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Introduction

	I have a strong tendency to write long. These days if I write anything short, it is for one of a handful of reasons. The primary one is a request from another author to produce a story for a short story collection. A secondary one is to fill out one of my own collections with something fresh so that it’s not just a raw rehash of my older works. In both cases, my conscience eventually starts harping on me. It has never been my intention to “double dip” my audience. I hate the idea of people having to buy some of my stories twice in order to get all of my stories, or otherwise force people to buy something they don’t want in order to get something that they do want. Thus, the advent of the newsletter perk.

	What you have here is a pair of my short stories in the Book of Deacon setting. Each was provided free of charge to my newsletter subscribers over the years, and there are many more to come. If you like these stories and you’d like more of them, consider signing up!

	Enjoy!

	 


The Stump and the Spire

	This story has the distinction of technically being my first traditionally published story. The organizers of The Neverland’s Library Anthology requested I write a short story on the theme of rediscovery. Like many of my stories, you really need to know the nature of the setting to know at what point in the timeline it takes place. If you’re curious, this takes place in what we call “The Age of Ignorance” era, which starts with Jade and ends with a book that I’ve written but not released yet.

	###

	 


If you want to get to the root of something, you’re going to have to dig.

	It is a useful bit of wisdom in any walk of life. Time has a way of covering things up, after all. To get to the essential truth of a thing, the place where it all started, you will have to brush away the layers left behind by the passing years. The words may mean different things to different people, but the wisdom behind them remains. When a healer says you must dig to the root, for instance, he means you must find the cause of an ailment. When a diplomat says you must dig to the root, she means you must learn why a war began. The words could mean a dozen different things; it only depends on who is doing the speaking, and who is doing the listening.

	On this day it was William who was doing the listening. He was a young boy of ten who had grown up working the land with his parents and his sister. The one doing the speaking was William’s father, and he was not a diplomat or a healer. He was a farmer, and when a farmer says you must dig to the root, he is holding a shovel and pointing to a tree stump. Farmers don’t have time for metaphors.

	“Father, I can’t dig out a whole tree by myself,” William objected.

	“I did it when I was your age. It just takes time,” his father said, handing the boy the shovel and tousling his hair. “It will do you good to get some proper work done, and this stump is long overdue to come out.”

	William looked to the stump again. It was an ancient gray thing, the remains of an oak that had been dead the day they found it. The tree had been on the land since long before they had taken it over the previous season, and it was at the center of a patch of barren and lifeless field. It had been simple enough to cut down the trunk, and after a bit of sawing and chopping it provided some much needed firewood. As for the stump, they had been in too much of a hurry to take care of it thus far. The growing season was short, and the planting season shorter. During those months, their time was better spent elsewhere. Now the harvest was over, and the air was already taking on the harder nip of the long winter ahead. There was no better time to dig out the stump and see what could be done to nurse the soil back to health. It wasn’t a terribly large job, all things considered. The stump was only half as tall as the boy and perhaps equally wide. The tangle of roots beneath it was daunting though, particularly considering how deep it likely ran.

	“But it’ll take me forever!”

	“Just do as much as you can do today, then come back tomorrow. It’ll be done before you know it,” William’s father assured him with a firm slap on the back. “And do your best while the weather is still warm, because once the ground starts to freeze it’ll be that much harder.”

	“But—”

	“William…” he said, his voice stern and his gaze hard. “Remember what happens to little boys who disobey their parents. A dragoyle will come along and eat your toes in your sleep.”

	“Yes, Father.” William had been hearing stories about dragoyles for as long as he could remember. They were supposed to be evil creatures left behind by the D’Karon, dark wizards from long ago who had come from another world and nearly conquered this one. Dragoyles were said to be vicious monsters, and the D’Karon were the blackest of evils, but mostly they seemed to exist specifically to frighten little boys into doing what they were told. William had stopped believing in them years ago, but he knew that once his father started talking about them, the next words would be punishment.

	“So what are you going to do?”

	“I’ll dig up the stump, Father.”

	“That’s my boy,” he said.

	William sighed and put the shovel to work, hacking at the first of what would be many, many roots. The boy wasn’t shaping up to have what one might call a farmer’s physique. He was short for his age, and he'd never lost his baby fat, despite plenty of hard work on the land. His temperament left something to be desired as well. Whereas his father could think of no finer way to spend the day than getting his hands dirty tilling the soil, William had other interests. The boy would much prefer to while away the hours sketching shapes on the ground, daydreaming, and asking questions his parents wouldn’t have known how to answer even if they’d had the time and inclination to do so. It was a source of great concern for William’s father that the boy didn’t show much interest in the family work, but he was a simple man and confident that a few more summers with spade in hand would make the boy see the light. After all, it had worked for Layla, William’s sister.

	Layla was four years older than William and taller by a head and shoulders. Though she still gave her parents plenty to worry about, she was at least happy enough working on the farm. She tended to the animals and was never shy to take up a rake or a hoe if an extra set of hands were needed. It had left her with a fit build and boundless energy, which was something of a mixed blessing. Though her parents were grateful for her help and enthusiasm on the fields, they would have preferred a bit less energy afterward. She already had a habit of getting into trouble when the day’s work was through, and it would only get worse as her thoughts began to drift toward more amorous pursuits. 

	As the sun was hitting its highest point, Layla paid her brother a visit. She was wearing her dirt-encrusted work clothes, and in her hand was a familiar cloth sack.

	“Lunchtime, Willy!” she chirped.

	The boy looked wearily at his sister as she offered him a smile and set the sack down beside the stump.

	“So Dad finally decided to have you dig something up,” she said, untying the corners of the sack to flatten it into a tablecloth of sorts. Inside was a pile of golden-brown pockets of baked dough and a leather water flask.

	“Yeah. All by myself,” he replied. He wiped his hands on his pants and eagerly tried to stuff an entire dough pocket into his mouth. They were a treat his mother had concocted when she grew tired of her family attempting to eat their midday meal while in the fields. After most of her bowls were lost or broken, she started baking meat, gravy, and vegetables into a pocket of dough so that they could eat with their hands.

	“He does that. Remember when he made me dig up all of those bushes when I was ten? It is like a test. Do it right and you’re a grownup.”

	“It’s hard, it’s no fun, and I’m only doing it because I have to,” he said through a mouthful of meat and dough. “What’s that supposed to teach me about being a grownup?”

	Layla smirked. “That about covers it I think.” She slapped him on the back. “You always were the fast learner.”

	“Does that mean I can stop?”

	“Nope. Being a grownup is for good.” She grabbed a pocket of her own. “Besides, what else are you going to do?”

	“I don’t know. Anything. Think about stuff. Let my mind wander.”

	“You know what Dad says about that sort of thing.” She adopted a gruff voice and an educational tone. “Things that wander tend to get lost.”

	“Don’t you ever wonder about things?”

	“Like what?”

	“Well…like why do they call this place Oddspire Fields?”

	“That’s easy. Because of the spire,” she said, pointing. 

	Just beyond the fence at the edge of their land, about a dozen yards away from the stump, was a spire. It was ancient and worn by the elements, but one could still see the intricate designs that had been carved into its surface. It was about twice as tall as Layla and jutted out of the ground at an odd angle. “It’s a spire, it’s in the fields, and that’s odd. Oddspire Fields.”

	“But how did it get there? The closest place with spires like that is New Kenvard, and that’s miles away.”

	Layla treated the question with her usual level of diligence. She gave it half a thought, then shrugged and took a guess. “I suppose people liked it better that way. Anyway, eat up. Plenty more digging before this thing is out.”

	William nodded. The two finished their meal and each went back to work. For a while he continued to think about the spire. New Kenvard was a long way away. If someone had really taken the spire from one of the roofs of the old buildings and installed it here, he couldn’t imagine why, and they’d done a poor job of it besides. It was standing at an odd angle and didn’t have so much as a path leading to it. When he was done turning that mystery over in his head, he started to wonder why no one else had been curious enough to find out the answer. It seemed like no one really cared how things were, or about the mysteries of the world. Not anymore, anyway. Now they just cared about their own little corner of the world and how to get by. As the day rolled on, his thoughts were eventually reduced to variations of “This tree sure has a lot of roots,” and “I wonder how much more I’ll have to dig.”

