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Prologue

 

Fire really shouldn't take so long to get going, should it? It
had been dry a few hours now, yet his opponent had been tending the
valuable pile he'd brought with him for five minutes, and Danath
was growing anxious to get on with the duel. Or anxious to see
whether his opponent could do as the rumours claimed.

Focussing on calming his nerves, Danath glanced around the
small, roughly circular, plateau. Barely fifty paces wide, with
most sides almost sheer. The side they'd ascended had been an
awkward climb from sea level, almost forty feet below. Roughly
flat, with only a few patches of rock jutting up, its floor of
solid stone lay on a slight incline, and the only signs of
vegetation covered the sides near the water, becoming sporadic
further up.

A cool breeze wafted in, and he turned to squint at the sun,
letting it wash over his dark skin. Just short of six foot, his
lean, muscled form hid behind the loose-fitting trousers and long
sleeved grey vest he preferred for duelling. Rain may have offered
him an advantage, but potentially less of a challenge, so he was
happy it had dried out.

Never losing track of his opponent's movements, he scanned the
horizon, which offered a small number of similar peaks jutting out
of the sea to varying heights. And, of course, Melmyrn, his home
city, floating nearby. Its path had been diverted here for this
duel, so that Thortus could watch from afar.

When the fire finally reached a decent size, his opponent stood,
looking defiant. The man had arrived only a day ago, from the
distant flaming islands of Tloth, and immediately challenged
Danath. Apparently he'd killed the man's friend in an earlier
Stoneweaving duel. Not that he'd recognized the name, or even
remembered it now. Come to think of it, he couldn't recall this
one's name. Tezal? Terzar? He felt sure it had a 't' and a 'z' in
there somewhere. Never mind. His interest lay in what the man would
allegedly use. Not that he'd have turned down a duel, anyway.

As champion he had to accept all challenges, and probably would
have done regardless, simply for the thrill. But tradition meant
that the loser would forfeit the stone used to the winner, and the
base word if they didn't know it, so here he could actually gain
something, other than just a valuable stone.

The inhabitants of the Tloth region had supposedly learned which
gemstone and word allowed them to control fire, though they
remained understandably secretive with the knowledge. But now an
opportunity to learn it had fallen into his lap, and he didn't
intend to lose it.

The man, Danath decided to think of him as Tezal, pulled a
gemstone from inside his shirt. It shone a translucent reddish
orange, and looked a bit like a tade, a gemstone he'd only seem
pictures of. He couldn't quite recall its history, but suspected
they'd now only be found in the Tloth region. Tossing the gemstone
into the fire, Tezal said something Danath couldn't hear, and the
fire shifted. Slowly at first, awkwardly, as though controlling it
took effort, which he could understand. It appeared far more
erratic than the stone and metal Danath usually used.

It stood, coalescing into a vaguely human shape, flickering and
flinching with disconcerting irregularity as it grew, rapidly
consuming the fuel used to start it. Tezal stood up behind it,
waiting with a glare.

So he wouldn't be wearing it. Unsurprising, really, but Danath
had held out hope it could be controlled enough to direct its heat
away from the wielder.

Turning away, he withdrew the dark red gemstone, a dett, and
placed it on a nearby outcropping of stone. "Luxthor", he said, and
felt an awareness of the stone flood his mind. It contained a few
flecks of metal, but not enough to matter, and responded easily to
his thoughts.

Normally he used his favoured block of iron for duels, but
against fire, stone seemed a wiser choice. Also, animating your
weapon before a duel was considered poor manners, so he'd have had
to lug it up here, which sounded too much like real work.

The stone animated into a human shape, and he turned as it
approached, stepping into the hollow area within, which sealed with
a thought. Only a couple of slits remained open for him to see, and
to let in air. He flexed, aligning the thoughts sent to his muscles
with those going to his armour.

Satisfied, he nodded to Tezal, whose fiery avatar advanced with
erratic grace.

Moving forwards, Danath remained uncertain how to deal with it.
The gemstone powering it appeared to offer the only solid matter he
could see within, so it apparently didn't need any other fuel. Did
it still require air? Trying to smother it may be an option,
probably his initial one. The tade seemed relatively unprotected
within the flames, but he didn't want to risk destroying it if he
could avoid doing so, and removing it, even if he knew the word and
could touch it with his flesh, would be illegal in a duel.

As they closed, the thing leapt forward, engulfing his armour in
flames, and he barely closed the eyeholes in time, feeling a wave
of heat crashing into his eyes.

He felt the thing grappling his carapace with its gossamer
grasp, holding on firmly. Its heat pulsed through his link to the
stone, but distantly, more as a concept than a sensation, and he
sensed slight cracks beginning to greet it along his shell. Not
enough to cause a problem yet. Certainly not before the lack of air
would be an issue.

Grabbing the evasive form, he fell forward, unable to avoid a
jolt from falling onto stone, no matter how well he controlled it.
His opponent's avatar tried slipping out from under him, but he
rolled around, fighting to keep it pinned, trying to grind it into
the ground. It slipped free, though, shooting to his left.

Rolling to the right, Danath scrambled to his feet, risking a
quick opening of his eye slits, as much for air as to spot his
enemy. It charged him again. Taking a deep breath, he sealed the
slits before it hit, the force of the impact a strong gust of wind
rather than a solid collision.

Rolling with the blow, he dragged it to the ground again, but
again it slipped through his grasp, clambering on top of him this
time. He rolled over, but it always managed to stay on top, and he
realized he didn't know how near the edge they'd gotten. They'd
first clashed near the middle of the peak, and the last glimpse
showed more than half its width in front of him, but they'd turned
away from there. He'd better not risk moving much further until he
got his bearings. The fall probably wouldn't kill him, but he
couldn't know how far under water he'd have to go to extinguish the
thing, and whether his air would last.

Twisting to his feet, the stone shell matching his fluid grace,
he flung the flaming avatar aside, expelling the surface layer of
his stone avatar after it to push it away, and opening the slits as
he did. The fiery creature stumbled around ten strides away, both
of them around ten strides from the edge of the peak. A quick
glance found Tezal over to the left, around twenty strides
away.

Charging his true opponent, Danath caught a moment of panic in
Tezal's eyes before his concentration deepened, and knew the fiery
avatar would be racing to intercept, as Tezal scrambled around to
use it as cover.

Glancing back at the avatar while maintaining his charge, Danath
found it closing faster than he'd have liked. No matter how well he
managed to merge with it, running in stone remained an exertion,
both physical and mental, which had begun to take its toll. No
doubt Elgren would put it down to too little practice.
Nevertheless, the flaming avatar would catch him before he could
reach Tezal. Time to see how well Tezal handled multiple fights,
then.

Opening the front of the avatar as he ran, Danath sprang from it
as he directed it to change course directly at Tezal's avatar. He
slowed to a walk as his mind adjusted to the two of them no longer
moving in synch, and he had to keep the avatars in sight to direct
the fight.

Still backing away, Tezal looked flustered as he glanced between
Danath and the clashing avatars. The flaming avatar tried slipping
around, but found its path always blocked, its stony opponent
flowing as it tried to grapple and smother the flames, no longer
limited to a human shape. Danath charged Tezal, keeping the
pressure on.

Both had short blades drawn, Danath's iron, and Tezal's looking
vaguely coppery. Tezal's attention focussed entirely on Danath's
approach now, as he tensed to meet him. His eyes adopted a puzzled
look as Danath slowed merely steps away, and he only just managed
to dive away from the pair of avatars, as Danath's charged through
where Tezal had been standing with the fiery one in its grasp,
continuing over the edge. While he didn't like to risk losing the
tade, Danath had no idea how skilled Tezal would be with a sword,
so the distraction seemed the smartest way to end this.

Spinning back to his feet, Tezal danced away from where his
enemy had been, but not fast enough, as Danath caught his sword
hand in a firm grip, holding it in place as his own blade found
Tezal's throat. They remained poised as Danath's attention split
back to their avatars.

They'd reached the water by that point, and he could feel the
faint pressure all around his stone surrogate, merging with
flailing streams of heat from the other's dying struggles. He had
his avatar stretch its arms into a scoop beneath the fading thing,
and relief washed over him as something drifted onto it. The
gemstone secured, he began the avatar's ascent from the water.

Tezal's face showed his defeat, and he didn't struggle as Danath
took his weapon, and directed him towards the edge of the plateau,
from where he could see and direct the ascent of his avatar as it
cleared the water.

His attention split, Danath faced Tezal. "What's the base
word?"

With obvious reluctance, Tezal replied. "Thir."

"Thir," said Danath, as he held Tezal's eyes.

He could see the certainty of a doomed man in them. Which
changed to confusion as Danath slid his blade into its scabbard,
turning from his defeated opponent to meet his avatar as it
returned.

Obviously he hadn't expected to survive losing a fight. But
Danath had no reason to kill him now. Why did people always expect
that of him? He killed when paid to. Or when a duel went that far.
But with his opponent's avatar beaten he'd won, so had no need to
kill. If he went killing anyone at any time, people may get the
idea they didn't have to bother paying him all that much, and then
he may actually have to get a proper job. No way did he intend to
let that happen.








Chapter 1

 


 

Stepping off the ship, it took a moment to adjust to the
different sway of Melmyrn, a deeper, slower, movement, individual
to each floating settlement. Kreddick barely missed a step though,
as he ascended the ramp to the dockside. The heavy stone walls to
the side vented a steady stream of water as the rain fell with
unrelenting determination.

He offered a deepening smirk to the guards at the top of the
ramp, which deepened their frowns. 'Guards' may be a bit of a
stretch, as they primarily served as enforcers for Thortus' will.
The city, like others, was officially a commune, but few remained
such in practice, having been taken over by men like Thortus, who'd
seized power from the previous tyrant. No official government
existed, but he ruled by dint of his enforcers happening to anyone
who disagreed with him, or didn't agree quickly enough.

Those standing guard, the bottom rung of his organization, would
be here more to report anything of interest than to maintain the
peace, and Kreddick didn't doubt he'd be included in such a report.
He'd rather have avoided them, but that hope had been lost the
moment he'd disembarked, so he might as well do his best to make an
impression.

The guards wore no uniform, apart from the rough livery of their
role, a black armband with a crest that seemed to portray some kind
of bird. Otherwise their clothes seemed the dull grey fish-skins
common in the poorer parts of town. A few pedestrians had splashes
of colour, but in the form of the cheaper coloured feathers rather
than dyes. Dyes would generally only be found in the richer areas
of town, or the more expensive docks.

The black of Kreddick's black and grey outfit seemed too dark to
not be dyed though, appearing somehow sharper against the array of
dull, worn, colours on the dock. He stood just above average
height, but with a stocky build, and the impression of being
well-muscled. His head held not even a hint of hair, and his hook
nose sat prominently above his frequent smirk.

"Morning," he greeted the guards in a friendly tone.

After an initial response of heavy stares, the apparent leader,
with short cut brown hair, and a seemingly permanent sneer,
responded in a less-than-friendly tone. "Who're you, and what're
you doing here?" They didn't appear happy with their jobs, a
situation probably not helped by their wetness, and it wouldn't
take much to set them off.

"Kreddick." His cheery tone and eyes almost mocked the man.
"I've come to enjoy the hospitable atmosphere of your beautiful
city." He punctuated it with a wide smile. "And you are?"

"The welcoming committee," said the thug in a slow growl.
"Welcome, and try not to leave too much of a mess when you get
beaten to death."

"I'll do my best," said Kreddick, the cheer still in his voice.
"So where can a man find a decent place to stay around here?"

"The fish'll always welcome company."

"Such a hospitable city that even the fish are neighbourly,
eh?"

The man seemed ready to attack him, so Kreddick glanced around
at his surroundings, ensuring as he moved that the pouch at his
belt gave a slight shake, the rattling within clearly identifiable
as gemstones.

The dockside held only single storey buildings, naturally, with
that oddly clean yet dirty look they got from exposure to the
intemperate ocean. He saw a couple of likely inns obvious among
them, but wanted somewhere nearer the centre of the city. He kept
glancing around until the man's attention returned to his face.

The thug's sneer receded a bit, a cold appraising look replacing
it.

"But I was hoping for somewhere a little drier for the night,"
said Kreddick.

"You'll want somewhere with a roof, then?" He didn’t want to be
seen to back down, even knowing he could be facing a
Stoneweaver.

"What a splendid idea." Kreddick flashed an even wider grin. He
had no intention of this becoming a fight, but curiosity prompted
him to see how far he could push the man.

"Depends what you can afford." His voice tightened, and he
seemed to be actively controlling his temper.

"Oh, I can probably manage a few irons a night." The nearby inns
would probably charge an iron for a week. Meals included.

"Then the Haunted Atoll, in the merchant district, is probably
the best you can find." He turned to point along one of the
streets, giving directions. Then he turned back to stare at
Kreddick, who felt certain from those eyes that he'd reached as far
as he could push it without the situation degenerating.

"Much obliged," said Kreddick, nodding as he moved on, striding
along the middle of the stone road leading into the city. The
streets had become worn over the years, with slight grooves evident
from where hand carts travelled them with regularity, but the rest
of the surface also worn down by time to dip away from the
sides.

Even without glancing back it didn't take long to spot the
'guard' following him, and he made sure not to go too fast as he
made his way towards the inn. He didn't want to lose their
attention just yet.










Chapter 2

 


 

Cursing himself, Welden maintained an even pace. He could lose
the guard in the crowds, but if the man had recognized him… Well,
too late to do anything about that now. Killing him would be too
likely to draw attention, whereas losing him and hoping he hadn't
had a close enough look to be sure offered a better chance of
keeping a low profile. He had to be out, and it had been a
reasonable gamble that nobody in Melmyrn would recognize him after
all this time. Other than those he wanted to be recognized by.

It took another block, deviating from his original route, for
him to be sure he had a tail without giving away he knew. The man
hadn't tried to stop him, though, so maybe he wasn't sure. Either
way, it'd be safer to assume word would get back to Thortus that
he'd returned, and plan accordingly.

It took another couple of blocks until he stood watching the man
scurrying to find him. Welden remained in the shadow of the
alleyway scanning the street for a few moments, until certain he'd
accrued no other tails. It'd still be safer to take a roundabout
route and continue checking, though.

The streets were busier than he remembered, likely with refugees
from the smaller settlements which had been drying up with greater
frequency. And from the tension in the air it must be nearing time
for a Cleansing. The city could only support so many, and their
supplies ebbed and swelled, so every so often, when the city got
too full, or supplies too low, the less useful members of society
would be rounded up and sold into slavery, traded with Lord Narvon
for supplies only he could provide. It was no secret he used them
for mining, a dangerous activity with so much work done far below
sea level, as Welden well knew.

The suspicious glances and fearful scurrying told him people
expected such a Cleansing any moment. Whether that would interfere
with his plans, or work to their advantage, he couldn't tell, but
he'd obviously have to incorporate it.

A circuitous route assured him no one else appeared to be
following, and another couple of blocks brought him to what had
been, long ago, the university district. The library still stood,
barely, but the surrounding buildings had become residential, with
a few shops smattered among them. It seemed little changed from his
memories. Just older.

It wasn't alone, he thought as his hand brushed his stubble. Its
dark blonde held proportionately fewer streaks of white than his
hair, but not by much. Of average build, his brilliant blue eyes
had faded over the years, seeming now to also be streaked with
grey. He currently wore the dull greys of the working class, which
allowed him to pass ignored by most. Clean, though, the clothes let
him pass for one of the more useful workers, less vulnerable to
Cleansing.

The library stood in marked contrast to many of the surrounding
buildings, and not simply due to the architectural flourishes of
its higher levels. The other buildings were of simpler, blockier,
construction. But the library remained the only building here still
constructed entirely of stone. A few of its neighbours retained
some stone, but only portions, and many had been completely rebuilt
using coral over the centuries. The library, however, remained,
give or take some understandable aging, as it had been when the
city was built, when the Great Flood had just started, and stone
could be more easily obtained.

A tired groan accompanied the opening of the wooden front door,
echoing a short distance before giving up. While an effort had been
made to keep the place clean, it felt even more lifeless and
abandoned than he remembered. Ascending the wide stairs, he passed
vacant rooms with sporadically occupied shelves, and at least one
room which held nothing.

The first signs of life reached him as he approached the work
room in the far corner. A faint humming, of the kind Arteman had
often done unconsciously while concentrating on his work.

Bent over a table, the old man was indeed engrossed in his work,
and Welden hesitated a moment, taking in the changes time had
affected on his friend. His hair had been white since they'd met,
but less of it now remained, and what did seemed less controlled.
He almost dreaded approaching, afraid of learning what time would
have done to his wits.

But he had a job to do.

Those eyes glanced up at his approach, startled and a little
fearful. It took a moment before recognition crept in. "Welden?"
His voice cracked, but while weak it at least sounded familiar.

"It's good to see you." Welden allowed himself a smile, although
remembering how took a moment.

Rising with a sigh, Arteman tottered around the table to embrace
him. They stayed so for a while, before Arteman withdrew, meeting
his gaze with a hopeful expression. "And Zienna?"

Welden couldn't maintain the smile, glancing away.

"I'm sorry," said Arteman, suddenly older.

Returning to his gaze, Welden nodded.

"Is it safe for you to be here?" asked Arteman, suddenly more
alert. "However you escaped the mines, if Thortus finds you, he
could well throw you to the sharks."

Forcing a reassuring smile, Welden lay his hand on Arteman's
shoulder, bonier than he remembered. "Don't worry about him." He
glanced around the sparse room. "Or don't concern yourself more
than you must. Things have gotten worse?"

Arteman gave a deep sigh. "Books began disappearing as people
again started seeing them as good fuel for fire. Some of the
shelving even got broken up. Thortus put a stop to that by hanging
a few people, but he's been taking what he wants for his own
library."

"Someone taught the bastard to read!?"

"Or he 'recruited' someone to read them to him," said
Arteman.

"Do you still have any books on Terevuss?" said Welden.

Arteman regarded him for a long moment. "I believe there are one
or two left. What exactly are you looking for?"

"One with a map of the city."

Another brief pause. "If I recall correctly, we should be
passing over Terevuss' supposed site in a few days time."

"Five days," said Welden.

"You do remember that no one has ever dived that far before.
Even if some diving suits remain in the former archaeology
buildings, which I doubt, none had the piping to reach that
far."

"Don't worry about that."

Silence returned, before Arteman shook his head sadly. "What's
so important you'd risk going down there?"

Welden turned from his gaze. "Revenge."










Chapter 3

 


 

The sun nudging at his eyes, Danath considered that he really
should insist they steer the island to keep his apartment facing
west in the morning. Reluctantly stirring, he met Syssarra's bleary
gaze.

"Morning," said Syssarra.

"Yes, disgusting isn’t it. I need thicker curtains."

Syssarra rolled her deep brown eyes. "How much sleep do you
really need?"

"I'm a very busy man."

"You had one duel, two days ago."

"I don't think you fully understand how exhausting such things
can be. Besides which, last night wasn't exactly… "

Huffing a brief laugh, she flicked back few errant strands of
her long red hair as she rose. "You're getting out of shape. If
you're not careful, they'll have to carry you to duels." She
sauntered to the bathroom.

Now that had just been hurtful, Danath thought as he watched her
go. And lazing a little longer wouldn't really hurt anyone. He
could probably even do some training without having to get up. Or
without having to go too far, anyway.

Slouching out of bed, he took the tade he'd won, placed it in
the lamp, and used some precious oil to light it. The wide windows
and white plastered walls kept the room light and airy when any
daylight was available. Appeared spacious and uncluttered, with
only the bed, a wardrobe, and a small chest of drawers, the space
anywhere else in the city could well house a family. The wardrobe
and chest were coral, but of an expensive make which looked far
more elegant than the common stuff. Coral had also been used for
the base of the bed, but it had an extravagantly thick mattress to
mitigate this, which he couldn't do without.

Returning to bed, he let the flame grow a few inches before
speaking. "Thirthor."

The flame flickered, as awareness of it flickered in his mind,
dancing around so he could barely grasp it. It took a few moments
concentration before he managed to take command, controlling it
into swaying roughly from side to side, although he found it
constantly trying to break free of his grasp, first this way, then
the other.

Satisfied he could exercise a degree of control, he gave the
flame a body, and had it clamber out of the lamp, climbing on top
of it. The lamp blackened slightly where it passed.

He didn't look up as Syssarra returned, but heard her pace
falter a step as she noticed his new toy. Returning to bed, she
draped an arm across his chest. "So are you going to do tricks with
it?"

"This, young lady, is training," he said in a tone of offended
aloofness. "Tricks are hardly what you'd expect someone of my
reputation to be performing."

He felt her smile. "Oh, of course. I keep forgetting I'm in the
presence of the greatest Stoneweaver to ever grace the… "

"Stonefighter, please," he said. "Stoneweaver makes it sound
like I actually work for a living." He made the flame leap from the
lamp, to see whether it would hover in the air. It began to, but
the weight of the gemstone proved too much, and it began to float
down. Maybe a larger flame would counter that. He managed to guide
its gliding descent to an uncarpeted portion of the floor, where he
sent it running in circles.

"Oh, I'd never dream of making such an accusation. No, you're an
artiste, whose time is spent duelling for gemstones."

"Exactly."

"And supporting Thortus' suppression of your neighbours."

Rolling his eyes, he met hers. "Do we have to go over this
again?"

She raised an eyebrow. "We've never actually discussed it
before."

"Because it's pointless. Thortus is in control. Even if there
was a revolution, and he was actually deposed, someone else would
take his place. It's the way things are."

"But what if the right person took his place? Someone who could
make things better."

"Like who? And you better not be thinking of me, because that's
just… no. It's just wrong. You think things are bad under Thortus,
at least he can be bothered to get up and rule."

"You call this ruling? Treating people like resources?"

He turned back to watching the fire avatar, making it carry out
a formal dance around its discolouring dance floor, its stiff
movements matching the awkwardness this discussion always caused
him. "Syssarra, why can't you just accept I don't really care? I'm
good at Stonefighting. I enjoy it. And Thortus employs me as his
champion, meaning I get to do what I like, and don't have to
actually work. I'm not interested in anything more."

Her sigh dug into him, discomforting him more than it should.
"You really don't have a problem with things being the way they
are?" she said.

"Things are the way we've always known them. I don't see how
things would change, or what they'd change to. I've found my place
here, and I'm happy with it."

Meeting her eyes again, he could see she wanted to say more,
but, thankfully, she seemed willing to let the matter drop.

They stayed comfortably ensconced for a while, until Syssarra
finally gave a loud sigh, and moved to rise.

"Don't." He pulled her back.

"I have to." She tried disentangling herself from his arms. "You
may be able to laze in bed all day, but some of us have actually
work to do."

"I though your work was lazing in bed all day with m…"

"Don't you go there," she said with an indignant smile. "Don't
you even…"

They stopped as the doors swept open, and Elgren strode in with
a stern look. The rooms were a section of Thortus' mansion, a small
suite set aside for his champion. While that offered a degree of
privacy, it didn't extend to everyone.

Syssarra pulled the bedclothes up, staring evenly at him, but
his attention, after flicking towards the fire on the floor,
focussed on Danath.

"Will you actually be getting up today?" Tall and lean, his dour
expression seemed to deepen around Danath, always with a tense,
disapproving look. Danath felt he was being measured against how
Elgren himself had done as Thortus' champion, and found wanting.
Not the student and successor Elgren would have wanted. Close to
fifty, although Danath had always been too cautious to ask which
side, his short hair remained a dull brown, none of them daring to
turn grey in his presence, and he remained in fighting trim.
Despite his wealth he wore various shades of grey or black, his
clothes always utilitarian rather than showy.

"Probably, at some point." Danath really couldn't help himself.
You let someone boss you around and pretty soon they'd be directing
all your activities. And there was a four letter word for that kind
of thing.

Elgren managed to control his temper. "Be in Thortus' audience
chamber in half an hour." He turned to leave.

"Why? What's happening?"

Turning his head, Elgren glared. "The usual meeting."

"And what's so special about today?"

"You'll be on time." He gave a final sweep of the room. "And
stop playing with fire." With that he stormed out, leaving the
doors to the outer apartment open.

Danath glanced at the flickering puppet on the floor, which
offered an ignored salute to the departing figure, then looked at
Syssarra. "Do you think he was talking about the flame or you?"

He didn't quite avoid the pillow aimed at him.










Chapter 4

 


 

Raising an eyebrow as Danath arrived barely minutes after the
meeting had begun, Thortus turned to regard the carefully blank
look on Elgren's face. Suppressing a faint smile, although he could
have used it, he returned his attention to Greck.

"I spoke to a few of the gang members, but only the foot troops.
Can't find anyone higher."

That one of the gangs he assigned to control the various
districts had stopped communicating didn't necessarily mean
trouble. Some needed to assert their independence now and again, so
he'd just have to send Elgren or Danath to browbeat them back into
line. But considering how near they were to the next Cleansing, and
the rumours which had filtered up about discontent which could lead
to some idiots trying to overthrow him, he could do without this.
At best it could mean fewer troops answering his call. At worst,
they could be part of the problem, or organizing it. Then he
considered Trunt, the gang leader, for a moment, and quickly
dismissed that. He couldn’t see many following that imbecile in
such a risky move.

"How did the gang members act?" said Elgren.

Greck shrugged. In his mid-forties, Greck had been one of
Thortus' crew since the early days, quickly becoming one of his
main lieutenants once he'd seized power. Maybe not the toughest, he
had a gift for organizing and keeping track of numerous things
which made him useful at managing the gangs, and he could handle
their tantrums with a more even temper than many. His limp red hair
and moustache, both starting to grey, hid a fair number of scars
from the early years. "A bit aggressive. Y'know what that lot down
there are like, always trynna puff themselves up. But they didn't
seem to be reacting out of the ordinary."

Which could mean they didn't know what was going on. Which would
make them easier to handle if Trunt could be dealt with
quietly.

"Find out where Trunt is," said Thortus. "If you can't we'll
have to net the whole gang, which I'd rather avoid. If you can,
Elgren, have a quiet chat with him, see if he's going to be a
problem."

Elgren nodded, and Thortus was satisfied he wouldn't need
further direction about how to handle things if a problem
existed.

They sat around the oval marble table in the room Thortus
preferred for such meetings, away from his 'throne room'. One of
the largest single pieces of marble salvaged, he enjoyed having it
there as a symbol of his power, although he frowned on anyone using
it. Even leaning on it sometimes drew a glare. The chairs were a
more common coral, his, at the head of the table, being larger than
the others, of course.

The undecorated walls showed the original stonework, which had
been maintained over the centuries, its dull grey almost a sign of
wealth and power compared to the paler tones of more common
structures, even the painted ones of those who could afford such
extravagance. A large window, directly behind his seat, allowed the
daylight in, and he'd often time important meetings for when the
sun would be directly behind him, in the early afternoon. At some
times of year it would be low enough to almost blind his
audience.

Nodding, Thortus sat back, waiting for the next item. Broad,
having slipped into paunchiness in the past few years, his receding
dark hair held a few streaks of grey, which had so far avoided his
thick moustache. Today he wore his dark blue sharkskin trousers and
shirt, with a purple jacket.

"Report from Corval on the docks," said Greck. "Someone arrived
yesterday wearing what seemed to be a bag of gems. Corval says he
was a cocky bastard who seemed to be making fun of them. He's
staying at the Haunted Atoll."

Danath had sat forward at the mention of the gems, no doubt
hoping for another duel.

"What's his name?" said Thortus.

"Kreddick was the name he gave. I've never heard of him
before."

A glance around the table found no other memories of the name
being stirred.

"Danath," Thortus drew his gaze. "Pop round and find out why
he's here."

The boy managed to hide his irritation at having to go and do
something, almost as well as Thortus hid his amusement at the
reaction. He'd likely have a lot more to do if things went where
they seemed to be heading.

He nodded for the next order of business, and frowned as Elgren
seemed to hesitate before speaking.

"One of the older troops, Thius, reported seeing, he believes,
Welden."

Sitting forward, Thortus stifled a curse. "He sure?"

"He seems so," Elgren said with less certainty. "But he was
hesitant to say it."

"What about Zienna?" said Thortus.

"Just Welden."

"Where was he? What was he doing?"

"Market district, passing through. Thius tried following, but
lost him a couple of streets later. Presumably he'd have changed
his course after spotting the tail, so we can't be certain where he
was headed."

"What the depths is he doing back here? And how did he escape
the mines? I've never heard of anyone escaping Narvon's grasp
before." Could he be out for revenge? Possibly. Of course if Zienna
were with him it could be worse. She'd nearly organized an uprising
last time, before he'd had them dealt with. If she was to try the
same again, with the larger population, and higher level of
disquiet … "Get everyone we've got who remembers what they
look like… Recruit a few of the older ones. I want people out
searching the areas they used to hang out. No, everywhere. I want
the entire city scoured as quickly as possible. The other stuff can
wait."

He dismissed them with a curt wave, but nodded for Elgren to
stay.

As the door closed, he turned to his friend. "Do you think they
could be behind the discontent?"

"Welden and Zienna?" Elgren frowned. "I'd wait for proof they're
actually here before we consider that."

"And the discontent? Do you still have doubts about that?"

He was keeping an even face. "I don't think there's any concrete
proof, but if you think there's something going on… "

"I'm certain of it."

"Then it'd be safer to prepare for it. Do we want to think about
bringing the Cleansing forward?"

He considered it. "It may be wise. We could probably begin
within… three weeks. Send a message to Lord Narvon's emissary. And
ask them about Welden and Zienna."

Elgren nodded, then waited to be dismissed. Thortus hesitated
before continuing, not sure he wanted to give voice to his
thoughts. "If there is a problem, and some of my people are being
recruited to it… Is it possible someone in the organization is
responsible?"

"A coup?"

Thortus shrugged.

"I think we should wait till I've spoken with Trunt before we
worry about that."

"Might be too late by then."

His brow creasing in concern, Elgren adopted a diplomatic tone.
"I suppose if the gangs are being recruited, and it's only an 'if',
someone within the organization is more likely. I can't see Trunt
following anyone whose strength he doesn’t respect, and you control
everybody that would cover. But even then he'd hardly be the first
I'd choose if I were recruiting."

"So maybe he isn't the first," said Thortus. "Maybe he's just
the stupidest, which is why we've noticed something's wrong with
him."

Elgren sat back in thought, but appeared more concerned with
framing his response, as though humouring him. Which irritated
Thortus.

"It's a possibility," said Elgren. "But it could just be that
you're working too hard. The stress of the upcoming Cleansing is
weighing on you, making you jump at shadows."

His temper rising, Thortus had to force it down. Elgren would
endure his explosion if it happened, but letting himself lose
control like that had already lost him trust in a number of
lieutenants, and he couldn't afford his closest aide. Besides
which, they'd been together since kids, and if Elgren truly thought
it a possibility then he should at least consider it.

"If it were one of ours, who do you think it could be?" said
Elgren. "Who would the revolutionaries, assuming it's not strictly
our people, work with?"

"That's the bit that always gets me. The only one I can think of
popular enough with the general populace is Danath."

Elgren barked a brief, incredulous, laugh. "You're serious?"

"Why not? He's young, yet he's reached as far as he can in his
current path. The only way up now is over my dead body."

"Ambition really doesn't seem to be one of his vices. It's hard
enough getting him to train, but running the city… I doubt that's
something he'd want."

His own reasoning had raised the same concern, but his
conclusion wasn't as definite. And Elgren's role as the boy's tutor
may colour his view. "Maybe you're right. I certainly hope so. But
it's something we should keep an eye on."

It took a moment, but Elgren did give a reluctant nod.

"Fine." Thortus ran a hand through his hair.

Rising, Elgren offered a slight nod as he turned.

Thortus watched him leave. But no matter how much he tried to
convince himself everything was being done, he still felt trapped,
caged, with an unknown enemy just out of view.










Chapter 5

 


 

The expected visitor arrived in the middle of the morning, his
stride down the corridor surprisingly open. He rapped on the door.
Kreddick waited a few moments, but his visitor appeared in no rush.
He'd been expecting something more forceful, judging by the
reception on the docks.

"It's open."

The handle turned, and the door swung slowly open, his guest
remaining just outside as his eyes swept the room, taking in
Kreddick lying on the bed, his blade on the coral table next to it,
and the bag of gems lying alongside. Apparently satisfied no
immediate threat awaited him, the man, barely more than a boy
really, returned his attention to Kreddick. Entering, he offered a
faint bow. "Danath," he said as he closed the door, leaning against
the side wall.

"Kreddick." He didn't bother sitting up. His guest seemed at
ease, with no hint of nerves. He appeared more curious than
anything. But his movements were measured, certain, and he had the
air of a trained fighter about him. And the pouch at his belt
indicated a Stoneweaver. Thortus would have all those he knew of in
Melmyrn working for him. Kreddick would have had little trouble
identifying him as Thortus' champion, even had he not already
known.

"How are you enjoying our city?" asked Danath.

Why the smile? It seemed genuinely amused rather than intended
to intimidate as his kind often used it. "It seems a very friendly
place. First the warm welcome on the docks, and now your interest
in my visit."

"What can I say, we're friendly folk."

"Yes, your men on the docks seemed almost ready to invite me
into their own homes."

"Ha." The barked laugh seemed genuine, and Danath's smile
widened. He was enjoying this. "Oh, believe me, we'd never dream of
inflicting such filth and depravity on a welcome visitor."

"So have I done something to arouse your curiosity?"

"Curiosity?"

"Do you welcome all visitors so warmly?"

"We try to." Danath shrugged. "But this is a busy place, so
you're just the lucky recipient of our attention at this time. As
to curiosity, I'm afraid it's never been one of the vices I've
indulged. Others are so much more enticing."

"I'm overwhelmed. But really, I feel like I'm depriving other
visitors of your gracious attention."

"Think nothing of it."

"But I do."

"Which only shows you to be deserving of such attention."

Would he actually be getting to the point of the visit? Whether
fishing for information, or trying to run him out. Kreddick waited
in silence.

Danath seemed amused by the move. But then he seemed permanently
amused. His eyes drifted towards the pouch as he spoke. "So what is
it you do, Kreddick?"

"I travel."

"Anywhere interesting."

"Anywhere's interesting if you look at it right."

Danath did another sweep of the, admittedly
not-that-interesting, room before giving him a sceptical look.
"I'll take your word on it." Suitable for his purposes, the room
was cleaner than many he'd stayed in, and he never paid much
attention to furnishings. "So what do you do to support
yourself?"

"This and that."

"Those being… ?"

"Occasionally profitable."

The boy held his gaze, and Kreddick thought he'd finally worked
out what he could see there. He viewed this as another kind of
duel. Okay, he was more interesting than the thugs on the dock.
Also more dangerous. But at the moment he had no reason to be
openly aggressive, and didn't seem inclined to.

"So are you a Stonefighter, or do you just like carrying around
a bag of precious gems?" So he'd moved on from the exploratory
jabs.

Kreddick glanced at the pouch, as though surprised by its
presence. "Oh, those. I dabble a bit, but I'd hardly call myself a
Stonefighter."

"Oh, I'm sure you're just being modest. We should really spar
sometime."

"I don't spar," said Kreddick.

Danath's smile didn't slip. "Then we should fight." His tone
didn't change, and Kreddick didn't detect an edge to the words.

