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Chapter 1: Pickpocket 



		











Omen Daenoth slipped through the castle's outer wall and disappeared into the teeming streets of Hex. He had yet to reach fifteen years of age, but he felt as if he'd been imprisoned for a thousand years.




But today I'm free! No lessons!




Having just arrived in the foreign land, he was still in his traveling clothes. Sneaking away from the king's guards hadn't been easy, but he was completely at liberty and intended to make the most of it.




Omen tugged his hood lower over his brow and hoped it would disguise him enough. His flame-red hair could give him away quickly. Just have to make it to The Song Master's. After that, I don't care.




He tried to orient himself. The castle's back that way, so I want to go toward the ocean. The giant-built city was a jumble of monumental structures that sprawled from the base of a snow-covered mountain to a mighty port. Arcane symbols carved into the smoke-grey stones of every brick and paver of Hex conjured an eerie, ominous tension as if a door had been barred from the outside to keep something terrible inside. A shiver ran down Omen's spine. Dangerous city. Should be fun!




Omen swiveled his head back and forth as he tried to take in all the sights. He was taller than everyone around him but felt dwarfed by his surroundings. Only the expansive width of the cobbled roads kept him from feeling claustrophobic. 




City folk rushed around him like ants returning to their nest, single-minded and laden down. Omen followed the stream of people through the main thoroughfare to the city's bustling bazaar, a large octagonal plaza drenched crimson in the afternoon sun.




Traders from all corners of the kingdom exuberantly offered trinkets and treasures from the bowels of colorful tents. But most important to Omen were the food vendors who fried and seared traditional Terizkandian street delicacies with dizzying speed.




No matter how much trouble I'm in for sneaking out, this is worth it.




Elated, Omen breathed in the amazing aromas. The cool air was rich with a myriad of mouthwatering scents both sweet and savory. They lured him onward, his father's warnings about going into the city forgotten. I can taste some Terizkandian specialties, and then sing at The Song Master's. It'll be interesting to get a new audience. Back home everyone knows what to expect from me.




Omen moved quickly, the shoulders and elbows of passersby catching at his sides as he pushed his way through the throng of humans, elves and others who swarmed around the shops and booths of the Temple Street Market.




A food stall offering deep-fried octopus caught his attention. For a moment Omen hesitated between moving right to purchase several skewers of the golden tentacles or going left to buy a bag of sugary buns stuffed with apples and chopped lamb.




Distracted, he barely felt the quick brush of fingers against his wrist — like feathers dancing across his skin.




Then the world crashed in around him. Colors swirled and melted. Bright lights stabbed at his pupils, torturing his brain with sharp flashes. He pressed his lids shut, but the pulsating spectacle continued behind closed eyes. At the same time the sounds of the crowd escalated to an awful roar. Feeling gut-punched, he crumpled forward and had to grab his knees to steady himself. As if a battle-axe had been driven into his brain, agony split his skull and spread through his entire body with searing throbs. He would have passed out, if he hadn't recognized the symptoms. He'd known them since he was a child.




No protection . . . It's gone.




Panic rose through the pain. He fumbled for his right wrist, confirming what he'd feared: The leather bracelet with the silver dragonhead clasp was gone.




Biting down on his lip, Omen stood up and focused on a simple melody — the tinkling of two keys. What's the song . . . what's the song? The two notes started it — back and forth. That's it . . . drop down a fifth, then into the minor chord.




The song came to him, clear and soothing. There it is! The shielding pattern vibrated through him. The music in his mind created a slight space in the onslaught of pain but, at the same time, decreased Omen's field of vision.




Why are my parents always right?




He'd come to rely on the aid of the charm, but even with its help he dreaded using his psionics. He'd deferred truly mastering his powers, to his father's great frustration, simply because it hurt too much.




I'm not going home to have them fix this! I'm going to get my bracelet back.




He sniffed his wrist, then he sniffed the air. The thief had left a signature — his scent. Male. Traces of Nifilan weed and thyme.




Omen followed the scent like a bloodhound. Ahead he spotted an erratic movement. A cloaked man rounded a corner just a little too fast.




That's my pickpocket.




Omen sprinted forward, knowing that his respite from the mind-crushing headache would be very short-lived and that the pain would return threefold if he didn't recover the stolen bracelet. Keep the song going. Don't let it stop!




The thief, dark cloak covering his form, ran at full speed. He passed a stone fountain in the center of the small square.




Can't catch you, Omen thought, crippled by his narrow field of vision. But I can stop you.




He skidded to a halt. I just need a weapon . . . there! He spotted an apple-sized orb decorating the fountain, and he focused his mind on it. The song coursing through his thoughts changed as he added a new harmony. The pattern of energy in his brain shifted and reached outward to grasp the small orb, plucking it free from the fountain with the loud crack of breaking rock. Omen flung it forward, aimed at the middle of the thief's back. Then he charged ahead to catch the man's fall. 




"No!" A deep growl reverberated through the square. "Esil cenquartor!"




A heated haze washed over Omen as a vine of blue light flashed past his head. He watched in shock as the rope-like light wrapped around the stone orb, catching it before it could strike the thief. 




Was that Nightspeak? Someone's using magic! Someone is protecting the thief!




Omen's stone projectile hung suspended in the air, imprisoned within the glowing blue tendril.




Outrage filled Omen as he tried to free the small stone from the magical grip. The burning tendril tightened the harder he pulled with his mind. Rat's teeth!




The thief turned to look over his shoulder, his long nose poking out from inside his cowl. He barked out a curse and scrambled out of sight.




Omen staggered back, his stone still levitating in midair — unmovable. His strength ebbed as he fought the magic holding the stone in place. Pain burrowed through him. The song stuttered, the chords growing disharmonious. He couldn't keep himself upright. As he fell backward, he slumped into another person.




Amber and cedar, Omen thought, his sense of smell as keen as his sight was clouded.




"Let go!" the stranger behind him whispered, his deep-toned voice strained as if he were in pain as well.




"No!" Omen spat out, still fighting to free his stone from the glowing tangle of magical energy. "Why did you stop me?" Though nearly blind by now, he could see that the magical glow creating the burning tendril was emanating from the tall stranger. Though the thief was gone, he refused to give up. "I can still get him!"




The stranger grabbed his arm and yanked him around the other direction. "Look at what you did to the road!" Spoken with a commanding, educated cadence, his clipped words were hard to ignore.




Omen's vision sharpened. The cobbled road behind him was destroyed. The enormous flagstones he'd just raced across had been ripped from their earthen bed and were floating silently in the air like cotton fluff caught on a breeze. Bits of dirt and moss dripped from them as the stones hung aloft and trembled in the grip of Omen's psionic power. They dangled, poised to be thrown toward the fleeing thief. Only the tendrils of blue energy wrapped around each kept them in place. 




Omen's legs threatened to collapse under him. "I just wanted one—"




"You were aiming all those giant stones! Not just that one small rock!" One of the stranger's hands remained outstretched; the coils of energy holding the rocks in place rushed from his fingers. 




The accusation hit Omen like a blow. Hex's roadways had been built for giants, and the flagstones Omen was levitating weighed hundreds of pounds each. They would have killed the thief, not knocked him down as Omen had intended.




Drop, Omen commanded his mind, killing the harmony, forcing the pattern back into the steady flow of the shield alone.




The stones fell.




At that very moment, a jolly Hexian man stepped out from a nearby doorway, laughing loudly with someone inside the building while fumbling with a stack of boxes.




"Esil cenquartor!" The tendrils of blue light coming from the stranger lashed out like lightning as all of them refocused on the few flagstones about to fall upon the innocent man's head. The magical light wrapped around the deadly stones, holding them aloft.




"I can't hold them!" The yellow-eyed stranger's whispery growl turned into a desperate yell. The other stones released from both Omen's psionic grip and the stranger's magic fell and shattered upon the ground with a thunderous boom.




Omen sprang forward and pushed the jolly Hexian back inside the house.




The giant flagstones rained down on Omen in the space of a breath. Though he could feel the tingling energy of the stranger's magic trying to hold back the main force of the heavy mass falling upon him, the stones clobbered his back and arms where he'd raised them to protect his head. He went down in a full sprawl, flagstones pummeling his legs and back. He felt his bones and muscles resisting the crushing weight. Barely. The rumbling crash of stone against stone was deafening as dust swirled up in a cloud of chaos around him.




Pounded and bruised, his body ached. The song slipped away as his vision momentarily faded to blackness. 




No, don't stop! Keep the music going. He fought back the void, forcing deep breaths into his lungs — ribs twinged with the movement. Bruised, not broken.




The impact of the stones still vibrating through him, Omen started to rise to his knees, coughing amid the dust, the burden on his back not inconsiderable. The jolly Hexian tugged at the flagstone still pinning Omen's arms over his head, but it wasn't until the stranger with the growly voice joined in that the stone fell away. "You need a healer."




"I'll be fine." Disoriented, Omen placed his hands on his thighs and strained to push himself up. He briefly noted the gleam of gemstones upon the stranger's hands. A nobleman, he thought, wondering just how much trouble he was in.




The jolly Hexian looked pale, his face drained of all blood. "Those stones would have killed me." He looked at Omen oddly — both grateful and suspicious. "Where did they come from?" He blinked in bewilderment at the torn-up road. Confusion flittered over his features.




"I'm terribly sorry," Omen said, struggling to his feet, his body wobbly and out of control. He teetered forward. His jaw felt odd, and he tasted blood on his lips where his teeth had cut through his skin. "The road . . . It wasn't you—"




"You're sorry?" The Hexian's gaze raked over Omen, comprehension filling his eyes. "You did this? How? Why?" His voice scaled higher. "You could have killed me. I have a wife, children! I could have died!"




Guilt swamped over Omen. "I . . . I . . . didn't . . . mean," he stammered, horror swelling within him. Pain pounded through him, the ache of bones straining. He's right — he wouldn't have survived. I'm only alive because I'm not human . . . I'm a monster! I should be chained up!




"Go about your business, Sergen," the nobleman said to the frightened Hexian. "And count today as your lucky day."




Sergen's eyes flicked back and forth between Omen and the stranger who had intervened with his magic. Face pale, hands trembling, Sergen gave a whole body shudder and backed away, seeming to come to a decision. "Yes, Prince Templar." He pasted on a weak smile. Placing one hand against his chest, he gave a shaky bow, taking another step back. "Of course, at your pleasure, Prince Templar. Thank you for your intervention, your highness. If you had not used your magic. . ." He trailed off and bowed his head respectfully, taking several more steps away, eager to be free of the situation.




Templar pulled Omen to his feet without any fuss. "You can stand." It was a statement, not a question.




Omen nodded, his head ringing and his body battered, but already he could feel the pain fading, the inhuman blood flowing through his veins doing what it always did — repairing, mending. The heat that accompanied the rapid healing seared through him as if snakes made of fire were twisting through his bones and muscles. He focused on the song again. Slow it down, smooth the notes out.




He tried to push back the devastating sense of shame roaring through him. I'll hurt someone else — I have to control this, stop this! I'm supposed to be better than this! He made a space in his mind, forcing aside the pain and the guilt. The agony roared twice, and he felt he was losing consciousness. He threw his hands to his head, as if trying to keep it from bursting apart. Notes. Melody. Notes. Harmony. Notes.




The pain dulled into an ache and receded into a corner, still present, still dangerous, but momentarily muted and contained.




"Prince Templar?" Omen said, his teeth hardly parting as his jaw healed. "I'll fix this!" He wanted to fix it — wanted to make up for the near miss. For nearly killing a man.




"You want to fix the road?" The humor filling Templar's voice belied the situation.




Omen spared a brief glance toward the dark-haired prince, noting the untroubled look in his eyes. Yellow eyes — Mother was right. He's a Nightblood! 




"No, the man . . ." Omen looked around — Sergen was long gone. So was the thief. "I didn't . . . if you want to arrest me, I won't resist." The words were out of his mouth before he could even think about them. But he didn't regret them — wouldn't take them back.




Prince Templar raised an eyebrow at the roadway and the stones. "Did you do it on purpose?"




"No! Of course not!" Omen protested the very thought. "I just wanted to . . ." He turned to look in the direction the thief had gone.




"Then don't worry about it." Templar waved a hand dismissively, no sign of the magical power he'd used earlier evident now. "It could have happened to anybody . . . well, not anybody. You know what I mean."




Omen pulled off his hood and wiped at the blood on his lips. He took a moment to brush ineffectually at the dirt on the padded gambeson he wore as a coat. He still felt queasy, out of control. "I was supposed to meet you earlier." He didn't know what to say. How do I apologize for something like this — why isn't Templar more upset? I almost . . . He looked down at the stones scattered around him like evidence of his offense.




"Yes, you were supposed to meet me earlier," Templar agreed. "I had planned on going game hawking with you this afternoon — but you gave your guards the slip and decided to go hunting one of my citizens instead."




Templar, dressed in a fine flared coat of black leather with a metal-studded doublet beneath, turned to survey the tumble of overturned flagstones piled around them. "And you made a mess." His tone, even and mild, displayed no sign of the dark heritage Omen had been warned about.




A Nightblood just saved me from making an unforgivable mistake. He's supposed to be the dangerous one — the monster. Not me!




Elegant, with jeweled rings on all his fingers, Templar's appearance was flashy and refined, bringing to mind proper drawing room parties where ladies and lords sat around sipping tea from delicate porcelain cups and discussing politics and art. Even the two swords he wore at his left side, one longer than the other, looked more decorative than useful — the hilts appeared to be made of ivory.




Omen had escaped the castle, against his father's explicit instructions, because he couldn't stomach the idea of spending the afternoon in the company of a pompous fop.




"I was chasing a thief," Omen said quickly, rising to his full height to stare down at Templar — only to discover that the prince was slightly taller. He couldn't remember the last time that had happened — he was used to being the tallest one in the room, despite his youth. "I was just trying to get my property back."




Templar looked unimpressed, his lips curled in a sarcastic twist, his eyes narrowed. "I always feel that people who can't hang on to their valuables deserve to be parted from them. If he pickpocketed you fair and square, you have no right to chase him down and kill him."




Omen felt his cheeks turn red with embarrassment. "I wasn't trying to kill him. The thing he took — it's a charm that helps dampen my psionics." A quick, pained smile crossed his lips. "I have a bit of a problem with my psionics." He waved toward the destroyed street as evidence.




Templar looked intrigued. "I thought your family were all master psionicists. That's what everyone says."




"Everyone doesn't know gnome squat."




Templar laughed out loud. "Can't you—"




"I just need it back," Omen cut him off. "It's not meant to protect me, it's meant to protect everyone else from me. As you can see."




That caught Templar's attention, and he shifted away slightly, resting one ring-adorned hand lightly on the hilt of his longer sword. "The logical course of action," Templar suggested, "would be to simply return to the castle, pry your father from his meeting with my father, and explain you lost your bauble. Your father will get you another one. It's not like you aren't as spoiled a princeling as I am. Perhaps even more so. Your family's wealth is legendary."




Even during this crisis, Omen saw the humor in Templar's quip. He gave Templar a droll smile, for a second remembering the extreme hardships his father had endured to acquire the bracelet for Omen a decade ago.




Focus.




"The charm on the bracelet could be used as a weapon," Omen admitted. "It is calibrated for me only. If anyone with even a modicum of psionic potential puts it on, the magic in the charm will crumple their brain like a wad of paper. It will kill your thief."




"I know that guy," Templar said dismissively. "Riaire. He works for me sometimes. He doesn't have a shred of psionic ability. Your bracelet won't do a thing to him."




"What if he sells it?"




Realization filled Templar's eyes. "All right, that could be bad," he conceded.




"Help me get it back," Omen pressed. "I don't have a lot of time here. I don't know how long I can control myself. And do you really want to bother our fathers while they discuss import tax on unicorn snot or whatever it is they do in their meetings?"




Templar grimaced in response and gave a curt nod. "Yeah. Good point." He motioned Omen to follow him as he crossed the plaza to where Riaire had stood. He mumbled a few incomprehensible words, fingers glowing once again with a bluish light. A tiny flicker of flame leaped from his fingertips and raced away down the street, turning a corner as it followed Riaire's escape.




Omen sniffed. The scent of Nifilan weed and thyme was fading, but Omen could still detect traces of it in the air along the path Templar's spell illuminated.




Omen and Templar hastened on, but they came to an abrupt stop only three blocks later. Riaire strolled toward them, an embroidered bag in his gloved fist.




"Where is it?" Omen barked out.




"Pardon, good sir?" Riaire said with a toothy smile. He bowed low in front of Templar. "Your gracious majesty."




"It's highness; majesty is for my father. You sold the bracelet," Templar said with certainty. "You already sold it."




Omen felt ill.




"I know not whereof you speak, Prince Templar." The thief stuffed the embroidered bag into the folds of his cloak. Coins clinked together.




Omen fought the urge to take Riaire by both shoulders and shake him until the thief's bones splintered.




"You have two choices, Riaire," Templar said mildly. "You either tell me where the item you stole off my friend is—"




"Stole," Riaire interrupted. "Such a harsh word. I don't believe you have any proof of my stealing anything. I am merely a victim here. I did nothing but go out for a stroll. I have—"




"Or," Templar continued as if Riaire hadn't spoken, "I have the city guard take you in for stealing from a noble. You'll be lashed for this, and branded."




"You have no proof." Riaire had turned pale.




"I could simply pull the truth out of your head. Don't try to lie to me," replied Templar coldly. "I'm rather clumsy with mind magic, so it will hurt — a lot."




Riaire stood in stubborn silence.




"Choose!" Templar growled.




To Omen it looked as if Riaire were about to spring away. Omen's body tensed, like that of a predator anticipating the flight of prey.




Instead, Riaire's shoulders sagged. "The alchemist has it." The man's flowery speech turned clipped and petulant. "He paid well. He likes magical artifacts."




"How did you know—" Omen stopped himself from revealing anything else about the charm.




"Magic detection scroll," Riaire confessed. "I tripped the spell before going to market. Your bracelet threw off a much bigger magical aura that anything else in the square."




"We're not interested in the tricks of your dirty little trade," Templar said, sounding tremendously interested contrary to his words.




"What alchemist?" Omen asked bluntly, the pain in his head a dull throb.




"The alchemist . . . Gerdriu is his name." Templar looked at Riaire with a raised eyebrow. "Am I right?"




The thief nodded.




"Gerdriu is a famous alchemist," Templar explained, "with an even more famous home. The Alchemist's Tower is a historical landmark. It's been in Hex since before the giants came. They say Gerdriu built it himself, stone by stone."




"Immortal then?" Omen asked cautiously.




"No." Templar pursed his lips with disgust. "Undead."









Chapter 2: Hex 



		











Omen balked, wondering if he'd heard that correctly. "Undead?" he repeated Templar's words. "What exactly do you mean by that?"




Templar motioned him forward, southeastward down the street. "Exactly what it sounds like," he explained. "Walking, talking dead man."




While Omen had certainly come across his fair share of stories about the undead, heard from his parents and their friends, or told around tavern fires as stories to frighten the patrons, he'd never given them much more than a passing thought. He tried to recall all he knew on the subject. Necromancy, he shuddered at the mere word. Mother is not going to like this one bit.




"Walking, talking," he repeated. "So a ghoul or a ghast then?" He remembered hearing stories about such creatures haunting unsanctified graveyards in abandoned places. The few graveyards he'd ever visited had all been properly attended by priests and priestesses, blessed and well-maintained.




"No." Templar sounded certain of that. "Ghouls and ghasts can only speak the Dead Tongue. Gerdriu speaks several languages."




The Dead Tongue — Kahdess. Despite knowing little about the undead, Omen had studied Kahdess, along with other languages, over the years. His mother had insisted he learn the basics of Kahdess so that he could understand threats aimed at him by any wandering spirit he should happen to encounter. He had thought the lessons pointless — just something to bore him and keep him from learning the truly important, fun things.




"A lich then?" Omen guessed next. They're more powerful, more dangerous — or so the stories say.




"No." Again Templar shook his head in dismissal. "Liches tend to be more . . . ghostly. Gerdriu is more like an animated corpse."




"Animated corpses can't talk," Omen insisted. 




"I know," Templar agreed. "No one really knows what Gerdriu is — we say he's undead because that's the best description for him. But what he really is — that's anyone's guess."




Shuddering, Omen fell silent and followed after Templar and Riaire. 




They took a detour through another street market, passing several more merchant stalls selling aromatic treats. The buildings along the path were spectacular in craftsmanship and enormous in scale, and the strange archaic sigils were carved on every available stone surface. Despite the urgency of their journey, Omen found himself more than once stumbling to a stop to stare up at one of the giant-sized homes, awed by the architecture. For a moment his curiosity overcame the spikes of pain in his head.




Templar chuckled at Omen's unabashed admiration of the sights. "I know . . . Hex is . . . interesting." 




Riaire grumbled irritably under his breath, impatient to finish this errand as if he were the one being inconvenienced by his theft instead of Omen.




The rows of ornate doorways to the left and right were in proportion to the structures. As wide as any street back home in Melia, wide enough to drive several carriages through.




But, as Omen had noted when falling to the ground beneath the rain of flagstones earlier as jolly Sergen had emerged from his home, a smaller, human-sized door had been set into the center of each entrance. The smaller doors distinguished themselves by their vivid colors, which differed from the natural wood of the giant doors. He suspected the original doors would be too heavy to open and close easily.




"Giant-built, correct?" Omen asked, unembarrassed at having been caught gaping like a schoolboy.




"Slave-built," Templar bit out with instant distaste. "Human slaves built the city for the giants. The giants ruled with cruelty and terror." He seemed in the clasp of barely controlled anger.




"Terizkand allows slavery?" Omen missed a step, realizing how little he knew about the place he was visiting. Barbaric. Maybe I should have stopped to pick up a sword before I snuck away.




"Not any more," Templar assured him sharply. "The giants enslaved the people of this land — humans and elves — any living creature." He cleared his throat. "My father led a rebellion against the giants — killed them, freed the population. The giants are dead. And slavery is outlawed . . . for good."




The few stories Omen had heard about Templar's father, King Antares, had painted the man as a ruthless conqueror. Templar's version sounds much nobler. Antares, a liberator, not a conqueror.




"Are the giants all gone?"




"Not all." Templar grimaced, nearly gnashing his teeth. "Some still skulk in the north . . . in mountain fortresses. Hard to get to. But most of the land is free . . . and they're all gone from Hex."




"How do people — Hexian people — manage here?" Omen ran through the list of questions in his head. He tried to picture the difficulty of climbing a set of stairs built for a creature fifteen feet tall. "It's all so . . . monstrous in proportion. I don't understand—"




"How a city like this can function?" Templar completed his question.




"It's hard enough to keep a large manor running, to hear my mother talk," Omen confessed. "An enormous Hexian house would be impossible for a single family to manage. Too expensive . . . just keeping the roof repaired, the empty rooms free of vermin, the main living area heated in the winter . . . Everyone would need to have staff . . . or . . ." He frowned, recalling what Templar had said about slavery.




"All the houses in Hex are divided on the inside," Templar explained. "Wooden frameworks built inside the stone structures — most of those houses hold multiple families or multiple shops."




"You know," Omen said, squinting at the dark marks crowding every stone surface — house and walls alike. "The ridiculous size isn't the strangest thing about your city. What are all those sigils for?"




Must be thousands upon thousands.




"No one knows," Templar replied simply. "The giants put them there, and no one knows why. And if someone does know, they're not telling. The city is ancient. I'm not certain even the giants remembered what the sigils were for. And supposedly elvin slaves designed it all — so maybe the elves had a reason for the marks. But the sigils are why we call the city Hex."




Templar pointed eastward toward a series of great stone houses flying garish flags from their towers. "That's the guild quarter. Gerdriu's tower is in the hillock behind them. Not far now — a few more blocks."




Guild row was just off the main boulevard, and they passed carriages and people moving through the streets in a hurry. Clouds had gathered overhead, and the wind, blowing in from across the ocean, had picked up and turned freezing cold.




Going to rain. Omen enjoyed the brisk breeze; it soothed his pounding head. But he wished he'd thought to bring something rainproof. His gambeson was thick enough, but it would quickly dampen. He grabbed his gauntlets from his belt and pulled them on to keep his hands warm.




When he'd left Melia that morning, the weather had been clear and bright. I'm hundreds of miles away and on a different continent, Omen reminded himself. Should have asked about the weather.




Templar talked as they walked, pointing out various landmarks and offering brief histories.




Omen would have enjoyed the conversation if his head hadn't been throbbing with thrums of pain. Every step he took on the flagstones rang through him like a hammer hitting an anvil. Tiny tendrils of worry were starting to creep into his mind, and he picked up their pace.




After several more blocks Omen started to truly comprehend what it meant that the city of Hex had been built by giants. A block in Hex is like five blocks in Melia. That weasel must have . . . wait . . . how . . .




Omen took several swift strides forward and grabbed Riaire's arm. Despite being years younger than the man, Omen towered over him. "You covered all this distance, sold my bracelet, and then got all the way back to where we found you in the time it took us to catch up to you? Did you fly?"




Riaire shot a nervous look around the street as he tried to squirm his way out of Omen's grasp. The sharp spike of pain in Omen's mind rose with his anger and for a moment Omen thought he felt the flagstones beneath his feet starting to tremble. 




"Shield yourself!" Templar hissed at him as he pushed both Riaire and Omen off the street toward the long shadow of a side building.




Omen refocused on the song in his head, running it through again, reforming the pattern, only barely aware of Riaire wincing and squirming as he tried to free his arm from Omen's grasp. When the pain finally receded once again, and Omen realized how tightly he'd been gripping the man's arm, he released him.




Riaire muttered of a long string of foul curses as he rubbed at his arm. "What are you! Part mountain troll?"




"Answer his question, Riaire." Templar folded his arms across his chest and glared down at the whining man. "He has a point — how did you manage all that so quickly?"




Riaire shot Templar a hateful look as he shifted his weight from foot to foot with nervous energy. "I didn't go all the way to the tower. I just handed the bracelet off to one his agents down the road. He paid me. Obviously!"




"He paid you a bag of coin for a bracelet that Gerdriu hadn't seen yet and couldn't possibly have known the value of? Or was he the one who gave you your magic detection scroll?" Templar sounded incredulous.




Riaire looked up and down the road as if seeking some avenue of escape. Omen stepped toward him, Templar doing the same on the other side. The man threw his hands up in frustration.




"Look, he pays really well for things — no questions asked," Riaire exclaimed. "Just so long as they come from people who don't look . . . you know." He waved his hands toward Omen, looking him up and down as he did so.




"Don't look like what?" Omen felt his temper rising again and ran his shielding song through his mind once more.




"You know!" Riaire whined. "Human . . . you don't look entirely human. I figured you were like Templar here . . . part Nightblooded or something. When I saw you, I just grabbed what I could."




Templar leaned down to stare Riaire straight in the eye. "Yours is a very dangerous occupation, Riaire." His voice was low and cold. "He's a prince of Lydon — a guest in our country!"




"I don't take anything particularly important!" Riaire protested. "I never take weapons, and I didn't touch his signet rings. It's just a lousy bracelet — he probably has hundreds of them!"




Omen closed his right hand into a fist. If he focused he could feel his two signet rings beneath the leather of his gauntlets, still firmly fixed in place on his first two fingers — one for the Daenoth House, and one for the Machelli clan. Mother would kill me if I lost those. But without that bracelet I'm liable to kill someone myself. While losing the signet rings would have been problematic, the bracelet was going to cause him more difficulty in the long run.




Annoyed, Templar gave Riaire a push forward. 




Omen fell into step beside Templar. "So is that public knowledge?" he murmured as they walked. "About you being Nightblooded, I mean?"




While Omen didn't know much about the royal family of Terizkand, his mother had warned him about their heritage. He hadn't realized that it would be common knowledge within the populace.




"Not like I can hide it." Templar gave an indifferent shrug. 




"I suppose." Omen glanced briefly at Templar's eyes — yellow as fire, an unmistakable sign of Night's influence. While Omen's height and build marked him as different, inhuman as Riaire had guessed, it didn't tell the story of his heritage. Not that my bloodline is much of a secret either, Omen mused. The stories about his birth were widely known — though most of them were lacking in all the details.




The scent of baking apples caught Omen's attention, and a wave of regret washed through him at the missed opportunity to sample the wares of the market. "Smells amazing!" he muttered more to himself than Templar, but the Terizkandian grinned in agreement. 




"I know how to make this wrapped beef pastry," Omen continued. "You use apples and spiced glaze to sweeten the meat, but the real trick is the pastry itself. When you roll it out, you're not supposed to handle it very much so that your body heat doesn't soften the butter in it, but if you use a cooling charm on it, you can get it paper thin, and then you . . ." he rattled on in detail, explaining the recipe, ignoring the somewhat incredulous looks given to him by both Templar and Riaire. 




But he was so focused on what he was saying, his gaze taking in the merchant carts filled with ripe apples, Omen failed to notice the shielding song in his head fading away to silence. A shriek of alarm chilled his blood as he saw one of the heavy applecarts suddenly leap into the air as if grabbed by an invisible hand. It flew upward above the rooftops before suddenly crashing back down on the cobblestones. Apples rolled in all directions. Men and women scattered. They stared in horror at the smashed cart upon the ground.




Templar caught Omen's arm and shoved him roughly back against one of the buildings along the street. "Shield!" the Terizkandian prince snarled again.




Omen closed his eyes, fighting the pain in his head. Two notes, back and forth, drop down the fifth . . . The minor chord that followed came quickly as he brought the song back to the forefront of his mind, forming the shielding pattern. When he opened his eyes again he saw Templar gazing angrily at him. Riaire had wisely refrained from running and was standing off to one side with a look of fear in his eyes. The vendor was frantically trying to pick up his spilled apples, a few street boys eagerly helping him — and themselves — as more than one boy stuffed apples into his tunic.




Guilt burned through Omen's heart. He reached for the coin pouch at his belt, fumbling for a few coins to give to the apple vendor to pay for his damaged goods and cart. The cart itself lay smashed upon the road, useless now; one of the wheels was still rolling down the street. Omen forced several silver coins into Templar's hands.




"Stay put!" Templar snapped at both Omen and Riaire before turning to stride toward the apple vendor. Omen ran the shielding song through his head several more times as he watched Templar speak with the merchant, giving him the coins as he spoke. 




Templar still looked angry as he returned to Omen's side. "How can you remember the details of some recipe, but you can't remember a basic shielding pattern?"




"I do remember!" Omen protested. "It's more complicated than that — you can't understand—"




"The Medzin Patterns," Templar cut him off. "Usually the first or the second pattern depending on how your brain works — correct?"




Annoyed now, Omen nodded. "But it—"




"I've been able to shield my mind since I was eight years old," Templar insisted. "How can you not—"




"Can your psionics do that?" Omen pointed toward the destroyed applecart. "When you're not even concentrating?"




While psionics were fairly rare among the average population, it wasn't uncommon for non-humans to possess some basic abilities. But for most people, they could only move small objects with their minds — nothing more. Magic was easier to learn, and even those who possessed psionics tended to learn only the basics necessary to keep them dormant.




"No," Templar admitted grudgingly. "But the principle is the same. You're supposed to internalize the pattern, make it personal to you so that —"




"I know all that!" Omen snapped. "For me all the patterns become songs. Do you know what it's like to have the same song running through your mind night and day, endlessly? It's enough to drive me mad!"




Vexed, Templar threw his hands into the air. "You're not supposed to keep it at the front of your mind," he insisted. "It's supposed to be in the back of your mind — unnoticed, ignored, instinctive — like your heartbeat or breathing. You don't think about those — they just happen."




Which is exactly what his father had been telling him for years. Which is exactly what I can't seem to do! "I know," he bit out in frustration. He knew it all. Had heard it all before. Didn't change anything.




Templar sighed heavily and looked back at the vendor still collecting apples from the roadway. "You're lucky that didn't land on anyone," he told him. "Let's go get your bracelet back before anything else happens."




"Agreed." 




Omen threw Riaire a dirty look. The thief had the grace to look away remorsefully. That or he's afraid of what I might do to him. The sooner we get my charm back, the better.









Chapter 3: Tower 



		











The Alchemist's Tower wasn't at all what Omen had expected.




"Where's the tower?" Omen squinted up at the hill at the end of the cobbled street. "There's no tower. There's a hill." The hill, made of packed red earth, was covered in scraggly brush and a cluster of defoliated trees. Judging by the lack of autumn leaves beneath them Omen guessed they were dead instead of simply dormant. He'd been expecting a spectacular giant-built tower and was rather disappointed at the sight. All he could see was a small circular stone wall at the crest of the hill.




"The hill shores up an inverted tower," Templar said as if Omen should already have known. "The Alchemist's Inverted Tower — it's a city landmark. Everyone knows that."




Riaire sniggered.




"You're lying." Omen swiped a glancing blow off Templar's shoulder.




"No, seriously." Templar grinned. "It sounds insane, but there is an inverted tower sunk into the hill. Or the hill formed around the tower. Nobody knows, but it's like a well with stairs and no water."




The rising fog blowing in off the ocean made the air feel clammy. Omen's long copper hair, weighted down by the mist, drooped across his shoulders; he shivered. "Why would this alchemist have a well with stairs and no water?"




"He's weird," Riaire said gruffly.




Riaire's not happy about going there, Omen thought. Templar's threat of calling the guard scares the kak out of him. Just wants to bolt . . . like a scared rabbit . . . leaving tiny pellets behind as he runs.




It was Omen's turn to snigger.




"I've heard it called an initiation well," Templar said, a spark of curiosity lifting his tone. "Why — I don't know."




"Can we just get on with this?" Riaire snapped. It sounded as if his frayed nerves were unraveling more and more the closer they got to the bottom of the hill. "There's a goat path that goes around and through all the dead trees. Easiest way up to the top."




"You sound rather familiar with these grounds," Templar told Riaire, a sarcastic sneer playing over his lips. 




"Gerdriu pays well. Everyone knows that." Riaire threw Templar what passed for a damning look. "Everyone who has to scrape out their own living that is." 




"Right." Templar yawned. "I am a spoiled prince . . . blah, blah . . . I couldn't possibly know what you are going through . . . blah, blah . . . You got me."




Omen didn't know what had been left unspoken, but Riaire turned a deep shade of purple.




Is that shame? Omen couldn't make sense of it, and Templar didn't elaborate.




The red earth squished beneath their feet as the clouds overhead let forth bursts of soft rain, but the goat path Riaire had led them to was mostly hard-packed dirt and not difficult to manage. They circled the hill in a gradual rise.




Leafless and gnarled, many of the shrubs and trees were far from bare. Wispy webs wrapped around the finger-like branches. To Omen it looked as if the vegetation had been packed in cotton for the season. Transfixed, he focused on a nearby web. It draped, sack-like, over the limb of a bent tree. Then the web pulsed.




Omen stepped back, revolted. A low, vibrating hum came from the web.




"Web worms," Templar murmured. "Gross, but harmless."




"The noise must get annoying." Omen shook his head to clear it.




Templar shot him a sharp look, his gaze flicking toward the worms. "What noise?"




"You can't hear that?" Omen pointed toward the nearest web. "It's humming — faint, but it's definitely a hum."




"Worms don't make noise," Riaire scoffed, looking annoyed by the delay. 




Templar, however, leaned closer to the web Omen had pointed to, placing his ear next to it, head cocked to the side. "There's no sound," he insisted.




Omen poked the web curiously. The hum grew faster and his eyes widened in understanding. He quickly reinforced his psionic shield, running the song through his head again. "It's a psionic vibration," he exclaimed. His father had mentioned such things to him — creatures that hunted using a faint pulsing wave of energy similar to psionics.




Templar's gaze had turned skeptical, a gleam of humor lighting his eyes. "Psionic worms? You think the worms are intelligent?"




"What? No!" Omen sputtered. "Of course not — it's a . . ." He tried to remember the explanation his father had given him. Like most things his father explained, Omen had only understood a small portion. Only listened to a small portion, he corrected himself. "It's a naturally occurring vibration that mimics the frequency of the psionic. . ." he trailed off. Psionic something . . . frequency, wave amplitude, brain waves . . . "It's like a very powerful electrical storm," he amended.




If anything Templar looked even more amused. "These little worms are like a very powerful electrical storm?"




"Are you two geniuses going to keep moving or should we stand around comparing the trees to raindrops!" Riaire demanded in exasperation. He paused to spit over the steep drop on the path's southern side. "I do have better things to do with my day!"




"Then maybe you shouldn't have stolen anything!" Templar gave Riaire an irritated shove and motioned him to continue up the hill. Omen fell into step behind them.




They crested the flat summit. The top of the hill was overgrown, obscuring the view of the city. Omen oriented himself by the location of Antares' castle in the northwest, though even the castle's towers were rapidly disappearing in the fog, which wafted from the ocean in great white sheets. 




At the center, the peak of the hill had been flattened. A circle of stones formed a moss-covered wall that reached to Omen's hip. While night had not yet set in, the light was beginning to fade beneath the storm clouds overhead and the fog surrounding them. Nonetheless, Omen could see a gaping blackness in the center of the ring of stones. It led down into the depths of the hill. Dangerous — anyone could fall in if they didn't take care — or stumbled past the wall in the dark.




Templar paused then and removed a small square of silk from inside his coat. He handed it over to Omen before removing a second one for himself. "You might need this," he explained.




Omen stared down at the silk — a silken handkerchief he realized. There was even a stitched monogram in the corner: the symbol of The Redeemer. What on earth . . . He looked over at Riaire for an explanation only to see the man glaring at Templar.




"Don't I get one?" Riaire snarled.




"No," Templar growled back. "You're the reason we're here in the first place."




Omen lifted the silk to his nose, inhaling briefly — cedar, he noted and some other faint spice beneath that. Why is he carrying around silk kerchiefs, and why is he giving one to me?




But instead of explaining, Templar stepped through a rough-cut opening in the short wall. Perplexed, Omen followed after.




As in the rest of the city, marks had been carved into the naturally light stone, but age and weathering had filled the creases with dirt and muck. The sigils looked like they'd been smeared onto the floor with dried blood.




Are those things moving? Omen blinked several times to clear his vision.




Templar threw a glance down the gaping hole in the center of the stone floor. "It's going to be tight."




Omen took in a sharp breath and looked down the well. The reek of moldering earth and rotting vegetation hit him first; a thrum of pain hummed through his head. Can't keep it at bay much longer, he thought and redoubled his effort to block out the ache. 




"The way down starts there," Riaire said quietly and pointed to one side.




Against the blackness of the hole, Omen had missed the sight of stone stairs leading downward along the inside of the well, ringing it. Now that he was closer he could see shapes below in the darkness as some of the fading daylight reflected off the stones. Farther below there was a faint glow emanating from some unseen light source. Once past the initial entry steps, the outer edge of the stairwell was lined with regularly spaced arches opening like large repeating windows to reveal the moss-covered interior of the well shaft. The stone arches, ancient and crumbling, formed the only barrier between the stairs and the seemingly bottomless pit.




The dull pain in Omen's head spiked for a longer moment. It's already been too long, he thought, feeling the partition between the intellectual awareness of pain and the actual pain starting to disintegrate. I won't be able to hold it back. He ran the shielding song through his head one more time, bracing himself. Then he strode ahead of Templar and down the stairs.




"Whoa there," Templar said and tried to push himself to the front. "I should go first."




"My bracelet," Omen answered, not letting him through. "My problem. I go first." He didn't feel at all as brave as he sounded. The idea of descending into the unknown blackness lifted the hair on the back of his neck.




Stepping into the dank interior, Omen tried to divide his attention between the slippery stone treads, the view across to the other side, and the nearly hidden doorways along the outer wall. The doorways had not been visible from up above, and most of them were overgrown with moss and ivy, giving them the feeling of long abandoned caves. Deadly drop on one side of us, and creepy cave openings on the other side. And this is some sort of famous city landmark! Terizkandians are insane.




"Feels like something is going to jump out at us," he said. After the first full turn of the stairs, the well shaft brightened somewhat — there were small sconces set into the pillar archways along the stairs, and each sconce contained a small glowing orb that gave off just enough light.




Templar grunted in response, but as they circled downward, single file, around and around, it became clear that Gerdriu had no intention of surprising them. Nothing stopped them, nothing blocked their descent, and beyond the dripping of water and their footfalls, no sounds reverberated through the inverted tower.




After several more steps downward a cold waft of air blew upward along the sides of the well, and Omen instantly understood what the silk cloths were for. Instinct forced his hand to press the cloth over his nose and mouth; Templar, he could see, had already done the same. The smell rising from the bowels of the inverted tower was revolting — putrid, rotting flesh, rank beyond words. Riaire covered his own nose with his hand, his ruddy skin taking on a greenish hue. He turned away and gagged.




"What is that!" Omen choked, his stomach churning at the smell.




"I told you," Templar reminded him. "Gerdriu is undead."




Despite all the ghostly stories Omen had heard about the undead, the idea of them smelling had never occurred to him. The reality was horrific.




An eldritch light flared from one of the cave-like openings along the outer wall as they came around the third turn. They paused, all three of them cautiously peering through. A wide-open room lit with glowing orbs and flickering candles awaited them. But it was the bizarre structure in the center of the chamber that drew their attention as they entered. Set inside an enormous basin of black stone stood a tall sheet of dark glass framed in silver. A tangled twist of tubes twined about the frame, forming an interlocking mesh of branches or roots encircling the sheet of glass. 