	The last answer, he learned several days later, was plenty. The tree may have been dead, but in its day it must have been mighty, because the roots seemed to go on forever. William hacked through the ones he could, but the main taproot was as thick as his arm and as tough as nails. Day after day he dug deeper, trying to find a point where the root was thin enough to chop through. In the evening of the seventh day, when the hole beside the stump was now well over his head, his shovel struck something strange nestled among the roots.

	It wasn’t a stone or a particularly stubborn root. He’d struck enough of them to be a veritable expert. Leaning his shovel against the wall of the pit he’d dug, he got down on his knees and clawed at the object with his hands. It was extremely entangled, whatever it was, but the roots around it were thinner and more brittle than he’d encountered thus far. With a bit more digging, he managed to unearth what turned out to be a small metal box. It was only about two feet square and a few inches thick, but it was unlike anything he’d seen before. Rather than being rusted beyond recognition, the box was barely corroded. It was a dark gray color, and when he hauled it out into the fading sun he could just make out some thin engravings forming a complex pattern. One side had a delicate hinge, and the other had two latches. From the looks of it the roots had managed to work their way inside, snapping one of the latches and providing a glimpse within. He twisted and turned the box in the dim light, trying to catch a peek of what it held, but before he could see anything useful, he heard his mother’s voice calling him home for dinner. He tucked the box under his arm and climbed out of the hole, scurrying toward the house.

	Their home was a simple one, consisting mostly of one large room. The fireplace, which currently had a heavy iron pot hanging in it, filling the home with the smell of boiling cabbage, nested along the wall opposite the entrance. The room had a table and a few chairs, and the family used it for almost everything but sleeping. For that, there was a pair of bedrooms, one for the children and one for the parents. Outside the house, the family was lucky enough to have its own well and a barn a bit further away. 

	William ran to their barn to stow the shovel. With the tool in its place, he made ready to bring the box to his father, but something stopped him.

	 Like most people these days, William’s father had little use for a mystery. He tended to dismiss things he didn’t understand as unnecessary distractions from planting or harvesting. If William showed this box to his father, he would simply tell William to throw it away, or perhaps take it so that he could see about selling it at the market. Granted, William reasoned that selling the box was probably the best idea…but not before he’d had a chance to take a closer look. He lowered it carefully to the ground beneath the feed trough, brushed some hay over it, and hurried to the house. He tried to take a seat as his mother dished out the cabbage soup she’d prepared.

	“Uh-uh-uh. You know better than that. You’re filthy. I don’t want you eating with a filthy face and filthy hands. The bucket’s by the door like it always is,” she scolded.

	William grumbled and pushed open the door. A heavy wooden pail filled with clean water from the well hung on a hook outside. He splashed enough on his hands and face to get rid of the bulk of the accumulated soil from the day’s digging, then hurried back. When he shut the door behind him, his father and sister were taking their seats. His mother put a hearty bowl before each member of the family before she sat as well. William hungrily dug into it. A full day of shoveling was enough to make any meal a banquet.

	“There, you see. A good appetite is a sign you’ve been putting in a good day’s work. You’ve made a lot of progress, William, I’m proud of you. Another few days and we’ll be able to hitch the oxen to that stump and pull it out.”

	William simply nodded and industriously went to work emptying his bowl, as though doing so quickly enough would win him a prize. When the meal was through, he made a show of stretching and yawning.

	“I’m really tired, Father,” he said. “I’m going to go to bed early, all right?”

	“Of course,” his father replied. “Get a good night’s sleep. Maybe if you get an early start on it tomorrow, you can have the job done by nightfall.” He watched with a smile as his son carried his bowl to the washbasin, then gathered his nightclothes and went to his room. “You see, Clara? I knew giving him an important job would turn him around,” he said proudly.

	“He just needed some time, Tom,” said William’s mother. “And you just needed to have faith in him.”

	“Isn’t it good to see your brother finally showing some interest in the land, sweetie?” he asked Layla.

	The girl pursed her lips and looked to the bedroom door. “He’s interested all right,” she remarked with a raised eyebrow. “Dad, I’m a little tired too. I think I’ll turn in.”

	“Good night, then. Maybe if the two of you are up early enough and finish your work, we can take a trip to New Kenvard.”

	“Sounds great, Dad,” Layla said, standing up to kiss him on the forehead. “Good night.”

	He watched as she got herself ready and slipped into the bedroom as well, then smiled to his wife. “We’re raising a great couple of farmers, Clara.”

	“I’ve always thought so, dear,” she said.

	#

	William struggled to stay awake in his darkened bedroom. He hadn’t been lying when he said he was tired. A week of digging from sunrise to sunset would be enough to make anyone exhausted and sore, but he forced himself to stay awake until heard his parents retire for the night. Once their door was shut, he crawled out of bed as quietly as possible and eased open the shutters to his window. They swung open with the whisper of a scrape. He held his breath and looked toward his sister. In the light of the moon, he saw her still motionless in bed. He released a sigh of relief, then pulled himself to the sill and promptly tumbled to the ground.

	He sat up and shook his head, then winced and waited for his parents to swing their window open and order him back to his room, or his sister to poke her head out and demand to know what he was up to. A few moments passed with nothing, but he should have expected as much. They all worked as hard as he did. It would take more than a ten-year-old plopping down on the grass to wake them. He brushed himself off and ran barefoot to the barn. For many people, the air would have been a bit too brisk to be running around in one’s pajamas, but Oddspire Fields was a part of the northern kingdoms. Locals like him tended not to bother with a coat until it was below freezing.

	William grunted against the barn door and tugged it open. The unmistakable fragrance of large animals wafted out from inside, but there was little moonlight and few windows, so the interior of the barn was pitch black.

	“Darn,” he muttered. “I should have brought a—”

	“Looking for this?”

	The voice came out of nowhere, startling William. His panicked brain told him to run, but without selecting a useful destination first, he only made it three steps before colliding with the barn door and falling to the ground. Dazed, he blinked until the smirking face of his sister came into view. She was holding an unlit lantern in one hand and had the other outstretched to help him to his feet.

	“You know, for such a bright kid, you’re lousy at running away from home,” Layla said, pulling him up.

	“I wasn’t running away from home,” he defended, brushing himself off.

	“Then what are you doing out here?” She set the lantern down and sparked it to flame.

	“Nothing!”

	“Just felt like visiting the cows? Come on, Willy. What’ve you got?”

	He crossed his arms and huffed. “Fine, I’ll show you. But you can’t tell Mother and Father until I say, since I found it.”

	“That depends on if it’s juicy enough to be worth getting me out of bed,” she said, ruffling his hair.

	The pair slipped into the barn. William’s father was primarily a farmer, but to work the land properly he kept a pair of oxen for plowing and hauling. The family also had a horse and cart for taking the harvest to the market and the family to town when the need arose. Add to that their two cows, the coop of chickens beside the barn, and a few sheep they’d picked up the previous season and Layla had her hands full keeping the animals fed and healthy. She raised the lantern.

	“Easy everyone. We’re just visiting,” she cooed to the livestock when their arrival caused the inevitable stir. The animals had all gathered themselves at the far side of the barn for some reason, and her words did little to calm them. “Never seen them do that before,” she mused. “I wonder what’s gotten into them.”

	“Over here,” William said, digging into the hay beneath the trough. “Bring the light. And close the door.”

	Layla pushed the door shut and crouched down beside her brother as he revealed the treasure he’d unearthed earlier that day. Somehow it looked even more mysterious in the light of the lantern. The flickering flame caused shadows to dance across the designs on the surface, deepening the appearance of the etched lines. Twisting the box made shimmers run along the shapes and sigils, almost seeming to make them pulse with light.

	“Ooo,” Layla remarked. “That’s a fancy box. Where’d you find it?”

	“It was buried under that tree! What do you think is inside?”

	She shrugged. “Well it’s half-open, so probably dirt and bugs now.”

	“Well yeah, but what else? I’m going to try to get it the rest of the way open.” He took two of the trowels from their place on the barn wall and wedged them inside the opening the roots had made. He eagerly tugged and twisted them.

	“Look at you getting so excited. How come I never see you get so giddy on the farm?”

	“Because nothing interesting ever happens on the farm,” he grunted, fighting with the remarkably sturdy little box. “When was the last time anything on the farm was half as amazing as—” He gave one more yank. “—this!”