"Now why would we want to do that?"

A shrug. "Have you got any exotic gemstones in there? I'm sure
if you've travelled widely you must have come across some
interesting ones."

"No, they're pretty much just the standard, boring ones. You
know… stone, metal, plants… "

"Pretty much, then. So what're you hoping to do in our beautiful
city? Anything we can do to make your stay pleasant, just say the
word."

"Thanks, but I'm just here to meet someone. I'm a bit early
though, so I'll probably take in the sights a bit while I
wait."

Danath glanced at his prone form. "Well then I hope you enjoy
your stay. And if you need anything, anything at all, just ask
around and someone should be able to point you in my direction." He
offered another faint bow.

"Much obliged." Kreddick watched him leave, turning away but
with his eyes never quite losing sight of the bed. His footsteps
departed as openly as they'd arrived.

Well, that had been different. He hadn't the open pride other
champions usually displayed. Probably not that easy to anger,
either. Confident enough, and his movements indicated a dangerous
fighter, he'd probably be better avoided unless Kreddick could get
to see him in an actual duel, to properly gauge his abilities.










Chapter 6

 


 

The merchant docks stood dark under the gloomy night sky, sheets
of drizzle drifting over them. Rare lights dotted some ships, and
the nearby streets, but enough areas of the dock escaped such
illumination, allowing Welden to avoid observation. From their
shadows, he made a quick scan of the area before removing the
smoky, translucent gem.

"Kulthor," he whispered as he tossed the zelxus into the air. It
came to a stop and he felt the air it animated in his mind. It took
a moment to firmly grasp, and then he wrapped it around his head.
With the air bubble in place, he slipped into the water, as quiet
as possible.

Dropping below the surface, it took a moment to adjust to the
bubble surrounding his head. He didn't make it too wide, as he
shouldn't need that much for this dive.

His eyes struggling against the darkness, he could just about
make out the bottom of the stone base supporting the city. The
whole thing had been chiselled out of a huge block of stone, back
when no one knew whether the waters from the Great Flood would stop
rising. Swimming a short way under, he stopped to detach the small
lantern at his belt. Opening the hatch on the side, he let the
light from the fungus within, itself sensitive to natural light,
illuminate his path, and resumed swimming towards the centre of the
city.

Keeping his mind focussed, Welden tried not to dwell on the
weight above him, or the nightmares from the mines it threatened to
reawaken. The danger of breaking through into the ocean had always
loomed over them, sections of mines being sealed behind them during
any new digging which posed such a danger. So the thought of being
flooded under miles of rock had been a real fear. And more than
that, after he lost Zienna.

But he couldn't find much here to hold his attention, few
features decorating it. The odd opening for dumping refuse blocks
to the ocean floor. The occasional hatch probably used for the rare
maintenance required down here. And, of course, the tazarines. Pale
green, translucent, and cut into angular shapes, over a hundred of
the large gemstones dotted the base at regular intervals. Animating
sections of water, they were at least partially responsible for
keeping the city afloat, and for its mobility.

While their design had been clever enough to allow the original
cities to float, and to move to a limited degree, concerns had been
raised that their increasing size meant they'd be unstable. And
after a bad storm had devastated one, precautions had been taken.
One precaution had been to ensure taller buildings were only built
towards the middle of the city, and then never exceeding four
floors, buildings further out having a decreasing number of floors
in concentric circles, so those on the outer edge had only a single
floor. The other precaution had been the fitting of tazarines under
the base of the city, set to aid their support and keep them stable
in rough water. It also allowed them to be sailed with less effort
than the previous mechanisms had allowed, although none now
understood how well enough to repair any faults. He knew of a few
cities which now had permanent positions, or drifted with the
waves, due to their devices failing.

The only other features decorating the underside were the
markers, indicating the section of the city directly above them. It
made finding the centre of the city easier, especially at night.
Even so, the swim took him almost half an hour, by which point he'd
begun to feel the cold.

Careful not to rush, he located the central few tazarines,
judging from his location and knowledge of the city, which could
theoretically be removed with least disturbance to the city's
balance.

While precious, guarding them had become of little interest in
recent years. Viewed as a capital crime, punishable by death, the
fact no one had been heard of getting away with one meant that
keeping watch on them had become an easily dismissed task over the
centuries. The activation phrase, lost to most cities, had to be
spoken while touching the gemstone, with nothing but air blocking
it from the sound, so no attempted theft had been heard of in ages.
But then few knew how to animate air.

Selecting his target, Welden shaped the air bubble around the
water surrounding its perch. A cocoon of water remained against his
air bubble, the water actually animated by the gemstone. The cocoon
gave way under his hand, surrounded by a narrow tunnel of air, and
he grasped the gemstone.

"Rulduor."

It came loose, the water cocoon falling away around it. He
ducked quickly down, prepared to have the air avatar pull him
further down with a thought, but the city gave no indication of the
loss. After a moment, he relaxed, and held the tazarine to the
water bordering the air bubble.

"Rulthor." As he said it, he felt awareness of the water it
animated coming to him. Controlling multiple avatars required
greater concentration, and he'd normally try to acclimatize to a
new gemstone without other distractions. But his current situation
didn't really allow him time, so he felt around the new animation
while maintaining the air bubble.

Growing comfortable with it, he formed a watery sheath around
his body, and concentrated on circulating it so as to move him
along purely by thought. Slowly at first, but with greater speed as
it became more natural, he'd nearly reached the edge of the city
before he realized, and shut the lamp as he slowed to drift
out.

Circling back to the dock took a few minutes, and he dismissed
the water avatar, pocketing the tazarine, before climbing the stone
ladder built into the side of the dock. The air avatar he kept,
allowing it to drift above him, in case he ran into problems. In
the dark it should remain practically invisible, and it would
provide some cover from the rain, not that he could get much
wetter.

Hauling himself onto the dock, Welden glanced around before
setting off. While glad he hadn't worn heavy clothes which would
have been even heavier after his swim, he now had little protection
against the cold night, and he'd have to remember to stash
something near the docks if he went for another night-time swim.
Although his next one should be in daylight, so going unnoticed
would be more of a problem.

Moving warily along the worn streets, he remained alert for
signs of the groups of toughs working for Thortus who often prowled
the night. But the rain seemed to be keeping them in tonight.
Obviously they'd gotten soft since his day.

After being spotted, he'd moved into one of the poorer sections
of the city as his base away from the inn. The clothes he'd been
wearing on the street had been somewhere between those who'd live
in the poor section, and those who could afford to stay at the inn,
so should offer some distance if they began searching for him.

He'd have preferred going to the inn for a comfortable night's
sleep, but he'd have to go to the poor house for a change of
clothes first, and he'd need to dry out too, so it would be easier
to spend the night there. And it'd minimize the risk of getting
caught travelling the streets at night.

It took a quarter hour to reach the place, and he slowed as it
came into sight, to check the area before going in. He'd nearly
moved on when he spotted something down an adjoining street just
ahead. Ducking back into the shadows, it took a moment for him to
be sure it was Thortus' men. Other sounds indicated more of them
about, so their presence probably wasn't a coincidence.

Turning, he caught sight of movement behind him, only moments
from spotting him. He could use the air avatar to fly away, but
doubted he could do so without being seen, and he'd rather keep
that a secret. As far as he knew, only Narvon's men had that secret
of Stoneweaving.

So it looked like he'd have little choice but to meet Thortus.
At least he could keep the air avatar in reserve. He called it
down, before the men spotted him, and hastily gave it his gems. He
couldn't risk losing the tarazine he'd just acquired. One may have
had little effect, but he couldn't keep taking them from under the
city.

Stepping into the light, he let his presence draw the attention
of the thugs, as the avatar slipped up along the wall, and he had
it feel its way to a nearby cache, where he'd also hidden his
notes, along with other valuables he didn't want to leave in either
of his rooms. The gemstones could come in useful for escaping, but
if they knocked him out, any animations being actively controlled
would fall apart, so better to only risk the zelxus he had
animating the air.

Raising his hands as the thugs surrounded him, he let them drag
him along to Thortus', his silent ally drifting above.










Chapter 7

 


 

Already irritable from being woken, Thortus' anxiousness to
confront his enemy increased his temper as he reached the Hall
where he conducted business, even though it only meant crossing a
road from his mansion. Danath followed in his wake, showing little
signs of tiredness, or of having been woken. He also showed mild
indifference to their task, which furthered Thortus'
irritation.

"Try and look intimidating," said Thortus, almost growling.

Danath gave a nod, deepening his brows into a faint glare.

It'd have to do. Thortus felt certain he could muster enough
intimidation for both of them, anyway.

After clambering up to the fourth floor, he stopped to catch his
breath. He couldn’t have Welden seeing him winded. Danath waited
nearby, his gaze fixed on the door ahead. Thortus couldn't help
consider how vulnerable he was in the boy's presence. Even with a
couple of enforcers nearby, a Stoneweaver would have little trouble
disposing of him. He shook it away. His paranoia had started
getting the better of him again, and that would only serve to drive
others away.

His breath recovered, he stormed towards the far room, slamming
the double doors open. A handful of thugs loitered around the edges
of the unfurnished room in menacing poses, a couple of his
Stoneweavers among them. Elgren looked back from the open window,
near where one of the guards held the lamp which lit the room, he
moved to meet Thortus.

But his attention focussed on the man standing nonchalantly in
the middle of the room, arms folded over his chest. He looked
older, more grizzled, but also leaner, more a fighter than the
scholar he had been. The sight did little to ease Thortus'
concerns.

Elgren spoke in a hushed tone as he reached Thortus' side,
turning to watch their guest. "The tip proved accurate. We caught
him when he returned from a late night walk, dressed as you see
him. He didn't put up much of a fight."

"And Zienna?"

"No sign of her, and the neighbours claim it was just him there.
Nothing much in his room, other than a change of clothes, some way
more expensive than someone staying there would be seen in."

Nodding, Thortus strolled forward, coming to a halt a few
strides from Welden, who met him with an indifferent gaze. Danath
moved to his right, Elgren to his left. The anxiety of the past
couple of days seemed only to feed his anger now.

"I seem to recall sending you away."

Welden said nothing.

"Where's your woman?"

"Dead." He said it without as much as a flicker. He couldn't be
that cold about it, surely. A lie seemed more likely.

"How?"

He hesitated this time. Was he making it up, or dealing with the
memory? "Mine flood." The main cause of death for miners, and the
reason only slaves were used for the job, it wouldn't be
unexpected.

"But you survived?"

No response.

"How did you escape Lord Narvon's mines?"

Nothing. But it occurred to Thortus that when they got him
talking, they may be able learn something about Lord Narvon's
operations. He guarded his knowledge closely, no one even knowing
for certain where he was based, but he always managed to have
precious commodities available for trade, some of which should no
longer be available. His main hold on power came from being the
sole source for ships. Real wooden ships. Not the attempts to
fashion them from more available materials, all of which had proved
failures to one degree or another. Even he couldn't produce many,
maybe one every three or four years, so they were valuable, and
valued, built and maintained to last. Where exactly he managed to
find sufficient wood for even those remained his secret. A number
of attempts had been made to learn more, but never with any
success. It could wait, though. The proper 'questioning' would come
later, but Thortus wanted this opportunity before they broke
him.

"Will you at least tell us why you came back?"

"Revenge." He said it simply, but everyone in the room
tensed.

Thortus allowed himself a faint smile, and held his arms wide.
"Well, here I am. Will you take your revenge?"

"Why do you assume it's you I want revenge on?"

"I'm the one who sold you and your woman into slavery, aren't I?
Who else here would you want to revenge yourself on?"

"To be honest I assumed you'd have died of rampaging syphilis
years ago. You can imagine my surprise to find you still above the
waves, even in this state of decrepitude."

Controlling his temper with Herculean effort, Thortus held his
place, waving the thugs who'd started to move back to theirs. "Now
that just wasn't nice," said Thortus, from between gritted teeth.
"So, tell me, now you know I'm still around, completely unfazed by
your woman's passing, will your plan for revenge be changing to
include me?"

"Why would it?" His tone remained calm and conversational. "I
can hardly hold you responsible for what you did, can I. You don't
know any better. You're just a big fat beast swatting away anything
that annoys him. It'd be like blaming a fat bird for soiling itself
in fear whenever someone gets too close."

Having had enough of his goads, as he obviously wasn't ready to
answer questions yet, Thortus waved to his thugs.

Welden didn't acknowledge their approach, keeping his gaze fixed
on Thortus as he continued. "I mean, how was I to know your
pustulous little scab of a body, lazing in your whaleskin trousers,
still oozed over civilization's… " He stopped with an abrupt dart
towards the thug between him and the window, catching him off guard
and swinging him around into the path of the others.

Elgren and Danath moved defensively in front of Thortus, going
for their gemstones, but Welden didn't stop, sprinting for the open
window, and diving out.

After a moment's shock, everyone darted for the opening, and
Thortus pushed his way through to find no sign of their prisoner.
Light flooded from the ground floor windows, showing a complete
lack of a splattered, or even limping, body. And the nearest
building, too far away for him to have reached, was also clear.
They saw no sign of him at all.

Pushing back from the opening, Thortus screamed at the room.
"Get out there and hunt him down. And I want bars in these windows
by the next time we question someone."










Chapter 8

 


 

Evading his watcher had been easy. So easy that Kreddick had
taken extra time to ensure he hadn't been followed, since there
must be a less obvious observer apart from the imbecile they'd left
outside the inn. But it appeared not.

He'd seen a number of Thortus' men out and about, busily hunting
other prey than him, so hopefully that would free him up to do some
work. Not that he'd had trouble slipping out yesterday, after the
boy's visit, and he didn't think his absence had been noted
then.

After a productive morning he'd tracked his prey to the food
court he regularly visited, and now sat unobtrusively watching the
man as they both ate.

One of the more affordable food courts, the place had a clammy
feel, slightly smoky from the fires back in the kitchen, and an
aroma that said many of its patrons had been occupied with manual
labour. But the food was relatively hot, and relatively edible. A
couple of open doorways separated the bustle in kitchen from the
crowds around the tables, and the front of the building lay
completely open to the street outside, with flaps tied just inside
the roof which could be unrolled to form a loose front wall when
needed.

He'd received a few odd glances, but his clothes could be taken
as common if not studied too closely, and his presence at a place
like this reinforced the image that they must be plainer than they
appeared, so the glances didn't linger, especially not after
meeting his dangerous gaze. Most gave him a wide berth.

His target hadn't paid him much attention at all beyond a
fleeting glance, and seemed preoccupied with his food. Officially
he was a city scribe. But since they worked out of the Hall which
served as Thortus' base, they'd become virtual servants to him, in
addition to their regular duties. His target, Mervuss, had served
there a while, rising to become one of the senior scribes. He,
among only a few of his brethren, had access to most parts of the
Hall, so could provide an accurate map of the building's
layout.

Short and stumpy, with greying hair and pinched eyes, he
attacked his meal with a hasty disinterest, glancing warily about,
anxious to get back to work no doubt. With a Cleansing nearly upon
them, anyone seen to be working for Thortus, however unwillingly,
could become quickly unpopular.

It turned out he had a taste for certain substances which he
couldn't acquire legally in Melmyrn, since Thortus had a dispute
with the sole source of said substance. Mervuss nevertheless
managed to acquire them from less-than-legal sources, making him a
viable target for blackmail.

Not the most reliable source, possibly, and the upcoming
Cleansing seemed to be making him nervous, but he offered the best
opportunity Kreddick had found in the short time available to
him.

He still hoped to find a better target, one who didn't look like
he might run screaming when approached, but he'd study this one's
movements in case he couldn't find another in time, which seemed
increasingly likely. Mervuss was a creature of habits, always
coming here at the same time for food, so if Kreddick followed him
back to work he'd be able to locate the optimum position to
intercept him another day. He'd need to keep an eye on the scribe
to check whether his nervousness increased, necessitating a
possible speeding of the timetable if another source couldn't be
found.

The scribe appeared nearly done with his meal, so Kreddick
prepared to leave ahead of him, when a couple of large forms pushed
in either side of him, shoving the other diners aside. Glances came
their way from all around the court, but hastily refocussed on
their meals, and Kreddick caught sight of Mervuss skittering
out.

Suppressing a sigh, he glanced at the thugs sitting alongside
him. Large, tough looking, with almost identical glares, which
actually did little to intimidate him, their attention focussed
solely on him. Both seemed a bit taller than him, and fairly
muscular, although the right hand one was slightly flabbier than he
should be. They gave the impression of being used to getting what
they wanted by intimidation, which would mean a few seconds delay
due to shock if he had to attack them.

The seriousness of their expressions almost made him laugh, but
that would just escalate things in a public place. Better to play
it out in hopes of dealing with this, whatever this was, elsewhere.
Despite the allegiance signified by their armbands, he doubted it'd
be Thortus' doing, sending a couple of toughs who'd last maybe a
few seconds against a Stoneweaver. He'd be more likely to just have
him followed, trying to work out his intentions. This felt more
like a new player.

Glancing with disinterest at the pair, Kreddick returned to his
meal, letting them make the first move. They'd probably start off
with some kind of mild threat to regain his attention.

The one to his left lifted a portion of Kreddick's meal in his
hand, letting it fall back onto the plate. He then moved to wipe
his hand on Kreddick. The hand never reached him, as his own lanced
out, grabbing it by the wrist and twisting just enough to threaten
the man with greater pain if he struggled.

Turning to the thug to his right, Kreddick met his gaze, his
interest, and smirk, now focussed on the man. "Is there something I
can help you with?"

Indecision showed in those eyes, part shock at a target acting
in this way, part automatic reaction of attacking anything that
confused him, and part need to follow the orders he'd obviously
been given. The latter won out.

"Someone wants to talk to you," said the thug, trying to sound
intimidating.

"Do they really," said Kreddick. "And do I want to talk to
them?"

The question further confused the thug.

"Let me rephrase," said Kreddick. "Why, other than the laughable
threat of violence offered by yourselves, would I wish to speak to
this person?"

The nearby customers had begun to clear away. He should probably
have gone along with the pair immediately, to avoid drawing more
attention than absolutely necessary.

Struggling for a response the thug glanced around him to his
friend, finding little help there. His eyes showed his instincts
taking over, as they hardened, not quite covering his lingering
uncertainty. "You just gotta come with us," he said in a firm
tone.

"Okay," said Kreddick, still grinning. "Your dazzling
counterargument has convinced me." Releasing his grip on the other
thug's wrist, he rose. "Gentlemen, shall we?"

They eyed him warily as they got to their feet, and the one
who'd spoken led the way out with a few backward glances, while his
friend followed. Kreddick could feel the glare on his back, but
they'd obviously been warned against attacking him, so he'd
probably be safe until they reached wherever it was they were
headed. Beyond that, he couldn't be sure. He could just dispose of
this pair once they passed somewhere relatively quiet, but if
someone wanted to speak to him, they'd likely just send more men,
who wouldn't be as polite next time. Better to see where this went.
He wasn't exactly unarmed.

It took a quarter hour to reach the apparently ramshackle
building, which had little signs of current habitation. Unusual
given the current population, and suggesting some threat kept
people away. His escorts grew increasingly watchful as they
approached, and had a good look around for observers before
ushering him inside.

The corridor they passed through gave every indication of
abandonment, its dusty, murky atmosphere seeming still, apart from
their presence. The floor, however, showed signs of recent passage,
and he heard sounds of movement from above before they started up
the stairs. The atmosphere became lighter as they reached the next
floor. Or at least more light filtered in. He still felt the threat
from his escorts.

Emerging into a relatively large room, two rooms with a
demolished separating wall from the look of it, a larger audience
greeted him. Over a dozen pairs of eyes glared at him, a couple
managing to not actually appear vaguely amusing. They gave every
impression of being one of the gangs, although just the tougher
members of this particular gang unless he missed his mark.

Their leader perched atop one of the armchairs which occupied
the room, his feet on the chair as he balanced on the rear,
obviously intending to impress with his nonchalance. Tall and
heavily muscled, he'd obviously risen to his role through physical
superiority, but his eyes showed what he probably thought of as
cunning, alongside their more natural avarice. It didn't seem that
genuine to Kreddick's eyes, though, but he'd probably be able to
get a better read when they started talking.

"Thank you for coming," the man said in a deep, even voice.
Trying to play the part of the polite host, obviously.

"After the cordial invitation extended by your boys I could
hardly refuse," said Kreddick, maintaining his grin. He sensed a
tensing from his escorts, who'd taken up positions a short way
behind him.

His host maintained an even gaze, not reacting to his words.
"I'm Trunt."

"Pleased to meet you Trunt. I'm Kreddick."

Trunt nodded. A slow, deliberate movement as he sized up his
guest. After a long moment, where Kreddick happily let the silence
drag on, the thug slowly rose, stepping down to the floor, where he
crossed his arms over his broad chest, meeting Kreddick's gaze
squarely with one which said he considered himself at least an
equal. Just the normal posturing so far, then, and Kreddick had to
wonder whether he'd be getting to the point anytime soon.

"I could find a use for someone of your talents," said Trunt. As
direct as his men. One good thing about his kind, they considered
directness a virtue. Its virtue being they didn't have to clutter
their minds with too much thinking.

"What talents do you believe I possess which could be of such
use to you?"

The thug's eyes drifted, unhurried, towards the pouch at his
belt, before returning to his eyes. "You're a Stoneweaver, aren't
you?"

"Oh, that," said Kreddick. "I dabble a bit. But why would you
want a Stoneweaver? As I understand it, your superior employs all
the Stoneweavers in the city." Had his eyes tightened a bit at
that? He certainly seemed to have a degree of control, so maybe it
would be worth seeing how far he could be pushed. "What would
Thortus think if I were to accept your offer?"

And why had he made the offer? Was he thinking of making a move
for the top spot himself? He seemed to have the right degree of
hunger in his eyes, but whether he had the mind to achieve such a
thing appeared more in question. Kreddick didn't doubt he was the
leader of a gang, so if he planned a coup, why meet him in person
straight off. It would have been safer to send a trusted
intermediary to negotiate first. A glance at the other faces here
said that he could well be the brains of this bunch, but still he
should have allowed himself a degree of deniability.

"Thortus won't be around forever," said Trunt, watching Kreddick
carefully now.

Okay, now he was being dangerously blunt. Even speaking as a
hypothetical, he shouldn't let what he just said out of this
meeting, so if Kreddick didn't agree to something the situation
could well degenerate.

He surreptitiously felt for the gemstone he kept hidden up his
sleeve at all times, confirming its comforting presence, and
preparing to drop it at moment's notice, before his escorts could
even cover the short distance separating them.

Outwardly, Kreddick simply raised an eyebrow. "That would seem a
dangerous statement to make. Even amongst friends."

"And are we friends?" said Trunt.

"Well I'd hate to think we were enemies."

"Yes."

"So you believe Thortus' reign may soon be winding down?"

Trunt did his best to keep a straight face, but the man
obviously wasn't as sly or as smart as he believed, and his face
betrayed his excitement at the thought. "He won't be here much
longer."

He probably thought himself clever for not stating outright what
he wanted done, but this had started to become irritating, so
Kreddick decided to move it along, see if they could reach some
kind of non-binding understanding. "Wasn't planning on being here
long myself, I'm sorry to say."

His face hardened at that. "Where were you intending going?"

"On," said Kreddick. "After I've finished what I need to do
here."

"And what's that?"

"I'm after a particular item currently in Thortus'
possession."

Trunt stared at him, his mind obviously working on this, and a
faint smile escaped him as he realized he now had something on his
guest. Of course it made them even, so he wouldn't have to worry so
much about letting Kreddick go.

"What kind of item?" said Trunt.

"The valuable kind," said Kreddick, not intending to go further
at this point. He should have revealed enough to reach some kind of
an understanding.

The thug decided not to push it. "Seems to me," said Trunt,
"knowing Thortus' dislike for sharing, that you might have a better
chance of dealing with whoever was going to replace him."

"Certainly seems that way," said Kreddick. "But I am on a bit of
a timetable. Not too tight, but I can't wait for him to die of old
age. Does your view of a Melmyrn without Thortus ruling happen in
the near future? And is there anything I could do to hasten that
day?"

Trunt allowed himself a wider smile. "Not very long at all. And
I'm sure your services would be invaluable in helping things
along."

It looked like the immediate threat had been dealt with, and he
should have little problem convincing Trunt to let him carry on
what he was doing, especially since Thortus had been watching him.
He could agree to meet up at a certain time, but carry on with his
original plan. While he didn't doubt Trunt's honesty in his
intentions, whether he, or whoever was guiding him, which seemed a
more likely scenario, could actually succeed, and given Trunt's
inclusion he tended to doubt it, they could provide a useful
distraction.

Whether that would be worth the risk of them dragging him down
if they got caught prematurely, was an issue he had to consider.
They didn't strike him as the most trustworthy bunch, and it didn't
seem impossible that one of the thugs standing here could report
back to Thortus within the hour. Even if not, their clumsiness
could well get them caught before they were ready to move, and
trade information for their lives.

So it seemed he had to weigh up the benefit of using their naive
little power play as a distraction, which could potentially
interfere with his plans. Or he could just drop the stone from his
sleeve and kill the lot of them right here, right now. Decisions,
decisions.










Chapter 9

 


 

His disposition having only worsened since the previous night,
Thortus had little trouble detecting the unease in those attending
the meeting, even Danath arriving on time. At least none of them
appeared to have slept since last night, so he wasn't alone.

But given the lack of news from the morning's searches, with no
traces of Welden anywhere, he understood the anxiousness of those
in attendance to get away from him, even if just back to the search
which would have to be started from scratch, their prey inevitably
cagier now. It had taken over a day to find him the first time.

He'd barely spoken since ordering the search, unwilling to risk
his growing rage gain the slightest foothold. He couldn't afford
any appearance of weakness, or loss of control. But an eruption
seemed inevitable. His nerves had frayed these past few days,
certainly more thinly than he remembered them becoming when he
built his empire. Was it just that he now had more to lose? Or was
it that he had so little to do? While he controlled the city,
running it he delegated to his men, or the civil authorities, so
while he could issue orders if he felt so inclined, he usually
settled for being little more than a figurehead. And now that he
had a search to oversee, he still delegated.

The only one at the table who didn't appear nervous was Elgren,
who managed his customary blank face, displaying no hint of
anxiety. He'd suffered enough of Thortus' rages in his time, and
knew they'd be predominantly bluster.

Greck continued listing all the places they hadn't found Welden,
careful to avoid glancing at Thortus until he'd finished and had no
choice.

His irritation building with every word, Thortus restrained
himself to a glare. He couldn't afford to explode at them,
especially since he couldn't come up with any better ideas for
where they could search. In a city as large as Melmyrn, especially
given the current high population level, a thorough search would
take a while, even utilizing all the gangs. And such large scale
mobilisation could spark fears of a Cleansing, with panicked
retaliations. Cleansings had to be carefully organized to avoid the
chance of such problems.

"Offer a bounty," said Thortus. "A public one. A hundred irons
for information that leads us to him, two hundred if they bring him
in."

Greck's eyes widened slightly, but he quickly nodded, relieved
at the calm response. He rose quickly as Thortus gestured him and
the other lieutenants away, having only Elgren and Danath stay. He
eyed the boy with suspicion for a moment, before stopping
himself.

"Do you think he was telling the truth about Zienna?" he asked
Elgren.

His friend shrugged. "He could've been trying to protect her.
But then, we've no reason to think she's here other than his
presence. And the mines are dangerous."

"He obviously escaped."

"After how many years?"

Thortus gave a slow nod. They needed to know more about his time
under Lord Narvon. He shouldn't have had Narvon's emissary told
about the escape, potentially losing the option of learning what he
could about their operations? And could he take Welden at his word
that he wasn't his target?

"We may need to entertain the possibility he's a Stoneweaver,"
said Elgren.

Thinking about it, Thortus nodded slowly. "You think that's how
he escaped? But how would he have done it? Wasn't he searched?"

"He was," said Elgren. "And given how soon we reached the
window, I don't see how he could have activated anything and gotten
clear in time. But without doing so I don't see how he could have
survived the fall in any state to get away."

"There are rumours Narvon's men have access to gemstones we
don’t know about," said Danath.

Elgren nodded. "He could have stolen something when he escaped
Narvon, I suppose. I never knew he had the talent, so if he did he
kept it quiet."

Suppressing a growl, Thortus shook his head. "He was more
interested in academia from what I remember. But then it was Zienna
who was the problem, so I didn't pay him much attention." He
grimaced as his mind dredged through what memories it could find,
unearthing little of use.

"He could have an accomplice who's a Stoneweaver," said
Danath.

Elgren considered it a moment. "It's a possibility."

"A worrying one," said Thortus. "If it means another player
we're unaware of."

Nodding, Elgren continued. "I never saw him look out the window
the whole time, so how could he know they were waiting
outside?"

Another headache for Thortus to contend with, and he could feel
his tension increasing.

"What's he after?" Danath's question drew Thortus' glare. "I
mean if he's after revenge on Narvon rather than you, why is he
back here?"

Thortus turned to Elgren, who frowned.

"Good point," said Thortus. "Of course, he could be lying, but
if he's not… What do we know about how he's been spending his time
in the city?"

"Not much," said Elgren. "There was little evidence in his
place, but we were focussing on waiting for him, rather than
tracking where he'd been."

"Well start on that. And visit his former acquaintances. Find
out whether he's been in contact with any of them."

Elgren nodded, but any response was cut off as a guard poked a
nervous head around the door. "Sir, there's an emissary arrived
from Lord Narvon."

Freezing a moment, Thortus wondered how much Narvon knew, and
how long he must have known. But he had little option other than to
meet with the man. "Show him to the audience chamber, and tell him
I'll be with him momentarily."

The guard's nod finished behind the door as he hastily
retreated, and Thortus turned to Elgren. "Welden?"

"More than likely. He could just be here to discuss the
Cleansing, but it's unusual to turn up unannounced for something
not that urgent."

"Agreed. But we'll let him speak first, just in case."

Composing himself, his temper having finally subsided, even if
his tiredness had grown to fill the void, Thortus led the way to
the next floor down at a calm pace. Guards opened the doors to the
audience chamber, his 'throne room', and closed them after the
three had entered.

The emissary stood waiting with his hands clasped behind his
back, turning as Thortus entered. He offered a stiff half-bow. His
white hair made a marked contrast to his dark eyes and young
complexion, and the pouch at his belt spoke of a skill at
Stoneweaving. Nearly as tall as Elgren, he looked bulkier, but in a
muscled way that spoke of intensive training, and wore a
well-fitted, dark black uniform with red stripes down the sleeves
and legs. After meeting Thortus' eyes he ran an appraising gaze
over Elgren and Danath, as was usual among their kind. Thortus had
always meant to ask Elgren what he learned from such an
appraisal.

"Kulth," the emissary introduced himself in a calm, unrushed
tone.

"Good to meet you." Thortus gestured towards the chairs around
the small marble table. While all the chairs were of a similar
size, Thortus' was of a rare wooden make, a gift from Lord Narvon,
the others being of a comfortable, but less showy, coral. The room
itself offered more in the way of decoration than others, with some
rare tapestries draped along the walls, and other expensive pieces
of art at strategic locations. "What may we do for Lord
Narvon?"

"I'm searching for a thief we believe is currently in your
city."

Well so much for hoping it was something else. "And why do you
believe he's here?"

"Because we know what he's after."

What, not who. "And that would be?"

"A jederine gem in your collection."

The jederine? While a valuable gemstone, it wasn't known to be
of use for Stoneweaving, and if stealing for value, why would just
that one be the target? He had more valuable items in the
collection. Thortus glanced at Elgren, who rose with a nod, heading
for the door to order guards increased on the collection. "And what
makes you so sure he's after it?" Thortus returned his attention to
his guest.

"He's performed thefts of similarly valuable stones from other
cities," said Kulth.

"And he needs the jederine to complete the collection?"

"Yes." His face maintaining a calm blankness, Kulth obviously
intended to reveal little more than he had to.

"And what would he do with the piece?" Not exactly a diplomatic
move, but then Narvon had let a troublemaker sold to him escape, so
Thortus felt he had every right to be aggrieved.

"Nothing which would affect you."

"How reassuring." He allowed a growl to edge into his tone as
Elgren returned. "But given that one of your problems is
threatening me, I feel I should at least know his ultimate
goal."

Kulth met his gaze evenly for a long moment, and Thortus heard
Danath adjust his position slightly, but the emissary's gaze didn’t
so much as flicker in his direction. "I'm afraid I can't answer
that."

His temper started to heat up, until Thortus spotted something
in the emissary's eyes which made him think of another option. He
didn't know. Lord Narvon could well be as secretive with his own
men as he was with everyone else. Hardly surprising. But
irritating. And irritations threatened to tickle his temper.

"So can you at least tell me how it is that someone I sold to
Lord Narvon, with every expectation of never seeing again, managed
to escape your grasp, and go around stealing things which could
pose a threat to your lord?"

Confusion edged onto Kulth's features. "Whom you sold… ?!"

"Yes, Welden was one of my… " Cursing himself inwardly for
letting it slip, since it appeared he'd made a false assumption,
Thortus managed a smile. Better to keep the high ground. "So he's
not who you're after. Did you even know he was back here after his
escape?"

Kulth's tone took on a cautious edge. "I've never heard of this
Welden."

"I sold him and his woman into slavery around ten years ago, and
he reappeared just days ago."

"You can hardly expect me to be aware of every slave in our
service." His tone recovered some of its indifference.

"I'd expect you to know all the ones who've escaped. Or are
there too many?"

A Despite a faint tightening about the eyes, he otherwise
exhibited an admirable degree of self-control. Which Thortus felt
the urge to further needle, an urge his more sensible side managed
to suppress as he awaited a response.

"I was unaware anyone but Kreddick had ever escaped our mines,
but… "

"Kreddick!?" Thortus turned to Danath. "Grab a few of the lads
and go invite him over for a chat." He returned to Kulth. "He's a
Stoneweaver?" And could he be Welden's accomplice.

"It seems likely." Kulth waited until Danath had left the room.
"This Welden? You're sure it was him?"

"Yes, I'm sure," said Thortus. "He stood not feet from me… " He
hesitated, cursing his temper.

"You had him feet from you and you let him escape."

If the white-haired bastard weren’t a Stoneweaver he might have
taken a blade for that, but even in his deepest temper Thortus
could judge an opponent, and this one would be better left. "But
he's still in my city, so I guess I'm one ahead of you."

Kulth offered only a flat stare.

Irritated by the emissary's attitude, Thortus rose. "Now unless
there're any other lost slaves you want help rounding up, I do have
work to do. I'll let you know as soon as we have one of them."

Kulth rose reluctantly. He'd likely been hoping for men to aid
his search, but seemed to decide it better not to push the issue. A
wise decision.

With a curt nod, Kulth departed.
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The day had already proven long, and Danath needed rest. Not
that he'd necessarily done that much, but still he felt exhausted.
Going back to Thortus' ran the risk of being assigned another role
in the search, which he'd rather avoid, so he'd spend the night at
Syssarra's. It'd probably be an hour before she was free though, so
he'd have to find something to occupy his time, and mind, until
then.