Omen's eyes followed the tubes, trying to determine a pattern or purpose to them — there seemed to be something dark and viscous flowing through most of the tubes — and as his eyes wandered over the construct, he saw ornate metal levers and spigots attached at various places. Along the outer edge of the twisted mass was a collection of odd gears and wheels, turning and spinning as a slow beat pulsed through the device. Like some sort of strange clockwork heart with a black window in the center of it.




As they neared the object, Omen chanced a quick glance down into the stone basin where the base of the large sheet of glass stood. It was filled with a foul, noxious liquid, black and putrid. He gagged and stepped away — not even able to hazard a guess at what the thing might be.




Movement off to one side caught his attention, and he turned swiftly, on guard. A shudder went through him. 




A tall, thin figure in long grey robes stood near a cauldron emitting a billow of greenish smoke. He'd been a man at one point, the broad bones of his face distinguishing him as human. But the rest of his features were impossible to discern within the mass of lumpy grey skin, which spread over desiccated muscle tissue. 




Gack. Looks like a snake's slough. Cast-off. Putrefied. Omen swallowed down the sick rising in his throat at the sight. The smell in the air was almost unbearable to his heightened senses, and the silk kerchief only vaguely lessened the impact.




The alchemist had two eye sockets in approximately the right place, but they were filled with glistening gelatinous material that boasted pale green irises with black pinpricks in the center.




Omen took an abrupt step back, bumping into Templar.




"The prinssssessss," Gerdriu hissed through squared off ivory teeth yellowed with age and far too visible. Part of Gerdriu's lip had long ago fallen off, and the words that came out of him were difficult to understand. The alchemist prolonged the final "s" so much that the word sounded like princess.




Despite the grim setting, both Omen and Templar burst out laughing at the same time.




The tension broken, Omen felt a wave of bravado returning. "Don't know what princess you're talking about, but you have my bracelet and I want it back."




"Can I go now?" Riaire burst out.




"Nobody issss going," Gerdriu said slowly. "Nobody issss getting."




"My swords would argue with you, old man," Templar said. He'd placed his hand upon the hilt of one of the white swords hanging at his left side.




The corpse turned slightly as if consulting the pronounced hunch on his back. The hunch moved in a sluggish way, revealing itself as a giant green and brown squid-like creature that lounged on Gerdriu's shoulders. The creature wiggled its antennae toward them as it wrapped long appendages around Gerdriu's neck.




Oh gross. Giant squid-bug. Omen grimaced at Templar. That's revolting. Are those tentacles embedded in his skin?




"Yessss," Gerdriu said in an absentminded way. "Yessss. The brasssselet." 




"It's dangerous," Omen said, pulling himself together. "My bracelet. It is dangerous."




"Sssso it issss," the alchemist agreed readily. "Bought and paid for. It issss mine."




"No!" Omen barked, but Templar pushed him aside.




"Let's try it the nice way," the prince murmured.




"No," Omen disagreed loudly. "The bracelet was stolen. Riaire stole it and sold it. I need it back. You don't understand," he blurted to Gerdriu.




"I know exactly what itssss magic issss for. I can usssse it."




The implication was clear — at least to Omen. "In anyone's hands save mine, its only use would be to harm someone."




"I could just simply call the guard," Templar pointed out to the alchemist. 




"If you were going to call reinforssssementssss, Prinsssse Templar, you would have done it already. My guessss issss neither of you are ssssupposed to be here in the firsssst plasssse. Two naughty boyssss running away from home."




"I haven't run away from home!" Templar protested, sounding just outraged enough that Omen shot him a baffled look. "I was told to show Omen the sights — and that's what I'm doing!"




"Without guardssss to keep you out of trouble?" Gerdriu asked.




Templar hesitated long enough to confirm the guess. 




Looks like I'm not the only one with a penchant for getting in trouble.




Omen stepped forward. "Look — I need that bracelet. It was stolen from me. You have no right to keep it — Riaire will give you back your money." He ignored the wail of protest coming from the thief at their side.




"I need ssssomething assss well," Gerdriu said as he took several steps toward the clockwork device in the center of the room. Templar, Omen and Riaire stepped aside, making no attempt to block his way. The idea of getting any closer to the moldering corpse than they already were turned Omen's stomach. The beady eyes of the insect on Gerdriu's shoulder followed their movements, and Omen fought the urge to strike it and knock it away.




Gerdriu closed his bony hands around a crank attached to one of the gears along the side of the structure and gave it several hard turns. The pulsing sound reverberating through the room grew faster.




"What is that thing?" Templar asked, sounding equal parts worried and fascinated.




"Bloodsssscope," Gerdriu hissed as he adjusted some of the other levers along the edge. It seemed to Omen as if the flow of liquid through the tubes changed with each pull of a lever. "I need blood for my sssscope."




"You want my blood?" Omen exclaimed. Mother would kill me! He wasn't about to hand his blood over to some undead alchemist. 




The bug on Gerdriu's shoulder shuddered as if reacting to Omen's words, and Gerdriu turned to gaze at them with his rotting eyes. He might have been sneering — but with the missing lip Omen could not tell.




"No, not yourssss. Your blood issss usssselessss —- polluted. Ssssmellssss all wrong. Mixed up with too many sssstrainssss. You ssssmell of faerie and wolf and the sssscent of the godssss. I need pure blood."




"You're telling me that my blood stinks?" Omen asked, incredulous. The irony was not lost on him.




Gerdriu either didn't understand the humor in his statement, or didn't care to respond. "And Templar'ssss blood issss mixed and wrong assss well. And I already have Riaire'ssss blood — I do not need any more human blood."




Both Omen and Templar looked at Riaire in surprise. "You gave him your blood?"




"Sold it to him!" Riaire corrected. "It was just a small bottle. And he pays really well. Lots of people sell their blood to him — I'm not the only one."




Insane! Do they have any idea what he might be doing with their blood? While Omen was no expert on blood magic, he knew all manner of curses and hexes could be cast with it. 




"What is it you want then?" Omen asked. A sharp spike of pain stabbed his mind, and he quickly ran his shielding song through his head again. If I lose control here, I'll bring the tower down on top of us!




"I had a container of blood, but I dropped it — losssst it." Gerdriu flicked one of the levers as he spoke and a thin stream of dark liquid suddenly sprayed out from one of the spigots lining the top of the black sheet of glass.




The dark red liquid — blood Omen realized — coated the surface of the glass, running down its length before dripping slowly into the basin below it. Revulsion swelled through Omen at the sight of the blood streaming downward. He stifled a gasp of surprise as the glass shimmered and glowed as bright light illuminated it. A moment later a moving image appeared on the gore-covered pane. Omen found himself staring at what looked to be a vast arena filled with people.




The image moved and flowed as if scanning over the crowd. Then the image faded, and the glass went dark again. 




"Losssst it . . . here . . . In thissss plasssse." 




It's a scrying device, Omen realized. Scrying either required two items connected together by magic, or a strong connection to the person or place being observed. He's using blood to connect the magic — which means he knows someone or something in that arena — has their blood in his device.




"Where was that?" Templar had stepped forward during the display, entranced. He was no longer even covering his nose with the silk kerchief, his fascination overpowering the need to protect himself from the noxious smell coming from the bloodscope and Gerdriu.




"Night Gamessss," Gerdriu replied.




There was no mistaking the flare of excitement that lit up Templar's eyes — they almost seemed to glow in the torchlight, yellow and bright. "You know where the Night Games are?"




"Yessss," Gerdriu answered. "Dropped my property there — but I can't get back in without the entry fee. You get the entry fee for me and help me retrieve my blood container, and I'll give you back your brasssselet."




Omen had no idea what the Night Games were, but he could see the look of eager anticipation on Templar's face. Uh-oh. "Look, if you dropped a vial of blood in an arena, I'm sure it's broken by now—"




"The container issss not breakable," Gerdriu cut him off. 




"What sort of entry fee do you need to get into the games?" Templar asked.




"Hold on." Omen huffed out an annoyed breath. Templar's already agreeing that we'll go?




"Here." Gerdriu flicked a different lever on his machine, and another spigot opened and sprayed the glass with a thin sheen of dark red blood. As the blood ran down the glass, the surface lit up.




Omen and Templar found themselves staring at the moss-covered stones of an old mausoleum.




Looks like a graveyard, Omen thought as he studied the image.




The picture of the graveyard swirled for a moment, then focused on an old twisted tree covered with white slips of paper tied to the branches by delicate strings. Beneath the gnarled tree roots, a large mossy stone lay nearly hidden in the undergrowth.




"That's the giants' graveyard in the center of town!" Templar exclaimed.




"Yessss," Gerdriu agreed. "To gain admittansssse to the gamessss, you musssst get the jawbone of Mazuk. The tomb of Mazuk liessss beneath the sssstone. Get the jawbone and bring it back. We will go to the gamessss."




"A jawbone!" Omen protested. "From a graveyard? You want us to steal from a graveyard?" I'm speaking to a walking corpse — of course he wouldn't have any problem with tomb robbing. He looked at Templar, expecting to see outrage on his face. Both Templar and Riaire seemed unfazed by the morbid request.




"It's a giants' graveyard." Templar shrugged indifferently.




The pain spiked through Omen's head again, and for a moment he thought he felt a low rumble beneath his feet. Templar grabbed his arm quickly, giving him a hard, warning shake as if to wake him up. Omen squeezed his eyes shut, running the song through his head again, reforming his shield. When he regained control and opened his eyes, he saw the nervous way Templar was scanning the ceiling and the stone surrounding them.




"Gerdriu," Templar turned his attention back to the corpse. "Look, I'm more than happy to run your errand and go to the games. But what if I told you that in order for Omen to get your property, he needs his property back first? As a measure of good faith, you give us Omen's bracelet now, and we go get your lost item."




"You assssk payment before the sssservisssse issss rendered?" Gerdriu asked, his hollow voice was more air than sound. "If I give you the brasssselet now you might go too sssslowly and my container will be losssst."




Omen thought he saw another piece of the alchemist's lip flake off. He's falling apart.




"No." Gerdriu shook his head slowly, the bug on his shoulder flailing several tentacles in their direction. "Get the bone now! We musssst go to the gamessss before my container issss losssst completely."




"Can you make it?" Templar murmured to Omen.




Omen wasn't sure, but he nodded his agreement. Doesn't sound like we have much choice.




"Let's get this done."









Chapter 4: Graveyard 



		











The fading light of the evening sky lured the three of them up the winding staircase of the inverted tower. Despite the cold drizzle that had left the stone steps slick, they moved with great speed, eager to leave the foul-smelling interior of Gerdriu's odious tower behind.




Emerging from the dark hole, Omen took a deep breath, grateful to fill his lungs with the clean scent of sea brine and rain blowing in from across the ocean. The fresh air eased the pounding in his head; only a dull throb remained.




Wispy tendrils of fog whirled around their legs, and as Omen stumbled past the small stone wall surrounding the tower entrance, he heard Riaire retching and spitting. Omen shuddered, feeling both sympathy and loathing. Riaire deals with that thing regularly — does business with him, by choice. Sold his blood to him . . . And now I'm stuck working with Gerdriu too.




"Did you see that thing!" Templar exclaimed brightly, and for a moment Omen thought he was referencing the alchemist himself. But one look at Templar's face — showing fascination and excitement — gave him pause.




"A bloodscope!" Templar gushed. "I've never heard of such a thing. The amount of research that must have gone into it . . . I wonder what it's capable of . . . how does it work . . . scrying magic obviously . . . blood magic . . . but the mechanics were . . ." He was babbling to himself, lost in some private musing.




"Templar!" Omen snapped, leveling a hard glare at the prince.




Templar turned startled eyes toward him, clearly caught off guard. He paused mid-sentence and threw a glance toward Riaire, who also stared in disbelief. "Right," Templar said awkwardly. He looked back down the stairwell, perplexed. "Yes, right . . . that was . . ." He looked up, searching for a word Omen might approve of. "Boring?"




"Twisted!" Omen corrected quickly. "Sick, vile, disgusting. Wrong!" 




"Yes!" Templar clapped his hands as if latching on to Omen's words. "Right . . . exactly. That was what I meant . . . I get those things mixed up sometimes." He gave an exaggerated nod as if agreeing with Omen wholeheartedly.




Omen held the stare. Templar huffed in annoyance and looked away. "You have the weird cooking thing where you talk about recipes! You were going on and on about beef and apples earlier!"




"Not the same thing!" Omen insisted.




Templar looked at Riaire as if seeking support, but Riaire just shook his head and spat on the ground again. 




Omen sank down onto a mossy stone and took another deep breath of air. The last rays of the dying sun peeked out through the clouds as daylight faded rapidly. In another hour it would be fully dark.




"We should get moving if we're going to get that jawbone," Templar urged. "The graveyard isn't far from here."




"And neither of you have a problem with stealing bones from holy ground?" Omen asked, vexed. Templar's family crest is the sign of The Redeemer — he must have some respect for the gods even if he is Nightblooded.




Both Templar and Riaire looked startled. "It's a giants' graveyard — it's not holy ground," Templar replied immediately.




"It's a graveyard, in the middle of your city — there must be Terizkandians buried there," Omen protested. "Surely you can't think of desecrating their graves. No matter how much you might hate the giants!"




Templar's eyes flashed with yellow fire. Rage, Omen realized in alarm as the prince took several quick steps toward him.




Templar visibly stopped himself, fists clenched, teeth bared. "There are no human graveyards within the city! When we liberated this city we built a temple to the Elders outside the walls and buried our dead there beneath the light of the sun on a hill overlooking the bay. It is the only graveyard we Terizkandians have ever built in Hex."




"That's impossible!" Omen shook his head in denial. "This city is ancient. Where did you bury your dead before that?"




"We didn't," Templar and Riaire said in unison. Omen was taken aback by the bitterness in their voices, and the painful, dark anger in their eyes. Whatever tragedy was the cause, they seemed to share it equally.




"As far back as anyone can remember, there has only been one graveyard for our people in all of Terizkand — the one in the city of Revival in the south," Templar told Omen. "That's the one place in all our land that the giants would not go — they feared that city for some reason."




While Omen did not know the geography of Terizkand well, he had looked briefly at a map of the land before arriving. Revival is hundreds of miles southeast of here. "You're telling me that if someone died here in Hex, you would take the body all the way to Revival for burial?"




"If a loved one died in Hex or anywhere else in Terizkand, you either found a way to smuggle the body across the country to Revival, or snuck it out into the wilderness to be buried in an unmarked grave in secret." Templar directed his eyes to the sky, taking in the encroaching darkness. "The giants of Ershakand are carrion eaters," he continued, somber but direct. "Human and elvin corpses were considered a delicacy to the giants. My people labored as slaves their whole lives and then fed their masters in death. The giants are monsters. Mazuk, the giant whose jawbone Gerdriu wants, was an ancient giant who lived a thousand years ago — they were even worse back then. This . . . this abomination used to gnaw on the bones of his slaves. Human slaves, elvin slaves. My people." Templar's voice rose. "If I had known Mazuk's mausoleum was still here within the city, I would have picked it clean years ago!"




Omen swallowed down the bile he felt rising, realizing that he had inadvertently touched a raw nerve in both Templar and Riaire. Carrion eaters. That's revolting.




"Look," Templar's tone shifted, calmed. "You want your bracelet back, right?"




"Yes," Omen conceded, figuring that it might be best to just keep quiet about the potential grave robbing. Not my country, not my customs . . . Mother is going to kill me!




"Then let's go look," Templar suggested. "For all we know, Gerdriu might be wrong and there is no tomb beneath that tree."




"Fine." Omen stood, and Templar clapped him on the shoulder, his good humor restored instantly. He wants to get into that tomb. And he wants to go to those games — whatever they are. But Omen had to admit to himself that, as much of a disaster as the entire day had been, it was also turning out to be the most exciting day he'd experienced in a long while. Mother might kill me, but my friends are going to hang on my every word when I tell them.




The three of them made their way down the red dirt hill and back out onto the streets of Hex. With the light of day quickly fading away, people were beginning to head home from their day's work, and the streets were emptying.




Templar led the way, moving at a quick pace — guiding them away from the guild area toward a more densely packed section of the city. He took several twisting side streets that ended in an empty backstreet where the cobblestones were cracked and pitted, overgrown with moss. The gloaming had nearly faded as they approached a twenty-foot tall wrought iron fence. 




Through the twisted iron pickets Omen could see the dark shapes of enormous tombstones beneath a twist of tangled tree branches and vines. The graveyard, overgrown and desolate with cracked grave markers and thorny vines, looked abandoned. How did I end up here? All I wanted was to see a few sights, try some Terizkandian snacks, and sing for some new people. I just wanted to have a bit of fun. Pain pushed behind his eyelids as he dutifully ran his shielding song through his head. And why did I pick such an annoying tune? While magical and psionic patterns were internalized through hours of mediation and study that transformed them into some sort of mnemonic device unique to each individual, Omen couldn't help but wonder if he could have at least convinced his mind to pick something less obnoxious than a child's nursery song. 




"There's a side gate around here somewhere," Templar murmured as he and Riaire began pulling aside some of the vines that had grown over the iron bars of the fence, moving off to either side in search of the gate.




"Here," Riaire called after a few moments of searching. He yanked a clump of blood-red ivy to reveal a gate latch held closed by a heavy chain and a solid-looking lock. Riaire removed two thin metal sticks from his belt and fitted them to the lock, twisting them back and forth, brow furrowed in intense concentration.




Templar moved to the side to watch curiously, fascinated by the lock picking.




Omen sighed. I should have returned to the castle. He blocked out another wave of pain that washed through him at the sound of metal grating against metal, and Riaire's cursing about rust. My father could have gotten the bracelet back in a snap, and I wouldn't have to deal with these spikes of pain. He imagined the lecture his father would inevitably give him when he found out about Omen's mistakes. And his mother would be furious. His father would just be disappointed, something Omen found infinitely worse than his mother's wrath. He'll be less disappointed if I fix the mistake myself, he reasoned.




Decomposition and rot wafted through the air. Omen sniffed hard, trying to clear the awful smell from his nostrils. You'd think after Gerdriu's reek, this wouldn't be so bad.




His eyes went to the blood-red ivy wreathing the thick bars. The foliage flourished unnaturally.




"A moldering graveyard," Omen snarled beneath his breath, and gestured toward the unkempt grounds and massive stone cairns visible through jagged holes in the ivy. The tombstones were all broken and smashed, and he could see signs of stone coffins dug up from the ground and in pieces amid the weeds. "Pretty desolate." It looked to him as if the graveyard had already been thoroughly ransacked. "What are the chains for?"




"Keeps people from wandering in," Templar explained. "It's not the safest place to be — especially at night."




A faint rustle followed Templar's lingering words, and Riaire glanced up from the lock, a look of fear flashing through his eyes. "Maybe we should come back in the morning."




"No!" Templar waved a hand at him, motioning him to continue. "We're on a schedule here. We need the jawbone to get into the Night Games — they're called Night Games for a reason, you know."




Grumbling, Riaire turned his attention back to the lock. "If there's any gold in there, I'm taking it."




"We're here for the jawbone." Templar's voice took on a sharp warning edge. "The rest of the bones and any treasure goes to my sister. For the city. Now hurry up."




A loud click followed a moment later, and Riaire removed the now open lock and unwound the chain from the gate. It groaned loudly as he pushed it inward. He drew aside a swath of ivy. Templar ducked through quickly. Omen followed, sparing a moment to take in Riaire's sunken-in pale cheeks. The man's thin frame was wrapped in a worn dark leather cloak, and his hands were shaking. For a moment Omen felt sorry for Riaire. He's just trying to make a living and got in over his head.




Omen ducked through the gate, following after Templar. Riaire spat out a curse and followed him.




Stepping into the cemetery seemed like stepping into another world to Omen. While from outside the blood-red ivy was a thickly tangled ornamental wall, allowing only haphazard glimpses of the giants' boneyard, from the inside the ivy's tight weave was an impenetrable mesh, blocking out any speck of light from the city.




The only illumination came from a mere glow in the sky overhead as the daylight had vanished completely. Billowing grey clouds gathered once more, promising more rain. Growing shadows twisted among the vines and weeds of the graveyard as the wind whispered through the crooked trees and smashed stones.




Omen felt trapped. "Do you know where to go?" he asked Templar, who was moving purposefully through the tangled yard. Any pathway had long since vanished, and Omen guessed in another few years the broken tombstones would be swallowed beneath the overgrowth.




"Yes, I know the tree we saw in the bloodscope." Templar pointed ahead. "Just there — it's called the Curse Tree."




A low dip in the landscape led to a small fog-filled hollow, and there in the center stood an ancient gnarled tree that seemed to have spread sideways rather than upward. A wide canopy of low hanging branches bent toward an elaborate tangle of exposed roots covered with a carpet of rotting leaves. Hanging like wisps of spider silk, long tendrils of string swayed and spun. Attached to each strand, a folded paper danced in the wind like a fish caught on a line. Most of the papers were decayed and damp with rain, but a few pieces here and there looked crisp.




Omen reached up and caught one new note as it fluttered by. 




"Careful!" Templar hissed at him. "Don't pull it down. It's bad luck."




Omen turned the paper over, careful not to pull it free of its string. Written on one side were a series of strange sigils he could not read. "Who put these here?" he asked curiously.




"Everyone," Templar said dismissively. "They're curses against the giants, wards against evil, hexes. People still sneak in here and tie them to the tree. Terizkandians hold grudges for a very long time — especially against giants."




Templar paused abruptly, looking down. Then he motioned Omen over. "I found it!" he said. "The stone Gerdriu showed us."




Releasing the paper to return to its fluttering dance amid the decay, Omen moved over the tangled roots to Templar's side. In the gloomy twilight Omen could make out the shape of a large, moss-covered stone nearly hidden beneath the roots of the tree.




Crouching down in the dirt, Templar dug away at the edges of the stone, pushing aside moldering leaves and clumps of mud. "There's an opening beneath the stone." Excitement tinted his voice. He sat back on his heels. "Would be easier if we just smashed the stone and pulled the pieces out. I don't want to damage the tree."




There's something I'm good at — smashing things. Omen motioned Templar aside. "Let me try," he suggested. Startled, Templar stood up and stepped back.




For the first time in several hours, Omen let the shielding song fade away as he switched to another tune, this one fast-paced and full of energy as it rang through his mind, heavy percussion emphasizing each measure. He felt the energy building inside him, swirling around in eager anticipation of escape, and with one sharp blast he released it all at the stone, aiming it with crushing force. The sound of the stone shattering into a dozen pieces echoed through the empty graveyard with shocking clarity. For a moment Omen felt relief wash through his body — the terrible energy inside him momentarily still and calm.




And then the faint tickle at the back of his mind started again, the pressure rising like a boiling pot with a lid too tightly sealed over it. He gritted his teeth and began the shielding song once more.




Templar jarred him out his concentration with a hearty pounding on his back. "Nice!" He moved forward to take hold of the broken pieces of stone.




Riaire cursed under his breath — a long string of foul epithets that Omen couldn't entirely translate.




Omen looked down at his handiwork. He'd broken the stone slab into hand-sized chunks.




As Templar cleared the rubble from beneath the roots, an opening started to appear. When enough of the stone slab had been tossed aside, the remaining pieces collapsed in on themselves and fell into the hole beneath the tangled roots.




A stairwell, Omen realized.




"Who knew there was anything beneath the Curse Tree." Templar chuckled as he snapped the fingers of his right hand. A coin-sized sphere of light appeared in front of him, floating at chest-level.




"Candlelight cantrip?" Omen asked. It was a basic spell that despite all of his efforts had eluded Omen. While his father taught him the psionic patterns with remarkable patience, his mother had all but given up teaching him the magical patterns. Consequently, his skills were limited to only a handful of minor spells. 




"Can we go now?" Riaire said, annoyance cutting through his words.




Without comment to Riaire or Omen, Templar sent the little light ahead with a wave of his fingers and followed its course down into the stairwell below. The light floated downward past dozens of steps before bumping up against an enormous rusted iron door below. The door, like all the others in the city, was built for giants. The stairs, also designed for giants, were awkward to navigate. 




Do I take a giant step or two little ones? Omen wondered as he clumsily shuffled downward.




"We should just leave," Riaire whined as he stared belligerently at the enormous door. "We'll never move that!"




Omen guessed the iron door had to weigh several thousand pounds. Judging by the large iron rings on the outside of the door, and the lack of space at the foot of the stairs, he guessed it opened inward. Pushing will be easier than pulling.




"Yes, we will," Templar insisted. He nodded to Omen. "You push psionically, I'll push magically. Between the two of us, we should be able to open it enough to slip inside — we only need to open it a little bit."




"And what if the chamber is filled with spine rats?" Riaire asked, protesting with a shaking voice.




"Wait . . . what? Spine rats?" Omen looked from Riaire to Templar.




"Nasty things," Templar said. ''But Riaire's mewling about nothing. Spine rats won't bother you unless you bother them."




"Like invading their territory?" Riaire cut in, and Omen felt the overwhelming urge to check his boots and the ground beneath his feet. The light of Templar's spell illuminated the crumbled stones and dirt. No rat droppings.




"The place could be crawling with the sharp-toothed beasties," Riaire continued, distressed. "They like to suck the marrow right out of your bones."




"Spine rats only eat dead things," Templar insisted, eyes flashing with annoyance. "So as long as you stay alive, you're fine, Riaire. Quit your whining."




"Explains why Gerdriu didn't come himself," Omen mused, more to himself than the others. 




He placed his hands against the imposing metal door blocking the entrance to the mausoleum and gave a hard push, putting all his muscle into the shove. The door gave a slow groan but did not budge. "Going to need the magic," Omen agreed, with a nod at Templar.




"On my mark then." Templar raised his hands. One of the rings on Templar's left hand began to pulse. A moment later, a faint bluish glow of magic surrounded him completely, giving him an unearthly appearance.




Riaire scampered up several steps, out of the radius of the glow.




Omen focused — the song in his head switching again to the previous one — slowed slightly to control the release of energy. Slow and steady this time — if I hit it with a sharp blast it might jam the hinges. He reached out cautiously with his mind, a bead of sweat forming on his brow despite the cold, damp air. He gave Templar a decisive nod.




"Now," Templar commanded, and the light surrounding him swept forward to hit the door. Omen pushed at the same time, letting the energy pour forth in a steady stream. The two forces hit the door, and a loud screech reverberated through the stairwell as the massive door moved inward, swinging a few inches on its rusty hinges, then a few more. A moment later, the gap had widened enough for them to be able to squeeze through.




Omen gasped for breath, dropping the force of energy as he stepped back. He sank down onto the lowest stone step. He closed his eyes, concentrating on the regular beat of his heart as he began his shielding song once again. His body vibrated as if eager to expend more energy. He pushed the force of power down, his head pulsing with pain.




"You good?" Templar demanded.




Omen nodded, rubbing at his temples. 




"They kept them as pets you know," Riaire exclaimed.




Omen craned his neck to look up at Riaire. "What?"




"The spine rats," the thief explained. "The giants kept them as pets."




"They're actually pretty cute—" Templar commented as he peered through the gloom beyond the door. He sent the small floating orb of light into the chamber beyond.




"When they aren't chewing through bones or slurping up marrow," Riaire said, disgust heavy in his tone. The dark-haired man looked poised to run, staring at the opening as if expecting rats to come tumbling through at any moment. "They follow you around until you die," Riaire continued. "And then they eat you." His voice shook. "Filthy things."




"Come on." Templar shot both Riaire and Omen a grin over his shoulder. "Not scared, are you?" 




Omen stood and stepped forward. "Fine."




Templar, looking like an overexcited child, shifted his swords out of the way and squeezed through the opening.




Omen followed after.









Chapter 5: Crypt 



		











The inside of the mausoleum was dust-choked and black as night, and if it hadn't been for Templar's little floating sphere of light, Omen wouldn't even have been able to see the rough-hewn grey stones that made up the walls and floor. A musky, feral scent tickled his nose.




"That's a lot of dead giants," Templar said as he directed the light to dance along the perimeter of the bonehouse's large central room. Set deep into the walls, giant-sized stone sarcophagi rose in columns five high and three across. Omen guessed that once again elvin hands, not giant hands, had carved the sigils and ornamentation that decorated the tombs.




"Layers of dead giants," Omen joked nervously, his eyes involuntarily scanning the ceiling. The glow of illumination only reached the ten-foot mark, but Omen had the uneasy feeling that something was moving on the crossbeams of the high ceiling in the darkness above them. Gooseflesh crawled over his arms in an even spread from his wrists to his shoulders. He sniffed the air cautiously, mindful of the dust swirling around him. Animal — rats probably. Spine rats maybe? He shuddered.




"These aren't ancient though — look there." Templar pointed toward one of the stone coffins near the entrance hall. The side of the coffin had caved in, the lid tilted across the broken gap. 




Through the crumbled opening, Omen saw bones the color of mud wrapped in decaying pieces of cloth. "How do you know they're not ancient?" 




"Giant bones slowly turn black over the centuries. These are probably less than three hundred years old," Templar explained. "Once they're completely black, they slowly turn white again. The truly ancient ones are as white as snow. Ancient giant bones are harder than steel or silverleaf. We craft them into excellent weapons." He threw Omen a satisfied grin. "And then we use them against living giants — poetic justice!"




White as snow — weapons . . . Omen's eyes strayed to the two swords strapped to Templar's belt. "Are your swords . . ."




"Yes," Templar nodded decisively. "Giant bone."




"There must be another crypt beneath this one," Riaire interrupted their talk of bones and swords. The thin man was crouched in the center of the room, poking at a series of interlocking circular stones set in the floor of the chamber. He pulled a thin dagger from his boot and prodded the crease between the stones.




Templar flicked his chin, and the little light zipped to Riaire's side.




"I think this was a passageway," Riaire exclaimed. "There has to be some way of opening it. A lever or switch somewhere."




Omen scanned the dark room as Templar went to Riaire's side to investigate the floor. On the far side of the room in the shadows of one of the crypts, Omen noted a sundial embedded into the wall. There's no sun down here, and sundials are usually placed horizontally, not vertically. "What about this?" Omen called as he moved toward the oddly placed device. He raised his hand to the triangular stone blade jutting out from the wall.




"Does the gnomon turn?" Templar asked.




Omen grasped the stone protrusion and pulled downward. It turned with only minimal resistance along the circular plate. As he twisted it downward, a loud rumble started and gave way to the sound of stone scraping over stone.




Templar and Riaire both yelped in unison and scrambled away from the circular pattern in the center of the room. The stones of the floor began to slide apart, revealing a large opening. By the time the sounds stopped, the opening in the floor was half the size of the room, leaving the three of them standing around the edges of the chamber, peering down into blackness. We keep going further down into the earth. Cold stale air wafted up from below. The light from Templar's spell zipped forward, revealing a giant-sized spiral staircase that wound down like a corkscrew to some lower level.




"I'm not going first," Riaire declared, taking a step away from the opening as he shook his head back and forth. 




"No one asked you to." Templar shouldered the man aside. The little magic light bounced twice against the edge of the floor and then dove into the hole.




Omen followed after Templar, leaving Riaire to take up the rear. The thief cursed under his breath.




While Templar moved quickly, his footfall was quiet, and Omen had to restrain his natural exuberance to keep from making noise as they descended into the bowels of the crypt.




They traveled deep into the earth, the spiral stairs winding a great distance down to end in the corner of a very large chamber. The oppressive smell of undisturbed dust and old death provoked a rebarbative tickle in Omen's nose and throat. He swallowed down the urge to cough.




The chamber was shrouded in shadows, the little light that whisked ahead of Templar the only break in the darkness. The slight glow was helpful, but Omen wished he had brought a torch or at least practiced the light spell his mother had tried to teach him the week before.




He'd been meaning to practice his spells. Still meant to practice, but he wasn't sure where to find the time for homework when there were so many interesting things to explore.




Still, light spell should be a priority when I get home, he thought while trying not to trip down the stairs.




As if in response to Omen's silent musings, Templar spoke a few quiet words. A hum of power radiated through the air, and a new milky light flared to life across the ceiling. The little floating light returned to Templar, and he blew it out as if blowing out a candle.




Show-off.




But once the ceiling light illuminated the contents of the room, Omen quickly forgot about the ins-and-outs of magic spells and his lack of discipline when it came to memorizing arcane teachings. He gazed wide-eyed at the expanse of the large stone chamber before him. This whole thing is one giant sarcophagus!




The entombed giant had been laid out on an enormous stone table in the very center of the room. Centuries had stripped away his flesh, leaving nothing more than bone and the glinting remains of deteriorating chain armor. The bones themselves were coated in a thick layer of dust, but in the light of Templar's spell Omen could see that the underside of the bones was stark white. Ancient giant then. The massive skull's ridged empty eye sockets gazed sightless up at the stone ceiling overhead. 




Scattered in heaps around the outer edge of the room were much smaller human-sized skeletal remains. Bits of cloth still covered some of them, dust coating all. A swift glance around revealed hundreds of bones — detached spinal columns, breastbones with and without attached ribs, long thighbones and almost equally long shinbones, and skulls — many skulls. Some small enough to have belonged to children.




Anger sparked in Omen. "You said there were no humans buried here!" he bit out.




Templar also stared hard at the bones lying on the ground. "They weren't buried." His voice was cold, hollow. He stepped toward the nearest pile, crouching down to study them. He pointed to the shape of the bones in front of him, his hand sweeping downward along the curve of a bare spine. "Look how they're placed — huddled together, clinging to one another."




Horror swelled through Omen. He dropped to one knee beside Templar. "Are you saying they were alive?"




"Slaves — sealed up with their master. Buried alive. I'm guessing that door up above doesn't open from the inside." 




Omen's gaze rested on a delicate skull lying alongside the others. The skull had a thin, finely formed browridge, the sharpness of the cheekbones and the opening for the ear canal set slightly higher than a human's. Elvin, he realized. A wave of pity matched the fury he felt. Humans would have died after three or four days without water, but the elves would have lingered. Though they did not age the way their human counterparts did, they were not immortal. The elvin slaves might have remained in a twilight state for months here in the dark. 




These people died a long time ago, he tried to tell himself. These people were murdered a long time ago, he corrected himself. If they could speak, they'd be screaming with rage.




Pain spiked through his head, and he felt a pulse build inside him. 




"Don't!" Templar hissed, striking his shoulder with a quick backhand. "Focus on something else — shield yourself."




Omen realized with some alarm that his anger had made the nearest bones rattle and tremble. I'll bring the chamber down on top of us if I'm not careful! He ran his shielding song through his head, nodding along with the beat, eyes closed as he pushed back the emotion.




"Did you know that every bone in the body has a specific name?" Templar's voice was mild, sounding detached as if remarking on the weather. 




He's trying to distract me. Omen gave a low grunt of agreement. "The names are probably different in Melian than in Terizkandian." He'd fished the feeble excuse out of thin air, trying to cover his utter lack of knowledge. The song fell into place, the pattern smoothing out. 




"The names of bones are usually taught in Healer's Argot, Omen," Templar said kindly.




Heat flushed Omen's cheeks. Right, I knew that. I was supposed to learn the names of the bones last month!




"Healer's Argot. Like for the names of herbs," Templar continued. 




Omen opened his eyes, scanning the wall of bones again. His gaze fell on a cluster of pale, dust-covered spiderwebs off to one side. For one moment he thought it was a nest of some sort, stuck to the side wall of the chamber. But he could see that behind it was a dark opening — a tunnel about four feet in diameter. He rose, cautiously approaching it. "What's that?"




"Spine rat tunnel," Templar replied. "Must have dug their way down here when they smelled all the bodies."




Omen balked, stopping in mid-step. "Just how big are these spine rats?"




Templar stood, dusting off his knees, his gaze still on the bones littering the chamber. "Size of a large dog," he explained dismissively. "You know it's strange—"




"Large dog?" Omen gazed back at the web-covered tunnel, wishing now he'd brought some sort of weapon with him. I'm never leaving the house without a sword again! He'd been studying with various weapon masters his whole life but had never really found a weapon he liked enough to grow attached to. He thought of his most recent acquisition — a Melian arming blade, which lay broken on his desk in his room back home. The second blade I've broken this year. The taller he got, the stronger he got, and the force of his blows against practice dummies tended to be hard on both the weapons and the dummies. 




"Wait . . . what's strange?" Omen shot a quick look to Templar, his words finally registering. Templar was still studying the bones spread out before him. 




"The spine rats obviously got in here," Templar explained. "But none of the bodies are disturbed. The bones should be scattered all over the floor."




"There's no treasure either," Riaire grumbled. He was standing nearer the stone table in the center of the room, his gaze fixed on the form of Mazuk the giant. "No gold, no jewels — just his crumbling chain mail. At least his bones are still good."




He swept forward suddenly with determination, hand outstretched toward the giant's skull. "The jaw is detached, I'll just—"




"Riaire, no!" Templar shouted at him "There could be protections—"




But it was too late. With a loud snap, Riaire pulled the long, curved piece of the giant's lower jaw away from the rest of the skull.




Omen saw a row of square teeth protruding from the bone. Surprisingly well-preserved, he thought. Run! was his next thought.




A shudder lashed through the room, a great wave of bone dust and energy, sweeping back and forth with great violence, ripping at the three men. Clacks of bone against bone echoed through the chamber. The previously undisturbed skeletal remains shivered and came to life, bones clinking together with loud snaps and clicks. For a brief moment Omen could see nothing but a cloud of dust and crushed bone.




Briary fingers pinched like vises around Omen's feet and ankles — sharp, broken fragments pressing into the hard leather of his boots. Taken aback, Omen saw finger bones grasping at him, empty eye sockets staring at him as the skeletons lying closest pulled themselves upright. They grasped his limbs and his clothing. He stumbled beneath the pull of the attack, instinct to fight rearing inside him. Without thinking, he stomped down on the pitiful dead as if he were stomping on a hill of fire ants.




Templar had bigger problems. Skeleton warriors were assembling all around him. Pieces flew together, the bones of random arms and legs attaching to ribcages and pelvic bones, supported by spines and topped by skulls; and every newly formed fiend threw itself at Templar, jaws snapping and jagged fingers clawing. Other than the scraping and shuffling of bone against bone, or bone against stone, the constructs were silent.




"Guardians!" Templar shouted out unnecessarily from inside the circle.




"Figured that out myself!" Omen yelled back and swung his fists at the skull of a newly formed skeleton lurching at Templar from the side. The brittle appendages of the long dead slaves shattered with the force of impact, flying out in every direction. But loss of skull didn't seem to stop the skeletal shapes from pressing forward, still reaching out with twig-like arms and grasping fingers. Others clacked forward, pressing in toward both Omen and Templar, surrounding them.




"Put the jawbone back!" Omen yelled at Riaire. "There are too many. We won't make it out."




Riaire, clutching Mazuk's mandible aloft with both hands like a curved sword, shrieked in terror and raced toward the stairs, mindless of the creatures surrounding Omen and Templar.




Templar stumbled beneath the onslaught of rickety forms leaping at him and disappeared under a crush of skeletal warriors. Somehow, in the midst of the attack, he'd managed to draw one of his bone swords. The sight of it swinging through the tangle of other bones struck Omen as troubling. The chamber plunged into complete darkness as Templar disappeared beneath the pile of attackers, his spell cut off abruptly.




Omen dove instinctively toward the last place he'd seen his new friend standing.




Riaire screamed in the distance.




As the writhing mass crushed down on top of him, Omen felt scratches burn into his face and neck, and he had the distinct impression that something was biting the back of his thigh. He roared like an animal. And plunged his empty hand into the tumult. He felt his hand close over Templar's. He reared back and with all the power he could gather pulled Templar to his feet.




The magical light flicked back on.




"You're welcome," Templar gasped.




Omen let out a quick laugh at the ridiculousness of the statement.




As one, they charged the barrier of skeletal bones blocking their path to the stairs. Omen bashed his fists into the clattering bony grins. Even through his gauntlets, his hands rang with pain as they connected with cracking resistance over and over again. But he thought nothing of injury as he punched, and Templar knocked a hole into the skeleton barrier.




Omen and Templar stormed the bottom of the stairs. Finger bones attached to grotesque skeletal bodies grasped the hem of Riaire's long, black cloak and dragged the man, who had made it a few winding twists up the spiral stairs, back down to the ground.




Riaire turned sharply, let out a high-pitched shriek, and flung the giant's jawbone at the encroaching masses. Somehow he managed to twist free of his cloak and escape the grasping hands, racing upward even as the swell of creatures following him turned and dove toward Omen and Templar as if following the trajectory of Mazuk's jawbone. The onslaught of moving bones shoved Omen and Templar back down the stairs and into the burial chamber. With a maniacal laugh that made Omen think the thief had lost his mind, Riaire pounced up the remaining stairs and disappeared.




"Omen!" Templar scrambled to his feet, kicking out at the bones crawling toward him.




The scraping of stone confirmed what Omen had already considered: Riaire had twisted the sundial lever, and the stone doorway was closing again, blocking their only exit.




"I know," he said, starting to get back on his feet. "We're trapped." His head was throbbing, the pulsing sensation of his psionic energy roaring through him. He focused, a pounding battle tune ringing through his mind — reverberating, thundering. He pushed outward. 




For a brief moment of respite, the skeletal forms swarming him and Templar flew backwards as if swept up in a great wind that scattered them in all directions.




"Omen!"




Omen turned. "What? I said I know—"




A mass of crumbling chain mail and impossibly thick white bone rose from the burial platform in the center of the room.




"Mazuk!" Templar blurted out the obvious once again.




