm, he snapped his fingers. The flame turned to ice mid-flight, then fell to the ground and shattered. He then extended a hand toward both Whitney and Sora and threw them into the same wall as Torsten.

      They all lay in a heap, staring at Redstar. Whitney felt a new level of fear that even Bliss didn’t instill in him. She needed a leg to throw him across the room, but Redstar didn’t even need to touch him.

      Torsten drew himself up. “Redstar, I am here under the command of your sister, the Queen Regent. Stop this madness.”

      “She’s not my ruler!” he shouted. “I came to her a year ago. Begged her to see the truth of what lived in these Woods and to help us destroy it. She treated me as a stranger—worse than a stranger. The sister who I witnessed being ripped from our home and forced to the Glass Kingdom died that day in Drav Cra. Your King defiled her.”

      “So, you cursed a child?” Torsten spat. “We can talk with her. Reason with her.”

      “I will not waste any more time with her. My faith belongs to another Lady; one who holds real power. My goddess will soon return with a vengeance, and it’s all thanks to you.”

      “Me?” Torsten stomped forward, but Redstar flexed his hand again and shoved him back down.

      “Didn’t you pay attention to anything I’ve been telling you? ‘One of the Lady and one of the Lord.’”

      “We all heard your dumb song,” Whitney said.

      “Only true believers of Iam and Nesilia, together, could truly vanquish Bliss and undo what she has done. And your faith was proven so predictably at the ruins. Now, Torsten, she will rise again. No longer forgotten!”

      “Not on my watch,” Torsten declared. “Not in the Glass.”

      “If only that were up to you. I no longer need you or these filthy little creatures you find company with.”

      Behind him, three of his masked cultists appeared, only they weren’t wearing masks any longer. Their faces were pale, black painted across the top halves with thin lines of red around their eyes. They had all the features of men from the Drav Cra tundra, not Glassmen. They were, all of them, real warlocks pretending to be cultists.

      “Drad Redstar, Arch Warlock of Nesilia, condemns you each to death,” they said in perfect unison. “May the dirt take you.”

      One waved his hand and Whitney went flying. Another did the same to Torsten. Redstar raised his hand in Sora’s direction, and with it, she floated, pushed hard against the rock wall. She groaned in agony as her back was crushed.

      “And you… little blood mage.” Redstar took a few steps forward. “I hate to see such raw talent wasted, but I cannot take any risks.”

      “You’re pure evil,” she said through her teeth.

      “Young lady… there is no evil—only power.” He squeezed his fist into a ball, and she writhed.

      “Stop!” Whitney shouted from wherever he’d landed. One of the cultists slowly walked toward him with a dagger in hand, robe sloshing through Bliss' pooling blood.

      “Redstar, let them go!” Torsten pleaded. “They are not your enemy.”

      “You don’t understand, do you, knight? You wouldn’t.” Redstar squeezed harder. “I enjoy this.”

      Sora’s eyes opened wide, and she looked as if she were about to burst. Torsten closed his eyes and prayed, asking for Iam’s light to deliver them from evil and give his kingdom a second chance. Whitney found his footing and charged at Redstar, ignoring the cultist. Redstar raised a bloody hand his way and paralyzed him mid-stride. Then he focused back on Sora. Her moans of pain grew louder and louder until it was all he could hear. He wished he could look away, but Redstar held every part of him still. A soft glow began to form in her irises and then it grew brighter.

      Then Sora screamed.

      Blinding light and fire surged from every pore of her battered body. Whitney, Torsten, and the cultists bore down. The light was so bright and the heat so sweltering, Whitney had to close his eyes. When he opened them again, Redstar lay ten meters away, his clothes smoldering. His three warlocks were charred to a crisp. Whitney rolled over and tried to stand, but his head was ringing, and he fell back over. Torsten stumbled a few feet then did the same.

      “Sora!” Whitney grated. The heat on the air made it hard to breathe. She lay on her back against the cavern wall, arms draped off to the side, eyelids twitching. Whitney crawled the rest of the way to her.

      “Sora,” he repeated. “Are you okay?” She wasn’t moving. He grabbed her by the jaw and rolled her eyelid open, but only saw the whites of her eyes. “Sora wake up.” He dragged her down from the wall, laid her down flat and started slapping her cheek. “Sora!”

      “I...” she coughed and rolled her head. “I’m okay.”

      Whitney released a mouthful of air and pulled her close. She was too weak to speak, but that was better than dead. “That was incredible, Sora. Where did you learn to do that?”

      “I didn’t...”

      “He’s still breathing,” Torsten said. He crouched at Redstar’s side with his hand on the man’s throat. “Barely.”

      “So, drive that sword into him and be done,” Whitney said.

      “I can’t do that. The Queen will want him. If I bring him back, she might restore…” his voice trailed off.

      “Restore?”

      “Hope in the kingdom. No, he still must be returned alive to answer for these crimes. To show Yarrington that Iam remains with us.”