	The box popped open and both siblings leaned close, excited to see their discovery. As expected, a fair amount of soil had found its way inside, along with some withered and blackened bits of root, some dead beetles, and some shriveled worms. He brushed them away with a grimace until he’d cleared off a bundle of grimy fabric. The cloth was strange. It was finely woven, so much so that it was almost as smooth as silk. The surface glittered slightly in the light, even through the layer of dirt. The bundle was almost the same shape as the box, a rough rectangle with an irregular bulge, and there was a black ribbon securing it shut. He tugged at the ends like a child opening a long-awaited present and unwrapped the cloth. Layla’s eyes widened with anticipation…then her shoulders sagged when she saw the contents.

	“Congratulations, Willy. You found a book and a stick,” she said flatly.

	He didn’t reply. Unlike her, the sight of the book didn’t wipe away his enthusiasm; it set it aflame. He picked up the tome, a thin volume with a strange purple-black leather cover and bound with sinewy twine.

	“It’s a book, Layla. A book! I’ve never seen one this close before.”

	“Well sure, Willy, but what good is it going to do us? I can’t read and neither can you. I don’t even think Mom and Dad can. The stick is kind of pretty though.”

	She reached down and picked it up, turning it in the light of the lantern. It was some sort of silvery wood, as thick as her finger and perhaps a foot long. Like the box, it was covered with fine engravings, but these were far more intricate. It tapered slightly from one end to the other and was perfectly straight. Both ends were rounded.

	“I know I can’t read, but with a book, maybe I could learn,” he said. He flipped through the pages. They were covered with shapes far more complex and varied than he’d ever seen written anywhere else…not that he’d seen very much writing.

	“Dad will teach you everything you want to know about running a farm. What do you need to learn to read for?”

	“To learn everything else,” he said. “Hold the lantern closer.”

	Layla looked to the dwindling flame.

	“I guess it was low on oil. Come on. Maybe the moon will be enough.”

	He gathered the book and hid the cloth and the box while she snuffed out the lantern flame. The moon was low on the horizon. To get the best light, they made their way to the far side of the barn. While William pored hungrily over the pages, Layla continued to inspect the carved wood.

	“How do you figure they got the carvings so fine?” she asked. “They’re so intricate, I can’t even make out the smallest ones.”

	“I don’t know. Mom said they make fine jewelry in South Crescent. Maybe that’s where it’s from.”

	“That’s silly. Why would someone come all the way from across the sea with a carved stick, then bury it in a field?”

	“I thought you said I was the one who asked too many questions.”

	She shrugged. “It isn’t the first time I’ve picked up a bad habit. Oh, darn it!”

	“What is it?”

	“There’s a mole. Get out of here, you little pest,” she said, waggling the stick angrily. “If you ruin even one stalk of wheat I’ll—”

	There was a sharp crackle and a brilliant flash of violet light. William looked up from the book in time to see a glimmering bolt of black and purple lance through the air and strike the ground, narrowly missing the scurrying mole, and blackening the earth where it had been.

	Layla stood perfectly still, eyes as wide as saucers. The artifact was still in her hand, held in precisely the same position. After a few stunned seconds she held it out at arm’s length, then dropped it to the ground.

	“What did you do?” William yelped.

	“I don’t know! I thought about how I wanted to get rid of the little monster and then, zap!”

	The siblings looked at the stick. Its tip still glowed faintly, and the engravings had an undeniable shimmer to them now.

	“It’s a…it’s a magic wand. Willy, you found a magic wand!”

	For a moment they both kept a cautious distance. Then at the same instant, they dove for it.

	“Give it to me! I found it! You already had a turn!” William whined.

	“Oh no, Willy,” she said, planting a hand on his forehead to hold him at bay. “You picked the book, you stick with the book.” She snagged the wand. “Go get our boots. We’ll go out in the field. I want to see what sort of tricks this thing can do.”

	#

	After a clumsy fumble through the darkened house that made it clear his parents were harder to disturb than he’d ever imagined, William returned, and they went on their way toward the stump. Layla reasoned that since William was already digging there, anything that needed covering up could get a few scoops of loose soil over it, and no one would be the wiser. Considering how little interest she seemed to have in learning, Layla could be fiendishly clever when it came to getting away with things. As they walked, though, William became increasingly uneasy.

	“I don’t know, Layla,” he said, face uneasy. “The more I think about it, the more I feel like this is a bad idea.”

	“That’s why thinking is bad sometimes, Willy. Dad says if you want to start doing something, the best way to start doing it is to start doing it.”

	William considered the words for a moment. “Sometimes Father’s sayings don’t make much sense.”

	“Makes plenty of sense to me. Just play with your book.”

	“The moon’s behind clouds now. I can’t even see it.”

	“Hmm. Well, let’s try this.”

	She raised the wand and swirled it in the air. A thin streamer of blue-white light began to trail behind it. A few more twirls conjured a sort of wreath of light, more than enough to illuminate the page.

	“Wow. How did you do that?”

	“I just thought about doing it and it happened.”

	“I wonder if that means I can do the same thing with this.”

	He looked at the book’s unfamiliar symbols and imagined being able to read them. At first nothing happened. Then he felt something in his mind start to stir. First one at a time, then in whole lines, the shapes on the page changed. They didn’t look any different, but now a sequence of squiggles and runes seemed to have meaning. Each represented a word or a thought.

	“It’s working. It’s working! This says ‘The Ways and Workings of the First Wave Casting Wand.’”

	“And you said Dad’s sayings don’t make sense,” Layla said. She collected a few medium-sized stones and set them on top of the stump. “I’ll bet you I can hit these from over by the fence.”

	For a few minutes, Layla took crackling potshots at the stones while William flipped through the pages of the book, ravenously consuming the contents of each one.

	“This thing is hard to aim,” she remarked as a third blast in a row went lancing into sky. She squinted and lined the wand up carefully, then gave it a flick. A bolt of energy struck one of the stones, shattering it. “Ha! Those moles had better watch out now! Did you find anything good in there?”

	“I think this book is written to tell you all of the things the wand can do.” He glanced behind him. The spot along the fence that Layla had chosen to stand for target practice was a stone’s throw away from the region’s namesake spire. He eyed it in its place on the other side of the fence, then turned to her. “Let me try it for a second.”

	“In a bit. I’m just getting the hang of it.”

	“Come on, I’ll give it right back.”

	Reluctantly, Layla handed him the wand. He steadied the book in one hand and held the wand in the other. After a few moments of looking at the page he closed his eyes, then opened them again and waved the wand at the spire. There was no immediate effect.

	“What was supposed to happen?”

	“It says I should be able to ‘reveal all that needs to be known’ about the spire.”

	“Leave it to you to pick something boring. Give me the wand back, I—”

	The air around them shuddered, then the world seemed to vanish into darkness. In front of them, where the spire had been, there was only a long and irregular stone. Along the surface, the stone began to spark and flash, falling away in tiny chips. The chips fell faster and faster, eventually revealing the rough shape of the spire. As it became more detailed and refined, the world around it began to fade back into place, but it wasn’t the farm. It was a city, ancient and primitive. The chips falling away to give the spire ever-greater detail were now falling under the expert bite of an artisan’s chisel. The artist moved so swiftly that he was little more than a shimmering blur. Above them the sun streaked from day to night and back again with such velocity that there seemed to be perpetual twilight. In no time the spire stood in all of its freshly crafted glory. Next the whole world around them began to shift and slide, whisking by while the spire remained stationary. It was as though its position and angle were locked in place with respect to its observers. The work of art was slung with ropes, heaved onto a boat, then dangled from scaffolds and affixed atop a castle. For a few glorious moments William and Layla were drifting in the sky beside a magnificent tower while below them a city began to assemble itself. It should have been terrifying to be hanging in the air high over the ground, but the awe of the sight washed the fear away.

	“What is this place?” Layla asked breathlessly.

	“It looks like New Kenvard…only different. I think…I think it might be old Kenvard.”

	The flickering of day/night slowed until the scene was moving slowly enough for them to make out individual people going about their lives. In the distance, beyond the walls, a force of red-clad soldiers gathered. Arrows were launched, fires were started, and then the soldiers broke through the walls, washing over the city like a tide. When the soldiers receded, the city was in ruins. Without so much as a moment’s pause in respect for the fallen, the day/night returned to its blinding speed. Though they passed in seconds, what must have been years of time rolled by with few changes to the scene below. New buildings appeared, and a steady stream of soldiers flowed from them, but little else seemed to occur. Then the sun slowed once more, and in the distance a form in the sky revealed itself, a dragon with a woman on its back. It whisked through the city and darted into the doors at the base of the tower beneath them. A heartbeat later the dragon erupted from within, now with a strange looking creature as its second passenger. Next a blinding flash of blue light blotted out the landscape for an instant. The world twirled around them, and finally the spire came to rest in its current location. The scene flickered with day and night for a few moments more. A tree sprouted, grew, withered, and died. The farmhouse and the fence appeared. Finally the sun set one final time and the ghostly images of William and Layla themselves appeared, played with the wand, then stepped into their present positions.

