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      The blacksmith’s forge I worked with Shaw revolved around a limited number of things, day in and day out. The roaring fire and glowing coals in the hearth. The repeating echo of hammer hitting worked steel above the constant rush of the river just outside. Half-formed blades, iron rings, broken hooks, dented horseshoes. Ash and sweat.

      The forge itself—and Shaw’s two-room cottage nearby—was just over half a mile from the center of Cavennel, which meant even visitors from our painfully small town found the journey to our shop annoyingly long. Most of them liked to complain that the trip was more trouble than it was worth, but they came anyway for their orders of iron chain links and repairs to their plow hitches. A new handle for their cooking pot.

      For the most part, I only had Shaw’s grizzled, black-bearded face to look at all day, and a few glances at that between projects was enough. So when the two women—stunning in more ways than one—who had no business whatsoever this far out into the Badlands appeared in the open doorway of our smithy, I thought I’d imagined it. But only for a minute.

      By the time the sun had risen and the birds challenged the roaring river with their own chaotic song that spring morning, the hearth had already been ablaze for an hour. The cool air blowing through both open doorways of the smithy was enough to keep it comfortable in there for now. But in the middle of the day, the heat was enough to make most men wilt. I’d been raised here. The heat was never more than a reminder of where I was.

      “Javron,” Shaw called from where he stood beside the workbench, “go let the water in.” He wiped the dripping foam from his beard and nearly slammed the empty tankard down onto the workbench.  Every morning, he drank this tankard of ale weakened with water after breakfast and before getting to work.

      “I just filled the hearth,” I replied, gesturing to the roaring flames and the fiery-red coals beneath them. It had burned long enough to heat our workpieces in it now. “What have you done this morning?”

      Shaw slipped the loop of his leather apron over his head, tied it at the waist, then pulled on his battered, charred leather gloves. “Gave you another morning with a roof over your head. Porridge and salt pork in your belly. A decent trade to keep you busy. And useful.”

      Smirking, I stripped off my tunic and turned to trade it for my own work apron hanging from the nail on the wall. Then I grabbed my gloves. “Sounds like you’re digging for a compliment.”

      “Are you?” A few half-hammered blades clinked together as he sifted through the pieces on the workbench, looking for his first to heat in the flames.

      “I won’t have to when I finish this plow share for Kennike before you pick up your hammer.” I waved the new rounded piece of iron at him, the best part being that what I’d said was almost true. And he knew it.

      Shaw’s massive head moved in a slow, steady nod, crushing his wild beard against his chest. “We’ll see how fast you do anything when I throw you in the river.”

      “I’ll swim,” I said, staring him down while he looked everywhere but back at me. He would have found me grinning when I added, “Last time I checked, I’m a better swimmer than you too.”

      That got his attention. The bear of a man, though still an inch or two shorter than I was, turned to look at me with his first workpiece gripped tightly in his gloved hand. His gray eyes stared at me, unblinking, beneath his thick black eyebrows. “Go let the water in.”

      I didn’t move until he looked away and turned his focus to the hearth. Then I draped my apron and gloves over the anvil on my side of the forge and headed toward what served as the back doorway, which was angled more toward the river. When I passed Shaw, I caught the twitch of a tiny smile beneath his bristling mustache. And I went to let the water in.

      The man had built his own system for diverting the river water into the forge before I was old enough to work it. Just a simple series of sluice gates starting upriver from the smithy, where a calmer pool from a riverbed inlet fed extra water into the trough system leading right to the forge. A small, hidden waterwheel worked the bellows beneath the hearth. The extra water kept the quenching basins full, where we cooled the workpieces before starting the process all over again.

      I took my time walking upriver to the first sluice gate, which opened simply by pulling the metal sheet up just enough to start the flow of water. Then I worked my way back down, pausing briefly to lift the three other gates along the trough system to keep the water moving. It was actually a beautiful day, with the rise of the gently sloping valley at my back and the morning sun on my face and bare chest. A normal day. Until I stepped through the open wall into the forge.

      “You should probably get to work now—”

      I stopped. Shaw had stopped too, his hammer hanging from his right hand at his side as he stared straight ahead. But I’d pretty much forgotten about him at this point. Because standing just outside the doorway on the opposite side of the smithy were the two most unexpected, out-of-place, exquisite women I’d ever seen.

      The taller one looked like she could have been from anywhere, though I’d never seen a woman wear leather breeches the way this one did. They clung to her hips like they were soaking wet, rising just below her light, loose tunic cinched tightly enough around her narrow waist. Thick auburn hair was pulled back at the top, but the rest of it fell over the shoulders of her gray cloak almost to the swelling curve of those hips. Her brown eyes flickered toward me and stayed there.

      The other woman was maybe half a foot shorter, her blonde hair nearly shining silver in the morning light behind them. This one was slimmer all around, more petite, though there was nothing remotely fragile-looking about her, either. The blonde was clearly not from anywhere in the Badlands, where a richly dyed, finely embroidered cloak like hers was an open invitation for attack. Perhaps she already knew this and didn’t care. But the detail she couldn’t hide was in the pointed tips of her ears peeking just enough through the satiny curtain of her hair to be unmistakable. She was an elf.

      Then the dark-haired woman stepped one booted foot over the threshold, returned her urgent gaze to Shaw, and said, “I hope you’re taking new work.”
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      The woman had obviously been speaking to Shaw, but he wasn’t the only blacksmith here. “If it’s for you, love,” I said, “I’m sure we could make it work.”

      Her dark eyes flickered toward me again, and she actually turned her nose up at me. Then she returned her attention to the man to whom she’d obviously assumed this smithy belonged. She was right, of course; it did technically belong to Shaw. But he didn’t handle anywhere near the number of pieces or the quality of finished products I did.

      Shaw finally found his ability to speak again. “What did you have in mind?”

      The dark-haired woman turned over her shoulder and glanced back out across the meadow. It was a little odd, seeing as we were so far removed from anyone else in Cavennel and there were no main thoroughfares for anyone to travel and see these two unexpectedly lovely visitors at our doorstep. Just the overgrown footpath leading to our smithy. I wondered what kind of person she was trying not to be seen by, especially dressed like that.

      “I need a staff,” the woman said.

      Shaw grunted. “Carpenter’s back in town.”

      “A metal staff.”

      I stepped between them to reach the other side of the workbench, which I leaned against just so I didn’t have to keep standing there in the opposite doorway. A metal staff?

