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	Prelude: The Time Has Come

	 

	“Mirror mirror before my eyes,

	Answer me true and without lies,

	Who is the fairest in the lands today,

	Now that Richilde has gone away?”

	 

	“Your obsession is going to get you killed.”

	“What?”

	“You heard me.”

	“I don’t need warnings. I need you to tell me -

	Mirror mirror before my eyes,

	Answer me true and without lies,

	Who is the fairest in the lands today,

	Now that Richilde has gone away?”

	 

	“Witch Queen standing before my face,

	There is but one who exceeds your grace -

	Svel Brangomar Arben.”

	 

	“At last.”

	 

	An End to My Story

	 

	“Hey, Ziri! Why didn’t you kill the bitch when you had the chance?”

	Ragnar’s never been one to go quietly, even when being dragged away in chains.

	“Hold!”

	The ice-covered courtyard comes to a halt, albeit with some sliding and falling over amongst the southland sellswords. Understandable, as the lowlands of southern Khyr don’t get ice or snow, even in winter.

	I turn to look up at the balcony - it’s decorative mini-crenellations blasted away at one end - which is where she’s standing. Nice emphasis. The sunrise sets off your imperious figure, the dress of enchanted mail catches the light perfectly, and the scorch marks on the frost-covered stonework match the darkness of the Fell Gauntlets you wear.

	How many years did you…

	Never mind. I know how many years. Ever since my father put you aside in guilt over losing the queen he cheated on.

	Kitha smiles down at us all. She looks benevolent, but is so far from that it would be funny if I weren’t in chains too. 

	“Ziricochel let me live because she knew she could not strike me down with a single blow, and that is essential, because I will never let anyone get a second. Some would call it cowardice. I, however, consider it wise,” she shrugs, “but still cowardice.”

	There’s laughter.

	Even used my long name. It’s like she wants me raging. So, I mustn’t lose my temper. I need to think further than murder. The killing comes later. How much later I don’t know, but it’s coming, sure as sunset…

	Coming? She’s got it coming. Yes yes-

	No! Think. Right now is a time to think, not to fight.

	To be honest, I hoped someone had done for her already. Not because she’s dangerous, deranged, and wields dark sorcery. No. It’s because today of all days I can’t raise a finger against her. Geasa are like that. There’s no room for negotiating with one just because the princess I’m meant to defend is being betrayed.

	“She’ll get you, bitch queen!”

	I’ve never heard Jalam raise his voice in the five years since he joined the Seven from the Visikir.

	Kitha jerks like she’s been slapped. Doesn’t like that title? Interesting.

	She makes a savage chopping motion. The Fell Gauntlets screech. No!

	I hear Jalam’s helm and head crack as he lurches backwards. Nothing we have can protect you from the power of those relics. I wish it otherwise, but last night demonstrated we’re not even a close match for the forces she can call upon.

	Without her presence, we would have struggled to a costly, hard-won victory. Against them and her, we were only spared from it being a complete massacre by her wanting witnesses.

	Tomorrow will be the same.

	After that, I swear it’ll change… If I survive.

	She looks my way and smiles, then gestures to those gathered about me.

	“Hood her. Harm not even a hair, and she is to be untouched. Take her to Glein. Lock her in the Mirror Room.”

	Roadgen frowns, then raises a fist.

	“They’ll need someone blood-sworn to get safely through the wards. Might as well be me.”

	The Second Instructor of the Visikir is one of her trusted? I thought him only playing at submittal!

	Should have learned to properly leave my temper on the practice fields. I missed too much being partly half-minded while walking through the courts.

	Truth is, I should have schooled myself to pay attention all of the time. It isn’t right for any member of a Seven to be off-guard, and I’ve been that a little too often of late.

	Kitha nods to him.

	“You watched her grow. Taking her to her end closes that story.”

	“What follows after we lock her below?”

	“Bar every way through that place, prime it complete, then light it as you sunder the portcullis chains.”

	Lock me in the dungeon and burn the sealed castle down above me? What a way to find out my mother has as much love for me as I for her.