Kreddick had been absent from the inn when they'd arrived, and
hadn't returned by middle of the afternoon, when another
Stoneweaver had arrived to replace him. The rest of the day had
been spent helping Elgren question academics who'd known Welden
before his enslavement.

The process hadn't been enjoyable, for those being questioned or
for him, and he disliked being involved in that kind of thing. Most
of it had done little but brutalize and terrorize innocent
civilians. But then he'd had to accept that as Thortus' way of
doing business a long time ago, and it was safer to be inside than
out.

The only subject to provide anything had been the librarian,
Arteman. Welden had visited him a couple of days ago, searching for
books on some old city which now lay deep below the waves. Welden
had apparently told him to tell everything if questioned, but
Elgren had decided to be forceful anyway, just in case.

So now Danath wandered aimlessly as the sun began to caress the
horizon, trying not to think about his day.

A hint of distraction caught his eye as he spotted the wall of a
building shimmering slightly. Housing a cobblers shop, the two
storey building was one of the few in sight which retained its
original stone construction.

Strolling inside, he met the cobbler's gaze with a glance
upwards. The man seemed to recognize him, as a Stoneweaver if not
personally, and glanced back towards where a set of worn stone
stairs lay, in the dimly lit rear of the shop.

Ascending quietly, he emerged into a corridor, and moved
confidently towards the open door leading to the room at the front
of the building. A storeroom for materials and a few finished
products, its sole inhabitant stood with his hands up against the
front wall.

"Why aren't you out searching?" said Danath in passable
imitation of Elgren. Passable enough to send Farnal spinning in
fright.

Recognizing his grinning assailant, Farnal gave him a light
glare. "Can you not do that while I'm working, please." He turned
back to regain control of the wall through the gemstone embedded in
it. "No telling what I could've done to the wall."

Of a height with Danath, but a bit wirier, Farnal lacked much of
the muscles the other Stoneweavers worked to maintain. He had light
brown hair, and his narrow face usually had a studious appearance,
or, when around Thortus or the threat of having to fight, one
bordering on panic.

Thortus had all Stoneweavers in the city on his payroll, as a
partial assurance they couldn't be used against him. Their
workloads tended to vary, mainly consisting of receiving combat
training to keep them in shape, and intimidating those in need of
it. Occasionally they'd even have to fight for him, but that was
rare. The rest of the time they could enhance their income with
other jobs, or by duelling.

As Thortus' champion, Danath couldn't take other jobs. This
worked out well, since he had little interest in doing so. Of the
other Stoneweavers, Lorkell and Baroden would be unlikely to take
what they'd view as menial jobs. Roak, while willing to do so,
lacked any real finesse in working stone, but had a talent with
plants, so the few residents, usually the more affluent, who
maintained vegetation on board the stone city served as his main
clientele.

That left the stoneworking jobs in the city to Farnal, which
suited him fine. Not temperamentally suited for the fighting side
of Stoneweaving, Farnal was the least aggressive of the city's
Stoneweavers, and the only one who never looked at Danath as though
wanting to duel him. Which was why he was probably the only person,
other than Syssarra, Danath could relax around.

The son of a coralworker who specialized in furniture, Farnal
had taken an interest in the older methods of architecture, and
enjoyed working some of the more decorative flourishes of the older
styles. Most of his jobs though, such as this one, involved just
tidying up the existing stonework, smoothing over the areas which
had been worn away by time and the elements. Enough stone buildings
remained for it to provide steady employment, apart from the
general stuff of maintaining the streets, and some of his more
affluent clients did allow him the opportunity to experiment with
interesting things he'd found in old books, so he was happy in his
role.

"I took part in the searches for most of the day," said Farnal.
"But we'd done the area assigned us, and I'd promised to get this
job done today, so I slipped away." He glanced back. "What about
you?"

"More or less the same," said Danath.

"You've been out hunting?" Farnal's tone held playful doubt.

"Some this morning. Then lying in wait for Kreddick for a couple
of hours. Then I accompanied Elgren in questioning some academics."
His tone held a measure of his discomfort, which drew a sympathetic
gaze from Farnal.

"And did he get any leads while further terrorizing the
citizenry?" said Farnal.

"Only what Welden apparently expected us to hear. His interest
in a long-sunken city. Way too deep for him to have any hope of
reaching without using the entire city as a support mechanism. So,
no, nothing of any real use."

"So you thought you'd come and bother me while I'm working."

"I just happened to see your work in passing," said Danath. "But
since I have found you, come on, we're going to get a drink."

Farnal glanced at him. "So Syssarra won't be free for a while
then?"

Danath shrugged. "Do you think I want to go back to Thortus'
place tonight, and risk getting roped into another search? Come
on."

"You'll have to wait until I've finished here," said Farnal,
returning his attention to his work.

"Fine." With a sigh, Danath tested the stability of one of the
bone crates before sitting on it. "This means you're buying the
first round of drinks, you realize?"

"When have you ever bought the first round?"

"Now that's just hurtful. I'm actually hurt by that. You'll have
to buy the second round, too, to make up for it."

"If I buy the third round of drinks as well, do I get to punch
you?"

"No," said Danath. "But if you get me really drunk you might get
lucky."

"Are you sure you don't have anything else to be doing at the
moment?" said Farnal. "You know, training or something?"

"You can't improve on perfection."

"Or train fish to climb stairs."

"You want a duel?" said Danath. "C'mon, right now. Weapon of
your choice."

"Hard work."

"That's just cheating. You know it makes me nauseous. It's all I
can do to watch you right now."

"Well don't let me keep you if you feel you need to leave," said
Farnal.

"And abandon you to suffer this, this… labour, alone? What kind
of friend would I be? No, we'll endure this together. You missed a
bit back there."

"No, I didn't." He didn't bother glancing where Danath had
pointed.

After a minute of working in silence Farnal turned back with a
curious expression, but hesitated before speaking. "I've heard some
rumours going around," he said. "About Syssarra."

"They're usually true," said Danath, but Farnal's face didn't
seem to lighten.

"She's been trying to get in touch with the resistance,
underground, whatever you want to call them."

Sighing deeply, Danath tipped his head back to stare at the
ceiling. He didn't feel any surprise at the news. "You're
sure?"

"Yes," said Farnal. "She's been subtle about it, but she
approached a friend who told me about it."

"Are you talking about your cousin, Tengrys?" said Danath.
"Because I have to admit I've always thought he was part of it,
too."

"Hey, not so loud," said Farnal. "Even suggesting that could get
him sent to the mines."

"We're alone, and you know I wouldn't say that otherwise. Even
if it is true."

"Regardless, if she keeps this up she could get noticed. And do
you really want it getting back to Thortus?"

Sighing again, Danath rose, and began pacing. "She won't listen
about this stuff. Not to me, anyway. Maybe knowing other people
have heard about it will give her enough of a scare to stop her a
while." He considered it a moment. "But probably not."

"Sorry. I thought you should know."

"Yeah, thanks." Another worry to eat at him, then, and which
would likely interfere with him getting any sleep tonight.

With Farnal's work soon finished, they retired to the Pike's
Revenge. Outside the more affluent district, it straddled the
middle of the social strata. Its drinks weren't as good as those in
the better class of establishment, but at least they were made from
the right kind of aquatic vegetation, unlike, or so the rumours
claimed, those served at the dockside taverns, which tasted as
though they'd been squeezed from a week-dead fish.

Most of the clientele avoided Stoneweavers, but the two of them
had frequented it enough that they no longer got stared at that
much, although the atmosphere had become cooler as the time for a
Cleansing approached, and Danath considered they might not be too
welcome there soon.

Their visit today didn't seem as chilly as they'd expected,
though, with a few more odd glances their way than they'd normally
receive. They did their best to ignore them, remaining in secluded
conversation until Syssarra turned up a while later.

"You two drunk yet?" she asked as she came to lean on a spare
chair.

"Only intoxicated by your beauty," said Danath.

"And I'm slightly nauseous after listening to him alone for so
long," said Farnal.

She smiled. "How do you think I feel? You want more to
drink."

"I'll get them," said Farnal.

"Sit," she commanded. "I'm getting these."

She soon returned with another mug Danath didn't really feel
like drinking, his concerns having soured his taste.

"So how was your day?" asked Syssarra.

He filled her in on the basics of the news, and that he'd been
out searching all day, although he didn't feel like giving details,
especially given what he'd need to discuss with her in private
later.

"I hope you've no problem with me staying at your place
tonight?" said Danath.

"Sure," said Syssarra. "As long as I don't hear any moans about
how uncomfortable it is."

"Me? Complain? You must be confusing me with someone else."

"Right," she said.

"Have you got any idea why we're getting the odd stares?" Farnal
asked her.

Not bothering to glance around, she met Danath's gaze, the hint
of a smile suppressed from her lips. "Oh, it's just Danath they're
staring at. Apparently there's a rumour circulating that he's
leading an uprising."

A look of tired horror slid across Danath's face, before he let
it collapse onto his folded arms.










Chapter 11

 


 

The sounds of hushed movement filtered through his vague
consciousness as Danath fumbled awkwardly to explain the wrongness
he felt. It took a moment to wake enough to recognize the bed
beneath him didn't feel like his. Too hard and uncomfortable. It
took another moment to remember he'd spent the night at Syssarra's,
and for memories of last night to resurface.

Syssarra had assured him she'd had nothing to do with the
rumours, although she'd didn't bother hiding her amusement. She
said they were only vague stories, not widely spread, and not
really believed. Not that their dubiousness would offer any
protection if Thortus heard them.

He'd had little luck broaching the subject of her trying to
contact the rebels, and she avoided giving a straight answer,
although he thought he'd gotten through to her how dangerous even
being thought to be trying to contact them could be. He didn’t feel
like getting into it again right now, though.

He adjusted position as he looked around for her, but the bed
never seemed to offer him any comfort. It, the furnishings, and the
entire building, were made from a rough coral, and while sturdy
enough, he'd never found them particularly comfortable. And her
mattress wasn't that thick.

Glancing up, Syssarra shot him a smile as she dressed. "Sorry,
didn't mean to wake you."

"S'okay." Her place didn't offer much space to avoid waking him,
with just enough room for the bed and bathroom. "I'm just glad for
somewhere to spend the night undisturbed."

"Go back to sleep if you need it. I've got places to be."

"Yeah, I suppose I do too." He doubted either of the targets
would have been caught during the night.

Syssarra came to sit next to him on the bed, and he ran a
languid hand up her exposed leg as she met his gaze with a
sorrowful look. "You were restless."

"I'm sorry."

She brushed the hair away from his eyes. "What did he have you
doing yesterday?"

Danath sighed, truly tired. "Can we not do this now?" he
said.

"Okay. But you know you shouldn’t be there, don’t you. That's
not who you really are."

"Yes, it is," he said, in a soft tone. "I may have had a choice,
once upon a time, but not much of one. How many Stoneweavers do you
know who don't work for whoever's in charge. And now I've been
doing this so long that it's who I am."

"No, it isn't," she said, leaning forward to kiss him. "What
about this Kreddick? I thought you said he was a free
Stoneweaver?"

"You mean the Kreddick we're currently hunting."

She seemed about to say more, but hesitated, and he felt
relieved as she rose. He knew her arguments, and that she wanted
him to turn against Thortus, to depose him. But while he didn't
feel any particular loyalty to the man, as things stood he had an
easy life, and the uncertainty of what could happen didn't attract
him. He doubted it would be as bright and free as Syssarra insisted
on seeing things. Shortages existed, and while the Cleansings were
deplorable, without them things could be worse, with everyone
fighting for food. So he saw only a choice between tyranny and
anarchy, and didn't want the consequences on his shoulders.

A knock at the door broke the peace, and Syssarra pranced over
to it. A tired sigh escaped her as she opened it, and Danath saw
Elgren looming over her.

She turned her head. "It's for you. At least he knocks here."
She grabbed her stuff from the cupboard. "I'll see you later, at
your place." She left, walking past Elgren without a glance.

He stood in the doorway, glaring at Danath.

"Please," Danath swept his hand to encompass the room. "Make
yourself at home." He had no intention of apologizing for being
here.

Elgren didn't shift his gaze. "Time to get to work." His tone
held no heat, and barely any irritation. He sounded as tired as
Danath felt.

"Which of them am I looking for today?"

"Neither. I want you to find Trunt's gang."

"Oh, come on. I thought you'd already failed to find him, and
you know you're better at that stuff than me."

"But I'm busy with more urgent things, so I'm assigning you. And
you don't have to find Trunt, just locate one of his gang and tell
them to give him a message. He's at Thortus' tomorrow morning or
the entire gang goes swimming. If you can intimidate them into
taking you to Trunt to deliver the message personally, great,
otherwise just enforce its sincerity. Okay?"

"Yeah."

Elgren waited, expectantly. "Well?"

With a sigh, Danath hauled himself out of bed, steeling himself
for another day of actual work, or a close approximation
thereof.

 

*

 

Hours walking the streets felt like days, and why the depths
couldn't he find any of the gang. They should be out and about
making sure the streets were free of trouble. Or trouble not of
their making, at least. Which the streets were, but still they
should be out doing something. When he'd grown up, you'd never have
gone a few blocks without seeing a few of them hanging around, no
matter the weather, and despite some dark clouds, the day had been
dry.

Of course, when he'd been growing up he'd avoided the bastards
in case they tried taking his stuff. Civilians may be off limits
for anything more than harassing, but pickpockets had been a
different matter, and offered their only sport. He still felt the
ghosts of some of the beatings. Of course, they'd never make it so
bad you couldn't steal again, since pilfered goods were the only
ones they could seize.

The streets hadn't changed much, other than looking even more
worn. A few buildings had been replaced when they became too
dangerous for use, and the streets seemed more crowded, but in
general nothing really changed, and probably hadn't in
centuries.

He half considered seeing whether his old skills remained. He
could see a few affluent types passing through, so could try
lifting something off one of them. But if he'd lost his touch, it
could mean running away, or having to kill someone, so would it
really be worth it? What would he be proving? In his youth it had
been necessary to survive, but now he had another way of doing
so.

He abandoned the idea with a sigh, but his memories lingered on
it a moment later when a young girl bumped into him, offering a
quick apology as she darted away. He hadn't felt his pouch get
lifted by her accomplice, but knew it'd be gone before his hand
drifted past. Surreptitiously spotting their spotter a moment
later, he maintained his calm pace until the boy moved after them,
at which point Danath moved to the side of the street, following
through the crowds.

Catching only the occasional glimpse of the spotter, and
avoiding his backward glances, he knew where they'd be headed. One
of the few spots nearby where they'd have the privacy to share
their earnings.

The small alleyway, barely wide enough for two of the kids to
walk side-by-side, linked two marginally wider, but no less
trafficked, alleys, and stood hidden from view of pedestrians or
windows. And they should've had no problem hearing anyone approach
as they stood staring at the unexpected treasure now in their
possession.

Danath hadn't lost his touch at moving quietly, though, but it
may admittedly have been aided by the shocked panic the three
undoubtedly felt. He caught the pickpocket's collar before they
spotted him, tripping the girl's frenzied dash, which sent the
spotter crashing against the wall, knocking his head, and leaving
his flight after her somewhat dazed.

Letting them go, Danath recovered his pouch from the wildly
struggling thief as he turned him around. The boy couldn't have
been more than fourteen. Had Danath been as skilled a thief at that
age? Of course he had.

"What did you think you had?"

The boy, seeming to realize his struggles offered little hope,
stopped wriggling, although Danath had no doubt he'd resume at the
slightest weakening of his grip. He offered only a sullen stare in
response, though.

"Come on, I mean you must have been able to tell by looking at
it that it didn't have coins. So unless you just felt it'd be a
thrill to steal from someone who could well be a Stoneweaver, why
steal something so difficult to fence?"

Still nervous, but seeing more chance to escape if he kept the
conversation going, the boy replied. "Zoran chose you. I didn't see
the pouch 'til I was on top o' you."

"Zoran's your spotter?"

He nodded.

"He deserves a smack when you see him." Hope tried to edge its
way onto the boy's face at the possibility he'd be let free, but
the unfamiliar territory saw it make a hasty retreat. "Tell him, he
sees a pouch bulging like that, he should run as fast as he can in
the other direction."

The boy nodded.

"What's your name?"

"Nix," he said after a moment.

"Well, Nix, while I certainly admire your talent, you still have
a few things to learn. The moment you realized what you had, you
should have dropped them and run, not stood here trying to think
what to do. And you might need to think about getting a better
spotter, if you can't teach this one not to be too greedy for your
good. The girl was also a bit clumsy, and when you're working in a
team, you're only as good as your weakest member. Frankly you might
do better on your own."

He recognized the loyalty flaring in the boy's eyes, and
remembered his own crew. And how they'd ended.

"Then at least try to help them get better." He shoved a couple
of irons into the boy's hand and released his grip on the
collar.

The boy darted away, but slowed at the end of the alley,
glancing back and at the coins in his hand, before
disappearing.

"Well, well, Thortus' champion showing he's a soft touch. Will
wonders never cease?" Suppressing a sigh at the voice, Danath
turned reluctantly to meet Andira's hard stare.

Lean and intimidating, her short cropped dark hair held only a
hint of her sister's redness. And where Syssarra's face often wore
a wide smile, Andira's was narrow, angular, and its smile never
seemed particularly friendly. Not to him, at least.

"Wasn't that long ago that was us." He tried to warm her up, see
if she'd at all forgiven him.

"No, that was a lifetime ago." Her tone left no hope of
reconciliation. She'd never forgiven him for going to work for
Thortus, whom she'd always seen as the enemy. The three of them had
been mine orphans, born to those enslaved in the mines, and shipped
back to orphanages in the cities shortly after birth. They couldn't
know which cities their parents had come from, so Andira held all
who sold people into slavery responsible. Syssarra shared her
sister's inclination, but was less inflexible with regards to
working for them. Andira had drifted towards the only role that
allowed her to gain power without serving the bosses, becoming a
sailor, and eventually captain of her own ship, transporting
merchandise. And, rumours had it, smuggling things the bosses
didn't want traded. Her temper had won a reputation that allowed
her to climb in the traditionally male-dominated trade, but Danath
knew she always had a place in her anger for him.

"How long you docked for?" he asked.

"Until I've finished my business. Is my sister still sharing
your bed?"

She didn't seem inclined to engage in small talk. Hardly
unusual. "Yes."

Her look told him what she thought of that, in case he'd
forgotten. "Let her know I'm around."

"I'm sure she'll be delighted to hear it. So tell me, what
brings you to this part of town? Reminiscing?"

She favoured him with a colder glare. "I'm meeting someone."

And that'd be all he'd get on that topic. Probably she'd be
meeting with a client regarding smuggling, and he didn't really
care about that kind of thing, even if Thortus did. "Then I can
hardly go depriving them of the pleasure of your delightful wit a
moment longer."

With another humourless smile, she turned and walked away. "Try
not to let yourself get robbed by any more kids," she said over her
shoulder.

Danath watched her disappear from sight before taking the
opposite alley. Had he actually been reminiscing about the good old
days before she'd appeared? That'd reached an abrupt stop.

He began to wonder if she was actually meeting a client. She
deeply disliked Thortus, and Danath had often suspected her of
being involved with the more rebellious types. If Trunt's gang had
actually begun working with that kind, could she actually be
meeting with them? And if she were, did he really want to learn
about it? They may no longer be friends, but he didn't think he
could betray her like that. He hesitated as he realized he thought
of it as betrayal. Did he still owe her any loyalty? Did it really
matter, anyway? He didn't want to find her guilty, so he wouldn't
do anything stupid like following her.

He supposed he'd still have to try looking for the gang a while
longer. At least it'd keep him clear of Thortus for a time,
hopefully until his temper had cooled. But he'd search in the
opposite direction to where Andira had been headed.

His good intentions lasted almost five minutes, until the
threatening clouds finally made good their dire portent with a
deluge. No way would he waste any more of his time searching in
this, when he could find a drink while he sheltered from the worst,
then make his way back to see if anyone else had made progress.










Chapter 12

 


 

The self-involved idiot probably didn't even know he was being
followed. Andira considered whether she'd have warned him if the
man had seemed a threat? Probably. If only for Syssarra's sake.

The man watched her leave, oblivious to the fact she'd spotted
him, but made no move to follow. She took a circuitous route,
regardless, but didn't spot anyone.

The streets quietened as she approached her destination,
especially once the rain started. She raised her hood and pulled
her cloak tight, but more for the opportunity to hide it afforded
her. While heavy, the rain didn't feel like it'd last long, and at
sea she'd hardly consider taking cover from something this
brief.

Reaching the end of the street, she took refuge under an
overhanging building as she scanned the area around the church. She
couldn't remember the name of the god to whom it had originally
been devoted, although she was sure she'd been told. Some sea god.
No one really cared about them anymore, especially since those in
power usually forcibly convinced adherents to repent their beliefs.
But enough superstition remained that the place had never been
demolished, and over time had become more-or-less forgotten. Now
and then the thugs of whoever was in power would clear out any
who'd taken up residence, but they otherwise ignored it.

The side door, of decaying coral, opened with the creak she
recalled from childhood, but now it raised concerns about who may
have heard it outside, rather than what may be lurking within. With
a quick check for watchers, she ducked inside, pulling the door
behind her and giving her eyes a moment to adjust.

As the deep shadows came into focus, she made her way through
the building, and cautiously up the stone steps towards a better
lighted area. Most of the building was still of stone, although it
looked to be in worse condition than she remembered, so her steps
were cautious as she ascended. She was unsurprised to find Welden
waiting for her on the landing. He visibly relaxed as he recognized
her, pocketing whatever he'd been holding.

With a nod of greeting he led her into a room. It held only a
few changes of clothing, of various types, and a blanket on the
floor, covering the trodden-in debris of the derelict building. The
blanket itself lay covered with a sheaf of notes.

Leaning against the wall next to the door, she didn't spend time
taking in the surroundings. "You got here safely, then?"

He said nothing, having returned to his notes.

"Would it have been so dangerous to travel on my ship?" she
asked.

"Safer not to have you linked with me."

"I don't particularly care what they think of me."

He met her gaze. "But I care that you're available to keep your
end of the bargain. Is everything prepared?"

Bristling slightly at his attitude, she forced herself to calm,
reminding herself what he must have been through. "I've spoken to a
couple, and I'll go to the others after I leave. They need to
discuss it, but I think if what you've promised is as big as you
say, they'd be inclined to agree. Tensions are high at the
moment."

He frowned.

"What'd you expect?" she said. "Your promise is vague. Even
desperate men need something solid to grab onto."

With a faint nod, he returned to his work. "You're ready to sail
when I need you?"

"Yes, but it'd be easier if I knew exactly when we'd be going.
How are your plans progressing?"

"They suffered a slight… diversion, but the next step should be
done the day after tomorrow, and the final one… probably the
following day. But be ready in case… " The sentence drifted in
search of an ending.

"In case of further diversions," said Andira.

He smiled, a strained one, unpractised, but with a faint hint of
warmth.

"There are rumours you met with Thortus?"

"We had a chat."

Andira shook her head. "He seems to have a lot of people looking
for you?"

"Unsuccessfully, as yet."

"You could hide on my ship. I know you don't want to draw
attention to us, but they'll get around to searching here at some
point."

"They already have. I waited until they'd been through it. And
if they come again… I can handle it. But I'd rather keep us
unconnected until I need your ship. I can always find other hiding
places, but a ship as fast as yours, with a captain I can trust,
will be harder to acquire on the run."

"And can you fight your way past Thortus' men if needs be?"

He met her eyes. "Yes."

She saw no doubt there, and believed him. He was so different
from the one time she'd seen him, years ago. But he hadn’t been the
focus of her attention at the time. "I saw Zienna here, once, when
I was young."

He held her gaze, his softening slightly.

"Downstairs, just talking, telling us her dreams, as she did.
But it… She could inspire people to believe things could be made
right, that we could… A part of me wonders if Thortus let her talk
so much so that when he did take her it'd be that much harder, like
our final hope was being crushed."

"No." Welden glanced away. "Thortus is a simple creature. He
doesn't scheme. But he also doesn't think talking can change
anything. He didn't see her as more than an irritation, and it was
only when she needled him too much, or when he was in a bad mood
from something else, that he lashed out. But he obviously didn't
crush all hope." He turned back to her. "You're still
fighting."

She dropped her gaze. "Sometimes. But I ran away."

"You refused to serve him, or the way his kind have set things
up."

"I could have done more."

"You are doing more. You're doing what Zienna would have."
Discarding his notes, he rose, walking to look out the window.
"You're doing what she always dreamed she would: taking advantage
of an opportunity to overthrow the way things are."

Andira hesitated, afraid to ask, afraid both that she'd cause
offence, and that she wouldn't like the response. "And is there
really an opportunity here? An opportunity to stop them?"

"Yes." Again, his tone held no doubt.

"For more than just revenge?"

He glanced back at her, and she regretted the words.

But then she remembered who she was. And what was at stake. "If
you're just doing this to get the chance to kill this Narvon… "

"I never said I'd kill him."

"I thought you wanted revenge?"

"I do. And I'll have it. But I'm not intending to kill him. I'm
going to destroy him. And I'd rather have him alive to suffer
it."

"Fine. But if your interest is in your revenge, what happens if
you have to choose between that and what you've promised?"

"There isn't a choice." He turned to face her squarely. "And
this isn't my revenge. It's Zierra's. It's doing things the way
she'd want them done."
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The drink had outlasted the rain, so Danath took a long route
home, giving him time to sober up. If he'd had someone to drink
with, he may have stayed out longer, but Farnal had been roped into
one of the searches, and he didn't have anyone else he got on with.
He reported his lack of success to Elgren, to a predictably
disappointed response, and left before he could be assigned another
task in the ongoing searches. It seemed both their targets remained
at large.

Thortus had another meeting with Narvon's emissary, but Danath
didn't feel like being around him given what his temperament would
likely be by now. His role didn't include bodyguard, anyway. As
champion he could add a hint of intimidation to Thortus' presence,
but he wasn't required to constantly accompany him.

Having a room at Thortus' place served mainly as a deterrent, a
warning he was available to protect his boss at any moment. And it
provided a comfortable place to live with the most expensive
furnishings, cleaning service included. It even had its own kitchen
and cook, a luxury where limited fuel for cooking meant most had to
make do with the communal food courts, or cold food. With a
separate entrance he barely had to encounter Thortus' wife or
children, although hearing the little terrors screaming around the
place seemed unavoidable. And knowing Thortus' mother had the suite
directly below his left him feeling slightly awkward at times, but
thankfully the old shark was stone deaf. Still, it was the nicest
place he'd find in the city without spending too much.

The clouds having retreated before the advances of a burning
sun, with the prospect of Syssarra waiting for him, or arriving
soon, raised his spirits. He vaulted up the private outside stairs
to his apartment, and danced in the door.

His euphoria lasted as long as it took him to spot Syssarra.

The spatters of blood weren't much, but stood out starkly
against the white sheets upon which she lay sprawled, eyes wide.
His mind wouldn’t accept what his eyes saw, so he stumbled over to
try waking her, shaking her with increasing ferocity.

She didn't respond. She just hung limply in his hands, and fell
back as they released her, his eyes mesmerized by the blood now
staining them.

Her eyes stared beyond him as he finally managed to meet their
gaze, the reality of the scene crashing down on him.










Chapter 14

 


 

Mist shielded the docks as the dawn rays sloughed through them,
obscuring Welden's passage. He stashed a cloak in a nearby
hidey-hole this time, as he should be back during daylight, and
couldn't rely on the rain moving in to obscure his wetness.

The city wouldn't be near his destination for well over an hour,
but waiting till later to dive would reduce his chances of setting
out unobserved.

With a final check that he was, in fact, unobserved, although
with this mist he should hear anyone close enough to see him, he
dropped into the water, a bubble of air securely about his head.
The gemstone would only allow him to take so much air with him, and
given the task ahead he may well need to resurface a few times to
replenish his supply, but he should have time. He'd take as long as
he needed.

Summoning the water, he folded it around his body, and wasted no
time sending himself plummeting into the depths. The gemstone
allowed him to make amazing speed through the water, but he had to
keep the air in a firm wedge ahead of him to brush the smaller sea
life from his path, and he slowed as the light diminished,
eventually opening his lamp to provide extra illumination.

The seabed arrived soon enough, and he'd slowed enough by that
point that he didn't have to make an abrupt stop. Pressure had been
building up on the sheath of water surrounding him, but his shell
allowed him to keep it from his body, although it remained a
constant feature, and he didn't want to think what would happen to
him if he lost control of his own water.

Cutting a wide zigzag path towards where he believed Terevuss to
be, he had to rise slightly as the land jutted up, but this
required little enough of his concentration that his mind still
managed to wander.

He didn't feel the same fear from being surrounded by water this
time, or at least not as dramatically. Maybe because he didn't have
such a large obstruction directly above him, even though it'd have
been faster to swim clear of it than to swim back to the surface
from here. But the fear didn't have as firm a grip on him this
time. Maybe because he was returning to his first love,
archaeology. Going where no man had been for centuries, to uncover
lost lore. Would that be enough to erase his fears? Or would it be
his mission overriding them?

He allowed memories to return of the terror he'd felt at being
buried alive in the mines, with no light, and no sound of anyone
nearby, just that faint trickle which had threatened to become a
flood. But it hadn't. A part of him had been ready to accept it.
Zienna had been lost to him over a year at that point, taking his
hope with her. But he'd stumbled down the new tunnel the collapse
had opened, and after what may have been a day, or only an hour,
he'd spotted a faint glow, the same kind of fungus which now grew
in his lamp, and discovered the remains of a city he'd never
learned the name of. Standing at an angle, where it stood at all,
it appeared to have subsided, collapsing into the hole which had
sealed it tight against the elements.

His attention returned to the present as he made out what
appeared to be a road, covered now by aquatic vegetation, but still
distinguishable. Adjusting his route to stay with the road, he was
sure Terevuss would be ahead.  He felt relief on spotting the
marker alongside the road. He couldn't easily decipher the markings
through the growth, but could tell they faced him, so he should be
headed towards the nearest settlement.

The writings in the unnamed city had taken him some time to
decipher, the years having eroded his knowledge of the old
languages, but he'd eventually managed to understand enough. The
trickle of water he eventually discovered had tasted odd, and the
fungus had returned a couple of times, but they'd kept him alive
long enough to learn what he could, and to uncover the cache of
gemstones which let him escape his tomb. Some books he'd managed to
peruse before Narvon's men had discovered him in the library had
filled some of the gaps in what had happened to the world, and now
he had to travel to Terevuss for a few final details necessary for
his plan.

Terevuss had been home to one of the more prestigious
universities of magic, where Stoneweaving had been created. He'd
always assumed, as everyone had, it had been a naturally occurring
phenomena. He'd questioned how only certain materials could be
controlled, but never considered the art could have been
constructed that way. The supposition had been that all substance
could be controlled, if the right gemstone and activation word
could be discovered. Apparently this had been false.

Stoneweaving had been designed as a means to harness the
inherently chaotic energies of magic. The great sorcerer-scientists
of Terevuss had harnessed these energies to alter the fundamental
natures of some gemstones, attuning them to allow control of
certain common substances and… non-substances maybe, he wasn't sure
how to class them, and the translations hadn't helped. Regardless,
the gemstones, with the correct word spoken, allowed control of a
quantity of these substances.

But what had been achieved with them was far beyond the scope of
the simple weapons they had now become. Cities had floated above
the lands, the land itself had changed according to their whims,
and the sorcerer-scientists had explored the limits of what could
be achieved. Too far. The world had been facing the danger of
drought, so an artefact had been devised to utilize a dozen
gemstones, more than any one person could reasonably control, to
counter the problem. There had been little detail on how the
process had gone wrong, but obviously it had.

Narvon had used this knowledge to provide himself his dominant
role in the world, a knowledge he couldn’t afford to have widely
disseminated.

Welden had entrusted the knowledge to reliable scholars in other
cities, who'd wait to reveal it, so even if he failed here he'd
still gain a measure of revenge. But he wanted more than that. And
now that the outskirts of the city came into view, he felt
confident he could achieve it. Or he'd at least managed to convince
himself he did.

The sight of the decay which had overtaken the buildings caused
a brief surge of concern, but these would have been less sturdy
than the ones he needed, so the fact something of them remained
standing should be a reassurance.

As he continued along the wide main road towards the centre of
the city, Welden took stock of how much air he had left. Less than
a third, and he must have taken close to an hour to get this far,
so he may need to resurface if the information he needed proved
difficult to locate.

The university turned out to be harder to find than he'd hoped.
He reached the centre of the city, but the surrounding buildings
proved too uniform in their decay to identify, so he'd travelled
part way down a few of the surrounding roads before finding a
recognizable landmark. Even with that, it took time to locate the
university, and, given the size of the place, he considered it
wiser to replenish his air before venturing inside.

Removing a portion of the fungus from his lamp, he placed it
atop a spire. Heading straight up, at speed, it still took a good
few minutes before he surfaced. Only as he took a few breaths of
fresh air did he realize how stale his had become. Releasing what
he'd taken, he animated some more, and prepared to dive again. A
quick search of the horizon located what could have been Melmyrn,
and he noted its location relative to the sun.

With a last deep breath of non-animated air, he dove. The
descent took a bit longer, but he located his glowing marker, and
recovered it before swimming inside the nearest building.

While he'd been able to find maps of the university's location
within Terevuss, the locations of the particular schools had eluded
him. He'd considered looking for the richest building, but given
the conditions down here that appeared a matter of perspective. So
he settled for starting with the largest.

The search took a while, until he finally recognized the writing
on a partially visible sign within the second building. Energized
by the find, he moved with a careful haste to examine the rooms,
but the one he wanted should have been bigger than those he found.
A dull panic had nearly overtaken him by the time he located the
room, near the top of the unnaturally tall building. Unnatural to
him, anyway, as he'd rarely seen any building higher than four
floors.

He found the wall he wanted, still standing and apparently
sturdy, but with a few distressing gouges visible as he approached.
The information he needed should be carved into that stone.
Uncoiling a strand of his water avatar, but keeping enough
surrounding him to guard against the pressure, he stretched it out
to gently clear the layer of flora which had overgrown the
structure.

He felt relief as he found words still legible under the layer
of growth, although the gouges, and the few cracks being revealed,
had done their damage. But he took in everything he could find.
Some of the words he knew, both base words and the descriptions of
what they commanded, but by the time he'd cleared what seemed to be
all of the words, he stared at the wall in shocked disbelief.

There were fifteen. He knew six, and was aware of another three,
two of which he needed the base words to, but for there to be that
many. They seemed to be arranged as the base word, what it
controlled, and what he presumed to be the name of the gemstone
needed. He didn't recognize any of the last category, and wasn't
sure any remaining lore existed which could help translate them.
But the two which interested him he knew the gemstones for.

Three of the words and uses had been damaged, but one had enough
remaining for him to recognize he knew it. That left two damaged
sections which could be the ones he wanted, so a tension remained
as he worked through the list. The first few he recognized. The
next had the base word obscured, and the description of what it
controlled he couldn't decipher. The word bore slight similarities
with ones he knew, but not enough to make sense of.

The next one appeared more likely. He didn't recognize the base
word, 'nya', but the translation of what it controlled seemed to
be… colour? Was that right? It could work. The more he thought
about it the more likely it seemed, although he grew less confident
in the accuracy of the translation, and not understanding exactly
what it controlled could cause problems. But deactivating it should
be easy enough.