      The woman scowled at me, apparently flustered by the interruption of me walking where I wanted. Then she told Shaw, “The staff also needs a metal headpiece that can hold this.” From the folds of her dark cloak, she produced a small, oblong crystal. At a glance, I guessed it was around two inches long and half an inch wide. Shaw folded his arms against his chest without a word. “The setting needs to be tight enough to hold the stone, obviously, but it also should allow for frequent replacements with different gems. Five feet for the staff. No more than another three inches’ height for the headpiece. Light, balanced, durable. However you can make that happen, do it.”

      While she rattled off her demands, I glanced back at the silent blonde standing behind her. The elf’s eyes widened just a little when she realized I was looking, then they drifted down my bare chest, nearly to my belt, and all the way up again. The corner of her mouth lifted in an appraising smile that definitely had me more interested than her companion’s detailed specifications. All of which, of course, I’d heard.

      “You might as well speak to me straight-on, love,” I said, then turned to meet the dark-haired woman’s gaze again. “Seeing as I’m the one who’ll be making this for you.” I stood from against the workbench and dipped my head, throwing in a wink for good measure.

      The woman pressed her lips tightly together, and yes, those were her nostrils flaring for an instant. “I was told I would find a master blacksmith here to craft exactly what I need,” she said. “You mean to tell me this smithy belongs to you?”

      Well, look at that. Not everything about her was as smooth and rounded as she’d apparently intended to portray with those breeches. I grinned at her, letting her wait just a bit in her own obvious frustration; I liked the way it looked on her. “I mean to tell you I’ll be crafting what you need.”

      Her fingers tightened around the stone in her hand as she tried what looked like her very best to stare me down. Behind her, the elf woman took a deep breath, which sounded an awful lot like she also wanted her companion to give the nice blacksmith what he wanted and move on.

      “All I want to know,” Shaw said, interrupting the tension of the moment I was rather enjoying, “is if you can pay.”

      The woman returned her gaze to Shaw again and nodded, as if order had been restored. This was definitely amusing. “Whatever you want,” she said.

      “Twenty silver.”

      My lip twitched without my consent, but I didn’t look at him. Twenty silver was a lot—more than we charged for most custom work. This wasn’t most custom work, though, and my skills in delivering exactly what she’d described weren’t the skills of most blacksmiths, either. Honestly, I thought Shaw had meant the number as his highest bid, expecting the haggling everyone else who appeared in our doorway seemed to think such a necessary part of the process.

      “Done,” the woman said. She didn’t even blink.

      Slowly, Shaw turned to look at me, then nodded toward the woman. I approached her and held out my hand. “Give me the stone.” The look of overwhelming offense behind her wide eyes made me want to laugh, but I bit it back and held her gaze.

      “I’m not giving you anything,” she said.

      “You will if you want that pretty little piece to fit.” I glanced at her fist clenched around the crystal, then lifted my open hand again.

      Perhaps she expected Shaw to step in on her behalf, but with the promise of twenty silver, he was finished with the conversation. When she looked at him, he’d already stepped toward the hearth to check the color of the workpiece he’d stuck into the coals. Then she opened her mouth, closed it, and rolled her eyes. “Take it,” she muttered.

      I reached out with both hands, one to catch the crystal from her outstretched fist and the other to brush across the back of her hand. Just because I expected she wouldn’t appreciate it. The minute the stone left her grasp, she withdrew her hand and glared at me, as if my touch had tainted her somehow. I chuckled despite myself, held her gaze a little longer, then briefly looked down at the crystal. It wasn’t cut with very much embellishment; not that I held a lot of knowledge about gems, but it was easier to craft a setting for something with smoother edges like this. Unlike its owner’s. I thought I’d been pretty accurate in guessing its measurements, but I’d remember the feel of it in my palm. So I held it back out toward her. “It’s very pretty,” I said with a raised eyebrow.

      Out of all I’d said, that was the thing to bring a rise of color to her cheeks, which were already a little darker than the elf woman’s standing behind her. “Don’t,” she warned, then slipped the crystal back under her cloak the minute it left my hand. That little flush in her face was probably more from irritation than anything else, but not all of it.

      I dipped my head, still smiling, and brushed past her to my own workstation on the other side of the hearth. Once I’d slipped the apron’s hook over my head and donned my work gloves, I realized both women were still there. When I looked at the elf, I found her almost violet eyes trailing down my arms. She bit her lip, and I smirked.

      “Come back in the morning,” Shaw said, pulling his unfinished piece from the flames.

      “I’ll stay,” the dark-haired woman replied. “I’d like to see that my directions are followed.”

      Shaw didn’t slam the workpiece down on his anvil nearly as hard as it sounded, but it startled her enough to make her turn toward him.

      “It’s not our habit to work with an audience,” he said, lifting his hammer from where it hung below the anvil’s head. “I don’t plan on starting that today. Come back in the morning.”

      Then he raised his hammer and brought it striking down on the fiery-orange tip of the steel in his other gloved hand. A few sparks flew, and all the while, he’d never looked up at her.

      The woman blinked a few times, then turned and caught me watching her. I raised my eyebrows again and leaned toward her just a little to say, “I’m looking forward to it.”

      She inhaled deeply through her nose, then stormed past me and nodded tersely at the elf woman. Her blonde companion lingered for a moment longer, gave me that entirely approving smile again, and turned to join her much-less-impressed friend.

      I watched them both move swiftly, their cloaks fluttering behind them, until the footpath turned and the wall of the smithy got in my way. Then I rifled through the work I had ahead of me today and couldn’t quite stop smiling.

      Water hissed around Shaw’s steel blade when he dipped it into the quenching trough. Then he returned it to the workbench to start polishing it. “Think you can do that, boy?”

      I snorted and stuck a half-shaped iron hook into the coals. “It’ll take me fifteen minutes.”

      “Good. We finish today’s work first.”

      

      We put our backs into for the rest of the morning, which passed the same as every other morning now that our deceptively pleasant-looking visitors had taken their leave. Most of it was armor pieces and half a dozen blades of various lengths and weights. Then at midday, Shaw set down all his tools, wiped the sweat from his brow with a forearm, and stopped. I didn’t envy him that massive beard one bit.

      Without a word, he turned toward the doorway facing the river and lifted the handle nailed into the frame. Then he pulled, and the sliding wooden door recessed into the side of the wall followed him to the other side of the smithy. I stopped my own work to look up at him, then set the blade I was about to temper into the perfect strength on the workbench. Shaw didn’t do this at the end of every day; this was how the man closed up shop to the rest of the world when my real work was about to begin.