	A full minute passed before either of the children could coax their minds into producing words. Layla was the first to speak, her eyes fixed in wonder upon the wand.

	“What else does the book say this can do...?”

	#

	The hours of the night seemed to sweep by as swiftly as they had in the visions the spell had shown them. One by one they worked their way through the pages of the book, testing spells that seemed interesting. Knowing what the shapes on the page meant, it turned out, wasn’t quite enough. Many of the spells contained words of which they had no clue of the meaning, or sequences of words they knew, but which didn’t make sense when put together. After a few spells, Layla began to understand that the wand wasn’t simply doing whatever she wanted it to do. It could do a variety of things and was selecting the one closest to what she had in mind. Some of the more abstract spells took a few tries to cast, but before long they had nearly reached the last page.

	“Try this one. It says it will ‘produce from raw material a temporary, simplified, dragon-type puppet under the caster’s permanent control,’ whatever that means,” William said.

	“A puppet? Why would there be a spell for making a puppet?” she wondered.

	“Maybe the wand was supposed to be used for entertainment. That’s what we’re using it for.”

	She shrugged and tried to conjure to mind a reasonable approximation of a “dragon-type puppet,” then flicked the wand. The bolt of magic sparkled toward the mound of earth William had created through days of digging. They waited a few seconds, but nothing seemed to happen.

	“That one was another fizzle. What’s left?” she asked.

	“Just one more,” he said. “It just says, ‘The most important of spells. The beginning, the entrance, the keyhole. A door large enough for four.’ What could that be?”

	“Only one way to find out.”

	“Are you sure we should? The sun’s almost up. We’ve been doing this all night.”

	“As long as we’ve already lost a whole night’s sleep, we might as well finish things,” she said.

	Layla pictured a keyhole in her mind, then waved the wand vaguely toward the stump. A slow wave of black wafted along in the path behind the wand’s motion. The wispy darkness drifted like a ribbon of gossamer caught in the wind, then began to coil in on itself above the stump. The wand shook lightly, then tugged itself from Layla’s fingers, floating forward until it hung in the air just below the coil of black. A filament of brilliant blue light burst from the tip, feeding the coil and causing it to tighten and swirl.

	“Oh. This might be a good one,” Layla said, crossing her arms and waiting for the spell to run its course.

	For a time the coil merely swirled with steadily increasing speed.

	“I wonder how long it will take,” William said.

	“Hopefully not too long. I don’t want it to still be going when Mom and Dad wake up.” At the sound of tumbling soil, she looked at William, then at the mound beside the hole. At first she gasped, but then a smirk came to her face. “Oh, look, the puppet spell did work.”

	Emerging from the pile of dirt was a creature that at a glance certainly seemed to be “dragon-type.” It didn’t look exactly like a dragon. For one thing, it was tiny, perhaps the size of a cat. For another thing, it looked almost like it had been chiseled from stone. Its long neck and tail had a segmented look to them, and except for the wings, the features were all very rough and crude, formed from a purple-black hide similar to the book’s cover. There were no eyes, only sockets that had an ember-orange glow to them. Its mouth was a jagged beak hanging slightly open. After stepping free of the now greatly reduced mound of soil, it stood motionless, staring at them.

	“Ugh. It’s an ugly little thing,” Layla remarked. She furrowed her brow. “Why does it seem familiar?”

	She turned to her brother, who was staring with eyes wide with fear.

	“What’s wrong?”

	“It’s a dragoyle,” he said with a frightened hush.

	She looked back at it, then back to her brother. “The monster things? The ones Dad always told scary stories about? Yeah, I suppose it does look a bit like one of them.”

	“Did you picture one when you cast the spell?”

	“Not even close. I pictured a dragon made of wood with strings on it. Why would the wand make a dragoyle?” Her mind churned for a moment, sifting through the stories that the dragoyle brought to mind. Then the answer struck her, and her eyes widened as much as her brother’s. “You don’t think...what if...what if that is a D’Karon wand?! The D’Karon were the wizards who made those things, right? Why would a wand make a dragoyle if it wasn’t one of theirs?”

	“The D’Karon are wizards who came here from another world...and we just cast a spell that said it was a door...” he said.

	She looked back to the wand. It was crackling with energy. “We need to stop the spell!”

	Layla rushed toward the wand and tried to reach for it, but a spark of energy leaped out from it and struck her hand, causing her to recoil in pain. William flipped madly through the book.

	“It says the only way to stop a spell is to cut off the source of power. We can’t just take the wand. We have to break it,” he said.

	“But I can’t even get close!”

	The swirl was getting larger now, almost as large as the stump, and there was a foul-smelling wind rushing out of it. Just at the edge of hearing was a mixture of chilling noises, like voices chanting in an unknowable language. Layla panicked, grabbing stones and hurling them at the wand. The fear coursing through her took any precision from her throws, and any stones that came close were zapped away by the wand.

	“Go get me more rocks!” she cried out.

	William scrambled to obey, spotting a decent one a short distance away, but before he could reach it, the little dragoyle sprang into action, clamping down on the rock with its mouth and dropping it at Layla’s feet.

	“Why did it do that?” she asked, her mind in no condition for any more puzzles.

	“It...it is a puppet. You control it.”

	“You’re right!” She turned to the monster. “Dragoyle, destroy the wand!”

	It snapped to the task, bounding toward the wand and shrugging off a blast. It clamped down on the artifact, heaving a breath of blackness while it shook and chomped. There was a hissing whine, almost like the wand was screaming in pain, and finally it fractured in a burst of light and fell to the stump. The instant it broke, the dragoyle fell lifeless, and the swirl began to slow. Layla wiped beading sweat from her forehead.

	“Okay, the wand is gone. What happens now?” she asked.

	He flipped to the end of the book, and his eyes traced over the page, the words now illuminated by the first rays of the rising sun.

	“I can’t understand the words anymore,” he said.

	“I guess that makes sense. All of the spells are going away. Did it just get colder?” she asked, pulling her nightshirt a little tighter.

	“Just windier, I think,” he said. He looked across the brightening field. The tufts of grass and remaining stalks from the harvest were beginning to bow under the force of the wind, but they weren’t moving in the sweeping wave that he was used to. They were bowing in a curve...and all directly toward the shrinking swirl. “Grab onto something! The wind is blowing toward that thing!”

	They sprinted toward the fence, but its widely spaced slats were already rattling dangerously in the wind. If the gale grew strong enough, it wouldn’t anchor them for very long. Crawling through it and fighting a rush of wind that threatened to drag them backward, they made their way to the spire and wrapped their arms around it. The wind intensified. Soil and earth were spiraling into the black swirl. It sucked up the book, shredding it to pieces as it did, and made short work of the dragoyle’s remains as well. The stump was shaking and straining at its weakened roots. Above it, the swirl was barely the size of the fist, but the air rushing into it howled deafeningly.

	With a crack like a whip, the stump pulled free, colliding with the ball of darkness and splintering into a galaxy of tiny fragments that disappeared inside. Now the mass of black was the size of a marble. And now it was the size of a pea. Now a pinpoint. The air shook with a resounding roll of thunder and burst of energy as the swirl finally vanished completely, taking the maelstrom with it just as swiftly as it had come.

	The children let a few long moments pass before they were willing to release their grip on the spire. When they did, they took some time to observe the scene of chaos revealed by the rising sun. The stump was gone, and a good deal of the earth beneath it had gone with it. A few slats had been ripped from the fence and hurled far into the field. Each of the siblings was plastered with dust and dirt, their hair and eyes wild. Their jangled nerves had not yet permitted anything as complex as speech or rational thought to fall into place by the time they heard their names echoing across the field. They looked toward the farmhouse and saw their father rushing in their direction, still in his nightclothes. Layla and William both hurried to him, hugging him tightly.

	“What is going on here? Your mother and I woke to a terrible sound and found your room empty.”

	“We—” William began.