A couple more he already knew. Then he reached a new one, which
he had to translate a couple of times to reassure himself he'd
gotten it right, and even then he remained doubtful. While it might
not be relevant to the mission, it could explain suspicions he had
about Narvon.

The next damaged one had the description too badly defaced to
read, and he didn't recognize the base word. If nothing else
matched he may have to try that.

But the next entry seemed to be what he wanted. The word didn't
appear to translate directly to temperature, but it got close
enough. He memorized the base word, 'nab', and finally allowed
himself to relax.

Glancing over the remaining words, he tried memorizing the base
words with which he was unfamiliar, but not so deeply they'd
dislodge the ones he needed. A couple of the descriptions he failed
to translate, the words too unfamiliar, and the other pair made
little sense. But he memorized what he could, for consideration
when time permitted.

Then his gaze slipped to the right hand side of the wall, a
section he hadn't uncovered yet. It seemed odd that all the words
had been clustered near the one side.

Checking he had enough air left, he indulged his curiosity and
began clearing the rest of the wall, finding more writing, which he
quickly recognized as the suffixes used for controlling. But as he
cleared away the growth he realized the list contained more than
the three he knew. Another three, at least, appeared there, but the
bottom of the wall had a large crack lancing up, which had
obliterated all but the top one of those, and even that bad been
cracked badly enough that he couldn't be sure he read it right.

'Or' served as the simplest suffix, for reshaping the substance.
You simply thought of the shape you wanted it in, and the substance
morphed to match your thoughts. It remained like that until the
gemstone was removed, with no need to concentrate on it.

'Thor' was the most common among Stoneweavers, allowing them to
assume ongoing control of the substance.

'Duor' allowed a set of commands to be assigned to the animated
substance, which required no further concentration to maintain. But
few today could manage more than simple commands for such
animations.

'Eth' he'd never heard of before. If that was a 't' in the
middle of the word, and the cracks could have altered it. The
translation of the words next to it didn't help. Inhabit seemed the
closest he could come, but even that didn't quite make sense. What
would inhabiting entail? Did your consciousness move into the
avatar? That didn't seem right. And it didn't have the 'or' of the
others, so was it a completely different strand of control?

It didn't really matter, other than to his scholarly instincts.
He had what he needed, and his air would soon be dangerously low.
With a final sweeping glance at this archaeological wonder which
would have so enraptured him mere years ago, he departed.










Chapter 15

 


 

The shroud of mist remained over the funeral dock as the small
procession made its way along. The rearmost stone pier issuing from
the city, it was used only for this one purpose.

Danath's gaze stayed on the clouds of nothingness greeting the
morning. His eyes didn't glance around the smattering of mourners,
most of whom he recognized, but only a few he could name. They
didn't drift towards Farnal, near his side. They didn't stray
towards Andira, a few steps ahead. And they certainly didn't linger
on the wrapped body being carried ahead.

Elder Durnam spoke, but his words slid through Danath. The old
man's face drooped more than normal, and his weight seemed to be
focussed on his whalebone walking stick. He knew Durnam had known
Syssarra, and could hear the loss in man's voice, but his thoughts
refused to focus on anything other than her face. They returned to
the image of her lying there, and he kept forcing them to how he
wanted to remember her. But he didn't think he really felt anything
from her absence, other than numbness. Shouldn't he feel
something?

Lowered to the water, the body was released. It drifted a short
way, pulled faintly in the city's wake, before the weights took
hold and it gently slid beneath the waves, its wake soon lost in
the mists.

Andira turned a moment later, striding back to stand before him,
those eyes freezing a hole into his skull, although he didn't meet
them. She waited silently as the rest of the mourners, Farnal
included, made their way back, towards the tavern where the wake
would be held. None of them wanted to be near if she exploded.
Because they didn't understand her.

She had the reputation of being hot tempered, of exploding in
rage at the slightest provocation. But her temper wasn't
uncontrolled. She had perfect control over it, and used it as a
weapon, to enhance her reputation. But when truly affected by
something, she went quiet, cold, keeping a tight rein on herself.
He'd only seen her truly lose her temper once, when one of the
other orphans had tried to force himself on Syssarra. The boy had
been older than them, and nearly twice Andira's size, but by the
time she'd finished with him… That had been the beginning of her
reputation, and while it hadn't been forgotten, no one spoke of it
in her presence.

The last of the footsteps reached the other end of the pier
before she spoke, her voice a tight, cold thing. "I blame you for
this."

Danath finally forced himself to meet that hard gaze. "I didn't
kill her."

"I know that. But you're the reason she's dead."

He offered a questioning glance.

"You must have heard the rumours, that you're behind some
uprising, that you're planning to depose Thortus."

"They're garbage. I've got no interest… "

"I know that. Despite what Syssarra may've believed, you've too
little interest in anything but yourself."

"So the rumours… "

She cut him off. "… were probably started by someone else. So
maybe someone's trying to set you up."

"So why was she killed then? You think Thortus did it as a
warning to me?"

"Unlikely. If he knew you were a threat, he'd eliminate you, not
risk you retaliating. From what I heard it had been arranged to
look like you did it. So maybe they wanted people to think she'd
found out something you wanted kept quiet."

"Or maybe they found out something she wanted kept quiet," he
said. This drew a questioning stare, and while he knew he shouldn't
continue, didn't want to continue, an anger deep inside forcing the
words out. "She'd been seen meeting with suspected rebels. For all
I know she started the rumours, to force me to rebel, because
that's what she felt needed to be done. Because she thought that's
what you'd do."

He may as well have hit her from the look on her face, and he
tensed for retaliation, but she remained fixed in place, her glare
heating up. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"You know she idolized you. And she wanted to go with you when
you left, but you considered it too dangerous. So you left her
here. You never approved of her and me, and maybe if you'd taken
her with you, you wouldn't have had that problem. But you didn't.
She still wanted to be you, though, and she latched onto your big
talk of a rebellion, overthrowing the way things are. I tried
talking sense into her, but she never really accepted it. Because
you never would."

They stood in tense silence for a long few moments.

He wished he hadn't spoken. The pain was evident around her
eyes, the tense refusal to show it as open to his familiar eyes as
any tears would be. Why had he said that?

"I'll find whoever did this." Her tone was harsh, her words
harsher. "And I'll make sure you pay for whatever part you played
in it." Barely controlling herself, she stalked past him.

His gaze returning to the water, he had to wonder whether he
wasn't already paying.










Chapter 16

 


 

"You're sure about this?" Thortus needed sleep. But with the two
manhunts going on, the mobilization causing unrest among the
populace, and trying to keep Narvon's pet in check, he could barely
manage any rest, even if he wasn't personally doing much. And the
girl's murder. He remembered seeing her about, but had never given
her much thought.

"The source is reliable," said Elgren. "And he's certain it was
Syssarra he saw talking to Trunt a few days ago. I don't doubt his
report, but I don't see this as being indicative of anything. We
don't even know for sure that Trunt's gang was up to anything other
than asserting their independence. It happens now and then."

Thortus grunted. They sat alone in the meeting hall. He
understood Elgren being defensive of any links between the boy and
rebels, especially given the rumours which had been circulating,
but he couldn't allow himself to get sentimental. It could be that
the girl had been influencing him, that she'd been responsible for
the rumours. But would the boy really have killed her if he found
out about it? That didn't feel right.

His thoughts drifted again as one of the guards poked his head
around the door. Elgren strode over to him.

Thortus felt a slight irritation at them conversing privately,
but with everything going on he'd reluctantly accepted a lot had to
be delegated, and he trusted Elgren to tell him everything he
needed to know. The way Elgren received the news drew his
attention, and his concern, as his voice almost reached the level
where Thortus could make out what was being said.

Dismissing the guard, Elgren returned to the table with a
concerned look. "We've found Trunt and his gang. They're dead."

While not the smartest, Trunt had possessed an animal cunning,
and had been tough. Thortus couldn't remember much of his gang, but
to be of use to him they couldn't have been the kind so easily
disposed of. "All of them?"

"That we know of."

"How?"

"It… looks like a Stoneweaver," said Elgren. "As there are two
on the loose, we can assume it's likely to be one of them."

"Why? Trunt has been acting oddly a while now. Kreddick only
arrived a few days ago, and we don't know Welden's been around much
longer."

"We don't know their killer would be linked to their recent
troubling behaviour."

"We don't know they're not," said Thortus. "I also don't trust
Kulth as far as I can see him."

"You think Narvon could be making moves?"

"Or Kulth himself. Narvon's never seemed interested in more than
the steady flow of slaves the current trade supplies him. But no,
he also hasn't been here long, and I can see little reason for him
to do this. So I'm more concerned about a threat closer to
home."

Elgren sighed. "I honestly doubt the boy could be involved. He's
just too bone idle to be bothered."

"Do we know where he's been the last couple of days?" When
Elgren seemed reluctant to respond, Thortus raised an eyebrow.

"I sent him out the day before yesterday to intimidate some of
the gang members into passing a message along ordering Trunt to
meet with you. He couldn't find any of them."

"None? And that didn't seem suspicious to you?"

"The gang were found in one of their dens, so it's possible they
weren't on the streets."

Thortus held his friend's gaze, but Elgren didn't seem inclined
to back down, despite the doubt creeping in.

"For all we know it could be one of our other Stoneweavers,"
said Elgren. "For all you know it could be me."

Grunting, Thortus shook his head. "You're the one person I
trust. We came up from the streets together, and if you'd wanted my
place, you could have taken it years ago. But you've always served
loyally. No, ambition's for the young. Do you think any of our
other Stoneweavers could have taken out the gang so easily?"

"One or two are probably skilled enough to do so. But I've seen
no hints of disloyalty among them."

"That could just mean it's well hidden."

"So how do we reveal it?"

Frowning, Thortus rubbed his head. It had begun to ache. The
anxiety of dealing with everything had been growing over the past
days. He wondered briefly why he put himself in this position, but
knew the answer. Because it was better than the alternative. He'd
been born into this world where the only way to ensure your safety,
and that of those close to you, was to be the one in power. Anyone
else could be sold into slavery any moment, and that danger he
wouldn't abide. But he knew he'd taken some kind of joy in this
role years ago, which had apparently dissipated over time. Was it
just age? A consideration for another time.

"I want you to check the other gangs," he said. "Quietly, but
find out if any of them could have been suborned. Trunt may just
have been less subtle about it."

Elgren nodded. "And Syssarra? Should we continue looking into
her murder?"

"If you can afford someone. It's not as urgent as the rest, but
if she was speaking with Trunt then she could have learned
something she shouldn’t have, and I want to know what."










Chapter 17

 


 

Danath couldn't remember many dawns, and probably wouldn't
remember this one. Despite the clear skies, the warm breeze, and
the colours of the light filtering through the skies, it failed to
lighten his mood. He'd slept at The Hall, as much as he'd managed
to sleep, and now sat on the steps out front, staring across the
road to Thortus' mansion.

His room had been cleaned, but still he couldn't bring himself
to return there. A temporary condition he assured himself. Everyone
died, and rarely of old age, so why should he be affected by it.
The shock he felt would pass soon, then he could get on with his
life.

But his eyes seemed reluctant to focus on anything else, so the
visitor didn't register until he stopped ten paces in front of the
building. Hearing the guards by the door tense, Danath finally
glanced at the grinning figure before them.

"I understand you've been looking for me," Kreddick said in a
cheerful voice, standing comfortably with his thumbs looped through
his belt. The tone didn't quite match the mocking edge in those
eyes. Danath couldn't help see a threat in them. The last time
they'd met he thought it just the posturing Stonefighter, but
looking at them now they also seemed to hold a suppressed anger,
tightly reined, but there nonetheless.

Danath turned to the guards. "Go tell Elgren we have a guest."
As one of them darted away, he turned back to Kreddick. "Glad you
could join us. We thought you might have left without saying
goodbye."

"Without doing what I came here to? No." Kreddick regarded him
with curiosity. "You seem more subdued than when last we met. Not
my influence, I hope."

Did he know about Syssarra? Was he responsible? No, more likely
he thought the searching had been tiring. But if he had played a
part in… Danath couldn’t let him feel he'd achieved anything. "Not
really a morning person."

"Then I'm glad to have found you on a rare day." He glanced up
as Elgren came into view, guards flowing past him to nervously
surround their guest. He ignored them. "Greetings. I was hoping to
get an audience with your employer."

"Certainly," said Elgren in a stiff tone. "If you'd just hand
over your gemstones, we'll be happy to escort you to the audience
chamber."

His grin seeming to widen a touch, Kreddick shook his head. "No,
no, what kind of manners are these, almost treating a guest like a
prisoner."

"If it's easier," said Danath, "feel free to consider yourself a
prisoner."

"Thanks, but I think I'll pass."

"Then I'm afraid," Elgren descended the steps, "we may have to
take them from you and call you a corpse."

With a sigh, Danath rose. Farnal and Lorkell, another
Stoneweaver, had joined the circle, the sight of which had cleared
the area of civilians. It didn't seem likely he could really
survive them all, so what had he hoped to gain by coming here. Had
his other options been lost? Was the gemstone he wanted too well
guarded?

Kreddick simply grinned at the threat. "And lose the valuable
information I have to trade?"

"A risk we'll have to take," said Elgren.

"And is that your choice to make?" His hands drifted out towards
his sides, and the sight of gemstones within them, one the dark red
of dett, the other a clear smoky gem Danath didn't recognize, sent
a wave of tension through the circle.

"I suppose we could just beat you halfway to death, and then
extract the information from what's left," said Elgren.

"Really?" Kreddick offered a disapproving stare. "How very
crass. And inefficient. How can you be sure I'll talk?"

"Everyone talks."

"Well, yes, and I suppose getting me to talk isn't difficult.
Getting me to tell what I know, however… Well, do you really want
to risk losing what is, I assure you, a very interesting, and
valuable, piece of information?"

They stared at each other a long moment, until Elgren finally
turned to Greck. "Tell Thortus we have a guest. Check if he wants
to invite Kulth." As Greck made a hasty circuit around the guards,
Elgren returned his attention to the focus of everyone else's. "If
you'll accompany us to the audience chamber."

Elgren led the way, Kreddick following with a nonchalant ease,
as Danath, Farnal, Lorkell, and a few of the more efficient guards,
accompanied them. They reached the room without incident, and their
guest took in its lack of features with his usual grin, maybe
lingering on the reinforced coral bars which now graced the
windows. Then he stood in the middle of the room, hands behind his
back, calmly facing the door.

They didn't have long to wait, as Thortus soon arrived, the
scowl on his face likely due in part to Kulth's presence alongside
him. That he'd arrived so fast implied he must have either been
nearby or had someone watching the Hall to inform him of events.
Thortus would have had a hard time denying him access while
maintaining good diplomatic relations.

"Well, well," said Kreddick, expansively. "Lord Narvon's little
helper is joining us too."

Kulth didn't alter his stony countenance as he took in the
scene. "Why hasn't he been disarmed?"

Ignoring him, Elgren addressed Thortus. "He claims to be
offering a deal."

"What deal?" said Thortus.

Kulth cut in before anyone could respond. "An irrelevant one.
He's a fugitive from Lord Narvon's justice, and should be handed
over to my custody immediately."

This earned him a hard stare from Thortus, and Danath knew
things wouldn't be going that easy now Kulth had tried ordering
him.

"Ambassador," said Thortus, the emphasis illustrating the gulf
between their positions as he saw them. "Your request is
recognized, and will be taken into consideration as I decide on the
disposition of justice within my domain." With Kulth quiet, if
indignant, he turned back to Kreddick. "What deal?"

"An exchange. I'm interested in a gemstone from your collection.
You give me this stone, and I tell you why I want it. And why
Narvon doesn't want me to have it."

"That's all?" Thortus grunted a laugh. "A story in exchange for
a valuable asset?"

"Oh, it's far more than a story."

"I must… " said Kulth, but stopped as Thortus turned to roar at
him.

"You must stop interrupting if you don't want your head returned
to Lord Narvon with my apologies. Your Lord may be a valuable and
highly regarded ally, but you've done nothing but try to order us
around since you arrived, and it stops now. If you'd been more
open, I probably wouldn't consider this, but all your secrecy has
just aroused my curiosity too much." Calming himself, he turned to
Kreddick. "So what proof would I have that your information is
true?"

"My word isn't enough?"

Thortus turned to Elgren. "Take his gemstones and begin
questioning to find what he knows." To Kulth he added, "you can
have whatever's left."

"If Narvon even thinks you know what I know," said Kreddick, his
grin evaporating, "he'll sink your city."

Thortus stopped, about to stride from the room. He slowly turned
back, with a hard stare for Kulth in passing. "Then maybe we need
to renegotiate this deal. You tell me what you know, I let you
go."

Saying nothing, Kulth nevertheless seemed to tense, his gaze
passing appraisingly over the men surrounding him, meeting
Danath's. They held each other there for a moment, and Danath knew
the emissary had to be considering his own expendability, and
preparing to fight his way out.

"No," said Kreddick, having considered it. "I'm fairly sure I
could fight my way out of here, so I don't really see what I stand
to gain."

"You believe you can fight your way past four Stoneweavers?"
Thortus glanced briefly at Kulth. "Maybe even five."

"The risk is more worth my time than your offer. Besides,
Stoneweavers don't usually fight as teams, so if they all charge me
together, they'd be getting in each other's way. So unless you want
to try it with just one, I rate my chances as higher than you
appear to."

"Just one?" Thortus said with scepticism.

"A duel. I fight your champion."

Danath turned to meet his gaze.

"I win," said Kreddick, "I get the stone, and go free."

"And if Danath wins?" asked Thortus.

Kreddick seemed to consider the possibility a moment, as though
not having previously entertained the notion. "You get the
information, and I freely go with Narvon's little helper." He
offered Kulth a grin.

Meeting Danath's gaze, Thortus nodded. "Agreed. But it happens
here."

A space cleared in the room, the guards lined up alongside the
door, with Thortus, Elgren, and Kulth standing just outside the
room.

Danath moved to one side of the room, as Kreddick circled to the
other, their eyes never leaving each other.

"Can we fetch you a quantity of your weapon of choice?" said
Danath.

"Thanks, but I'm good." He slipped the dett away, so obviously
wasn't going to use the gemstone on the floor.

Eyeing the unfamiliar gemstone, Danath felt a tingle of interest
at the thought of learning another gemstone, but even that tingle
felt distant, dulled. He tried to focus on the duel, clearing his
mind of everything else cluttering it.

Farnal returned with the animated figure of metal walking ahead
of him. Stopping near Danath, he removed his gemstone, quietly so
that Kreddick wouldn't hear in case he was unfamiliar. Danath
placed his gemstone on it, and the substance flowed around him,
forming a firm but flexible shell, the gemstone hidden inside so
his opponent couldn't get at it.

He stood ready as Kreddick tossed his gemstone in the air.
"Kulthor." He didn't try to obscure the word, saying it clearly
enough that all present could hear.

The gemstone hung in the air, and it took a moment for Danath to
realize what had happened. He'd animated air. He could actually
animate air. Why did that surprise him? If water and fire could be
controlled, why not air.

As Kreddick assumed a ready pose, that grin prominent through
his invisible armour, the gemstone slipped out of sight behind his
back, and Danath began considering the strategic options of
air.
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The grinning idiot slipped easily aside from the metal blade
extending from the arm of Danath's suit, the air surrounding him
seeming to push the thrust aside. Danath barely felt it through his
connection to the metal, little more than a faint breeze as his
blade swept past.

Turning quickly to keep his opponent in sight through the eye
slits, he found Kreddick strolling calmly, sizing him up. Danath
fell into a similar pattern as they circled each other.

What damage could air do? Would it have enough force to blow him
over? Even if it did, that could hardly be more than an
inconvenience. It could batter him, but the iron armour offered
enough protection against that kind of attack. Could it form
blades? And how narrow?

Whether Kreddick had read his mind or not, his eyes assumed a
flat, deadly, expression, and Danath barely sealed his eye slots as
he felt a sharp collision against them. That'd be a problem, then.
And unlike with fire, he couldn't detect his opponent by heat.
Sound echoed too much in here, requiring thought to locate its
source, by which time Kreddick could easily have moved.

Slammed in the back of the legs before he could consider his
next move, Danath barely kept his balance, but it had been more the
shock of the impact rather than the force, which the iron seemed to
weather. He'd have to see soon, quite apart from the need to
breathe. Could Kreddick have his air encompass Danath, waiting for
him to inhale and then skewering him from inside? He'd better keep
on the offensive, so Kreddick couldn't afford time or air from his
own defence.

Forming fine lattices over his eyes, he had space enough to see,
and danced around, not presenting a stationary target. Kreddick
caught him on his left leg as he started moving, nearly throwing
his balance, and he stumbled a few steps before regaining his
footing, finding his opponent closing quickly.

He kept moving to the side, forcing Kreddick to adjust his
charge, but it didn't slow him much, and he launched himself at
Danath, a wave of force ahead of him barrelling Danath back off his
feet, into the wall.

Scrambling to avoid a fall, he turned to catch another blast at
his eyes. Not a blade this time, but a forceful wind which dashed
through the lattices to sting his eyes.

Danath didn't wait for them to clear, charging where he'd last
seen Kreddick, extending a blade from each hand held wide, and his
eyes cleared in time to see his opponent trying to duck away to his
right. He adjusted his own charge towards him, and changed his
blades into flailing tentacles which lunged for his target. The
right one stopped Kreddick's evasion, but his protective sheath
prevented it getting a grip. It kept him entangled long enough,
though, as Danath barged him into the far wall, eliciting a grunt,
although his opponent didn't appear to take much damage.

He followed up by swinging his elbow at Kreddick's head, but the
air cushioned the blow, and the move allowed Kreddick to dance
away.

Danath moved after him, the twin blades back, thrusting in rapid
succession to keep him on the move, but wide enough to keep his
path of retreat controlled.

Seeing the danger, Kreddick sped up his retreat, probably trying
to get space to dodge aside, but Danath wouldn't let him, keeping
pace and speeding the flurry.

Kreddick didn't stop as he reached the wall, scrambling up it
backwards a step and launching himself forward, flying over
Danath's head before the move registered, landing a solid hit on
the back of his neck, which added enough to his momentum to send
Danath stumbling into the wall, and nearly to his knees.

Pushing away from the wall in a spin, Danath charged back at his
grinning target, but tripped on an invisible barrier that caught
his feet. Managing to turn the fall into a roll, he kept the roll
going until he could scramble to his feet, not wanting to
relinquish any advantage.

He hadn't reached his feet by the time the next slam caught him
in the head, echoing through the iron. Recovering quickly, he
stayed half-risen, waiting for Kreddick to get close. His opponent
didn't approach, though, but sent another shot at Danath's head. He
wouldn't be falling for any feigned weakness, then.

Steeling himself against the echoes around his head, Danath
charged, again sending thrusts at his enemy, but making them appear
more frenzied, almost desperate. In their attempt to herd Kreddick,
they went increasingly wide as his air shields deflected them, and
Danath's approach slowed. Until he made a sharp jump forward,
retracting the blades from his arms, a new one thrusting from the
metal over his chest. Catching Kreddick squarely, the blade punched
through the air armour, and into his chest, cracking against
something solid.

Danath froze, not having expected to get through his defences so
easily. He hoped he hadn't killed him. Thortus really wanted to
know what he knew.

Fixed to the spot, Kreddick's grin began to drop. Followed by
his face, as his flesh oozed away, over and under his shirt, the
remains of a broken orange gemstone falling away from where it had
been within his chest. The gruesome sight revealed another,
blood-streaked face beneath the melted mask. Welden.

A brief glance showed Danath everyone else seemed as shocked as
he felt, even Kulth showing something on his normally flat face.
Danath's gaze returned to Welden, who stepped away, a slight gash
on his chest, but some of the flesh he'd worn now dripping off
Danath's blade.

Shaking it free, Danath finally managed to speak. "Okay, a few
things. First of all, eww. Secondly, that is so clever. Third, was
whatever you got the flesh from dead or alive when you took it?
Also, eww, seriously."

Welden offered only a tight, mirthless smile, and prepared to
resume the fight.

"No." Thortus' growl cut across the room. "He had two stones.
Duel's void. Take him."

The guards, still stunned, began approaching with caution, as
Welden snatched out another gemstone, the dett.

Elgren and the other Stoneweavers rushed to animate their own
avatars, while Danath held his ground, not as interested in a group
battle. As far as he was concerned the last move should have won
the fight.

Welden didn’t wait to raise anything from the floor, tossing the
gemstone ahead as he ran at the wall next to the barred window.
"Luxor," he said as the gemstone hit the wall, and it opened before
him. Jumping out the hole, he flew up and out of sight.

As Thortus stood, apoplectic with rage, Kulth pushed past him
with a curse, activating his own clear gemstone as he leapt out the
hole after their former guest.
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That probably hadn't been his smartest move. It had turned out
better than he should have hoped, but challenging the boy to a duel
had been stupid, and could have ended his plans. Just going there
had been idiotic, way more than necessary. At the least he'd lost
one advantage for getting around, and attempting a new face would
take a bit more work than he had time for. And another source of
flesh.

Alighting on a nearby roof, Welden turned to watch the activity
around the Hall, and barely managed to dive away from Kulth's
charge. Sliding uncontrollably on the rain-slicked rooftop, it took
a moment to recover his balance, and he hastily pushed away from
the building, controlling the air around him to project him as fast
as he could away from his pursuer.

A glance back showed Kulth hadn't lost much momentum in changing
direction, and seemed to be steadily gaining, his face tight with
determined anger. Turning to scan the terrain for useful features,
he found only the expected gently sloping array of roofs, with a
couple of smokestacks visible, which would mostly be the communal
food courts.

Making a few erratic turns, as though trying to shake pursuit,
Welden darted aside at the last second, grabbing a smokestack to
help cut his speed, and using it for protection as his air avatar
unwound, lashing out to where Kulth approached.

The turbulence caught Kulth off guard, and he went tumbling
across a roof.

Not waiting to see where he landed, Welden wrapped the air
around himself again, and dove into the nearest street, flying
along barely above head height. He zipped around a few turns until
he felt far enough away to land at a run, not slowing till a few
streets away from anyone who'd seen him touch down.

Catching his breath, he walked on as he gained his bearings,
ensuring the gem from his still active air avatar lay obscured from
view under his shirt. He still received a few glances at his chest
wound, which had died down to a dull throb, but had soaked his
shirt a dark red, and which he'd need to look at. He'd need
something to cover it before he got to the docks.

The wide eyes of pedestrians staring into the sky behind him
alerted Welden to danger, and he half turned his head to see Kulth
almost on top of him, moving at a speed which could take his head
off despite his airy protection. Narrowly ducking in time, Kulth
moved so fast Welden still got blown to the ground.

Rolling to his feet, he shot into the air again, high above the
city, glancing back to find Kulth nowhere in sight. Turning
quickly, he took in the skies all around, but couldn't spot
anything. What was he waiting for? He hadn't crashed during the
last attack, had he? Better to assume he planned an ambush. It'd be
safer to duck down, where he'd need to show himself above the roofs
to keep track of the flight.

He'd barely begun his descent when the flash of something almost
invisible caught Welden's eye, too late to avoid being slammed in
the chest, the air blasting out of him. Without time to recover, he
felt his invisible carapace being crushed by an equally transparent
force.

Then he spotted the zelxus. Kulth had sent his air avatar up
alone. But that meant he needed to see it to direct the attack, so
if Welden could take it out of sight, and get free, he could
probably escape. Or, if he could, touch the gemstone and disable
it. But it kept flitting about evasively.

Then he spotted Kulth darting towards him, and realized he'd
animated a second air avatar. He barely had time to struggle
against the grappling avatar enough to start moving before Kulth
slammed into him, sending him spinning. The free one still held him
firm, continuing to put pressure on.

Stabilizing his flight, he dove away, determined to stay ahead
of Kulth until he'd dealt with this one. Fortunately, with Kulth's
focus split between the two, he couldn't direct the one he wore to
move as fast as he had been, so while Welden had to fight to
control his path, he managed to stay ahead.

It offered only a temporary reprieve, he knew, and he'd need a
way to even the odds before Kulth's greater experience fighting
with these things won out.

Maintaining his path, he flew clear of the leading edge of the
city, out over the sea, continuing to struggle with his invisible
assailant, probably more than he needed. A glance behind showed
Kulth still followed, at a distance.

Welden allowed his height to drop, getting closer to the water,
and slowed slightly, keeping his back to his pursuer so he didn't
see him slip the tazarine from his pouch. Pushing through the
avatar grappling him, he held the gemstone in the water as he
skimmed along it.

"Rulthor." He released it as the second awareness awakened in
his mind, but kept it below the waves as his flight slowed, his
struggles appearing wilder, desperate, and he turned to watch Kulth
diving at him, closing for the kill.

The water erupted at the last moment, even as Welden ducked
aside, and the pressure on him evaporated as the blast took Kulth's
concentration. He managed to keep the other animation around him,
but it didn't stop him being pulled under.

His struggles continued, and Welden saw him gasping for breath.
He seemed unfamiliar with operating in the water, and hadn't the
time to consider using his air for breathing, not that he could
really spare much from the struggle.

It would be easy enough to hold him there until he drowned. This
was a fight after all, and he doubted Kulth would show him any
mercy. And after all the things he and his men had done, all they'd
taken, did Welden have to show any? Could he afford to?

But they hadn't taken everything. And while he'd killed before
in fights, it had only been when necessary. This should keep Kulth
out of the way for the moment, so killing him now wouldn't be
necessary. It would be because he wanted to.

The water erupted, pushing Kulth up towards him, and Welden
punched down towards where he saw the zelxus. The gauntlet of air
surrounding his hand pierced its protection.

"Kulthor." The air dissipated, and Welden caught the
gemstone.

His other hand collected the tarazine as he dismissed the water,
which collapsed back into the waves around its former prisoner.

Kulth still breathed as Welden flew away. Coughing water, but
still alive.

Keeping watch in case his pursuer had another gemstone, Welden
relaxed slightly as he neared Melmyrn. Kulth should be able to swim
towards the city's path in time to reach it. Probably.

Alighting on the docks, to a number of nervous stares, Welden
moved towards his nearby stash as he oriented himself. He'd need to
recover his stuff, and probably get something to disguise himself,
before he made for the starboard docks.
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The crew had been avoiding her since the funeral, fearing an
eruption of her temper, and it had begun to irritate Andira. She'd
had enough of wallowing in her own thoughts, able to do little
beyond asking questions to investigate Syssarra's death, and much
of that had to be done indirectly. She had contacts making
inquiries, but what she'd gathered so far had revealed little.

Syssarra had tried contacting the resistance groups, but seemed
unaware they'd become more cohesive in the last year. Allies within
them had heeded Andira's request to avoid her sister, though. She
didn't want to think whether that could have contributed to what
had happened, whether Syssarra would have been alive if she'd
protected her properly.

The core of the resistance had been built carefully this time,
avoiding the firebrands who'd burned out earlier attempts before
achieving anything. This one had been organized, with cells of
reliable troops prepared all over the city. They'd had to keep
tight control during the tensions caused by the recent searches,
but so far she hadn't heard of anyone acting prematurely. Fears had
begun to spread that the Cleansing may occur sooner than
anticipated, though, which she couldn't dismiss.

Her sister hadn't been put off by her failures, however, and had
apparently been in contact with one of the gangs which had been
acting oddly. At first Andira had worried Syssarra's desperation
could have led her to look for rebels in the wrong places, although
she knew her sister would have been subtle in her enquiries. But
hearing rumours the gang had been killed for balking Thortus'
control made it seem more likely her contact had been partly
responsible.

But why had she been killed in Danath's room? He couldn't have
had anything to do with the gang. Even, and she could barely
consider the notion, but even if he did consider acting against
Thortus, Andira knew he wouldn't have done it that way. Not in such
a brute force manner, despite his profession.

No, she didn't have all the pieces yet, which only served to
deepen her irritation. But she couldn't stop returning to the
question of whether Syssarra would still be alive if she'd confided
in her, brought her into the resistance, and she couldn't find
enough tasks to stop the thought recurring.

She couldn't go around the city asking the questions she wanted,
as she couldn't be certain her temper would hold, and the wrong
word could put her on Thortus' bad side, a dangerous position at
the moment. And she couldn't sail as she'd given Welden her word to
wait. She didn't know where he wanted to sail, or how soon, but
she'd given her word.

He'd somehow learned of her connection to the resistance, and
offered enigmatic aid to their cause in exchange for her service.
She hadn't a clue what exactly he offered, and didn't know why she
trusted him. A residue of her respect for Zienna? But she'd do as
he asked. Assuming he didn't get caught beforehand.

Tiring of her solitude, Andira made her way up to the deck,
where a few men were at work, and the others nearby, on board or at
nearby taverns. She'd ordered them to stay in the vicinity, and to
keep the ship ready to sail at a moment's notice.

Finding herself stroking the rail, she forced her hands to stop.
It had become a habit when anxious, and she didn't need to further
stress her crew. Not that she feared them abandoning her. Most had
been with her for years, many since she first bought the ship with
her flood's bounty, flotsam from the long drowned cities which
occasionally worked loose and floated to the surface. In her case
it'd been a small fortune in gemstones, just enough to buy her a
ship. Not the newest, but still seaworthy, one of the rare ones the
cities sold off when they bought a new one from Narvon. It still
did some of the fishing and trading of the traditional fleets, but
also carried some goods the tyrants didn't necessarily want traded,
and the occasional passenger who didn't want their passage
noted.

After stalking aimlessly along the deck, she settled into
watching the ever-changing landscape surrounding the city, hoping
its constant swells would hypnotize her into a calmer frame of
mind.

It hadn't had much of a chance when she heard the yells, and
turned to see the dock guards sent flying, and a familiar figure
stalking towards her.

Running to the dock side of the deck, she called out, "all hands
on board, and prepare to set sail."

The deck burst into life, and a flurry of activity started on
the docks, as men ran towards the ship, a couple poking heads into
a tavern or shop to call their shipmates.

She waited at the gangplank as Welden ascended amidst her
rushing crew, and glanced at the gash on his chest. It couldn’t be
as serious as it appeared, considering how easily he'd handled the
thugs.

"You're ready to sail?" Welden asked in a calm tone.

"Nearly." She watched the last of her crew scramble up the
plank, getting the last couple to withdraw the plank. "Release the
lines." She strode towards the wheel.

The ship moved away from the docks, and the sails angled to
catch the fair breeze whistling through the city. Turning as the
ship caught its first real wind, she saw more of Thortus' thugs on
the docks, trying to muster other ships to follow. She felt little
concern. She had the fastest ship in sight, and those docked would
take at least five minutes to get launched and set sail
properly.

Welden had come to stand by her, and she glared at him. "You
didn’t tell me it'd be such a public departure. You realize it'll
be a while before I can dock here again." And before she could find
whoever killed her sister.

He shook his head. "You'll be back tomorrow. I'm afraid this was
an unfortunate necessity, if they're going to follow us."

"You want Thortus' following us!?"

"Yes. So please try no to lose them."