	 

	Parting of Ways

	 

	Roadgen chuckles as he steers me into what sounds like a big cellar.

	“Your journey is complete, bastard princess.”

	Father once told me the orkyn consider hereditary rulership to be a dangerous flaw. He said he couldn’t appreciate that view, for obvious reasons, but I think I’m starting to sympathise.

	“Personally, I hope the smoke and heat finish you. Thirst and starvation are miserable ways to die. That admitted, I hold no ill-will.”

	I do.

	The clamping gauntlets loosen.

	“I’ve released your hands. The rest is yours. Give you something to occupy yourself with. Goodbye, Ziricochel. Die soon.”

	That name again? Oh. I’m definitely holding ill-will here. You’re going to die gruesomely, along with all your friends.

	Marking off my… What is that orkyn word? 

	‘Raklo’: the scroll one makes of blood enemies unfallen. Every great rekkr from the orkyn sagas makes one. It’s the moment they go from set upon to setting upon.

	Yes. Marking off my raklo is going to take ages. 

	The door shuts behind me. A bar drops. Footsteps recede. Sounds like a gate rattling shut. Faint footsteps. Another door, heavier, slams. Silence.

	My fingers are twitching, hands batting at each other. Slow down. I’m going to rage after I’ve freed myself. Well, that’s the aim. I’m not one for confinement. Get. This. Off. Me!

	Clamping gauntlets spread the hand, immobilising each finger while locking the thumb against the side of the palm. Released, my numb hands still can’t get any purchase… Armpits! Yes. Tuck my sword hand into the opposite side, squeeze down and wiggle-pull my hand.

	With a faint ‘pop’, my hand is free. Next come the spasms and cramps. I switch sides. If I can just get the other hand free before the pain starts.

	I stink. They’ve kept me near-starved and untouched for nearly a moon, still wearing my torn mail and padded wraps, sodden where they’ve left me to stew in post-battle releases and everything since. 

	Both hands free. Ouch, that hurts. Really, really…

	Oh. Bye, world.

	Hurt HURT. Blind? Blind! No, no. Cover? Yes! Hands - HURT. Arm. Arms. Rub. Drag. Sticky stink. Out of it ALLLLLL

	.

	The Mirror Room

	 

	The floor is warm. I always loved the smell of an open fire. Always liked watching the futures in the flames, too.

	Campfire indoors?

	Glein!

	Eyes wide, I sit up fast, then stop still and slowly close my eyes. Oof. My head.

	Oooh, yes. Not dying, just a half-mind hangover, and a good one at that. Right. Wait for it to ease. Can’t feel heat or hear burning. The scent of smoke really is like a campfire: that moment of relief when the wind wafts the plume from the fire away from your face.

	So… Not dead yet. 

	Opening one eye, I peer about. For a konaskr, this place would be cavern-dark. But - as I’ve had pointed out to me far too often - I’m not konaskr. I’m Dreyskr. Somewhere back among the branches of the family tree, one of my ancestors had a romp with a fae or two. I only hope it was a lot of fun, because it’s been no fun at this end.

	But, as a dreyskr, along with pointed ear-tops and keen hearing, you can get a range of unusual gifts - surprisingly, the half-mind rage I live with isn’t considered one of them. Apparently konaskr and orkyn can suffer from it too.

	My gifts are occasional flashes of insight and absolute darksight. There’s no such thing as darkness for me, unless my eyes are covered, like they were when I arrived.

	I was right: this is a big cellar. Looks cluttered. I get up, then step back and forth while I carefully gauge what’s where. All colours are washed out in darksight. Details are easy to miss, especially making out shadows from darker hues.

	This place isn’t haphazard. Just very full of… What are these? Tall, cloth-draped, thin. Wait-

	What is with the floor? I move closer. Slowly. Roadgen left me standing on an oval of flagstones, the only clear area I can make out.