The giant's jawless maw clicked back in a silent scream, and its hulking body shambled forward, one arduous step at a time. The ensorcelled body was so tall, it had to stoop in order to avoid the ceiling. But its awkward progress did not stop it from coming directly toward Omen and Templar, long arms and clawed fingers swinging.




Templar sprang forward, drawing his second blade so that he held them both now, the shorter blade reversed in his grip. He took a swipe at the giant's kneecap as he passed. The blade hit its mark, and the leg folded inward briefly.




The giant wobbled, but did not fall. It stumbled closer to Omen, and its enormous bony fingers wrapped themselves around Omen's right shoulder and neck. The pressure was immediate, and Omen felt the pain of his shoulder bone and sternum cracking.




Panicked, Omen grasped at the giant's finger bones. Magic alone was holding the bones together — no skin or sinew attached. He yanked hard and broke the giant's thumb off its hand. The pressure lessened, but he was still not free.




The giant dragged Omen, who kicked and roared, toward the gaping hole that was its ruined mouth — the creature's crippled instinct still driving it to consume its enemy.




"Catch," Templar yelled out.




Without thought, Omen reached up in the air, grasped the long, curved jawbone hurled by Templar, and took the mightiest swing he was capable of. Mazuk's jawbone, now a bone weapon, teeth pointed forward, connected with Mazuk's skull. Omen's blow struck with such force that the giant's entire skull snapped to the side as if the spine itself had broken. The skeletal behemoth rocked back, releasing its grip on Omen, letting him fall to the ground. But no more than a second later, the head turned again, twisting back around, and Omen realized to his utter astonishment that his blow hadn't even cracked the giant's skull.




He glanced at the jawbone. It too was unmarked, undamaged. Ancient giant bone! Harder than steel! Eventually they would be able to crush the animated bones of the slaves swarming around them, but not Mazuk's!




"Push him down!" Templar screamed.




Omen charged like a bull and threw his shoulder against the giant, hitting it about mid-thigh.




Thrown off-balance, the hulk took a step back, catching its heel against the stone sarcophagus. It reeled, arms waving to grasp hold of anything nearby.




Templar struck it again with his blade, and Mazuk fell back against the stone table. The bones of the giant, undamaged by the fall, were knocked apart by the force of impact, disconnected momentarily as they fell into a scattered pile.




Clicking and clacking reverberated around them. The bones of the slaves that Omen had scattered back against the walls were moving again, reforming, reconnecting. Mazuk shimmered and shook as well, his bones beginning to slide toward one another.




"We have to get out of here!" Templar sheathed his two swords and sprinted, not toward the spiral stairs but to the other side of the chamber. "Through here!" He pointed to the spiderweb-covered tunnel.




"Not happening!" Omen shook his head vehemently.




"If there was a way to open the door from the inside, the slaves would have found it." Templar flailed his arm toward the spiral stairs. 




"But what if there are spine rats in the tunnel?"




"Too bad for them." Templar flung his hand as if he were rolling a ball into the tunnel. A sphere of fire flamed into existence at his fingertips and raced out of sight to sharp squeals and the stink of burning hair and charred skin. "Let's go!"




Templar scrambled into the tunnel, leaving Omen no option. No time. Some of the skeletons were already beginning to crawl toward him, half-formed as they dragged themselves across the ground.




Omen shoved the curved jawbone through the strap of his belt.




Without further hesitation, he crawled into the tunnel after Templar, who was already a mere dot up ahead — the tiny light again guiding his way.




The walls of the tunnel were stone, still warm to the touch, but continued only as far as the thickness of the crypt's walls. After several feet, the tunnel shifted to dark, dank earth, and Omen noticed a slight slope upward. 




While the smell of burning indicated that something — perhaps the spine rats Templar had spoken of — had been in the tunnel, Omen came across nothing either alive or dead as he crawled toward the surface. Nor did he see anything when he pulled himself out of the hole and scrambled to his feet on the grounds of the giants' graveyard.




Templar put a finger across his lips and made a shh sound just as soon as Omen stood up.




Omen let his eyes follow to where Templar was pointing.




On the other side of the fence, through several holes in the red ivy, Omen spotted Riaire. The man was on his knees, surrounded by warriors.




"City guard," Templar whispered. He crouched back down next to the hole, ducking out of sight. Omen followed suit.




Omen's eyes widened. He heard words like "destruction of public property" and "offense against the crown" from the guards, who sounded very serious.




"Will he tell on us?" Omen whispered to Templar.




"He'd be stupid to admit that he left the crown prince of Terizkand to die in a crypt," Templar whispered back. "But they seem in a bad mood, so maybe we ought to wait until they leave."




"Will he be punished?" Omen didn't move. He wasn't certain what to feel — Riaire had left them to die.




"He'll be fine — he'll bribe his way out of trouble with tales of an ancient giant skeleton. The bones are priceless. Don't worry about him. I'll check on him later," Templar said, as he waved Omen behind a cairn to wait while the guards finished up with Riaire. 




Omen caught a glimpse of movement in the hole they had just escaped. His body tensed in anticipation. "What if those skeletons crawl out of that hole?" 




"Doubt the magic animating them extends beyond the burial chamber," Templar replied, shooting his gaze toward the hole himself. They both saw a grey-furred creature, rat-shaped and roughly the size of a large dog, squirming out of the hole they had just emerged from. The creature lifted its long nose into the air, whiskers twitching wildly as it sniffed, scenting first Omen, then Templar. Its beady eyes gazed balefully at them. It huffed with disinterest and turned away, loping across the grounds to disappear down some other hole on the far side of the graveyard.




"Guess neither of us are dying any time soon," Templar whispered, an eyebrow arching. He looked amused by the encounter.




Not entirely certain if Templar had been joking about spine rats and their proclivity to hound the living until they could feast on their spinal fluid, Omen gave a quick shrug but said nothing.




It didn't take the city guard long to drag Riaire away. Omen could hear his rueful pleas as they disappeared down the darkened streets. 




"The guards said that entering the graveyard is a punishable offense," Omen said to Templar once they were free to leave the graveyard themselves.




"Hmm." Templar put on a thoughtful expression. "Did they?"




"They did!" Omen reared up.




"Well, that's probably good," Templar said finally. "I hear the giants' graveyards are protected by ancient magic and are really very dangerous."




Omen stilled.




"Let's go, Omen," Templar said. "If the guards see us, they'll tell my sister, and we'll both have to go home. We got the jawbone. We can get into the Night Games." Glee colored Templar's voice. 




Omen, hand on the giant's jawbone still stuck through his belt, turned to follow after Templar. As they approached the gate, he saw that the chain was once again firmly in place, the lock reattached. "What exactly are these night games?" he asked warily. "Some sort of nighttime sporting event?"




Templar took a running approach and leaped toward the fence, grabbing tight handfuls of ivy and pulling himself upward. He swung over the top.




Omen followed. The ivy was slick and his hands slipped, and for a moment he thought he'd skewer himself on the sharp crowning spikes. But a moment later he dropped down onto the other side, landing beside Templar. Riaire wouldn't have be able to make that jump. 




"Sporting event played by Night Dwellers," Templar answered as he dusted himself off, brushing away excess dust and powdered bone still clinging to his clothes. 




Omen's breath caught in his throat, and he choked back a cough. "What? Are you serious!"




"What did you think they were?"




"Games played at night!" Omen exclaimed. "That's what you told Riaire — we were on a schedule, because the games were played at night."




"They are played at night," Templar agreed mildly. "Night Dwellers aren't fond of daylight." He grinned impishly at Omen. "Come on, we've survived the worst of it — the descent into the inverted tower, the animated skeletons — the rest will be fun. It's a sporting event — perfectly safe. And then you'll get your bracelet back and all will be fine."




Omen groaned. He didn't know Templar particularly well, but he was beginning to understand a few things about him. He's crazy — utterly insane. No wonder my parents thought we'd get along.









Chapter 6: Night Sentinels 



		











They followed the road back the way they had come. It was late evening now, and while the rain had stopped, the breeze blowing off the ocean was damp and cold. Overhead, darkness swirled, the stormy sky revealing not even the slightest glint of stars or moon. 




"Lookssss like there'ssss no more thief to reward." A languid hiss met them as they entered the side street that led back to the base of Gerdriu's inverted tower.




Both Omen and Templar braced for a fight.




Hidden in the shadows of one of the enormous buildings lurked the alchemist, wrapped in a heavy brown cloak, decaying features obscured beneath a heavy cowl.




Templar and Omen backed up several steps. The breeze blowing past them carried the penetrating scent of sage — but beneath the sage Omen smelled putrid decay. Gerdriu must be using a potent herb oil to disguise his stink, Omen thought, wrinkling his nose.




"You crawled out of your tower." Templar's words rang of challenge.




He doesn't like surprises.




"Yessss," the alchemist agreed, voice flat and unruffled. "You have the jawbone, I ssssee."




Omen placed his hand on the giant's jawbone still stuck through his belt like a stone cudgel. "Where's my bracelet?" he demanded.




"The deal issss for my losssst container. We go to the Night Gamessss, retrieve the container, then you get your brasssselet." The alchemist's voice allowed for no further negotiation. 




Omen's hope sank. Rat's teeth!




"Fine." Templar tossed the affirmation away casually, but excitement flashed through his eyes. "Lead the way!"




Templar's dying to go to these games, Omen realized. Despite his own trepidation, he had to admit he was curious too. Games played by Night Dwellers! "Do we have to go into the Night Lands for these games?" he asked, better sense emerging for a split second. Sporting event aside — going into the Night Lands was not something he should do willingly. My mother would kill me. And then she'd kill me again.




"No." The alchemist stepped away from the building and into the street. "The gamessss are in neutral territory — not the Night Landssss."




Omen turned up the collar of his gambeson against the cold as he fell into step beside Templar, the two of them following after the hooded alchemist. As Gerdriu turned away, Omen noticed a misshapen lump just beneath the cowl and realized that the disgusting squid-like bug was hiding beneath the alchemist's cloak. A cold prickle ran down Omen's spine.




It's just a bug. Just a bug. Revolting, but just a bug!




Gerdriu led them deeper into the heart of the city, away from the enormous guild houses and toward the markets, shops, and taverns. 




Omen grimaced as the alchemist hurried them along. Pain pricked behind his eyes again, the psionic headache returning. He assiduously ran his shielding song through his mind once more, trying to scoot the pain back. What are those pain blocking patterns Dad is always trying to teach me — the Zelgan Patterns? The first one was . . . started with C# with a three step beat . . . or was that the weaving pattern? 




He ground his teeth together. The lessons had seemed so pointless at the time. I heal so fast, seemed like I'd never need pain blocking techniques. Now I wish I'd learned all the patterns. He rubbed his shoulder, testing the bone where the giant Mazuk had grabbed him, nearly crushing his clavicle and sternum. The bruised flesh had already mended, and the pain was gone. If I just had the bracelet, I wouldn't have the headache either.




Despite the cold weather, the roads were still quite busy, men and women either heading home for the day, or heading out to one of the many taverns. Oil lanterns crafted of winding brass coils and thick glass hung from poles in front of each of the giant-sized buildings. Young boys scrambled nimbly up the poles to light the lanterns, breaking the dominance of the darkness all around. Most houses also had lamps burning outside their doors. Windows glowed with orange lights as citizens set about their evening meal. While more than one person called out to Templar and raised a hand in greeting, all steered clear of the hunched and hooded figure of the alchemist.




There's a corpse walking through the streets — that would never happen in Melia. The dragons and the Untouchables would stop it immediately. That, more than anything else, made Omen fully grasp that sunny Melia, his home tucked away behind the safety of dragon-guarded borders, was unlike any other place in the world.




Gerdriu led them to a well-lit tavern, pausing briefly to make certain Omen and Templar were still following. From the darkness of the hood, desiccated, milky eyes watched them, and the alchemist gave out a contented gurgle.




Trying to look away, Omen glanced upward at the painted sign over the door of the great building.




"The Horse's Dream," he read the words out loud. 




Templar too was staring up at it, slack-jawed. "Nightmare," he murmured to Omen. "I don't believe it. Finding the games couldn't be that easy, could it? A play on words. But I've been to this tavern a dozen times."




Gerdriu paused before putting a skeletal hand on the ring pull. "The entryway changessss. Tonight it'ssss here. Tomorrow it will be ssssomewhere elsssse. If you don't know who to assssk, you can't find it. Only thosssse who have been to the gamessss know who to assssk."




The hunch beneath Gerdriu's cloak shifted and flattened as the alchemist hauled open the tavern door — a shiny silver, human-sized opening cut directly into a massive wooden portal.




Stepping through, Omen and Templar found themselves inside the main foyer of a great building. The original giant entry hall was now a bustling tavern. Dozens of tables dotted the room, all packed with patrons drinking and eating. The noise level rose and fell as conversations rolled on. An enormous bar had been constructed along the far side of the room.




This place would be pretty cozy if we weren't in the company of a rotting corpse. The guys back home are never going to believe this! Warmth from the tavern's roaring fire washed over him, and Omen pulled his gauntlets from his hands and stuffed them through his belt.




Gerdriu led them through the main room, past clusters of tables — numerous patrons recognized Templar and gregariously called out to him. Ever the charmer, Templar smiled and greeted them by name.




He's known the name of everyone we've met so far, Omen noted, bemused. Either he has a phenomenal memory, an extremely active social life, or is just making the names up. 




Speeding on, Gerdriu didn't acknowledge the tavern's guests. More than one person turned away in disgust, holding a hand to their nose as the cloaked form swept by them.




I'd hate to have to eat dinner around his stink. Vile.




A number of warriors stepped close, hands on weapons, eyes on Templar. But Templar waved them off, smiling calmly. They accepted his dismissal without question, which surprised Omen. Maybe after being enslaved by giants and fighting a war of rebellion led by a Nightblooded king, seeing an undead corpse accompany their prince through a tavern isn't that unusual. 




No one stopped them as they exited the main hall through the back door. Beyond lay another long hallway, followed by a veritable maze of passageways and wooden staircases leading both up and down. It was toward one specific dark stairwell that Gerdriu led them. They had not gone more than thirty steps before Omen saw the bright flicker of light surrounding Templar's right hand as he cast the candlelight cantrip again, tossing the glowing ball into the air to hover just over his shoulder. The staircase seemed to go on endlessly.




Fifty steps . . . sixty . . . seventy . . . Omen silently counted out the stairs as they descended. While he knew this structure had been built by giants and the large number of steps likely did not indicate accurately which floor they were on, he couldn't help but feel that this was unusually deep for even a subbasement. Are we going into some sort of under city — or the sewers? Ugh. 




But eventually the stairs came to an end in an enormous stone room lined with pillars so large that it would have taken ten men holding hands to circle each of them. At the far end of the room stood a great iron door over thirty feet tall. Two black statutes were positioned in front of the door. Torches smelling of beeswax burned in sconces along the pillars, but Templar made no effort to banish his candlelight spell. Somehow, even with torches blazing, the room seemed disturbingly dark and ominous.




Gerdriu headed straight for the door. Omen's gaze was riveted to the tremendous statues, which he realized with a start were moving. Not statues! What are they? The surface of the guardians caught the light oddly and reflected an iridescent glow that reminded him of oil spilled upon a lake.




Well over twenty feet tall, the statues were humanoid in shape, but their faces were utterly blank — no eyes, nose, mouth — just smooth darkness that shifted and flowed like liquid over stone. They towered upon colossal legs, their stances wide. Each living statue had a great sword gripped by both hands, point resting down in front of them. But as Omen drew closer, he noted that the statues possessed two extra arms that extended like insect appendages from their backs and arched upward like great claws reaching over their heads. 




"Night sentinels," Templar whispered to Omen. He sounded delighted by the discovery. "This has to be the entry to the Night Games."




As Gerdriu neared the door, two slits of light appeared upon the formless faces of the colossi — eyes opening and burning with unmistakable yellow light.




Nightblooded.




"No entry!" two low, raspy voices growled out, and despite the fact that Omen could see no mouths on them, he was certain the two statues had spoken.




Gerdriu motioned to Omen. "Show them the prisssse," he hissed. 




Omen wrested the jawbone from his belt and held up the pale white shape for the sentinels to see.




"We have the entry fee," Gerdriu proclaimed in his cold, flat voice.




Yellow eyes turned to gaze down at him. "Did you think we would not recognize you, worm-spawn," the raspy voices of the sentinels shot out. "You were expelled from the games last night for risking divine intervention. No entry!"




Gerdriu stepped back.




Omen lowered the jawbone.




Gerdriu stared at the sentinels for several long moments in silence as if contemplating how to proceed.




What does that mean — divine intervention? How does an animated corpse draw the attention of the gods? Why didn't he tell us he'd been expelled? A wave of trepidation washed over Omen despite Gerdriu's assurance that these games were not in the Night Lands. His own bloodline could prove to be problematic if the fear of divine intervention could get a person expelled.




"I have the entry fee," Gerdriu said again. "You have to let me in."




"No entry for the worm-spawn!" came the gravelly proclamation.




"What of my companionssss then?" Gerdriu asked. "Can they enter?"




"The two mongrels may enter for the price of the jawbone," the sentinels pronounced.




"Mongrels?" Templar protested. "Just who are you—" 




Omen grabbed him before he could take a step toward the sentinels. "Don't anger the giant oil slick-statues," Omen hissed, pulling Templar back.




Gerdriu turned and motioned them to follow him away from the two guardians. Omen tugged the still grumbling Templar after the alchemist, toward the side of the room and into the shadows behind one of the pillars.




Gerdriu, face still hidden beneath his hood, pointed to the jawbone. "You take the jawbone and collect my property. You bring back my container, and I return your brasssselet."




"You want us to go in there alone?" Omen sputtered. Not that I think Gerdriu would be much help if something happened.




"You want the brasssselet, you musssst retrieve my container," Gerdriu insisted. "We have a deal. No container no brasssselet."




"This is ridiculous!" Omen protested. "We've already gone into a giant's tomb and fought off a hoard of skeletons. How much more are you expecting us to do?"




"Whatever it takessss. We agreed that the trade wassss the container for the brasssselet." Gerdriu sounded unconcerned.




"It's fine, Omen," Templar cut in, looking more happy than warranted. "How hard could it be? I told you — the hard part is over. It's a sporting event. We go in, look around, maybe watch a game or two, get his container and come back. You can control your psionics until then, right?" 




He really wants to go to these games, Omen thought, annoyed. He's not the one with the massive headache. I'm the one with the blasted song running through my mind endlessly!




"Hard part is over?" Omen demanded. "Really — where exactly are we supposed to find this container?"




"I have an ally insssside named Ssssifulthian," Gerdriu explained. "He should be able to tell you where to find my property. Sssseek him out and bring back my belongingssss. Then we trade."




Suspicion flared through Omen. I don't like the direction this is going. Why did they kick gross-face out of the games? "If you have an ally inside the games," Omen pressed, "why doesn't he just bring your property to you? Why do you need us to go in?"




"Ssssifulthian won't leave the gamessss," Gerdriu explained. "The fool issss being hunted and refussssessss to leave the ssssafety of the gamessss. But he should at leasssst be able to help you find my property."




"We're going to stay long enough to watch a couple of games," Templar said curtly. "We'll find your property." He held out his hand for the jawbone. "And then you return Omen's property."




Gerdriu nodded stiffly.




"Wait, how are we supposed to find this Sifulthian?" Omen asked. "What does he look like?"




"He'll be wearing a long cloak — sssso you won't be able to ssssee hissss fasssse," Gerdriu explained. "But you'll find him beneath one of the sssseating levelssss on the ssssecond floor. Are either of you color-blind?"




Surprised at the odd question, Omen shook his head, as did Templar.




"Good," Gerdriu stated flatly. "Sssstay in the blue and green ssssectorssss. Do not enter the red or purple ssssectorssss. And whatever you do, do not go anywhere near the yellow or orange ssssectorssss. The entire game arena issss neutral ground, but only the blue and green ssssectorssss are ssssafe for mongrelssss."




Templar stiffened again. "What's with the name calling?"




"Mongrel issss what they call anyone with even the sssslightesssst drop of human blood," Gerdriu explained. "Mosssst of the people there will be able to ssssniff out your varioussss bloodlinessss, but it will be your human blood that will attract the mosssst attention. If you wish to sssstay in one piesssse, with your ssssoulssss intact, do not leave the blue and green ssssectorssss. Ssssifulthian will be underneath the sssseating of the green ssssector on the ssssecond floor. Undersssstand?"




"Right, green sector, " Templar agreed, holding his hand out again for the jawbone. Reluctantly, Omen handed the bone over.




"Return my property and I'll return your brasssselet," Gerdriu stated again. "Come to the tower with the container. I will be watching in the bloodsssscope."




Omen shuddered — the idea of the undead corpse watching them in that hideous machine revolted him. I've got to get mother to teach me some way to ward against scrying devices like that. At least he doesn't have our blood — he can watch the games but not us specifically.




"Just out of curiosity," Templar cut in. "What happens if we do go into the yellow or orange sectors?"




"The air issss poisssson," Gerdriu told him. "You'll ssssuffocate quickly. After that, it will depend on what getssss ahold of you firsssst."




"Good to know." Omen spared Templar an exasperated look, but the prince looked more thrilled by the minute. 




"Come on," Templar urged. "Let's go watch these games!" 




This is all my mother's fault. She wanted me to make new friends. But despite his trepidation, Omen could feel a spark of excitement. Templar's enthusiasm was infectious. It's a game on neutral territory — I like games. This could be fun.




The two of them approached the enormous door and the Night Sentinels standing before it.




"We have the entry fee!" Templar exclaimed, holding up Mazuk's jawbone. One of the sentinels reached out to take the bone from Templar's hand, while the other turned and pushed open the great door, revealing a long dark tunnel beyond. 




Omen and Templar stepped through. 









Chapter 7: Night Ball 



		











Cheering and raucous voices echoed through the darkness. At the far end of the tunnel a bright reddish light sparkled like a dying star. Omen and Templar approached cautiously. 




This could be a huge mistake.




"Fun, huh?" Omen said despite his misgivings. He threw his friend a questioning look. 




"Yeah," Templar replied, his voice shaking a little. His eyes flashed bright yellow. 




They stepped out into the light and found themselves at the top row of a vast, sloping arena. A moist, musty smell tickled Omen's nose.




Wet stone and too many sweaty bodies crammed together.




A massive circle spread out around them while enormous terraced seating stretched downward ten levels toward a huge center pit. The entire place, capable of seating thousands, was crowded with people. Men, women, humans, elves. Omen blinked. What are those? 




Omen stared in awe, his eyes moving over the rows and rows of marble benches filled with rowdy onlookers fixated on the pit below. His gaze swept around the arena in a wide circle. Where he stood, the once white marble had been painted a dark blue, but he noticed quickly that the white marble of the floors and benches of each of the pie slice sections had been painted red, yellow, green, purple and orange respectively.




The blue area seemed mostly populated with humanoid men and women. Omen could see numerous elves among the crowd — and a loud group of stout-looking dwarvish folk farther down. But interspersed were others, less commonplace in appearance — bodies accentuated with horns or scales, features misshapen with spikes or tusks or bulbous bone ridges.




Beyond the blue area, Omen thought he spotted a clutch of cold-blooded creatures — reptilian, insect — all defying his description or categorization. Most had eyes that glowed bright as yellow flames.




Night Dwellers!




A bright warm light illuminated the entire arena from overhead. Omen glanced upward, expecting to see the star-filled sky. Instead he saw stifling darkness — like an endless void — curved around what should have been an arched roof. "That's weird. There's light but it's not coming from anywhere."




"The six Pillars of Creation!" Templar exclaimed, his reverent tone surprising Omen.




Beyond the top tier of the marble arena, far back in the black recesses of the void surrounding them, Omen saw the faint outline of massive raw stone pillars rising up into the darkness before disappearing from sight. There was something primordial and ominous about them, and a shudder ran through Omen.




It's like something is looking down on me from the shadows. Something vast and terrible . . . Gack!




"What are they?" Omen whispered to Templar.




"This has to be one of the ancient meeting halls of the Elder Gods. It is said that when the world was still new — before any life existed within it, the six Elder Gods would meet in great halls and discuss their plans for the universe. Those stones — the pillars — are said to be the place where each of the Elder Gods rested while they talked — the Pillars of Creation." 




Despite, or because of, his own connection to the Elder Gods, Omen had never paid much attention to religious study. "You believe that?" he asked Templar. 




"I don't know," Templar admitted, though he sounded awed regardless.




Omen waved a hand at the crowd. "Look around — this place is filled with Night Dwellers. You really think they would enter a hall belonging to the Elder Gods?"




Templar scraped the heel of his boot over the marble floor, examining the stone. Some of the blue paint flaked off. "They say the halls were only ever used by the Elder Gods once — abandoned after each meeting. When they met again, they simply created a new hall — why not find some use for the abandoned halls — if they still exist?"




That sounds more like the Elder Gods. Creating something astonishing and then discarding it. Omen snorted in derision.




A turbulent cheer rose up from the crowd. The sound swelled as the audience stood, stomped feet, claws and hooves, and shouted violently toward the pit below.




Templar clapped Omen on the back. "I think one of the matches is about to begin — come on. Let's get seats!"




Despite his nervousness, Omen followed after Templar enthusiastically — the lure of watching the games too much to pass up. Sporting events played by Night Dwellers — fun!




They headed down the long marble stairs to the lower levels closer to the pit and squeezed into two empty spaces on the fourth terrace near a group of tall, slender men and women.




Omen found himself unabashedly staring at the group. Though dressed much like Templar in the overindulgent fashion of the Terizkandian court — rings ornamenting all their fingers, long flowing frock coats made of silks and fine velvets — each one of them also had a graceful point to their ears and a sharp upward slope to their features.




Elves! Omen thought. They look different from the few elves I've seen in Melia. Those elves had been hunters and woodsmen who lived close to nature and only wandered among the human cities for trade when necessary.




The Terizkandian elves were strange and exotic, seeming more like pampered and vain creatures instead of the earthy, smiling folk he'd spoken to in Melia. Dark khol lined their eyes, and glittering paint shimmered upon their skin. The jewels on their hands and the rich sheen of their clothing was designed to catch the eye, captivating and impressive. Beautiful but cold, they watched Omen and Templar with haughty eyes. Many seemed to recognize Templar, and several of them inclined their heads with arrogant acknowledgement before turning their attention back to their companions.




"Venedrine," Templar whispered to Omen. "Magic wielders all of them — whatever you do, don't drink or eat anything they offer you."




Omen knew only a little about the Venedrine Elves. They ruled over the Sul Havens in the south and were unparalleled in magical ability. He knew at some point in their long history the Venedrine had been cursed by a god and nearly destroyed for some long-forgotten transgression, but now they were one of the more powerful merchant societies in the world, known for their exotic goods and crafts.




It occurred to Omen that perhaps the Venedrine were not wearing Terizkandian fashion — but that the Terizkandians had adopted the fashion of the Sul Havens.




"What happens if you eat or drink what they give you?" Omen asked, curious.




"You wake up three days later with no memory of what happened," Templar replied dismissively as he turned his attention to the arena below.




Omen sniffed the air, covertly trying to scent the wine the Venedrine were sipping from silver goblets. A trace of a spicy aroma tickled his nose. "That doesn't sound fun." He wondered what the draw was. Being unconscious is awful.




"Oh, they seem to think it's enormously funny, but trust me — it's not," Templar replied, annoyance in his tone, his back stiff.




Sounds like he speaks from experience . . . Bad experience.




More cheering rose from the crowd, and Omen turned his attention to the pit below.




Standing in the center of the pit was a most curious-looking creature. Tall, with fine sharp features and long dark hair that hung about his shoulders in curls, he might have passed for human were it not for his glowing yellow eyes and the fact that his legs below the knees looked like they belonged on a goat. His goat legs stuck out from beneath his calf-length velvet breeches. Covered in fine black fur, his fetlocks and pasterns ended in glittering black hooves that clicked and clattered upon the marble floor.




Dressed in a flowing black coat and a tall black silk hat, the goat man swept the hat from his brow and elaborately bowed to the audience all around him. He gestured to the crowd with grand over-exaggerated motions and waved the hat in the air several times before setting it back upon his head. Then, he cracked the long whip clutched in his other hand. The sharp sound of the thin piece of leather snapping in the air drew all attention toward him.




"Welcome back gentle lords and ladies!" he shouted to the crowd. His voice was deep and rich, and easily carried throughout the cavernous arena.




The crowd roared back in greeting.




"Have we all made our bets?" he asked the crowd; more cheers answered. "I, your humble ringmaster, cannot begin to imagine the enormity of your decision. Do you bet on our champions — team Luciene — who while undefeated this night, have already battled in five fierce matches and are surely feeling their wounds?"




The crowd bellowed encouragement at this pronouncement — many picking up the chant of "LU . . . CI . . . ENE" as it swept through the room.




"Or do you bet on our challengers?" the ringmaster continued. "Team Islid — who are fresh and well-rested — and I hear filled to the teeth with noxious venom!" There were shouts of approval and cheers at this pronouncement as well.




"Venom?" Omen whispered to Templar.




Templar's eyes glittered. "I didn't know you could bet on these matches. I wonder what you get when you win?" 




"No matter!" The ringmaster quieted the crowd. "The bets are all in, and the challenge is set. Please welcome our players to the ring! Team Luciene and team Islid!" 




Through doors at the bottom tier of the arena, the two teams — comprised of only two players each — entered.




Taking in their appearance, Omen swallowed down a small lump in his throat. He felt the song in his mind slipping and quickly ran the familiar children's tune through his head, not wanting his shield to falter in this strange place. Don't want to draw attention to myself. Doubt the Night Dwellers would be forgiving if I wrecked their Pillars of Creation.




Team Luciene, the champions, were towering, androgynous entities that, while humanoid in shape were anything but human. Tall and well-muscled, they bore enormous leathery wings upon their backs like giant bats. Their hands ended in long vicious claws, and their feet were shaped like the talons of raptors. Black beaks sprouted from the front of their faces as if a dark triangle had been shoved over an unsuspecting human's mouth and nose. Their beady bird eyes flashed yellow and bright over their beaks, while their thick, scaly tongues flicked out over their long incongruous fangs and rows and rows of sharp teeth.




Beaks and fangs. Hardly seems right. 




As team Luciene entered the ring, their wings beat fiercely, carrying them over the marble floor in great bounds. They landed near the ringmaster, and Omen could see their claws digging down into the surface of the stone as if it were made of sand. Each let out a series of vicious caws that cut right through Omen. While their bodies showed signs of minor injuries, they did not seem even slightly fatigued from their previous matches.




Fierce!




From the other door the two challengers . . . slithered. Not remotely human, these two players were mostly reptilian — their lower bodies curled into enormous serpent coils. Their long, wide upper torsos were covered with glistening scales. They possessed four arms each, heavily muscled and thick with ropy sinews. Their scaled hands flashed with sharp claws.




Nightmare snake things.




As the snake creatures approached, both hissed, showing off long dripping fangs. Team Islid swayed menacingly in front of the ringmaster, who cracked his whip in warning.




Team Islid . . . I get it. I . . . slid.




"Raise the banners!" the ringmaster announced with a wide wave of his hand. 




From the edges of the pit, two metal poles rose over twelve feet in height up from holes in the floor. Each pole ended in a small circular ring at the top. The poles flew banners that bore a strange archaic script that Omen assumed spelled out the team names in some language he did not know. Wait a minute. Something occurred to him.




"Are they playing ringball?" Omen asked incredulously. When Templar had said these games were being played by Night Dwellers, he'd expected something far more fantastical than simple ringball. He'd been playing ringball since he was old enough to hold a ball. It hardly seemed like something that would hold any interest for Night Dwellers, or so vast an audience.




"Of course," Templar replied back. "What were you expecting? You must like ringball. Don't you? Who doesn't like ringball?"




"Well, sure I like ringball. I just mean . . ." Omen trailed off and stared at the spectacle. 




This is just too weird.




"Now, you all know the rules!" the ringmaster announced to both the crowd and the players. The crowd cheered with excitement. Team Luciene flapped their wings with eager anticipation while the Islid team snapped out their coils.




"Anything goes!" The ringmaster turned in a circle as he shouted. "The team that scores ten rings first is the winner. To your banners!" 




The two teams moved to guard their assigned rings, while the ringmaster himself click-clacked across the floor of the pit and toward one of the doorways.




"Raise the barrier!" the ringmaster shouted as he stepped out of the pit. For a moment it looked to Omen as if the entire pit was suddenly encased in a dome of light, which flashed gold against the white marble.




Magic barrier . . . To keep the players in, or the audience out? he wondered.




"Drop the ball!" the voice of the ringmaster echoed through the arena, and from the darkness overhead a blinding light flared.




Omen sucked in a breath as a flaming ball fell from the sky. The ball is on fire! Now there's a big difference! His mother barely allowed ringball in the courtyard. She'd never agree to let him and his friends play if the ball were on fire. Spoil sport. Omen scooted to the edge of his seat, eyes glued to the arena.




One of the winged creatures launched into the air and grabbed the flaming ball in mid-fall, seeming mindless of the flames licking at its skin. With a roar, it tossed the ball with lightning speed toward the goal next to one of the banners. Its teammate, however, flew at their slithery opponents. With eardrum-bursting shrieks, it landed on one of the massive coils and dug a line of huge gouges into the serpent man's scales before flying away.




The flaming ball disappeared through the ring, and a bright number flashed overhead proclaiming the score ONE to ZERO. The ball of flame vanished, and a new ball fell from the sky, also burning as it streaked downward toward the pit. 




But far from paying attention to the ball, the four players launched themselves at one another, attacking with such ferocity that Omen jumped to his feet.




The crowd around him cheered, shouted, and stomped their feet — goading the four players into greater violence.




The audience doesn't care about the game. They just want to see blood.




The two flying creatures soared above the pit, their great wings beating the air and keeping them out of reach of the serpents' teeth. The serpents, meanwhile, thrashed around the floor of the arena, striking with lightning speed every time one of the winged players came close.




This went on for a while, but just when Omen thought the players had reached an impasse, one of the serpents managed to catch hold of the ankle of one of the winged players. It pulled the flying beast out of the air with its four grasping arms, smashed the creature to the ground, and flung its coils over its opponent's body, imprisoning the grounded player. Then it sank fangs deep into the winged creature's shoulder.




But even as the serpent punctured its prey's skin, the other flying beast leaped upon the scaly back of the snake and struck fiercely with its back claws, driving its talons through the serpent's skull. Coils shuddering and spurting blood, the serpent man roared in agony. The snake-like body spasmed and released its captive. It lashed out wildly while the second serpent dashed forward to attack. The two winged creatures leaped upward again, escaping to the air — though it looked to Omen as if the one who had been bitten was struggling to fly.




No doubt the effect of the poison.




Nonetheless, the serpent looked to have gotten the worse end of the attack. The injury to its brain left its arms hanging limply at its side. It squirmed forward sluggishly.




All the while the burning ball of fire lay forgotten in the midst of the pit.




"Why aren't they going after the ball?" Omen demanded of Templar. The competitive ringball player inside him was appalled. "It's just laying there — forgotten. How are they going to score any points?"




"No idea!" Templar flashed Omen a wicked grin, unconcerned with the ball or the points, his attention consumed utterly by the battle taking place in the ring.




Back and forth the teams attacked, tearing at each other with fangs and claws while the crowd cheered or booed with vehemence. Blood spurted through the air, occasionally coating the invisible barrier shielding the audience.




Omen smelled notes of metal and cloying rot from the splattered blood.




That is nasty.




As Omen watched, the injured winged creature appeared to be recovering from the poisonous bite.




"Are they immortal?" he blurted out. "They're healing." Even as he watched, he could see the terrible wound had stopped bleeding.




"They're Nightblood — can't tell what type. They may be immortal, they may just be very resilient," Templar suggested. "The serpent is healing as well." And while it did seem as if the serpent's head wounds had closed, the creature was now covered with so many other cuts and gashes, Omen didn't think full recovery would be possible.




I can see why team Luciene are the champions, he thought to himself, assessing their performance.




Team Luciene fought in perfect harmony, each knowing the other's movement at all times, backing each other up when one of them faltered. The two serpents, on the other hand, seemed less in tune, less able to work together.




They're not team players, Omen realized. More one-on-one fighters.




The battle wore on until finally the winged creatures managed a rather spectacular attack — teaming up first on the weaker serpent and gutting it, before landing upon the back of the other and snapping its spine. The snake man fell to the ground — limp and broken.




Team Luciene, bloodied and wounded, roared to the crowd. One of the winged creatures picked up the forgotten ball of fire and threw it through the ring. A new ball dropped instantly from the sky. The champion caught it and tossed it through the ring — one after another it rammed the flaming ball through the ring as the crowd chanted their rising score until the display reached "TEN to ZERO."




The crowd cheered in delight, and team Luciene raised their arms over their heads, victorious. The shield surrounding the pit flared brightly as it dropped the instant the score had reached ten, and the ringmaster reentered the arena. Behind him, several small burly creatures with lumpy, leathery skin raced forward to drag the remains of team Islid from the pit.




"And our champions are victorious once again. Let's hear it for team Luciene!" the ringmaster shouted. A thunderous hurrah rose from the crowd. "And what prize shall our champions claim this match?" the ringmaster demanded of his audience.




The crowd was ready with suggestions, and many started shouting. "The Crown of Alun!" one group clamored. "The Soul of Selivin!" "The Hallows of Marrsen!" "The Cup of Haunting!" A large contingent of watchers simply shouted out, "The box!" 




"We'll take the Soul of Selivin!" one of the winged players announced quickly; the voice emerging from the toothed beak sounded clipped and grating.




The ringmaster looked disappointed. "Are you certain you don't want the box?" he asked with a unnerving smile.




A look of revulsion passed over the players' faces, and their eyes flashed like fire. "We want the Soul of Selivin!" they both insisted.




"As you wish." The ringmaster pulled a glowing blue jewel from his coat and presented it to the two creatures with a flourish. One of them clutched it in its clawed hands, and they both cackled wickedly.




The ringmaster turned back to the crowd. "The next match will be team Lorths against team Redal. The winner of that match will face our champions in the final match of the night. Place your bets!"




Despite the violence of the battle, Omen found himself grinning as he turned to a smiling Templar. "Lousy ball players," he spat out. "But that was an amazing fight!"




"I think that's the point." Templar chuckled. "We'll have to make a bet on the next match."




"We still don't know who anyone is," Omen grumbled. He wasn't keen on the idea of making a bet without having some idea of the strengths and weaknesses of the players. "Besides, we're here to find Gerdriu's property. We had better go looking for Sifulthian before the next match starts . . . Maybe we can ask him who the teams are," Omen said as an afterthought.




"Got to get to the green sector." Templar stood, turning his head to the right and left, looking for the sector Gerdriu had mentioned. "Small problem." Templar pointed.




Omen looked across the arena. The red section lay between them like a bloody swath. "Do we just cross?" Omen eyed the rows of creatures occupying seats in the red section.




All predators. None friendlies.




Templar scanned the stands. "There's no barrier preventing it. We could just walk across to the other sector. Gerdriu said that the yellow and orange sectors are toxic. Red should be fine."




"He also said not to go into the purple or red sector," Omen said. His gaze had fallen on a group of young women sitting in the middle of the red area, all finely dressed, all extremely beautiful. They seem harmless enough, and the area around them is fairly clear — the seats nearest them empty. And they are pretty. He found himself smiling at them. "We could just cut across there," he suggested. "That row below those ladies is empty. If we hurry—"




"Run, walk, crawl, won't much matter boys," a low, harsh voice informed them.




Both Omen and Templar spun around. An old woman stood behind them, clutching a gnarled wooden staff in one hand and a goblet of wine in the other. A small hummingbird flittered about her head, pulling at strands of her long white hair. It landed on her shoulder and perched calmly there, tiny eyes peering intently at Omen.




"Ma'am?" Omen nodded his head politely to her — his Melian-bred manners at the forefront. He'd been taught to speak respectfully to the elderly. 




"They'll eat you if you go near them," the old woman continued with a chuckle that sounded remarkably like a low rolling cackle.




"Who will?" Templar and Omen asked in unison.




The old woman pointed her staff toward the red sector and the group of women sitting in the center of it. "The Feast Seekers of course!" she said.




As one, the group of women, eyes flashing yellow in the light, turned toward them as if they had heard the old woman's words. They smiled, and beneath their blood red lips Omen saw sharp, pointed ivory teeth. 









Chapter 8: Cornelia 



		











The song in Omen's head stuttered, and he nearly dropped it entirely. "What in The Redeemer's name are those?" he choked out as he restarted his shielding song. Keep the notes going — don't let the shield weaken!




The old woman chuckled. "Wouldn't go throwing names like that around if I were you, boy. Not here. Most of this lot don't take kindly to anything that might attract the attention of the Elders. Get you booted out of here mite quick."




Omen shot Templar a wary look. Probably shouldn't mention I'm the son of an Elder God then, he thought. 




Templar's gaze was on the old woman, a frown marring his brow as if he were trying to recall something. "You're from Revival," he stated. "Your accent is pretty distinctive."




"Cornelia, at your service," the old woman replied, slowly inclining her head. "And I recognize that pretty face of yours anywhere, Prince Templar — got out from under your father's and sister's thumbs I see, slipped your leash so to speak and came to see some blood sport. And who is your handsome young friend here? Looks a mite young to be wandering these dark halls."




Omen bristled. "I'm old enough," he said. It was rare that anyone made note of his age these days. The moment he'd grown taller than most men around him, his being fourteen ceased to be an issue.