      “Get the other one,” he told me, and I turned around to pull closed the sliding wooden door at this end of the smithy, too. Yes, that meant the place would be a sweltering pit and reeking with both our sweat in a few minutes, but a few minutes after that, I’d be finished.

      When I returned to the main workbench across from the hearth, Shaw raised a bushy black eyebrow. “Time for Miss Twenty Silver’s order, I think.”

      Chuckling, I closed my eyes and tried to still my mind. Because while I’d spent the last ten years forcing iron and steel into any shape with fire and the swift, hard blow of a hammer, I’d been born to work metal however I wanted without any tools at all.

      For as long as I could remember, I’d always been able to feel a piece of metal close by, no matter it’s composition, shape, or purpose. Like a tiny finger brushing across my skin, only each piece had a pulse of its own—an energy I could almost hear inside my head. Anywhere else, I could pick out that energy as easily as finding a lamp in the dark. In the smithy, though, it was more like feeling for the perfect stone amidst all the others lining the riverbed. It just took a little more concentration.

      I started with what would be the headpiece of the dark-haired woman’s staff. There it was—the thin sheet of steel propped up in the corner. I didn’t have to open my eyes to know it was there. Then I called to it, brushing it with the fingers of my own mind to pull it toward me. When I opened my eyes again, there it was in front of me, held suspended in the air by nothing but the power of my will over it. I glanced at Shaw, who leaned against the workbench with his arms folded again, watching intently. He never let it show that this impressed him, but the fact that it had his undivided attention, even after all these years, was enough to prove it. Still, I liked to check every time.

      When I slowly opened my hand, the sheet of steel folded in the air, curving itself to match exactly the shape I’d imagined when our lovely paying customer had opened her mouth to request it. The sharp top curled inward, flattening and then melding itself with the other end until the single piece had less surface and twice the width. If the piece had a true sound in my mind, it would have been singing just to be moved the way I shaped it.

      Once the headpiece had molded itself into its four-inch length, the bottom inch left hollow where I meant to fasten it to the tip of the staff, I focused now on the setting for the crystal. This took a little more finesse, beyond the physical movement of bending and twisting, of melting together. A jeweler would have used a fine chisel for this work, and I only had to find the space between my thoughts.

      My body swam with the sensation very much like the space between thinking of moving one’s arm and actually moving it. I kept myself right there and watched the depression of the crystal’s setting take place within the headpiece, which did not move from where it hovered just in front of me. As if my own chisel were invisible, the steel indented in all the places I still felt in the memory of the woman’s gem in my palm. It would fit perfectly, and I couldn’t help but smile to think how much that perfection, coming from me, would probably disappoint her.

      Finished with it now in only a few short minutes, I lifted my hand toward the workbench, and the crafted headpiece glided through the air to place itself gently beside the half-finished blades and dented iron. Now I had to find the woman her staff.

      I closed my eyes again and sifted through the vibrating rhythms of every metal piece on the floor, against the walls, hanging from the hooks and shelves and gathered together on the workbenches. Nothing struck the cord of recognition for what I needed, so I gave myself a little more time and let my mind wander on its own a bit.

      Though I’d never spent much time beyond Cavennel, I’d only seen three other people in my lifetime who could do things most could never even fathom—who had the similar type of gift as my own. They’d all been together at Bryon’s tavern back in town. The woman and the first man, I’d later come to learn, were fire mages, born to commune with flame the way I did with metal. I saw them light their lanterns with their own hands when they headed to the room they’d rented for the night. The second man was a frost mage, but as a twelve-year-old boy, all I’d known was that when he touched the handle of his ale tankard, the frost spread from his fingertips to coat the mug in frozen crystals and chill his drink the way he wanted. And he’d winked at me when he caught me watching.

      Ah, there it was. I hadn’t thought to check the hearth. But the minute I did, I knew I’d found the piece there for Miss Twenty Silver’s staff. Smiling, I lifted it slowly from beneath the coals with the smallest tilt of my head. The half-forged sword was lightweight steel, meant for a much longer, thinner blade than most other metal pieces in the smithy. And Shaw had been about to start working on it again.

      When he saw the glowing-hot blade withdraw on its own from the flames, he straightened from against the workbench and raised an eyebrow at me. I shrugged. “It’s perfect.”

      Shaw stared at the blade hanging in midair, then nodded at it and grunted. Not that I needed his permission anyway, but I liked to give him the option of feeling he had a say. I pulled the piece of steel toward me, feeling its higher-pitched frequency begging me to use it as I wished. And I did. The blade curled in on itself along the depressed ridge running the length of its center. The pointed tip Shaw had hammered out but not yet sharpened melted beneath the soft pressure of my will, forming the smooth, rounded tip of the staff that would fit the hollow mold at the bottom of the headpiece. The fiery glow of so much time spent in the coals faded into a dull red, then nothing at all. All I had to do was tell the piece itself to release all that heat. The steel stretched and rounded, elongating in seconds into its requested five feet. Even in its current shape now, I felt its strength, the balance of it perfectly weighted just a bit heavier at the bottom to offset the weight of the headpiece. Then I ran my gaze over its full length there in front of me. Shaw might have spent an hour polishing something like this with salt paste and a rag to its highest sheen. I did it with a glance, and the silver staff flashed in the firelight.

      I could have called it finished there, but this was a special piece, wasn’t it? Ordered by a woman who’d blushed to hear me compliment a pretty stone. She deserved an equally fine staff. I couldn’t help it, knowing all the while that it would frustrate the dark-haired woman to no end to find herself immediately fond of an embellished weapon while at the same time wanting nothing to do with the man who’d made it for her. So whenever she admired the craftsmanship in her hand, she couldn’t help but think of me.

      All along the staff’s brilliant length, thin etches materialized in the steel, wrapping around the curved metal in swirls and crossing lines. Petals bloomed along the steel-scratched marks, and now the thing was covered in a delicate wrap of vines and budding flowers. Charming at a glance, unless one took the time to look closer and see the thorns sprouting from such a depiction of harmlessness.

      I bit back a laugh.

      “Oh, getting fancy now, are we?” Shaw said, his expression unreadable beneath his thick brows and wiry beard.

      “Worth all twenty silver,” I replied. I had to leave my mark somehow.

      Shaw had always stressed the importance of keeping my power over metal a secret from the rest of the world. When I was a child, he’d responded to what I could do only with anger. But he’d given me more time over the years to practice the gift I was born to use. Being my uncle—and the only living blood relation I had left—the giant, cynical man most likely felt somewhat responsible for my abilities and encouraging them in a way that wouldn’t get anyone else’s attention. Or get me killed. No one else knew, and he always said no one else could ever know.