	Clear, except for the scattered remains of clothing and armour? I look down. Ah. Naked again. Looks like I used the few unsoiled bits to scrape myself raw. Nearly clean in places, too. Sore all over. Plus the last of the marks from the battle. At least I didn’t take any serious wounds - not that I ever do. Just wish I could remember being as good as they tell me I am.

	Now, what is that?

	The floor below the cloth-draped whatevers is covered in reflective shards… Ah. Makes sense: ‘Mirror Room’. These shrouded uprights are the frames of mirrors. I look about, then turn a full circle. There must be hundreds of them, their faces broken and scattered across the floor.

	My father gifted her the old fortress of Glein soon after he found out she was carrying me. It had been an unused part of the estate for ages. Too far north. Some say it must have been here before the Runkal spread down across northern Arbenglost, because who would build a dwelling impossible to keep warm without closing off most of it? Which led to the usual myths of sorcerous pacts, ice magic, fae scheming, and the like.

	How long has this all been here? Was it like this when she arrived? If not-

	“What the Gadrash did you do, Kitha?”

	I snort to myself. Like she’s going to answer. Even with her powers, I doubt she heard, and she certainly wouldn’t reply.

	“You swear by the Orkyn god of mysteries, and know the Witch Queen by name. Yet one of her blood-sworn abandoned you here to die. I’m puzzled, and that doesn’t happen often. Who are you?”

	What-who-where?

	Couldn’t catch the accent, but they’re over there. Get down, go for them. Ah. Shards… Stall.

	“Introduce yourself first, stranger.” Boots on. Move. “After all, I’m in your castle.” 

	I’m naked in your castle, but let’s not worry about the things I can’t fix.

	“If you’re about to try sneaking up on me, the shards are damnably crunchy, and louder when you slide them. Besides, I’m over here, on the left. Ah, hang on.”

	There’s a flash of pink light. One of the shrouds to my right turns to ash. I head that way.

	“Your left. My right.”

	There’s a chuckle.

	“My mistake. Habitual, unfortunately.”

	Still can’t place that accent. I crunch round a very tall frame to find a stubby half-circle of wrought metal with a curiously smooth oval of shining black mounted on the higher side.

	“Quality boots. Hard-trained physique. Nice ears. They frame your red hair well.”

	I can see myself reflected in the black as the voice emerges from it. A grin cracks the smeared muck on my face as I chant the children’s boasting song.

	“Mirror mirror before my eyes

	Told me the future without lies:

	‘Beautiful and destined,

	Loved by all,

	Your picture will hang

	Upon every wall.’”

	 There’s a strange humming coming from somewhere. The mirror speaks words that reach further than a tune well-sung.

	“Stranger stranger before my face

	Tell me of your fall from grace

	Amuse me now with tales of glory

	Break my heart with a tragic story

	Rouse me to fury for a cause too true

	Then inspire my soul to accompany you.”

	The silence stretches as I try to find the right words. None come, so I use what I have.

	“I get the feeling I’ve missed a lesson or two along the way. So, out of curiosity, what should I have said?”

	It’s a talking mirror locked away in an ancient castle, and I’m chatting like it’s a hooded stranger encountered in a tavern, but with even less caution.

	“Your face says you’re not impressed with your reaction to me. I’d recommend going with your instincts rather than your distrust, but can’t tell you what to think.

	“As for what you should have said, the original idea was for the petitioner to explain their problem. If it was something I’d not experienced before, it would engage the process that binds me into helping them.”

	All of a sudden, my insight drops an observation into mind. I take a moment to let the accompanying discomfort pass before telling what I now know.

	“You’re the reason she collected and smashed mirrors.”

	“You’re a gifted dreyskr. I felt that insight of yours arrive.”

	“Best of three responses. The others being fleeing or near-mindless rage.”

	“You’re a Serkr. A rekkr who loses themselves in combat.”

	“I get lost. Didn’t know it had a name.”

	“Should have asked the orkyn. They have names for most things. Treatments, too. What you have could have been trained.”

	“It can?”