Suppressing a few choice curses, she focussed on moving them a
safe distance away while waiting to see what the response from the
city would be.
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The coral chair survived the first hit, and still hung together
by the third, but didn't last much beyond that, as the iron club
Thortus had taken from the armoury shattered it into fragments.

He took a breath, finally able to exhale his frustrations.

"Clean that up," he said, tossing the club aside as he strode to
his own chair, slumping into it.

A couple of the guards hurriedly dealt with the mess, as Elgren
took his own seat. "I have men out looking for them, but the last
report from the roof was that they'd gone out to sea. That was a
while back, though."

Thortus said nothing, still uncertain he could control his
temper, despite the tiredness creeping over him. Everything seemed
to be going against him. Nearing a Cleansing, with a possible
traitor in the ranks, they had a threat loose in the city (at least
it was only one threat now, but did that mean Kulth's threat about
what Kreddick was after would be false?), and he'd probably damaged
his relationship with Lord Narvon. He'd considered having Kulth
killed to keep that quiet, blaming it on Welden, but couldn't be
sure Narvon didn't have spies.

He contemplated leading one of the search parties personally, to
at least have something to do, but knew he had to stay here,
waiting. He had to be the one organizing things, so he needed to be
in the central location, but waiting for someone to bring some
information only increased his tension.

"Did you recognize what stone they used?" said Thortus. "To
animate air?"

"I think it was a zelxus," said Elgren, uncertainly. "I believe
you have some in the collection, so with your permission I'll try
one when we have time."

"Of course," said Thortus. "But how many others does Narvon know
about that we don't."

"Possibly only Narvon knows for sure. I don't think Kulth knows
all the details of his mission here, so he may well not know all
the secrets Narvon knows about the gemstones."

Nodding, Thortus grunted his agreement. "And Kulth didn't know
about Kreddick being Welden either." He suppressed a shudder at the
memory. "I wonder if Lord Narvon does?"

His mind continued along the paths of how much Narvon knew as
they waited in silence, until Danath entered, out of breath. He
walked over, taking a seat and catching his breath before speaking.
"He was spotted on the docks, sailed out on a ship. Some of the men
commandeered another, but they're still a way behind him."

Thortus allowed himself a curse. "Which ship's he on?"

"The Trident," said Danath, reluctantly.

It took Thortus a moment to place the name. The ship belonged to
Andira, Syssarra's sister, who used to run with Danath. He watched
the boy, trying to gauge how much he knew. Considering what he'd
heard about Andira, she'd hardly give up her ship without a fight,
so Welden couldn’t have got it out of port without her assistance.
And if she was working with him, what did that mean for Syssarra's
involvement? Or Danath's?

"Do we know their heading?" said Elgren, but the response was
delayed as Kulth strode in, furious and dripping all over the
place.

"Have you found him yet?" said Kulth.

"I'm sorry, did he get away from you?" said Thortus.

Fighting to hold back his instinctive response, Kulth managed to
regain a measure of his composure. "Do you have any idea where Kre…
Welden is now?"

"He's sailed." Thortus turned to Danath. "Which direction… "

Kulth interrupted. "Without the gemstone!?"

Turning slowly back to his guest, Thortus didn't bother hiding
his irritation. "Yes, without the gemstone, I checked with the
guards as soon as you went flying after him. So would you care to
offer an explanation of how you didn't know your two escapees were
the same person?"

"Do you think we bother with the slaves' names? One of them
escaped, and Lord Narvon worked out from the books disturbed in his
library that he could be after the gemstones. It was only in the
hunt I learned the name he was going by. Had you not identified
Kreddick as being a different person from Welden, I would probably
have assumed they were one."

Trying to pass the blame for his failures, was he? "Not that it
would have helped you catch him, apparently. Now if you would let
us get back to the task of apprehending him. Which direction were
they heading?"

"North north-west," said Danath, his eyes fixed warily on Kulth,
to Thortus' satisfaction. "Towards the Dusky Reef."

"We'll take over the hunt," Kulth said abruptly.

Thortus studied his face, which seemed suddenly more guarded.
Rumours put Lord Narvon's domain in that approximate direction,
although no one had ever determined where exactly. The Dusky Reef
was a miles long hazard in the area, high land that had only just
been covered by the waters. Mostly near the surface, darkening the
water above to give it its name, some outlying areas had more
hazardously obscured patches, so the entire area tended to be given
a wide berth. And Kulth seemed anxious they not go anywhere near
it.

"My thanks for the offer, but he is still a fugitive from my
justice, so I think I… "

"I must insist, by Lord Narvon's authority… "

"Narvon has no authority here," said Thortus, his tone sharp and
cold. "He's an ally, and I may be persuaded to turn over your
escaped slave after I've caught him, but if you dare try issuing
orders again, your Lord Narvon will have to accept the apology
taped to your corpse."

The silence that followed stretched out, until Elgren
interceded. "We'll need to get ships to sail quickly if they've a
hope to run her down. The Trident is faster than most we've got, so
we can… "

"We're not taking to ship after them," said Thortus, his tone
more controlled now. "Order the city helmsman, I want Melmyrn
heading full speed in pursuit."
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The clear skies allowed a good view of the distant city, still
following. The night hadn't been as clear, and the distant lights
had faded now and again. It hadn’t been enough of a concern to keep
Welden from getting sleep, though, but he seemed to have been alone
in that.

The crew appeared less than rested, and sent the occasional
nervous glances aft. Andira inspected their pursuer at greater
length, but Welden doubted her thoughts would be entirely on the
pursuit. He'd shared details of his plan with her last night, and
while she'd absorbed them calmly enough, he knew she'd need to
process the information. Especially what he needed her to do, which
required a degree of trust she may find difficult.

They hadn't spoken since. And the crew seemed wary of him. But
at least that gave him peace to prepare for what he had to do next.
It'd been almost a year since he'd fled the mines, and he had no
idea how much things would have changed. Little, he suspected. But
there remained the possibility that none of the slaves there now
would recognize him, which could make convincing them to revolt
more of a challenge.

He had other problems to deal with first, of course, and
focussed his attention on preparing for that. Not knowing how many
gemstones he'd need to remove to reveal the truth, he had to
prepare for an extended flight, and possibly a fight. The Trident
would have to keep moving, to maintain a distance from Melmyrn, but
he also wanted to wait until the city had gotten close enough to
ensure the maximum effect of the revelation.

"The reefs are close," said Andira as she approached his
position at the prow. She pointed to the faint shadows just visible
beneath the distant dark clouds. They appeared to go on for a
while, but he knew that to be a lie.

He nodded, nerves starting to flutter in his stomach as he
prepared, hoping it went as planned. So many elements could go
wrong. He'd tried to allow contingencies for as many as he could,
and that he'd gotten this far offered some encouragement. But as
soon as he left this deck, so many lives would depend on his
success.

Could that be the cause of his nerves? He got irritated when
waiting for his plans to come into effect, when he had nothing else
to do. Staying still had become anathema to him, it seemed. But
what he felt now was so much more. Whichever way today went, lives
would doubtless be lost, many of them innocent. Because of what
he'd decided needed doing. But he knew he'd gone beyond the point
where he could abandon this quest. He no longer had any option
other than to follow the plan.

Finding himself starting to rub at his chest, he forced himself
to stop. Despite the blood, he'd only suffered surface wounds,
which had been relatively easy to knit together with an ixinell,
like the one he'd used for his false face. It still felt sore,
though, and would be a bit sensitive for a few days. He retained
the black trousers of his Kreddick identity, but wore a pale shirt
and a dull blue coat.

"Slow down a bit when you change course," he said. "I want them
closer."

Despite the curt nod, he saw the concern behind Andira's
eyes.

Calming himself with thoughts of Zienna, and how he hoped she'd
approve of what he'd do, Welden checked he had all he needed, and
that they were secure. Satisfied, he glanced back at their pursuer,
judging whether they seemed close enough. They appeared to be
catching up, possibly forcing their speed now they had their prey
up against the reefs, so he could probably afford to begin.

With a deep, calming breath, he withdrew the zelxus, spoke, and
felt the air coalesce around him. He met Andira's gaze, and with a
final nod rose into the air, leaving her to shout orders, mainly
for her men to stop staring after him.

He rose high, beyond the level of the missiles the guards might
use, but there remained the possibility of Narvon's Stoneguards
being nearby. Satisfied with his altitude, he shot forward, alert
for trouble, and preparing his eyes for the change.

It still jarred him, as the expanse of ocean suddenly shifted to
a green, grey, and brown landscape which made him nauseous with its
scope. As a slave he'd only seen it on being brought here, when it
had awed all into silent obedience. They'd then been housed
underground, where they'd have less travel between work and sleep,
so he never saw the island again till the day he escaped. There'd
been rumours the more obedient slaves got to work topside, but he'd
never qualified.

His mind adjusting, he focussed on the guard towers stationed on
the heights surrounding the land. The entire island, and he still
had trouble using the term for something so vast, had a wall of
raised land surrounding it, their slopes not impossible to climb.
Only at the underground dock to his right could a gentler gradient
be found, although a wall guarded that approach.

Stumpy looking things, the towers barely reached five times his
height, but their position on the edges of the surrounding wall
allowed them a good view of anything approaching, and of anyone
nearing the gemstones ensconced along the walls.

The gemstones, azuriens, appeared to be of a range of colours,
some looking like trapped rainbows. Smooth and translucent, a
metallic frame held one every couple of hundred feet along the
wall.

Armed with missiles made from the trees on the island, a
valuable commodity they wouldn't want to waste, the towers had been
spaced closely enough that the guards should be able to fire on
anyone trying to interfere with the gemstones. Only one guard could
be afforded at any tower, though, and Welden didn't think Narvon
could have more than a couple of hundred loyal soldiers, not
including his Stoneguards. Even here, resources would be limited.
The soldiers he did have, he armed well, all having metal swords,
and metal armour when needed, although they only seemed to wear it
when expecting trouble.

They didn't appear to be expecting any today, their navy
uniforms visible as he darted towards the first gemstone. Touching
it, he spoke the word, "nyaduor", and felt a slight shimmer as it
deactivated. And he was relieved it had worked. He wouldn't know
how to program such an illusion himself, but deactivating gemstones
didn't require you to understand how they'd been programmed. It
remained fixed in its frame, though, and he had to use his
gemstones to reshape the metal in order to release it.

He just finished as a missile darted past his eyes, barely
shunted aside by the air surrounding him, and he couldn't be sure
whether one which came at him squarely would be deflected.
Increasing the speed with which the air circled him, he flew
towards the next gemstone, anxious to get as many as necessary
deactivated until Melmyrn changed course, hopefully before the
defenders became organized enough to send Stoneguards after
him.
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Almost springing up the last few steps, Danath joined the small
crowd on the relatively flat roof of the Hall, staring at the vista
spreading before them.

An island, in the middle of the Dusky Reef, shimmered into sight
piece by piece, and the air to either side of the gap became hazier
as the gap widened. Could he make out a figure flying near the
opening edge of the gap? Welden?

The stunned silence broke as Thortus spun from the sight. "Order
the helmsmen to slow, and take us nearer that… island." Someone
rushed away, and everyone started looking at Thortus, expecting
orders. "Where's that… ?" He stopped as he spotted Kulth, and
stormed over to him.

The roof began clearing, everyone remembering some urgent task
or other, only Elgren and Greck staying, moving up behind Thortus.
Danath joined them, still sending the occasional glance at the
widening stretch of land.

"What do you know about that?" said Thortus, his temper
threatening to burst out his eyes.

Kulth, his face stiffer than Danath had seen it, took a moment
to respond. "It is no concern of… "

"… mine?" said Thortus, his tone holding an edge of cold menace
his temper couldn't approach. "No concern of mine, is that what you
were about to say? Because I think keeping secret that you have
that large a patch of ground, and that's just from what we can see
at the moment, that doesn't seems to me to be something friends
would keep from each other. Lord Narvon is my friend isn't he?"

"Lord Narvon values your alliance of course," said Kulth. "But
this land, while larger than other islands, is not so large that it
could support a sizable population, and while it allows access to
our largest mining operation… "

"I'm sure Lord Narvon can explain all this himself when we meet
shortly."

Stiffening, Kulth stumbled for what to say, finally settling on.
"I should check first that he's in residence, and not out… "

"Yes, yes," said Thortus as he led the way down the stairs. "You
can send someone as soon as we reach your docks, and then you can
give us the tour of your 'little' island."

His tone holding little room for negotiation, Kulth could offer
little but a curt nod. "Then I'll go and prepare my ship to take
us… "

"And my entourage," said Thortus.

"… and your entourage, across. I'll await your pleasure at the
docks." With a stiff nod, he departed as Thortus led them to the
meeting room.

"This is a mistake." Elgren had waited until the door closed,
but only just.

Thortus sank into his chair with a thoughtful look. "I don't
like being kept in the dark." His tone retained its anger, albeit
slightly blunted.

"And do you like being taken hostage by his soldiers?"

"They can't afford to take us prisoner. How many soldiers do you
think he has? How many on this… place, since his mined stuff can't
all be coming from one location? I believe what that preening idiot
said about the amount he can grow there not supporting a large
population, and he also has slaves to feed. We've got hundreds
among all the gangs working for us, and we can press more bodies
into service if we need them. No, he'll have to realize we have the
greater numbers. That's why he kept it hidden, because he doesn't
have the numbers to properly defend it."

"I'd be more concerned about how he kept it hidden," said
Elgren. "And what other tricks he has."

Thortus allowed him a faint nod. "It's a point, but again, if he
has significant power, why hide?"

"I'm just suggesting we may want to take this slow, do some
reconnaissance. Since I can now use the zelxus to fly, I could go
and have a look."

So it had been the zelxus. Danath wondered why that hadn't been
shared with him.

"No," said Thortus. "They're currently dealing with one flying
intruder, so they'd probably attack you on sight, which would
initiate hostilities anyway. And I understand the benefit of
caution, but that also allows Narvon the chance to prepare. If we
go over now, while his defences are focussed on Welden, his
distraction could work to our advantage, better than meeting on
equal terms."

While he didn't seem convinced of the strategy's merits, Elgren
gave a reluctant nod.

"Good," said Thortus. "Then get a dozen of our best soldiers.
Hand out the swords from the armoury. And make sure they're dressed
presentably."

"Only a dozen?" said Elgren.

"They're an escort, not an army. Greck, call in all the gangs,
and muster as many able-bodied men as you can, but try and keep it
hidden from Narvon's men in the city. Put watchers on all of them
you know of until I signal you to attack."

"While we're on the island!?" said Elgren.

"If necessary. I'd rather wait till I'm back, but I want them
prepared in case we have trouble. Can you think of a way to send a
message if necessary?"

Elgren frowned. "The zelxus may allow me to send a messenger.
I'll try a test before we leave. I'll have it travel to the Hall
steps. If it arrives without a message attached, our forces should
attack immediately. We'd better leave a Stoneweaver behind to
dismiss it."

Thortus' gaze drifted to Danath, who felt certain he saw a hint
of suspicion there. More than before. He couldn't believe the
rumours, could he? But he took his time before speaking.

"Danath, you stay here with Farnal and Roak, Lorkell and Baroden
can accompany us."

"You don't want all of them with us for security?" said
Elgren.

"Better to have some here to lead the attack. With three of you
there I should be relatively safe, and it means our main combat
assets aren't all in one convenient target."

So was it purely strategic? Danath could see a kind of sense to
having the best fighter lead the way for the army, and he supposed
they could fly on ahead of the main force. But wouldn't Thortus be
more concerned with his own safety?

"Right, get started then," Thortus said as he rose. An enigmatic
glance Danath's way did little to ease his concerns.

Following them from the room, although he had little to do at
the moment, Danath couldn't help running through his limited
options. He could take advantage of the distraction to leave
Melmyrn. Even considering it felt wrong, since he'd spent his life
here, but he wouldn't find another employer in the city. Maybe the
boss of another city would hire him, but would they be suspicious
of why he'd left, and if they heard the suspicions he'd been trying
to overthrow Thortus, then they'd be less than trusting of him. He
could sail to one of the smaller settlements, those which remained,
anyway. But would they have need of a champion? And, more
importantly, would they be able to support the lifestyle he'd
gotten used to?

Maybe Narvon would be recruiting. Although until he knew how
this would end, he had no way of finding out. No, for the moment he
didn't seem to have many options other than to let things play
out.
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Had the city slowed? And maybe changed course? Welden couldn't
quite tell from his position, and didn't want to slow between
gemstones. The alarm had gone out and missiles met him as soon as
he came in range, their value now more in their use. His avatar had
protected him so far, but he had to keep an eye on the nearest
towers.

Landing, he ducked aside from the latest attack and deactivated
the gemstone. Maybe he'd do a few more, just to be sure.

Then he caught sight of the forms flying towards him, and didn't
need to see the black and red of their uniforms to identify them as
Stoneguards. The first would catch him before he reached the next
gemstone, on the far side of the tower, but he flew towards it
anyway, hoping they didn't know he'd spotted them.

Flying behind the tower, he stopped abruptly, then ascended,
taking a dett from his pouch as he assured himself the tower was
stone, not coral. Fortunately they'd used stuff taken from the
mines. Touching the dett to the turret, he whispered "luxthor" as
he leapt over it, startling the guard who'd been trying to locate
him.

Allowing awareness of the stone to seep into his mind, he
charged the guard, knocking the missile projector, a curved piece
of wood with a string, away before it came around to point at him,
slamming his elbow into the man's face, and throwing him over the
side before he recovered his senses.

Catching sight of his approaching enemies out of the corner of
his eye, Welden found the first almost on top of him, unconcerned
with saving the falling guard. Not that he'd have expected them to
be. The Stoneguards treated regular guards as little better than
slaves, holding themselves apart. He imagined Narvon encouraged
this, keeping them separated in case one group decided to
revolt.

Turning, Welden feigned shock as the Stoneguard swung an ugly
mace at him in passing. It missed as he fell to the floor, and went
flying as his stone avatar leapt up to slam into the Stoneguard's
face with a sharp crack. His momentum carried him over the edge of
the tower, but he was dead by that point.

Two more closed in, approaching with more caution, and he saw
another three in the distance. The pair rounded to opposite sides,
the one to his left armed with another mace, the one to his right
with a sword. Steel, from the look of it. Welden stood ready, his
own short blade in hand.

The one to the left dived first, but didn't ready his mace, so
he'd probably be intending a distraction.

Welden moved the stone avatar around to meet the false charge,
while he unwound his air avatar, moving it along the floor towards
the right hand parapet as the second Stoneguard dived.

Most of his attention apparently on the left hand Stoneguard,
Welden focussed his attention on the air avatar, its gemstone
hiding behind the battlements on that side. He faked being startled
as the first charge abruptly changed course, and darted his head
back as the second one crossed the battlement, to be yanked to the
stone floor by an unseen force. Welden landed with his knee on the
man's back, his blade finding no trouble slipping into his
throat.

He still felt a slight jolt at killing, but it seemed more to do
with how easy it now came to him. A year ago he may have had the
anger to do this to his enemies, but wouldn't have been able to
shrug it off as quick. Then again, a year ago he wouldn't have been
able to take down Stoneguards so easily. He'd learned to do what he
had to since then.

Back on his feet in moments, the steel blade in his hand as he
put his own away, his air avatar hastily returned as he turned for
the other Stoneguard, to find his mace closing in. Barely ducking
aside, only the protective sheath of air prevented Welden losing
his head. As it was, the impact jarred him, his sight wobbling a
bit, and he had to duck as the stone avatar swung its extended arm
protectively above him.

By the time his senses recovered, the Stoneguard stood on the
far side of the tower, stone from the battlements flowing around
him. The next three didn't seem far away, and he didn't doubt a
trained soldier would be difficult to deal with quickly, now his
best surprises had been used. But taking them all down wasn't the
plan.

His stone avatar leapt forward, colliding with the Stoneguard's
armour within two strides, and crashing it to the floor. He didn't
wait to see it though, shooting straight up into the air, releasing
his hold on the stone as soon as it had his opponent trapped.

Grabbing the azurien from his pouch, he didn’t stop his ascent
as he turned to face his pursuers. "Nyathor". His head felt weird
as awareness of something flooded in. It didn't feel like when he
animated something solid. Even water had a kind of solidity to it.
But this… well he'd have to get used fast, if he wanted to
escape.

Relaxing as much as he could, he tried altering what he was
seeing ahead of him, as a test, and found he could adjust things
slightly. Doing this made some things appear closer, and if he did
this he could just do it to individual things while keeping the
surroundings the same. Reversing it made them appear further away.
But how could he make them disappear? Did he need to?

Changing the field to face away from him, he adjusted himself to
appear further away, so far he'd barely be a spot. Then he altered
his course, flying to the side as he kept the field around him.

They slowed, scanning the skies, but their eyes never found
him.

Leaving them to their fruitless search, he darted towards the
mines.
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The path through the reefs appeared narrow from the deck where
Thortus stood, although the shading of the water varied little, and
he thought experience must play as much of a role in navigating it
as anything. Which could present a problem for invading ships.

The docks themselves didn't appear as much of a problem, with
only a few guards in sight. While they looked more professional
than his men, in their smart uniforms, and had swords at their
sides, which could well be of better make than the few he had, they
should be quickly overwhelmed. How fast reinforcements could arrive
would be the issue.

Apparently hewn out of the rock wall surrounding the island, the
docks lay within a cave, its entrance squarely cut, over a hundred
foot wide and over fifty above the sea level. The cave widened
within, and he saw berths for three ships, only one of which was
occupied. As they moved further in, he saw the ramp leading up a
gradual slope, ending in a wide wall which stretched the width of
the exit from the cave, with a single gate in the middle. It didn't
reach the ceiling of the cave, and he could see more guards on top.
That would be the main defensive fortification, but a Stoneweaver
should have little trouble getting the stones of the wall to move.
They'd have to endure missiles from the wall, but it'd be
doable.

A faint jolt ran through the ship, slowing it as it drifted into
its berth, and some men he assumed to be slaves ran out to tie her
up and extend the plank. Kulth led the way off the ship, Thortus
moving to follow, his entourage falling in behind. Lorkell and
Baroden stayed close behind, protectively. Lorkell had his
customary swagger, staring down the guards, and Baroden would be
coldly professional, ignoring them as he presented an image of the
champion he wanted to be. While neither could quite match Danath,
they offered the right level of intimidation. Roak's size would
make him as physically intimidating, but he looked slower. This
pair, however, had just the right edge of nastiness.

Elgren would be his primary defence if things went bad, but
having the two intimidating Stoneweavers along allowed him to be
overlooked. He followed behind the pair, probably taking everything
in as studiously as he had on the sail over. He hadn't spoken since
they'd joined Kulth on board, but Thortus could sense his
disquiet.

The guards followed behind, in varying degrees of cleanliness,
but at least they made an effort to move in an organized manner,
staying in double ranks, and not swaggering about. Their march
sounded less than synchronized, but there'd be little he could
about it do without shouting.

As they followed Kulth up the ramp towards the wall, a glint of
metal up above caught his eye. One of the guards seemed to be
wearing a shirt of metal over his uniform. He'd seen pictures of
armour from the old days, but never seen a real one before, other
than those formed by Stoneweavers.

Another guard emerged from the gate with a similar shirt, but
wearing the same uniform as Kulth. And a pouch at the side which
marked him as a Stoneweaver. Did officers have a different uniform,
or did it just differentiate the Stoneweavers in Narvon's
service?

The guard went into hasty conference with Kulth, and Thortus
stopped a short way back to allow them privacy. Not so far back
that he couldn't hear their discussion, though. The guard seemed
reticent to allow uninvited visitors through, especially armed
ones, and Kulth had to eventually order him out of the way. The
guard strode through ahead of them.

As they continued through the wall, Thortus noted that the front
of the wall appeared to be made of coral. Passing through the gates
he saw stone at the back, but the front layer would be immune to
Stoneweaving.

Thoughts of strategy evaporated as he emerged from the cave, to
see the land opening out before him. He thought he'd been prepared
for the sight, but actually seeing this expanse of land… He knew it
couldn't really be as large as it appeared, rationally, but never
having seen any land this size, and with so much vegetation, he
could surely be forgiven for staring. It appeared to be a couple of
miles wide, around the same as Melmyrn, but he couldn't tell how
far it extended due to the line of trees blocking his view over a
mile or so ahead, visibly shifting in the growing breeze. Real
trees. And some of them seemed taller than the Hall.

A cough drew his attention to Kulth, waiting impatiently a short
way along the road leading to the right. A way along it, maybe a
mile or so as it curved around the edge of the island, the land
rose slightly, and on an elevated patch lay what he assumed must be
Narvon's place. At least as tall as the Hall, it sprawled wider,
lacking the space limitations of the floating cities. It had spires
and curves, and all manner of architectural flourishes he quickly
dismissed as frivolous, but he couldn't help being impressed by the
sight. Not that he'd let it show. Blockier buildings flanked it on
the lower ground nearby, which he assumed would be the barracks.
Fairly sizable barracks, presumably they also housed the guards'
families.

He finally met Kulth's even gaze. "Aren't you at least going to
give us a brief tour?"

Suppressing his irritation, albeit not very well, Kulth walked
back to him, his hand indicating back towards the left hand road.
"That leads to the mines." Thortus followed the road to where it
disappeared behind some trees over a mile or so away. These trees
didn't reach as high as the others, and wouldn’t have hidden the
small peaks rising behind them even if they had.

"These," Kulth indicated the sectioned squares of land
stretching before them down the middle of the island, "are our
crops." Figures moved among the fields, most, around a dozen,
working, but a few troops strolled about watching them. Beyond
them, but before the trees, stretched long, low structures,
apparently of glass.

"What're they?" Thortus nodded at the buildings.

"They're for plants whose hydration needs to be strictly
controlled," said Kulth in an overly patient tone. "And over here,"
he turned to the building on the hill, "is Lord Narvon's keep. Our
destination."

Having no intention of letting this uppity servant continue his
pointless attempts to control him, Thortus stared at the trees in
the distance. "What's on the other side of them?"

His sigh a bit too audible, Kulth turned to look at the distant
edge as he responded. "That's where the livestock are kept."

"Livestock?"

"Cows, sheep, chickens."

"There are actually some still alive?!"

"A few." He didn't seem inclined to expand, and remained looking
at the distance as he waited.

Having had enough of him, Thortus breezed past along the track
towards Narvon's keep. "Come on, don't let's keep his lordship
waiting all day."

Kulth scrambled to catch up, walking alongside him as they
continued.

As they'd emerged fully from the cave, Thortus noticed the line
of ugly stone statues lining the right hand side of the road
leading to the keep. Around twenty stood at intervals of thirty
feet or so. Almost nine feet tall, six feet broad, and seemingly of
solid stone, the first thought that occurred to him was that they
stood waiting for animation by Stoneweaver guards as part of the
defence, but they looked a bit bulky, and Elgren had told him
larger amount of matter took more effort to direct. The vines
growing over them also spoke of little recent use. So they appeared
a bit showy, as though intended more to intimidate.

"Guardians," said Kulth. "To defend against unwelcome
visitors."

Turning a hard glare on the emissary, Thortus said nothing.
Kulth must have known he'd have guessed that, so why bother
emphasizing it? Were it true, it would be better for them not to
suspect that, so he made it seem more likely to be a lie. Unless
that was what he wanted them to believe. Deciding to ignore the
idiot, Thortus turned his attention to their destination. And to
his plans.

The docks posed a problem, and the statues could be trouble, but
nothing insurmountable. They had the numbers, and it didn't seem
like Narvon had a serious size army, despite their armaments, which
appeared to be thinly spread. The one point of concern would be how
many Stoneweavers he had. Thortus could see a few flying above the
keep, and couldn’t help glancing about for more. They could be a
problem, but how much of one?
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Welden had been right about how easily she could return to
Melmyrn. As soon as the island appeared, and Andira still had
trouble coming to terms with the sight, the city lost interest in
the Trident.

They'd sailed a short way, and waited until the ship had sailed
from the city to the island, then circled around to one of the rear
docks. The island had become the focus of attention, so no one had
paid her ship much attention, but she'd ordered her men to stand
ready to sail should they become of interest, and to leave without
her at the first sign of trouble. But she'd begun to accept
Welden's read on how things would proceed. She certainly agreed
with how Thortus would react. The only factor which concerned her
was the dark clouds on the horizon. She felt a storm brewing, and
wondered how that would play into Welden's plan.

The streets were alight with rumours of the apparition, although
Thortus' men and the gangs had apparently crowded the best spots
from which to view it, so many people took advantage of their
absence on the streets.

She didn't risk some of them still being around, though,
choosing her path with care, and moved as unassumingly as possible
through the streets.

Reaching Elder Durnam's street without incident, she
double-checked for observers before approached his door.

It edged open a crack, quickly opening wide enough for her to
slip in as the mildly shocked Durnam moved aside, manoeuvring his
stick out of her way as the door took his weight. He shut it behind
her, and ushered her into the main room. "You risked coming back
this soon?"

Small, with a low ceiling, the narrow front window allowed in
only a limited amount of light, especially with the thin curtains
pulled to, which heightened the claustrophobic feel of the
place.

"It doesn't appear to've been much of a risk," she hesitated as
she entered the room, tensing briefly until her eyes adjusted to
the gloom enough to recognize Boryan and Tengrys. She exchanged a
firm nod with them.

Boryan, broad and sturdy, with a large bushy black beard and
little hair on top, worked the docks, and organized most of the
dockworkers and sailors who formed part of the resistance.
Tight-lipped and thoughtful, he tended to let the others lead the
conversation.

Tengrys, conversely, barely reached Boryan's shoulder when
standing, and was barely half as wide. Working on the streets in an
uncertain capacity, he had contacts among the poorest, and knew
where to round up the most willing to fight within those
communities. He tended to be verbose, but she knew him well enough
to know he'd never divulge important secrets, and would always
learn more than he revealed. Questioning everything, he'd
nevertheless have suggestions for any flaws he found. His twitchy
movements seemed more animated than usual.

Together the three of them oversaw half the resistance they'd
built up here. It had been decided never to have all the resistance
leaders meet in one place, so this would be as many as she could
hope to gather. They'd then pass information to the others.

"Besides," she continued, "Welden says our opportunity may come
soon. Within hours. How quickly can we get everyone organized?"

"Some are already being organized," Tengrys said with a bitter
twist to his mouth. "Just not by us. Looks like Thortus' men are
trying to recruit temporary troops. We think they're plannin' to
invade."

Nodding, Andira sat as Durnam returned to his seat at the small,
square table. "That's what Welden expected him to do," she said.
"Why he wanted the city following us."

"And what does he expect that to gain us?" said Durnam. "Is he
intending that Thortus and Narvon's forces wear each other out
enough we can beat them?"

"To a degree. But there's more than that. For the moment I can't
share it all." No one objected to this, since they all had secrets,
so they couldn't be compromised if one of them was forced to talk.
She lay out as much as she could. "When they invade, they should be
taking most of their men with them. We'll have to deal with those
left, but it shouldn't be many. I'll need a force to accompany me,
following them onto the island, while you get Melmyrn clear. The
helmsmen will cooperate?" she asked Durnam.

He nodded. "I've spoken with the senior helmsmen. As long as we
can promise victory, or a good chance thereof, they’ll go
along."

"Do we have to send men onto the island?" said Tengrys.
"Wouldn't it be better to keep them here where we can defend the
place?"

"There are still slaves on that island," said Andira. "I don't
know about the rest of you, but I'm not just looking to free one
city. I see Melmyrn as my home too, but the problem isn't limited
to here, and if we don't face the bigger problem, we won't hold out
no matter how many people we have. The tyrants have always seized
control by using Stoneweavers as their weapons. Welden says Narvon
has at least a dozen and a half."

"That many!?" said Tengrys.

"He apparently keeps the orphans he finds with the ability,
although some must develop it later. Welden also says Narvon won't
want word of his island getting out to the other cities, so he
could well try and take Melmyrn for his own. And with that many
Stoneweavers do you really think we'd hold out against him?"

Their concerned looks answered her.

"If we've no chance to face them here," said Boryan, "what makes
you think we'd do any good on th' island? Not that I'm agin goin'
to th' aid of our brothers, y'understand."

"Welden's plan is to neutralize Narvon's power," said
Andira.

"So our people would be a distraction?" said Tengrys.

"In a way," said Andira. "But so will Thortus' men.
Unfortunately, if they're going to be made up of a lot of our
people, then our best bet would be to go to their aid, so our
greater numbers might give them a better chance. And at that point,
Thortus' men shouldn't know we'll turn against them."

None of them felt the plan favoured them to a comforting degree,
but all knew it would be the best opportunity they'd get soon, and
with a Cleansing imminent, they had to take advantage of it with
every resource at their disposal.

With plans made, they departed about their tasks, hoping they'd
see each other alive again.

Andira strode towards the nearest docks, intending to make
almost a circuit as she spoke to ship captains she trusted. In case
the invasion, and Welden's plan, failed, they'd need a contingency
to make Narvon less interested in them. If he came after them to
keep knowledge of his island secret, then they'd need to get word
of it to as many other cities as possible before he could act. He
had a few ships, which could be nearby, but if she could get as
many as possible sailing out at the same time, in all directions,
enough should reach the other cities to make sure his secret didn't
remain so.
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Lord Narvon met them with a wide smile, as though expecting
them. It became a secondary concern next to his youth, though. He
looked barely past his early thirties, so must be the son of the
Lord Narvon whom Thortus had met almost two decades ago. Why hadn't
he been informed of the change? The resemblance was uncanny, apart
from the older Narvon's moustache and longer hair. He remembered
being put off by the Lord's relative youth on their previous
meeting.

His clothing also gave pause, the fabric different from the fish
hides usually used in the cities. A gemstone pendant hanging about
his neck drew some attention, an opaque purple stone he'd never
seen before. Thortus wondered what Stoneweaving property it
offered.

Dismissing Kulth with a glance, Narvon led the four of them up
to a dining room being hastily arranged.

They'd left their troops at the base of the hill, under watch of
the guards, more of whom seemed to be wearing armour. While he'd
rather have kept his men with him, Thortus had to maintain a degree
of diplomacy. Besides, they'd been mainly for appearances, and his
true protection remained by his side. Despite how little concern
Narvon exhibited at their presence.

On approaching the keep their attention had initially been taken
by the statue standing vigil in front of it. Between fifteen and
twenty foot tall, it seemed composed of a dark metal, and showed a
warrior, complete in full armour, with sword and shield. Unlike the
statues along the road, this one had been finely crafted, with
great attention to detail.

It certainly drew attention, but the building, when he looked at
it, proved no less impressive. Completely of stone, in irregular
shaped blocks, it looked so different to the uniform blocks of
coral used for much of the city. It also appeared crafted rather
than assembled, as though a piece of art, more so than the stone
buildings in Melmyrn. Even the Hall, and his own mansion, seemed
unsightly in comparison. Its well-maintained exterior still bore
some signs of age, though, which offered some comfort.

The corridors Lord Narvon led them through were richly
decorated, with tapestries, art, and furniture Thortus had thought
long lost. Occasional pieces survived in the cities, but not in
this condition, not so vibrant. The corridor walls appeared
plastered, and painted in a vibrant white which showed little sign
of age. They were well-lit, either by large windows, or by flaming
braziers, burning coal in an ostentatious display he assumed must
be for their benefit. Such a scarce commodity would hardly be used
for lighting during the day.