      When I called to the headpiece on the workbench, it lifted into the air at the very same second. I was about to attach and seal the pieces together when a loud, urgent banging made the front sliding door tremble and a sheet of dust shiver down to the floor.
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      Shaw glanced at me quickly, then nodded at the workbench. I swept my hand that way, where the almost-finished pieces glided through the stifling air of the forge again to lay themselves gently beside everything else. With the unfinished staff completely released from my control, I turned around just in time to watch Shaw slide open the wooden door to receive more unexpected visitors.

      All three of them barged through the open doorway and stormed right past Shaw. The first—a bald man with a jarringly crooked nose and missing his left ear—stopped when he saw only me, then turned around to find Shaw standing in the corner. “Time for you to pay,” he said, his pinched voice most likely a result of that nose he’d broken and never had reset. He put a hand on the hilt of his dented, battered sword sheathed in a fraying and cracked excuse for leather.

      “Zar’s protection don’t come cheap,” one of the others said. This one’s front teeth were so huge and protruded so jaggedly from his mouth, it sounded like he spoke through a mouthful of food.

      One Ear looked away from Shaw briefly to glare at his underling. That was what these other two had to be. While they all seemed to find a disgusting pride in the terrible quality of the mismatched armor in which they’d covered themselves, only One Ear wore any metal armor at all—chipped metal pauldrons at his shoulders and a clinking drape of poorly formed metal links I wouldn’t have deigned to call a hauberk. When the skinny, jagged-toothed bandit looked sufficiently cowed, blinking wide eyes, One Ear turned back to Shaw.

      “Big job this time, blacksmith.” He nodded out the open doorway to the small cart they’d unhitched from the single horse. Probably stolen. “Those need repairs before going straight back to Zar.”

      Shaw’s black mustache twitched over his lip, but he didn’t say anything. He never did when these bastards came around. They’d only been here two weeks ago, making this the shortest amount of time between their forced visits that only ever left me furious at Shaw for being such a coward. He paid the bandit scum just like everyone else in Cavennel—and all over the Badlands—but not with coin. No, my uncle, the proud blacksmith, paid for Zar’s protection by forging weapons and armor for the thug army of the Bandit King himself. I wanted to spit.

      One Ear turned away from Shaw to look at the finished plates of armor hanging from the walls, the fully polished blades on the weapons rack, sharpened to their finest edges and points at the whetstone outside. The man sniffed and wiped his dirt-smeared forearm under his crooked nose. “You know, blacksmith, I always wonder what I’ll find in this sweaty pit of yours the next time we come ‘round. I’m always disappointed.”

      My knuckles popped within my clenched fists. “Maybe Zar should find a different weaponsmith to arm you,” I said.

      I felt Shaw’s burning gaze settle on me even at I glared at One Ear, itching to put one of these fists into his gut. Yes, Shaw had told me to keep quiet whenever the bandits showed up at our door, but I’d been listening to this idiot insult both of us for fortnights.

      The man sucked at his teeth and sneered at me. “You have a lot of work to get to, boy.”

      One Ear nodded out the doorway again at the small wagon, then added, “Where’s ours, blacksmith?”

      Shaw looked pointedly at the rack mounted above the workbench, and the three men—reeking now in the sweltering building with only one door open—turned their attention there. They passed me, leering, and reached up to grab the shortswords Shaw had finished for them almost a week ago. They were well tempered and sharp enough, but they weren’t the best work to come off his anvil. Not that these idiots would ever know the difference.

      I met Shaw’s gaze again; he hadn’t moved from the corner where he’d slid the door back into the wall. He slowly shook his head at me, warning me to keep my tongue and let the bandits do what they said we paid them to do. Really, we paid them with steel to not bring a horde of brainless warmongers down on our heads. Zar’s protection at its finest.

      Trying to ignore their offhanded jeering at the expense of our work, I looked out the smithy’s doorway at the wagon they’d dropped in the grass. It overflowed with rusted, dented armor and broken scrap stained with blood. They’d looted these from the bodies of those slain in some battle or another, probably even a few of them killed by One Ear and his cronies themselves. And we were to turn all that into something they could use again.

      The cold shock through my chest ripped me away from the sight of the wagon and made me forget everything Shaw had told me not to do. Because when the third bandit—whose purpose was apparently nothing more than an attempt to intimidate with more men than just Shaw and myself—wrapped his grimy hand around the metal staff I’d just made, I felt it.

      “That’s not yours,” I snapped.

      One Ear turned around to frown at me with mock concern. “What? That pretty little stick?” He wiggled his eyebrows. “Saving that for somebody special, are you?”

      Grinding my teeth, I took a few steps toward him but had to stop myself. Gods, it would have been only too easy to send every blade in this smithy hurtling through the air to stick him through like so many loosed arrows. Or to pull an iron from the fire and let it do its work on him that way. And then I’d be giving everything away. Word of that would get back to Zar in less than half a fortnight, and I’d be the most wanted man in the Badlands. Not for killing this son of a bitch; no one would miss him. But every king in every kingdom would want to conscript the blacksmith who wielded metal like his own breath. And Zar himself would come looking for a way to bind me into his service, as much a slave to his whim as my uncle had become to the fear of acting against the Bandit King. At the heart of it, Shaw had done everything he could to remind me of this inescapable fate if I ever let another see what my abilities could do.

      On the other hand, I could just send my fist into One Ear’s sideways nose. Maybe even it out a little. I’d be fine if he didn’t want to thank me for it.

      Before it came to that, I tried again to treat with them like the grown men they pretended to be. “Tell him to put it back.”

      The goofy-looking bastard tossing the metal staff in his hand chuckled. One Ear’s eyes widened, and he swung around in an exaggerated arc to look at Shaw again. “You let your apprentice order you around like this too, blacksmith?”

      Shaw, as always, said nothing and did even less.

      “Or maybe it’s the other way around. Is that it, boy?” The bandit nodded at me. “You the master here? ‘Cause I’m starting to think that hulking mountain in the corner’s as emptyheaded as he is silent.”

      To hell with it. I might as well rip his other ear off, too.

      I lurched forward to close his rotting mouth with my hammer arm, and Shaw’s voice cracked through the smithy like a whip. “If you want the work finished on time, I need the boy. And he needs to get to work.”

      My shoulders burned with the need to start punching, and the fire might as well have been dead in the hearth for all the heat of my anger filling me now. But I kept my mouth shut and stepped aside.