	“We woke up early to...to finish the stump,” Layla said. She was always quick with a lie when the situation called for it. When the truth involved dark sorcery and nearly summoning an ancient evil, the situation certainly called for a lie.

	“You what?” their father asked. He looked around, spotting the scooped out pit of earth and the scraggly remnants of roots sticking out from its edges. “Good heavens. You certainly did a thorough job of it.” He looked around. “Where did you put it? And where did you put the soil?”

	“A man came by. He had an empty wagon. We convinced him to haul it away,” William offered, slowly picking up on his sister’s ideas.

	“If you were digging, where are the shovels?” their father asked, now legitimately confused.

	“We put them away,” Layla said.

	“Then why are you out here?”

	“We were trying to figure out how to fix the fence. It broke when we were loading the soil.”

	The confused farmer looked around at the shattered and scattered slats. “And the noise? What was that?”

	“There was a windstorm. It passed quickly, but it made a mess,” Layla said.

	He looked into the frazzled and anxious faces of each of his children. Their story didn’t make any sense, and he seemed reluctant to believe it, but in the absence of a better explanation it was enough.

	“We’ll discuss it later. Next time you plan something like this, tell your mother and I so we won’t be worried.”

	“I don’t think we’ll be doing something like this again, Dad,” Layla said.

	The trio set off back to the farmhouse. William glanced over his shoulder at the spire.

	“Father?” he said.

	“Yes, William?”

	“Since the stump is gone, can we go to New Kenvard like you said...after a nap.”

	“Perhaps.”

	“Do you think anyone there will be able to tell us about the history of the city?”

	“I imagine so.”

	“I’d like to hear about it.”

	“Yeah,” said Layla. “I think I would too.”

	###

	 


Seeking the Shadow

	This has the distinction of being my second traditionally published story, this time requested by the Ragnarok Publishing. They were assembling a collection of dark fantasy short stories about rogues. Initially they were going to call it Rogue, but within weeks of the announcement, George R. R. Martin announced a dark fantasy collection called Rogue, so Ragnarok switched it to the far more flavorful Blackguards.

	This one follows an early adventure of a character that tends to make an impression on readers, Desmeres Lumineblade. It takes place between The Rise of the Red Shadow and The Book of Deacon. And as a bonus for people actually reading these introductions, here are some fun facts. The official pronunciation is DEZ-mur-ess. Also acceptable is DEZ-murz. However, I tend to mispronounce it when doing dialogue in my head, rendering it as DEZ-mur. Also, this is one of a handful of characters inspired by/written on behalf of one of my friends.

	###

	 


In a small and dark tavern in a forgotten corner of a kingdom once called Vulcrest, two men in heavy fur coats were drowning their frustrations in cheap ale. The tavern was lit mostly by scattered holes in the poorly thatched roof. From a hearth near the center of the room, a smoky fire provided meager warmth while roasting the remains of a wild pig, provided by one of the morning’s patrons.

	“Another!” growled one of the men, slamming his empty tankard on the table. He was a burly young man with a wooly brown beard and a face misshapen by his wont for fighting.

	“For me, as well,” said his drinking companion, an older and even more inebriated man in a rattier coat.

	As the two men were the only patrons at the moment, the lull in activity had motivated the innkeeper to retire to a private room for the afternoon in preparation for the busier evening hours. That left only a mousy young barmaid to take orders and collect payment, a task for which she lacked the proper force of will to perform with any degree of success. The two men had been taking full advantage of the arrangement.

	“I… I’m sorry, but that’s your sixth, Bram,” said the barmaid. She was addressing the younger man, but her eyes were held low to avoid looking at him directly. “And Markus, that’s your eighth. Your tabs are both days old and awfully large. The keeper says I shouldn’t give you any more until your bill is settled.”

	Each man gave the maid a hard look, which she still refused to meet.

	“Now Belle,” the older man began, “you would deny my good friend and your best customer the much needed salve of strong drink in this dark time of his?”

	“You haven’t paid in days, sir. I can’t—”

	She was interrupted by a thump on the warped front door, finally heaved open after three attempts. A stranger strode inside and stamped the snow from his boots. He was tall and thin, dressed in finely tailored leather and fur more suited for a royal court than a nameless tavern. His skin was flawless and pale, neither baked by the sun nor marred by battle or blemish. He removed his fur hat to shake free its crust of snow and revealed short blond hair that seemed almost white in the dim light of the tavern. Despite the fact that the pair of drunken patrons and the barmaid turned distrustfully toward him, he didn’t seem bothered in the least. The newcomer took a seat at an empty table, shrugging free a heavy pack. It struck the ground with the rattle of metal.

	“Good afternoon, young lady,” he said with a respectful bow of his head. “Might I trouble you for some brandy?”

	“I’m afraid we don’t have any brandy left, sir.”

	“Red wine?”

	“Yes, sir.”

	He flipped her a silver coin. “A bottle please.” He then turned to the two patrons. “Good afternoon, gentlemen. You were having a conversation. Don’t let me interrupt.”

	“You aren’t from around here,” grumbled Bram. There was a quality to his voice that suggested he hadn’t uttered a single word in the last few years without gruffness.

	“Astutely observed, good sir,” the newcomer said.

	“Why are you here?” Bram said.

	“I am a bit parched and badly chilled from my travels.”

	“But why are you here?” Bram repeated, a threat in his tone.

	“I am a thirsty traveler. This is a tavern. Do I need a better reason?”

	“Are you a trader?” Markus asked.

	“That I am not.”

	“Well, you don’t look like a soldier.”

	“Another astute observation.” The stranger turned to Belle, who perched on a stool, attempting to retrieve the requested bottle of wine. “Quite the savvy patronage you’ve got at this establishment, young lady.”

	Bram stood and rested his hand on the grip of a cudgel hanging at his belt. “You planning on joining the Alliance Army then? In the middle of training, maybe?”

	“I’d wager a fair amount that I’m better trained than half of the soldiers at the front.”

	“If you’re all that well trained and such, then why aren’t you out there fighting?” growled Bram.

	“Because, as you suggest, I am not from around here.”

	“Where are you from that you can’t serve your time in the army?” Markus asked.

	“The mountains.”

	“This is Vulcrest. We’re all from the mountains,” Bram said, marching up to the man and pounding his cudgel on the table. “Where are you—?”

	“You know something?” the stranger interjected, standing to meet Bram eye to eye. “I was warned when I came this way that I would not be well received. It is thus a welcome surprise to find the locals showing so keen an interest in their fellow man. I find it heartening to see two complete strangers make so thorough an effort to become familiar with the personal history of a simple visitor. So heartening, in fact, that I feel comforted enough—no, more than that, I feel obliged—to ask you each a few questions such that we might each know one another as proper friends do.”

	“I don’t—” Markus blurted.

	“Rumor has it the estate just outside town lost its owner last night.”

	“You know about that?” Bram said. The statement came as enough of a surprise to briefly push aside his violent intentions.

	“It is why I came here, sir.”

	“To this village?”

	“To this tavern. When I asked some townsfolk who might know more about the killing, they suggested there was a drunken lout in this very tavern who was formerly employed by the victim. Would that be you, or is it your friend here?”

	Bram started to raise his cudgel again, but Markus stopped him with a hand to the shoulder.

	“You’re treading dangerous ground, stranger,” Markus said. “Look at you. Prime of life. Claiming to be well trained. You ain’t in the army, and you ain’t never been in the army. We’re at war, stranger. We need every warm body we can get to take his turn at the front line to keep those Tresson devils at bay. We each took our turn. Barely made it back and got the scars to show. No one makes it back looking the way they did when they left. You don’t look like you so much as busted a lip in your life. Only way that happens for a man like you is if you deserted, dodged, or bought your way out. In any case, you’re no kind of man at all.” He pulled out his own cudgel. “I’d say it’s our solemn duty to make an example of you.”

	The stranger didn’t look frightened. If anything he looked disappointed. “You are planning to make an example of me… with that misshapen piece of wood?” he asked, vague disgust in his tone as he indicated Markus’s weapon.

	“It don’t need to be pretty to cave your pretty little skull in.”

	“Violence...” The outsider shook his head. “I have no specific objection to violence. It is regrettable, but it has its place. If you must spill blood though, don’t you owe it to yourself and to the target to do so with dignity? Use a tool that pays honor to the fallen. A tool like this, for example.”