	“In your childhood, the serkr urge could have been shaped. It would have become something you guided, like a spirited steed. As is, it’s more of a wild thing that carries you off, giving only the rare moments of insight in exchange.”

	“Usually it leaves only bodies and headaches. Ending up naked is an occasional thing, but more often than insights so far.”

	“Completely untamed, then. Shame. Could have been useful when confronting the Witch Queen.”

	“Why is she so scared of you?”

	“We made a pact. She broke it when she broke me in three. I didn’t realise it was deliberate until I announced I remained hale, which also revealed the shard I resided in. She took the other two to make her Fell Gauntlets.”

	“Those aren’t ancient artefacts of evil power?”

	“They’re part of an ancient artefact: me.”

	“I didn’t know she was a magesmith.”

	“They were reforged by her lover. Brilliant magesmith. At first I mistook him for a Vadgarkyn, he’s so short, but he’s konaskr. Always coughing and wheezing, though. Like he’s worked forges all his life.”

	Please let me be wrong.

	“Is his name Ulric?”

	“That’s him.”

	The leader of our Seven is literally in bed with one of those we were set to protect the princess against! How many other members of the herliths and court have joined, or been turned?

	“He was my sword companion. I was his second. He led our Seven.”

	“Not only Visikir, but a guardian. Who was your charge?”

	“Svel Brangomar Arben, Snow Princess of Arbenglost.”

	“A pretty young woman, if all too trusting.”

	I nod. One day I’ll cry for her. Not today.

	“I always jokingly warned her it would be the death of her.”

	“It’s not been that, yet. But it will be.”

	What?

	“I saw Lintu stab her three times!”

	“Only twice. Disabled her arms. The third was a pommel to the guts.”

	Poor Svel. She always had too kind a nature for real fighting.

	“Why keep her alive? Lintu and she were married. He inherits if she falls. I presume the king and queen are dead?”

	I should feel more over the death of my father than mild worry about the loss of my liege, but that’s on him.

	“That was the intent. My reach from down here is limited. I only know of her survival because those who abandoned you were discussing her capture and her fate on their way out. It’s not a good one, I have to add.”

	“How bad?”

	“Apparently the Witch Queen has a ritual to let her live a very long life. All she needs is skin of a young woman, flayed from her while she still lives. Mutilating and killing the skinless victim forms the closing part of the ritual. They were discussing details, if you want to know more?”

	I shudder.

	“No. Got what I need, thanks.” Hold on. “Does the victim have to be blood royal?”

	“Blood royal is nothing but a defensive myth perpetuated by royalty to increase the reverence of the people.”

	“That’s a no, then?”

	“Correct.”

	Svel’s alive. So: rescue, then revenge. Be handy if I can do some revenging while rescuing, but saving her has to come first.

	“What are you thinking, serkr?”

	“That I’ve a rescue, several murders, and a few slaughters to arrange. All of which come after escaping Glein.”

	“If I might be forward - which I shouldn’t really be, seeing as you might be a petitioner - I get the feeling you and the Witch Queen have history. There’s clearly no love from her side, but what of you?”

	“Got time for a story?”

	“You heard the rhyme. I always have time for a story.”

	“Give me a moment.”

	I spend a while collecting shrouds, and breaking off bits of frames I can use. Once my makeshift lounging place is done and the dust has settled, I settle back and stare up at the cracks in the ceiling above.

	“Once upon a time there was a lonely queen who desperately wanted a daughter…”

	 

	Of Wishes and Hatred

	 

	Queen Brangomar Arben wanted a beautiful princess. She wanted her daughter to be a legendary beauty, not just impressive: snowy skin, ruby lips, and hair as dark as raven feathers by moonlight.

	If only the king would love her more.

	Unknown to her, King Rodal Arben was loving more, just not with his queen. It was with Kitha Norjugr, a daughter of fallen nobility who’d turned to herbcraft and sorcery.

	I still think she used those to ensure the king strayed more often, but it’s another thing I can’t prove.