      “And take this for your troubles,” Shaw growled. He stormed across the smithy and reached for the weapons rack beside the workbench. The sword he drew from it had just been sharpened to a finish yesterday morning, meant for a man who visited Cavennel regularly and paid well for a high-quality blade. This he extended to One Ear, who snorted at the offer but snatched the hilt from Shaw’s massive hand.

      “My mistake,” One Ear said. “You’d make an even worse master, boy. Yours at least knows the way the world works.”

      The bandit drew his currently sheathed weapon, tossed it to the ground like a moldy heel of bread, and shoved the much better blade into his joke of a scabbard. “We’ll be back for that wagon in two days. It needs to be just as full of weapons and armor as good as this.”

      He jiggled the pommel of the new sword hanging at his hip. Then he stormed past Shaw and toward the open doorway. The other two marched behind him and made their way outside, but One Ear stopped. Then he leaned back like he’d forgotten something and looked over his shoulder at Shaw. “You see two women struttin’ around here like they don’t know they’re lost? One of them’s an elf.”

      “No,” Shaw replied, then folded his arms. “We don’t get anybody like that out here.”

      “Uh-huh.” One Ear sucked at his teeth again and took another sweeping glance around the smithy. “If you do, you better say something about it. Zar wants ‘em.” Then he drew a long, snorting breath into the back of his throat and spit something I heard thump into the grass just outside.

      The bandits’ voices fell against the rush of the river behind the smithy, and I watched One Eye swing himself up into the saddle of the horse before turning it back down the footpath toward town. The other two men fell into step behind him, waving their newly forged weapons around like idiots without caring how much they lagged behind the single rider.

      The sound of Shaw sliding open the wooden door facing the river pulled me out of glaring my hatred for our unwanted visitors. I turned around. “You gave that ass a weapon worth more than everything he’s ever owned put together.”

      Shaw just grunted. “Take you twenty minutes to make another.”

      Yes, but how long would it take my uncle to reclaim any of his own self-worth? The man couldn’t possibly be proud of any of this. But there was no point in trying to say any of that now. I still would have preferred to hit something.

      So instead, I stepped outside through the front doorway of the smithy and headed toward the heap of scrap those idiots had left in a wagon on our doorstep. It would not have been as easy for almost any other man to lift the wagon like a small wheelbarrow and carry it around the building. The only weight of it I really had to carry was the wagon itself; I merely called to the armor and weaponry and metal junk inside it. They lifted just enough to remove the burden of their combined weight, and they followed when I pulled what was nothing more than an empty wagon. I wouldn’t break my back for Zar or any of his gods-be-damned bandits. Especially not those three.

      Once I’d dropped the wagon on the river-facing side of the smithy, beside the back doorway and closer to the forge itself, I held all those pieces just above the bottom of the wagon and stepped back a bit. Now I could see all across the meadow spanning between Shaw’s little plot and the heart of Cavennel. There was no one. Normally, I didn’t check my surroundings as thoroughly as this, simply because we were mostly alone out here. But two unexpected visits in the same day, both of them without warning, were enough to make me a little wary. I didn’t like the feeling at all.

      Then I lifted my arms a little and moved every blood-stained, rusted, dented lump of the bandits’ metal from the wagon and onto the ground just outside the doorway. All at once. The pieces shifted and clanked together a bit, then two much larger items hit the grass beside the wagon with one dull thump after the other.

      I turned to find the bodies of two dead men, shaken loose from the straps that had held them poorly to their plated armor. They’d fallen at odd and otherwise agonizing angles—definitely both dead. One of them had a black stain already dried on his tunic, which covered most of it below the chest. The other was missing most of his arm below the shoulder. Both of them were pale and still but fortunately had not yet begun to bloat, even in this heat. They could have been alive only yesterday.

      “Not all glory and honor when you see it like this, is it?” Shaw asked.

      I turned away from the bodies to see him leaning against the smithy’s open doorway, his arms folded across his chest.

      “That one looks about your age.” He nodded to the bodies, but it didn’t matter which one he meant; I’d heard all this before.

      “Well he’s not me,” I replied, fighting to hold back my anger after One Ear’s farce of a visit while not lashing out at Shaw now, too.

      “But it might be,” he said, “if you don’t remember what I’ve told you.”

      “A man who picks up the sword dies on it. I know.” I stepped toward the pile of scrap and bent to retrieve a shortsword with the point nearly chipped completely off. “How could I forget?” I tossed the sword into a separate pile, knowing that if I sorted this mess by hand, he’d eventually run out of words and leave me alone.

      “I wouldn’t have done a very good job of raising you if you did forget,” Shaw replied. “The war’s already taken enough from the Badlands, Javron. I don’t mean to let it take any more from me, either.”

      I waited for him to saying something about my father and grandfather, about how he’d watched them die under enemy blades before swearing off soldiering forever. He’d only said this to me once, when I was ten and shared my first mug of ale with him. It was the only time he’d ever mentioned my father or his, and every time he shoved this subject down my throat like I was too daft to recognize it, I waited for him to tell me more about them. But he never did, and apparently, he wouldn’t now, either.

      Grunting, I tossed a buckled chest plate into another pile for armor.

      Still, he seemed to think a repeat of every other long over-stated decree of his was necessary today as well. “And that’s why the only blades we yield are the ones going in and out of the hearth. Why the hell would we choose to fight and die in someone else’s war?”

      “So it’s better to fund the war, then, is that it? To stay safe in those walls and forge weapons for the enemy while knowing the whole time that the blades you made for them are the same ones killing other men who look like me?” It came out of me in a rush as I dropped another dagger into the weapon pile. I couldn’t bring myself to look up at him.

      “Were you to take up arms in this fight,” Shaw said, “you’d be using your powers out in the open, for entire armies to see. You really think Zar wouldn’t come for you then? He’d imprison you. Make you his slave. Force you by whatever means necessary to craft whatever he wants.”

      “Those other means would have to be something better than iron chains,” I grunted. Barred cages and iron shackles worked with most men. I’d step through it all like walking through water.

      “You really think he doesn’t have something that would hold you?” Shaw asked. “He’s closed his fist around the Badlands easily enough.”

      “And you, apparently.” My anger might have taken it a bit too far with that, but I was finished listening to this.

      “No one finds out. No one see what you can do. And until I see Zar’s gray head on a pike with my own two eyes, you stay here.”