"This is Omen Daenoth, Miss Cornelia," Templar replied, his tone turning strangely respectful as he inclined his head to the old woman.




"Ah, yes, the boy with five parents." Cornelia chuckled, eyeing Omen up and down. The bird on her shoulder fluffed its feathers and trilled excitedly.




"Five bloodlines!" Omen snapped instinctively. "I only have two parents!" His whole life he'd been subjected to strange questions and subtle insults regarding his heritage, and he was sensitive about the subject.




Templar elbowed him hard in the side, as if urging him to be quiet. "It's an honor to meet you, Miss Cornelia," the prince proclaimed loudly and gave the old woman a graceful bow. "I've heard a lot about you."




"All lies!" the old woman scoffed, shaking her staff and startling the hummingbird. The little bird flittered around in a panic for a few moments before landing once again on the old woman's shoulder. "Now what business drives you two boys to wander in these parts?"




Omen glanced warily over at Templar — it was obvious that the prince knew something about this old woman. Should we trust her?




"We're here to retrieve some lost property," Templar explained. "That requires us to get into the green sector—"




"What are Feast Seekers?" Omen interrupted, glancing again at the young women who were still watching them. He didn't much care for the way they were licking their lips.




"Name pretty much gives it away, boy." Cornelia laughed. "They seek exotic feasts to consume. Can't think of anything more delectable than two tender lads like yourselves." She motioned with her wine goblet toward Templar, sloshing some of the dark red liquid over the edge. "Yellow eyes notwithstanding, you have a sweet scent about you that draws attention like flies to carrion. And you!" She sloshed more wine in Omen's direction. "You smell all kinds of strange and delightful. Best you two lads not set foot in the red."




Ugh! Judging by the heightened color in Templar's cheeks, Omen guessed he didn't care for Cornelia's blunt talk either. "We have to get into the green sector somehow," Omen steered the conversation back. "Isn't this neutral territory? Are they even allowed to attack us?"




Cornelia cackled. "Neutral, yes. If they attack you unprovoked, they'll be thrown from the game. That won't stop you from getting eaten, however. And if you're stupid enough to leave the blue sector, I doubt anyone would blame them — that would be considered provocation enough." 




Cornelia pointed her staff toward one of the balcony tiers about midway from the top of the stands to the pit below. "If you want to get into the green sector, just go through the door like normal folk!" she suggested. "It will take you straight through to any sector you want, safe and sound."




"Thank you, Miss Cornelia," Templar replied, motioning Omen to follow him toward the door in question. It was only two floors below them down the wide central stairs.




Can't be that easy. Omen hurried after him, throwing a wary look over his shoulder at the old woman who moved to take their seats in the stands. He noticed the group of Venedrine elves bowing their heads respectfully, then quickly rising and stepping away from her. 




Omen grabbed Templar's arm as they descended the stairs. "Who is that old woman?" He tried to keep his voice down. Templar recognizes her. People recognize her and they are afraid.




"Rumors," Templar explained in a low whisper. "Cornelia the witch — everyone in Terizkand has heard of her. She lives in the swamp outside Revival."




"So, what's the big deal?" Omen had met a few witches. Most worked with local healers, making potions and unguents, or told fortunes by reading bones or cards.




"If you'd ever been to the swamp of Revival, you'd understand." Templar sidestepped a group of drunken men on their way to an upper level. "Only the bravest souls go there — it's deadly — filled with monsters that even the giants were afraid of. The plants there can eat you. And she's lived in the heart of the swamp for as far back as anyone can remember."




"She's just an old woman with a hummingbird on her shoulder," Omen groused.




"That's probably not a hummingbird. People say she can bind Night Dwellers to do her bidding." Templar threw a backward glance at the witch. "People don't cross Cornelia."




"She seemed helpful enough," Omen said under his breath, unconvinced. He reached out to open the door only to realize at the last moment that there was no latch on it — no door handle to turn. He placed his hand against the wooden frame and pushed, thinking it perhaps opened inward.




The door did not move.




"You were saying?" Templar huffed. He pushed against the door several times himself, and when it still didn't budge resorted to chanting a short charm that made his fingers glow with light. He pressed them against the door, but nothing happened. "It's locked."




"Why would Cornelia send us to a locked door?" Omen looked around for something that might help them.




"Because she wants something from us, obviously." Templar bit down on his lip. "We might as well get this over with."




"If she wants something from us, why not say so in the first place?" Omen didn't like these sort of games.




"So we would have to go back and ask for her help," Templar answered curtly. "It's a power play. You don't get out much, do you?"




Growing vexed, Omen followed after him. "I take it back. Your countrymen are decidedly unhelpful." Annoyance flared through him. He ground his teeth together and ran his shielding song through his mind in slow measured beats. It's been a while since I've lost control of my psionics — not since the tomb. Maybe I'm getting the hang of this finally!




They walked back up the stairway to where Cornelia was seated. The old woman had her staff resting across her knees, the hummingbird perched on the bottom end of it. The picture of contentment, Cornelia sipped at her goblet of wine, smiling cordially toward those around her.




Omen noted that it wasn't just the Venedrine elves who had moved away from her — several other people in the seats above and below her had also cleared out, leaving a large area around her free.




More than one person turned to watch the two of them as they approached the old witch. While the spectators avoided Cornelia, they were very curious to follow Omen and Templar's interaction with her. Omen saw people craning their necks to see better, and he would have sworn he saw the exchange of coin as they neared. They're betting on us? Anxiety swelled through him, and he felt a dull pounding at the back of his skull. He shot a look toward Templar, but the Terizkandian prince seemed more annoyed than worried.




"Miss Cornelia," Templar silkily greeted as they approached the witch. 




She smiled up at them, revealing yellowing teeth. "Back so soon, my boys?" she asked.




"The door is locked," Templar stated plainly.




"Of course," she agreed, a mild, grandmotherly lilt to her voice. "You need the key."




Templar took a deep breath, attempting to calm himself. "Might you have the key?"




"I do." She took a sip of wine, unconcerned by the way Templar's eyes flashed.




Oddly, Omen felt somewhat better realizing that Templar too was losing his patience.




"And what do you require in exchange for this key?" Templar asked pleasantly.




The picture of politeness. Omen was impressed by how his friend restrained his temper. Wonder how he does it.




Cornelia pointed toward a row near the bottom of the arena stands. Seated there alone was a tall, thin man with a enormous plume of webbed spikes sticking out of his head. Hairless and pale blue in color, his skin seemed to catch in the light, flaring with an iridescence that made Omen think he had to be covered in tiny scales. On the bench beside the creature lay a large wooden board checkered with red and blue squares, and set with the familiar figurines of a strategy game. Battlefield. I know that game. The figurines, red on one side, blue on the opposite side of the board, looked crafted of fine stone and shells. The figures were set in their starting position, just awaiting a second player to begin a match.




"See that Mer creature down there," Cornelia stated. "He is in possession of a pearl belonging to me. Retrieve it, and I'll give you the key to the door."




Everybody wants their stuff back, Omen thought. Or is claiming that something belongs to them just a knee-jerk lie? Certain patterns of behavior came into focus as Omen reviewed their last few encounters.




"How are we supposed to get your pearl from him?" Omen asked.




Cornelia sipped at her wine slowly. Omen smelled nutmeg and clove, different from whatever the Venedrine elves were drinking. "I suggest you ask him for it," she said with no hint of mockery.




"Is there a reason you don't ask him?" Omen pressed. If it were that easy, she could have gotten it herself.




Cornelia laughed, a low guttural sound that sent goosebumps up Omen's arms. "Oh, but aren't you lovely," she chuckled. "I won't ask, because I don't wish to owe him anything. Now off you go. Retrieve my pearl, and I'll give you the key to the door."




Flushed with embarrassment, Omen shot Templar a dark frown. Templar looked displeased, but he clapped Omen on the shoulder and motioned him forward. They headed further down the stairs.




"I thought Mer folk were supposed to be beautiful maidens," Omen whispered to Templar as they approached the strange, scaled man.




"There are more different types of Mer folk than there are land folk," Templar said. "This kind are frequently seen around the bay of Hex. They're mostly harmless, but they're strong and extremely long-lived."




As they approached the strange man, he turned toward them expectantly. Omen could see thin slits in the man's neck. Though the Mer's features were mostly human, his gills suggested that he could breathe underwater. He was dressed in long blue robes that hid his form. His hands, folded upon his lap, were unusually large — his fingers extremely long and thin. Omen spotted webbing between each digit. 




Templar stopped beside him and inclined his head politely. "Greetings old one," he stated clearly. "We are here to ask for Miss Cornelia's pearl back. She has sent us to retrieve it."




The Mer blinked slowly. His eyes, blue as the sea, were enormous and bulbous, lending him a wild, wide-eyed expression. The smile that accompanied that look only added to the unnerving effect as it revealed tiny needle-like teeth behind his pale blue lips. "Delightful," the Mer replied, his voice soft but clear. "But if you want the pearl, you'll have to play for it." He motioned with one webbed hand toward the Battlefield board next to him. 




"You're saying you'll give us the pearl, if we play a game of Battlefield with you?" Omen tried to clarify.




The Mer's smile widened. "I'm saying I'll give you the pearl if you win a game of Battlefield."




"And if we lose?" Omen pressed.




The Mer rubbed his chin thoughtfully, looking the two of them over. The webbed plume on his head raised upward as he studied them. "If I win, I get those two lovely bone blades," he replied, pointing to the swords strapped to Templar's belt.




Templar's left hand moved protectively to the hilt of the longer blade. 




"My swords?" he exclaimed. "They're worth far more than any pearl! Why don't I just buy the pearl from you?" 




The Mer shook his head. "I don't want money," he protested. "I want the game. That's the whole point of coming here. People come here, and they play games — if you win, you gain prizes. I'm hardly going to jump into an arena and fight some dreadful opponent, so instead I play Battlefield — something I'm far more suited for."




"I can't imagine it would be very challenging for you," Templar scoffed, shaking his head.




"And what is that supposed to mean?" the Mer asked, head cocked to one side, the plume lowering.




"How long you have you been playing this game?" Templar asked.




The Mer scratched his chin again. "Four hundred years. Give or take."




"Four hundred years." Templar motioned toward Omen. "He's fourteen. I'm sixteen. Even if we'd been playing this game every day of our lives — which we haven't — we'd still be no match for you. How could this possibly be a challenge for you?"




"True," the Mer glanced down fondly at his board. "But I do so love to play. That's the deal. Or no pearl."




Omen caught Templar's arm and pulled him away from the Mer. "I'm a pretty good Battlefield player," he whispered. "And we need that pearl to get the key."




"We'll end up with no pearl, no key, and no swords," Templar hissed. "You really want me disarmed in a place like this?"




"I could win," Omen reasoned. "I play my sister all the time — I always win."




"Isn't your sister nine years old?" Templar asked incredulously. "You're going to compare that Mer's four hundred years of experience with your little sister's few years of playing?"




"Well, what do you suggest we do?" Omen argued. "We need the key, and frankly I think my chances for beating him at a game are probably better than our chances of walking through that group of Feast Seekers."




"I'd rather just chance the Feast Seekers," Templar argued back. "In a place like this, you have to play to your strengths. I'm good at fighting. No offense, but you're not widely known for your scholarly brilliance."




Stung, Omen threw back, "I'll have you know I'm considered a musical prodigy."




"Then it's a pity he didn't challenge you to a singing contest." Templar shook his head in determination, his hand tightening on his sword hilt. "No, we'll—-"




"Play to my strengths!" Omen grinned, and he slapped Templar on the back, perhaps a little too hard. "I have an idea." He pushed past Templar and approached the Mer again. "I have a proposition for you!"




The Mer's plume rose. "I'm listening." He smiled, teeth flashing in the light.




"Templar's right — neither of us can match your four hundred years of experience with Battlefield," Omen reasoned. "So, let's add something to the game to make it more of a challenge."




The Mer looked intrigued. "It's Battlefield. The rules are pretty much set."




"Oh, I'm not suggesting we change the rules of the game," Omen assured him. "We'll play, but while we play we both have to sing a song in a round." He pointed to the board. "You lose your general, you lose the game. You mess up the song, you lose the game."




The Mer's plume rose higher. "What song?" he asked mistrustfully. 




"We'll pick one everyone knows — something easy. You come from the sea, so I assume you know your fair share of sea shanties. Pick one — something common with a lot of verses."




Their exchange had garnered a lot of attention, and some of the arena spectators drew nearer. At Omen's announcement, several patrons shouted out song suggestions, either eager to hear some music, or eager to watch the game proceed. "The Sailor's Bride," "The Pirates Beneath the Water," "The Watery Grave," "The Mermaid and the Seagull."




The Mer looked around, startled by the attention they had attracted. His plume flattened against his head, and he blinked his large eyes rapidly as he silently debated with himself.




Templar nudged Omen's shoulder. "What are you—"




"Trust me," Omen whispered back. Singing for Night Dwellers is even better than performing at The Song Master's! Wait until I tell everyone back home. He could tell that the Mer was contemplating turning down the offer, but was somewhat hesitant to do so in front of the gaggle of onlookers. "Surely after four centuries of playing Battlefield, you wouldn't be distracted by singing a little song, would you?" he asked innocently.




The Mer's plume rose upward. "Very well," he said, clearly affronted. "'The Sailor's Bride.'" He'd picked one of the crowd's suggestions. They rewarded him with a spontaneous round of applause.




The Sailor's Bride. Omen knew the song quite well — it was frequently sung down on the docks of Melia. And he'd performed it himself a time or two. Made up of ten verses, the song had a quick beat and lively tune that lent itself well to being sung in a round, each line harmonizing easily with the next.




"You start!" the Mer added, motioning toward the blue side of the board where the twenty blue figurines were lined up in a row. "The song as well."




"All right," Omen agreed as he took a seat at the board. "Now remember, you can't get out of sync with the song. You have to come in two stanzas behind me."




The Mer nodded, his plume bouncing fiercely.




Omen paused to give Templar a reassuring glance before starting in on the song. This could go horribly wrong. Hope he's not too attached to those swords. He sang the first line of the "The Sailor's Bride" in his clear tenor, enjoying the melody as it reached his ear, enjoying the vibrations in his throat — enjoying performing in front of people. All around them, more spectators drew in, all watching eagerly, lending their rapt attention to Omen's presentation of the song. But this one isn't about the audience. Focus! As Omen continued, "On the shore of the water, the maiden combed her silver hair," he reached out and moved his first foot soldier across the board in a common opening move. Simple is best.




Looking uncomfortable, the Mer jumped in just as Omen reached the last line of the second stanza. He started in on the first stanza as Omen began the third. The Mer's voice was pleasant, and he held the tune without difficulty as he moved his own piece on the board — using his charger to leap over his foot soldiers in an unusual counter move.




While Omen was no expert at Battlefield, he'd played it often enough to know how to play a defensive game. He knew that stalling would be his best strategy. If Templar's assessment was correct, he didn't really have any hope of beating the Mer at the game. He just had to keep the song going as long as possible.




Omen scooted another foot soldier forward, taking care to remain out of reach of the red charger on the board. All the while, he kept up the quick lively beat of the song, his pure voice drawing a crowd. Even Templar seemed entertained as he sat down near the Mer to listen, nodding his head in time to their music, tapping his foot as the two of them sang.




The Mer moved his second charger onto the board, his plume raised high upon his brow as he sang exactly two stanzas behind Omen. The fingers of his free hand drummed against his thigh as he tried to keep the beat of the song in his head.




As Omen moved his next piece, he added a few flourishes to the melody. The change teased a smile from their audience, and caught the Mer's attention. He tilted his head to the side as he listened, plodding ahead with the simpler tune. Omen knew enough about performing with others to know he'd caught the Mer off guard.




The challenge was not the simple song nor the game itself — the challenge was singing in a round, a skill that required practice. So many family hikes accompanied by song. Who knew it would come in handy? But he had to be careful. One single lapse in concentration, which could occur simply by listening too closely to the other's voice, would ruin the round. Concentrating on both the song and the game at the same time was a challenge.




For me as well, Omen realized when the Mer moved a foot soldier out onto the board to threaten one of Omen's pieces. The Mer was an aggressive player, and Omen knew he had to stay vigilant.




The music filled his head. He used the tones to calm his mind and focus his thoughts. The psionic pain seemed very far away now, almost foreign. His shield strengthened with each bar of music, the beat pulsing through him in quick spikes that vibrated in harmony with his voice. For the first time in hours he felt clearheaded, his thoughts evening out, the comfort of the music sharpening his senses. This was no different than the hours of playing the violin along with his father while his little sister played the harmonies. Music was the one place Omen felt fully at peace — able to lose himself in the pure tones.




Back and forth Omen and the Mer pushed their game pieces across the board — the Mer taking more of Omen's pieces as the game progressed. The blue soldiers lined the side of the board as Omen lost them one by one, trying to defend his general. But as the song continued, his confidence grew. The words were well-known, but unless performed, the song's later verses were rarely sung. They would be less familiar. The Mer had to strain to listen. 




Verse eight began, and Omen heard the Mer misspeak. From one syllable to the next, the Mer was out of sync. No longer two stanzas behind him, he'd skipped a bar of music and was now singing along with Omen's tune, his voice joining in on the verse as if he were participating in a tavern sing-along. 




The crowd's reaction was delayed, as might have been expected. It took them a moment to realize what was wrong, what sounded off, and then the pointing and the laughter began.




Omen grinned and nodded to Templar.




"You messed up the song, Mer man!" Templar shouted out gleefully.




The crowd applauded in appreciation. 




The Mer sputtered and stopped singing, dismay flashing through his bulbous eyes. His plume flattened hard against his head as he realized his error. He stared at the board — he had twelve of Omen's twenty pieces. Omen's general was perhaps only five moves from falling. And yet, Omen had won the game.




"I win!" Omen said, holding out his hand, palm up. His psionic shield was humming strong and clearly, reinforced by the music. "I believe you owe me the pearl."




"You cheated!" the Mer protested, shaking his head.




"How did I cheat?" Omen shot back. "The rules were clear. You messed up the song, you lost the game."




"You used your psionics to win!" the Mer accused. "Everyone here felt it." He motioned to the surrounding spectators. 




Startled — Could they really all feel my psionics? Omen shook his head. "I wasn't using my psionics on you. I was shielding my mind against everyone around me."




"No!" The Mer pounded his fist on the board, sending the pieces falling to the floor. "I could feel you pushing against my mind. You cheated! No pearl, human!" 




Omen leaped to his feet. "You can't—" He felt rage wash over him, and he lurched toward the Mer only to be grabbed by Templar and pulled back.




"No fighting in here, remember!" Templar hissed at him. "This is considered neutral territory. If you start something, we'll be kicked out."




"But I won!" Omen shouted. "That sardine snot owes us that pearl!"




Templar shot a dark look at the stubborn Mer. "He obviously doesn't care about that," Templar stated, then raised his voice as he pointed a finger at the Mer. "Be a sore loser if you must, but remember you were just bested at your own game by a fourteen-year-old boy!"




As Templar pulled Omen away, the Mer stammered in fury, glaring around the tittering spectators who were laughing at him mercilessly. "Come on," Templar urged, pulling Omen back up the stairs.




"Templar," Omen hissed as he tugged his arm away. "We still need that pearl — he owes us a—"




Templar held out his hand, his lips twisting into a wry smile. There, clutched between his fingers, was a pearl the size of a peach pit. Omen stared, his protest dying on his tongue. He shot a glance over his shoulder at the Mer, but the man was no longer watching them and was instead packing up his Battlefield pieces in a hurry.




"How did you get that?"




Templar raised one shoulder nonchalantly. "I thought since you were playing to your strengths, I would play to mine. I picked his pocket while he was distracted."




"Picking pockets is one of your strengths?" Omen grinned.




"People like to teach me things," Templar explained. "I like to learn. You buy Riaire a few drinks, and he'll teach you everything he knows." 




"What happens to us when the Mer figures it out?" Omen asked worriedly. 




"I doubt he's going to try anything here." Templar laughed. "He's too embarrassed at losing your challenge."




They neared Cornelia who was watching them approach. A wide, toothy grin was stretched across her face. Even her little hummingbird looked smug.




Templar presented the pearl with a flourish. "Your pearl, Miss Cornelia."




"Not bad." The old woman nodded her approval as she whisked the pearl out of Templar's hands and stuffed it into the folds of her robe. "Well played, both of you."




"And the key to the door?" Omen asked cautiously, wondering if she was going to renege on their deal just as the Mer had.




She waved her hand dismissively toward them. "Just approach the door and say 'open' in Nightspeak. All the doors work the same here."




Seriously?




Templar sighed heavily, rolling his eyes upward. "Of course," he groused. "Thank you, Miss Cornelia."




She laughed at them. "If you two boys ever find yourself in need of a bit of spell casting in Revival, look me up. I'm certain I can find all sorts of tasks for the two of you. You're very resourceful."




"We'll keep that in mind." Templar inclined his head to her.




Omen and Templar returned to the door, armed with the secret to opening it. Templar spoke the command word, and the door swung open easily, revealing a torch-lit hallway beyond. They stepped through, leaving behind the blue sector, the swamp witch, and the indignant Mer.









Chapter 9: The Next Match 



		











The corridor beyond the door was quiet and empty. Only the sputter of the torches lining the walls broke the silence. Unlike the marble-covered arena, this hallway had been carved directly into the dark, damp stone as if it had been created as an afterthought. The Elder Gods wouldn't have needed a hallway, Omen reasoned as he followed after Templar. I guess. He wasn't exactly sure what the Elder Gods would have needed or wanted.




As they passed a bright red door, both Omen and Templar instinctively moved to the far edge of the hall, almost pressing against the opposite wall. They skirted past the opening — avoiding whoever or whatever might potentially jump out at them from the red sector — and followed the curve of the hallway to the next door, which was painted deep green.




"Gerdriu did say that the blue and green sectors were safe for humans," Omen said.




They both stared mistrustfully at the green door.




"Not exactly." Templar cleared his throat. "He said the blue sector and the green sector were safe for us . . . You and I are not exactly human — which means that we're not likely to be dismembered or eaten by anything. But that doesn't mean we're safe." He leaned forward and uttered the word open in Nightspeak. Like the first portal had, this door swung open at once, revealing the expansive stands beyond. This sector's marble stairs and benches were stained jade green.




Stepping out, Omen scanned the area. As the blue sector had been, the green sector was peopled primarily with humans and elves. But it was far more crowded than its blue counterpart, and the activities within the stands far more boisterous. Laughter and shouting and the reek of stale ale filled the air, along with something else.




Omen sniffed. Vaguely spicy and burning. 




"Remember," Templar hissed at him. "Don't eat or drink anything anyone gives you." He glanced at the purplish haze overhead. "Or smoke anything anyone gives you."




Omen made a face. "I know."




They headed down the main stairwell. "Gerdriu said that Sifulthian was 'under' the stands in the green sector near level two," Omen said quietly. "How do we get under the stands?"




Templar scanned up and down the rows of seats. 




Save for the doorway they had just come through, the only other exit was at the top tier of the stands. Omen assumed that the top door led back to the Night Sentinels and the city, though he didn't recall seeing more than one door near the giant sentinels.




"Any idea where that exit leads?"




Templar studied it, and then he turned in a full circle as if trying to find similar doors in all the other sectors. "I bet they all exit to different parts of the city," he reasoned. "I wonder what happens if you go through the wrong door and end up in the wrong part of town." He pointed to the the yellow section at the far side of the arena. A doorway led down into the stands. "That has to come out somewhere in the guild area of the city. But I don't see any way to get under the stands except there." He pointed to an opening at the very bottom, which likely led under the main floor of the arena from where the contestants had emerged.




Omen sensed the crowd's excitement starting to build and guessed that the next match would be starting soon.




A swath of imp-like creatures scurried between the spectators at knee level. The tiny imps accepted coins from onlookers and wrote down notations in little books. I'd like to place some bets, Omen thought. But who should I bet on? The team names meant nothing to him. Could just pick randomly.




Omen and Templar moved through the crowd, scanning the seats for some secret opening. The spectators milled around, changing places frequently, and more than once someone jostled against them so that Omen found himself constantly checking his belongings. Not letting myself be pickpocketed again.




Templar kept a firm hand resting across the hilts of both swords as they traversed the crowd.




Omen heard the murmured curse "mongrels" uttered from many mouths. He knew Templar heard it too.




Should I be offended? he wondered. The term meant nothing to him, but he knew it was spoken to give offense. Can't really be bothered. Too busy.




Eventually they found a free space on the green benches and were finally able to get out of the way of the people coming and going up and down the stairwell. They both sat, relieved to be clear of the press of the crowd. Definitely like the blue sector better, Omen decided. Though many looked human, more pairs of eyes burned yellow. More Night Dwellers here.




"Took you long enough," a voice growled, startling them. Omen looked around, but while people were seated nearby, none were paying much attention to them.




Templar raised an eyebrow.




Omen gave a slight shrug.




"Down here!" the voice snapped.




Omen searched the floor beneath their feet, careful not to bend forward too much and give them away. There was a narrow drainage slit in the floor at the base of the bench just behind his boots. Through the dark opening, red eyes gleamed balefully up at them from beneath the stands.




"Are you . . ." Omen began hesitantly.




"Sifulthian, yes, obviously!" the man growled. His eyes twinkled like a ruby sunburst.




Red eyes. Not a Night Dweller, but not human either.




"How do we get down to you?" Templar asked, leaning forward to peer through the opening.




"You'd have to go through the prison," the creature growled. "But don't bother coming down here — I'm just supposed to pass on information, nothing more."




"Prison?" Confusion flared through Omen. "Why would there be a prison here? Do Night Dwellers imprison each other?"




"Of course not!" Sifulthian snapped. "Why would Night Dwellers imprison other Night Dwellers?"




"Then who are—"




"We probably don't want to know," Templar cut him off with a warning frown. 




"Why not?" Omen asked. This doesn't feel right. "Don't you want to know more about the habits of your peo—"




"Don't!" Templar's eyes flashed yellow. "Night Dwellers are not my people. I can't help what blood flows through my veins any more than you can."




"You don't have to get angry!" Omen snapped, his temper answering the sudden attack.




"Really?" Templar pressed. "You're telling me you don't get angry every time someone asks you how you can possibly have the blood of five parents flowing through your veins — because let me tell you, the gossip people spread about your family is, in a word, filthy."




Rage swept through Omen, and for a moment he lost control of his mental shield entirely. His heart pounded hard in his chest as the energy rushed through him, pushing at the fragile barrier he'd constructed in his mind.




Templar flinched, his hand going to his head as a spasm of pain registered on his face.




Omen quickly grabbed hold of the tattered remains of his shield and forced a calming song to the forefront of his thoughts. He let the bars of music play freely in his mind as he used the tune to reset the pattern of his shield and to calm his feral power. 




The accusing look Templar threw him made him flush with remorse. I hurt him. Omen berated himself for lashing out over a simple insult. I meant to hurt him. What's wrong with me — I've heard that remark a thousand times before. Even Cornelia had said something similar. Five bloodlines not five parents . . . why do people . . . but that's no excuse to lash out . . .




"I didn't mean—" Omen broke off, realizing that he had given offense to Templar first. Omen guessed that, among humans, Templar had endured scorn and mistrust his entire life. With eyes yellow as flame, the prince's heritage would have been impossible to hide. "I'm sorry."




"If you two brats are done moaning about your family trees, I'd like to get out of here," Sifulthian bit out. "You sound like whiny humans."




And in this place being human is the real insult! Omen was taken aback. Everybody disdains anyone who isn't like them. He saw revulsion pass across Templar's features. He hates it too.




"You have Gerdriu's property?" Templar snapped at the creature lurking beneath the stands.




Omen glanced around the arena to see if anyone had heard, but as far as he could tell everyone else was far too occupied with their own reveling. Sometimes it's good to be ignored.




"Of course I don't have Gerdriu's Dawn-forsaken property!" the creature hissed, his voice taking on a shrill quality that skirted the edge of hysteria. "I can't get to it. That's what you two are here for."




"Where is it?"




"The ringmaster took it," Sifulthian said roughly. "He put it in the box."




"What box?" Omen couldn't recall seeing any sort of box when the ringmaster had appeared on the arena floor.




"The box! The box!" Sifulthian blurted out with exasperation. "The box he keeps trying to give away. That box!"




"You mean the prize he offered the champions?" Omen recalled the crowd shouting out "THE BOX" when the ringmaster had asked what the champions' reward should be. Omen also recalled the look of utter disgust on the champions' faces when offered said box. 




If it's just a box with a vial of blood inside, I guess I wouldn't want it either. 




"How are we supposed to get our hands on the box?" Templar asked sharply.




"Do you suppose the ringmaster would just give it to us if we asked?" Omen wondered out loud. 




"Of course he won't just give it to you!" Sifulthian exclaimed. "It's one of his prizes!"




"How big is this box?" Templar asked, obviously calculating. "Small enough to slip into a pocket?"




"No," Sifulthian replied. "It's a big box. Forty or fifty pounds."




"That much!" Omen asked incredulously. "What else is in the box?" A vial of blood doesn't weigh that much!




"I don't know." Sifulthian's red eyes flashed. "Probably just whatever castaway objects he finds left behind when the games are over."




"Maybe if one of the winners takes the box we could buy it off them," Omen suggested. 




"That's your problem," Sifulthian said waspishly. "I've done my part. Tell Gerdriu that I gave you the information you wanted. I want no more dealings with him."




Sifulthian's voice sounded wrong somehow, and Omen gave Templar a questioning look. The Terizkandian was frowning down at the dark slit in the floor where Sifulthian was hidden. "Why don't you want to deal with Gerdriu anymore? He said you're his ally. What happened?" Templar pressed.




"None of your business," Sifulthian snarled. "If you want my advice, finish whatever dealings you have with Gerdriu and then walk away. Quickly." Then the shadowy form beneath the stands moved and in the blink of an eye vanished into the darkness, leaving Omen and Templar perplexed.




Now what?




Cheers rose, and the spectators all around them began to pound their feet against the ground wildly. Below on the arena floor, the goat-hooved ringmaster click-clacked back into view.




Despite his concern over acquiring the mysterious box and Sifulthian's warning about Gerdriu, Omen's attention went straight to the ringmaster. The bench beneath him began to tremble. 




"Control yourself." Templar shoved a warning elbow into Omen's side.




Omen forced his shielding song to the forefront of his mind in an attempt to rein in his out-of-control powers. "Sorry," he mumbled.




I'll never get the hang of this! How does my father do it? Omen groused to himself. More importantly, how is my sister able to do it? His nine-year-old sister only ever lost control of her psionics when she was extremely angry. Lilyth can control her psionics, and I can't. That's just wrong.




"Welcome to the penultimate match of our program!" the ringmaster shouted, ripping Omen out of his self-pity.




Omen considered both the size of the arena below and the vast stands surrounding it. He guessed the ringmaster was using a spell to enhance his voice so his words would carry to the very top of the stands.




"This match will be team Lorths against team Redal — sponsored by Lords Lorths and Redal of the Realm of Ever Burning Fire!" As he spoke the ringmaster waved his hand toward the yellow sector at the far side of the stadium.




Two creatures stood as the ringmaster announced the names of the sponsoring lords.




Omen had glanced over at the yellow sector a few times, but it had been difficult to make out anything clearly through the smoky haze billowing through the air. He'd seen two large pits of fire in the sector — mood lighting, he'd thought initially. But now he saw those flames moving — flowing forward and taking shape.




Humanoid! 




Creatures nearly twenty feet in height rose upward in the stands like pillars of fire. The vaguest hints of arms and legs manifested within the flames, and the barely-there human forms inside the fire each raised a burning hand to wave at the crowd.




"What are those?" Omen whispered, a tremor of fear running down his spine. "Glad we didn't wander into the yellow sector."




"Some type of fire elemental," Templar said, shifting in his seat. "To be interacting with a crowd like this, they must be really powerful. Most elementals lack the ability to think or communicate with anyone outside their own species."




"And they're from a realm of the Ever Burning Fire?" Omen pressed. His understanding of the different realms was poor at best. "What is that?" He'd been taught that there were Gated Lands named after the seasons — the place of the faerie folk. And he knew of the Night Lands and Dawn's Rest, but he had heard of nothing beyond that. 




"The Realm of the Ever Burning Fire is part of the Night Lands," Templar said. "Or so I've been told. There are thousands of realms — maybe more — connected to the Night Lands, all bound behind the Gate of the Covenant."




"Nobody here seems to be bound behind any gate," Omen pointed out. He had to assume that he and Templar had crossed into a different realm when they went through the door, but it didn't seem that anyone here was a prisoner. "Sifulthian mentioned a prison. Is this the prison?"




"No," Templar said, but he didn't sound entirely certain.




The ringmaster waved to the crowd again. "I've been told that the bets have all been placed! And we're fairly evenly divided between our two teams!"




Musings about realms and prisons fell out of Omen's head as his thoughts made a sharp turn to games and betting. If the bets are evenly spread, no one knew which team to get behind. I would have had a fifty-fifty chance of being right if I'd put down a bet! A spark of regret ignited, but it occurred to him that he could bet on the next round. And I will have seen both of the teams play by then — team Luciene against whoever wins this match.




"And as you all know, the winner of this match will play against our champions in the final round!" the ringmaster continued to the roaring approval of the crowd. "Now let's bring out our players!"




The ringmaster spun around with flair, his coat swirling as his goat hooves clacked on the arena's marble floor. He cracked his long whip. At the sound of the leather's snap the gates on either side of the arena rose, and four players emerged from the tunnels.




From one side skulked two hulking entities that seemed made of masses of muscle and impossibly thick bones. Well over twelve feet tall, green-skinned and gnarled as if bits of dark moss grew on their flesh, these two creatures moved forward with long, brutish tromps, their enormous arms far too long for their torsos. Clad in heavy furs, they walked barefooted, grimy feet slapping against the marble floor. Their veined heads were bare, save for a few wispy strands of dark hair that limply hung over their heavy browridges. They grinned as the crowd cheered — the yellowing tusks protruding from their mouths dark with filth and decay.




"Are those . . ." Omen stared at the massive creatures, unblinking.




"Mountain trolls," Templar finished for him. 




Omen had grown up hearing stories about great battles fought against mountain trolls in the distant land of Kharakhan. All the stories and all the songs sung by bards described the trolls as monstrously strong and brutal, but also mindlessly stupid.




"How are they going to get mountain trolls to play ringball?" Omen wondered out loud. "Do they have the mental capacity to even understand the rules?"




But before Templar could offer his own opinion on the subject, the second team emerged from the tunnel. Most of the people in the blue and green sectors, Templar included, immediately jumped up and roared with outrage. Boos, shrieks and curses flew through the air — shouts of severest condemnation.




Omen looked at his companion, who up to this moment had seemed reasonable and in control of himself.




Templar's eyes burned deep amber with fire, and he let loose a nearly incomprehensible string of deeply offensive Nightspeak curses.




Omen felt heat rising into his cheeks, and he wondered if he would have to hold his friend back from charging the arena.




Across the stands in the other sectors, Omen spotted what read like utter glee as the inhuman creatures and other Night Dwellers cheered with exaggerated delight at the obvious dismay of the human and elvin spectators in the blue and green sectors.




Gripping the marble bench tightly beneath him, Omen assessed the new team without the haze of anger seething through the Terizkandians around him. The contestants' clothing was more refined than the primitive furs covering the trolls. Save for the color of their skin, a pale ashen grey, the second team looked like kin to the trolls. They were taller however — towering at least a foot or two over their opponents. Massive and muscled, their giant bodies were more human — the proportions of their arms and legs less exaggerated than the trolls' appendages. They lacked the great tusks of the trolls, though when they grinned, their teeth were sharp and pointed like those belonging to predators. Did they file their teeth to points? And while they possessed exaggerated browridges similar to those of the trolls, the eyes beneath their heavyset bones were far more shrewd. 




They're intelligent, Omen surmised at once, snapping together his observations as he tried to calculate who would win. Pound for pound, the trolls — though not quite as tall — outweighed their opponents. But Omen knew cleverness could more than make up for any physical deficiency. Not that I see any deficiencies . . . on either side.




Omen reached out to catch Templar's arm. His friend spun on him and snarled — the burning fire in his eyes momentarily dilating his pupils.




Omen held on tight. "Don't."




The flash of rage lasted only a moment as Templar forcibly took back control of himself. The prince shuddered, steeling his features once more into a mask of calm politeness, then he sat down once more, tugging his coat into place. He straightened his spine as if he hadn't just been shouting foul curses and stomping his feet like a savage beast.




"The giants of Ershakand," Templar explained, his calm artificial and eerie. "The Storm Lords. I hadn't realized there were any here — that there were two right here in Hex, free to play a game for prizes." He'd dropped his left hand onto the pommel of his long sword. His grip tightened around the bone-white hilt. 




That explains the fury of the Terizkandians, Omen realized. 




He glanced back down at the arena where the ringmaster kept the mountain trolls in place with the crack of his whip. Though both trolls and giants towered over the ringmaster, all four contestants seemed wary of the black leather whip and kept their distance on opposite sides of the arena.




"They are not walking out of here with prizes," Templar stated emphatically.




Omen glanced at the angry faces around him. He suspected Templar wasn't the only one with murderous thoughts. While Omen could peripherally understand the idea that the people of Terizkand had once been enslaved beneath the rule of the giants, he was starting to realize that the anger and hatred the people of the land felt against their former rulers wasn't something simply relegated to the history books. Their hatred is alive and still sharp and cutting. 




He blinked uncomfortably. The wrath on the faces of those seated near him was deep rooted. They hate those giants. Want to kill them. He'd never experienced such an emotion before. He felt a wave of sympathy for Templar wash over him. He could feel the frustration rising off the prince, his need to act, his need to fight. I don't hate anyone like that, but if someone hurt my family, my friends . . .




The arena hummed with emotion, and the noise level increased threefold before the ringmaster could speak again.




They are still technically at war, Omen reminded himself. Templar said the giants had been driven back — not destroyed completely. He said there were strongholds in the northern mountains of the country.




"Well, well! Wasn't that a delightful greeting!" the ringmaster cried out gleefully, taking off his top hat and waving it to the crowd. He sketched a flourish of a bow toward the blue and green sectors. "Our lovely mortal guests do seem so excited and titillated to see the outcome of our glorious match!" he proclaimed. "I see no reason in delaying it any longer! You all know the rules. The match ends when one team scores ten points! Raise the banners!"




Once again the tall metal polls with circular iron rings rose up from the ground. Despite being a standard height of twelve feet — they looked almost like children's toys next to the four towering players.




The rings are only shoulder-high to the giants.




The ringmaster cracked out his whip again. "Let the match begin! Raise the shield!"




At that, the ringmaster scampered across the arena floor toward the exit, his hooves clacking heavily against the marble as he disappeared through the doorway.




The glowing walls of light rose around the arena itself, forming a bright dome overhead that sealed the four players inside. A small flaming ball immediately dropped from the darkness, passing through the shield of light to fall onto the shiny floor.




Unlike the last time, where the two teams had at least made a cursory attempt at grabbing that first ball of fire and throwing it through one of the rings, the giants and trolls ignored the ball completely. It lay burning like an ember upon the arena floor as the two trolls and the two giants roared and rushed at each other. They crashed together like great boulders hurled by titans.




As Omen had expected, the mountain trolls fought with mindless fury, raising their massive fists and swinging their arms in wide, deadly blows. The giants ducked and swung away at their opponents as well — using fists, feet, and knees to pummel their adversaries. As the four behemoths knocked each other down and pounded away at each other, Omen could feel the raging force of their power reverberate through the stones of the arena. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end, and he gave himself a hard shake to steady his nerves.




Cries of encouragement and curses of fury rang through the crowd. Omen found himself having to jump to his feet to peer over a sea of heads as the cheering rose to one mad crescendo after another.




While the trolls seemed to have the edge on physical strength, Omen could see crackling pulses of dark energy rising from the giants as if they were channeling elemental power through their bodies to strengthen their attacks.




"Can they use magic?" he shouted to Templar over the roar of the crowd.




"Some of the giants can call storms," Templar yelled back. "Not inside an enclosed area like this — but the energy manifests like that — a disruption in the air currents around them. Makes it hard to breathe close by — makes them stronger." 




Throughout the entirety of the battle, which raged from one side of the arena to the other, the giants and trolls threw each other against the glowing shield walls, smearing the shimmering air with long streaks of blood and greenish slime that Omen suspected came from the trolls' skin.




Gross! 




The ball of fire upon the ground remained unnoticed, unmoved.




"Why aren't they going for the ball?" Omen shouted to Templar, penetrating the noise.




"I don't think that's the point!" Templar shouted back. "And you can't teach a troll how to play ball!"




Omen chuckled and almost missed the moment the game turned. One of the trolls slipped on a pool of coagulated cruor, leaving the giant opponent momentarily free to race over to the second giant and aid him in bashing his fists against the other, now outnumbered, troll. The brutal beating inspired the crowd to roar like savage bears on fire. It looked as if the besieged troll would not survive the encounter.




But just as the other troll regained his footing and rushed forward toward the two giants, the fallen troll lifted his head and jerked it to the side, hard. One of the enormous tusks protruding from his mouth pierced the left temple of the giant looming over him. The troll drove the tusk deep into the giant's head. The giant went limp and fell to the side. But in an instant turnaround, the remaining giant brought his foot down hard against the spearing troll's neck and crushed his windpipe in a brutal stomp. 