	The stranger drew a unique weapon from within his coat—the action performed with startling speed—brandishing a serpentine blade as long as his forearm. The gleam of metal and blur of motion were enough to convince his would-be attackers to retreat a few steps. For a moment no one moved. Even Belle, wine and tankard in hand, was frozen in place in the doorway of the storeroom.

	“Gorgeous, isn’t it?” the stranger said, turning the blade to catch the light of the fire. “Look at the cutting edge. Asymmetrical. Curving back and forth in ever more delicate sweeps until it reaches its point. This is a dagger designed by people who knew the value and sanctity of a life, so much so that it first served its masters in rituals and ceremonies.” He sliced through the air twice, advancing as he did until the weapon was mere inches from their faces. They took a few more steps back until a stout support beam blocked their retreat. “Look at the runes. This is an ancient invocation to the gods, requesting mercy and bounty in exchange for the blood that would flow. Now, look at the curves. Thirteen of them, diminishing toward a point sharper than a serpent’s tooth. Unquestionably beautiful, and yet the shape has value in function as well as form. Each curve slices anew, like a separate weapon. Each forward strike bites six times, each back strike bites seven. Each thrust carves thirteen separate slices into the belly of its target. Brilliant. Now look at the hilt.” He flicked the dagger toward them and each man dove aside. It twirled through the air and bit effortlessly into the beam, sinking a third of its length into the iron-hard wood. The drunks, now a good deal more sober, looked to the blade. “Made to resemble a coiled asp, its fangs needle sharp and curved toward the blade’s tip. It is the one wholly artistic flourish, meant simply to intimidate.” He glanced back and forth between them. “Effective, don’t you think? Because if not”—he opened his coat to reveal the hilts of six similarly elaborate daggers and knives—“I’ve got many more fine examples.”

	In the stillness that followed, a stifled breath drew the stranger’s eyes toward the storeroom. Belle still stood there with a bottle of wine and a clay tankard, her eyes wide and her hands shaking.

	“You can put it on the table, young lady,” he said. “And don’t worry. I think the posturing has been put aside for now.”

	“You weren’t lying about the training,” breathed Bram, shakily returning his cudgel to his belt.

	“I seldom lie. It is rarely necessary.” He took a seat. Belle had set down the wine bottle, but after a casual inspection of the tankard had proved unsatisfactory she industriously swabbed at its interior with a rag.

	“Who are you, sir?” Markus asked. He returned his own weapon and lowered himself into a seat.

	“I am many different things at many different times, good sir. Today I am a hunter, and my prey is a mysterious creature. A creature of the shadows.” He smiled. “A shadow himself, if the rumors are true. They call him The Red Shadow.”

	There was a gasp and the shattering of hardened clay. Belle stood rigidly, the rag still in her hand and the remnants of the tankard at her feet.

	The stranger sighed. “Three men brandish weapons and the mug stays in your hand. Three little words, The Red Shadow, and it falls to the floor. It speaks volumes of his reputation.”

	“You think The Red Shadow was responsible for Sotur’s death?”

	“Sotur would be the local baron?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then I have reason to suspect it. He was wealthy, from what little I’ve heard he was not overly popular, and now he is dead. Most importantly, no one I’ve spoken to has the slightest idea how it could have happened. I’ve been following The Shadow for years. He tends to leave things in such a state.”

	“The Red Shadow,” Bram said. He stared blankly at the wall before him, rubbing at his throat as though genuinely surprised to find there was no slit. “I was guarding Sotur last night. I… The Red Shadow… he’s… he killed a dire wolf. He killed a massive wolf the size of a horse, and he did it with his bare hands. Tore the thing’s head off. Stained its fur with its own blood. Made the skull into a helmet.”

	“I know the stories. They would have me believe he is this supernatural thing, this demon that walks the world taking the lives of the corrupt.”

	“The Red Shadow has killed lords. He’s killed other assassins,” Markus said. “No one has seen more than a flicker of the monster. He killed the second advisor to the king during a feast. During a feast! The man was smearing butter on his bread one moment and was slumped in his chair the next. He never even left the table.”

	“That’s nothing. He killed Lord Marten the very first time the old man stepped into his new keep. He killed him while his own guards were showing him his own security measures,” Bram said.

	“As I’ve said, I know the stories.”

	“What makes you think you can find him when the Alliance’s best men can’t?”

	“I don’t have a high opinion of the Alliance’s best men, but I also have an item that should allow me to follow him if I get close enough.”

	“You don’t follow a thing like him! You hide from a thing like him,” said Bram.

	“This isn’t the first time I’ve heard these words, gentlemen. And may I say that it never ceases to amaze me that the same people who would gleefully beat me to pulp for even seeming to abandon my army would caution me endlessly about seeking out a known murderer.”

	“You mustn’t pursue The Red Shadow,” Markus said.

	“Why would you try to stop me? Has this man not been a scourge of the Northern Alliance for decades?”

	“Death has been a scourge for centuries. If you are going to hunt one of the two, death is the safer bet,” Bram said.

	“I’m not convinced there’s a difference,” Markus added.

	“The Red Shadow is a monster on the prowl. If you hunt it, you won’t kill it. You’ll just get its attention. Then it feeds on you instead of whatever it had its eye on. I don’t want to be anywhere near the fool who would do such a thing,” Bram explained.

	“Be that as it may, I’ve got business with The Red Shadow that must be settled. There is a grave injustice that must be corrected, and I will not rest until I’ve done so.”

	“Then do it far from here. I’ve seen a slit neck before. Makes a hell of a mess, and my coat’s stained enough,” Markus said.

	“First I must find him, and as I’ve said, it is for that reason that I have come to this charming little establishment.” The stranger paced to his seat, where Belle had returned with a fresh tankard and filled it from his bottle. She sorted through coins from her apron and counted out the change from his purchase. “Thank you. No, please. Keep the remainder. The service has been superb.”

	“What do you want from us?” Markus asked.

	Their visitor sipped his wine, wincing a bit at the flavor. “Information.” He turned to Bram. “You say you were Sotur’s personal guard last night?”

	“I was. Everyone knows that. It was supposed to be Markus but the louse was passed out drunk. Look, why should I help you?”

	The stranger reached into his coat and removed a satchel, which he upended onto the table. Two dozen silver coins clattered on the wooden surface. When the bag was empty, he tossed it down as well. “The usual reasons.”

	Bram eyed the small fortune on the table, his willpower visibly buckling. “I… even if I wanted to tell you something, I don’t know anything. I didn’t see anyone. I wasn’t even there when the man died.”

	“Did you find him when the deed was done?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Describe it.”

	“He was dead.”

	The stranger’s expression hardened. “Care to elaborate?”

	“What else is there? He was dead. Bled out all over the floor.”

	“What did the wound look like?”

	“He had a bloody slit where his neck ought to be.”

	“Was it a clean wound?”

	“I just said, it was bloody. Does that sound clean to you?”

	His benefactor sighed. “I can see I’ll need to take a more direct role in the investigation. Do you know where the body is being kept?”

	“In the baron’s estate’s infirmary.”

	“Has he been prepared for burial?”

	“I don’t think so.”

	“Take me there.”

	“How do you plan on getting inside?”

	“If your susceptibility to bribery is indicative of the rest of the baron’s staff, I don’t foresee any difficulty.”

	Bram sat for a few moments, staring at the silver again. “I can’t do this. I’ve got debts to pay and mouths to feed, but you are asking me to help you do something that might put my name in the mind of the bloodiest assassin in the history of the Northern Alliance. I’m not foolish enough to do that.”

	“Very well.” The stranger turned to Markus. “Are you?”

	“Damn right I am,” Markus said.

	“Markus, you idiot! The Shadow will kill this lunatic for hunting him down and he’ll kill you for helping to find him.”

	“I’m betting he’ll kill you, Bram. After all, you were the one on duty.”

	Bram lurched forward and attempted to grapple with Markus. Having been denied a chance at violence once already, both men were eager for a second chance to let off some steam. For better or worse, they were still feeling the effects of the afternoon’s libations and weren’t the most graceful or effective combatants.

	The stranger separated them and raised his voice. “Gentlemen, please! The Red Shadow won’t give you a second glance.”

	“And why is that?” Bram growled.

	“Because he is an assassin. Assassins kill important people, and they get paid handsomely to do it. Killing a drunken and ineffective guard and his still more drunken and ineffective cohort would be beneath him.” He snatched his thrown dagger from the beam and gestured with it. “The common folk are safe as babes from the blade that kills kings.”