      Even if I’d had a reply to that, it wouldn’t have mattered. Shaw turned from the doorway then and returned to work. I sorted through the poor excuse for armor and weaponry, taking out my frustration there with physical labor. The harsh echo of Shaw’s hammer raining swift blows upon his next workpiece was the only other sound above the river’s constant roar behind us.
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      We worked until sunset. When Shaw stopped to wipe the sweat from his brow and finally removed his leather gloves, I had mine off and was already heading out the back doorway toward the river. End of day meant lowering the sluice gates against our water supply, and I started again at the one closest to the river, making my way back down. By the time I stepped back inside the smithy, Shaw had already raked the coals across the hearth, breaking up their hottest parts. I dipped the tin bucket into the quenching trough and left it at the man’s feet. He could shovel his own coals into the water. I had to get out.

      I stopped at our two-room cottage just long enough to fetch the coin purse from under my sleeping pallet, tie it to my belt, then slip a new tunic over my head and grab my cloak. Shaw didn’t try to get my attention again before I headed down the footpath toward the center of town. He knew I didn’t want to talk. And I could not talk just as well at Bryon’s tavern, only with a lot more ale and much better company.

      The twenty-minute walk in the darkening spring air helped me cool off in more ways than one. And I was counting on finding everything else I needed to distract myself at the tavern. When I stepped through the front door, I was surprised to find a little bit more than that, too.

      Miss Twenty Silver and her fair-haired elven companion occupied their own table at the far end of the tavern, having just been served their meal, by the looks of it. Well, I’d said I wanted a distraction.

      Neither of them noticed me until I stopped beside their table, and then I was on the receiving end of two completely opposing expressions—the dark-haired woman’s scowl and the elf’s coy smile. “What do you think of the food?”

      Miss Twenty Silver dropped the roll back onto her plate and sat back in her chair. “It was served to us in a tavern in the middle of nowhere,” she said.

      I really hoped she wasn’t as literal with every other aspect of her life.

      “What are you doing here?” It was the first thing I’d heard the blonde elf say, and her voice was surprisingly low coming from such a small body. If her irritated friend had asked it, it would have been meant as an insult. But coming from this one, with that approving smile and those violet eyes trailing across my shoulders again, it was definitely an invitation.

      “Just looking to improve my night a little,” I said and winked.

      The elf woman bit her lip and hummed in interest. “I can think of a few things that might help.”

      And so could I. I grinned down at her, and the dark-haired woman snorted.

      “We stopped in this town to have a staff made,” she said brusquely. When I turned to meet her gaze, her nostrils flared again. This woman was prickly. The design I’d left on her staff seemed even better suited for her now.

      “Well, you’ll have it when you see me again in the morning, love.” I flashed her a grin, wondering if anything could strip away those thorns. Miss Twenty Silver only rolled her eyes at me and pretended to take far more interest in her meal.

      “And in the meantime—” the elf began, though I’d never hear the end of that tempting line of hers; the dark-haired woman cleared her throat without any subtlety at all. The elf’s eagerness subsided, and her inviting smile became something more disappointed, in a rather sweet sort of way. “Well, you enjoy the rest of your night,” she finished instead.

      I knew then that I’d never get anywhere farther than that with the elf if Miss Twenty Silver were right there with us all night. And I had a feeling she’d never agree to give the elf and I some privacy. So I returned the sweetness of her smile, wanting something else entirely, and told her, “You too.” I made to leave their table but stopped and looked at the dark-haired woman. “You might want to know. Three bandit soldiers stopped by the smithy this afternoon, asking after two women who sounded an awful lot like you two.”

      It only took a second, but I caught the worried glance the elf shot her companion. “When are bandits not after a woman?” Miss Twenty Silver replied. She’d brushed off her friend’s reaction and grimaced at me. “And two would be better than one, wouldn’t they?”

      “Just passing along the information,” I said, spreading my arms in a gesture of innocence. “You ladies enjoy your supper.” Then I turned and headed toward the bar, letting my grin drop now that I’d turned my back. Whatever had crawled up Miss Twenty Silver’s blouse would probably take another fortnight to finesse back out again. It was a pity they’d be gone in the morning after they got what they wanted from me.

      The swinging door behind the bar opened, and from the back rooms stepped the woman I’d intended to see here in the first place. I stopped at the bar and leaned against the sticky wood, and when Setalie saw me there, she broke into a huge grin.

      She wasn’t the prettiest woman I’d ever seen—especially not after today—but she was pleasant enough to look at. Large hazel eyes, smooth skin, breasts nearly spilling out of the top of her corseted vest. Her hair, though, fell flat against her neck and back, and in the lanternlight, it was the color of dry dirt left to bake under the sun all day. But yes, I liked the barmaid’s smile too. And Setalie never told me no.

      When she reached me at the bar, she nearly pressed herself against it and grabbed an empty tankard from the stack of them beside her. “Long day, Javron?” she asked, setting the tankard on the bar and holding it there.

      “Long enough to want a drink.” I smiled back and nodded at the mug. She turned around to face the barrel against the back of the bar, giving me plenty of time to picture what it looked like beneath those skirts as she bent over enough to fill my cup. I didn’t have to imagine it; I’d seen it already plenty of times. Then she straightened again and set the foaming tankard on the bar in front of me. I pulled the coppers from the purse at my belt and slid them across the bar. “Thank you, love,” I told her, watching her even while I took the first long drink of ale.

      “Mm-hmm.” Setalie pressed her lips together and didn’t look away.

      I took another long drink, then smiled and leaned over my forearm. “Think you can spare a little time for company?”

      The woman didn’t even pause to take stock of the other patrons in the tavern. “I always have time for you.”

      “Best thing I’ve heard all day,” I said. While she headed away from me to step from behind the bar, I drained the rest of my ale in a few quick gulps, then met her by the narrow staircase in the far corner of the tavern. Setalie grabbed my hand and led me up those stairs toward her tiny room on the second floor. A few bawdy jests rose behind us, and she pulled me along even faster.

      Hers was the second room down the hall. She pushed it open and waited for me to enter first. Then she joined me, closed the door, and turned to pull down the latch I’d made her after one too many drunken idiots had walked in on us. Before she could turn around again to face me, I’d stepped up behind her and grabbed her narrow waist with both hands. Then I pulled her toward me until we couldn’t get any closer without removing these clothes.

      She let out a tiny moan when I leaned down to press my lips against the curve between her neck and shoulder. She smelled like ale. “Three times in less than a week,” she whispered, grinding her hips against me. “I’m starting to think you might like me.”

      A tiny gasp escaped her when I slid one hand from her hip and reached between her legs, rubbing her there through her skirts. The other I moved up her flat stomach and over the top of her corset, slipping it beneath her blouse. Setalie always squeaked like a mouse whenever I pinched her hardened nipple, and now was no different. “Oh,” I breathed in her ear, “I like you well enough.”