The troll still standing retaliated, grabbing the giant around the neck. The giant twisted in the powerful hold, and the two of them grappled, falling to the ground.




Omen flinched as he watched one blow after another land — alternating from the opponents as they rolled and knocked each other across the marble floor. They're trying to smash each other's heads in! The impact of meaty fists against bone and stone reverberated through the air. Blood and guck defiled the white marble floor in great smears. The crowd applauded each injury, shouts and jeers rising to a fevered pitch.




They're going to rush the arena if this doesn't stop soon.




And then all at once it did stop — the blows, the action, the terrible roaring. Both giant and troll stopped moving. Both lay side-by-side upon the bloody marble, their skulls a mess of broken bone, their flesh pounded into two heaps of pulp, blood and bits of brain matter oozing out around their smashed-in heads.




The crowd let loose a chorus of raucous cheers, louder than anything that had gone before. Omen thought his eardrums might burst before the hollering was done. He scanned for any sign of movement in the blood-covered circle.




There in the center of the arena, untouched by hand or blood, lay the burning ball of fire, sizzling upon the ground like a forgotten torch. Near it, the two giants and the two trolls lay unmoving — still and lifeless.




Now what is the point of that?




After a few minutes of mind-numbing celebration, it became obvious that the four players were never going to move again. The crowd stilled.




Omen sank back down in his seat. He let out the breath he'd been holding.




Templar too sat down, perplexed. "Are they dead?" he asked, glaring hard at the giants.




He wants them to be dead, but also wants to kill them himself, Omen realized. He suspected that many in the crowd were equally torn, and he wasn't certain what to make of the amount of visceral hatred befouling the space. While he understood it on some level, actual feelings of revenge weren't something he had experienced.




We just watched four living beings tear each other apart, and the crowd is upset because they can't figure out who won. While Omen certainly had no love of trolls or giants, his stomach had soured to the game. 




The glowing shield walls lowered a moment later, and the ringmaster stepped into the ring again. He scampered across the arena floor — taking care to avoid the smears of blood on the ground. Behind him swarmed his burly servants. They surrounded the four unmoving shapes, bending low to investigate. The ringmaster approached the nearest troll, reached out with one shiny black hoof and poked at the form. When it didn't move, he kicked it lightly, quickly drawing back as if afraid it would leap up.




The dead troll didn't move.




The burly servants methodically poked and prodded the bodies. After a few moments, one of the servants looked up at the ringmaster and gave a shrug, its face blank and mindless.




The ringmaster looked decidedly disappointed, nearly pouting. He glanced over toward the ball of fire still burning upon the ground, let out an irritated huff, and waved his hand. The ball vanished from sight.




"Well, isn't this an upset!" the ringmaster shouted to the crowd. "It seems we have a minor problem. There were zero points scored. I can hardly declare either team victorious."




The spectators bellowed, protests and anger swelling. The small imps who had collected the bets earlier shifted uneasily.




They're trying to figure out what to do.




"And with no victor, there can be no prize awarded!" the ringmaster spoke quickly, an eye on the imps. "And we seem to have another small problem — without any survivors, we have no one to play against team Luciene in the final round!"




The crowd screamed with outrage.




"So much for getting our hands on the box." Templar sighed and leaned back in his seat, frustration marring his face.




He was just itching for an excuse to kill those giants — would have used the box as an excuse to do so. Omen had no doubt that if the giants had won, Templar would have simply suggested they kill the giants to get their hands on the box. That's assuming the giants picked the box as their prize. There was no guarantee that would have happened. Either way, he just wanted to end those giants himself.




A thought struck Omen. What if they had picked the box?




"Would you have just killed them?" he asked Templar. "In cold blood?" He'd spent his life learning how to defend himself, but he'd never actually had to kill anything before. He wasn't certain what that would feel like.




"Trust me, the blood would be plenty hot! Wouldn't be the first giant I've killed — wouldn't be the first for many of the people here." Templar's tone was filled with defiance, certainty, bitterness. 




He's been to war — fought, killed. He's not that much older than I am, but this isn't Melia.




"They can hardly play against themselves!" the ringmaster shouted back to his audience. "Without players, I have no match — unless we get volunteers from the audience?"




Omen turned sharply toward the arena — the servants were dragging the bodies away. A few halfheartedly wiped up the smears of blood from the ground. 




Volunteers? he thought, a horrible, terrible, brilliant idea striking him. No, that would be madness! I'd have to be crazy. Heat flushed his skin.




But he couldn't help but picture that burning ball of fire lying motionless upon the ground, unnoticed, unmoved, forgotten. 




"Oh, come now! Surely some brave souls want to win a special prize and all the glory that goes with it! Think of it! You would be declared Champions of the Arena if you win!" The ringmaster seemed just as eager to goad the roaring crowd as they were to shout back down at him. 




"Templar." Omen leaned forward, his heart pounding in his chest, excitement swelling through him as he realized that he actually was going to suggest it. "I think we could win."




Templar turned, expression blank. "Win what?"




"The match." Omen pointed toward the arena. "I think we could win the match and claim the box for ourselves."




Templar blinked, his yellow eyes calm and emotionless. "Are you insane?"




Omen bent his head, leaning toward him. "No, the one thing I've noticed about these matches is that these people are terrible ball players! We've already seen team Luciene fight — they're no different than the others. Once the match starts, they fly into a rage and forget they're playing ball at all."




"So?" Templar stared at him incredulously. "I think that's the whole point of this spectacle. It has nothing to do with playing ball —- it's just an excuse to declare a winner without killing all their players. These are blood matches — the point is to tear your opponent apart. This whole place is neutral ground — they use the 'game' as a way to bypass that rule. Don't tell me you haven't figured that part out for yourself?"




Omen grinned at him, certain now that he was right. "No, that's not the point — the point is to score ten points. The ringmaster himself said that the match ends the moment ten points are scored. He didn't say you had to kill your opponents first."




"What are you suggesting?" Templar asked, mistrust thick in his voice.




"I'm suggesting that we go in there and actually play the game — play ball," Omen replied. "I don't know about you, but I'm really good at ringball."




"And what's to stop team Luciene from tearing you apart while you play ball?" Templar snapped out.




"You!" Omen laughed. "You keep them off me. You've been to war. You're a giant slayer. I'll score the points, and you distract the other players. If we time it right, we can get in there and score ten points in a matter of a couple of minutes — all the time it takes to catch ten balls and throw them through the rings. All we have to do is keep away from the other team."




"You do know we can't take any weapons in there, right? And team Luciene — they have wings and razor-sharp claws." 




"You have magic. I can use my psionics," Omen reminded him.




"You have psionics that you can't control."




"Which works in our favor here — my problem is, I destroy everything around me — which will be a good thing in there." Omen tried not to laugh out loud. "Come on — you can't tell me you don't want to play!"




Templar looked as if he were about to protest, but he hesitated just long enough for Omen to know he was right.




Omen stood. "We'll play!" he shouted down to the ringmaster, drawing the attention of all those around them.




The ringmaster spun around on his hooves, scanning the crowd to see where the shout had come from.




Omen waved down to him.




"How lovely!" the ringmaster cried out. "Look at that — we have volunteers! Come down here! Let the crowd see you, let them place their bets. Come, come! Oh what joy! And don't you just love it — they look human! Mongrels! Mongrels are playing! Come and join us! Place your bets!"




The surrounding elves and humans stared at Omen and Templar in glacial disbelief.




Omen's grin faded as he looked around.




Even the group of rowdy dwarvish men, who'd been cheering wildly over in the blue sector, looked dumbfounded.




"Hey," he said and laughed nervously. "How hard can it be?"









Chapter 10: Ringball 



		











Omen led the way down the long stairs toward the pit below. Templar followed, grumbling. Humans and elves around them clapped their encouragement, but the applause was halting and stilted, which made Omen's chest tighten. Not thrilled, are they? He waved at his less-than-adoring audience.




Guess they don't see many human players. While he and Templar weren't entirely human, Omen had always thought of himself that way. He pondered the implication. After all, humanity means more than just being human. Doesn't it? He made himself a promise to discuss the topic with his father. If I get out of here in one piece.




Past the more somber spectators in the blue and green sectors, the crowd cheered and shrieked with excitement, thrilled that there would be a championship match. They don't care about the match . . . They just want to see blood. Omen breathed deep, trying to calm his racing heart.




Behind him, Templar muttered just loud enough for him to hear: "Idiot . . . insane . . . foolhardy . . . Ejioieejkez . . ."




Omen had no idea what the last word meant, but he had to assume it wasn't anything flattering. But he IS following me, Omen thought, relieved. Templar might not like my idea, but he's got my back.




As they reached the edge of the pit and were about to step inside, the ringmaster pointed a sharp finger at Templar. "No weapons!" the goat-footed man proclaimed loudly.




"Reegorn!" Templar called out to someone in the stands, surprising Omen.




A tall, grim-faced elvin man with sharp features and a shrewd gleam in his eyes approached. Templar unbuckled his sword belt and wrapped it around the two blades before handing it over. Reegorn accepted the bone swords with a furtive glance from side to side. "Are you certain of the wisdom of this, highness?" Though the elegant tone of the elf's voice was impassive, Omen thought he detected concern.




It occurred to Omen that Templar would know a fair number of people in the stands, and what was more, Templar would be known by many. Word of this will get back to his father and sister, Omen thought. Can't hide anything when you're that well-known.




Affecting a serenity Omen knew the prince didn't feel, Templar smirked confidently at Reegorn. "Of course, I am certain this isn't wise. It's sheer madness. But when have I ever been known for my magnificent wisdom?" He directed a nod toward his two weapons. "I want those swords back when I finish this match."




Word of this will get back to my mother and father too, sooner or later, Omen realized with a slightly guilty conscience. He didn't suppose he would be able to keep this excursion secret from his parents for long. They likely already knew he was missing. That's not going to be fun. He swallowed hard, suddenly far more worried about his parents' reaction than about the match facing him. They're going to be mad.




The elf inclined his head to Templar. "I shall return your swords at the end of the match, your highness, unless your spirit has left your body and you're dead, of course," he said. "In which case, I'll keep them."




"Quite right." Templar motioned toward Omen. "Let's go."




"Good luck," Reegorn told them both. "You will forgive me if I don't bet on you."




"Your loss," Omen said, false bravado boosting his voice. "We're going to win! And the odds have got to be insane."




Reegorn gave him a tight smile.




Omen and Templar turned to enter the ring, both pausing before they crossed the threshold. "Are you going to get in trouble with your father and sister?" Omen asked quietly. 




"It's not them I'm worried about," Templar grumbled. "It's my grandfather. He hates violence. He'd hate these games."




The father of the vicious warlord Antares hates violence? Omen was beginning to think Templar had a rather complicated family. "Tell your grandfather we were attempting to return civility to the game." Omen forced a wide grin. 




Templar chuckled. "Yeah, this is going to be extremely civil, I'm sure."




With a curt nod, they both stepped into the arena. Booming cheers erupted as they walked across the expanse of marble toward the ringmaster. As they drew closer, Omen realized how tall the creature really was — several inches taller than either Omen or Templar. The goat man's shining black hooves, which had seemed almost dainty from high in the stands, looked formidable up close and wide enough in circumference to crush skulls. Definitely not a fragile faun, Omen amended his initial assessment of the ringmaster, who didn't even bother uncoiling his long whip. He doesn't see us a threat.




"How lovely they are!" the ringmaster shouted to the crowd. Both Templar and Omen took note of the sanguine smears beneath the creature's clickety-clack hooves. "So pale and pretty — delicate looking!" The ringmaster chortled quietly as if at some private joke.




Omen's nose twitched; the sharp coppery scent of blood made the surroundings all the more disturbing. He ignored the goat man's mocking words.




"Do place your bets, lords and ladies!" the ringmaster trilled, waving a hand to the spectators. 




One of the small imps, who had been moving through the crowd taking down the bets, entered the pit and scampered to the ringmaster. The goat man bent down, sweeping his long black hair to one side, and allowed the imp to whisper in his fur-covered goat ear. Whatever the imp said caused a distressed frown to cross the ringmaster's face. "Oh dear, that will never do," he exclaimed dramatically. He stepped forward, throwing out his hands wide in either direction. "Come now, gentle lords and ladies!" he shouted. "Surely there is someone here willing to bet on our two lovely mongrels!"




Omen laughed out loud at the look that crossed Templar's face at being called a "lovely mongrel." 




"Lovely" or "mongrel" — wonder what offends him more.




"Surely our brave Terizkandians will bet on their heroic prince!" the ringmaster continued to goad the crowd.




Well, he knows who Templar is, all right.




"The son of the great warlord Antares Trelkadiz, slayer of giants, conqueror of the Broken Kingdom." The ringmaster's voice rose and fell as he tried to build up excitement. "Surely you'll place your faith in his son!" The ringmaster waved his hand toward Omen. "And this—" He paused and tipped his chin toward Omen. "Who exactly are you?" he asked politely.




"Omen Daenoth."




The ringmaster's voice rose again, "The Omen of the—" He broke off, shook his head and grimaced. "Actually I don't think that helps." He continued on without missing a beat, "The other mongrel . . . with red hair! Do they not deserve your bets? They can both squeal and bleed! That's worth gold!"




"Hey!" Omen and Templar protested at once. 




"Shh," the ringmaster shushed them both. "Let me weave my magic!" He stomped one of his enormous hooves. "Place your bets, lords and ladies! Win or lose, you'll get your money's worth in entertainment!" He continued to rile up the crowd, encouraging increased betting and rowdiness. "Perhaps you can bet on how long they'll last? Doesn't that sound fun?"




Omen leaned closer to Templar. "So, are we clear on the plan?" he whispered.




"We don't have a plan," Templar said dryly as he tugged his gauntlets from his belt, slipping them on over top his many rings. "Just a vague idea that 'might' work. Assuming we don't both die in the first few minutes." Templar nodded toward the gauntlets tucked into Omen's belt. "Better put those on. The ball is on fire, remember." 




"Right." Omen pulled the gauntlets on, wishing he'd prepared better for this trip to Terizkand. While the leather gauntlets would protect his hands somewhat, they weren't really designed for holding burning fire orbs. Wyvrin scale would be better, he mused.




When he'd left Melia that morning, it hadn't occurred to him that he'd be standing in a pit surrounded by Night Dwellers about to engage him in hand-to-hand combat. Won't make that mistake again.




Templar's coat and the doublet beneath, designed for fashion rather than fighting, was nonetheless made of hardened leather and reinforced with studs of metal that would hold up better beneath both blade and claw. Should have worn metal armor. Difference between living in Melia and living in Terizkand, Omen thought. There wasn't a whole lot of reason to go around armed or armored in Melia when surrounded by guardian dragons who protected the kingdom and kept a reptilian eye on the citizens.




The ringmaster's speech to the crowd wound down.




Omen realized that time was drawing short, and he found his heart racing again. He glanced toward Templar and saw a look of nervous excitement on his friend's face. We're both terrified! Uncontrollable giggles shook through Omen. Before he knew it, Templar joined in. For a moment they both stood there laughing like madmen.




"Bring out the champions!" the ringmaster shouted, ignoring their outburst pointedly.




Omen wiped the tears of mirth from his eyes. 




Team Luciene emerged, appearing through the arch of one of the long dark tunnels winding from underneath the floor of the arena. The great bird men stalked forward, their mighty wings unfurled, their taloned feet scraping against the marble floor. Hard avian eyes flashed with yellow fire as they took in Omen and Templar. The horrific bird men licked stubby black tongues across their beaks. Both beat their vein-covered wings as if ready to launch, and Omen smelled the heavy scent of musk and lye coming off their leathery wings. Only the crack of the ringmaster's whip held them in place, for the moment.




The ringmaster motioned all four of them to the center of the arena.




"Flaming dragon's breath," Omen muttered. Those bird things are huge! 




Like the ringmaster, the team Luciene duo had seemed smaller from the stands. Nearing them, Omen realized that they were even taller than the ringmaster and likely twice the weight of either Omen or Templar. Their leathery wingspans were at least double their own height. They have to be using magic to fly — making themselves lighter to leave the ground. I can use that against them, Omen calculated, his stomach dropping. A good psionic push should throw them off. He hoped he was right.




"Now, my dear champions and inadequate mongrels, you know the rules!" the ringmaster announced. "Anything goes! The team who gets ten rings first, wins the match! Raise the banners!" 




At the ringmaster's prompting, the great iron rings emerged from the floor of the arena once more. A banner flew over each ring. Omen recognized team Luciene's banner from the previous game. 




The blue banner must be ours.




"What do those swirly letters mean?" he whispered to Templar; he didn't recognize the language.




"Mongrel. It says MONGREL!" Templar snarled, annoyance sparkling in his yellow eyes. 




At the raising of the banners, the ringmaster scampered toward the exit, leaving nothing between Omen and Templar and the two winged creatures, save the blood-smeared expanse of marble floor. 




"Raise the barrier!" the ringmaster shouted from his position of safety. The glowing shield rose, sealing them in the pit.




Omen's heart caught in his throat. What did I just get us into? He nodded to Templar and tapped his fingers against his thigh, setting a beat. A song started pulsing through Omen's mind, a pattern forming at once. The Otharian Patterns — build the energy, push outward. Hope it works.




Templar stepped aside as if he could feel the rise of energy in the air.




Out of the corner of his eye, Omen saw Templar thrust out his arms; sparks of light began emanating from the Terizkandian's hands. 




Get the ball. Throw the ball. Don't croak, Omen reminded himself in an effort to stay focused.




"Release the ball!" 




Fire flashed overhead.




Team Luciene screamed. Their wings snapped out from their bodies, and they leaped into the air.




Rising music swelled in Omen's mind, the pattern forming clear and bright. He leaped toward the fire dropping from the sky.




Templar faced their opponents, cracks of lightning swirling around his body and racing away from him like living whips. The fiery strands sought to wrap themselves around the forms of team Luciene.




Undistracted, Omen caught the ball of fire. Heat exploded through his hand. He twisted and threw the ball toward the ring beneath the blue banner. 




The ball disappeared through the ring; the glowing score above it turned from a ZERO to a ONE. 




Then the weight of what seemed like a boulder came crashing down upon Omen's back as one of the winged creatures landed on top of him. 




The match had begun in earnest.




Omen drove his arm backwards hoping to smash his elbow into the face of the creature on his back. Judging by the sound, he'd misjudged. Instead of clipping the face, he hit the creature square in the solar plexus, driving the air from its lungs. The bird man pulled away.




Omen scrambled to his feet and dove toward the ball tumbling from the ceiling. He twisted his body, throwing the flaming ball while watching the bird creature stalking him. As Omen released the ball, he spied Templar catch their opponents in a net of lightning. The Terizkandian prince pulled on the magical strands of light, momentarily dragging both of their enemies away from Omen.




Despite the burning heat blazing off the strands of lightning, the two giant bird men seemed unaffected. They didn't enjoy it, flinching away, but — beyond the smallest burn marks on their pale skin — the magic lightning didn't seem to bother them. It's just making them mad, Omen thought, but then realized in a flash of insight that annoying the bird creatures was buying him precious seconds.




While team Luciene struggled against the burning tendrils, Omen scored another point. TWO TO ZERO. 




The winged creatures changed course and advanced on Templar.




Templar's fierce struggle to pull them away from Omen turned into a frantic scramble backwards. 




The next ball of fire dropped from the sky.




Omen, trying to track Templar's frantic dodging from the slashing claws, caught the ball and threw it again.




THREE!




One of the bird men grabbed hold of Templar's right arm. Instinctively, Omen charged to help his friend. But Templar was hardly helpless. He punched the creature's face, hard, and then twisted and drove his foot into his opponent's unprotected stomach.




Omen tackled the bird creature who had grabbed Templar. He caught it just under the right wing, clasping it around the waist as he dove. The sound of talons scraping hard against the marble floor echoed through his mind as he knocked the creature off balance, forcing it to release Templar. But he failed to knock it down. Omen jabbed his fist into the creature's lower back. Kidney shot! he thought, jolly. But then his opponent drove a hard elbow down onto his head. Omen groaned at the impact and staggered away, dazed, but he had succeeded in drawing some attention away from Templar.




The winged creature came at him, slashing violently with its claws. Omen ducked and dodged, all the while backing away. He waited for an opening, staying light on his feet. Between one strike and the next, the bird man turned just slightly to the right. Omen sprang forward, a pounding beat pulsing through his mind. His music rose up inside him, his sight narrowing down to a pinpoint of light on the ridge bone of the creature's face. 




Omen drove his right fist forward, his bones vibrating with the force of his psionic power as he made contact with the side of the creature's head. Omen felt the impact through the bones of his hand, but the pain of it was dulled as if he'd been wearing a thick iron gauntlet.




The creature staggered back, and Omen spun away and dove for the next ball of fire. It lay abandoned in the center of the arena. His fist, still pounding with the pulse of power, closed over the ball, and he threw it toward the ring once more.




FOUR, the space above the metal ring proclaimed.




Six more to go! The next ball dropped. Omen couldn't see Templar, but he chanced a look over his shoulder, expecting to see the bird creature still felled by the force of his punch.




Instead he saw a face twisted into a snarling mass of fury and rage. The bird monster lunged at him, claws extended, beak open to bite, razor-sharp teeth dripping with spittle. Bloody dragon—! Omen didn't have time to finish the thought. The beast was on him. Claws dug into Omen's shoulder; he stumbled back.




Music roared up in Omen's mind, wild, uncontrolled — a full, rich crescendo of notes and beats. A pattern he'd never before been able to control grew in his mind. The pattern shone bright and clear, energy swelling. When he couldn't contain it anymore, he blasted the creature with the full force of his power.




The wave of energy hit the enraged beast bird, lifted it up, and carried it over Omen in a flying arc. As it hurtled overhead, Omen's feet slipped out from underneath him. He fell backward, but as he fell he shot his hand out to grab the creature's sinewy ankle.




Both he and the creature tumbled to the ground. Omen hit his back with a hard oomph. His opponent sprawled face first on the marble floor. Omen scrambled up and leaped at the beast lying momentarily prone. He landed on its back with both feet, thinking he could keep the bird man pinned to the ground with his weight. He crowed with glee.




But the moment he had gained his balance, the creature pushed itself up off the floor, rising as if Omen weighed nothing at all. Beneath Omen's feet the enormous muscles that ran from the connecting tissues of the creature's wings to its shoulders and arms bulged and knotted. Too strong! Would have to be to fly! he realized in a panic. Quickly, he planted his boot on the back of the bird man's head and dove for the ball. He snatched the burning orb from the ground, rolled to his feet, twisted hard and threw the ball through the iron ring.




Five points!




Panicked now, music flaring through him in frantic discord, Omen felt the ground beneath his feet tremble and shake. His opponent stalked forward.




Templar had been driven backward toward him, and Omen caught the flash of panic in the prince's face. The marble floor buckled beneath their feet. The music rose, hit a fevered pitch, and Omen felt an uncontrollable blast of rage fill his body.




Templar dove forward —- not toward a creature, not to stop Omen, but rather to crouch down at Omen's feet.




A violent blast of power burst away from Omen in all directions.




The bird creatures, one advancing from the left, the other from the right, were both forced back by the wild psionic crush. It lifted them up into the air and flung them back toward the shimmering shield surrounding the ring. Thirty feet in the air, the creatures, wings splayed open, hit the shield wall with so much force that the entire arena strobed burning light, the dome igniting with energy.




The beasts roared — Omen roaring with them. His music burned and pulsed as power flowed through the synapses of his brain, into his chest, arced through the muscles and ligaments of his extended arms and out the bones of his hands toward the bird creatures pinned to the shield.




Templar, beneath the range of the blast, scrabbled toward the ball of fire near him on the ground. He twisted his body and hurled the flaming orb; the ball spun away toward the ring.




SIX POINTS.




"Hold them!" Templar shouted as another ball dropped from the sky. Omen heard childlike delight in the Terizkandian's voice.




Templar leaped, caught the ball and aimed again.




SEVEN POINTS.




The music was deafening in Omen's mind, but he could feel his power waning. "Can't hold it!" he shouted to Templar.




Templar caught the burning ball again and flung it toward the goal. A moment later it dissipated through the ring once more.




EIGHT POINTS.




The beat stuttered and crashed, the pattern in Omen's mind breaking and shattering as a wave of exhaustion washed over him. Stumbling, he released the creatures. Briefly they slid down the side of the shield, then unfurled their mighty wings and lifted themselves up into the air.




Templar seized the ball again and threw it with all his strength.




NINE POINTS.




The creatures dove toward them, their legs extended forward, enormous talons pulled back for a grab.




Standing together, Templar and Omen faced the creatures. A shimmering ball of blue energy surrounded them both for a brief moment. Templar's magic! Omen realized. Templar's magical shield flashed as team Luciene struck simultaneously. The thin magical barrier flared and deflected the attack long enough for Omen and Templar to dodge aside.




Omen felt the scrape of sharp talons across his back as he dove away. Pain cracked through him, and he dropped to the ground, barely catching himself with his hands as he fell. Fire flared in front of him. There on the ground, just below his nose, lay the burning ball of fire.




Templar yelled — defiance and pain in his scream. For the moment, both bird creatures were focused on the Terizkandian, slashing at him as he whipped them again and again with crackling lightning.




Omen grabbed the ball, rotated his body on the ground and lobbed the flaming orb toward the goal. He felt the burning heat of fire as it left his hand, saw it sail through the air. Too far to the left! he realized in horror. The ball was going to miss the ring. 




It's over!




Sharp staccato notes of music popped into his mind. He pushed his psionic power, the pattern forming amid the pounding pulse of his own heartbeat. He lashed out, not at the creatures this time but at the ball. He caught the ball mid-flight and nudged its trajectory. It turned and then disappeared with a resounding swoosh through the ring. The score flashed TEN to ZERO overhead in bright blinding digits.




Claws closed over Omen's throat as a great weight landed on top of him. He caught hold of the creature's face with his outstretched hand, holding back the force of the great beast lunging toward him with its beak open, teeth ready to sink into his flesh. He drove his thumbs into its beady bird eyes even as he felt the creature throttle him. His air was cut off as enormous hands pressed into the flesh of his neck.









Chapter 11: The Box 



		











The claws around Omen's throat tightened and then spasmed suddenly as a jolt of energy ran through both Omen and his opponent. Lightning crackled and pierced the creature choking him. White light spread across Omen's vision, rendering him blind while the sharp smell of burnt flesh and acrid lye penetrated his nostrils. A boom of thunder rumbled, the sound deafening.




Did something just hit me? 




Another crack of lightning struck the ground next to Omen. He felt dense pressure glide over his skin, prickling the tiny hairs on his forearms.




For a moment Omen thought Templar had again called the lightning, but as his sight returned and he gasped in deep lungfuls of air, he saw the hooved form of the ringmaster approaching. The goat man's whip lashed out and harried team Luciene back to the far exit of the arena. Each crack of his whip rent the air, the wave of energy making Omen flinch away. 




Nearby, Templar half-crouched, half-kneeled on the ground, blood oozing from numerous wounds on his body. There was no sign of the magical crackle of energy he'd started the match with. He's exhausted his magic.




Omen staggered upright, fighting to get his feet under him.




The ringmaster cracked the whip again. Team Luciene, snarling in rage, backed away step by painful step, their wings snapping in the air. 




They're barely even winded! Omen realized, feeling suddenly nauseous. Save for a few red marks on their white flesh, the winged creatures seemed uninjured. Unlike us.




From a far distance, Omen heard a strange roaring. He shook to clear his head. The crowd, he thought a second later. The spectators were shrieking and shouting, cheers and claps and screams of — he couldn't actually tell if they were praise or protest. His ears were ringing, his mind still pounding with the remnants of battle music. Bright patterns flashed through his mind — rotating, one after another, flaring and flashing as if trying to grab his attention. His mind felt raw, his body battered.




"My goodness!" the ringmaster said in an oddly even tone.




Omen stared at the goat man but couldn't read the emotion on the creature's face. What's going on? The great black whip cracked out again. Omen flinched. 




"It would seem I find myself in the rather distasteful position of having to actually enforce a rule!" the ringmaster proclaimed, stung. "I don't recall this ever happening before!" 




The noise from the crowd crested. Omen tried to focus, tried to read them. He was fairly certain the humans and elves were cheering, but he couldn't be sure.




Templar carefully scooted closer to Omen. "This could go sideways," the prince whispered. "Get ready."




"Now, now. No protests, my dear lords and ladies!" the ringmaster shouted to the crowd. "Rules are rules. The mongrels scored ten points. The match has ended. If I do not enforce the rules, we risk unfriendly eyes turning upon us all! From above and below." 




At that announcement some of the creatures in the stands flinched and hissed, glancing nervously up at the circle of pillars surrounding them amid the black void and the unnatural light shining from the sky.




The ringmaster's whip cracked out again.




Enormous hulking beasts lumbered into the arena from the underground chamber. They were intent on the winged creatures still snarling at Omen and Templar.




Team Luciene withdrew like cowering dogs.




"Dear me, such passion!" the ringmaster proclaimed. "But alas, my glorious warriors, you are now the former champions! Team Mongrel has won the match!"




Cheers erupted from the blue and green sectors of the stands. Men and women stood on the marble benches, stomped their feet, clapped their hands, and chanted, "Mongrel! Mongrel! Mongrel!" over and over again.




The other sectors were not nearly so enthusiastic, though Omen could see reluctant cheering among some of the groups, as if they were impressed by the effort even if they were deeply disappointed by the lack of death and dismemberment.




"And, dear me, how frightful to think that we have given our glorious victors one hundred to one odds!" The ringmaster shook his head, a small movement as if he were in distress. "We shall be hideously bankrupt with the sheer volume of coin we shall have to pay out."




One of the little imps scampered across to the arena floor, chirping shrilly, the sounds spilling out so fast that Omen could not make them out as words. 




His expression wary, likely terrified of how much gold would have to be paid out, the ringmaster bent down to listen to his imp. The goat man smiled a moment later, his eyes sparkling with delight. "What's this I hear? Only one person took our odds! Oh, how delicious! Who was it?"




Only one person bet on us? Omen exchanged an offended look with Templar, who glared at the people in the stands.




Despite the fact that they had lost their coin, the human and elvin contingent did not seem upset. They still cheered and clapped each other on the back as if they had been the ones who had won the match. Didn't bet on us, but they're glad we won regardless. 




"Mistress Cornelia!" the ringmaster cackled, seeming delighted. He turned with a flourish of his coat and sketched an exaggerated bow toward the blue sector. Across the arena, Omen could see the grinning old witch seated in the stands.




Cornelia raised her wine goblet and saluted the two of them. The little hummingbird fluttered around her head in an excited frenzy of wings and gleaming feathers.




"Well played, my dearest!" The ringmaster laughed. "Coin well-earned!" 




"At least someone bet on us," Templar grumbled. He was holding his hand over a wound on his left arm, blood seeping from between the fingers of his gauntlet. The claws of his opponent had cut all the way through the hardened leather of his coat to the flesh. A long scratch marred his cheek, though that at least had stopped bleeding. His lower lip was puffy and swollen.




Omen felt blood trickle down the back of his neck and run beneath his tunic. He touched the deep gash in his shoulder, wincing as his hand came away sticky and wet. The thick padding of his gambeson was damp with blood — like the hardened leather, it too had been no match for the claws of team Luciene. He could feel the split in the material starting at his shoulder and continuing down his back several inches. His body ached all over, bones still vibrating with energy and muscles raw with heat. A knot was forming on the side of his head, and he could feel other contusions throughout his body. I'm going to be black and blue, he realized. He wiped at his left eye; his hand came away covered in blood. Gash in my head. I feel as bad as Templar looks.




"Well now, the victors have been declared!" the ringmaster continued, his mood much improved since he'd learned that he would only be paying out winnings to one spectator. "And while it was a most aberrant match . . ."




Omen almost protested that point. Aberrant! We actually played by the rules!




"They are nonetheless the winners and allowed to choose their prize!" the ringmaster announced. "What shall they claim, I wonder!"




As they had before, the spectators began shouting suggestions. Many took up the chant of the box, the box, the box. It echoed throughout the stadium. 




"I think there's something seriously wrong with the box," Templar muttered. "Why do so many Night Dwellers want us to take it?"




"No backing out now," Omen whispered back.




"You do know it isn't safe to take gifts from Night Dwellers, right?" Templar insisted. "Or smart."




"It's not a gift!" Omen waved him off. "We won it!" Now more than ever, Omen wanted to know what else was in that box. No simple vial of blood could be this valuable. And if it weighs forty or fifty pounds maybe there's a bunch of things inside it. He felt the roar of music in his mind once again, psionic energy building. 




"Omen!" Templar hissed, flinching away. "How do you still have so much energy!"




Omen shook his head from side to side, trying to shake the patterns out of his thoughts. They still flashed through him like lightning, nearly blinding in their intensity. He realized with alarm that he'd lost pretty much any control over his basic shielding. I'm going to fry the brain of any unshielded psionicist I meet!




Templar was mostly protected — able to shield his own mind so long as Omen didn't attack him directly. He suspected the rest of the Night Dwellers here were protected as well, but returning to the streets of Hex was going to be dangerous. 




I'm dangerous, he thought, anxiety churning his stomach. Am I a monster? He looked at Templar, knowing his friend couldn't help him. Wouldn't understand. I have to protect other people from . . . ME . . . What's the song I use for my shield again? Panicked, he was drawing a blank — all he could hear was the pounding of the battle music that had been left to run unfettered through his mind. 




"So what shall it be, my dear mongrels!" the ringmaster shouted, turning toward them with a wide grin, seeming oblivious to Omen's struggle. "The Cup of Haunting perhaps? The Blade Regret? The Book of the Nine Lost Lives . . ." He rattled off several other names that meant nothing to Omen.




"The box!" Omen bit through his teeth. He wanted to get his prize and get out from under the gaze of all the creatures staring down at them.




Despite the chant ringing through the crowd, at the mention of the box, the inhumans all gasped in collective disbelief. They all grew still at once, all of them leaning forward as if unified in their attention to the smallest detail unfolding on the arena floor.




"They are horrified," Templar murmured. "This can't be good." Templar reached for his left hip, having forgotten that his swords were gone.




"The box!" The ringmaster looked at once delighted and queasy. He drew back several steps and dramatically placed one hand over his heart. "Oh my! You heard him," he called to his assistants. "Bring out the box!" 




Omen heard movement from the underground passage through which team Luciene had vanished. A moment later two large lumbering forms, heavy as bears, emerged carrying a large wooden box suspended between them on long metal poles. The box was thickly chained, the lid held down by coils of iron; it was padlocked with several great locks.




The ringmaster drew away from his assistants as they neared. They placed the box carefully down in the center of the pit — right in front of Omen and Templar.




Definitely too big for one vial of blood — could be a bunch of items — maybe it's just a box to place things left behind after the games. Omen studied it. One of the bear creatures carefully unlocked the many locks holding the chains in place, unwinding the long coils from around the wooden frame.




The box itself was square in shape, just barely past Omen's knees in height, but innocuous-looking apart from the chains. Are they trying to keep people out of it, or keep something inside it? Omen wondered. He exchanged a nervous look with Templar who shifted uncomfortably.




"Now remember!" The ringmaster pointed a long finger at them. "You asked for the box! You have to take it. It's yours now! No leaving it here!" The goat man took several more steps back, shaking slightly.




The crowd had grown silent.




Baffled, Omen stepped forward. The two bear creatures scampered away with speed belying their massive bodies. They disappeared through the arena exit.




Omen reached for the lid of the box. He took a deep breath and, with one last nod at Templar, lifted it.




The inside was dark and shadowed, and as Omen slowly leaned forward to peer within he saw movement. His heart caught in his throat. Two furry white shapes caught hold of the edge of the box. The fuzzy shapes were white as snow, white as cream, long fluffy tendrils of fur catching in the air. A larger shape pulled itself upward. Omen saw a flash of orange, a gleam of gold, a shimmer of gossamer, and a moment later he found himself staring into the face of a . . . kitten.




Omen blinked. The music in his head grew utterly silent. The patterns vanished. He blinked again and stared hard, trying to make out exactly what he was seeing.




The kitten was large — perhaps the size of a herding dog. But it was still a kitten, a kitten with a too-large head and gangly legs. The kitten was covered in long fluffy orange and white fur patterned in glimmering stripes that caught in the air currents and shimmered with a silken sheen. The kitten's ears, long tufts of white fur sticking up from them, the insides as pink as sea coral, were perked forward. Enormous amber-colored eyes shone with curiosity. The pink nose, twitching as it tried to catch the scents all around, seemed almost lopsided due to the small smattering of dark freckles on one side of the velvety skin. Incongruously there was a slender golden crown perched upon the kitten's head, held up by one ear. 




To Omen's shock the kitten opened its mouth and proclaimed in a loud voice for all to hear, "I is only three weeks old!" And then the little creature yawned as if exhausted. The words — not meows, not growls or some vague approximation of speech — were spoken in clear, unmistakable Sul'eldrine, the Language of the Gods. The kitten's voice was sweet and lilting and perfect for the holy tongue.




Wonder if it's a boy or a girl, Omen thought. I don't think I should ask.




The ringmaster shrieked in an undignified manner — his cry echoed by countless other mouths in the stands.




Omen, eyes still riveted to the strange kitten, heard the click-clack of hooves as the ringmaster bolted across the arena floor toward the relative protection of the underground opening. Omen could see the mad scrambling of shapes in the stands fleeing in all directions as well — rushing like a strong current toward the various exits in each of the sectors. 




Except for the blue and green sectors. Humans and elves were watching with obvious confusion as the Night Dwellers fled as if their lives depended on it.




"Three weeks, huh?" Omen replied in Sul'eldrine, uncertain what else to say in response. He grinned as the little kitten fixed its wide amber eyes directly on him, whiskers flaring.




"I is not knowing the rest of the numbers, so I is stopping my counting," the orange fluff ball explained eagerly.




"That makes sense," Omen agreed. His hands twitched with the urge to pet the kitten's downy fur, but he restrained himself.




"Yes," the kitten agreed happily. "I is very sensiblinessness. I is Tormy!"




"Tormy?" Omen found himself grinning.




"Toooooooorrrrrrmmyyy!" the kitten repeated, drawing the name out with exaggerated pronunciation as if Omen had not said it correctly.




"Tormy," Omen repeated carefully.




"Toooooooorrrrrrrrrmmmmy" the kitten repeated again. "With an oooooorrrrrrrrr and an eeeeeeeee." Back and forth the two of them repeated the name over and over again. 




Omen struggled not to laugh as he tried to mimic the kitten's exaggerated diction. He could see Templar glancing from the kitten to the stands where the Night Dwellers were fleeing en masse.




It took several iterations of the kitten's name before one of Omen's attempts — they were all the same, he was certain — satisfied the little creature. The kitten pushed upward, front paws on the edge of the box, crown slipping a bit farther off the fuzzy head. "You is saying my name! Who is you?"




"I'm Omen," Omen replied softly.




Don't want to scare the little guy.




"Omy!" the kitten proclaimed with gusto.




"Close enough!" Omen laughed. I have a nickname. "Do you want out of that box?"




"Yes, please!" The little kitten lifted its two front paws in the air — both were white as fresh cream, the pink paw pads looking like plump candies, despite the faint gleam of razor-sharp claws peeking out beneath the fleecy fur.




Omen bent down without hesitation and caught hold of the kitten just under the front legs and lifted the struggling creature up in the air. Twenty or thirty pounds, he estimated the kitten's weight. Going to be huge, all grown up. He set the cat down on a relatively clean section of the marble floor.




The golden crown on the kitten's head slid forward and would have fallen off entirely if Omen hadn't reached out swiftly to catch it. "Want me to hold on to this for you?" he asked.




"Yes, please!" The kitten nodded, then shook violently from side to side as if excited to be free of the box and the crown. "You is keeping it for me, Omy, on account of the fact that I is not wanting to lose it. I is a prince, so I is having a crown."




A boy then.




"Another prince." Omen threw Templar a wide grin.




Templar tightened his lips and raised an eyebrow with utter disapproval.




"Is we eating lunch soon?" Tormy asked hopefully. "I is hungry and my tummy is all growlingnessness." 




"Lunch, sure," Omen agreed. "I can take you home to Melia and fix you a huge feast. My parents are going to love you!" He was actually pretty certain his mother was going to throw a fit, but his father would think the kitten brilliant — and his sister Lily would love him on sight.




Templar whacked the side of Omen's arm. "Look for the vial of blood — that's what we're after, remember?"




"Right!" Omen peered back into the box, checking to see what else might be inside it. The box, however, was empty. 




"There's nothing else in it," he exclaimed.




"Ask the cat," Templar suggested, then seemed to shake himself and nod to the kitten. "Cat . . . Tormy . . . have you seen . . ." Templar stopped mid-sentence to correct himself. He switched to Sul'eldrine, speaking in an exaggerated manner. "Have you seen a small vial of liquid? We are looking for something that belongs to Gerdriu. Do you know Gerdriu — Gerrrrdrrrriuuuuu?"




Tormy cocked his ears forward. "I is having my crown, I is not having any liquid — I is liking some cream, but I is not having any on account of the fact that I is in a box."




"Was there anything else in the box?" Templar pressed. "Maybe when you were put in the box they took something out first — did you see anything small, like a container or a glass bottle?"




"I is not member membering any bottles," the kitten insisted.




"Do you know what a bottle is?" Templar questioned doubtfully.