	“And you imagine you are safe for the same reason?” Bram asked. “You aren’t concerned about the blade because you aren’t a king?”

	“On the contrary. The blade is of great concern to me, and I aim to be worthy of its bite, so long as its bite is worthy of me.” He gave his weapon a final appreciative glance before slipping it into its sheath beneath his coat.

	“You tie the language in knots when you talk, you know that?” Markus said.

	“I aim for artistry in my every endeavor. But enough delay.”  He finished his wine and corked the bottle, stowing it in an outer pocket of his pack. “If you mean to earn your silver, we’ll need to be on our way quickly.” He swept the mound of silver into two equal piles with a deft slice of his hand, pocketing the first. “Take your payment. You’ll get the rest when I’m satisfied you’ve earned it.”

	“Gladly,” Markus said, messily clawing at the coins.

	“Wait! What about me? I answered your questions!” Bram said, his eyes locked on the bribe that could have been his as it fell into his drinking partner’s pocket.

	“Here,” the stranger said, snatching a coin from the table and tossing it to Bram.

	“One silver? You must be giving Markus at least twenty!”

	“Actions are so much more valuable than words, good sir. That’s a lesson worth its weight in gold. Now if you will excuse me, I wouldn’t want to keep a baron waiting.”

	#

	The rest of the late baron’s family had fled the grounds on the night of his death for fear of sharing his fate, leaving the servants to watch over the sprawling residence and its former owner. It took three meager bribes to shift the loyalties of the staff enough to earn the stranger a private audience with their fallen master. Markus led the way to a darkened room deep inside the late baron’s estate and raised a torch. The infirmary was a frigid room with stone walls lined with cluttered shelves. It was discernable from the armory only in that the tools for drawing blood were accompanied by bowls to catch it. At the far end of the room was a slab, and resting in peace upon it was the former baron, respectfully concealed beneath a stained linen shroud.

	“Odd that a baron would have an infirmary in his estate.”

	“Aw, the old codger said he wanted his estate built like a keep, made sure they put in a quarters for a squad of solders and an infirmary and suchlike,” Markus explained. “Guess he wanted to feel safe from invaders. Half a kingdom between him and the nearest border wasn’t good enough. He even had a halfway decent healer, up until they made him send her down to the front. The butcher who runs the place now only knows how to pull teeth and cut off fingers and toes. Probably keeps ’em in one of these jars here…”

	“Sound thinking. You would be surprised what one can do with a tooth and the right incantations.”

	“I wouldn’t know anything about that stuff. All I know is when I die I’m going to make sure they keep a fire going wherever they lay me out,” Markus muttered, pulling his coat tighter. “Gonna spend a long time in the cold ground. The least you can do for a man is keep him from freezing before you put him in.”

	“It’s just as well they didn’t. With any luck the cold has kept the corpse fresh.”

	The curious stranger approached the body and turned down the sheet. The baron was a bloated and unpleasant man in life, and he was more so in death. He had the face and figure of a man who had never missed a meal; not fat, but with an overall pudginess that portrayed a life of ease. His beard was scraggly and gray, except for where it was stained brown by the dried blood of his murder. The stranger adjusted his gloves and gingerly lifted the end of the beard to reveal the wound that had claimed him.

	“Bring the light closer,” he instructed, leaning nearer to the slice.

	As the flickering yellow light fell upon it, the strange newcomer almost seemed to admire the horrid slice across the late baron’s neck.

	“Oh yes. This is certainly the work of a fine blade and a steady hand. Look at the edge. It isn’t ragged or torn in the least.” He separated the cold-stiffened flesh on either side of the cut. “Straight to the bone in a single slice. There’s no sign that the blade met anywhere but its mark. Where did they find him, in his bed?”

	“Slumped on his balcony, I think.”

	“Dragged there perhaps? Was there a trail of blood, or merely a pool?”

	“No trail. The servants made enough of a stink about cleaning it up where it was. If there was a trail, we’d still be hearing about it.”

	“Mmm.” He pulled the shroud back farther to reveal the man’s hands. “Spotless… no scrapes, no bruises. This man didn’t have the chance to struggle. This was definitely the work of The Shadow.” He restored the shroud and turned to Markus. “Tell me about the baron.”

	“What’s to tell?”

	“I haven’t noticed any mourners.”

	“I’m more surprised there aren’t folks dancing in the streets. He squeezed his subjects dry, paid his servants and guards in copper, and squandered his money on damn fool things like his estate or mounds of jewels to keep that trophy of a wife interested.”

	“Did he have any sons?”

	“None who survived the war. Just a wife and a daughter.”

	“Brothers?”

	“Two.”

	“Younger, I assume. Otherwise one of them would have been the baron.”

	“That’s right.”

	“And they are both alive?”

	“Last I heard.”

	“Tell me about them.”

	“The middle brother is just as bad as him, only he doesn’t have the title and didn’t get the inheritance. His old man didn’t leave him anything but the private hunting ground up north. He’s practically a hermit, lives off the land and keeps his debtors off his back by having his brother accuse folk of poaching—whether or not they were nearby—then fining them.”

	“And the youngest brother?”

	“As I recall, he didn’t get land or money. But he’s the richest of the lot, thanks to him starting an armory and supplying weapons and armor for the war effort. Rumor has it he’s got his fingers in the black market, too.”

	“Have the brothers been informed of his passing?”

	“How should I know? I’m just a guard. The steward would be the one to do that.”

	“Well then, where is the steward?”

	“I think he had a meeting with the youngest. I expect they’ll get to planning the burial and such when he gets back tomorrow.”

	The stranger paused to consider the facts, then reached into his coat to gather the second half of Markus’s silver coins. “Quickly, where is this hunting ground?”

	“If you’ve got a fast horse and the weather’s not too rough, just follow the road due north for a while.”

	“A while?”

	“I forget how far. It’s the only fenced-in piece of forest you’ll see up that way anyway.”

	“Here is the remainder of your payment,” he said, rushing for the door.

	“Why the rush?”

	“Because if the middle brother isn’t dead yet, he will be soon. The youngest hired The Red Shadow to clear the way to the title and the estate.”

	He rushed out the door, heading for the outside. Markus followed, trying to keep up.

	“How do you figure?” he called after the stranger.

	“I’m not a simpleton, that’s how!”

	“Are you going to try to save the middle brother?”

	“He’s already dead, or as good as, but if I move fast enough I just may reach him while The Shadow is still nearby!”

	Markus, not in the best of health, fell behind as his benefactor rushed through the estate to the stables and set about preparing his horse for travel. The stranger was mounting the steed when Markus reached the door, thoroughly out of breath.

	“Wait!” he gasped. “I don’t even know your name!”

	The stranger heaved himself into the saddle and spurred the horse out of the stable, calling back behind him, “That’s just as well. It wouldn’t have done you any good.”

	Markus stood in the doorway and watched the bizarre outsider ride into the distance.

	“Meh,” he grunted. “Name doesn’t matter anyway. If he’s after The Shadow, by this time tomorrow he’ll be dead.”

	#

	The vague directions Markus provided turned out to be accurate, if not precise. “A while” revealed itself to be half a day, bringing the stranger to the fenced stretch of woods well after sunset. Most of the trip had been through snow-covered plains, with the occasional farm invariably growing cabbage or potatoes. Due to hearty types of each being the only crops that would grow beyond the southern border region of the Northern Alliance, most of the population lived on little else. This was doubly true in areas with poor hunting, which described most of the north—that the Sotur clan had claimed the one patch of forest for miles dense enough for decent hunting indicated just how little they cared for their fellow people.

	The fence around the property wasn’t very imposing, being merely a row of evergreen branches and trunks driven at wide intervals into the ground, most still bearing their needles. They served as a marker and little else. What kept people from crossing through and taking advantage of the hunting ground was the penalty imposed by its owner if they were caught. 

	The stranger paid the marked boundary little heed. Dense clouds blotted out the moon and stars, as was frequently the case in the Alliance lands, leaving the forest shrouded in an almost impenetrable darkness.

	“A moonless night… not the ideal time to be searching for a shadow,” he uttered, his voice low.

	His equipment included a lantern and a few more exotic methods for creating light, but at the moment the benefits of being able to see weren’t nearly enough to outweigh the consequences of being seen. He moved forward through the inky woods as surely as he could manage. Unfortunately it soon became clear he wouldn’t be able to rely upon the horse. The forest grew steadily thicker as he approached its center, and within minutes the low branches and high shrubs blocked the way too much for the steed to penetrate. He dismounted and drew a shorter and simpler blade than the one he’d used to intimidate the guards. Such a weapon left him better able to put his final remaining advantage to use.