      She stiffened against me and tilted her head away from my mouth. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Sighing, I withdrew my roaming hands. It didn’t take much force at all to turn her around to face me; she was already doing that on her own. “You know how this works,” I told her, brushing her hair over her shoulder and running the backs of my fingers along her neck. It wasn’t the prettiest color, but it was soft.

      “And if you’re the only man I’ve been bringing into my bed since we started, why won’t you just admit what this is and say we’re together?”

      I trailed my fingers across the swell of her breasts. “Because we’re not.”

      Her breath hitched when I slipped my fingers beneath her blouse again, but apparently, she wasn’t going to let this go tonight. “Why are you trying to hide me?”

      Chuckling, I moved my attention to the laces on the front of her bodice, gently pulling the end of the top bow to begin my slow way down. “I most definitely am not trying to hide you,” I told her. “You give me exactly what I need, and I very much enjoy our arrangement. Nothing has to change.” I’d loosened nearly every row of laces by now.

      “You mean you don’t want anything to change,” Setalie said. I could feel her eyes boring into me, pleading for me to meet her gaze and tell her what she wanted to hear.

      With her corset all the way untied, I slipped my fingers between the two pieces and jerked them sharply open. Setalie gasped, and I dropped the undone piece of clothing. It fell past her hips and landed around her skirts on the floor. “Correct.”

      “You’re never going to change your mind, are you?” She stared at me as I untied the lace at the top of her blouse. But her eyes closed on their own when I freed one perfect breast from beneath the thin cotton.

      “If you’re not happy with the way things are,” I said, staring at her lips, “we can go our separate ways.” Her breath shuddered in her throat when I bent to run my tongue over the cold point of her nipple. If I hadn’t already been certain she wouldn’t turn me away, that would have convinced me.

      Setalie moaned and buried her fingers in my hair, arching her back away from me until I slipped my arm around her waist to keep her from falling over. When she pulled me away from her breast, she covered my lips with her own the very next second. There was no hesitation in that kiss—only undeniable wanting. I pulled her fully against me, kissing her back. Then her fingers wrapped around me through my breeches and gave an almighty squeeze. I put just enough space between our lips to mutter, “That’s what I thought.”

      With one arm, I lifted her from the ground and carried her the two steps to the small raised bed too narrow for two people to share side by side. That wouldn’t be a problem for us. When I laid her beneath me, Setalie clung to me like she was finally ready to stop talking.
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      I didn’t normally spend the entire night in Setalie’s bed. After the first few times, I thought it was starting to give her the wrong idea about our arrangement, and it had been a long time since I hadn’t left her eager arms to head back to my own bed before the sun rose. Apparently, the unexpected range of events yesterday had left me wanting more distraction than I’d thought. By the time Setalie had finally stopped screaming my name and rocking the headboard of her bed against the wall—which any other day, I might have tried to quiet just a little—it was already too late to make the walk back to Shaw’s cottage worth the time. So I’d stayed in her narrow bed, pressed fully up against her naked body just to avoid ending up on the floor. And now, she was flying around her tiny room trying to gather up all her clothing.

      “That was new,” she said, quickly cinching the ties up her corseted vest with hasty fingers.

      “You’re welcome.” I stretched in her bed, though my hands bumped against the wall behind me and my feet were already sticking mostly off the other end.

      She eyed me with a hungry smile, then slipped on her shoes and nearly skipped toward the bed. “I have to work.” Leaning over me, she planted a kiss on my lips, which was a little too long and a little too fierce for how little time she seemed to have. Then she slipped through the door and was gone.

      I didn’t mind much whether or not she stayed. This morning, I felt worlds better than I had before stepping into her room last night. And I’d be back.

      Shaw wouldn’t be happy with my absence from the forge this morning, but very few things seemed to make the man happy these days. Honestly, I didn’t care about his feelings. He’d done enough yesterday to stoke my anger, and it was better for both of us that I hadn’t gone back to the cottage. I slipped out of Setalie’s bed and gathered my clothes scattered across the floor. Time to head back.

      Though the sun had clearly already risen, the light spilling through even the tavern’s few windows, it was still fairly early. Setalie had work to get to, but that started before most the patrons and visitors spending coin on a room for the night had even stirred from their beds. As I made my way down the narrow staircase and into the tavern’s main room, I found two other travelers dressed, alert, and apparently quite ready to be on their way.

      “Sleep well?” I asked Miss Twenty Silver, who walked briskly toward the tavern’s front doors but stopped when she heard my voice. Her blonde elven friend grinned up at me.

      The dark-haired woman whirled toward me on the stairs and scowled. “Absolutely not.”

      I chuckled. “Are the beds too small for you?”

      Miss Twenty Silver couldn’t have looked more disgusted if I’d reached out to take her hand. “The bed was fine,” she seethed. “I couldn’t sleep for all the noise right next to our room. Some woman screaming all night and rutting like a wild animal.”

      I almost laughed; really she wasn’t that far off the mark. Before I could even begin a reply, Setalie chose that exact same moment to burst through the swinging doors from behind the bar, skirt around the bar itself, and drop my own coin burse back into my hand. Apparently, I’d forgotten it. I couldn’t say whether she did it for my benefit or hers—or many just to show these out-of-towners what she thought I was to her—but Setalie stepped up onto her toes for an urgent, hasty kiss. Then she was bouncing back behind the bar and through the doors into the kitchen beyond. I only had a brief moment to wonder if she’d taken anything out of my coin purse—no, she knew I’d find out—before the elf woman caught my attention.

      “It was you last night?”

      When I looked at her, her violet eyes were wide and glistening, not in complete shock but in what I thought must have been as close to hunger as this tiny little woman would ever reveal. I chuckled and grinned at her, raising an eyebrow. Neither of these women needed to hear me say it out loud.

      Miss Twenty Silver snorted and rolled her eyes, heading toward the door again. But her elven companion didn’t move. “And the barmaid,” the blonde said, holding me in her violet gaze. “She’s your…”

      “Friend,” I offered. “We enjoy each other’s company. When I need company. It’s nothing more than that.” The elf pursed her lips like she was trying to keep from smiling; she looked rather pleased with my answer. And why wouldn’t she be, if she was just as interested in this blacksmith as she made out to be? Setalie and I had fun, and yes, there were terms to that arrangement. I was the only man she brought into her bed, and in return, I brought her more than most other men could manage in a lifetime of trying. But that was it. No attachments, no commitments. Just the way I wanted it. Last night was the first time in a long time that the barmaid had challenged our little agreement, but I had a feeling her threats to end it were nothing more than frustrated bluffing. She could be frustrated all she wanted. It added a little extra something between the sheets.