"I is smartinessness!" the kitten protested loudly, fluffing his tail and raising the hackles on his neck as if completely affronted by Templar's words. "I is a kitten! And I is knowing lots of things — except for the numbers that come after three, on account of the fact that I is not learning them yet. I is hearing the piping music and I is following and then I is in a box. I is not knowing any Geriiiiduuuuuridudu. I is going home with Omy and we is eating lunch!"




"You heard him!" Omen said, bracing for an argument. "He didn't see the bottle, and he's coming home with me!" 




Templar looked from one to the other. "Seriously? You want to take him home?"




"He's brilliant!" Omen squared off against Templar, arms crossed over his chest.




"I is most brilliantnessness," Tormy agreed happily.




"What about your bracelet?" Templar protested. "We need the vial of blood to get back the bracelet."




"It's not our fault that it wasn't in the box," Omen insisted. "Sifulthian told us it was in the box — we got the box. What else are we supposed to do?"




"Without the vial, we can't—" Templar broke off, his attention distracted by the orange kitten. He started laughing in deep rumbling gulps.




Omen craned his neck around to see what was happening behind him.




The kitten was carefully scratching at the white marble floor with his front paws, attempting to throw non-existing sand over a small pool of liquid near his back paws. From the underground pit Omen heard an offended shriek and realized that the ringmaster was still watching them from the shadows.




"Tormy, did you just pee on the floor?" Omen burst out laughing as well.




Tormy flicked his tail in the air and moved several feet away from the puddle. He sat down, neatly settling back on his haunches. "I is in the box for a long time and they is not letting me out. I is having to pee. You is allowed to pee when you is in a box."




"Take it away! Take it away!" the ringmaster yelled from the shadows. "Take it away before the Elders smite us all! Horrible, horrible creature!"




Both Omen and Templar exchanged long looks. "Any idea why . . ." Omen wanted to ask why the Night Dwellers seemed to be afraid of the kitten, but the thought seemed so absurd that he didn't complete the question.




"I think it's the language he's speaking," Templar offered. "The Night Dwellers are afraid of drawing the attention of the Elder Gods. He could be a servant of the gods."




Omen looked back at the kitten who was innocently staring up at him. If this is the sort of servant the Elder Gods have, maybe I should give them a second look.




He smiled at the kitten and crouched down in front of him. "You're not a servant of the gods, are you?" Omen asked lightly.




The little cat flicked his ears. "I is being Tormy." He raised his front paws, placing them on Omen's knee as he stood on his hind legs to look Omen directly in the eyes. "Omy, you is all bloody," the kitten informed him. "Is you always all bloody or is you hurt?"




"I was just in a battle," Omen told the kitten. "But I'll be fine. Do you want to come with me? It would seem people here are afraid of you."




The kitten's whiskers flared as he turned his head from side to side, glancing first toward the shadows where the ringmaster was hiding, and then toward the nearly empty stands.




Omen noted that many of the humans and elves had also cleared out, leaving now that the excitement was over.




"I is very fiercenessness," Tormy said. "So, I is a greatestest warrior that bad people is being afraid of." He looked from Omen to Templar and back to Omen. "I is going with Omy please and I is living with you for ever and ever."




More laughter bubbled up in Omen's chest. "That sounds like a plan," he agreed, wincing as the act of smiling caused the side of his head to ache. 




"What about your bracelet?" Templar asked, clearly unwilling to let the matter drop.




"Right." Omen nodded. "We do still need to get that back. Tormy, are you sure you've never heard of anyone named Gerdriu or maybe Sifulthian?"




Tormy's tail lashed from side to side. "I is member membering and I is not knowing those names."




"Have you ever met an . . . undead . . . person?" Omen pressed. He wasn't certain that the word translated properly into Sul'eldrine. What he'd said was closer to "walking corpse." Maybe Tormy knows him by a different name.




"Undead?" The kitten's ears twitched. "Undeadness, not deadness, walking deathness?" He sounded confused.




"All smelly and rotten and unnatural," Templar added, trying to be helpful.




Omen noted that Templar's familiarity with the holy tongue was more than passing. He sounded more fluent than Omen. And he's part Night Dweller. How does that work?




"Oh, and he has this weird bug on his shoulder," Templar added.




The kitten's nose wrinkled at that. "I is not knowing any rottenness peoples," Tormy assured them. "And I is chasin' bugs — they is for catching."




"So either Sifulthian lied about where Gerdriu's property was, or someone else already took it," Omen suggested, rising from his crouched position. 




"Or Gerdriu lied." Templar's expression darkened. "Tormy, you said you heard piping music that you followed."




"And then I is in a box." Tormy nodded his head up and down, his fur shimmering with the movement.




"Was this piping music something you just had to follow . . . like you couldn't help yourself?" Templar pressed.




The kitten raised one of his back legs and scratched at his ear several times before tilting his head thoughtfully to the side. "I is following and I is getting losteded, and I is still following instead of finding myself, but I is on a grand adventure to find heroes so I is not having anywhere else to go so I is not minding the music even if it sounded badness."




Despite the kitten's somewhat convoluted story, Omen got the gist of what must have happened. "The music sounded bad? Like musically bad, or scary bad?"




"Scary bad," the kitten admitted, tail fluffing up. 




Templar cursed under his breath catching Omen's attention. "Gerdriu is a mage of some sort — a necromancer or a sorcerer. He may have lured Tormy in with a spell."




"But why?" Omen asked. "What possible use could he have for Tormy? And why would he lie about his vial of blood?"




"No idea." Templar glanced around the nearly empty stadium. "We should get out of here though. I get the feeling that places like this may be more dangerous after everyone is gone. No one watching to make certain neutral ground is enforced." He began limping toward the exit, his body moving stiffly.




"Come on, Tormy," Omen urged, following after Templar. Every joint in Omen's body ached as he hobbled along. 




Tormy galloped after them, his soft paws whisper quiet on the marble flooring. He held his tail high in the air as he pranced along, eventually falling into a funny sideways hopping step to keep up with Omen.









Chapter 12: Haven's Hall 



		











They left the ring and stepped into the green sector. The elvin man, Reegorn, was waiting for them. A dozen other people stood alongside him, eager to shake hands with their new champions.




Omen coughed, pain shooting through him as more than one person slapped him on the back and congratulated him enthusiastically on the match. I'm covered in blood. You'd think they'd be more careful!




Tormy leaped up onto one of the marble benches and pranced around in circles. His orange fur stood out in bright contrast to the green of the stands. 




"Told you, you should have bet on us," Omen said to Reegorn, a wicked grin pulling at his bruised mouth. 




"So you did." The elf inclined his head.




I should have bet on us. Omen took the small crown he'd lifted from Tormy's head and slipped his hand through it, pushing it up his arm past his elbow where it came to rest against his bicep. The adrenaline of the win was still coursing through him, making it easy to push down the critical voice mewling in his mind. You risked everything, fool. You could have lost.




Templar retrieved his two swords and strapped the belt around his waist. "Where does that exit lead?" Templar asked Reegorn, nodding his chin toward the door at the top of the stands.




"Haven's Hall," Reegorn explained. "We'll accompany you back."




Once more in possession of his weapons, Templar started up the long stairs. The remaining spectators were clearing out rapidly, emptying the sectors and returning home to Hex through the various doors. Omen kept one eye on Tormy as they climbed, ready to scoop the kitten up and carry him if need be.




He seems to be full of energy, Omen thought with some regret. Maybe he'll let me carry him later.




Reegorn and the elves with him proceeded through the green door and into another long, torch-lit hall as roughly cut as the last. The elves spoke quietly among themselves. While Omen thought he recognized a word here or there, he could only guess at the conversation as one-by-one the elves cast surreptitious looks in Tormy's direction.




They don't know what to make of him either. But they think he's valuable.




The massive door at the far end of the passageway opened for the elves. Beyond was another dark subbasement much like the one below the Horse's Dream tavern.




Night Sentinels stood watch over this door as well, their featureless heads facing forward, their forms still save for the sheen of oil that seemed to slide across the surface of their skin. Omen shuddered uncomfortably.




Tormy stared in astonishment, eyes wide and tail tucked between his legs as he passed by the enormous guardians. His ears swiveled about as he walked, his attention glued to the two statues. In a half-crouch, Tormy moved closer to Omen's legs so that he was brushing up against Omen's left boot.




A surge of warmth went through Omen, and he couldn't help smiling down at the cat. He's trusting me to protect him.




Another set of wide stone stairs led upward, step after step, and Omen found himself wishing they had stopped to rest before moving on. Adrenaline waning, he was starting to feel the aches and pains of his body with each step. Considering how fast I heal, they must have done a boatload of damage. His breathing was becoming labored. Only Templar's silence kept him from complaining. Templar got hurt worse than I did, Omen reminded himself. He put his head down and kept going.




Templar still gripped the wound on his left arm, but it had stopped bleeding. He's Nightblooded — he would heal nearly as fast as I do . . . I think. He was unsure what to do, or if there even was anything to do. I think Templar would deck me if I suggest he go see a healer.




Bright light ahead caught Omen's attention, as did the pleasant scent of beeswax candles mingled with vanilla and cedar. Beyond that he could smell spiced food cooking. His stomach growled at the faraway aromas wafting toward them. Tormy raised his nose in the air, whiskers twitching wildly as the cat stretched to catch the delicious food smells.




They emerged, not in a tavern as Omen had expected, but in an enormous hall. Bigger than most throne rooms! But unlike the majority of the throne rooms Omen had seen in his short life, this hall was filled with trees and countless varieties of flowering plants. Large even by giant standards, the hall had a great arched ceiling so high that several full-grown trees grew within the chamber, their branches spreading out across the room and creating a living ceiling. Stone pillars, covered in the city's usual hex marks, stood alongside the great trees. Dozens of balconies, overlooking the inner garden, opened onto other floors of the building.




Giant-made — five stories. But while the building might have been five stories for a giant, it was large enough for two floors per level by human and elvin standard. Omen could see that indeed the elves had built out wooden scaffolds within the walls, the structures disappearing into the far recesses in all directions. Glowing magical lamps made of crystal and bound with silver chains hung down from the ceilings along the balconies. Throughout the ground floor, among the tree roots, open areas and grottoes lit by flickering candles extended into a structured maze. Haven's Hall, with its flowering vines twined around trees, pillars and ornate balconies, was a veritable garden locked in perpetual spring, despite the gloomy cold outside.




The elves who had accompanied them dispersed among the trees, some climbing wooden stairs to the upper floors. Reegorn guided Omen and Templar along a pathway amid the gardens of the ground level.




"Omy, where is we?" Tormy asked, awe quaking his voice. He stared up at the enormous trees, transfixed. "Is trees supposed to be growing inside?"




"This is Haven's Hall," Reegorn told the kitten in fluent Sul'eldrine. 




"It's one of the larger manor houses of Hex," Templar explained. "Near the guilds. Most of the elves of Hex live in this area — all the clans have separate homes beyond this main hall in the Glass Walk." He glanced at Reegorn. "I believe the Venedrine claim this hall, correct?"




Reegorn inclined his head. "Indeed. The other clans have their own areas beyond, but this was designed to resemble the Sul Havens."




"I is liking the trees!" Tormy exclaimed happily as he hopped away and began sniffing around the base of an oak.




Reegorn turned his attention back to Templar, lapsing once more into the common tongue as he spoke. "May I send for some refreshments for you and your companions, Prince Temp—"




"No!" Templar cut the elf off so quickly, it caught Omen off guard. Templar looked embarrassed by his too-swift response; Reegorn smiled. "I mean, no thank you," Templar amended. "We'll get something out in the Glass Walk, if it's all the same."




"As you wish," Reegorn replied, eyes flashing with mirth. "But I have welcomed the Prince of Terizkand into my home, surely you can grace me by accepting some form of hospitality this dark night."




"Actually," Templar said thoughtfully. "If you really want to help, you could loan Omen a sword — something big and intimidating." Templar gave Omen a decisive nod. "I have a feeling we may have some issues with Gerdriu. You'll look more threatening with a sword in your hands."




"Surely you do not mean to leave the Glass Walk before sunrise?" Reegorn cut in, his amusement gone completely.




"We still have business we must attend to," Omen said, trying to keep it vague. "The sooner we get it done, the better." I have no idea how long my luck will hold — I haven't hurt anyone with my psionics yet, but I can't even remember my shielding song now. Despite the fact that the mad brainwaves in his head had strangely calmed, he couldn't recall the pattern he normally used to shield. All that seemed to manifest when he tried to focus was a calm, quiet hum. I must have burned myself out to the point of exhaustion. Maybe the psionics will stay muted until I recover.




"There are some basic rules all of the lords and ladies of the Sul Havens follow when we go to the Night Games," Reegorn said in a tone that was very close to lecturing.




Omen nearly walked away at that, but he forced himself to keep listening, despite his natural inclination — which drove his mother to screaming and throwing things — to simply ignore all manner of lectures.




"Begging your pardon, sirs," Reegorn continued with no hint of authentic apology. "The two of you have already broken several of the rules. I dare suggest you do not compound these errors by leaving Haven's Hall or even the Glass Walk before sunrise."




That caught both their attention. "Rules? Errors?" Templar looked more intrigued than worried or offended. "What rules?"




"First, one takes care never to go to the games unaccompanied," Reegorn replied, his eyes cast down slightly. "One always surrounds oneself with a group of at least ten or more. You should have been accompanied by many guards or companions."




The elvin man stopped, but when neither Templar nor Omen said anything, he went on. "Second, one never draws individual attention to oneself while at the games. By actually participating in the games, let alone winning, you two have shattered that rule into many pieces. And I am loathe to say that there are bound to be many disagreeable consequences."




Omen nearly laughed out loud, incredulous. Can't I ever do anything that doesn't have long-ranging consequences?




"And three," Reegorn wound down, "once one leaves the games, one does not leave the safety of warded walls until after the sun has risen and night no longer holds sway."




"Cornelia was there by herself," Omen pointed out, attempting to sound unimpressed.




"Mistress Cornelia is the sort of person Night Dwellers fear," Reegorn replied. "Begging your pardon, you do not possess her abilities."




Omen bristled a bit but decided to stay silent on the matter of his abilities.




Templar lifted one shoulder dismissively. "We don't have much choice. We need to speak with Gerdriu as quickly as possible." He smiled brightly. "We'll be fine."




Reegorn looked doubtful. "Gerdriu is dangerous," the elf warned. "My people avoid having dealings with Gerdriu at all costs. His kind is unsavory enough to say the least, but there is something . . . ill-felt about him."




"You mean besides him being an undead, talking corpse?" Templar quipped.




Reegorn nodded. "Yes, besides that," he agreed, ominously.




So the undead thing doesn't worry him, Omen thought with some surprise. But something else does. What am I missing?




Templar looked taken aback. "What else do you know? What is it?"




Reegorn shook his head. "Nothing specific, just a vague dreadful sense of unspeakable horror. A premonition."




"Oh," Templar said, unimpressed. "We'll be careful." 




Reegorn seemed to know he had overplayed his importance, and having nothing more concrete to offer, he bowed.




Templar nodded toward Omen. "My friend still needs a sword. The weapon will be returned to you as soon as we no longer have use for it. Or you will be compensated."




"As you wish, Prince Templar." Reegorn motioned toward a nearby elf and spoke to him briefly in a liquid, musical tongue that Omen did not recognize.




The elvin man Reegorn had dispatched disappeared up a winding staircase carved entirely from an ancient oak. While they waited, Omen stripped off his gauntlets, noting the leather was badly burnt from the effects of the flaming ball. He grinned at Templar, holding up the damaged gauntlets to show him the holes burned clear through. "Yours fare any better?"




Templar glanced down at his palms. The leather covering his hands was blackened and ruined as well; they were stained dark with blood. He grimaced and pulled them off, the rings on his fingers catching the candlelight with each movement. "We were supposed to go game hawking, remember? I dressed accordingly."




Reegorn's servant returned moments later with a massive two-handed sword gripped in one hand and a small cloth bag in the other. He held out the bag to Templar. "Bandages, your highness," he explained, inclining his head respectfully. Templar took the bag as the elf then turned to offer the weapon to Omen with a low bow. The sword was sheathed in a leather scabbard, but lacked any sort of sword belt as it was far too long to wear at one's side, being easily as tall as a common man.




Omen lifted the sword up, briefly inspecting the hilt and then drawing the weapon partly from the scabbard to eye the blade itself.




Good weight. Simple iron, though expertly cast.




He guessed it weighed a little over five pounds and seemed well-balanced. Despite the sword's great size, Omen knew it would suit him well. He'd spent time training with his cousins who preferred great swords over the standard shorter blades. He'd always liked the extra reach the great sword offered — it afforded him ample opportunity to put his full strength behind his swings. 




Never considered carrying one, but I like this. Two-handed sword is the way to go.




"Thank you," he inclined his head toward Reegorn and the other elf.




"Are you two certain I cannot at least have your injuries seen to? Surely bandages alone are not enough!" Reegorn offered then.




"That would—" Omen began, only to be cut off by Templar's resounding, "No!" Omen fell silent at the emphatic statement, and Reegorn once again looked amused.




"I assure you, Prince Templar, I have no intention—"




"No, thank you!" Templar cut him off before the elf could make the offer again. He held up the small bag of bandages and gave a firm nod. "This will be sufficient." He nodded quickly toward Omen. "We should go."




All right, I need to find out more about the Venedrine and their apparent fondness for narcotics, Omen noted as he turned to look for Tormy.




The orange kitten was rolling on the ground nearby, fighting fiercely with the branch of a small bush. He had several leaves in his mouth and was pulling with all his might as if trying to uproot the plant altogether.




"Come on Tormy!" Omen called to the kitten. 




Tormy looked up, released the leaves and raced back toward Omen. "Omy, Omy what language is you speaking before? I is not understanding it!"




Guessing he meant the words they'd exchanged with Reegorn, Omen smiled. "That's called Merchant's Common," he explained.




"Actually it's called Narachian," Templar corrected as he motioned the two of them toward an enormous wooden door partially opened to the outside. "It's the native tongue of the Kingdom of Narache; it's only called Common because it's so widely spoken all over the world."




"I is learning it, please!" Tormy proclaimed happily. "You is teaching me all the important words, Omy. How is you saying dinner? That's my favoritest."




Omen slowly said the requested word in the common tongue. The cat dutifully repeated it and then spun around in a frenzy. "Yay, I is learning an entire language! I is brilliantnessness!"




"There's more than one word, Tormy," Omen pointed out.




Templar snorted out a laugh.




"I is learning all of them, Omy," Tormy nodded. "You is seeing! I is learning fastliness."




"Fastliness?" Templar remarked. "Perhaps Omen can teach you proper conjugation first."




Omen shushed Templar with a dark glare. "Tormy can conjugate the words any way he wants." 









Chapter 13: The Glass Walk 



		











Through a large open doorway, they stepped outside Haven's Hall, but far from ending up on the streets of Hex as Omen had expected, they found themselves on a long indoor road beneath a ceiling of thick glass. Perhaps five blocks long, the area was lined by giant-built manor houses. And though there were no trees growing though the cobblestones, huge wooden planter boxes spaced with care along the sidewalk contained a multitude of healthy trees.




The porches of each of the enormous houses were brimming with the most colorful blooms Omen had ever seen. Long vines spiraled around the tall columns holding up the homes' facades. And adding to the dreamlike atmosphere, the entire roadway glowed with more of the crystalline balls of light, while all the windows shone, brightly lit with sparkling lamps. 




Through the thick glass overhead Omen saw only the black night sky. Despite the late hour, the glass-enclosed enclave was busy, elvin men and women coming and going, a few humans mixed among the groups. Fancy shops dotted the road, but the greater draw was the myriad of wagons, carts and stalls where merchants offered goods so fascinating that Templar had to nudge Omen several times to keep him moving. 




"It's called the Glass Walk," Templar explained as both Omen and Tormy again stopped to stare. "And it's the one place in Hex that never seems to sleep — I've never seen it empty, no matter the time of day or night." Like the rest of Hex, the Glass Walk's buildings and all the stones of the road were covered entirely with dark hex marks.




"The majority of the elvin clans live here," Templar continued. "But the various clans have their own manor houses. Keeps everything peaceful." 




Omen marveled at the diversity of people living together in a single city. "We don't have so many different types of people living in Melia," he admitted. "It's mostly just Melians."




"You're not Melian," Templar pointed out. 




"No," Omen agreed. "My family — all of them — the Daenoths, the Machellis and the Deldanos — are all foreigners, but we're the exception not the rule. We have a few people from various lands living here and there, and there are some elves that come through from time to time, but most of the people in Melia are Melians."




"Are they rude to you because of it?" Templar asked curiously.




Omen couldn't help but laugh at that. "I don't think the Melians know how to be rude. It's not really in their nature or their breeding. Acting inconsiderately would shame them in the eyes of their dragons. A Melian would cry if their behavior gave offense to one of the Sundragons."




"We don't allow dragons to live in our cities." Templar shuddered. "Seems dangerous."




"The Sundragons are not like regular dragons," Omen assured him. "They're considered living gods. They're—"




"Dinner!" Tormy shouted with glee, cutting Omen's words off. The cat charged across the street toward a small enclosed wagon where an elvin man was selling sweet and savory pies. The kitten took a mighty leap from the ground and landed with a fumbling stumble on the wagon counter, his awkward kitten legs splaying in all directions. The merchant shrieked at the sight of the thirty-pound kitten. He backed away in alarm as Tormy buried his teeth in one of the meat pies displayed on the counter.




"Tormy!" Omen raced across the street, shocked at the speed of the events unfolding.




Behind him, Templar barked with laughter. "Your polite Melians are going to love him!" he called after Omen between snorts.




The cat was already halfway through the meat pie, his white cheeks and whiskers slathered in gravy, by the time Omen reached him.




Omen held out a hand, hoping to placate the elvin merchant, who was gripping a rolling pin in his fists as if ready to use it as a weapon against the feline.




"Tormy, we have to pay for this first!" he informed the cat. Swapping the sword to his left hand, Omen reached for the money pouch attached to his belt. He smiled at the merchant.




The man lowered his rolling pin, slowly.




The kitten looked up, his gravy-covered face the picture of innocence. "Why?"




"Because it doesn't belong to us," Omen explained.




The sound of Sul'eldrine calmed the elvin merchant somewhat though he stared at Tormy in utter befuddlement.




"We have to pay when it doesn't belong to us," Omen told Tormy again, hoping the concept made sense to the cat.




"I is not having any money," Tormy explained. "And I is really hungry, on account of the fact that I is in a box for a really long time. You is allowed to eat dinner when you is in a box."




"Apparently you're allowed to do a lot of things when you are in a box." Templar chuckled as he neared them. 




Omen handed over several coins to the merchant.




The man blinked at the Melian coins, which bore the image of a dragon on one side, the sun on the other. 




"Do you have anything for him to drink? Water or milk perhaps?" Omen asked, uncertain what the cat would like.




The merchant nodded and set aside the rolling pin as if realizing he would not need to defend himself against the rampaging kitten. He slid the coins into his apron, retrieved a wooden bowl from a shelf, and filled it with clear water from a large pitcher.




When offered the bowl, Tormy happily lapped up the water, then turned his attention back to his half-finished meat pie.




Omen selected another meat pie and two pasties filled with honeyed apple and blackberry preserves. He handed a pasty to Templar as Tormy finished off his meat pie and started looking around for more. Omen used the second meat pie to lure the gravy-covered kitten away from the nervous merchant's stall and toward a set of benches, out of the way of foot traffic.




"You overpaid," Templar suggested.




"It's for his trouble," Omen said. "The man looked like he was two breaths away from his heart exploding."




The cat jumped up onto the bench, eyes on the pie that Omen set down for him. Seconds later, Tormy was messily gobbling down the pie crust and slurping filling while Templar and Omen ate their meal in quick, hungry bites.




"That little beastie is going to grow huge," Templar pointed out as they watched the kitten devour every crumb. "And he's going to eat monstrous amounts of food."




"Good thing I like to cook." Omen laughed, finding the sound of the heavy purr coming from Tormy's body strangely soothing. He felt at peace for the moment. But some questions were beginning to nag at him.




"Templar, what's with the Venedrine, and why didn't you want them to tend to our wounds?" Omen touched the cut on his brow. Luckily it had scabbed over and stopped bleeding. And he could already feel some of the soreness in his limbs beginning to fade. The wound on his shoulder, however, still throbbed painfully. He spared a glance at the tear in his gambeson — it was likely a lost cause.




"I told you, never accept anything consumable from them — food, drink, healing potions, unguents, or herbs," Templar insisted as he investigated the small cloth bundle Reegorn's servant had given him. Inside were several long rolls of finespun cotton gauze. "Even fresh water is questionable." 




Omen frowned down at the half-eaten pasty he was holding and shot a glance toward Tormy still happily eating his pie. "Are these . . ." 




"That merchant is a Lormildal Elf, not a Venedrine." Templar shot a glance around the street at the other elves coming and going throughout. "There are a dozen different clans of elves here. It's only really the Venedrine you need to be concerned with. They have this weird obsession with mysticism. Apparently their royal family had extraordinary mystical powers, but they were killed off thousands of years ago by some curse that nearly wiped out all the elvin clans. Now among the Venedrine, mystical powers are considered a sign of royalty — or so they think. Any of them who displays any sort of mystical ability is instantly elevated in status. So most of them take herbs and potions to try and expand their minds and connect with otherworldly powers. But like most things the Venedrine do, they've taken it to extremes. They're rather notorious for their mind-altering concoctions."




Omen set down his unfinished fruit pasty so that he could reach out and scratch Tormy behind the ears. The kitten just purred louder, never looking up from his meal. "Mystical powers," Omen mused, turning his attention back to Templar. "You mean like looking into the future? Premonitions? Talking to the dead? What Reegorn said—"




"Is just a bunch of kak," Templar said with a derisive sniff as he set aside his own unfinished pasty and shrugged out of his leather coat. The metal-studded tunic beneath had fared better than the coat, but the left sleeve of his white shirt was torn open high on the arm and stained bright red with blood. "That elf's just so full of himself. Nice man in general, but don't give him a chance to babble on about mysticism. He'll talk your ear off."




Templar inspected the wound on his arm — the claw mark was deep, still oozing blood, and Omen had to wince in sympathy at the sight. "Don't get me wrong," Templar continued, "the Venedrine are some of the most gifted sorcerers in the the world, but they prize what they consider intrinsic or natural-born magic — anything non-pattern based. The type of magic that doesn't require study."




Omen snorted without meaning to. "That's ridiculous. All magic and psionics are intrinsic. You either have the ability or you don't. You just can't do anything useful with it unless you learn a pattern to focus the magic." I should know — half the time that's my problem — I can't concentrate long enough to remember the patterns.




"I know." Templar carefully wrapped one of the long swaths of gauze around his upper arm, binding the deep gash tightly to keep it from bleeding further. "I didn't say I agreed with any of it."




"Isn't that the whole problem with mysticism?" Omen mused. "A person can't just decide to look into the future. They have to wait for a vision to come, and when it doesn't . . . that's when the lying starts. And sometimes mystics are so locked into their beliefs they don't even know themselves that they're lying."




"I've met my fair share of those," Templar said. "My mother's people—" He cut himself off as he finished tucking the end of the gauze strip beneath the bandage, and then shrugged back into his leather coat. 




Omen didn't press him about his mother's people, but since he found the topic interesting, he continued. "And the ability to talk to the dead is rather useless without the knowledge of necromantic patterns to summon powerful spirits — otherwise you're stuck waiting for some random passing entity to decide to stop and have a chat. Which is rather pointless if all you ever come across are long-dead, gossipy leech collectors."




"I didn't say it made any sense," Templar agreed. "But that's what the Venedrine hold in highest esteem. If Reegorn had actually listened to you earlier and bet on our match, he could have claimed he saw our victory in a vision and elevated his status. Probably kicking himself now." 




"Seems rather chaotic to me," Omen dismissed.




"Don't knock the enormous power of chaos and randomness." Templar grinned. "Bit like that cat there for example."




Omen glanced at Tormy. The kitten, having finished his meat pie, was now happily devouring the rest of Omen's fruit pasty.




"Tormy, are you still hungry?" Omen asked, a bit taken aback. Do cats like fruit filling? Does he not know when he's full?




"No," the kitten purred. "My tummy is full, but I is seeing your pie, and I is wondering what it is tasting like, so I is eating it."




Random, uncontrolled chaos. Omen grinned at the kitten, scratching him behind the ear.




"Does it taste good?" he asked the cat mildly. 




The kitten finished his last bite in one large gulp. He sat back on his haunches and began cleaning his face with long sweeping swipes of his tongue and his front paws, which he cleaned with alternating licks. "It is being very good," the kitten agreed happily. 




Cats like fruit filling. Good to know. "Here, let me help," Omen offered, focusing his thoughts into one of the simplest patterns he knew.




The Tevthis Patterns were some of the first learned by any practitioner of magic. They were considered "domestic" magic, small spells and cantrips common throughout all the world and practiced in some manner by nearly all people, no matter their education, occupation, or status.




The third Tevthis Pattern was the one he focused on now, bringing it to mind with a childish tune he'd learned as a little boy. The pattern sprang to life bright and clear. The magic in the air surrounding him rushed into his body easily and cleanly like a fresh breeze. He pushed the magic toward the cat, and instantly Tormy's orange and white fur shone — pristine and glossy, clean of all the dirt and the gravy that had been covering it. Tormy's coat fluffed up, and the kitten leaped and spun around happily several times.




"Thank you, Omy!" Tormy exclaimed in delight. "You is a great magician! I is not knowing you is a magician. I is being a great magic cat too — you is seeing. I is getting big, and I is being a fierce fighting cat, and I is learning to fly."




Both Templar and Omen exchanged amused looks. "Well, you will certainly get big," Omen agreed. He shivered suddenly, a wave of anxiety flaring through him without warning. "We should probably get going soon. We need to get my bracelet back before I lose control of my psionics again." His heart rate began to accelerate.




Tormy stopped spinning and stared intently up at him, head cocked to one side. "You is having trouble with your magic, Omy?" 




"My psionics," Omen said. "That's like magic, except it comes from inside my mind instead of the world around me. And sometimes when I get angry I lose control of it."




"Oh!" Tormy flicked his tail from side to side and blinked his eyes knowingly, as if understanding completely. "You is not having trouble with your magic, you is having trouble with your temper! I is having trouble with my temper too, on account of the fact that if someone is pulling my tail I is getting angry!"




Templar laughed at the cat's assessment, braying openly and loudly. Omen sputtered in protest, not knowing how to respond to such a blatant oversimplification of his problem.




"I think he understands you perfectly." Templar's voice sounded gleeful. "You're well suited for each other — uncontrolled chaos." He handed the last bit of his own pasty to Omen to give to the cat. Tormy, despite his insistence that he was no longer hungry, eyed the crust eagerly and pounced on it the moment Omen set it down on the bench.




They watched the cat finish the last few bites. "So why did you sneak away from castle anyway?" Templar asked as if he'd been waiting to ask that question. 




Do I even have an answer? Trying to keep himself calm, Omen scratched Tormy behind the ears, forcing himself to remain seated. He took comfort in the steady purr rumbling through the kitten's body. He envied the creature's single-minded focus on the food in front of him, content with the world for the duration of his meal. Sometimes it would be nice to be able to just turn into an animal and live in the moment.




"All I ever do is study. My parents are always teaching me things — psionic patterns, magical patterns, sword fighting, long sword, short sword, great sword. Riding lessons, music lessons. Language, history, mathematics, science." He paused and took a breath. "They try to teach me to control my psionics, my magic, my strength — there's never an end," he explained. "I used to think they were training me to be great. Like them. To be a hero." He gave a wan smile. "But then I figured out that they weren't trying to turn me into a hero, they were trying to prevent me from becoming a monster. Prevent me from hurting someone with my power. It's one of the reasons they decided to raise me in Melia instead of Lydon — so that if something happened and they weren't there to stop me, the dragons would." 




He thought back to his frustration earlier that day. Seems so long ago now. All he'd wanted had been to get away for a while — have some fun — not worry about anything. But I guess, my parents were right about me. They're always right about me. "I wanted . . ." He felt foolish saying it out loud. "I wanted to prove to my mother and father that I could be normal — see some sights, eat some food, sing some songs. Without anything dangerous or dire happening."




"Well . . ." Templar's gaze swept over the elves passing before them on the street. "That went well."




Despite everything, Omen laughed. "Thanks for pointing that out."




"Hey, at least you haven't hurt anyone," Templar encouraged.




"Because you stopped me." Omen knew that without Templar's intervention he would have killed Riaire — and likely the man he'd nearly dropped the stones on afterwards as well. And the applecart. He remembered the smashed wagon and the apples rolling down the street. It was just a fluke that didn't kill anyone.




"What about you?" he asked Templar. "Why did you sneak out?" He realized that if the prince hadn't followed him, things would have gone far worse than they had. But to have been able to follow him, Templar had to have snuck away from his own guards first. If the guards had come with him, they would have taken us back and none of this would have happened. He glanced down at Tormy. Of course that means I wouldn't have been there to find Tormy — he would still be stuck in that box.




"Oh, I ditch my guards all the time." Templar laughed blithely. "It annoys my sister. I like annoying my sister."




"Isn't your sister the High General of Terizkand?" Omen asked. He knew that even though Templar was the crown prince of Terizkand, his sister was the elder of the two. 




"That's why it's so fun to annoy her," Templar replied. "I'm one of the few people who can actually get away with it."




"So no one worries about you becoming a monster?"




"I'm a Nightblood. That pretty much makes me a monster no matter what I do." Templar sounded indifferent to the topic. "But so are my father and my sister — and everyone considers them great heroes. I don't worry about it much." He held up the small bag of bandages, offering them to Omen. "You need these?"




Omen waved them away. "The wound on my shoulder has already dried," he explained. He could feel it pinching against his skin every time he moved. "If I take off the gambeson it will rip the scab off. Best to leave it alone for now." He gingerly touched the claw marks on the back of his neck — they too were heavily scabbed, but at least the bleeding had stopped. When my parents see me . . . He knew his parents were no strangers to battle injury, but the mere sight of him was going to tell them the entirety of his night's adventures. No keeping any of this a secret.




Templar stood up, slipping the bag into his coat pocket. "Let's get going — the sooner we get this over with the better!" 




Tormy, having finished the remaining piece of pasty, leaped off the bench and ran around in circles at Omen's feet. The three of them headed east down the Glass Walk, passing the long row of giant-built houses, toward a large iron gate at the far end of the road. Omen could feel a chill breeze blowing, indicating it was the way out of the warm, enclosed space.




"You know, I was thinking," Templar mused as they walked. "If we came back more prepared next time — better armor, maybe a few new spells or tricks to try out — we might consider competing in the games again. I bet we could win all sorts of interesting new things."




"Doubt the trick with scoring points will work twice," Omen pondered out loud.




"I don't know," Templar said thoughtfully. "It might — Night Dwellers aren't exactly the most rational creatures once they smell blood."




When they reached the gate, Templar motioned them around to the side toward a gatehouse door instead of making an attempt to lift up the huge iron latch. 




Two elvin men in glittering silver-leaf armor, well-armed and stern-faced, sat in the gate house at a wooden table laden down with various books and scrolls. The room was lit with another of the crystalline lanterns, which cast off a warm glow.




One of the guards leaped to his feet as they entered, nodding respectfully to Templar and almost tripping over himself to open the far door for him. Waving his thanks to the guard silently, Templar stepped out onto the open streets of Hex. Omen and Tormy followed closely behind, leaving the warmth and safety of the Glass Walk.




The roadway beyond was lit only by a few sputtering oil lamps which cast an eerie blue glow over the cobbled streets. The cold night breeze immediately cut through Omen's torn clothing. He shivered, noting that unlike the Glass Walk, the streets were deserted and freezing. "Are you cold, Tormy?" he asked, concern for the little cat at the forefront of his thoughts.




"I is being furrieded, Omy," the cat replied. "I is being warm in my warmestnessness winter coat."




Is he just saying that so I won't worry? I have a lot to learn about cats.




Now that Omen could see the sky and a few stars peeking out from beneath the dark shadows of clouds overhead, he estimated dawn was closer than he'd realized. We've been gone all night! Unlike the elves in the Glass Walk, the majority of the citizens of Hex were fast asleep in their beds, safely behind locked and warded doors. 




Wonder if my parents know I'm missing yet, Omen thought with a splash of the returning anxiety swishing around in his stomach.




"Omy, is it always dark, or is you knowing about the daytime here in this land?" Tormy asked curiously. 




"It will be daytime shortly, Tormy," Omen assured the kitten. 




Maybe he's never been to another land before — where is he from?




"Gerdriu's tower is that way," Templar pointed toward a side street.




As they made their way, Tormy raced ahead, eager to see everything all at once. He ran back and forth across the deserted street — a gleaming orange-and-white streak in the darkness. Blithely unconcerned with his surroundings, happy and eager to explore, he amused both Omen and Templar with his boundless energy. He leaped and gamboled about in clumsy delight, spinning and dancing as if trying to catch the breeze with his paws. 




Both chuckled quietly at Tormy's antics until, after one mighty leap, the kitten landed silently on all four paws and shrank belly-down onto the ground. Ears pulled back tight against his head, eyes peering sharply up toward the roofs, he hissed, low and terrifying, at something unseen. The kitten's tail fluffed up twice its normal size. A deep, yowling growl emerged from his throat.




Instantly Omen and Templar looked up, hands moving to their swords. Omen drew the long, two-handed weapon from its leather sheath in the same instant as Templar drew both his blades, holding them out in either hand. They scanned the rooftops for whatever had frightened Tormy. All they could see was the blackness of the sky, the cold night air scented with the salt of the sea.




Tormy's head tracked slowly to the left, the kitten's ears perking forward and swiveling back and forth as if trying to catch some sound beyond their hearing.




Omen sniffed the air — ocean breeze, fish from the docks, wood fire, burning oil from the lamps . . . and there . . . nearly beyond the reach of his senses was something sharp and bitter and vaguely familiar — a heavy musk with the undertone of lye. 




A split second later, Omen heard the woosh of wings in the air and the scraping of talons against the roof tiles. A shadow moved, and then another. Perched high on the rooftop of a nearby house hunched two enormous shapes, great wings extended from their backs, eyes burning yellow as fire as they glared down at them. 




Omen tossed aside the leather scabbard and gripped his sword hilt tightly with both hands, bracing himself as Templar moved several steps away to give them both room to swing. 




"Tormy, hide!" Omen hissed toward the kitten just as team Luciene launched into the air and swooped down to destroy them.









Chapter 14: Consequences 



		











Like raptors, legs stretched downward, claws extended, the winged Night Dwellers careened toward Omen and Templar at breakneck speed. Lamplight reflected off the bird men's gleaming talons.




Fear swelled through Omen, bringing with it a pounding pulse and the return of the familiar strain of music. The battle song he favored sprang to his mind as if it had never been silent, and with it came the all-consuming pattern of force. It burned through his thoughts and gave momentum to his attack.




The great sword in his hands gave Omen long reach, and the sturdy iron allowed him to use his full strength on impact. He timed his blow, swinging the sword in a wide sweeping arc as one of the Night Dwellers descended on him. Omen's psionics lent the sword further speed and mass, which coalesced into a crushing force meant to break bone and rend flesh.




Omen felt droplets of sweat forming on his forehead, adrenaline giving him a heady, fevered rush.




The Night Dweller, blind to the danger, did not swerve away. Omen caught it on the descent and drove the sword into the creature's hip and pushed it to the side. The bird man bellowed and tumbled away, crashing onto the street in a heap of folded leathery wings and screeching rage. It rolled to its feet, wings snapping out as it leaped back into the air.




A streak of orange shot forward in the brief instant that the creature was grounded, and to Omen's horror, Tormy, fluffy white paws extended, pounced toward the creature as it lifted from the ground. Paws splayed wide, the kitten scratched and clawed at the Night Dweller's legs as the bird man beat its wings and soared into the air. 




"Tormy! Get out of there!" Omen shouted, panicked.




The Night Dweller cawed and turned in mid-flight to assess the ground. 




"Sore loser!" Omen shouted at the winged beast, unsure where Tormy was. Did he fall off? Did he jump? Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Templar ducking aside, avoiding the attack of the other Night Dweller. Relying mainly on his speed and agility, Templar wove his two blades in a flashing fury.




Omen's opponent attacked again, careful this time not to dive at him. Rather, it attempted to swoop and dodge, swiping with quick strikes of its talons while avoiding contact with the great sword. But unlike Templar, who was fighting at close range, Omen had reach. Try as it might, the Night Dweller couldn't avoid the wide swinging arc of the great sword.




"You don't belong here!" Omen shouted as the creature fluttered backward to keep its distance. "We won that match. Go back to the Night Lands!"




While he'd heard the two Night Dwellers speak briefly after their first match, he had no idea how intelligent the beasts actually were or whether he could argue his way out of this fight. They certainly hold a grudge!




He struck wildly, filled with fear for the missing cat. "Tormy!"




On the downward side of the sweep, the bird creature darted forward, lunging with sudden intensity. Too late, Omen realized that it had timed its attack with Omen's strike. It had waited until he was moving too fast to stop, then it shot forward, talons extended to claw at him. The dagger-like claws caught him in the side. Rather than pull away, Omen continued his turn, using his own momentum to spin full circle and bring his sword up around. 




But the creature was too close for the longer reach of the great sword, and Omen had to release his hold on the hilt with one hand to bash it in the face with his elbow. He felt talons sink into his skin as the creature rammed its rage-twisted visage forward. Beak open, fangs flashing in the lamp light, the Night Dweller bit down on Omen's shoulder.