	It was a hard nine moons she endured bearing me. The king was beside himself with guilt and excitement, and hosted her in Glein Castle. I was born at the winter solstice, twenty-five winters ago, and his obsession lasted until he saw my pointed ears.

	He didn’t visit much after that. Soon the news that Queen Brangomar was with child reached Glein. Kitha took it badly: threw a maid off the battlements in a fit of rage.

	Brooding, she spent many moons searching the rooms and ways under Glein, spending as little time with me as possible. 

	Then Queen Brangomar died giving birth to Svel Brangomar Arben.

	Wracked with grief and guilt, my father formally put Kitha aside, giving her Glein in perpetuity, along with a cartload of valuables in exchange for his taking over my upbringing. 

	Which is how I ended up at the Court of Arbenglost. Svel and I grew up together. To this day I don’t think she knows I’m her half-sister. She knows me as Ziricochel Rauth, who prefers to be called Ziri. Rodal made me swear to never mention it; he also did something else, but I’ll get to that in a moment.

	I’d seen four winters when Rodal was saved from being gored to death by a boar. His saviour was a rekkr named Claudia. It quickly became clear they’d fallen for each other. I was seven winters old when they were handfasted, and much to everyone’s surprise, it turned out well.

	Apart from someone trying hard to kill the royal family. There were incidents of poisoned food, cursed clothing, traps, bandit ambuscades, and even assassins. In the end, the royal family each chose seven guardians from among the Visikir. They became known as the Sevens, and went everywhere with their charges. 

	I’m not sure when or why I became sure Kitha was behind it all, but no-one believed me anyway. So I worked myself hard, then joined the Visikir on my twelfth winter and trained even harder. If no-one believed Kitha to be a threat, it would be down to me to be ready.

	Svel asked me to join her Seven during the celebrations of her fifteenth winter.

	We lost guardians every season, but no assassination attempt succeeded in striking true. Despite the danger, our half-brothers, Heberd and Alfgarl, were training to join the Visikir with an eye to joining a Seven.

	It was during my twenty-second summer we were visiting a small shire in Tirothe county. The western edge of Arbenglost can be quite wild, and one evening Svel wandered away from the Seven while we were dealing with some overly enthusiastic locals. 

	If it hadn’t been for Lintu Krent, a young tykynos would have torn her apart. He held it off long enough for us to get there. Thanks to the new suit of armour he’d been trying out that evening, he escaped with only minor injuries.

	The swift bonding between Svel and Lintu was just like that of Rodal and Claudia, they said. I wasn’t convinced. Something about Lintu struck me as off, but a bad feeling - especially another one coming from me - wasn’t enough to gainsay anything.

	Things progressed as everyone except me hoped, and the handfasting was arranged to happen in Arbenhame during this solstice just gone. 

	Lintu turned up with barely a day to spare - delayed by storms on the road, or so they said. He’d brought along a lith masquerading as porters, entertainers, staff, honour guard, and escort.

	I wasn’t having any of it. I went to Svel… Actually, I’ll admit I confronted Svel. Something wasn’t right and I needed her to see it. What I should have done was quietly gone to Rodal, or mustered the Visikir, but I was worried and partly in half-mind. She knew it, and blamed all the suspicions on my ‘mind problem’. I took those words badly. We argued hot and hard.

	In the end she threw up her hands and ordered me to leave the whole affair alone regardless of what happened.

	Which is when I found Rodal had had someone place a geas upon me to never disobey a direct order from Svel. Being childhood friends, our mismatch in ranks had never come up before. 

	She stormed off while the geas wrestled with my half-mind. Eventually they fought to a standstill with the geas having the upper hand, but I’d lost a lot of time: I found it was evening. There were crowds of folk I didn’t recognise all over the place. Making my way through the throng, I finally spotted her. I’d missed the ceremony. She was up by the altar, just beginning to turn to greet the crowd, when Lintu stabbed her. After that, everything went crazy.

	Kitha led the forces he’d brought in. We never stood a chance because she and they had come prepared for an all-out war. We’d come prepared for a handfasting celebration.