He led them into a large dining room, as well decorated as the
corridors, if appearing less crowded due to its size.

"Please sit," he waved them towards the long table, composed
entirely of real wood, and walked around to take a seat on the far
side. Wooden chairs, each at least as good as his treasured throne,
surrounded the table. "Your timing couldn't be better. We had to
kill one of the cows yesterday, so we've fresh beef."

Unfamiliar smells wafted in from nearby, reminding Thortus he'd
missed breakfast. Not that it would make him overlook his reason
for coming. He took the seat opposite Narvon, Elgren taking the one
next to him, and their Stoneweavers sitting to either side.
"Another secret you've been keeping."

Narvon smiled. "If only I had enough of them to go around, but
there are too few. I have some here, and some in other locations. I
try to move them about for breeding, but ultimately there may not
be enough left, even if I had the land. We only killed this one
because she managed to break her leg, and she's getting on."

"The crops are similarly limited, I suppose?"

"Barely enough for my people. And the slaves. No, I'm afraid I
see this more as a reserve to maintain these crops and animals
until the waters recede enough to recover the land. If everyone
knew about it, then people might insist on establishing homes here,
and that I cannot allow."

His smile widened a touch, knowing he'd limited the range of
concessions Thortus could try to gain. But he must know they
wouldn't be leaving without something. Why close off an avenue of
negotiation before exploring it? Not that Thortus really expected
anything, having mainly come to scout the defences. "You truly
believe the waters will recede?" Thortus said.

"Oh, I'm positive they will. And that's why this sanctuary
exists, to preserve what it can for restoring the land."

"It's been a long time. Have your family been protecting it ever
since the Flood? Why is it you still seem so sure the waters will
go?"

"Come, my friend," said Narvon with another smile. "You can't
expect me to give away all my secrets." His eyes seemed to match
the amusement of his smile, which only served to irritate Thortus.
"But, such things can wait," he said as servants filed in a side
door, further alien aromas wafting ahead of them. "First we
eat."
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The infrequent lamps left the descent into the mines a risky
proposition on the uneven and irregular steps, but even after his
time away Welden found them disquietingly familiar. These ones in
particular he'd travelled less than a handful of times, but the
deeper ones he remembered as far more treacherous. They'd been used
a long time, their grooves well worn.

The guards didn't often use these steps, except when escorting
slaves, preferring the winch and lift to travel up and down, though
it was supposedly solely for transferring equipment.

While the guards overseeing the mines had barracks just outside
the surface entrance, the quarters for slaves lay around a hundred
feet down, so most who descended these steps never again saw
sunlight.

Unless a tunnel was being abandoned and sealed off when a slave
died, in which case they'd be buried, their bodies would be
returned to the surface by the winch, presumably for burial at sea,
although he couldn't be sure.

Some of the miners would be deep down, a few of the guards
supervizing them, and he didn't have time to gather everybody, but
the shift system they worked, to ensure work carried on through the
day, meant a third of the slaves should be in their quarters, maybe
more if he timed it right. There'd also be some guards nearby,
possibly as many as a dozen, with at least one Stoneweaver.

He couldn't expect any help from the slaves. He'd have to take
out the guards alone, and possibly those at the entrance above too,
before they'd begin to hope they had a chance of freedom. He
remembered the crushing despair, viewing every faint hope with
suspicion. But if that suspicion could be overcome, then they may
fight to the death for their freedom. Which some might have to.

It'd have to be done quickly, though, as someone would consider
searching for him down here at some point. Melmyrn should provide a
distraction, but he couldn't plan for it to completely hold their
attention.

The azurien allowed him to pass unseen, but maintaining it had
started to become a strain. He still didn't quite grasp how it did
what it did, and that ignorance worked against his mind, making it
harder to control. But he should be able to keep it working long
enough.

It didn’t suppress noise of course, so he'd tied cloth around
his boots to muffle his footfalls, although he still needed to move
at a fair pace. Descending the winch shaft would have been faster,
but maintaining the azurien took up too much concentration to use
another gemstone unless absolutely necessary, so he'd dismissed his
air avatar. Surprise would be too useful a weapon to discard.

Reaching the base of the steps, he eased around the corner into
the corridor leading to the slave caves. That was what the guards
called them. A few guards stood near the far end, and he could hear
more talking. They wouldn't allow slaves to make that much
noise.

The corridor stretched around a hundred feet from the base of
the stairs, their only illumination from the lamp halfway along,
and from the light coming out of the rooms at the far end. The
light came from a fungus similar to that he used, which gave the
place a dull, yellowish-green luminescence. The guards wouldn't
waste a source of fire on slaves. Diminishing if exposed to natural
light, the fungus couldn’t be used for the stairs down from the
surface, but natural daylight wouldn't stretch this far, so the
only firelight down here would be in the guard's room.

Around ten feet along on the left, an opening led to the bottom
of the winch shaft. A further ten feet along, an opening on the
right led towards the passageways leading to the lower mines, a
vast system of tunnels snaking down, with emergency doors prepared
to be shut against floods, many marked as not to be opened. Many of
them had seemed to lead down so far he'd thought they must be well
below the bottom of the ocean.

A pair of doors on opposite sides of the corridor, half way
along, led to the slaves' food storage and eating area, and the
guard's room. After those, the passage continued to a final pair of
openings at the end of the corridor, into the pair of sleeping
quarters for the slaves, one for the men, one for the women.

Cramped, and barely high enough to stand in, they remained
permanently illuminated, so the guards could be sure nothing
untoward happened.

Anger threatened to rise within him at the memories, and he
strode down the corridor, his new sword in hand. One of the guards
turned to look his way, but, seeing nothing, returned to his
conversation.

Reaching the doors at the halfway point, he opened the one to
the guards' room, a stronger light reaching out to greet him. It
contained a table, a number of chairs, and a handful of guards.
Five pairs of eyes turned his way, frowning at his absence. One of
them had the uniform of a Stoneguard, and Welden wasted no time
striding forward and skewering him. Surprise didn't stay long on
his face, but quickly spread to the others.

Discarding the effect of the azurien, Welden grabbed the
gemstone even as he threw a zelxus into the air, activating it.

The guards reacted with differing degrees of speed. The first to
reach him received a slam of air to the chest which sent him
tumbling over the chairs. Yanking his sword free of the Stoneguard,
Welden used his air avatar to deflect the shorter blade of another
guard, before slicing his throat. The guard went to his knees, even
as the last two closed in from either side. Welden twisted between
them, letting the air circulating around him knock both thrusts
aside as he swept his own sword around to take both across their
guts. Both fell, one still struggling to bring his sword to
bear.

The first one he'd knocked away had recovered by this time, and
dashed into the corridor calling for help. Welden ducked out,
finding more guards heading up from the slave caves. Apart from the
one who'd fled, nine guards advanced on him, including two
Stoneguards. The numbers implied he must have caught them between
shifts as they were rousing the slaves.

Quickly drawing a dett, he held it to the wall and animated it
before him, still maintaining the air around him.

The lead Stoneguard also animated a stone avatar, which met the
charge of Welden's. The second guard put his hand to the wall, and
Welden realized his would likely travel through the stone beneath
Welden's. He couldn't afford to wait, and couldn't reasonably
animate a second one without dropping the air avatar.

Sending his air avatar past the stony ones, he formed it into a
blade, which cut through the Stoneguards before they could react.
Fortunately they hadn't had any other avatars animated. His stone
avatar smashed through the now lifeless block of stone in its path,
as Welden called the air avatar back.

He didn't hear the footsteps behind him until too late, and spun
to meet a frantic stab which caught him in the stomach. The shock
alone sent him back a step, against the wall, as he stumbled to the
floor. The stone animation slipped away from him, freezing where it
stood, but he managed to keep hold of the air, and the sight of the
second guard bearing down as the first withdrew his blade focussed
Welden's attention.

The air avatar slammed into them, knocking them into the side of
the corridor with enough force to elicit a number of rough cracks,
and they fell to the floor, unlikely to rise again.

Holding in his rapidly draining blood, he pulled the air avatar
back as the remaining guards seemed to realize this would be their
only chance of surviving, and began climbing around the stone
obstruction. They didn't act fast enough, though, as a barrage of
air blades ripped through them in a torrent of red, leaving them
butchered in seconds.

Satisfied the threat appeared to have passed for the moment,
Welden glanced at the wound, its pain now overcoming the shock. He
gingerly eased his hand away, but that only allowed the blood to
increase from a trickle to a torrent. Hastily pushing back on it, a
spasm of pain jolted through him, breaking his concentration, and
the zelxus fell to the floor nearby.

Pulling open his pouch, he dug out a dett, placing it on the
floor nearby in case he needed it, then dug out an ixinell. He
hadn't tried using it on himself for more than surface wounds
before, which were easier to repair, but he didn't have many
options.

He placed the smoky orange gemstone delicately on his stomach.
"Nuzor". Visualizing the change he wanted, he forced his will onto
the gemstone, and immediately felt his body shifting. A wave of
agony swept over him, and he may have blacked out a moment, but
after a few ragged breaths it seemed to diminish to a sharp
ache.

Examining the wound he found it healed over, without even a
scab, although seeing the gemstone sticking out of his flesh made
him slightly nauseous. He didn't feel the same pain deeper within
the wound either, so it seemed to have bound that. It wouldn't be a
permanent solution, unless he left the gemstone there. But it
should see him through today. And then it may not matter.

Bracing himself against the wall, he clambered up, careful to
keep the painful twinge from his face as he met the stares of a
couple of the more curious slaves. Probably the newer ones,
although their rags appeared the dull grey all clothes turned down
here after a couple of days.

Reanimating and dismissing the stone avatar, to clear the
passage, he moved forward, without glancing at the mess on the
floor. It probably wouldn't have much effect on him, he'd done such
work a bit in the last year, but the numbness he felt from it
affected him more than the sickness in the early days ever had. And
he couldn't afford that at the moment.

As he strode towards the slave caves, his observers hastily
withdrew, and reaching the end of the corridor he met a number of
fearful gazes to either side. The sight made him wonder how he
could ever have hoped to get them to do anything. Had he really
forgotten how bad things could get down here? Would anything make
them fight?

"Welden?" The weak, cracked voice broke through his despair,
pulling his attention to the rightmost room, although he couldn’t
locate the source until it moved, rising from a blanket barely
large enough to hold one person and as dull as their clothes, which
served as the only luxury allowed the slaves. They offered little
comfort.

Dressed in loose clothes which shivered with the ghosts of
muscles, it took him a moment to recognize the figure hunched
before him. "Arganell?"

His friend had been a bear of a man. While he would still have
stood a head above anyone else in the room, had they space to
stand, and there still seemed lean muscles under that shirt, he
almost seemed withered in comparison, his face narrower, his beard
more grey, less vibrant. "Is it really you?"

"It is," said Welden.

"But, how? You were lost in a collapse… ?"

"I got out."

"And came back?" His eyes glanced at the remains of the guards,
still with more suspicion than hope, as though not trusting his
senses.

"I got homesick."

Arganell stared in bemusement for a long few moments, then gave
a crackly laugh, which collapsed into a cough halfway through. He
strode forward and took Welden in a surprisingly firm hug, and
Welden tried not to gasp in pain from his wound. "This is good,"
said Arganell, his voice barely above a broken whisper. "So many we
lose, but for one to come back." He broke away, and met Welden's
eyes, his own misting slightly. Then he glanced at the guards,
indifferent to the gore. "Are you intending to kill them all? You
know I'll do my part, but there are… "

"We should have help," said Welden. He glanced at their
audience, slightly less fearful now, but not by much, and lowered
his voice. "How many do you think'll fight?"

His brows creasing, Arganell seemed to swell. "Might be a couple
of dozen still worth it. A few more below, but I assume you don't
want to go fetch them."

"Not yet. We deal with Narvon, then wait for the guards to bring
them up."

With a nod that seemed to be firmer, Arganell forced a smile.
"I'll make sure as many as can follow you, so we at least got the
numbers."

"Good. Bring them up the stairs. I'll go ahead and clear the
way."

With a smile that may have been more hope than certainty,
Arganell turned to rouse them. But then, certainty would be
familiar to them, so maybe hope would motivate them to move.

Holding his own hopes close, Welden turned towards the winch
shaft.
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The dinner, once he allowed himself to try it, came as a
revelation. It wasn't as though he hadn't had the occasional bird
now and then, but the regular diet in the cities consisted of
seafood. Fish and aquatic vegetation. This meat tasted entirely
new, and even the vegetables seemed alien.

He had, of course, waited until others had tried theirs, Lorkell
tucking in as soon as it arrived. Narvon smiled at his caution,
before taking a bite, but Thortus still allowed a few moments to
ensure his guards showed no ill effects.

But now, with the plate nearly empty, he forced his attention
back to the discussion, which had drifted into a stilted discourse
on the ecosystem of the island. He'd tried to guide it towards the
price for his silence, to give pretence for his visit, but Narvon
guided it away. Did he know what Thortus had planned? If so, what
would he do about it? The thought began to concern him, and he
considered making an excuse to leave when an interruption
arrived.

Kulth strode in, stalking directly to Narvon's side, where he
bent to whisper. His smile growing tighter, Narvon nodded,
rising.

"I'm afraid you'll have to excuse me a while. It would appear
our errant slave has appeared, causing trouble among his former
colleagues." He signalled the servant waiting off to the corner.
"But, please, enjoy the deserts and I'll return as soon as the
situation is resolved." Rising, he led Kulth out.

None of them spoke, the others likely waiting for him, and he
let the silence linger until their deserts arrived, and the room
emptied. Lorkell immediately attacked his, only slowing when he
realized three sets of eyes lay upon him. He left the spoon in the
odd concoction, but didn't appear to suffer any effects from
it.

Thortus met Elgren's concerned glance.

"He seems disinclined to negotiate," said Elgren.

Thortus nodded. "He doesn't intend letting us leave. And he'll
probably have designs on Melmyrn."

"You think he'll sink it, or just take over?"

"Depends how much he values his secrets. Either way, we need to
start the invasion while he's distracted."

With a nod, Elgren rose and made his way to the window. Lorkell
and Baroden stood as well.

"Should we call for our guards?" said Baroden.

Thortus shook his head. "If they're not already dead, they'll
never be let near us. And we don't want to raise suspicions until
the last moment."

Standing next to the open window, Elgren removed a zelxus, spoke
quietly, and released an invisible construct. He turned back with a
less than certain look. "Provided it works, it should be with them
in minutes."

"Then we need to secure the room as well as we can," said
Thortus.

Nodding, Elgren took a dett from his pouch and moved to the side
of the main door. "Lorkell, set one to the other side, Baroden, put
one in front of the servant's door. Take control of the stone, but
leave it where it is until we need it."

They moved to obey as he bent to set his, but nothing happened
as he spoke. Confused, he tried another section.

"It's not working," said Lorkell.

"Not here either," said Baroden.

Elgren moved to the wall, but had little more success there, and
turned to meet Thortus' gaze.

"Aren't they stone?" said Baroden.

"They're stone," said Elgren. "But they've already got detts in
them."

The Stoneweavers glanced around nervously.

"How could they do that?" said Thortus.

Elgren took a moment before responding. "They couldn't be
animated, not all of them, so they must have reshaped them, leaving
the gemstones inside. Since you can't control something that's
already affected by a gemstone, and since you can't reach the gems
without breaking through the surrounding stone, it makes the room
immune to Stoneweaving."

"Just the room?" said Thortus.

"Safer to assume the entire building's the same, unless we want
to try sneaking out and testing."

"Makes sense." Thortus nodded. "They kept the air gemstones
secret for so long, so any guests would be at a disadvantage. You
got any zelxus' left?"

"One," said Elgren, as his eyes drifted to the table. He strode
over to it, taking out an eyrineth, a smoky dark green gemstone. He
held it to the table. "Bruthor." Nothing happened. "They must have
done this too. But the chairs could be a different matter. At the
least they'll be easier to break."

Grabbing a couple, he shoved them together, then placed the
gemstone on top.

"Bruthor." It worked, the chairs shivering slightly under his
control. He turned to regard Lorkell and Baroden. "You got
eyrineths?"

Lorkell found one after some rummaging, but Baroden just shook
his head. With a sigh, Elgren dropped his command over the chairs,
and tossed the gem to Baroden.

"Take control, but don't change them until we're attacked, or I
tell you. One of you sit watching each door." Removing his zelxus,
he animated the air around him, and moved to the window.

Thortus strolled over to join him, the window giving a clear
view of the approach from the docks. "You want to say you told me
so?"

Glancing back, Elgren gave a sharp shake of his head. "We might
be in danger here, but Narvon's too protective of his secrets. He'd
have come after us for the knowledge of animating air as much as
for having seen his hidden island. No, better to deal with it here,
before he can muster the forces he's got spread out elsewhere, and
while Welden is providing a distraction."

"Is it only a distraction, though?"

Elgren offered a questioning glance.

"If he led us here so we'd provide a distraction for his
activities, he'd probably have plans beyond just getting the slaves
out. Even if they did manage to overwhelm Narvon, he'd know he
still had us to deal with. Looking at things now, his plans look
too good for him to not have an idea how to beat Narvon, and deal
with us."

"He could be intending for us to wear each other down so much
that neither of us would be able to offer any defence when his
slaves sweep in."

The idea swirled around his head as Thortus considered the
options. He nodded. "Too late to back off now. We've no way to stop
the attack unless you fly out."

"Which would leave you with reduced defences, and my flying out
could be seen as an attack. They know we know about the gemstone,
so they could well have flyers ready to intercept."

"Fine, we wait until the attack has their attention, then fight
our way out and get our forces to retreat and hold the docks, let
them deal with the slaves… " Thortus hesitated. "No, they could
well be able to animate water, and attack us from behind."

Glancing out the window, he found the darkening skies matched
his temper better than the sunny ones they'd replaced. His mind
raced through the possibilities, and he felt his tension rising.
But it didn't feel like the helpless anxieties of recent days, and
it took a minute before he recognized the exhilaration of the old
days, when he'd been building his empire. When he'd had so much to
gain and so little to lose.  He had more to lose now, but the
potential gains…

Feeling excitement again, for the first time in years, he
couldn't help smile as his mind ran though contingencies, and his
hand stroked the hilt of his blade.
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Despair had begun to settle over Danath, sitting on the steps
outside the Hall as he weighed his unsavoury options, finding none
of them amounted to much. He may have to face the possibility that
the easy life was behind him. He had some money stashed, but as a
Stonefighter he'd have a hard time finding somewhere else. But if
he kept his Stoneweaving talents hidden, then moving somewhere new
might be an option. Not a particularly palatable one, but
still…

His thoughts drifted as Greck appeared, his face bleak. He
joined Danath, Farnal, and Roak. "The dock won't be easy to take.
We sent one o' the ships around to look, and the way in looks
difficult to manoeuvre. An' inside they've got a wall blocking
access to the rest of the island, but we can't get a good enough
see to tell how easy it'll be to get through, or how many we'll
lose getting there."

"You round up enough men to go when the word comes?" said
Farnal, trying to force some confidence into his voice.

"Yeah. All the gangs, bar a few stragglers, are ready, and we've
enlisted nearly a couple hundred workers. They're not that well
armed, but they've got enough to do the job. Especially with our
lads behind 'em."

"What're the slopes like, away from the dock?" said Danath,
unable to stop himself thinking of what lay ahead.

"Fairly sheer. You could probably climb them, although it looks
like there's a fair bit of stone under that grass, but even a few
men at the top, with stuff to throw, could do a fair bit of damage,
and I daresay there'd be more than a few there if we try. Besides
which, you wouldn’t get a ship in close enough."

The discussion trailed away and Greck sat with them, awaiting
the signal. They didn't have long to wait, as a flutter of
invisible wings set a flutter of tension among them, the clear gem
appearing to float to the ground.

As no one else seemed inclined to, Danath walked over to the
animation, and reached down to touch the gemstone, dismissing it.
He turned to look at them, and they reluctantly rose.

Greck started to walk away. "I'll go give the signal to
attack."

"Not yet," said Danath.

The others looked askance at him.

"Send someone to get them prepared, but not boarding ships, then
come with me." With that he turned and strode into the Hall, Farnal
and Roak following, and Greck soon catching up to them.

He didn't want to be part of this. He fought one on one, not in
a mass melee. That could be a lot more dangerous, with all the
lethal weapons being swung wildly around, and you could as easily
be harmed by your allies. But if he had to go in, then they could
at least do it the smart way.

The doors to the collection opened easily enough, but the three
guards still there tensed. The far wall held a large window
illuminating the room, coral bars along it to add security.

"I thought Thortus said all the troops were to join the
invasion?"

"I didn't think a few to protect the collection would make much
difference," said Greck.

Offering a glance which said it'd be on his head either way,
Danath turned away. The guards didn't seem certain whether they
should be letting him in, but weren't about to challenge three
Stonefighters.

The room contained three long cabinets, with a number of
drawers, each with writing on its face. They held a fortune in
gemstones, some of which were of known use in Stoneweaving, and
others which may be of use if the word and substance were known.
Their value for Stoneweaving served as the basis of value given to
gemstones, and even those not currently known to be of use had
greater value than they might otherwise, just in case.

Finding the drawer he wanted, he opened it and withdrew the
clear gem. It looked the same as the one he'd taken from the
'bird', but he'd need to make sure.

"Kulthor." He felt the air around him, and after a moment's
concentration levitated himself a foot from the floor. Lowering
himself, he took another couple for his pouch, and handed a few
apiece to Farnal and Roak.

Moving on, he opened another draw, and withdrew as many detts as
he could, handing most to Farnal.

"We'll fly over to the wall a bit down from the dock. Greck, get
the helmsmen to bring the city in as close to her as they can get,
the front pier towards where we land. Roak and I'll handle their
troops, Farnal, animate as much stone as you can and make a bridge
out to meet the pier. If the defences dry up we'll help. Any
objections?"

None came, whether from shock at the idea or his confident tone
he couldn't be sure, and after they'd taken all the detts they
could carry, they moved out.

Danath hesitated, then quickly located another draw. It may not
be of any use, but it'd probably be safer with him than with three
lone guards who'd soon be without any support in the city.
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The slaves made enough noise with their approach to the surface
that Welden couldn't help noticing, but kept his attention on
directing the pair of stone avatars popping up in the midst of the
guards, who backed nervously away. Occasionally one or more would
try to dash around and charge him, but they didn't get far, and now
appeared to just be holding him there with pointless attacks on his
avatars.

The noise indicated the slaves had reached the surface, although
their eyes would take time to adapt to the light. It sounded like
some could see the battle, and he thought he caught an edge of
excitement there. Time to rout the guards, then.

A fragment of his consciousness maintaining the air, to protect
against sneak attacks, the rest of his mind focussed on directing
the pair of avatars as they made their inexorable way through the
diminishing force facing them.

The guards seemed ready to break, but this didn't encourage him.
Why had no Stoneguards responded, even if none had been stationed
here? Possibly any stationed here had been called to search for him
earlier. Or maybe they'd been the ones in the mine. But some should
have responded to the commotion by now. He hadn't expected the
invasion to start yet, so what would be taking so much of their
attention.

First one, then another, and eventually all the remaining guards
broke, abandoning the futile battle and running. He heard the
whispers spread among the slaves at this, and turned to watch them
stumbling into the daylight, fortunately overcast rather than
sunny. They still had to shield their eyes as they focussed on the
fleeing guards, though.

They'd begun to accept the possibility of freedom, but he didn't
delude himself into thinking that would turn things around. They
could still break at the first sign of a setback. He needed a
victory they could claim for their own.

Another noise intruded on his attention, and he barely
recognized it in time to duck aside from the mace. Rolling away, he
felt one of the stone avatars slipping from his control, but let
the other stop as well. If his opponent stayed in the air, it
wouldn't do much good, but if he landed it could be a surprise.

The Stoneguard landed, as did another three, surrounding him.
This drew panicked gasps from the slaves. All four placed gemstones
on the ground, quickly raising avatars as he reached his knees. He
hesitated, meeting the eyes of each in rapid succession, but they
didn't stop, their animations closing on him.

He shot up into the air before they got close, suffering a brief
shudder from the growing winds, and quickly scanned the skies as he
rose. Satisfied no more enemies seemed near, he glanced down, and
before they could follow, his stone avatar charged one Stoneguard,
hitting him with finality.

This drew the attention of the other three, and their animations
quickly moved to intercept the threat before it could reach the
next of them. Welden kept it moving, even as he dove at another of
them, who spotted him at the last moment, too late to stop the
impact. The Stoneguard had his own air avatar surrounding him, but
it didn’t cushion enough of the blow as he fell to the ground with
his neck at an odd angle.

Rolling out of the collision, Welden quickly regained his feet,
and turned to face the remaining pair. Their avatars battled his,
but the one to the left, not threatened by his avatar, glanced his
way, recognizing him as the immediate threat.

One of the enemy avatars disengaged from the fight, disappearing
into the ground. Welden took the brief opportunity to glance at the
slaves, catching Arganell's eye, and then flew up a short distance
before the avatar reached him. Cursing, the Stoneguard followed him
into the air, and drew his sword, darting forward to thrust at
Welden.

Barely drawing his own sword in time, he managed to deflect the
charge, spinning away from it, and coming around to face him again,
even while keeping the avatar below just in sight enough to
direct.

The next thrust came in seconds, also deflected, but followed by
a slash which nearly got through. Not that it'd been intended to do
real damage, as much as to draw his attention from the fight on the
ground, so the other Stoneguard could join them. From the corner of
his eye he saw the man back away from the avatars, and glance up at
the aerial fight.

The Stoneguard's attention didn't stay there long, though, as he
spotted movement behind him a second after Welden, but didn’t react
in time to avoid Arganell charging him to the ground, a few of the
less timid slaves joining in, with more moving slowly towards them.
Then they started hesitating, and Welden caught sight of the guards
returning to the fight, now he was occupied.

Returning to his own fight, he dodged another wild slash from
his opponent, who appeared unaware of events below. Obviously
trained, his sword fighting up here felt slightly awkward, as
though he'd trained with the sword and in the air, but hadn't
combined them. And the slight buffeting of the building winds lent
an edge of unpredictability to the fight.

Fighting defensively, Welden wanted to keep this going until he
could see how the battle below would go, and when he spared a
glance he saw Arganell rising from the dead Stoneguard with his
weapon in hand. A few of the other former slaves moved towards the
other fallen guards to retrieve weapons, and the returning guards
slowed their advance.

Satisfied things seemed to be going as he wanted, Welden turned
his full attention to ending this fight, dismissing the rocky
avatar below. Extending an invisible strand of his air avatar, he
held it ready in front of him as the Stoneguard made another
thrust. The invisible hand pushed the Stoneguard's sword hand wide
as Welden kept his blade in place, flying forward and catching the
Stoneguard straight on. The light went from the man's eyes a moment
after his weight returned with his avatar's absence, and he
fell.

Their Stoneguards down, the guards broke again. The slaves began
to give chase, but Welden landed in front of them, holding them
back. "They'll organize before coming in greater numbers. We need
to go through the barracks and get weapons."

By that time they should hopefully have allies, if only of
convenience, on the field. He scanned the skies, wary of more
Stoneguards. All in all, things appeared to be going to plan. Okay,
he'd taken a possibly fatal wound, and his army were undernourished
and unused to daylight, but he'd been expecting worse by this
point.
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The island seemed more forbidding as they got closer, the still
hidden land off to the right making many uneasy, Danath among them.
But so many of the men now looked to him and the other Stoneweavers
that he couldn't let it show.

Greck had dispatched a couple of ships with men apparently
loaded on, to give the impression of invading the docks, and they
waited until the city was a couple of minutes away from where they
wanted it before launching. The signal came far too soon for
Danath's liking, but he couldn't really object to his own plan.

Looking at Farnal and Roak, he found them not entirely prepared.
Roak, almost a head taller, and wider, than Danath, and every inch
the intimidating thug, had had trouble adjusting to the flying, and
had concern now etched across his normally impassive face, so he
may need watching in the air. Having adapted to the flying better,
Farnal looked equally unready, in his case more due to the fight
awaiting them. With an exchange of reluctant nods, they turned
towards the island, and Danath led them into the air.

He hadn't fully adapted to flying himself, and suffered a
falling sensation, which he had to push through. The wind didn't
help, stronger up here where he had to constantly adjust for its
fluctuating power.

Glancing back he saw Farnal at least managing to maintain an
even flight, his face tense with concentration. Roak, on the other
hand, swayed from side to side, apparently at the mercy of the
winds, and the look of panic could be due to the number of glances
he shot beneath him. Danath avoided doing so.

Slowing to pull next to Roak, he drew the larger man's gaze.
"You gonna be okay?"

He nodded with a confidence not matched by his eyes.

"Take the left tower, then get to the ground. Make yourself a
target there, and I'll try and deal with any trouble in the
air."

They separated, and his focus fixed on the right hand tower, the
one nearest the docks. The guard had spotted him, and fired a
wooden shaft as he neared, which he barely avoided. How had he
managed to send it so far? The guard began loading another, so
Danath pushed his speed, closing before he could, and barged the
man across the top of the tower, although he didn't go over the
edge.

Danath landed badly from the impact, rolling against the
battlements, and he just scrambled to his feet before the guard.
But the guard drew his sword first. And it was a sword, unlike the
foot long blade Danath used for duelling.

The man seemed to have injured his right shoulder, and the left
hand holding the sword appeared unfamiliar with it.

Knocking the first slash wide with his air encrusted arm, Danath
had his blade out, but his first thrust missed as he found himself
still regaining his equilibrium. He stood still, as though dizzy,
and the guard tried a direct thrust. Danath easily stepped aside,
letting the blow glance off the air, his own blade slipping easily
under the guard's armour.

Letting the body drop, he scanned his surroundings.

Roak appeared to have dealt with the guard in his tower, and
seemed to be preparing to get to the ground. Turning back, Danath
saw guards retreating from the docks towards the buildings off to
the right. And above them a few figures flew towards him.

He suppressed a curse. Having to face enemies more familiar with
flying had been a distinct possibility, but one he'd hoped to
avoid. At least in numbers. He could fly to the ground and wait,
but it seemed likely at least one would fly past to attack
Farnal.

Glancing back, he saw Farnal had made a start on the bridge,
having taken it out around ten feet, with a couple of animated
blocks moving out of the groove he'd begun within the wall. He'd
need at least another few minutes to finish, though, free from
interference.

Steeling himself against the coming fight, Danath pulled out an
armonite and placed it on the fallen guard's metal armour.
"Aunthor." The metal moved with his thoughts. There wouldn't be
enough of it to offer him decent protection, but it might offer
more than his small blade. He separated the metal into two, which
made controlling it more difficult, forming a shield and a longer
sword, not as long as the one the guard had, but a bit longer than
he was used to.

Having no other preparations to make, and with the enemy
closing, he held steady until they were almost on top of him before
charging.

He caught them off guard, and they scattered from his path, only
one managing a rough swing of his mace in passing, which Danath
knocked aside with his shield. But his blade also missed its
intended target.

Turning quickly, he found two of them turning back to him while
one continued on. At least he'd managed to cut the numbers a bit.
For the moment.

In the air they had the advantage, but he doubted they'd follow
him to the ground. His next option would be to keep them on the
defensive, so they couldn't take advantage of their superiority, of
numbers or skill.

He charged back at the one to his left, his shield leading and
sword close to his chest. The man had a sword, which he readied as
he backed away from the charge. But Danath let him go, turning in
mid flight towards the man with the mace, who'd been closing in to
attack but had to adjust his own flight at the unexpected
change.

A punch of nausea told Danath why they hadn't expected the move,
but he managed to control the effect of the abrupt shift.

His target recovered fast enough to duck aside from his thrust
and swing his mace around, but Danath caught it on his shield as he
spun in the air, also slashing with his blade, which failed to hit.
He managed to control his spin so he didn't lose his balance,
though, and sent a quick glance at his other enemies.

Roak had taken to the air to meet the one who'd flown on, but
didn't seem to be doing too well, having a few wounds Danath could
see.

Danath spotted the second guard, the swordsman, moving in to
flank him, but managed not to show he'd seen him, keeping his
attention on his primary target as he launched a flurry of thrusts
to keep him moving, but circling fast enough that his heavier mace
couldn't move quick enough to retaliate.

Frustration showed on the guard's face, but he also hid the
knowledge that his ally was closing in.

His erratic movements would make it difficult for the incoming
guard to make a long charge, and he had to make sure to try and
keep him in sight out of the corner of his eye, while also watching
the mace wielder's movements. And maintaining two avatars, one of
which he'd split. His duelling focus allowed him to do so
relatively easily, but he knew one mistake would be all it needed
for them all to fall apart, and that this fight had too many
components. He needed to simplify it.

The second guard moved out of sight behind him, so he had to
guess at the man's position, but held his own static, no longer
darting around. The first guard maintained a defensive posture
against the increasing rain of thrusts, despite his target
apparently slowing. Danath waited for him to move, to flinch away
from his opponent being charged from behind.

He started to duck away, and Danath didn't hesitate in diving
straight down as fast as he could, then back up to face the pair
still trying to find their prey. The sword and shield rejoined,
transforming into a thin barbed chain he swung as he ascended. He
caught the swordsman, although the other guard managed to evade it,
circling around to charge Danath.

The chain wrapped around the guard's air armour, its short
spikes held away from his body until Danath released the chain,
shifting it into a single band with larger spikes which speared the
man with a pained yelp. His concentration broken, he fell.

Flying back from the mace as it sped towards him, Danath spared
a glance for the rest of the battle. Roak had managed to wrestle
his opponent to the ground, and seemed to be winning that battle.
The bridge now reached a quarter of the way to the waiting pier. He
didn't get the chance to scan for more enemies, as the mace came in
again, pushing him back.

Not wanting to lose ground, he ducked again, but his opponent
was ready this time, and followed, the mace plummeting with its
full momentum. Danath ducked back and flew up, hoping the mace's
momentum would give him an opening, but the guard kept up, and
managed to swing the mace to carry its momentum up, following
Danath.

He felt more comfortable up here now, but knew his opponent
would be more familiar with the terrain, so he needed another
surprise to catch him off guard. As he kept flitting away from the
swings, which didn't seem to be losing their strength, he rummaged
in his pouch for the gemstone he needed, identifying it by
feel.

Taking advantage of a swing to fly up and over his opponent, the
guard had turned before Danath would have caught him behind, if
that had been his intent. But he knelt on the tower by this point,
holding a gemstone to the floor and whispering.

The guard didn't move, sneering at the apparently poor
deception. He turned and began flying towards Farnal on the bridge,
until the second air avatar Danath had conjured collided with him.
He twisted to reach his attacker, but it took him a moment to
realize what'd happened, and too late he spotted Danath charging,
his small blade finding an easy opening in his distracted
opponent.

His struggles soon ceased, and Danath let him fall as he turned
to scan for further threats. He could see a few figures flying in
the distance, but none appeared to be approaching, and the guards
on the ground had begun forming up near the buildings off to the
right.

Turning back, he found Roak had finished his opponent, but
appeared badly wounded by the battle. Checking he didn't need
immediate attention, Danath moved to help Farnal finish the
bridge.
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The roar of the charging troops stretched over the city, serving
also as a call to the resistance to begin. Most would hold off
until the last of the troops had left the city, but they'd already
be moving into position. The force Andira would lead should be
moving towards the front of the city even now, and she trusted
Boryan to keep them out of sight until she arrived. They didn't
want them getting drafted.