      “So, what happens when our friend wakes up and goes all drunk with power again?” Whitney asked.

      “He won’t,” Sora said softly.

      “How do you know?”

      “His hands,” she strained at first, but her words gained strength as she spoke. “See those little cuts? He’s just like me… a lot stronger, but just like me.”

      “By the look of things, there aren’t many stronger than you,” Whitney said.

      She blushed. “I got lucky.”

      “There’s a word for it. You were like a powder keg.”

      “I think... maybe I somehow drew on Bliss' blood.”

      “Is that possible?” Whitney asked.

      She was able to shrug one shoulder. “Wetzel didn’t know everything.”

      “No,” Torsten declared. “It was His light—Iam’s light—that came through her. I know it. That is why we were spared.”

      “Now her powers are all fine and dandy?” Whitney said.

      “We cannot say why or how he will choose to act through his vessels, but of this fact, I have no doubt. I prayed to him as death closed in around us, and I felt him in my heart when the light arrived. Perhaps your friend has turned toward the Light, but he has not turned from her.”

      Sora rolled her head over to face Torsten. Whitney couldn’t quite discern what her expression meant, but he was sure it wasn’t anger. Maybe it was hope. It didn’t last long before her exhaustion returned in full force.

      “Whatever you say.” Whitney lifted Sora’s head to keep her from fainting. “So how do we keep him in check?”

      “Bind his hands and legs,” she said. “Gag his mouth, too. He shouldn’t be able to perform any spells like that.”

      “I don’t know if this is something we want to chance.”

      Torsten was already tearing Redstar’s robes to use as makeshift bindings. “It‘s a chance we’ll have to take.”

      Whitney laid Sora down, retrieved Wetzel’s dragon engraved knife to tuck into her belt, then went to the knight’s side to help. A long rasp sounded as he tore more fabric. Torsten went to grab hold of Redstar’s hands, but his arms froze. He started to rise into the air again.

      Redstar groaned, “You will not—”

      Whitney threw a sharp right hook into the side of the Arch Warlock’s head. His eyes closed for good.

      “Good punch,” Torsten said.

      “Thanks,” Whitney said, shaking his hand.

      They finished tying up Redstar, then stood.

      “You’re carrying him,” Whitney said.

      “There are two of us, Thief,” Torsten replied. “And we have a long road back to Yarrington.”

      “Well, someone has to help her!” He pointed at Sora, who had passed out at some point while they were binding Redstar. Torsten’s gaze moved from her, then froze on the gauntlet covering Whitney’s outstretched hand.

      “Ah, right.” Whitney went to remove them, but Torsten stopped him.

      “I dare not wear them. I doubted Uriah’s faith and I have to live with that forever.”

      “Redstar was a good actor.” Whitney rolled his shoulders, then handed the gauntlets over anyway. They barely fit, and even though the armor of a former Wearer was quite the treasure, he had no desire to be reminded of nearly being devoured by a giant spider every time he looked down at them. For all his preaching, Torsten seemed plenty satisfied as he strapped them on.

      “So, that was the real Uriah I found down there?” Whitney said.

      “Yes.” Torsten bent over and picked up Redstar’s sword—Uriah’s sword—the pommel sculpted into a lion. “The monster stole his sword and everything, all to deceive me.”

      “About that. I still don’t really understand what in Elsewhere he wanted.”

      “What does any heathen want? Chaos. To blot out the light in this world because there is no light in theirs.”

      Whitney looked up and considered making a remark about how little light the woods had, even with the glittering eyeballs hanging all around them and reflecting Celeste’s light, but he decided against it. “Well, if it’s all right with you, I’m ready to get out of this place.”

      “Yes. For too long the Webbed Woods have haunted our kingdom thanks to this madman. It’s time to leave for good.”

      “Finally.” Whitney patted the Drav Cra doll in his belt. “I’ll hold onto this until we’re back, just in case you decide to go rotten.”

      “I gave you my word under Iam’s Vigilant Eye.”

      Again, the swinging eyeballs caught Whitney’s gaze, and he stifled a gag. “Please don’t mention eyes… ever again.”

      Torsten sighed. “I will stand by my promise.”

      Whitney flashed him a grin. “But it’s so much more fun not to.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading Web of Eyes, book one in The Buried Goddess Saga.

      

      

      

      Being the new kids on the block is difficult and we could really benefit from your honest reviews on Amazon. It’ll only take you a minute but it’ll affect the life of this book forever! (Not to mention help feed our families). All you have to do is click here and then scroll down and write a review. HUGE thank you in advance for helping making The Buried Goddess Saga a big hit!

      

      
        
        FROM THE PUBLISHER

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading Web of Eyes by Rhett C. Bruno and Jaime Castle. We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book on Amazon and Goodreads. Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.

      If you liked Web of Eyes, check out the rest of our catalogue at www.aethonbooks.com. To sign up to receive updates regarding all new releases, visit www.aethonbooks.com/sign-up
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