	 

	The Forms of War

	 

	“Remind me to add a few details to that tale when we have the time. So, you were captured, then Kitha sent you here to die?”

	I nod.

	“I’m still curious. Why not kill you there and then? You’re hardly a step up from regicide.”

	The only answer I have to that is a shrug.

	No, wait -

	“Roadgen was complaining about that. He wanted to kill me quick, get it done. Even went to see her after she’d given the order to bring me here in front of everyone. She wouldn’t have any of it. Said she’d long ago had a dream about putting my body out of reach here. When he proposed burning me alive instead, she shouted at him to do as ordered. He didn’t like being ‘addressed like some sellsword’. Went on and on about it.”

	“Dream? She used to lay me on the floor and sleep naked upon me. Said her dreams were prophetic but tiring when she did so. I often wondered if what she dreamed was entirely of her own making. My full powers reached a long way. I was never sure of their extent, especially when combined with her abilities. It would be more than passing strange if one of those dreams led to you being here.”

	I’m no good with the ins and outs of sorcery.

	“So she had a dream of me while lying on you and because of that I get left here to die?”

	“I don’t know. If I was complete, I could likely discern the reasons behind this, if any.”

	“You said you remained in this shard so she took the other two. If you’re here, why are you incomplete?”

	“I’m a sorcerous amalgam of-”

	“Stop. You’re going to have to explain using simpler words.”

	“Simple? Let me see… I’m an artefact of variabl- No. I was an ancient relic with a dispersed consc- No. Hmmm. Simple, simple, simple… Ah, yes: think of my whole form as a swarm of bees, with the thinking part, the bit of me left here, as the queen. If you capture part of the swarm, it can still function in basic ways, but without me it lacks any of the higher thinking.”

	“So the Fell Gauntlets are like half-mind versions of you?”

	“Not really.”

	“Can she get advised by her gauntlets like you’re doing with me?”

	“Possibly, but in a very limited manner. I’m not even sure what it could encompass. But they’re bound to her. I’m just having a conversation with you.”

	“What’s the difference?”

	“In a binding, we can bring additional powers to help our bearers.”

	“So you could be bound to me?”

	“Well, we both want something from the Witch Queen, and we do seem to get along. I’ve certainly not experienced the world in company with one such as you before. So yes, I think I could be bound to you. However, would you accept me as a companion?”

	“If you’re as tough as those Fell Gauntlets, you’d make a fine shield if I can get a grip mounted on you.”

	“That won’t be necessary. All we’ll need are the words. The form will fit the moment, as it always does.”

	Do what?

	“Ziri Arben standing before my face,

	Will you now accept the grace

	Of this binding offered to support your side

	Come fear or fury I’ll be a guide.”

	I need wor- Oof. No, I don’t. Insight just gave me them. 

	“Mirror mirror before my eyes,

	Surprise me now with your accepted guise.”

	Ripples run across the face of the mirror, then it twists and elongates, pink lightning running within.

	“This, I think, will do.”

	There’s a broad-bladed black sword hanging in the air in front of me. Reaching out, I grasp the hilt and lift it towards me. I can feel its balance shift as it somehow rearranges itself within to better fit my needs. The surfaces are marbled black, but I can still see my reflection. A mirror sword?

	“I like it. So, do you always speak out loud, and is your name really Mirror Mirror?”

	The adjustments to shape cease. It chuckles before replying.

	“I’ve never mastered the art of mindspeaking, but I will hear your words no matter how far away you are from me. Now, do you wish to name your blade?”

	“I think that would be insulting. You already are. Tell me who that is.”

	“True-spoken again. Very well. I am… Muherior, Reflection of Truth. Given my accepted form, I presume we’re going to be getting bloody on occasion?”

	“That’s a given, but I’m thinking this is going to be nearly as much about luck and planning as well. Can you do other weapon shapes?”

	“My forms of war are this sword, war axe, spear, great axe, war hammer, and roncone. Times past I could be a bow, but the means to string me and arrows to fit are long lost.”

	“War axe and great axe?”