But she had to make a stop beforehand, with a half-dozen of the
more intimidating members of the underground backing her up.

The Hall stood oddly silent, its huge, coral, front doors
uncommonly shut, with no signs of habitation. It still felt
dangerous to approach it so brazenly, especially with some of
Thortus' men probably still in the city, but they had little time,
and she'd committed herself to this course of action when she
sailed Welden away.

The front door opened easily, and nobody arrived to bar their
path. The route she knew only from directions provided by a
cleaner, but Andira strode up the stairs without hesitation,
turning as she'd been directed, her entourage close behind.

Her fingers drummed on the hilt of her short blade, expecting
trouble at any moment, a part of her wanting to find it. But none
presented itself, and she saw no one until barging into the room
containing Thortus' collection of gemstones.

The thugs had their blades drawn as they entered, having heard
the approach, but didn't appear inclined to charge, and eyed the
men behind her nervously.

She stood near the doorway, letting a couple of her men move
alongside, and met the eyes of each guard in turn, but didn't draw
her weapon. "If you want to live, hand over your weapons?" Her cold
tone ripped their attention from her troops, and she saw their
indecision.

They knew there'd be no reinforcements, but they also knew what
Thortus would do to them on his return. She let them consider their
options, waiting until one glanced questioningly at the others.

"You have moments to decide, do you live with the possibility
Thortus may return, and it's only a possibility, or do we kill you
now. Your choice is of little interest to me, outside of it running
the risk of getting your blood on my clothes. So, five, four,
three, tw… "

First one, then the other two in rapid succession, discarded
their swords. The men accompanying her moved forward.

"Take them prisoner, but don't harm them," said Andira. This had
to be done with as little bloodshed as possible. It had to be
different from the way changes of governance usually went.

Her men seemed perturbed at the order, but obeyed. She'd be
taking them with her anyway, so they should get their fill on the
island.

Moving quickly among the cabinets, she searched for the gem
Welden needed, a jederine. The draw claiming to hold it proved easy
enough to find, but lay empty.

Had Thortus taken it with him? Who else would have access to the
place?

"Hold on," she said as her men escorted the guards out the door.
"Who took the gem from this draw?"

They glanced back, but the nearest looked at the others, and
they seemed reluctant to reveal anything. The man holding the
nearest guard smacked him on the head, and turned him back to face
her.

"Who took the gem from this draw?" Andira repeated with a slow
threat.

Licking his lips, the man glanced between her and the drawer.
"Danath took some gemstones not long ago. I didn't see which, but
it might've been that one." His escort shook him. "I don't know if
he took that one, but he's the only one I've seen take any since
I've been on duty."

"Okay." Andira nodded at her men to take them out, reluctantly
following, since there seemed little she could do here.

Why had Danath taken it? Did he know Welden wanted it? Welden
had assured her few people knew its use, and she doubted Danath
would be among them. But then she couldn't really be sure whose
side he'd be on.
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They met no resistance boarding the island, Narvon's guards
seeming content to wait by the far buildings. This didn't make
Danath feel any easier, as they seemed too organized. They could
have reached the breach through which Melmyrn's forces now streamed
in time to meet them, bottling them in a vulnerable position, so
why hadn't they? He could make out a few who appeared to be in the
black and red he assumed signified Narvon's Stoneweavers. Did they
really have that many? They certainly outnumbered Danath and
Farnal.

Roak had taken a bad wound, but refused to return to the city,
so Danath had convinced him to hold the road against any guards who
tried to come behind them. He seemed willing to settle for
that.

Of more immediate concern to Danath was how everyone seemed to
look to him for orders. He was just Thortus' champion, yet even
Greck, a lieutenant who should be in charge, looked to him. But
then Greck seemed as overwhelmed by the landscape as many of the
men, although he stirred himself faster from his awe ordering them
to form up.

Getting them into any kind of a formation proved difficult, like
sculpting water, and Danath quickly realized why Greck seemed so
unsure. He'd led men in small turf wars, but those tended to be
just shouting at your men to charge down alleys, or, at most,
streets wide enough for half a dozen men abreast. They didn't
require the formations of a proper open battle, with so much space,
and he doubted anyone in Melmyrn knew how to fight such conflicts.
Including him. So why the depths did they look to him as they
did?

With the last of the men filing through, and the first spots of
rain starting to fall from the growing bank of clouds, he had Greck
get them into lines, but it still took a couple of minutes before
they started marching down the road, his metal avatar in the lead.
He'd had the block of metal he favoured for duels brought over, and
animated it to keep it near when he needed it. He'd tried wearing
it while flying, but its weight had proved too much.

He flew a short way ahead, Farnal off to his right, and kept a
lookout for signs of the ambush which must be coming. But nothing
obvious presented itself. The statues looked worrying, but their
bulk meant they'd take effort to control, and since he couldn't see
any enemies nearby, they'd have to be directed from the buildings.
Apart from the fact that controlling that much statue over that
distance would be a strain, if the enemy had that many
Stoneweavers, they should have no problem overwhelming this
invasion force.

The troops passed the first of the statues without incident,
though many on the right flank eyed it warily. Half way along, and
maybe half a mile from the house, a black and red form flew towards
them.

A shudder ran through the front ranks of the troops, but Danath
kept his metal avatar at a steady pace as he flew ahead to meet the
soldier, motioning Farnal to hold his position. They stopped a
short way apart, and Danath halted his metal avatar, the troops
stumbling to a clumsy halt behind it.

With a dismissive glance over the troops, the guard met Danath's
gaze with a cold stare. "Do you surrender?"

"No. Do you?"

The guard offered a cold smile as he raised his voice. "Protect
your lord."

Cries from the men alerted Danath to danger, and he risked
glancing from the guard to see the statues begin moving. Glancing
back, he saw the guard returning to the line of enemy troops, which
advanced.

They'd have to wait, as he dived to deal with the immediate
problem. It'd be at least few minutes before they closed in,
anyway. The metal avatar flowed to meet him, quickly enclosing him
as he landed and dismissed the air avatar, turning to meet the
threat. What were they? The only answer which came to him was that
they'd been given programmed commands. A specific set of
instructions which would let them stand as decorations until given
the activation code. Setting such instructions wasn't easy, but the
bulk of the animation would be less of a strain since it wouldn't
be maintained in the same way as an avatar.

Extending a blade from his arm, he slashed at the nearest one,
chipping its surface with sparks without noticeably slowing it.
Despite its lumbering gait, the punch it aimed at him moved fast,
almost catching him. It hit a glancing blow, and he didn't know how
he managed to keep his feet. But he went back a few steps, and took
a moment to recover from the impact reverberating through his
armour.

So a direct attack didn't seem to do much good, and the screams
of his men said how much damage the statues could do. The enemy
army may not need to do anything other than dispose of the bodies
if he couldn't come up with a way to stop this small army of
monstrosities lumbering towards him.

No, he realized that wasn't entirely true. They had slaves to
clean away the bodies.
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The guard slid to the ground as Thortus pulled his blade free,
but he found himself short of breath from the brief skirmish. And
exhilarated. He hadn't realized he could miss the rush of combat so
much, but now he ached to get back into the fight. Well, maybe the
ache was due to stretching too much on that last thrust, but it'd
worked, and a part of him definitely wanted back into the
fight.

He took a moment to check both ends of the fight along the
corridor. They'd tried to leave the moment their forces had come
into view, only to find guards and Stoneweavers ready to keep them
there. So now the enemy had them surrounded, but only just.

Lorkell lay slumped against one wall, with no signs of movement
or life, and his wounds didn't look hopeful. Just beyond him
Baroden, himself sporting a few nasty wounds and supporting himself
against the wall, fought the last Stoneweaver in that direction,
his wooden avatar pushing his opponent back, even though a good
portion of its mass had been shed. He'd need something else to
animate before they could go any further. A couple of regular
guards lingered uselessly behind the Stoneweaver, but didn't seem
as anxious to dash past as the others had, and would likely break
when their protector fell.

Down the other end of the corridor, Elgren stood his ground, a
sword grabbed from one of the wall decorations in one hand as he
directed his air avatar against those of the two Stoneweavers
facing him.

Thortus didn't think any of them could see the others'
animations, but from the impacts against the walls it seemed that
Elgren managed to block every attempt of theirs to slip through.
But even though he appeared to be stuck in a defensive position,
Thortus had no doubt he could win this. His posture reminded
Thortus of the old days, when Elgren had been his unbeaten
champion, never entertaining the possibility he could lose. He'd
always had a single-minded determination to become the best at his
chosen profession, to rise to the top, and let nothing get in his
way.

He'd beat them. But how long would it take, and how long did
they have? Thortus couldn't allow him the opportunity for the
victory he'd prefer. Moving forwards, he began collecting the
lighter ornaments, those which would make decent missiles, and
began chucking them over Elgren's head, or along the sides of the
corridor.

Some went straight through, occasionally getting near enough the
Stoneweavers that they had to dodge, but others got caught up in
the air avatars, and went flying off at all angles, usually with
greater speed. The Stoneguards began backing nervously away, their
glances switching between two targets. A few missiles shot back,
but Elgren ignored them even as they crashed mere inches away.

One of the Stoneweavers got hit first, a solid blow to the arm,
which half-turned him, and that provided all the distraction Elgren
needed. The injured Stoneweaver must have been controlling the air
avatar wrestling Elgren's. Whether he'd lost control of it, or it
just stopped a moment, Elgren didn't hesitate sending his charging
forward before the other Stoneweaver realized what had happened,
and it slammed the pair of them into the far wall, crushing
them.

Turning back, Thortus found Baroden had dispensed his opponents,
and now checked Lorkell. Spotting Thortus' gaze, he shook his head,
and limped to join them.

Ducking back from glancing around the corner, Elgren turned to
them, collecting the fallen gemstones in passing. "Nobody in sight,
but I can hear movement nearby."

"We're not fighting our way out then?" said Thortus.

Shaking his head, Elgren glanced around. "We don't know how many
there are. We'd do better finding somewhere defensible, with a view
of the battle." He tried the doors, finally settling on a room near
the far end of the corridor, into which he ushered them.

It appeared to be a study of some kind, with a wooden bookcase
against one wall, and a wooden table near the window.

Baroden, grunting in pain, moved to the table with the gemstone
recovered from his previous avatar. It didn’t work, so he moved to
the bookcase.

"Use it to barricade the door," said Elgren.

The window offered a partial view of the battle, but what they
could see didn't look promising. The statues had been animated. All
of them. And his troops were being forced off the road towards the
fields, with Narvon's army marching towards them. Thortus exchanged
a troubled glance with Elgren.

"Can you see any options besides waiting and hoping we win?"
said Thortus.

Glancing back to the battle, Elgren frowned. "Now I've a couple
of spare zelxus, two of us can fly. Between us, and with the spare
stone, we might be able to fly you to safety. But we don't know how
many of Narvon's Stoneweaver are in the air nearby, where their
familiarity will give them the edge, never mind their numbers. If
the battle seems to turn against our forces then that's probably
our best option. But until then… " He let it trail off.

Needing little help seeing the danger of their situation,
Thortus turned back to the battle. While he couldn't deny his
trepidation, the excitement remained. He felt more alive than he
had in years, and he fully intended to try and maintain the feeling
when he returned to Melmyrn. He'd hunt down the traitor, if they
existed outside his paranoid delusions, and take a more active role
in governing the place. He'd let himself become complacent,
believing he'd reached the top and had nothing left to achieve. But
there was always something, and he was determined to find it.

He didn't really doubt that they'd get out of this. Despite his
obvious concerns, Elgren's face maintained that indomitable look.
He'd stop at nothing. He acknowledged the forces arrayed against
him, then found a way to beat them.

So what was it about that single-minded approach that now
niggled at Thortus?
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Jumping in front of the statue's fist, Danath felt the punch
echo through his armour, and vibrate through his body, but he'd
managed to knock Greck clear of the blow. Stumbling away from the
creature on the increasingly muddy ground, he turned to find Greck
scrambling to his feet, and shouted at him through the suit.

"Get the men formed up back there," he pointed back down the
road. "Else we'll have these things on one side and Narvon's men
flanking us."

With a glance at the approaching army, Greck turned to him. "How
far back?"

"Just clear of the statues for the momen… " He cut off as
another stone fist flew his way, and he barely dodged it. Dancing
back, he sent a quick glance towards where Farnal just about
managed to hold his own against another of the things, wearing
animated stone. His had lost a few more chunks than his opponent,
though.

They'd made little headway against the creatures, other than
blocking their attacks on the troops, allowing the majority the
chance to withdraw, and he knew they faced the danger of them
breaking and fleeing to the debatable safety of the city. Not that
they necessarily had much option. The statues alone could probably
stop them, but with a smaller, though better trained and equipped,
force approaching, with an unknown number of Stoneweavers, this
could quickly become a slaughter, and he had to wonder how much
loyalty he owed an employer who may already be dead.

He could only afford a fraction of his concentration to consider
it, though, as the mobile block of hard stone commanded his
immediate attention. If he couldn't even stop one, he may as well
order a full retreat. Come to think of it, why should he order
anything? He shouldn't be in charge, and didn't owe the men
anything. They seemed to look to him for leadership, but why? He
was a duellist not a general, and as a mercenary his first duty
should be to himself, so he should just grab Farnal, fly away, and
leave them to it.

Narrowly dodging another punch, he noticed the statue had
overextended itself, and before he'd even thought through his
actions he grabbed its arm and added to the swing's momentum while
kicking at its foot. Kicking stone turned out to not be good for
his foot, even though it toppled the statue. Fortunately he didn't
seem to have broken anything, although it did leave him
limping.

The minor victory drew a murmur from the troops, a few of whom
halted their retreat until Greck shouted at them.

Despite its fall, the statue didn't appear to take significant
damage, and tried climbing to its feet, sliding a bit in the mud.
Danath briefly considered animating some nearby stone to hold it
down, and glanced around for the nearest patch. Then he spotted the
vines entwining the creature. Not as strong, maybe, but closer to
hand, and the thing would be up soon.

Hurriedly rummaging through his pouch, he located an eyrineth,
and held it to a vine. "Bruthor." Taking control of the vegetation,
he wound it firmly round the statue's legs a few times, tying them
firmly together. The thing struggled to rise, but didn't seem aware
enough to consider reaching for the vines. It was stuck.

Dancing away from another approaching statue, he hurriedly went
through his pouch again. Did he have five of the things or six?
They were small enough to carry a few around, even though he rarely
used them, and he hoped Farnal had more. He might have to pop back
and check on Roak's supply, if he had time. Stone would probably
serve as well, assuming they had enough gemstones left after the
bridge.

Running back to where Farnal had problems with a pair of them
closing on him, Danath jumped on the back of one. The impact didn't
knock it down as he'd hoped, and he couldn’t get a grip as the rain
kept their moss-covered surfaces slick, but he managed to touch an
eyrineth to its vines and activate it.

They wrapped around the thing's legs, contracting quickly, and
it tripped as it tried to turn and face the new threat, slamming to
the ground.

Hurrying to help Farnal with the other one, Danath ventured a
glance at the approaching army, wondering how many of the things
they could take down before reinforcements arrived. And whether he
should hang around to see.
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With a brief glance back at the departing city, Andira turned to
the path ahead, leading a hundred or so of the toughest men the
resistance had, a few with real weapons they'd managed to loot from
Thortus' armoury. She reigned in the anger at the thought he hadn't
used them to arm his conscripted troops.

Boryan strode beside her, a large mallet in his hands as he
glanced nervously at the platform carrying them over. She couldn’t
tell whether his concern was a fear of the platform crumbling,
becoming slick in the rain, or its lack of rocking, since she
doubted he'd ever before set foot on solid land. But as long as his
concerns didn't discourage their troops, she couldn't afford to
worry about it.

They'd almost reached solid land, when a scream from behind died
with the man who fell to the water. It took a moment, and a
flashing glimpse of another shaft lancing down, before she spotted
a few of Narvon's guards on the land wall alongside the groove.
Their devices could project those bolts with enough force to pierce
a man, and she didn't know how many they had.

With the city already departing she saw few options but to
charge forward, calling the men to follow. They did, with a roar
she hoped would rout the guards. She didn't look to see if it had,
but nothing hit her, and her charge only stopped when one of the
guards crashed into the side of the groove ahead of her.

Stopping dead, quickly ensuring he was likewise, she glanced up
to where they'd been perched, shielding her eyes from the
strebgthenig rain, and saw Welden deal with the last of them. He
came forward to meet her as she emerged from the groove out into
the open, signalling her men to stay out of sight as she surveyed
the ground.

After recovering from the landscape, its edges starting to
become obscured by rain, she recognized the form slumped off to the
left with an arrow in its back as one of Thortus' Stoneweavers. One
less problem they'd have to deal with.

"Did you get it?" said Welden.

She didn't meet his gaze. "No. I think Danath has it."

"For what purpose?"

She shrugged. "Do they know you want it?"

"Yes."

"Then maybe to keep it safe from you. Or maybe to keep it safe
for you, to bargain with Narvon, or just because he liked the look
of it. I don't know."

"Do you think he'd hand it over without a fight?"

She met his gaze. "Maybe. If I can convince him. If we can get
to him." Glancing back at the battle, she moved up the bank for a
better view, Welden staying with her. The steadily increasing
downpour had begun obscuring the edges of the terrain, but they
could still see the battle.

"Their progress has slowed," said Welden. "But the boy's started
disabling the statues. Whether he can get through them before the
enemy closes is another matter."

"Are they being commanded?" She couldn't quite hide her
astonishment at the size of the monstrosities.

"Unlikely. Probably programmed to attack invaders."

She wasn't sure she could begin to grasp how such a command
could have been explained. "How would they pick out invaders? I
mean, since Narvon's men are marching, they can't be worried about
the statues, so are they smart enough to tell who's who."

Shaking his head, Welden frowned. "I don't know how that would
be done, but unless they're really old it would have to be
something simple."

"Uniforms," said Andira. "Could it be as simple as them being
programmed not to attack anyone in their uniform?"

He nodded, but his mind seemed to be drifting. "That would be a
simple way to handle it."

She moved back to the edge overlooking the groove. "Get the
uniforms off those men," she called down. "A few of you get them
on, and pass me a jacket."

"You're going in?" said Welden.

"Don't have much choice. Melmyrn has sailed. We need to get in
there and fight Narvon's troops. What about the slaves?"

"They should be near the edge of the woods by now, but won't be
going further without me there to lead them." He rose into the air.
"I'll bring them over to support you. Make sure you… "

"… get the stone." She nodded, waving him away, and watched the
uneven battle until Boryan reached her with the jacket. Discarding
her cloak, she donned it. "Lead the troops along the bank and be
ready to support that lot. Go slow, though, give the forces time to
get stuck together before you advance."

Boryan nodded. "Where'll you be?"

"Trying something stupid." Glancing around, she found three of
her men had donned the uniforms of the fallen guards. "With me."
They set off at a jog towards the battle, and soon reached the
first of the statues moving towards the retreating men, whose
flight over the increasingly churned up land changed course away
from the thing. Waving her men to stay back, she charged the
statue, scrambling in front of it before it fell on the crowd which
couldn't divert from its path in time.

She expected the thing to reach for her at any moment, or knock
her aside, but it didn't. It tried stepping around, but she moved
with it, and it stopped. Waving her men in, she set one to keep it
in check.

The retreat appeared to have halted as the statue proved easily
dealt with, although some eyed their uniforms with suspicion.

"They won't attack enemy uniforms," said Andira. "Take them when
you can."

She led the other two on, but the next few statues had been
subdued, and she spotted the remaining ones, five of them, around
the front edge of the Melmyrn forces, a pair of Stoneweavers
holding them off, but only just. Beyond, Narvon's forces approach
at a slow walk through the thickening rain, still a good couple of
hundred paces away, letting the statues do the work for them.

Charging forward, she dispatched her men to stop the pair on the
rightmost edge of the line, while she circled behind the
Stoneweavers towards the leftmost one.

The Stoneweaver in stone ducked now and again, but seemed
content to exchange punches with the statue. The one in metal,
however, kept moving constantly, dodging and hitting the thing from
all sides, despite the increasingly treacherous ground. That'd be
Danath, never still in a fight, always moving to provide a harder
target.

Reaching the leftmost statue, she halted it in its tracks,
moving to keep it in place. A sideways glance met Danath's through
the visor of his armour. Returning his attention to his own fight,
he changed strategy, standing waiting for it. Then he stepped back
out of the armour as his attacker closed in, and when it swung at
the armour, the metal flowed under its arm, reaching around its
limbs encircling and wrapping them tight. The thing fell, mud
splattering the ruined crops, and the impact jarring her even a
good twenty paces away.

Turning back to the troops, Danath called out. "Form a line
here." They began moving in moments, and he turned to the other
Stoneweaver. "Farnal, use the stone to immobilize it." He turned
back to her, and waved one of his men forward.

Backing quickly away, she removed her jacket and handed it the
man Danath had summoned, who took her place keeping the statue at
bay.

She greeted Danath with folded arms. "Where's the jederine?"

"What do you want it for?"

"Welden needs it."

"For?"

"Don't know."

"And I'm supposed to hand it over to an enemy of my employer
because you ask me to?"

"Because you know your employer's wrong."

His gaze gained uncharacteristic heat, and he turned away as
Farnal approached, some bruises visible on his exposed skin, and
sporting a slight limp. "Animate more stone to trap the rest of
them." He rummaged through his pouch for a handful of dark red
gemstones. "It doesn't look like there's many Stoneweavers
supporting their force, so just try keeping them off our
troops."

"What about you?" said Farnal.

"Either they don't have many Stoneweavers left, or they're busy
elsewhere. I'm going to see if I can find Thortus." He turned back
to Andira before she could speak. "And don't go on about what I
should be doing, or what's right. I'm a mercenary. I take care of
myself, and serve whoever's paying me. I'm not responsible to
anyone else, or for anyone else. If you have a problem with that,
then you have the problem." He turned back to the approaching
troops. "Greck, I'm going after Thortus, I'll try and draw their
remaining Stoneweavers after me while you deal with the regular
troops."

Exchanging a quick nod with Farnal, Danath darted into the air
before Andira could speak, disappearing from sight amid the growing
greyness, and with the enemy charging by that point she didn't have
time to do much beyond prepare herself.
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Why did everyone expect so much from him? Was the word mercenary
really that obscure? Worse than the irritation itself was the
effect he could feel it having, the danger of clouding his
judgment. Like making him head off alone into a dangerous
situation. Too late to turn back now, anyway.

He lashed an invisible slap at a floating Stoneweaver in
passing, not enough to do damage, but enough to draw him, and a few
others, away from the battle. Yet another great judgment on his
part.

Animating another air avatar as he flew towards the building on
the hill, he left it behind, unseen by his rushing pursuers amid
the rain, the occasional glance back letting him bring it up behind
them. He briefly considered how quickly he'd adapted to the flying
with his life at stake, but only briefly.

Reaching the building, he alighted on a stone section of the
roof, its slope shallow enough as to be irrelevant, and turned to
meet their approach with his blade drawn, the stone of his air
avatar visible near his shoulder to reassure them.

Slowing, they prepared weapons, and spread out to encircle him.
The leftmost one sped uncontrollably as the second avatar charged
him from behind, causing him to drop his weapon, and bringing him
close enough for Danath to slit his throat.

The others took a moment to react, a moment Danath didn't waste,
sending the free avatar charging the second from the right, while
he charged the rightmost one. His free hand pushed the guard's mace
down, but the man managed to spin away to the left. Danath followed
it halfway then released him, darting at the next Stoneweaver, busy
wrestling his free avatar. He caught the man in the throat, and
immediately sent the free avatar charging the pair approaching from
the left while he turned back to the other one.

"Kulthor," said a coldly angry voice behind him, and awareness
of the air around him vanished as Danath fell.

A hard collision with the slick stone roof knocked the wind from
him, but he managed to maintain control of his other avatar, and
drew it quickly to him as he scrambled to his feet.

Kulth hovered with the other Stoneweavers, his hand, holding the
stolen zelxus, raised to hold them back. "Return to the battle."
They reluctantly departed, and he drifted to a gentle landing a
short distance from Danath, near the stumpy battlements which
surrounded the roof. He ventured an offhand glance towards the
battle, visible through the curtains of rain as a mass of bodies,
before facing Danath.

Not shifting his eyes from his enemy, Danath allowed his posture
to relax, still recovering from the fall, letting the rain engulf
him as his avatar floated before him. Kulth, bone dry within his,
didn't seem about to launch an immediate attack, although that
didn't mean he couldn't have an unseen avatar at Danath's back.

"You have a one-time offer, a place in Lord Narvon's Stoneguard.
He's impressed with your performance. Accept it and live." His calm
face held an edge of anger, and Danath had no doubt he disliked
bearing the message, and would rather Danath declined.

"I already have a job." Why had he said that? He had a job with
a boss who didn't trust him. And here he'd been offered probably
the only other option he'd get.

"Thortus is finished. Melmyrn is finished. Take the job, or die
with them."

"Thanks, but I think I'll take the third option. The one where I
beat a little colour into you, and save the day." That may well
have put an end to that option. Unless he spoke really nice.

"Choose your weapon," said Kulth, the anger on his face
suppressed by cold professionalism. He touched a gemstone to the
battlements, and the stone began to flow around him.

Not really wanting to waste time with this, Danath couldn’t see
many options. He wanted to get into the building below. If he flew
down to one of the windows, Kulth would be on him in seconds,
probably before he got in. So that really only left one option.

As Kulth stood waiting in his stone armour, Danath took a dett
from his pouch and kneeled, placing it on the roof as he whispered.
The stone flowed up to form an armour, standing at attention before
him, and Danath stepped towards it, and through the hole hidden by
its base.

His air avatar lowered him to the corridor below, a wet patch
growing on the carpet beneath the hole, and he sped off in search
of Thortus and Elgren, getting a couple of turns away before he
heard a crash from above, followed by Kulth's enraged scream.
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The slaves had massed near the edge of the trees when Welden
returned, but the nervous glances they sent towards the forces
clashing in the distance, heard more than seen through the
deepening blanket of rain, indicated second thoughts.

Enough remained energized by their earlier victory to get them
moving, though, the less certain following so they at least had the
safety of numbers. How long they'd hold in combat he couldn't tell,
and he kept the more eager to a fast walk rather than a run, so
they stayed together and didn't wear themselves out before reaching
the fight.

He needed to arrive when the enemy force had fully committed,
hopefully flanking them. The land between was clear, though, and
the obscuring rain still allowed them to see around half a mile. So
there wouldn't be much of an element of surprise, and it seemed
likely he'd at least encounter some resistance from the
Stoneweavers, hoping to scare the slaves back to their caves. He'd
have to deal with those before they got near.

Their march reached the road cutting through the middle of the
fields when he spotted Andira's forces attacking the engaged forces
from the right, few individual forms distinguishable. He pushed the
slaves into quickening their pace, sure all but the weakest should
make the rest of the charge before running out of breath. The more
eager started screaming as they kept picking up the pace, and he
didn't bother reining them in.

A couple of Stoneguards moved towards them, one in the air and
the other wearing stone armour.

Taking to the air, Welden charged the flying one, who tried to
dodge as he realized his attacker wouldn't stop. It didn't help, as
Welden slammed into him, both of them spinning out of control.

By the time Welden recovered, he found the flyer continuing his
charge towards the slaves, and knew he wouldn't catch up before the
Stoneguard reached them. He charged the runner instead, spotting
the dett just under the thin armour's armpit.

Cutting his speed at the last moment to match the runner, he
darted his hand under, not wanting it crushed under the pumping
arm, and spoke. "Luxthor". The Stoneguard stopped dead in the now
immobile armour, and Welden shifted his momentum straight up, but
still caught his back and leg against the stone before he could
slow. He darted back down before the man could react, touching the
stone again. "Luxor." He froze the stone in place after removing
the stone, the thing still tottering with the threat of
falling.

Darting after the flyer, fearful of what he'd do to morale, he
found the man already among the slaves, having slowed their
momentum in the middle. But the edges had run past rather than
away, even the most timid not wanting to be left behind with him,
he glanced around for a target to try discouraging them. Catching
sight of Welden, and his immobilized colleague, he quickly took
off, trying to fly around him and back to the main battle.

Keeping an eye on his path, Welden let him go, staying with the
leading edge of the emboldened slaves as they fell on the flank of
the wavering guards. With the massed enemy closing on three sides
now, they broke. Only the Stoneguards, mainly in reserve, prevented
it being a slaughter. Four of them flew to the ground in the path
of the retreat, summoning avatars. Mostly soil, with some loose
gravel, the muddy mess wouldn't last long under the downpour, or
cause as much damage, as stone ones, but they'd delay pursuit long
enough for the guards to reform further back.

Darting forward, Welden landed in front of the avatars,
summoning his own to attack theirs. The remaining Stoneweaver among
the Melmyrn group did the same on the far side, although Welden
caught the man's suspicious glance. But for the moment they worked
together to dispose of the problem, and the combined army soon
flowed around the edges of the avatars. Andira's force seemed to
heed her orders to proceed in an orderly fashion, but Thortus' lot
had as much discipline as the slaves. Fortunately they had the
numbers and the morale to overcome most obstacles.

But the battle out here would be secondary, and he couldn't
afford to waste any more time, or energy. If he lost the true
fight, the outcome of this one wouldn't matter. He'd given the
slaves the chance to fight for their freedom, so now he'd have to
let them get on with it.

After a quick glance around, he flew towards Andira. "Do you
have it?"

She turned from issuing orders. Her clothes were bloodied,
muddied, and wet, but apart from one cut to her left arm, the way
she moved said little of the blood was hers. "He wouldn't give it
over, and he flew off to find Thortus." She gestured towards
Narvon's keep.

"I'll get it off him." He turned to leave, but she caught his
arm.

"I can get him to give it over without a fight." She met his
eyes with a confident gaze.

Trusting her, but less certain how flexible the boy would be,
Welden decided he couldn't really afford another unnecessary fight,
especially with an opponent who'd already beaten him once, so
reluctantly nodded. "Come on." Taking out the azurien, he let his
air avatar disperse so he could focus his attention on making them
invisible.

The battle had resumed by the time they reached the front line,
with Narvon's men arrayed on the slope leading up to his keep.
Their position didn't allow much space to their flanks, but a
couple of figures they couldn't see slipped by without too much
trouble.

Seeing the Stoneguards hovering nearby concerned Welden, and he
didn't imagine they'd stay out long now the battle had reached this
point. He couldn't concern himself with that, though.

They made it into the keep without problem, finding it
unnervingly quiet compared to the cacophony outside.

Dismissing the azurien, he recalled his air avatar.

"It'd be better if I found him without you," said Andira.

He nodded. "I'll be on the top floor, towards the far left
corner. Tell the boy not to bother trying to animate stones within
the keep, they're protected." With a nod, he moved towards the back
stairs, letting her take the main set.
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With the battle appearing to turn their way, but also getting
closer, Thortus decided they should try to find a back way out of
the place, and circle round to his forces. And it had nothing to do
with the sight of Danath leading the force, or concern he could use
it to seize power. It had become too apparent the boy'd never posed
any threat to him. Elgren had been honest in the boy's complacency.
And other things Thortus hadn't believed at the time.

Hesitating at the top of the stair, he glanced out the window
towards the battle, still at least a couple of floors below, and
partially obscured. Elgren turned back from halfway down with a
questioning glance.

Turning to Baroden, bringing up the rear, Thortus waved him
past. "Go scout us a way out." Hesitating a moment, the Stoneweaver
limped down the stairs, passing the ascending Elgren before
disappearing from view.

Frowning, Elgren restrained his impatience. "What is it?"

Meeting his gaze, Thortus offered a faint smile. "Doesn't it
remind you a bit of the old days, the two of us clawing our way up
to power? You my loyal champion, always by my side."

Glancing out the window, Elgren nodded slightly. "I'd prefer the
quieter times after our ascent."

"No you wouldn't."

Elgren met his gaze, relenting with a tired smile. "No, I
probably wouldn't."

"I'm sorry," said Thortus.

Elgren offered only a sad look in response, meet his gaze.

"I'm sorry I didn't understand you better," said Thortus. "I
thought letting you retire at the top of your game was a reward for
your service."

"To be replaced by a shiftless sloth?" said Elgren in a sharp
tone, which he quickly suppressed. "It's just… "

"I know. You always had that unrelenting determination to win,
to be the beast, to rise to the top of your profession. I just
thought you could retire that. So I brought you into my
profession."

"I never intended it to happen." An apology seemed to linger
around the edges of Elgren's eyes, but mixed with anger.

"But it's who you are, who I made you." Yet it had taken him so
long to see the divide which had grown between them. "How many of
the gangs have you suborned?"

"Enough."

"You'd have waited till after the Cleansing to make your
move?"

"Less chance of causing unrest," said Elgren.

A rough laugh escaped Thortus as he caught their faint
reflection in the glass. "Look at us. A pair of silly old men still
reliving their youth. Never having grown out of who we were."

"I'm sorry," said Elgren, the words not coming easily, and
Thortus didn't think he'd ever heard them before. The harsh tone
matched the sorrow in those eyes. "I'd have happily served as your
loyal champion until death."

"I know you would." Thortus put his hand on his friend's
shoulder, squeezing, and blinked away the tears he felt rising.
"And I'm sorry it's come to this. I know I've no chance against
you, even without your Stoneweaving. I suppose I could charge the
enemy lines, let them finish me. But I find I don't want that. Back
in the day I always thought I'd die in a fight. Then it became fear
of being stabbed in the back when I rose to power. And now… I don't
know. I'd rather it were you. That's the price of your
betrayal."

Nodding, so he needn't speak, Elgren stepped up from the stairs,
moving a short way from Thortus, and drew his blade.

Thortus did likewise, with no illusions about it being of any
use. Elgren had always been the better fighter, even before Thortus
had stopped needing to fight, his skills deteriorating with his
fitness.

But he made the first move, a slash easily knocked aside,
followed by another, and before he could think of the next one,
Elgren slipped through his defences. He felt a sharp pain somewhere
in his chest, but had trouble locating it as everything became
cloudy.

Then Elgren's face appeared next to him, and he felt himself
being lowered to the floor. Those eyes held his, matching his
regret, as he slipped away.
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Descending slowly, leaving wet footprints in his wake, Danath
let his footfalls echo so Elgren heard his approach. The pair came
into view as he turned onto the next flight of stairs, his teacher
watching his approach with a steely gaze.

Rising, Elgren let a stone show in his hand, as he glanced at
the one in Danath's. But he said nothing.

Stopping halfway down, Danath groped for the question he needed
answered. "Why?"

"None of your business," said Elgren in a heated tone. "You
probably heard more than you… "

"Not this," he waved vaguely at Thortus' body, which meant
little to him. Even the thought he'd failed to protect him didn't
seem to matter. It wasn't as though that had been his job, anyway.
"Why kill Syssarra? It was you, wasn't it?"

Elgren hesitated, eyeing Danath with an unreadable gaze. "She'd
been talking to some of Trunt's men. When they started acting up I
had someone keeping an eye on them. They saw her talking to a few
of the gang, including Trunt, and I couldn't risk that she'd
learned anything."