Omen pushed with his psionics, the battle song swelling in volume as he caught hold of the bird beast with his mind and shoved it hard. Having gained a little distance, he struck it with the pommel of his sword, bashing it in the face over and over again in an attempt to force it off of him.




"Flying rat!" he gasped out between strikes.




From nowhere, Omen saw a ball of fur virtually flying through the air and landing on the Night Dweller's back.




Tormy yowled with terrifying volume and slashed away at the creature's leathery wings as if he were attempting to cut a sheet to ribbons. The kitten's needle-thin claws dug into the leathery membrane of the Night Dweller's right wing. It shrieked in pain, shook the cat violently from it, releasing Omen as it rose up into the air, and darted away.




Omen caught a glimpse of lights burning in the windows of the houses along the street. The sound of battle had awakened the inhabitants, and in the midst of trying to find where Tormy had been tossed aside on the ground, Omen saw the door of the nearest house opening. A young, pale man peered out. 




"Stay inside!" Omen shouted. "There are Night Dwellers out here!" The last thing he wanted was for some poor man or woman to stumble into the middle of the fight and be torn apart by the angry creatures. 




Across the street, he heard a loud explosion and saw a flash of light surround Templar and the Night Dweller he was battling. Blue fire erupted around the Terizkandian as he cast some sort of spell, which flared out in a ring and made the Night Dweller hiss and leap back into the air. A second roar, lower in pitch, refocused Omen's attention back on the other creature who was again swooping in to attack him.




He stepped back slightly, arced the mighty blade in a flat figure eight, his psionics pulsing just behind the blow. He connected twice, the first a shallow cut, but the second time he managed a solid cut to the creature's rib cage, opening a wide swath of flesh. Blood flowed from the bird beast as if poured from a jug. 




It can be hurt! Omen realized with glee, but his glee was short-lived.




Unimpressed by the blood spilling from its body, the bird creature dove again, catching Omen on the backswing and taking him to the ground in a bone-crushing tackle. The sword fell from his hands. Talons closed around his throat. Just like in the arena. But there was no ringmaster to come to his rescue.




Exerting every ounce of strength he had left, Omen caught the beast's sinewy forearms and tried to pry the creature's claws from his throat. Skin cut and gushing warm liquid, he felt his muscles knotting. It's too strong! His psionics buzzed, soft and useless, in the back of his head like a distant murmur. Can't get—




The Night Dweller opened its beak to bite him. Omen released one of its arms and thrust his palm at the side of the beak, pushing against its hard, rough surface to keep its jagged saw teeth away from his face. 




A flash of orange appeared from the darkness as Tormy pounced on the creature's head, white paws moving with feline fury as his razor claws scratched wide and deep. Ears flat against his head, teeth bared as he yowled, the kitten aimed for the creature's eyes, his back claws digging in and holding him in place.




Shrieking in pain, the bird beast shook and snarled as it tried to throw the cat off. But Tormy was tenacious. He dug in with all his might, and the Night Dweller was forced to release its hold on Omen to make a grab for the cat.




The moment the bird man's talons left Omen's throat, he pushed outward and upward with his psionics — summoned again easily — striking the creature dead in the chest and flinging it away with shocking force. 




"Tormy, run!" Omen shouted as he rolled swiftly to his feet, snatching up his sword in mid-movement. He dove forward, thrusting the great sword toward the fallen Night Dweller who lay momentarily dazed upon the ground. Using the weapon like a spear, Omen drove the tip into the Night Dweller's chest, the full weight of both the sword and his body behind the blow. Merciless, he pushed the blade through the creature's thick sternum and chest, until he felt it catch against the bone of rib and spine.




Omen pulled away, dropping his weight back as he withdrew the blade.




The Night Dweller, flat on its back on the cobbled street, gasped and snarled, clutching at its chest as it turned away and curled into a ball as if to escape the pain of the wound. It rose up briefly, wings attempting to unfurl, before it collapsed again and fell limply to the ground. This time it did not rise.




Omen's entire body felt cold as if ice water were pouring through his veins. 




Sword raised, he turned to seek out Templar.




Across the street within the flashing blue fire, Templar stood over the other Night Dweller. Both of Templar's white bone blades were red with blood as they flashed downward over and over again, sinking into the back of the second creature. Somehow in the midst of the fight Templar had severed one of the creature's leathery wings and then knocked it face-first into the ground. After several more stabs of his blades, Templar stepped back, breathing hard as he turned to scan the street. 




Omen felt sick.




They're dead!




Relief. Disgust. Fear. Emotions swooped down on him and, for a moment, he felt as if he were suffocating.




"Tormy!" Panic blocked out any other feeling. Omen scanned the road, turning around and around, looking for any glimmer of orange and white fur.




There, on all four paws near the fallen Night Dweller, fur on end so that he appeared twice his normal size, ears still flat against his head, stood Tormy, breathing hard, a wild feral look in his enormous eyes.




Omen rushed to him and dropped to his knees. The great sword clattered to the ground as he reached out to the cat. "Are you all right? Are you hurt? Tormy, why didn't you hide?" 




The kitten's ears perked forward at the sound of his voice, and as Omen's hands closed over the furry body, he felt the thunderous pounding of the cat's heart beating within the heaving rib cage. "I is not hurt, Omy," the kitten assured him. "I is a fierce fighting cat! We is battling amazinglyness. I is helping! I is not hiding!"




Omen, mindless of the blood oozing from the wounds on his body, gathered the kitten to his chest, hugging him tightly as he turned to look across the road at Templar.




The Terizkandian, blades still dripping blood, smiled grimly as he sank down onto the porch steps of the nearest house. The blue flames had vanished, but the candlelight shining from the windows and the street lamps still illuminated the area.




"You all right?" Omen called over to Templar.




The Terizkandian prince nodded, setting aside one of his swords to inspect a few of the wounds on his torso. The claw mark on his arm was bleeding again, and Omen could see another deep slash across his neck and shoulder.




Bet I don't look much better.




"Omy, is you hurt bad?" Tormy asked worriedly, wiggling in his grasp.




Omen released the squirming kitten to check his own wounds. His left shoulder blade hurt badly as did the wounds around his throat. The bird man's talons had dug deep. I may actually have gotten lucky. He realized that his voice box was unaffected. That could have been the end of becoming a bard. Many of the bruises and contusions from the arena had begun throbbing anew. 




I'm a walking wound.




"Prince Templar!" a frightened voice called out from one of the houses. 




Omen saw a dozen faces peering at them through windows and doorways. None of the people had dared to venture out.




Smart.




"It's all right, Nindal," Templar called to the man who had spoken.




Despite everything, Omen snorted in amusement. Does he really know the names of everyone in this city?




"They're dead," Templar continued. "But all of you should stay inside. These were Night Dwellers. Don't come out until the sun rises just to be safe."




"What about you?" the man called out. "You should come in too — both of you. You're wounded."




"We're fine, Nindal." Templar exchanged a long look with Omen who nodded his agreement. 




Last thing we want to do is risk involving any of these people. If we enter their homes, we might lead unwanted attention to them. This was what Reegorn had warned them about. They had broken the rules and brought trouble on themselves. If someone else gets hurt because of our stupidity, I'd never forgive myself. He looked at Tormy who was attempting to straighten out his ruffled fur. He could have been killed! The little guy is brave!




A breeze blew through the dark street, and the wings of the creature he'd killed rustled. Omen tensed. "Are you sure they're really dead?" he called over to Templar, mistrustful. He knew that many Night Dwellers were immortal.




Templar hesitated before answering. "If they're just magical constructs, then yes — they'll decay when the sun rises. But if they're actual entities — then maybe not." He turned toward the man still watching from the doorway. "Nindal, we need to borrow two daggers — and holy oil if you have it."




Nindal turned to speak with the people inside the house. Templar rose and approached. An old woman appeared next to Nindal and held out two long iron daggers and a small glass bottle. Taking the items, Templar crossed quickly toward Omen, handing over one of the daggers. "Hold it out," he ordered.




Dutifully Omen did as Templar asked, watching as the Terizkandian pulled out the stopper on the glass bottle. Omen could see the lightning bolt sign of The Redeemer etched into the side of the container. Despite the incongruity of seeing a Night Dweller handling holy oil, Omen stayed silent as Templar poured half the oil onto the flat of the dagger's blade. He then did the same to the other blade. 




"Drive it through its heart — and leave it there." Templar motioned toward the creature Omen had killed. "If they are immortal, they'll stay down until sunrise — and then they'll have to return to the Night Lands. It will keep them from coming after us tonight." 




Omen watched as Templar crossed the road to the creature he had killed and drove the iron dagger through the creature's chest without any hesitation, sinking the blade hilt-deep as if he'd done it a hundred times before. Swallowing bile, Omen turned toward the creature he'd killed. Stabbing it in the heat of battle was one thing — but this felt different. His stomach churned as he pushed the creature over onto its back. No choice. If it comes after us, we might not survive another fight.




With white-knuckled fingers gripping the hilt, he drove the blade downward, piercing the center of the Night Dweller's chest. The sound of the blade grating against bone and cutting through popping tendons made him hiss and squeeze his eyes shut. He released the weapon and stepped swiftly away from the fallen creature.




"Will they rise again?" Nindal called to them. Omen could hear the fear in his voice. 




"No," Templar assured him, sounding far more confident than Omen suspected he felt. "I'll send the priests to bless the street in the morning. Go back inside. It will be fine." 




It took several more words of assurance from Templar before the Terizkandians would return indoors.




Omen could hear the terror in their voices as they exchanged grave words with their prince. He guessed that even in Hex, an attack by Night Dwellers in the heart of the city was unusual. If something like this had happened in Melia, there would have been a handful of dragons swooping in to stop it.




Wincing with pain, Omen picked up his sword and searched the ground for the sheath he'd tossed aside. He wiped off the blood from the blade as best he could, using his now filthy gambeson to do so. Then he sheathed the sword once more. Templar, he noted, had given similar treatment to both of his swords.




"You hurt?" Templar asked as Omen neared him. Tormy was trotting quietly at his side.




"Been better," Omen admitted as he carefully rotated his left shoulder, feeling the skin around the wound tug and pull with the motion. He was beginning to think he would have to see a healer after all before the night was through.




"What about your shield?" Templar pressed.




Omen frowned, turning his focus inward. Once again the slow quiet rumble that had taken over his mind had returned. Despite the extensive use of his psionics in the last few hours, his mind felt surprisingly calm. 




That's not my normal shielding song — not really a song at all. 




He probed at his mind, unable to discern the pattern. He didn't feel out of control for the first time in a long while, but the song was definitely gone. It's more like a rhythm than a song — but steady and smooth . . . almost like . . . a purr . . . Omen stared down at the cat sitting calmly at his feet.




Tormy was watching him with large innocent eyes, ears perked forward. "Is you all right, Omy?" the kitten asked, concern coloring his sweet voice. 




"You know anything about psionic shielding?" Omen asked pointedly switching to Sul'eldrine.




Tormy blinked up at him. "I is a kitten," he proclaimed proudly. "I is knowing all about everythings! Especially mouses and dinners. Is we going to chase the smelly man?"




That caught Omen's attention. "Smelly man?"




"The one who is watching us from the shadows," Tormy explained. "I is seeing him just before I is hearing the nasty birds." He glared at the fallen Night Dwellers.




"That would explain how they got here," Templar muttered to himself, obviously reaching some conclusion Omen had not.




"What do you mean?"




"The Night Dwellers." Templar gestured to the two dead bodies. "They shouldn't have been able to enter the city. The only way they could get out of the Night Lands would be through an unguarded doorway or if they were summoned."




"There are doorways all over the city," Omen reminded him, not liking the sound of something summoning them.




But Templar waved the comment away dismissively. "No, the games have Night Sentinels at the doorways — they would stop any of the Night Dwellers from entering the city. And remember, the games aren't entirely part of the Night Lands — they were in a neutral area between the mortal lands and the Night Lands — one anyone could enter. But to enter the mortal realm physically, these creatures would have had to find an unguarded doorway — which is very unlikely — we'd be hip-deep in Night Dwellers otherwise. Or they had to have been summoned by someone."




"The only reason someone would summon these particular Night Dwellers would be to attack us." Omen caught on to where Templar was leading. "But why would someone want us dead? You think someone is angry that we won the match? Angry that they lost money on our game?"




"Tormy said 'smelly man,'" Templar said thoughtfully.




Omen knew what he was hinting at. "But why would Gerdriu want us dead? We didn't find his property. If he still wants it back, he needs us." If he watched the match on that bloodscope of his, he knows we tried to get his property — but it wasn't in the box.




"Unless we did find his property, and he doesn't think we're going to be willing to give it up." Templar's voice was cold, his expression guarded as if uncertain what Omen's reaction would be.




Omen blinked. "What do you mean? We didn't find any vial of blood!"




"He said container, not vial." Templar's eyes narrowed. "We just assumed he meant a bottle."




It took Omen a moment to catch on to what Templar was implying. He shot a look down toward Tormy still sitting at his feet. An icy, sick sensation washed over him. "Not a chance!" Omen growled. "He's not property, and Gerdriu is not getting his hands on him."




Templar gave him a grim decisive nod, accepting Omen's decision without question. "You up to dealing with him now?" he asked. "Because if he's capable of summoning Night Dwellers, I don't really want to risk involving anyone else in this conflict. We started this mess, and I'd rather not get anyone else hurt."




"Riaire started this mess!" Omen insisted, though he could see Templar's point. "But I snuck away from the castle first . . ." He cursed under his breath as he realized the long chain of rash decisions that had led to this moment.




"Yes, I'm up for it." Omen felt sore and tired, his body aching, his wounds still bleeding, though he could already feel some beginning to crust over and scab.




He looked down at Tormy and switched again to Sul'eldrine. "Can you show us where you saw the smelly man, Tormy?"




The kitten nodded and leaped up, heading toward a side street.




Omen sniffed the air, trying to ignore the sharp scent of blood and sweat surrounding him. As they neared the side street, Omen caught a whiff of decay on the breeze. "We're downwind from Gerdriu's tower, aren't we?"




"It's south of here," Templar barked out, confused. "Why?"




"Ooooooh, Omy," Tormy yowled. "I is smelling it! It is being most awfulnessness!"




"Can't you smell it?" Omen asked Templar. "It's like a decomposing corpse kaked out a beached whale."




"Holy gods!" Templar's hand covered his nose. "I smell it now. Burning, fish rot."









Chapter 15: Gerdriu 



		











The clouds overhead seemed to agree with Templar, and rain started to fall in sheets — as if attempting to wash away the disgusting scents.




Without further discussion, Omen and Templar thundered down the deserted streets of Hex, their boots pounding the damp cobblestones. Tormy galloped beside Omen, the kitten's paws whisper silent as he splashed through small puddles. Only his ears, laid flat against his head, displayed his displeasure at the wet and cold.




Having never run while brandishing a two-handed sword, Omen cradled the blade across his body, hand on the hilt, other hand near the point. He was grateful he'd picked up the discarded scabbard and sheathed the sword.




This thing is mighty, but awkward.




A high-pitched wail penetrated the night, sounding like it came from deep within the earth.




Omen, Templar and the kitten skidded to a halt; Gerdriu's tower hill lay before them, a black shadow against the faint glow of the night sky. The mountains beyond were lost in the mist and low-lying clouds. 




"Any idea what that sound was?" Omen asked. He could barely make out the twisting shapes of dead trees through the curtain of drizzle. Light suddenly flared from the top of the hill where the tower entrance was located, momentarily blinding him with its sudden appearance.




Omen took an involuntary step back and shielded his eyes against the white glare, which strongly reminded him of the magically illuminated ceiling of the Night Games.




"That screech sounded like it came from inside the tower — not like anything I've heard before," Templar admitted. "Maybe a bit like a horn." 




Omen, familiar with all manner of musical instruments and the sounds they produced, was fairly certain no horn had made that shrill. Sounded more like a creature. He kept the observation to himself, guessing that if there were any animals in Terizkand who made that noise, Templar would surely have recognized it.




The three of them began climbing the hill. The light emanating from the zenith grew brighter. "That lighting spell is pretty sophisticated magic," Omen said, imagining that all of Hex would be able to see it. Something is happening. He wasn't sure if in fact it was truly sophisticated magic, but he hoped Templar would know. It certainly looked a great deal brighter than the spells Templar had used.




The rain had not yet saturated the hard-packed dirt of the goat path, leaving their movements unencumbered by the sloshy mud and slippery puddles forming on either side of the path in the runny clay.




"Yeah, it's not easy magic," Templar confirmed grimly. "Gerdriu definitely knows what he's doing, but he's burning a lot of energy lighting the place up. Could be good for us, if he's a little worn out. And light spells tend to heat up the body — which isn't good for the undead."




Omen cringed at the thought. Warm, decaying corpse — this just gets worse by the minute! No wonder it stinks.




Stark, leafless tree branches reached out like thousands of curled arms, snagging Omen's wet gambeson and grabbing his hair. Tormy hissed at a prickly bush as he darted past it, white paws dirty with red earth.




"Where does the rain water go?" Omen wondered out loud. "If the rain comes down hard and fast, wouldn't Gerdriu's tower flood? At least on the lowest level? Like a real well would."




"We don't exactly know where the tower's bottom is." Templar's voice was low and ominous in the darkness. "I've heard it said that there are labyrinths that wind from the center of the tower all the way beneath the mountains on one side and to the ocean on the other."




Templar must spend a lot of time talking to people.




They ascended gradually, cautiously, but when they arrived at the top of the hill, Omen had to pause — not from being winded or succumbing to his wounds, none of which bothered him much now, but from the dark beauty of the view: Through a sea of gnarled branches and lifeless shrubs wrapped in ivory webs that looked like spun sugar, the city of Hex sprawled before them, from the foot of the mountain to the ocean port. Completely dark in some sections, the city shone brightly in the area of the Glass Walk where they had just come from. The elvin outpost sparkled with golden and white lights. On the hillside, clouds caressed Antares' distant torch-lit castle, hiding and revealing its ancient architecture as if engaged in a celestial game of hide-and-seek.




"Your city is beautiful," Omen gasped.




"Stay focused," Templar said curtly. "This is no game. And Gerdriu is going to try to kill us . . . and him." He nodded toward Tormy, who stood tall — body tensed, one front paw lifted like a hunting dog at the ready.




Back on task, Omen gestured to the circle of stones at the leveled peak of the hill. The sigils in the rocks burned faintly, the smallest hint of amber resin in the air mixing with the earthy wetness of the clay around them.




"I think Gerdriu is preparing something," he guessed.




"And he's expecting us." Templar pointed ahead. A small greenish orb had emerged from the ragged stone opening leading to the stairs that ringed the center of the inverted tower. The bright light emanating from the tower flooded the hilltop around them and shone upward into the clouds like a beam of moonlight.




"Are we supposed to follow, or is it watching us?" Omen asked, deeply uncomfortable. "He must know that we suspect he's the one who sent the Night Dwellers after us." 




Tormy's gaze darkened as it locked onto the green, floating orb, his entire body shivering with excitement, poised to pounce. Omen quickly crouched down beside the kitten, placing a calming hand on his back, preventing him from springing at the light. "It's magic, Tormy," Omen murmured softly in Sul'eldrine. "You can't eat it — wouldn't be safe."




"Maybe he's counting on us being stupid," Templar replied. "Doesn't matter either way. We're going in."




The orb floated ahead of them like a guide. Omen patted Tormy encouragingly on the head, and took the lead. The stairwell, brightly lit by spells, was clear save for the floating orb.




The putrid scent intensified once they stepped down into the tower, but Omen had long since lost the silken handkerchief. If Templar still had his, he wasn't wasting time covering his nose.




The patches of moss covering the stones shone subtly, radiating deep blues and greens. The lights set into the sconces along the arched pillars lining the stairwell were burning twice as brightly as they had earlier that day.




Unnatural, Omen thought. But since nothing about confronting an undead alchemist in a demented tower because the fiend planned to use a kitten's blood in a twisted machine was natural, Omen chose to stay silent about the glowing moss and orbs.




The arched openings revealed the strong, white beam of light streaming upward from the interior of the turret, presumably rising up from a powerful source below. Specks of dust reflected the light as they danced toward the starless, cloud-filled night sky.




"Don't look down," Templar warned as Omen moved to discover what generated the illumination. "And try not to inhale any of the dust. It could be powdered elixir. It could be bad."




"Tormy, don't fall in the hole," Omen said, unsure how to stop himself or the cat from inhaling the dust. He decided to ignore Templar's warning.




Rather than argue, Tormy fell into place, putting Omen between himself and the arches. "All right, Omy," he said quietly. "I is not falling down the hole. I is not eating the magic light. I is not being bad. But I is being fierceness!"




Behind them, Templar chuckled at the kitten's words, and Omen had to smile. He could still hear the deep purr resonating through the kitten's form, and the low hum soothed his psionics in a way that his shielding song never had. Brave little guy!




They descended with great caution, Omen and Templar leaving half a turn distance between each other should the need arise to use their swords. Across the turret, Omen kept a watchful eye on Templar at the same time as he scanned the walls and floor in front of him and looked out for Tormy.




The green orb bounced ahead, slow and sagging as if it could barely maintain its course.




When Omen arrived at the third turn — the level where Gerdriu had shown them the bloodscope — Tormy let out a rumbling moo that reminded Omen of an irritated cow. Despite its ridiculous tone, the sound was a warning.




Gerdriu's workroom was inaccessible; the doorway they had easily walked through before was now a stone wall covered with ancient ivy.




No entrance? He's got to be in there. Omen touched the wall, but felt only solid stone. It has to be an illusion — but it feels real. Maybe there's a lever to open it?




The green orb drifted past where the entrance had been and through the arched opening one turn further down the tower. A lower chamber. How deep does this tower go?




"The bloodscope room is blocked off," Omen informed Templar who was just rounding the turn, "but there's another opening lower down." He cautiously continued down the stairs.




"Let me come around. We'll go in together."




While Templar moved to his side, Omen studied the opening. The stone had been cleanly cut and finished with a pointed arch. Red light flowed out of the room. It clashed with the abundance of deep green moss.




"It issss time to enter," Gerdriu's voice bounced off the stones. "I am ready to prosssseed."




They crossed over the threshold; Tormy crept behind them, trying to keep hidden in the shadow cast by Omen.




The chamber looked like an oversized rabbit burrow, the far wall riddled with tunnel openings, their cavernous mouths covered in trailing vegetation which blocked Omen's view. The chamber walls were a mass of knotted old roots and sprouting mushrooms that stood out like textured reliefs. Long arms of red ivy draped from ceiling to floor like an enormous, veiny tapestry.




The nearest wall of the dank chamber was lined with wooden shelving. Most of the crumbling shelves contained dusty leather tomes; the ancient vellum reeked of char and metal.




"Omy," the kitten whined between sniffs, as if disturbed by all the smells.




I don't think all those books are made of calves' skin. Omen tried not to consider the alternative for the time being. 




Hunched over a tall, square-cut block of solid granite covered in sigils, Gerdriu waved his bone-and-rot hands in repeating patterns over black marks on the granite's surface. The large sigils had been painted with swirling strokes and were punctuated by the addition of filled-to-the brim chalices, shallow bowls, and several clusters of short, sputtering candles.




"What's that?" Templar hissed.




To Gerdriu's side, slightly obscured by the ceremonial stone block and its arrangement of ritual paraphernalia but near enough for the alchemist to reach, a cylindrical, wrought iron cupboard rose nearly five feet in height. Tight cubbies with small intricate doors separated jars and bottles.




"A spice rack, maybe," Omen answered, uncertainly.




Though some of the stored vessels looked crusty and nearly empty, others were full — the fluid in them viscous and the color of mulberry jam.




"Those vials are filled with blood," Templar stated, his voice icy.




Omen shuddered. There are hundreds of them.




"That'ssss correct, Prinsssse Templar," Gerdriu said. "My collection issss ssssecond only to that of the sssswamp witch."




Movement on Gerdriu's shoulder caught Omen's attention. Long tentacles tightened around the alchemist's decaying skin as the bug pulled itself upward to perch on top of the corpse's head. The shining insect eyes reflected the light in the room, and Omen had the strangest feeling the creature was watching them, assessing their actions. Unease stirred within him.




Tormy flinched forward as if he'd wanted to pounce but then thought better of it.




"Leave that, Tormy," Omen said to the kitten. "It's yucky."




The cat let out a noise that Omen thought sounded rather skeptical.




"It is being a bug," Tormy said with resoluteness. "Bugs is for chasin'."




"Not this one—"




But Omen couldn't continue because Gerdriu let out a delighted squeal that bordered on the obscene. The alchemist reached out to one of the open cubbies and wrapped his skeletal fingers around an amber jar. "It talkssss," he said as he pinched several strands of long white hair from the jar and dropped them into a silver bowl. Whatever substance filled the bowl splashed over the hairs. The mixture hissed, and a small red cloud puffed up into the air.




"It'ssss better than I thought," the alchemist rumbled through the ruin that was his mouth. "I wassssn't ssssertain you'd actually bring it down here to me — how ssssurprissssing of you. You musssst really want your brasssselet."




"And you sent the Night Dwellers to kill us instead," Templar snarled.




Gerdriu, heedless of Templar's anger, motioned to a corner of the room where a sharp metal hook hung from the ceiling. Raised on a metal stand beneath the hook was a large empty stone basin. A hole in the bottom was connected to a twisting brass pipe and a large glass bottle beneath that. "Jusssst sssstick it on the hook — through the ribssss preferably. Let it bleed out." His black pupils had expanded to cover the entirety of the green lumpy mass that filled his eye sockets. "Knock it over the head if it fightssss."




"You want me to stick Tormy on a hook?" Omen took a defensive step back, raising his sword without thinking about it. He was glad Tormy could not understand the common tongue. He wasn't planning on translating Gerdriu's orders to the kitten either. He pulled the scabbard away, dropping it onto the ground. The long metal blade gleamed like a ruby, reflecting back the red light filling the room.




"The blood will collect in the bottle," Gerdriu agreed. "It will catch it all — no wasssste."




Tormy hissed at the creature, perhaps understanding his intentions if not his words. The kitten backpedaled toward the exit. 




"Is this cat your property?" Templar demanded.




"Yessss." Gerdriu brought his spindly fist down between the bowls and chalices with surprising force.




The door to the stairwell disappeared before Tormy could run outside.




"You're a liar!" Omen shouted. "You're never getting Tormy!"




"Nice bit of negotiation, Omen," Templar said with obvious chagrin. He drew both his blades and stood by Omen's side.




The saggy grey skin and limp exposed muscles of Gerdriu's face slid to form an expression of outrage. His face looks like a pile of rancid scrambled eggs, Omen thought briefly.




"No cat," the alchemist crooned. "No brasssselet."




"I'll manage," Omen threw back.




"No blood." Gerdriu seemed to only hear the sound coming from his own torn mouth. "No life."




The bug reared upward, antennae waving in the air. Its long tendril-like appendages wrapped more firmly around Gerdriu's neck.




Tormy let out a distinctive murr in response to the insect's movements.




Gerdriu thrust his hands down on the granite altar again, the sleeves of his grey robe flapping up his knobby elbows, revealing deep scars rent into the mummified skin of the bony arms.




A glowing green swath of pressure swept toward Omen and Templar. Templar raised his swords, crossing them in front of him as he cast a shield of blue light which formed a dome around them. But Templar's magic was nearly exhausted from the numerous battles that night, and the blue light glowed only faintly.




Nonetheless, Gerdriu's magic swept past them, leaving them untouched.




Omen and Templar moved forward as one, each taking one side of the granite block to meet Gerdriu's attack with steel and ancient giant bone.




Moldering feculence and old decay blasted through the room; Omen nearly doubled over to vomit where he stood.




Tormy yowled.




"The walls—" Templar got out before gagging loudly.




Gerdriu's wave of power had never been meant for them, Omen realized. The alchemist's magic was true to his form: power to rouse the undead. Whatever other secrets were hidden within the walls of Gerdriu's inverted tower, the true function of the structure became clear to Omen at that moment.




"It's a crypt!"




From ossuaries set into the stone walls, previously hidden by the red ivy, skeletal remains slid and rattled to life, dozens upon dozens waking and struggling to rise from their sad places of rest.




Not all his blood donors walked away! Disgusted, Omen pictured the bloodscope in the adjacent chamber. He uses their blood to fuel his magic. And he uses their bodies to fight for him.




Gerdriu circled his hands on the granite, tracings lines and waves on the surface, shaping the spell that directed his legion of undead. Some of the bones were ancient, others covered in desiccated flesh, but one or two were freshly slain, gaping wounds flapping open on their necks as if their throats had been torn out mere moments earlier.




"Nope." Omen turned away from the rising bodies, determined to stop the vile events unfolding before him. Without further thought or consideration, he crashed his sword down on Gerdriu's altar. He smashed the bones of the alchemist's arms with the flat of his blade and shattered the vessels carefully placed in ritualistic patterns.




The room shimmered with green and white light, as if emeralds had exploded in the air. The hidden door to the turret and stairs became visible again, and Gerdriu screamed like a man on fire as he fell forward.




Omen tore his sword from the mess of broken glass, spilled fluids, and bone shards. The weapon had chipped the table's granite surface. He drove the blade up toward the alchemist's jaw, and with a twist of his wrists, he cleaved past Gerdriu's mandible and through the vertebrae of his neck, separating the head from the body. Gerdriu's skull, mostly brittle bone covered with a thin layer of desiccated skin and globs of gelatinous tissue, splattered to the ground like a rotted pumpkin. 




Meanwhile, Templar sliced into the unbound throng of undead, cutting appendages and splitting skeletal bodies in a whirl of flashing blades. Without their master, Omen expected the corpses to drop to the ground, free from the necromantic magic animating them. But the shambling bodies continued to press toward the granite table. They ignored their fallen master as if he were nothing but a pile of bones on the floor.




Music swelled within Omen's mind, a familiar pattern forming with sharp clarity, energy inside him trembling to burst forth. "Got him. His skull shattered," Omen called out. He thought with the destruction of Gerdriu's undead form, his spell would end. Why aren't they stopping? His eyes widened as the bodies reached toward him.




He pushed with his thoughts, shoving a hoard of skeletons into the ivy-covered wall behind the altar with a focused psionic pulse. A crack, like stone breaking, reverberated through the room. His heart thundered in his chest, his pulse beating the tattoo of the battle song in his mind.




"Omy, there it goes!" Tormy yelped from behind the table in time for Omen to see Gerdriu's bug, rolled into a tight black shell like a giant ball, wobble to the side. It reached out with long tentacles toward the frame of the door.




"Don't—" But Omen's warning had come too late. Unable to resist, the kitten gave the roly-poly bug a mighty smack, and it careened between the feet of the summoned undead, who were stumbling around with growing disorder.




"The skeletons should drop!" Templar shouted, his breath coming fast between swings at the animated corpses that flailed at him, their eyes unseeing, their maws slack. "If Gerdriu is dead, they should drop!"




Unless . . . A horrifying possibility crossed Omen's mind. He lunged for the bug. 




"Gerdriu's the bug!" he called to Templar. "The bug is the master! Get the bug!"




But Templar was fully occupied with driving the skeletons out of the chamber and into the tunnel system. As he hacked into them, the twice-dying bodies fell, bones shattering as they collapsed to the ground — some still grasping and reaching as they lay helpless on the stone floor.




No peace.




Tormy reached the rolled up bug with one great leap, but the insect squirted out between the cat's paws and shot through the chamber door toward the turret's center hole. Its long tentacles skittered across the floor, pulling it along the stones with remarkable speed. Omen saw it fall and disappear over the edge into the blackness. "It's getting away!"




He found himself in a mess of undead suddenly very interested in his presence. He swung left and right, clearing the skeletons like debris. The enormous great sword shattered bone with the momentum of his swings.




"Watch it!" Templar shouted, ducking beneath the swing of Omen's sword. The room was too tight for the great sword. And there were too many bodies crowding into the small space.




For the space of five breaths, Omen succumbed to the press of the undead who had encircled him. Skeletal hands tore at him and pinched his skin. Blue and black flesh brushed up against him as distorted faces worked broken jaws in an effort to bite him. The smell of death and decay sickened him, and he felt the sharp burn of vomit rising in his throat.




Back! Omen's psionics, independent from his rule, pushed the creatures closing in on him with sudden, violent force as if his rage had become manifest in his power. Templar stood untouched while the dead around him were flattened against the walls of the chamber. Tormy crouched, also unhurt, in the arched opening to the stairwell, looking back and forth between Omen and the hole the bug had fallen down.




I controlled it! Omen realized in some shock. The pulse of power had hit the undead, leaving both Templar and Tormy alone. Exultation roared through him — he'd actually controlled the blast of power, preventing it from hitting his friend and the cat. The look of surprise Templar threw him echoed the thought — the prince looked impressed.




"The bug is being down that way, Omy," the cat said, unruffled.




A loud rumbling, like boulders smashing together, thundered through the entire structure.




Omen froze. "That wasn't me—" Omen protested, thinking that somehow his psionics had disturbed the tower structure despite his belief that he'd controlled the force.




A shriek, the same pitch as the one they'd heard earlier, reverberated from the bottom of the pit.




The far wall of Gerdriu's chamber broke with a low snap; stones exploded and rained down. The floor beneath them buckled upward. 




"Run!" Templar gave Omen a hard push toward the door, stumbling after him.




They shielded their eyes as they rushed out the door of the chamber, bolting after Tormy, who hurtled up the stairs, leaping three or four stair treads at a time.




A quick glance over his shoulder told Omen that the wall between Gerdriu's workroom and the room containing the bloodscope had collapsed. The entire structure shook. The tower was falling in on itself.




Feet pounding against each step as fast as his legs could carry him, Omen heard a horrible rushing sound emerge from the pit, like high winds tearing through a narrow tube. The smell of decomposed fish and wet clay rose from the depths along with the unearthly sound.




They rounded one stair bend after another, circling upward, hearts pounding. Fresh air washed over them as they clambered out of the stairwell. Omen, Templar and Tormy scrambled over the slick moss-covered stone circle at the top of the tower, all three of them ragged of breath and hot from the rush of adrenaline.




The entire hill shook and rumbled, and they nearly tumbled down to the goat path, desperate to make their escape.




A great cracking sound pounded through the dark night as a blast of rubble released an unspeakable horror from the confines of Gerdriu's inverted tower. 




A giant black worm burst from the top of the tower, like lava shooting from a volcano. Grey mandibles splayed from its head; they opened and closed in all directions as if searching for something to devour. The worm reached nearly fifty feet up toward the black sky. It glowed for a moment as thin purple and green spikes lining its body flashed with light in a pulsing pattern. The worm, maw opened, bellowed for a third time as two long tongues lashed out of the gaping mouth at the center of the head, each tongue barbed with protuberances that reminded Omen of grappling hooks. Like all things associated with the alchemist's unholy tower, it reeked of death — a moldering behemoth brought to life by necromantic powers.




A wave of energy blasted outward, knocking both Omen and Templar to the ground. Violent swirls of light danced in front of Omen's eyes and for a moment he thought he'd hit his head against a stone. A sound, low and booming, shook his entire body, and he flinched away instinctively. The sound echoed in a steady staccato beat — harder and harder with each booming iteration. The green and purple spikes on the great worm's body pulsed in time with the flashing pressure of energy.




A psionic pulse wave! Omen realized a second later; panic crashed over him. The pulsing blows weren't pressing against his body — they were pressing against his mind, beating at the shield surrounding his thoughts as if trying to overpower the pattern burning in his head. Someone without psionics wouldn't even notice it — but to Omen it was deafening.




Omen reached frantically for his psionic shielding pattern — the notes of the children's song eluding him. Instead he felt the steady deep rumbling purr of Tormy coursing through him, building the shielding pattern line by line until it glowed clear and bright in his mind. He strengthened them, building a wall against the terrible pounding force attacking his brain. 




He looked across at Templar. The Terizkandian was gripping his head, eyes squeezed shut in pain. "Shield your mind!" Omen shouted over the roar of the bellowing worm. "It's a psionic pulse wave! It's coming from the worm!" 




The foul, rotting scent of death and decay washed over him. He knew Templar possessed some psionic ability — he'd been able to keep his mind shielded from Omen's uncontrolled powers this entire time. But this was different — Omen had never directly attacked Templar's mind. Not like this — this was blind energy, beating out a direct attack, alien in thought, endless, relentless. It would destroy the mind of any unshielded psionicist in the vicinity. 




It's like the web worms — only thousands of times stronger! His father's warnings flashed through his mind — most of the time such threats came from magical storms that you had to shelter from until they passed. But occasionally such things were produced naturally by creatures who hunted by instinct, relying on sound or vibrations to navigate the world. But beyond the harmless hum he'd heard coming from the web worms earlier that day, Omen had never experienced such a phenomenon for himself. 




"We have to get out of here!" he shouted to Templar, not certain the prince could even hear him over the deafening beat of the wave. "We have to get away from it — out of reach of its power!"




"It's going to kill everyone in Hex!" Templar screamed as he threw a wild look to his city below. "We have to stop it!" He scrambled to his feet, grabbing the two swords he had dropped. He charged at the creature.




"Templar! No!" Omen shouted after him. "It will rip your mind apart!" They might both be capable of healing from extraordinary physical injury, but this was different. Without their minds, they'd be nothing more than endlessly living husks. One single lapse in concentration — one single slip of their shields, and they'd both be lost. The beating drum of power would rip through their minds, and destroy even their ability to think, let alone form cohesive patterns to channel energy.




Fear gripped Omen's heart. I could jump, he thought, turning to look toward the southern side of the hill where the clay and stone of the hilltop dropped away to a broken edge that ended with more rocks below. He would fall. Break something. Break everything maybe. But he would survive. If he stayed, held his ground, the pulse wave could destroy his mind. I could jump. If he was out of reach of the wave of energy, he'd be safe.




The shrieking voice of the undead worm bellowed again, the beating force of its unfocused energy endless as it pounded against his shield. There was no thought behind it, no recognizable pattern that he could form a counter to — it was just pure energy pulsing outward like lightning cracking over and over again. It struck hard against Omen's shield. He breathed deeply, steadying his racing heart. His own pattern held for the moment, the lines of the Medzin Pattern burning strong and bright in his thoughts. 




Templar barreled over the circular stone wall toward the gargantuan worm, swords swirling through the air like white lightning. The bone blades cracked down on the tough hide of the worm's body, sinking hilt-deep into the flesh; the worm didn't seem to even notice.




No one can save us. Omen thought of his father still in the castle with the king. Too far away! He'd never reach them in time to save them. I could jump. He could be safe. He could flee Hex. He could hide. He would be safe. Protected. All he had to do was jump. All he had to do was abandon Templar and Tormy.




Panic peaked within him, sweat cascading off his body despite the cold. He couldn't use his psionics against the creature — his greatest weapon and he didn't dare use it because it would weaken the shield protecting his mind from the worm's driving pulse of power. One slip, and his mind would shatter. What else do I have — what else can I do? 




The great worm swayed through the air, each undulation of the enormous body cracking the stone of the ruined inverted tower, widening it. The short stone wall surrounding the entrance was crumbling away beneath the pounding weight pressing against it. But there, perched upon one of the remaining stones, stood Tormy, balanced and hissing. The kitten swayed his head back and forth as if he were attempting to time the worm's movement. To spring! Omen realized, his stomach dropping.




He turned, grabbing the great sword from where it lay on the ground beside him. 




The worm opened its jaws as wide as a wagon wheel, spiked tongues thrashing. Against the night sky Omen saw the squid-like bug — Gerdriu! — clinging to the fat rings of the worm's bulbous head, riding it. Controlling it! It was gazing gleefully down at the cat below. The worm's head bent downward toward the cat, mouth open as if preparing to swallow its prey in one gulp.




That prey would not be his cat.




"Get away from him, you filth!"









Chapter 16: The Worm 



		











Psionic shield firmly in place, Omen ran toward the crumbling stone wall encircling the worm. He gripped the sword's hilt tightly as his quick steps carried him through the slush toward the creature, leaving the long edge of the weapon poised over his right shoulder — ready to swing.




The worm's horrible maw snapped open and shut mere inches from Tormy, who had puffed up to the size of a bear cub.




Omen pushed hard off the ground, aiming for the low crumbling wall. His foot landed, and he kicked off, launching himself into the air toward the worm's leathery skin, great sword held like a dagger poised to plunge downward.




The blade bit into the segmented muscles rippling under the worm's dark casings and sank deep into the enormous body. The reek of decay and moldy earth surrounded Omen. He felt his body slam into the side of the twisting mass of dense flesh. He squeezed his eyes shut momentarily and gripped the sword hilt with both hands. His feet kicked against the leathery flesh, scrambling as he tried to gain purchase to drive the sword deeper into the worm.




Instinctively he started the first bar of the battle song, reaching for the familiar pattern to shove the blade with his psionics. The worm's pounding psionic pulse struck him, nearly breaching the fading shield. Instantly Omen killed the battle song. Don't lower your shield, you fool!




The sword nearly slipped from his grasp, and he squeezed his hands tightly around the hilt. The blade tore downward, cutting a thick gash into the side of the creature. Cold viscous fluid flowed over Omen's hands, making the weapon slippery and hard to hold on to. His skin tingled, but he ignored the angry, red blisters forming on his hands.




Despite the lack of psionic aid, his attack had done what Omen had intended. The creature reared up, body shuddering away from the source of the injury, carrying that gaping maw away from the cat.