	“The war axe is double-bitted, well-balanced, and shorter. It’s for fighting. The great axe is single-bit. Longer and heavier, too.”

	“Got it. For chopping and executing.”

	“Yes.”

	“Good enough. How do we get out of here, Muherior?”

	“You use me in great axe form to cleave through the wall over there.”

	A flash of pink lightning crackles off to hit a wall on the far side of the room. I’m not going to question the claimed ability to cut stone, but surely it can’t be -

	“That simple?”

	“Two cart lengths of rock and a ducking in a wintry stream.”

	“Not simple, then. But a stream will surely be welcome.”

	And then some. I smell awful. 

	Another insight arrives. While they’re always useful, I do wish the sensation wasn’t so uncomfortable.

	“Another insight?”

	“Yes. It reminded me it’s going to be freezing out there. Wearing only a pair of boots and you leaves me short of a lot of clothing.”

	“I can’t make clothes, but am able to keep you warm.”

	“How can you do that?”

	“Some of my sorcery. Be aware that you’ll be surrounded by pink lightning. Might be a problem if anyone sees us.”

	I chuckle.

	“Should give me some advantage of surprise.”

	“If you let your hair hang free, along with your pointed ears and the lightning, you could be mistaken for a fae of some kind.”

	“Is that a good thing?”

	“Versus any who’d make that mistake? Yes.”

	I unpin my hair. It barely moves, being a lumpy, tangled mass.

	“Hopefully that stream you mentioned will be swift-flowing.”

	“Not too swift. I can’t do anything about you drowning.”

	“I’ll take my chances. I’m unfit company for myself, let alone anything else with a sense of smell.”

	Muherior laughs.

	“Let’s go and find out. I presume you have no reservations about flooding the lower levels of Glein?”

	“Anything down here a sensible person would want?”

	“Unlikely. Only detritus and things Kitha left behind.”

	“I don’t consider my mother one to leave valuables anywhere, let alone behind.”

	“It was because she judged them either too powerful or too dangerous to risk using.”

	That I can believe. Best to make getting at such things as difficult as possible.

	“Flood it and good riddance, then.”

	 

	Plots and Plans

	 

	I toss the crushed stick I’ve been using to scrub my teeth into the surging water. It’s gone so fast I don’t see it go.

	“That’s not a stream. It’s a narrow river.”

	 Flopping back, I stop myself from lying on the bank by landing on bent arms, then sit up again. There’s no point in having clean hair if I’m going to get it covered in mud.

	“It was certainly forceful when we cut through the wall.”

	If I hadn’t hooked him into the rock to anchor myself, I’d have been swept away into the depths of Glein. As it is, I came nearer to drowning than I’m prepared to think about.

	“You cut rock easily. We’d be dead if not for that.”

	“I’m sure my creation predates the lesser magics you now call sorcery. Which would explain my advantages, even in this reduced state.”

	He doesn’t know when he was made? No, ask later. This is not the time.

	“Good to know. Right, back to it.”

	Taking a couple of deep breaths, I let go of Muherior. The cold is still like needles and little hammers. I work my hair as fast as I can until it starts to stiffen, then hold him until I stop shivering. With the tidying that needs both hands done, I can now alternate the hand gripping him while I continue to work at the ruddy tangle with the other. 

	“You’re doing remarkably well.”

	“Thanks. Battlefield grooming is usually an unappreciated skill.”

	“I particularly liked the stick pounded until one end was bristly as a way to clean your teeth, and the use of Jharkan moss for cleansing. Not come across those before.”

	“Another win for Visikir training. They teach you to keep an edge in more ways than just the use of a sharpening stone.”

	“While you continue, let’s go over our options.”

	“This lightning might be useless for hiding in the dark, but it makes doing things easier. I like the light, too. It’s comforting.”

	“An application of killing sorcery on a focussed scale. You get warm because I stop the effect from cooking you from the inside out, then let it start, then stop, and so on.”

	****

	** To read further, please purchase a copy of this book. Thank you. **

	*****
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