"So you killed her?" The memory of her lying there flashed into
his mind, his anger threatening to take over, but he suppressed
both anger and memories. She knew the danger, and it had been her
choice. He'd never tried to control her, and a part of him had
always known she'd probably end that way. Yes, he missed her, but
he had to find a way to deal with his future.

"Yes, I killed her." The words had no heat, a mere statement of
fact.

"And tried to frame me as a traitor?"

"I needed someone ready to take the fall, in case it was
needed."

"And then you had me go out searching for Trunt's gang when
you'd ordered them to stay out of sight. Were they waiting for you
then, when you killed them?"

"Yes. They'd become a nuisance."

"Okay. Okay, I get that you needed someone to take the blame, so
why me?"

With a sigh, Elgren looked askance at him. "I just don't like
you."

Okay, that hardly came as a shock. But what did it mean for his
future. "So what now?"

"That's up to you. Are you going to try and get revenge for the
girl?"

"Why? What'll it change?" Relaxing his stance, Danath pocketed
the gemstone. His air avatar still surrounded him if needed. "So,
have I still got a job?"

Relaxing, Elgren remained suspicious, keeping the gemstone in
hand. "You want to be my champion?" His tone mirrored the distrust
in his eyes.

Danath shrugged. "It's what I do."

"Fine. What's the situation with the battle?" His eyes never
turned from Danath, who recommenced his descent.

"They're getting desperate." He didn't have much choice. While
he now hated him, Elgren would be in charge of Melmyrn, so what
option did he have. He was a mercenary, because that was the only
way to get anywhere in this world. Syssarra, for all her wild
dreams, had ultimately understood that. "They'll probably use their
Stoneweavers soon, if they're not already." Growing up he'd learned
quickly that you had to take care of yourself, and that he couldn't
trust anybody. Except Syssarra and Andira. "But they've so far been
keeping them mainly in reserve… "

Reaching the last step, he knew what he'd do, no matter how much
his pragmatic side screamed at him not to, and he didn't miss a
step as his hands shot up to Elgren's throat, the faint protection
of the air avatar offering little defence as his fingers slipped
through it.

Shock appeared briefly on Elgren's face, as his hands shot up to
try pulling Danath's away, but he recovered quickly, and his air
avatar started battering at Danath's.

Elgren reached for his blade, but Danath barged him into the
wall, trapping his hand just short of it. He tried pushing them
away from the wall, but Danath had too much leverage, so he pulled
his hand free, and grabbed for Danath's face. The air avatar
stopped it finding purchase, but it did score a few scratches
scratches, which Danath barely felt behind the images of
Syssarra.

The air continued to knock him around, but with increasingly
desperation, and the hatred in Elgren's eyes continued to harden,
an obvious intent there to make a final retaliation of some kind.
Then those eyes shifted sharply into shock as Elgren's body
jerked.

His hatred abating enough, Danath realized another figure stood
next to them, and turned to see Andira yanking her blade out of
Elgren. Their eyes met for a long moment, and when he turned back
to the object of their rage, he realized Elgren was dead. He let
the body fall.

Stumbling against the opposite wall, he felt his anger drain,
and the image of Syssarra lying there dead mixed with his other
memories of her. He managed to meet Andira's haunted eyes, so cold,
but without their usual anger.

"You heard?" said Danath.

"Enough." Her voice was a tight, calm thing, fully controlled.
Her eyes held something else as they met his.

"You still hold me responsible for her death, though?"

"Enough," said Andira, her tone maybe a bit softer.

"And when're you going to act on that?"

She held his gaze a long moment. "If we both survive today,
we'll settle accounts then."

He held her gaze, finding little energy to speak, and little to
say. Reaching into his pouch, he located the stone and tossed it to
her.

She caught it, eying it suspiciously. "The jederine?"

"No idea who owns it now, so you may as well take it."

She nodded.

They both turned at a sound from the far end of the corridor, to
see Kulth emerging around the corner, bearing down on them.

"Go," said Danath without turning.

Andira moved up the stairs next to him, turning after a couple
of steps. "You can't animate any of the stone within the building."
Turning, she loped up the steps.

Good to know, although it might make this harder, and as tired
as he felt, he could do without another fight.










Chapter 42

 


 

As the corridor below exploded with a roar of battle, Andira
continued up as far as the stairs went, alert for signs of
movement, although the whine of the wind could be obscuring the
sound of company. She expected someone to pounce on her from every
doorway, but made her way without being accosted, soon spotting
Welden through an open door.

Not relaxing her guard as she prowled into the room, her eyes
quickly scanned all corners for signs of trouble, unconvinced when
they found nothing.

Approximately twenty feet by thirty, with the door halfway along
the long wall, it seemed small compared to others she'd passed, and
stark, its walls coldly undecorated stone. The door had bolts and
locks on both sides, looking especially unwelcome, even compared to
the austere aloofness of the rest of the building's décor. A table
stood to the right, with a chair next to it, both wooden. The only
other furniture in the room was the stone table Welden stood by. A
round base rising five foot high, the top had indentations which
fit the larger than normal gemstones lying in them. One lay
empty.

Welden turned to regard her as she entered the room, waiting
patiently. He took the stone she offered with as little expression,
simply nodding his thanks. She couldn’t tell whether it was that
which niggled her, or the feeling of something wrong with the
room.

Scanning it again, she forced her posture to relax slightly. "So
what now? How long will it take to do what you need to?"

"I don't know." His eyes returned to the stone table. "At least
a few minutes, I'd think."

"And you're sure of the cost?"

He turned to meet her gaze, giving a slow nod. His eyes looked
tired, now the end was in sight.

"Nerves?"

He shook his head.

"So what are you waiting for? I can guard the corridor if you
want, but can't guarantee how much time I can buy if a Stoneweaver
turns up."

A faint smile creased his face. "My thanks, but no. You should
probably leave. No, I'm just waiting for our host to make himself
known." He glanced towards the corner of the empty room, where the
chair sat next to the table. A form suddenly appeared there.

Her sword leapt up defensively, but the figure ignored it,
focussing on Welden, his smile not quite reaching his eyes. She
couldn't see any weapons on him, but for a Stoneweaver that meant
little.

Welden put his hand over her sword hand, gently lowering it. She
let him, never taking her eyes from their host.

"It's okay," said Welden. "You should go now."

Finally drawing her gaze away, she met his eyes, seeing a
confident certainty there. She still hesitated, and felt
uncomfortable at the suspicion she briefly entertained about her
ally, even though the pragmatic part of her insisted she consider
it. But since that part of her also said she'd have no chance
against a Stoneweaver, she could do little but obey.

"Fair seas," said Andira, and walked towards the door without
taking her eyes from their host.

Reaching the corridor, she kept on walking, aware that nothing
she could do would affect events up here any longer. Indeed, she
doubted her sword added to the mass melee below would make much
difference. She'd done all she really could to fight for freedom,
so now it lay out of her hands. But then, she didn't really have
anything else to do, and she was at least in part responsible for
the dead outside, so she should lend her sword to the battle.
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Hitting the wall again, Danath felt the impact juddering through
his bones, even with his sheath of air cushioning the worst. Taking
advantage of the impact, he pulled free of Kulth's grasp, rolling
along the wall to put distance between them.

Twisting back into a defensive stance, he found Kulth where he'd
left him, reaching for a small circle of decorative knives arrayed
on the wall, all looking far less dangerous than the one at his
belt. Smashing the array, he knocked them into the air, then spun.
His gusting air avatar caught them as they dropped, and hurled
them, with more speed than accuracy, along the corridor.

Twisting away, Danath sped the flow of air around him, but while
most went wide a couple came at him, one spinning wildly off his
avatar, the other hitting him. Decorative, it didn't have the edge
to cut, but his leg would have a nasty bruise if he survived.

Limping back, he watched Kulth striding down the corridor with a
serious dislike burning in his eyes. Normally Danath would welcome
a duel, but not when tired and limited to one stone his opponent
had more familiarity with.

He tried running through what advantages he had. Kulth didn't
know he'd been warned the walls couldn't be animated. Could that be
of use?

A quick glance around found one of the extravagant burning
braziers behind him, at about the level of his head. Slowing, he
reached into his pouch, quickly locating the stones he wanted. With
the dett at the front, he raised his arm to the wall, turning
slightly to hide the tade he tossed into the flames. Whispering the
word, he pretended to fail animating the stone, and backed away,
all the while letting himself find the flame without disturbing
it.

It burst forth as Kulth passed, catching him by surprise, and he
barely dodged its initial lunge. This turned his back to Danath,
who took advantage of the mistake to charge, even as he directed
the fire avatar in from the side.

Ducking aside from its next lunge, Kulth spotted Danath before
he hit, and managed to turn into the charge, grabbing Danath's
shirt, falling back and rolling on the floor, throwing Danath over
him.

Trying to stay airborne as he projected himself along the
corridor, the spin threw Danath off, and he again came into
conflict with a wall, before letting himself stumble to the floor
Scrambling up he turned to see Kulth stabbing his blade into the
fire avatar, smashing the gem within. It vanished from his
mind.

Turning to Danath, Kulth touched the brazier with an armonite,
and with a word it and its stand animated and charged.

Running away, Danath looked around for something to animate as
he fumbled in his pouch. The small table would have to do, and he
nearly had the eyrineth out before the avatar slammed into him,
throwing him into yet another wall. Before he could recover his
balance, the thing grabbed his pouch, pulling it off and crushing
its contents in one move. Then a blade shot out of its body to
shatter the zelxus he had animating the air.

It'd disarmed him. The shock of that realisation froze him a
moment. He was unarmed. Helpless. To be in battle without any
animations in his mind… His thoughts rattled back to life as the
animation slammed him into the wall again, and he saw Kulth stride
up with his blade ready.

He met Kulth's gaze with a feigned grogginess, as his hand felt
gently along the side of the animation at around the level where
Kulth had pressed the stone. He found it as Kulth reached out his
hand to grab him by the shirt.

"Aunthor," he said in a whisper, and the pressure holding him in
place eased. It took Kulth a moment to realize what'd happened, and
Danath didn't hesitate, barging Kulth into the opposite wall, his
left hand pushing Kulth's blade wide while his right fiddled at his
enemy's belt.

Pushing Kulth away, Danath ran in the other direction, towards
the stairs at the end of the corridor, pulling open the purloined
bag of gemstones as he did. Quickly locating a zelxus, he activated
it.

Just in time to take the worst of the impact as Kulth charged
him, flying them both along the last few feet of the corridor and
through the window.
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Gliding around the front of the table to perch with apparent
nonchalance, Narvon never moved his gaze from Welden. "Do you
honestly believe you can achieve anything here? That you can use
the device?"

"Well you obviously do or you wouldn't have arranged my
escape."

His eyebrow rising in a question, Narvon's face remained
unreadable.

"Oh, come on, from the way the books were so casually left to be
found, I can only assume your previous puppets must have been
imbeciles."

Barely a flicker, but his smile did dip slightly. He was still
trying to judge his options, and whether anything could be
salvaged.

"Don't worry, I'll activate it," said Welden. "Even knowing the
cost."

"The cost?" At least he'd given up trying to feign confusion.
Now he just seemed to be fishing for how much Welden knew.

"Your histories obscure it well, but I'm an… I was, an
archaeologist. I'm used to filling in what's been left out of the
history books. From what I read, and what I can infer by your
manipulations, I think I have a fair idea of the truth."

"Please, illuminate me."

"This is the device that flooded the world." Welden glanced at
the stone table. "It had only been supposed to counter the drought,
but your ancestor saw in it the possibility of gaining power." Had
there been a flicker of something there, satisfaction that one of
his secrets remained so? "He wouldn't have been the one to activate
it though, because to channel this much power… The user doesn't
survive, do they?"

No response, and his face remained determinedly fixed.

"I'll take that as confirmation. So with the world flooded,
thanks to your original dupe, your family established this safe
haven, you waited until society had broken down so much, with
yourself in such a position of power that when you recover the
world you'll be able to take control of what remains of
civilization. How long ago had your family planned to put
everything right?"

Again nothing, but his face seemed to darken.

"You couldn't sacrifice yourself to activate it, obviously,
because what would be the point. I assume it needs more than just
any old Stoneweaver to work it, otherwise you'd have had one of
your Stoneguards do it. Since the original trap, the buried city,
required me to use four concurrent avatars to escape safely, can I
assume the ability to maintain multiple animations is part of the
requirement?"

Narvon's face had turned stony. "I thought you were intending to
use it?"

"I will. Because the world needs to be fixed. But I can't leave
it for you to take over. Not after all you've done."

"So you arranged for your army, which even now tramples and
destroys irreplaceable crops, to attack mine?"

"An unavoidable consequence. But for the greater good."

"The greater good!?" Narvon snarled. "Do you know why there was
drought? Because those who originally built the device used it
frivolously, to ensure they had good weather. It never used to take
so much to control it, but the amount of change to be undone was so
great as to require the sacrifice of the user. Even then it was
difficult to control. It was never intended to cause this damage,
or last this long. Yes, we wanted to wash away the mess society had
become, but the water should have receded within decades."

"Yet here we are, centuries later."

"Yes, here we are," said Narvon, his tone controlled again. "So
what is it you now intend?"

"First of all I need an answer."

"Ask your question."

"Is she still alive?"

The confusion on his face appeared genuine this time.

"Zienna," said Welden, managing to keep his voice even.

"Your woman? Why would she be?"

A deep sigh escaped him. "I thought that if you needed to
manipulate me, her death may have been faked, so you could coerce
me if needed." It had been a faint hope, and one he'd tried to
abandon, but even so, seeing the denial of it so bare, left him
feeling the loss all over again. He had to remind himself it
wouldn't last long.

"Ah, that would have been a smart move, I agree. Unfortunately
it wasn't until after her death I learned you could be of use. You
kept your abilities quiet."

Welden saw no reason to share the truth with Narvon.

"Anything else I can do to speed along your sacrifice?" A hint
of impatience entered Narvon's voice.

"No, now it's simply a matter of waiting until your forces are
beaten and you're taken prisoner."

Anger taking his face, Narvon stood and moved towards the door,
only to halt as Welden moved threateningly towards him.

"Come now," said Welden. "If you survive this free, I've no
doubt you'd make an army of whoever's left standing out there. And
that I can't allow."

A moment of calculation went on behind those eyes, before Narvon
snarled his frustration. "Fine. Then I'll just have to wait for the
next one to come along." With that he reached for the wall,
muttering something Welden couldn't hear.

The stone in here must not be protected, then, so he'd need his
own stone avatar in these close quarters. Rummaging in his pouch as
he moved towards the wall, he stopped dead as he realized Narvon
wasn't animating the stone. It didn't flow onto him, along the hand
touching the wall, gradually covering him over his clothes. Instead
his body became stone, his skin shifting in a wave which spread
beneath his clothes, until the stony face glaring at Welden
actually was.
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The haze in his mind clearing, Danath's groping consciousness
found the air avatar still there, which would have surprised him if
he could've afforded the time. A memory of pains washed over him,
as, he realized, did the rain, and it took a moment to sort through
them. First there'd been smashing through the window, and he became
aware of a number of cuts along his body which could explain that
portion of the pain. Then they'd collided with something solid, his
right arm leading, and a blast of agony seared his nerves as he
tried to lift it into view. Moving his head instead, which drew a
comparatively milder pain from his neck, he couldn’t see any bones
jutting out, but also couldn't get the limb to respond.

Looking around, he spotted the large metal statue in front of
the house. Oh, yes. That would be what he'd hit. Off to his right
the battle still raged beneath the unrelenting skies, but had
gotten nearer, although he couldn't tell from this vantage point
who was winning. At least none of the troops appeared to be paying
him much attention.

Then he found a pair of eyes which did focus on him, as Kulth
rose from where he'd fallen, halfway between Danath and the statue.
None too steady on his legs, he nevertheless seemed more so than
Danath felt, and began stalking forward, drawing his blade. Danath
spotted the remnants of a broken zelxus on his clothes. So he
wouldn't have his air avatar.

Pushing himself up, using his air avatar to help in a visible
manner, Danath did his best to keep any hint of pain from his face.
Kulth hesitated. Without his avatar he'd apparently hoped to finish
his opponent quickly. Needing to maintain his advantage, Danath
reached his left hand into the stone pouch lying nearby, only to
find a hole in the bottom and its contents spread over the ground
between them.

Bending, Kulth grabbed a gemstone, then turned away, limping
towards the statue. It took Danath a moment to realize his intent
must be to animate part of the statue, and he tried to send his air
avatar to stop Kulth reaching it, but the removal of the avatar
from support caused him to fall back a touch, enough to jolt his
right arm, sending a surge of agony coursing through him.

When his head cleared, he realized that this time he'd lost the
avatar, and hurriedly searched for the stone as he saw Kulth reach
for the statue. He found a stone, whether the same one or not, and
activated it.

Turning back to his opponent, he stopped as he saw Kulth being
lifted on metallic tendrils into the torso of the statue. He
couldn't be trying to animate the whole thing, could he? The strain
would kill him.

The statue jolted, and clambered from its platform, a slit
appearing in its upper chest, with a fine lattice through which
Danath could just about see those eyes glaring.

He saw the battle begin to halt as they spotted the new fighter.
But Kulth seemed intent on Danath, approaching with deliberate
steps as he raised a sword larger than Danath. It swung down and he
barely scrambled to his feet enough for his avatar to carry him
clear of it, but he landed badly ten feet later, skidding along the
wet ground in a fit of agony, his mind desperately clasping onto
the avatar.

Glancing back he saw Kulth had turned his attention to the main
battle, sweeping his blade down over the top of his own troops to
cut through their enemies. His troops moved aside to let him pass,
their morale bolstered.

While it must be a strain, he wouldn't need to do much in that
thing to even the odds. The fear it would cause should be enough to
break the levies, and that could well start a full rout.

But Danath couldn't see anything he could do about it. Even
standing seemed debatable. And it wouldn't be long before Kulth
returned to finish him. He'd be lucky if he could get to safety. He
didn't owe anyone here anything, certainly not enough to risk his
life. Maybe Andira and Farnal. But what could he do in his
condition?

Of course leaving would mean losing the fight. He knew it meant
nothing, simply an excuse. So why had he thought it? He needed to
do the smart thing, and get out of here while he could. But for
whatever reason his decisions had been conflicted all day. Dealing
with Syssarra's murder didn't appear to have cleared it up. He
didn't know why he'd made such stupid choices, but it seemed likely
to get him killed if he didn't get control of it.

But he lacked the energy to fight the impulse. So why not
compound a day of bad decisions by committing suicide in this
way.

Standing took more effort than he remembered expending on
anything. The first step left him exhausted, on the point of
collapse. With the second he felt himself wobble.

"Kulth." His shout couldn't match the screams and shouting.

Every step took a bit more of his life, his energy, so that
stopping without falling seemed impossible.

While he could see other gemstones lying about, he doubted he'd
be able to stand again if he bent to recover one.

Sparing the air from supporting him, and he nearly toppled as it
departed, he used it to project his voice.

"KULTH!"

The statue stopped. Slowly, awkwardly, it turned to face him and
he felt that heated gaze burn through the curtains of rain to
settle on him once more.

Stopping, Danath somehow managed to keep his feet, as he met
that gaze. The rest of the battle seemed to have halted. A few of
the rear ranks of Melmyrn's forces ran, but everyone else seemed
fixated on the statue. They quickly faded into the background.

The statue moved, approaching him at an inexorable pace, and he
felt sure he could hear Kulth's laboured gasps within, as he
strained to control it.

Now only one problem remained. Actually beating Kulth. He had
his air avatar, but even if he could find another gemstone, he
doubted his mind could direct more than one. He knew he had only
one option here, but the thought of winning this way seemed wrong.
He had to remind himself this wasn't a duel, it was a fight, and
too much was at stake for him to try fighting by rules no one else
followed.

His avatar had reached the statue by this point, and his mind
directed it in even as he struggled to think of another way. His
awareness of the air let him feel it wafting through the protective
lattice in front of Kulth's eyes, dip down the front of his face,
and get dragged in by his ragged breaths.

Danath imagined the air forming spikes, and the statue stopped,
tottering. Everything went quiet. Then it swayed some more, and
everyone ran before it slammed to the ground.

Whether from the impact, or just the exhaustion finally taking
him, Danath followed it down a moment later.
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Leaping back from the first punch, Welden kept moving, trying to
keep the stone table between them, since Narvon wouldn't risk
damaging it. He'd actually become stone. How was that possible?

Was this what inhabiting meant? The translation could have been
a bit off, so becoming could have been the intent, he supposed. So
the activation word would be… Luxeth? Assuming the suffix was the
correct one, and not just a basic one, with others allowing… no, he
couldn't think of that. The only option he could see was to
neutralize the ability. Now where had the gemstone gone?

Dodging another lunge, he flew to the other end of the room,
landing on the table and spinning to check the wall where Narvon
had touched it. Nothing. So the gemstone must be on him. Or in him,
which would be more difficult.

Wasting no time, he pulled an eyrineth from his pouch, pressing
it to the table.

"Bruthor." Nothing. It must be protected.

Narvon charged, so he dropped the stone on the chair as he
leapt, and started to speak as a stony arm stretched up, extending
to an abnormal length to slam him into the ceiling, reigniting the
pain of his earlier wound. So he could also manipulate his body
like an avatar. That would have been useful to know a few seconds
ago.

Catching his breath, Welden managed to speak. "Bruthor." This
time he felt the wood, and wasted no time in having it charge
Narvon, the small avatar slamming into his legs with little effect.
It didn't stop there, climbing up his back, even as he tried to
reach it with his free hand. But it remained free, pulling on his
back as Welden directed the air avatar to circle the room and slam
into Narvon from the front. He didn't topple, but did stumble a
step, and released Welden from the ceiling far enough to scramble
free of the distracted hand, his air avatar swooping in and
delivering him to the far side of the room.

Only as he stumbled to his feet did he realize that in his
struggles with that hand, the one which had touched the wall, he'd
felt an oddly smooth patch. Which had been touching his skin.
Cursing his own slowness, he tried to work out how to touch it
again without giving Narvon the chance to skewer him first.

Smashing his back into the wall, Narvon shattered most of the
wooden avatar, and Welden sent what remained scuttling to hide
under the table. Ignoring its negligible threat, Narvon turned on
him, approaching with arms held unnaturally wide.

Waiting until only a couple of strides separated them, Welden
moved to the left, before suddenly darting to the right, grabbing
Narvon's left hand. The moment he felt the smooth surface among the
craggy skin, he spoke. "Luxeth."

The stone fell off, and Narvon's arms abruptly snapped back as
he looked on in shock. Welden closed quickly, punching him in the
face, and again, knocking him back again and again, not letting him
concentrate, sending him back towards the table.

The wood avatar charged his legs, and Narvon collapsed, Welden
grabbing his wrists. He held them against the table as the wood
avatar scrambled up to fasten them securely.

His senses returning, Narvon struggled to free his hands as
Welden hurriedly searched him for other gems, tossing all away.
Then he came to the one around his neck.

Crouching next to him, Welden examined the purple gemstone, the
only one of its kind he'd seen. He knew his guess had been right,
and was sure the entry on the wall in Terevuss had referred to
this. It must be an ongoing effect which wouldn't require
concentration. But he couldn't know what effect removing it would
have.

"Tokduor." He felt a faint change in the air, which alone would
have confirmed his suspicions, but Narvon's widening eyes made it
certain.

"No, stop." He struggled against his restraints as Welden pulled
the pendant free. Lines had already started to crease Narvon's
formerly clear complexion, and grey began to thread his hair.

"There is no family, is there?" said Welden. "There was only
you, stuck here in this prison of your own making for centuries,
too afraid to do what you should have to fix your mistake. Using
this bauble to keep time from taking you."

"Give it back," he screamed, seeming ready to rip free of his
hands to reach the thing.

Placing it on the floor, Welden ignored the screams as he took
out his blade, and slammed the hilt down on the stone, twice, three
times, until finally it cracked.

His protestations ended, Narvon turned his tired, shocked, eyes
to glare at Welden. "So you've had your revenge then.
Congratulations, you've handed the world over to the animals." His
snarl collapsed into a wheezing cough, as he collapsed back,
noticeably ageing.

"This isn't my revenge," said Welden, rising. "Not entirely,
anyway. I want you to see me restoring the world, but knowing you
don't get to control it." Ignoring the wheezed curses, he strode
towards the stone table, setting the final stone in place.

So he'd done it, he'd gotten this far, now all he had to do was
end it all. A few deep breaths did little to steady his nerves, to
allay the fear building within him. So long without any real life,
yet here he was, afraid of losing the little he had left. He knew
he'd do it. This is what he'd planned towards for the last year, so
he just needed to give his mind a moment to come to terms with
it.

He recalled Zienna, from the days before they'd been sent here.
Her details had dimmed in his memory over the years, which had
struck him hard at first. But he knew who she was inside, and that
hadn't diminished. That had let him give up remembering every
detail of her face. It was the knowledge of who she was, who she
had been, that he wrapped himself in now. It was as much for her he
was doing this, for her dream of what the world could be. Being
with her had been his dream, so without her, her dream was all he
had left. He hoped he could return to his dream when this was
done.

Clearing his mind of all but his memory of her, he followed the
instructions marked on the stone, the order and commands
required.

He touched the first stone, a large smoky dett, reading the
command inscribed alongside. "Luxthor."

An awareness crept into his mind, not the familiar type, of a
fixed amount, this felt different. Awareness of an undefined
portion of the land, which he couldn't really understand, but which
he felt.

His hand moved to the next one, an unusually clear zelxus.
"Kulthor."

The awareness expanded, the two merging rather than remaining
separate as they normally would, and the area they seemed to cover,
still beyond his grasp, seemed exponentially larger.

The third one, a large, many-faceted, eyrineth. "Bruthor."

Again it assailed him, and he began to feel it overwhelming his
senses as it expanded his mind to fit. Catching his breath, he
glanced back, and saw the man he'd trapped there no longer looking
at him, his head drooping, although what this meant eluded him.

"Rulthor." The wide, pale green, tazarine almost seemed to
glow.

His mind seemed somehow lighter, even as he felt it continue
expanding, and it became difficult to think of anything but the
world around him, the air, the land, the water, all coexisting, but
with an imbalance among them he could now feel.

The dark blue jederine seemed to call to him. "Nabthor."

The only thought swirling amidst the torrent of his awareness
was a woman's face. He couldn’t recall her name, or who she was,
but she stayed with him, seeing him through his journey.

The device knew what to do, and he felt it guide him, as he
touched the final gem, a smaller tazarine, perched in the middle.
"Ruleth."

He knew now what it was, what everything was, and saw how things
needed to be, a residue of who he had been holding this image of
how the world should be as his mind became no longer his own.
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An uneasy silence had settled in, and while he felt certain
talking would be taking place outside, Danath wanted no part of it.
He'd managed to find a marginally less painful position in a
surprisingly comfortable armchair in one of the upper rooms, and
determined to stay there until things had been sorted. He watched
the now-broken clouds out the window, and hoped the approaching
footsteps would carry on by.

They didn't, and Andira stopped in the doorway, looking him
over. At least she also seemed tired.

"Is it broken?" she said as she settled into the other
armchair.

He met her enigmatic gaze, then glanced at his arm. "A little. I
guess that's my duelling days done." Saying it out loud made it no
less palatable. It just served to solidify the fact.

Andira dropped a small book on the table between them.

"What's this?" He couldn't be bothered to keep the suspicion
from his eyes.

"It's called a book. You can read, can't you?"

He looked away with a sigh.

"It's Welden's journal," said Andira. "I only skimmed the bits
about Stoneweaving, but there's some stuff about mending bones and
wounds. It's theoretical, and better done on others than yourself,
but it might help."

"Thanks." He'd have to get Farnal to look at it later. He'd come
out of things with only a few scratches and bruises, but still
faintly panicked. "Where is Welden?"

"Gone." She glanced away, as though it had been difficult to
say.

"Gone… Gone away, or gone dead?"

"Just gone." She met his gaze, obviously preparing her response.
"The device upstairs caused the Great Flood. He used it to reverse
the effect, sacrificing himself to give us back our world."

The words echoed in his otherwise silent head as he tried to
make sense of them, since obviously he must have misheard.

"That'll be the official story, anyway," said Andira.

"I… I don't understand, is that what happened or not?" He
suspected not, obviously, because the world was as it was. People
didn't change things like that.

With a sigh, she shrugged. "It's what he planned. It'll take a
while for the water to lower anyway, maybe years, maybe decades.
And I hope he succeeded, for all our sakes." She shivered slightly.
"But that's not the immediate problem. We need to say that's what
happened, because it’s a good story. We're trying to change
society, so do we do it by this battle being the deciding element,
just like every other time someone's come to power? Or with someone
sacrificing themselves to restore the world? Whether he succeeded
or not, he sacrificed himself, and I'll make sure we get full value
for that sacrifice."

He still couldn't accept the possibility that such a thing could
be achieved, but using the story to support their rule was more
familiar to him, even if he seemed strangely more cynical about it
than Andira. Possibly she was just too new to ruling.

Trying to sit up, he flinched slightly at a complaint from his
arm. "So your people won the battle? You get to decide who's in
charge?"

"Narvon's men lost, surrendered. The slaves wanted to execute
them, but we've calmed them for the moment. Thortus' thugs are a
bit nervous, surrounded by those unhappy with the way things were
run, and almost seem ready to join up with Narvon's men. Your man
Greck's keeping them in line for the moment, and we seem to have
arrived at an interim leader all sides can agree on."

"You?" said Danath, strangely comforted by the idea.

"Depths, no. Your men'll never accept anyone from the
rebellion."

Did he feel disappointed by that? He couldn't really tell. "I
doubt your people would accept anyone who'd been in power."

"Normally, no, but there've been rumours of a sympathizer in
your organisation, someone popular, who could be seen as separate
from Thortus' rule… "

A growing dread began to creep over him as she regarded him with
a faint, not necessarily friendly, smirk.

"Congratulations."

"No… they can't… " Was she joking? It had been over a decade
since the last one, so she might be due. But her face didn't look
like it. "Has everyone out there suffered head wounds? I'd be a
terrible leader. Why don't you do it? You caused most of this. I'll
happily support you with the gangs, and… "

"Because I'm part of the cause." Her tone grew firm. "I'll do
what I can to help, but neither I, nor anyone else who led the
rebellion, can take any kind of power. That's too close to the way
things have always been run. Someone kills the ruler, and takes
over, and nothing changes. This can't be decided by who's
strongest. We have to be more than that."

"But come on, you more than anyone must know how bad an idea it
is for me to be in charge. Do you really want to doom things from
the start?"

"I know, you care only about yourself, you're a mercenary, and
everyone else can take care of their own problems."

"Exactly." She knew why he'd be wrong. So why didn't she seem
violently opposed to it.

"So why did you lead your force into battle?"

What? What did that have to do with anything, and he hadn't led
them anyway. "I didn't… "

"They followed you, and you protected them from the statues. And
when Kulth was massacring them, when you could barely stand, you
faced him."

"That was a duel," said Danath, knowing his tone could be more
convincing. None of those had been decisions. They'd been things
he'd had to do, things he'd felt compelled to, but none of them had
actually taken a conscious choice on his part. In fact his
conscious choices had been to do the opposite. Leaders made
decisions. For everyone. And he avoided making them for
himself.

"Was it?" She regarded him a moment with a cooling gaze. "Do you
know why Syssarra pushed you to oppose Thortus?"

He stared at her a moment, his mind noting the similarities to
her sister, until he had to glance away. "Because she wanted to
free everyone from the tyranny of the way things are run." He kept
his answer to that, didn't say why she saw the world that way, why
she'd felt she had to prove herself by doing so, and who she wanted
to prove herself to. Andira already knew that.

"That's what she wanted. But it's not why she wanted you to do
it. She saw this unwillingness to accept responsibility in you,
this shallow focus on your own desires, and she believed it was
because if you had responsibility for anything, you'd need to do it
properly. She believed you saw how much was wrong with the world,
and thought fixing it all would be impossible, but because of who
you were you'd have to try and fix it. So because you couldn't see
how to, you took responsibility for nothing. She pushed you to do
it because she actually believed you'd be a good ruler."

He couldn't help picture Syssarra in his mind, see her looking
at him, and knew Andira was right. But that didn't mean Syssarra
had been. "She saw what she wanted me to be," he said.

"Yes. And I still hold you in part responsible for her death. I
told you I'd make you pay. So this is your punishment." She rose,
staring down at him, and he saw the certainty of the sentence in
her eyes. "You have to prove her right."

Turning away, she walked out, leaving the room gloomier, more
oppressive, despite the sun poking through the clouds outside. The
extravagant walls seemed darker now, and the pain of his body
seemed diminished before the prison he'd found himself trapped
in.

It all seemed too big, too vast, too incomprehensible. The
changes Andira, and Syssarra, wanted, seemed so far away he
couldn't begin to see a path there. How could they expect him to
lead anyone?

The millstone had weighed him down a few minutes before he
realized he hadn't even considered running. But even as he tried to
imagine an escape, he found he had no intention of doing so. Had
Syssarra been right? Well, this was an awful time to learn
something like that about yourself. And the realisation only served
to darken his mood, as he glanced about for a way to weave this
millstone to his advantage.

 

THE END

 










 

Supplementary material can be found at http://www.garethlewis.eu/Stoneweaver.html
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second class if working for the Specialist Psychic Intervention
unit, dealing with psychic crimes, and handling Spikes, newly
emerged telepaths endangering all around them. Lydia is a SPI
telepath. Jack is her Spikebreaker, a mentally compatible police
officer. Together they fight, well, mainly each other.



	


Geographicide
(2010)
The world's greatest assassin was hired to kill a country. His
clients are unhappy with the results.



	


Allegiances -
first 5 chapters (2010)
When an agency operation is attacked in Athens, Greece, and the
local office is slaughtered, the local fixer and a surviving member
of the operation are left on the run from the Russian mob, cut off
from aid.



	


Blade
Sworn - Chapter 1 (2011)
With nations in chaos, or on the brink of war, hints an ancient
evil may be loose are ignored. Left to deal with the danger are a
princess determined to evade assassins and save her father; a
scribe who learned something he shouldn’t; maybe the last survivor
of the order who bound the ancient evil; an old knight indifferent
to all but his duty; and a group of mercenaries, not all of whom
care.



	


The
Sin of Hope - first 9 chapters (2012)
A secret older than religion, or a more recent delusion?

Hired to find the witness to a crime, PI John Daly soon realizes
he hasn’t been told everything. With the Vatican and local mobsters
also on the man’s trail, does his loyalty to a client of
questionable sanity outweigh his religious devotion and his chance
at redemption?



	


Grey
Engines - first 2 chapters (2012)
A century and a half after a weaponized message from space
devastates Earth, leaving the few survivors with telepathic
abilities, the recovering society faces the arrival of the species
which sent the message.



	


Street of
Lost Gods (2012)
Rax Darkthorn was the greatest Knowhound in Nexi, the
thief-city, and one of the few to ever escape it. When a friend
dies, he returns to learn what can kill a god, even one reduced to
selling miracles on the Street of Lost Gods.
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