"Tormy! Run!" Omen shouted as his feet hit solid ground again, the sword sliding free of flesh as he tugged at the hilt. He pivoted, turning full circle as he put all of his strength behind the momentum of the swing. While he couldn't use his psionics to augment his attack, Omen was still strong. He struck the worm again, hitting the segmented body as it flexed away from him. The sharp blade sliced into the worm's dark skin. More rancid goo spurted out of the deep gouge in the cylindrical body and flowed down the side of the creature.




The giant worm thrashed, its long body rising up out of the tower's opening in the ground as it tried to get away from the attack. The endless beat of the psionic pulse sped up, hitting harder and harder with each blow. Omen heard Templar shouting as he struck from the other side of the creature, denying it a direction to escape. Templar battered at the creature's far side with his bone blades, and for a moment the beast folded in on itself like a concertina.




Is it retreating into the tower? Omen couldn't even begin to predict what the thing would do. It rose and fell, and he had no way of judging its length, how much of the great beast was already out of the tunnel, or how much more remained hidden in the earth. He had no way of knowing if the deep cuts he'd made in the creature's side were remotely large enough to truly damage it. 




The great worm swelled upward again — rising as its body thinned and narrowed, extending itself into the sky. If it falls on me— Omen tried to gauge the direction it was swaying. He rushed forward again on a back swell, timing his blow until the undulating body was moving away from him. His sword sliced open the dark surface tissue as it connected.




"I is getting it!" Tormy hollered. The cat, to Omen's dismay, was still perched on the rock, still timing the undulation of the worm's body as if utterly unconcerned that it could crush him, devour him, or simply hit him and send him tumbling.




Omen turned to shout at Tormy again, just in time to see the cat — leap. Shock flashed through Omen. A strangled cry escaped his mouth. The kitten flew through the air, paws extended, claws splayed. Omen wanted to reach out with his psionics and pluck the cat from the air, but he knew that if he lowered his shield even for an instant, his brain would be liquefied by the pounding force beating against his mind. 




Tormy struck the worm's body — landing sure-footedly as if the surface were not vertical nor moving nor attached to a writhing monster that could swallow him whole.




Omen scrambled forward, one hand outstretched to grab the cat. His blood ran hot and cold. His hand closed over air as the cat simply ran upward, scaling the side of the worm as if the beast were nothing more than a tree. The kitten's sharp claws dug into the leathery flesh with ease, the feline making the race up the body look easy.




Omen stumbled over one of the crumbling stones of the wall. He stepped back, trying to regain his balance, sword held in one hand, other hand still outstretched toward the cat. I can catch him with my psionics! His eyes were locked onto Tormy. If I lower them for an instant — maybe I'll be all right? Have to try! Maybe I can grab him between pulses . . . He counted, one, two, three  — the beats were coming too fast. Raw fear told him that he'd never be able to grab the cat in time. Why is Tormy doing this?




Bright orange against the worm's dark skin, the cat scaled farther, racing upward toward the creature's head. Tormy's ears flattened; his long tail streamed out behind him like a train. The worm's sensor spikes flashed deep purple and seaweed green as Tormy flew past them. More of the enormous body emerged from the tower hole — carrying the cat upward and away from Omen.




"Watch out for those spikes!" Omen shouted helplessly, hoping that the protrusions weren't poisonous. Distantly he noted that his hands still burned from the creature's goo. "Come back, Tormy!" Then Omen spotted the cat's quarry. He's heading for the bug!




Gerdriu — the real Gerdriu — the strange, squid-like bug that had played the undead body like a puppet, had its dark tentacles wrapped around the head of the worm, the segmented body perched just beneath the fatty folds of the worm's star mandibles. It clung onto the writhing worm, attached like a tumor against the leathery flesh. Its long tendrils seeped into the worm's skin.




The worm twisted and thrashed as it tried to force its way out of the tunnel. If it gets fully out of the tunnel and onto the ground it will be able to attack more easily, Omen realized. Stuck half in and half out of the tunnel, it was momentarily stationary and vulnerable.




"We have to kill it while it's still in the pit!" Templar yelled to Omen, apparently coming to the same conclusion. 




Kill it! Are we even hurting it? Omen genuinely couldn't tell. He knew that normal earthworms could survive when cut in half — could in fact turn into two separate worms. But this thing is undead — judging by the smell. He hoped that meant it could not heal. Dead things can't heal.




The beast swayed toward him again; Omen struck with his blade, cutting open another wide swath of flesh. Putrid ooze gushed out. He tried to avoid the splash. Across from him Templar lashed out with strands of lightning, the blinding bolts flaring down the length of his bone blades to strike the creature. The smell of burning rot filled the air. He's holding his shield and controlling a magical pattern at the same time! Omen realized with awe. He feared that if he tried the same thing, his shield would weaken too much and the pulse wave would destroy him.




But even as Templar struck the creature with the lightning strands, Omen saw the far side of the tower's opening crumble away, freeing more of the worm's length. It came down hard on the ground, its massive flesh nearly crushing the Terizkandian who frantically tried to leap away.




Templar fell — Omen saw the instant his friend's head struck the side of one of the remaining stones of the wall, his white swords flung far to the side and out of reach. Without thinking, Omen ran toward him. If he's unconscious, his psionic shield will fail!




The low deep purr holding the second Medzin Pattern in place in his mind shifted and transformed as Omen added a layer of music to the rhythmic thrum. The pattern veered and altered, growing more complex. He raised his hands, dropping the great sword onto the ground at his feet as he felt the wave of fiery energy pulsing outward. A glow of light encircled him — also encircling Templar as Omen dropped to one knee beside the fallen prince. The surrounding light flared with each beating blast of the psionic pulse wave. Heat seared through Omen's body, the effort to physically shield both himself and Templar in that moment nearly blinded him with exhaustion.




"Templar!" Omen's voice was strangled and hoarse as he concentrated, trying to hold the shield in place. If he dropped it — they'd both be lost. The pulse wave would rip through both their minds in a fraction of a second.




Templar moved, pushed himself upward — or tried. He collapsed momentarily back down onto the ground, as if too weak to rise. "Templar!" Omen shouted again. "Can you shield yourself?"




"Give me a minute!" Templar sounded weak, his voice breathy. Omen saw a bloody cleft across his friend's pale face as he turned to look toward him. The gash over his brow bled freely.




The pulse wave beat at Omen, the shield of light emanating from his body flaring with each strike. Omen's eyes burned, his head screaming with pain. "Don't have a minute!" He could feel the pattern breaking down — he'd extended too much psionic energy already that night, all without resting. 




"Got it!" Templar shouted to him. "I'm good! Release it!" 




A strangled cry of pain broke from Omen's mouth as he let the pattern collapse back down into the low soothing purr of the original shield. The light around him faded, and he sagged with fatigue.




Templar grabbed his arm an instant later and pulled him hard, dragging him away from the worm's thrashing body just as it rolled, nearly crushing them once more. Templar barely managed to snatch up his two swords from the ground. Omen saw no sign of the great sword as they scrambled away from the swaying monster. He feared the blade lay under the length of worm swelling from the tower. He didn't care. Now that Templar was protected, Omen had only one thought.




"Where's Tormy!" Omen shouted, hoping Templar could see the cat. Tormy had disappeared around the side of the worm spiraling upward.




"There!" Templar's voice rose as Omen spied a flash of orange near the top of the worm's head. The cat ran toward the small bug attached to the side of the worm, seeming mindless of the fact that he was riding the thrashing side of a great beast.




Gerdriu wagged its antennae toward the cat, lifting one of the clinging tentacles away from the worm to lash out at the kitten.




Sheer terror welled through Omen as the cat pounced, dodging the swiping tentacle as if it didn't exist. The orange kitten, claws spread out, ears so flat as to be nearly non-existent, teeth bared with hunting fury, landed on the squid-like bug. Claws sank in like needles, and Tormy buried his teeth in the bug's bulbous head like hot knives sliding through lard.




The great worm twisted and shuddered. Omen saw the cat riding the moving shape downward. Tormy flung his head back like a dog shaking a bone. Gerdriu, tentacles limp and detached, flew through the air — Omen saw a second shape flying with it and realized that it was the bug's head. Tormy had decapitated Gerdriu. 




The worm fell — instantly free of Gerdriu's necromantic magic. It went limp, the great mass tumbling, collapsing.




Omen and Templar leaped away, scrambling to get out from underneath the enormous form. Omen frantically tried to track Tormy — the cat rode the worm as if he were riding a board on the waves.




The pounding psionic pulse thundering against Omen's mind dissipated instantly, like puffs of smoke at the dying of a flame.




All of it had happened in the blink of an eye. 




"Omy, Omy, Omy, Omy, Omy!"




Omen looked up to see the cat galloping toward him along the shuddering length of the giant worm. Omen held out his hands. The cat leaped, just as the great worm hit the ground with earth-shaking force, falling like a felled tree to lie, still half hidden in the alchemist's tower. Omen caught Tormy in midair, stumbling over one of the broken stones of the tower's entrance wall.




Hugging Tormy tight to his chest, he thumped backward into the red mud. Wet and cold muck covered him from neck to hip. Pain spread through his muscles, all the injuries he'd received through the course of the night making themselves known. The deafening sound of the psionic pulse wave was gone — leaving his entire body vibrating with trembling weakness.




"Are you all right?" Templar scrambled toward them. Covered in red mud and worm filth, blood streaming down the side of his face, the prince hardly looked like he should be the one asking such a question. Templar shoved his shorter blade into its scabbard, and held out his hand toward Omen.




Omen grabbed Templar's hand, cradling the kitten with his other arm. "Is it dead?" he sputtered. He faltered as he rose, the ground beneath his feet feeling unstable. His hold on the cat tightened.




"I think it was already dead." Templar glanced over at the decomposing worm. The ground trembled again and for a brief moment they stared downward at the red earth beneath their feet.




Templar pushed Omen toward the goat path. "Run!" he shouted. "The hill is collapsing!"




The ground beneath the unmoving shape of the great worm caved in. It sank downward.




Omen turned toward the city and ran, ran as he had never done before, Tormy pressed close to his chest as if he were running toward a goal line and the kitten were the ball. And through the adrenaline, and through the pain, and through the mad whooping sounds that may or may not have been coming from Templar, Omen felt his heart vibrate with a warm flutter. A tiny sound danced in his ear, one that had become as familiar to him as his own heartbeat, holding his mental shield strong and steady.




Deep from the little cat's core came a miraculous sound, one that would change everything forever; Omen knew it.




Flying along the cracking goat path, the hill collapsing beneath them, Tormy had begun to purr.









Chapter 17: Corzika 



		











Stone crashed against stone as the hilltop caved inward under the burden of the great worm. The rumble of breaking earth pounded in Omen's ears, the vibrations rocking through him as the tower and any caverns below it collapsed in a tumble of earth, mud and rock.




Omen clasped Tormy more tightly to his chest. The kitten stayed perfectly still, face buried in the folds of Omen's filthy gambeson. When they reached the relative safety of the nearest street, Omen and Templar turned back slowly, faces scrunched up and squinting in anticipation of the disaster they had initiated.




That's even worse than I thought.




The southern side of the hilltop had crumbled away, and the goat path they had raced down on the northwestern side had become a slick mudslide of red earth and broken trees.




Exhausted, both sank down onto a low stone wall. Tormy squirmed out of Omen's arms, hopped to the ground, and hurriedly started grooming his front paws.




Omen thought he could still hear Tormy's purr, but the sound was rounder, warmer, more relaxed.




Far beyond the eastern tips of the mountains, a faint light gleamed as dawn crept in. Omen felt the delicate warmth of the morning rays brush across his cheekbones and forehead. A rooster crowed somewhere nearby.




It's already morning, Omen thought, feeling disoriented. "You all right?" he asked Templar.




Templar slumped forward, elbows resting on his knees, his longer sword held loosely in his right hand. The blade tip touched the cobblestones.




"Yeah." Templar grunted, exhaustion keeping his teeth from parting. His dark hair was plastered against the side of his head and neck by caked-on blood. A runnel of crimson dripped down from the dark purple lump over his brow. "Still bleeding, but thanks for . . ." He made a vague motion with his left hand.




"Anytime." Omen picked Tormy up from the ground and checked the kitten for injuries. Tormy's coat was wet and muddy, but Omen could see no blood staining the fur. "You hurt, Tormy?"




"I is fine, Omy," Tormy chirped. "I is being bravenessness."




"You could have been hurt." Omen brushed his hand over the cat's face, flicking dried mud to the ground. "Badly hurt." He could have been killed — one misstep and Tormy would have died on that hilltop. A tremor racked Omen's hands, and he hugged the cat close. "Why did you . . ."




Tormy pushed his front paws against Omen's chest, his ears perked forward as his large amber eyes gazed determinedly into Omen's face. Omen could see only clear, open eagerness in the cat's eyes. "Omy, I is telling you, bugs is for chasin'. I is climbing the tree and I is catching the bug!"




Tree? Omen exchanged a brief look with Templar. "Tormy, that was not a tree! That was giant worm!"




Despite everything, the fear still pounding through Omen's heart, the exhaustion shaking his limbs, the cold and wet and filth coating all three of them, Tormy let out a low rumbling murr that Omen realized was a giggle. "Worms is small, Omy," the kitten insisted. "Cats is climbing trees not worms."




Omen's eyes widened. He wondered if Tormy had been so completely focused on the smaller scampering form of Gerdriu, that he had failed to notice the worm itself. Was the worm just a vertical surface to scale in pursuit of his prey? "Tormy," Omen said, trying to explain carefully. "That was a giant, undead, monster worm that was trying to eat us — not a tree."




Tormy cocked his head to one side. His tail lashed back and forth as if he were contemplating Omen's words.




Omen couldn't be sure how intelligent the little creature was, or what sort of memory he possessed, or even if he was capable of re-evaluating the events of the night in light of this new information.




The kitten's purr deepened, and his eyes narrowed. "I is more bravestnessness than I thought!" He sounded impressed with himself. 




Omen laughed out loud.




Beside him, Templar joined in. "You are pretty brave, Tormy," he agreed. "If it hadn't been for you, we would have been eaten." He gave the cat what, despite the blood and grime, passed for a brilliant smile. "Maybe you want to stay here in Terizkand?" 




Omen nearly said, "No, he's mine." But Tormy spoke first.




Tormy's whiskers flared. "I is living with Omy!" he said, firm determination in his voice.




Omen tightened his arms around the kitten, hugging him against his chest again.




"Get your own cat." He glared at Templar. "I—"




The sound of clattering hooves against the stones of the street stopped Omen from finishing. At the far end of the roadway a dozen guards on horseback appeared from the darkness. The riders were heavily armed and clad in the black and silver armor of the royal house — the lightning bolt of The Redeemer emblazoned upon their breast plates.




Upon a roan mare, a tall woman with short-cropped, flaming red hair took point. Outfitted in a mix of hardened leather and black plate mail, she looked familiar, but the stern, angry look on her sharp features — even from afar — made both Omen and Templar sit up straight, despite their exhaustion. Tormy stilled in Omen's lap, the cat's ears drooping slightly.




"Your sister?" Omen guessed, recognizing the family resemblance in the woman's fine features. He suspected the light from Gerdriu's magic and the sounds of battle had drawn the attention of the city guard. 




Certainly made enough noise.




"My sister." Templar exhaled slowly.




High General Corzika Trelkadiz, daughter of King Antares, and leader of the Terizkandian army, reined in her horse as she approached. The guards, to their credit, moved around her, throwing only cursory looks toward Templar and Omen. Corzika's men slowly maneuvered their horses toward the collapsed hilltop. Corzika gestured to one guard and murmured something to him. The guard nodded, turned his mount and rode back the way they had come. Corzika dismounted, her metal-shod boots clanking against the stone as she walked forward.




Unlike her yellow-eyed brother, Corzika possessed startling turquoise eyes. But as her gaze swept over Omen and Templar, her eyes briefly flashed yellow.




There's the Nightblooded heritage. Omen shivered and cleared his throat. He and Templar both rose to their feet, meeting Corzika eye-to-eye. She's taller than me too, Omen noted the inch Corzika had on him. Same height as Templar.




The guards who rode past them were clearly alarmed. Omen tried to imagine what the three of them looked like at that moment: They were filthy, coated in blood and mud and unspeakable fluids. Their clothing was torn — Omen's gambeson had not fared well, the seams ripped, the slash marks sagging open so that it hung off him, weighted down with dirt and filth. Templar's fine leather was scratched and clawed, the left side of his coat practically shredded. Red mud coated their boots and legs. Omen knew his hair was tangled and crusty, plastered around his head and matted against his neck where blood had fused it to his skin. At least some of the brilliant orange of Tormy's long fur was still visible amid the mess. Omen held the thirty pound kitten in his arms protectively. 




Corzika's gaze flicked toward the hilltop. "The Alchemist's Tower," she remarked, her voice low and rich. "A city landmark. Brought to ruin."




"It wasn't my fault!" Templar protested immediately. 




Omen remained silent. He knew nothing about General Corzika beyond stories of her ferocity in battle. Best let Templar manage her.




"Not your fault?" Corzika's eyes narrowed. "That's what you said yesterday when you chased that herd of goats into the throne room during High Court."




"I told you!" Templar waved his hand dismissively through the air, chin raised. "One of those goats was possessed by a Night Dweller. I was trying to save the blasted animal, not cause a riot!" Despite the ridiculous claim, he sounded deeply outraged. "I can't keep taking the blame for situations that are so far beyond the scope of . . ." He raised his eyebrow at her. "Anyone. So far beyond the scope of anyone."




Omen shot him a wary look.




"I should not be held accountable," Templar went on. "I—"




"And for punishment," Corzika continued as if Templar had not spoken, "you were told to keep the Prince of Lydon out of trouble. Which you clearly have not done!"




That caught Omen's attention. "Punishment?" Templar had told him that he'd been planning on taking him game hawking that day. "I was your punishment?" Omen could hear the injury in his own voice. He didn't once mention that spending the day with me was intended as punishment.




Corzika didn't so much as glance in Omen's direction. Her attention went straight to the hilltop. "Who is going to clean this mess up?"




"I'll do it!" Spoken far too quickly and with far too much eagerness, Templar's words caught both Omen and Corzika off guard.




Omen noted the muscles in Templar's jaw twitching, as if he were trying to bite back a smile.




Corzika's eyes narrowed to slits, her lips thinning. "What? Why would you volunteer?"




Templar sputtered for a moment, muttering a protest at his sister's quick suspicion. "All I try to do is help. That's all I try to do." 




Omen assessed the hilltop. "You want to see if the bloodscope survived!" He glared at Templar, fairly outraged. "That thing is an abomination. And you want to collect it."




Templar elbowed him sharply in the side.




"Bloodscope?" Corzika looked toward Omen, eyes flashing yellow once more. 




"One of Gerdriu's inventions." Omen stomped down on Templar's nearest foot, happily betraying his friend's interest to his sister. "A horrible machine that uses blood magic to spy on people. Turns out Gerdriu was really that disgusting bug, and he was a necromancer, not an alchemist. He raised this monstrous, undead worm—"




"Get back to the castle both of you!" Corzika barked out, redness flushing her face. 




At that moment, a horse-drawn carriage led by the guard Corzika had dismissed rounded the corner. Corzika pointed toward the carriage, her face brooking no argument. "Get back to the castle and don't come near this place again!"




"But there's these worms!" Templar protested. "And animated corpses!" He pointed toward the hilltop, his face fixed in a look of pathetic outrage as if his sister was taking some prized toy away from him. "And those web worms — they're probably smaller versions of the giant one! I could try to raise them! We have to dig it all up and look for Gerdriu's books — who knows what else—"




"Now!" Corzika's shout cut him off before he could continue. The scowl on her face made Omen take a step back. She yanked open the door of the enclosed carriage, nearly ripping it off the hinges. "Get in and for the love of the Elders, Templar, make certain you stay with the Prince of Lydon when he greets his parents, so that they can see that you are in as wretched a state as he is. I don't want them to think that we singled him out for such unbecoming treatment. Father wants peace with the Lydonians, not endless questions and negotiations."




Templar, wisely in Omen's opinion, remained silent and scampered into the dark interior of the carriage. Omen, still clutching Tormy against his chest, scrambled in after him. Corzika slammed shut the door, and slapped the side of the carriage, motioning the driver onward.




Omen lurched back into the plush seats as the horses cantered forward, pulling the carriage away. They had rounded the far corner of the street and were on their way back to the castle, before Omen realized that Templar was chuckling. Omen stared dumbly.




"Well played!" Templar nodded with satisfaction and relaxed back into the seat across from Omen. The prince set his long bone sword down on the floor of the carriage and started dabbing at the bloody wound at his brow with a torn piece of his undershirt. "You did that perfectly, Omen — bringing up the bloodscope was a stroke of genius!"




"What?" Omen stared.




Tormy hopped from Omen's arms and purposefully started kneading the seat cushion with his front paws.




Templar cleaned away the blood on one side of his face with the filthy piece of cloth. "Imagine having to clean up all those worm guts! I figured she'd have me at it for weeks."




"You mean . . ." Omen shook his head, the truth dawning on him. "That was a ruse . . . of course it was . . ." A thought returned to him. "Punishment?" he demanded.




Templar, still smiling, shrugged indifferently. "What? You grew up in a peaceful town where people spend their days singing and worshiping glittering dragons. I figured you'd be boring."




Omen's outrage was interrupted by the urgent tap to his face from Tormy. He looked down at the kitten. 




"Omy, is we in trouble?" Tormy asked worriedly, his sweet lilting voice filled with concern. "That lady is looking angrilynessness." 




"That lady always looks angrilynessness," Templar assured the cat in Sul'eldrine, exaggerating the cat's misused word as if delighted with the description of his sister. 




"No, we're not in trouble," Omen assured the cat, then amended the statement. "Well . . . yes, probably. Or at least I'm sure I am. You're not in trouble." He scratched the kitten behind the ear.




"But we is heroes, Omy," Tormy insisted. "We is saving everyone. And you is saving me from the box. I is not liking the box!"




"When we get back to the castle and meet my parents, make certain you tell everyone all about it," Omen said, hoping that perhaps Tormy's charm could help stave off the worst of the trouble they might be in. Not that it's going to work with my mother. 




"We were supposed to spend the day together," Templar pointed out. "We did." He threw the bloody cloth on the carriage floor. "Unless we tell them exactly what we did, how is anyone to know that we sort of caused all of this? We were on our way home from a peaceful day of being dull and boring when we were attacked by Night Dwellers and then a giant undead worm. Could happen to anyone! We did our duty and fought them off, saving the town. What more does anyone need to know?"




Omen smiled wistfully at the blitheness of Templar's words. "My mother will guess the truth the moment she sees me. And my father will just know."




"Not if we don't tell them!" Templar insisted.




"You don't know my parents." Omen chuckled at the mere thought of trying to deceive them. 




"I is telling them all about the box, Omy!" Tormy promised. "You is allowed to eat pie and chase bugs when you is saving me from the box!"




Omen laughed. "I somehow don't think they'll be terribly upset about the pie, Tormy."




"We never did get your bracelet back." Templar looked genuinely upset. "That could be a problem."




"Actually, I think that is the one thing my dad will be pleased about." Omen smiled as he cautiously tested the shield in his mind. The low hum was firmly in place, the shield holding despite the events of the day. "I don't seem to need it anymore." The realization filled him with a swell of pride, warmth flooding through him as he thought of the significance of that. He could be normal now — do normal things without constantly worrying about becoming a monster that destroyed those around him with his mind. "And it's likely buried so far beneath that hill that no one will ever find it." He hoped that was true.




"They is going to be very pleased!" Tormy decided emphatically. "We is going to be great heroes, and we is going to save people, and we is going to have grand adventures and find monsters and chase bugs and catch fish. And we is going to explore and see everythings!"




"And we definitely have to go back to the Night Games!" Templar said, getting caught up in the kitten's enthusiastic recitation of what they were going to do in the future. "And we should check out that prison that Sifulthian mentioned. Who knows what's down there? Maybe there are more giants. And I think there might be more hidden tombs in that graveyard. I knew we should have explored it better. There's this story about the lost treasury of a giant king."




"We is finding treasures?" The cat sounded delighted by the suggestion. "I bet there is being dinner in the treasures. We is finding treasures and we is eating dinner and then we is chasin' monsters!"




Omen looked from his cat to his new friend and back again. The eagerness shining in their eyes was infectious, and he had to laugh. Maybe not normal, he amended his earlier thought. Nothing about his life would ever be normal. But he was beginning to think that maybe that was not quite the curse he'd always believed it to be. At least it's bound to be fun!









Epilogue 



		











"The hydrogen and oxygen will be the biggest parts. Sift past them. Get to the sodium chloride, Omen." 7's voice cut through the song of the single drop of saltwater.




For hours, under the close guidance of his father, Omen had laid bare the one twentieth of a milliliter of liquid he'd separated from the swirling waves of the Bay of Melia, using his psionics like a microscalpel.




His father's words, the peculiar language 7 used to describe his studies, that secretive amalgam of alchemy, astronomy and magic he called science, peppered Omen's thoughts. Nobody else talks like that. Sometimes I wonder if he's mad. Why can't he just say water and salt?




Omen could no longer feel his feet, toes buried deep in the clammy, cold sand at the edge of the water. At his father's urging, he searched the drop of seawater, partitioning inorganic particles and decomposed organic material, then gathering his focus on one singular compound. 




Salt. Omen analyzed the sound in his mind while his stomach fluttered with the exultation of success. Crumbling cascades — the vibration of the compound was more frail than the sloshing of the oxygen and the airy pitch of the hydrogen.




"Got it, Dad," Omen murmured, relieved. I don't want to disappoint him.




"Good," 7 answered. "Now, let it go."




Omen hesitated. The muscles of his calves cramped with a sudden jolt, but he fought the impulse to move. Instead, he bore down on the physical pain, sending his mind back into his tiny liquid subject, which hung above the waves like a minuscule but perfect diamond.




"The drop of seawater," 7 coaxed. "Let it go. Back into the ocean."




Omen took a deep breath. He'd grown fond of the single drop during the hours of examination. He knew everything about it. Once he let it go . . .




"I'll never find it again."




"It's a drop of water, Omen," 7 said, his voice soft. "Let it go."




Omen did.




He felt regret soar through him. Then he smiled. It's back where it belongs.




Omen let his hands fall to his sides. His shoulders ached from the simple training exercise his father had taught him after dinner. Barefoot on the beach, Omen had repeated the hand movements from sundown until the approaching dawn, his mind working to isolate one drop of seawater from the uncountable number of drops in the ocean. Once it was his, he'd searched through its parts as if he were exploring a labyrinth. 




The early morning mist rose as the light changed from blue-grey twilight to the rose-kissed gold of morning. Omen's cold skin began to warm ever so slightly, the damp lifting from his scalp as dew escaped into the air.




It had been two weeks since Omen had returned from Hex, filthy and exhausted. For long hours, his parents had required him to retell every moment of his adventure — the thief Riaire, Templar, the alchemist, the crypt, the games, the teams, the kitten, the tower, the worm, the bug, and the ultimate collapse of the tower, which — to Omen's chagrin — had triggered a minor earthquake in Hex.




His father had penetrated Omen's thoughts, even pulling unnoticed observations from his memory. Can't believe I didn't notice that there were two of my mother's cousins in the crowd at the games.




"You have to see with your eyes and your mind," his mother had chided. She'd been holding Tormy at the time, the cat swaddled in a towel after a bath he'd desperately needed but desperately hadn't wanted.




Omen had barely been able to keep his eyes open by the time he had finished satisfying every question his parents had asked him. He'd squirmed with the admission of how little control he'd been able to extend over his psionics. And he had braced himself for his punishment, which he'd guessed would be epic.




But before his mother and father even had time to chastise him, a royal messenger had arrived from Hex on official business. King Antares, it seemed, had awarded Omen the honor of membership into the Terizkandian Order of Merit, having rendered an invaluable service to the crown by ridding the city of foul magic and an enemy within.




Omen's mother had pressed the damp kitten into Omen's lap and had left the room without a word. Omen's father had laughed for a full minute, then simply stated, "We have work to do."




And they had worked, tirelessly — Omen's only free moments when he played with or fed the rapidly growing kitten. His parents had accepted Tormy into the household without argument, but they had insisted that Omen would be solely in charge of caring for Tormy, and would take full responsibility for any mischief a cat of that size could engender. More than happy to take care of the little guy.




Omen took another deep breath; the morning sunlight was burning off the mist over the ocean, the sky growing lighter by the moment. He looked at his father, eager to ask if the lesson was over but still too cowed by all that had happened in Hex. Omen didn't want to appear disinterested in learning, but the autumnal equinox was mere hours away and the city of Melia was getting ready to celebrate the Harvest Festival. Omen wanted to finish his lesson and get on with the festivities.




Maybe he does too, Omen hoped.




In feature and stature nearly Omen's twin save for his golden hair, 7 had a haunted look in his heterochromatic eyes. Omen thought, not for the first time, how odd it really was that he and his father shared the rare trait of having two different-colored eyes. But where 7's eyes were blue and nearly black, Omen had one bright green eye and one singular silver eye, courtesy of his other bloodlines.




*It's not about not celebrating. It is about letting your mnemonic device become instinctive.* Omen heard his father in his mind. "It's about your skills becoming automatic through practice," 7 finished out loud. "Experience carves them into your unconscious. And that's what you need. You don't have time for your analytical mind to reason out your psionics. You have to learn to just do . . . That takes repetition. You are still thinking of the individual notes that hold the pattern rather than just hearing the song itself. Start again!"




Omen bit his teeth together and started to — again — describe the pattern in the air with his hands, letting the song of the meditation ping through his cells. Five notes in half steps—




*Forget the notes — hear the song!* 7 admonished. *You know the tune, just hear it, don't think about the individual notes.*




"It's easier when Tormy's around," Omen said quietly.




7 laughed. "You did get yourself a powerful little companion there . . . I don't understand this planet sometimes. The things that just happen."




"Tormy's just a kitten, Dad."




"Just a kitten?" 7 adjusted Omen's hands as they circled in front of his chest. "Rounder. Think of clouds. The hand movement should be flowing." He pushed Omen's heel a tiny bit to the right, securing his stance with the small adjustment. "Do you really think Tormy is just a kitten?" 




Omen's thoughts flew back to a conversation he'd had with his mother the morning after he'd returned from Hex. The conversation had been a lecture really because his mother had done nearly all the talking.




"You've never killed before," she had said, her silver eyes boring into him like arrowheads. "It will be more dangerous now that you've killed. Destroying those Night Dwellers marked you, even if you don't see it."




He had felt defensive, and instead of asking what would be more dangerous — as he had asked himself over and over since — he'd blurted out, "What about Templar and Tormy? They killed in Hex."




"Prince Templar," his mother had answered, "is his father's son. He's a soldier. He's been a soldier since he was boy. Of course, Templar has killed before," she had said as if the fact were unassailable. "And Tormy is a cat. Cats are predators. Predators kill. Of course, he's killed before too."




Omen's focus snapped back into the present. "Tormy is brave," Omen answered his father, still continuing the circles with his hands. "I think he's a warrior."




"And so he is," 7 agreed. "But he's more than that. He's something very special."




"What?"




"I don't exactly know." 7 looked over the water, then back toward the cliffs. "But he's good for you. I know that." He chuckled suddenly, and Omen turned to see what had caught his attention. Three forms were making their way down the cliff face steps. The gleaming orange ball of fur leading the way was unmistakable.




"Ooooomy!" the cat's voice ricocheted off the rocks as he pelted down the stone steps. The steps had been carved into the side of the cliffs and led from the gardens of Daenoth Manor to the strip of white sand beach where Omen stood.




"It is being breakfast time!" Tormy squealed with thundering joy.




Chasing after Tormy, Omen's nine-year-old sister Lilyth bounced down the steep cliff as if she were ready to sprout wings and lift into the air. No amount of chasing was going to allow her to catch the kitten who'd bounded over step after step and then leaped, white paws splayed into the sand below. She keeps trying to catch him — the bigger he gets, the harder she tries.




Omen noticed his father cringe as he watched the little girl make her precarious descent in pursuit of the kitten.




"There's my little raven-haired beauty," 7 called out to the girl and hurried toward the stairs.




Omen tried to run to Tormy, but his shaking limbs collapsed under him. Too many hours of standing still, he thought. But before he could lift himself up, Tormy sprang at him, planting his paws firmly on Omen's chest and knocking him over. Omen grabbed the cat around the belly, and they both giggled as they tumbled back into the white sand.




From where he lay in the sand, exhausted but happy, Omen watched his father rush across the beach and catch Lilyth in his arms. They spun around, and she squealed as he jokingly threatened to throw her in the water.




The third form on the stairs followed after Lilyth at a far more sedate, dignified pace. Omen grinned at the sight of the dark-haired young man who paused on the stone steps and inclined his head toward Omen's father.




"Prince S'van," Templar greeted formally, respectfully ignoring Lilyth's glare and the way she stuck her tongue out at him. A faint twitch of his lips was all that betrayed his amusement of Lilyth's behavior. 




Omen's father sighed heavily as he set Lilyth down on the ground. "It's 7," he corrected Templar immediately. "I dislike the name S'van."




"My apologies," Templar said. "I won't make that mistake again."




"He called mother Princess Ava!" Lily exclaimed, sounding both outraged and delighted to be tattling on him. 




7 winced. "I bet that went over well." He sounded sympathetic, and Templar flashed him an impish smile.




"I had no idea your names were so complicated," he explained. "Omen never mentioned it. When my sister started referring to him as Prince Armand, I had no idea who she was talking about."




"Yes, well, I'll leave Omen to explain that to you," 7 decided, giving Omen a nod to dismiss him from further study. Now that Tormy was awake and demanding breakfast, and with Templar visiting Melia for the first time, there was little point in continuing and they both knew it. "Try not to burn the city down," 7 urged as he steered Lily toward the stairs. Lilyth protested, insisting that she wanted to stay on the beach and play with Tormy. 




"I is eating breakfast!" Tormy called after her, still seated upon Omen's chest, and looking content to stay. 




"You've got quite a family," Templar chuckled as 7 and Lilyth made their way up the cliffside. "Your mother is fierce, but magnificently beautiful. Your sister takes after her. No doubt she'll break hearts when she's older."




"She'll break something," Omen agreed. He wrestled Tormy to the sand and sat up. The kitten joyfully pranced away and then bounced back to Omen's side, and climbed on his lap. In the two weeks since he'd brought him home to Melia, he'd doubled in size, and Omen let out a loud oomph as the cat nearly knocked him over again. "So your father finally let you leave Terizkand?"




"Yes, he was most reluctant to let me leave his side — said he'd miss me terribly, but felt it important that I see other lands to further my education," Templar said and sat down in the sand beside him.




"Really?" Omen smiled, happy to hear that the relationship between his friend and King Antares was not as fraught with difficulty as he'd imagined.




"Oh, yes," Templar agreed blithely. "Well . . . he actually said, 'Get out of my sight you annoying fiend of ruination.' But in Terizkand that is considered a high compliment, and for my father that's practically a gushing proclamation of affection."




"Fiend of ruination . . ." Omen sputtered, uncertain how to respond. He's joking of course . . . I think . . .




And indeed, far from appearing upset, Templar looked quite content. "That portal your father and that Melian noblewoman built between Terizkand and Melia is a wonder. The transfer is so smooth. Instantaneous."




"My mother let you in?" Omen asked, suspicious.




"I was surprised too," Templar said. "But your mother actually invited me to the Melian Harvest Festival. Gave me the code to the portal herself. I couldn't very well refuse. That would have been rude."




Omen was truly baffled. "My mother gave you the code, not your father or sister?"




"My father and Corzika are still upset over my latest bout of trouble, and are not inclined to give me anything at the moment," Templar explained, sounding remarkably unconcerned.




"But what about the Terizkandian Order of Merit?" Omen protested. "Surely you must have gotten one too after you explained what happened. It wasn't our fault the Alchemist's Tower collapsed."




Templar's eyes widened at that, and he laughed in delight. "You do know that my father made up that whole Order of Merit nonsense just to get you out of trouble — he didn't want there to be any kind of international incident between our kingdoms." He smirked. "I actually came up with the name myself — Order of Merit sounded like something your polite Melians would appreciate." 




"Then you are still in trouble?" Omen asked, uncertain if that meant Templar was on good terms with his father or not.




"Over the Alchemist's Tower?" Templar asked incredulously. "Gods, no — they've long since gotten over that. Now they're angry over a little fire I may or may not have set — it wasn't my fault, but does anyone ever listen to me?"




His father's parting words suddenly took on new weight, and Omen struggled to find a response. But before he could speak, the wind shifted, carrying with it the sounds of voices raised in harmony coming from the north. The song, lively and beautiful, sung by hundreds of deep, melodious voices, was a familiar sea shanty that Omen suspected even Templar would know.




Templar sat up straight, head turned to look northward toward the outcropping of rock at the far end of the beach. Omen knew that the Melian port lay just beyond the bend. 




"What is that?" his friend asked.




"Fishing fleet has come in," Omen explained, bracing himself as he knew the mere mention of the word "fish" would set off Tormy.




The kitten leaped from Omen's lap and raced northward down the beach like a wild thing, shouting "Fish! Fish! Fish!" at the top of his lungs. He turned before getting too far, and raced back toward Omen, paws kicking white sand into the air as he galloped. He turned again and raced away once more, back and forth, shouting in excitement, tail streaming out behind him like an orange and white flag.




A moment later, the song coming from the port was picked up by hundreds of voices coming from beyond the cliffs behind them. Templar spun in surprise, staring back up the cliffs — the city of Melia lay beyond. Omen knew the voices came from the merchants and bakers in the market setting up their wares for the day — all of them excited for the coming Harvest Festival. 




"The stories about the entire kingdom singing all day long were true?" Templar demanded of Omen in disbelief — as if the sound of so many people singing in unison was unimaginable.




"Melians do love to sing," Omen laughed, happy that his home could prove to be as fantastical as Templar's giant-built city had been to him.




Pealing bells joined in the song, great booming chimes that resonated joyously throughout the entire city, the sound carrying clearly and purely all the way to the beach.




"And that!" Templar pointed upward as if to indicate the sound of the bells. "What is that?"




"The temple bells," Omen explained, enjoying the harmonies now mixing in with the song.




"You're telling me that your temple bells play sea shanties?" Templar sounded incredulous.




"The temple bells play whatever the Untouchables want them to play." Omen gave a dismissive shrug. "I imagine they simply wanted to join in the fun. No doubt one of the dr—" 




Before Omen could finish, a shadow crossed overhead, and both of them looked upward where the rising sun was casting rays of yellow and pink through the glittering blue of the paling sky. A great beast swooped past them, wings made of radiant light, reptilian body covered in scales of blinding gold. 




Templar scrambled to his feet as the wings beat hard against the air, the massive shape banking as the enormous dragon hovered over the northern cliff near the port.




Omen scrambled upward as well, placing a reassuring hand firmly on Templar's shoulder as he realized his friend had reached for the bone swords at his side, yellow eyes flashing with alarm at the sight of the dragon. 




"It's a Sundragon!" Omen assured him. "We're perfectly safe!"




The dragon, heedless of the fright he had caused, beat his wings again. He reached down with claws the size of great swords and gripped the worn rocks of the cliffside, wings catching the air currents blowing off the water as he landed. The dragon's enormous tail, coated in glittering golden scales with ruby undertones, draped down over the edge of the cliff to touch the sand below. He turned his head, horns flashing within the sun's rays, toward the port beyond as if to hear the music rising from the docks. If anything the voices sang louder, more joyfully at the appearance of the dragon.




"He just came to hear the music," Omen assured his friend. "There is always at least one dragon near the cliffs watching the western approach — and several more inside the city. I told you, they're worshiped as gods here."




"And do your dragon gods know about me?" Templar demanded. "I'm a Nightblood, remember? Are you sure they'll be all right with me entering their city?"




"Before the portal between Melia, Lydon and Terizkand was built, the Melian Hold Lords and all the dragons agreed to its creation," Omen assured him. "The Sundragons know all about you and your family. Everything is fine. Look — even Tormy isn't worried."




Tormy, hearing his name, raced back down the beach toward Omen, seeming heedless of the great dragon upon the cliff. The cat skittered to a stop in front of the two of them and spun around several times in excitement. 




"Omy is we going to go get fish?" the kitten asked hopefully — his words were spoken in a mixture of Sul'eldrine and Merchant's Common. Despite the cat's apparent inability to count beyond three, he'd proven remarkably quick at learning new languages — even if he did insist that his grammatical choices were right and everyone else was wrong.




"What do you say, Templar?" Omen clapped his friend on the shoulder. "Want to go get breakfast for everyone?"




"Fish and fried cakes!" Tormy proclaimed eagerly. "And pumpkins! We is having more pumpkin pie!"




Templar threw another disbelieving look toward the dragon. "After breakfast are we free to roam?" he asked, his voice laced through with curiosity. "I showed you my city. Want to show me yours?"




Omen burst out laughing. He scooped Tormy up and hoisted him onto his shoulder. He'll be too big to carry soon. "We can't burn anything down, and we don't have any undead alchemists roaming the streets. But I'm sure we can find some kind of trouble we can get into."




Music all around them, Omen, Templar and Tormy headed toward the cliffside trail, all three eager to escape into the dragon-guarded city and disappear into the teeming streets.









Thank you! 
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