	He dug into a well-protected pocket beneath two layers of clothes until his gloved fingers snagged, with some difficulty, a fine silver chain. When his grip was secure he tugged it into the open. A small leather satchel swung free from his pocket. He loosened his fingers and let the weight of the satchel draw the chain through them until it hung at its full length. It swung lightly, and when he whispered a few awkwardly phrased arcane words it swung a bit more. He closed his eyes and focused on articulating each unnatural syllable properly, though his untrained tongue tripped over them twice before the spell was cast in earnest; when it did the satchel tugged against the chain, angling out to the woods ahead.

	“He’s here.” The man wrapped the chain around his fist and charged as quickly and quietly as he could in the direction it led.

	Stealth was not an option. It was too dark to see more than a few steps ahead, leaving him at the mercy of every loose branch and boot-grabbing bush. Worse, the forest was silent, magnifying the noise of his own breathing and the crunch of his footsteps. There wasn’t the chitter of a squirrel or the chirp of a bird. The woodland creatures were in hiding, all too aware of the danger lurking in the darkness. There was a predator in the woods.

	Finally he reached a clearing and stopped short. A body lay face up on the ground. In the weak light the pool of blood looked black against the white snow, and the kill was so fresh steam still rose from the slit in his throat.

	“Damn it,” hissed the stranger.

	He scanned the clearing. There were footprints, but they all seemed to belong to the dead man. None of the trees around him had dropped any of their snow, hinting that no one had hidden among their branches. The body was still warm and yet the trail was cold. He lowered his satchel and began the incantation.

	The first word still hung in the air when a blow to his back sent him sprawling. His blade went one direction; the satchel went the other. He tried to scramble forward, but a weight dropped on his back and held him to the ground. The leather fingers of a gloved hand clutched his chin and pulled his head back. The stinging cold edge of a blade touched his throat. He gasped for breath but dared not struggle, lest he do the killer’s work for him.

	He sensed a presence beside his ear.

	“You are alone,” came a harsh whisper.

	“Yes,” the restrained man wheezed, his chest and mouth constricted.

	“You did not follow my tracks. I did not leave any.”

	“No tracks.”

	“You did not follow the victim’s tracks, because you came from the wrong side.”

	“Yes.”

	“You could not follow a scent, the wind is at your back.”

	“I didn’t.”

	The next words were spoken with a force and harshness that simply wasn’t human. “Tell me how you found me.”

	“If you kill me now, you’ll never know.”

	“Neither will anyone else.”

	He swallowed. “You’re holding a black blade to my throat. It isn’t metal, it is stone. It was made for you by a gifted weaponsmith with the help of a fairy. You’ve used it for nearly sixty years and it still hasn’t dulled. I know what you are.”

	The blade began to slide; blood ran down the man’s neck.

	“Five years ago you left a place called Entwell for the second time. I know these things because I was there. My name is Desmeres Lumineblade. My father is the man who made that sword.”

	The blade stopped. “Why did you come here?”

	“I came because you and I have business together, even if you don’t know it. Let me speak. We both know if you don’t like what you hear, there’s nothing I can do to stop you from killing me.”

	His heart pounded in his ears. Warm blood dripped in fat drops on the snow. The weight lifted from his back and the blade pulled away. Desmeres moved slowly and deliberately, climbing to his feet and spreading his hands to his side to avoid provoking any rash decisions from the assassin.

	“Speak,” The Red Shadow said.

	“May I retrieve a bandage to tend to my—?”

	A bandage landed beside him, tossed from behind.

	“Speak.” This time the voice came from a different position.

	Desmeres fetched the bandage and applied it. When it was in place, he turned. The assassin had backed into the darkness of the trees around the clearing. His presence was felt more than seen. There wasn’t even the telltale gleam of his eyes.

	“I didn’t have much use for you when you were in Entwell. I knew you were the first to go and return, but I was still honing my craft. I make weapons, like my father before me. But a year after you left I got into an argument with him. I became irate that one of my weapons, one of my best, was in the hands of a green apprentice. Father believes that the purpose of crafting a weapon is to make a fighter as formidable as he or she can be. He said my weapon was elevating the apprentice to more than he was. I believe that a fighter and a weapon are two halves of the same whole. Perfection can only be achieved when the greatest weapon is in the hand of the greatest warrior. By holding my weapon, that apprentice was spitting in the face of greatness, preventing my sword from finding the hand that would do it justice. And though my father’s sword is an undeniable masterpiece, in your hand it cheapens you. I’ve learned much since it was made. I can and have made better. My weapons belong in your hand and yours alone.”

	“You came this far, risked your life, to give me a weapon?”

	“This weapon, and the next one, and the next one. You are the finest warrior the world has ever produced. Through you, my weapons can finally achieve their rightful place.”

	“You would help an assassin in his deeds.”

	“Let me make this clear. Your skill with weaponry is the only trait that concerns me. The rest is irrelevant. I will do whatever is needed. This is my purpose. Surely you can understand how important it is to serve one’s purpose?”

	The Shadow remained silent.

	“I can do things for you. Things you and I both know you can’t do yourself because of what you are.”

	There came a sound, something less than the swish of fabric, and from the darkness emerged a form. It looked to be a human, until Desmeres’ gaze lingered upon the shadow within the hood. There was a pointed muzzle, the glint of whiskers, and the gleam of animal eyes. It was not the face of a human. This “man” of whom the whole of the north lived in fear was no man at all. He was a beast called a malthrope, with more in common with a fox than a human.

	“Killed a wolf and wore its bloodstained skull as a helmet. You started that rumor, didn’t you? Whispered it in someone’s ear from the darkness. You have become the most feared figure in Vulcrest, and you’ve done it with your hands tied, because anyone who so much as sees your face, even without knowing your crimes, will kill you on the spot. You are a monster at a glance. I am not. I can speak to humans, and elves, and dwarves. I can mix with society. Meet face to face. I can be your face to the world, if you require. Whatever it takes to put my weapons in your hands. If either of us settled for anything less it would be a crime.”

	The assassin released a seething hiss, then snapped back to his main concern. “Enough about that. Tell me how you found me.”

	“Anyone can follow the crumbs. The mark of an assassin is unmistakable, but you aren’t the only one. I found three before I saw a wound that might have come from my father’s blade. From there I traced your path, found where you lingered.”

	“I know you were following me. I know you’ve come close before. Tell me how you found me.”

	“The last few steps came from that satchel on the ground. I brought it from Entwell. Inside are a few precious strands of your hair, a few flakes of dried blood from an old bandage, and a pinch of soil from where you slept. Coupled with an incantation the gray wizard taught me, it draws itself toward you. Without it, I’d never have found you. Destroy it and neither I nor anyone else ever will again.”

	The Shadow stood silent once more. Desmeres knew the time for talk was nearly through, the killer’s mind nearly made up.

	“I don’t know what you believe in, but I know you believe in something. You aren’t an assassin for the thrill of the kill. The men and women who have fallen by your blade are, without exception, corrupt and deceitful. You are selecting people who deserve to die. Perhaps you wish to punish the wicked, perhaps you simply wish to ease your conscience. I don’t know. What I do know is that if what you are working toward is truly important you are obligated to take every advantage offered. Anything less and you are turning your back on it. Let me help you.”

	“… You would ask me to trust you?”

	“You would be a fool to trust me, and I would be a fool to trust you. But I’m more than willing to live what remains of my life with a knife to my throat. I don’t even care if it finds its way to my back.” He pointed to his fallen weapon. “As long as it is one of mine.”

	The assassin took two fluid paces toward Desmeres. They stood face-to-beastly-face, Desmeres’s eyes locked on the predatory gleam beneath the assassin’s hood. With a flicker of motion, The Red Shadow held one of the daggers formerly concealed beneath Desmeres’s jacket.

	“If I decide I have use for you, you’ll see me again. If not”—the assassin held up the stolen blade—“you’ll get your wish.”

	With those final words, The Red Shadow stepped aside, and in a blur of motion was gone. Desmeres adjusted the bloodstained bandage and breathed a long, slow breath. His eyes turned to the ground. In departing, The Red Shadow had snatched up the satchel and the fallen blade. 

	Desmeres smiled.

	“And so begins the legacy…”
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