      I turned back to Miss Twenty Silver and found her scowling at both of us—her elven friend and I. “I assume you both were heading back to the smithy,” I said. Neither of them answered, so I kicked up my bootheel and gave a little bow. “Allow me to escort you.”

      The dark-haired woman rolled her eyes again and shoved open the tavern doors. Her tiny friend grinned and stepped up beside me. We exited the tavern together, and I gestured to the southwest of Cavennel’s main quarter—if the town was even large enough to have quarters—and the footpath leading to Shaw’s forge.

      The footpath itself curved around a large field just on the edge of town, which added all the extra time. Why not cut through the field itself and get to the end of our business that much faster? I stepped off the footpath, and the women followed me. Soon, we were walking three abreast, one of them on either side of me. Then I grew tired of Miss Twenty Silver’s silence and her companion’s apparent eagerness to not upset her friend any further by engaging me in conversation.

      “I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure of your names,” I said, smiling at the dark-haired woman.

      She didn’t look at me. “In that,” she muttered, “I’m afraid you’ll remain disappointed.”

      “Her name is Ayana,” the elf said. When I turned the other way to look at her, the blonde woman was eyeing me with that rather satisfied smirk again. “I’m Nori.”

      “Javron,” I replied and winked at her.

      Ayana—and I was pleased to be able to think of her by her real name—snorted and shook her head. “I’m not surprised,” she said. “A common name.”

      “If I’ve done something to upset you, love,” I said, bending a bit to try to catch her attention, “please, do share. I’d love to know what about me has got you all twisted up.”

      Nori giggled beside me, and Ayana licked her lips, staring straight ahead. “Everything about you, really,” she said. “You’re cocky and bull-headed and think far too highly of yourself.”

      Ah, now we were getting somewhere. “Because you know all about me and exactly how far my potential extends?” I asked. Yes, I was goading her, but I really couldn’t help it. The fact that neither of these women knew a thing about my powers over metal made this entire sparring match that much more entertaining.

      “I do,” Ayana replied. “I imagine you won’t make much more of yourself than what you already are. A grown man still living with his mother and hammering at steel all day.”

      Well, I certainly hadn’t expected her to bring my mother into this. Admittedly, her jab left a shallow wound. But I covered that up by replying immediately with, “The sickness took my mother when I was seven.”

      The statement did exactly what I’d thought it would. Ayana jerked her head up sideways to look at me and blinked her wide eyes rapidly. When she saw I wasn’t smiling this time, the woman blushed furiously and turned away from me again to stare across the field. But she didn’t say anything else.

      “Javron,” Nori said. “I’m so sorry.”

      I’d started to turn toward her, to thank her for the consolation and perhaps score a few more points in not being exactly what I seemed. But the clop of more than one horse’s hoofbeats rose quickly behind us, followed by a shout.

      “Well, look at you, boy!”
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      Before I had the time to turn around, the three horses had passed us. Their riders reined them to a halt in our path, and thankfully, both women with me stopped when I did. Then I recognized One Ear in the saddle of the animal in the middle. These idiots must have found a few more horses to loot in the last thirty hours. Or they’d taken the animals as payment.

      “I’m disappointed in you, apprentice,” One Ear snapped, leering down at us. “You told me you didn’t know the women we were looking for.”

      I cocked my head at the man and sighed. “I believe my uncle was the one who said he hadn’t seen them.”

      One Ear sniffed, and the corner of his lip twitched. “Well, now we’ve found what we were looking for.” He glared down at me from the saddle of his horse, then hissed, “Stand aside, boy.”

      “The hell I will,” I said. Ayana could give me grief all she wanted, but it didn’t mean I’d willingly hand over either of these women. Especially not to these bastards. She didn’t quite deserve that.

      “I can handle this,” Ayana muttered.

      One Ear let out a strangled-sounding growl, then drew his sword and kicked his heels into his horse’s flanks. His two other thugs followed suit, and I did what I had to do. I raised my hand with just a little flick of the wrist, realizing only One Ear wore enough metal to effectively throw him from his horse; I could handle the other two later. I called to the bandit’s dented, rusty breastplate, which responded only too eagerly and lifted the man from the saddle. He went flying off his horse, and at the same time, the bandit on his left was struck in the shoulder with a flash of light. He reeled and toppled from his mount, too, and the third rider found himself the victim of a second flash of light sending him almost beneath his own horse’s stamping hooves.

      I froze and turned to look at Ayana. She was staring at me with as much shock written across her face as I was sure she found on mine. Her hand was still raised toward the horses, who had now bolted away from us across the field. But I knew what she’d done. It had to have been her—she’d struck the other two bandits with some kind of lightning.

      The sound of our three idiot attackers picking themselves up off the ground pulled Ayana and me from our shared surprise. My hand shot out toward the man running at Nori. The poorly made sword in his hand bent at the hilt, the rest of the blade drooping uselessly toward the ground. He stopped midstride and stared at it, though I was too busy to make the jest something along the lines of his blade now matching his stamina.

      I reached for the other bandit beside One Ear, who’d lifted his sword above his head as he charged—the one with the disgustingly jagged teeth. Without having to touch him, I ripped the blade from his hand and sent it flying end over end across the field. He staggered sideways, reaching out in confusion for the weapon that had seemingly jumped right out of his grasp.

      One Ear had almost reached Ayana, but she raised her hands and shot duel streaks of blazing yellow light from her palms. The bolts were obviously aimed at One Ear’s chest, but the glowing yellow light merely sparked around the outside of his armor and filtered across his chain-link hauberk beneath. When the man realized her unexpected ability clearly hadn’t caused him any pain, One Ear sneered and charged toward her again.

      So I had another swift, effortless conversation with all the plate armor he wore. The next thing he knew, he was dangling in midair, strapped into his breastplate tightly enough to keep him inside while I held his armor aloft. One Ear bellowed in fury, kicking his legs uselessly. I glanced at Ayana to see her aim her hands toward the jagged-toothed bandit, who had now taken off across the field—to either retrieve his thrown weapon or to escape. Two short, quick bursts of sizzling yellow erupted from the woman’s palm, where they found their target in the fleeing bandit’s back. His scream at the first bolt was cut short by the second, and he dropped right there in the field without another movement or sound.

      “Oh…” One Ear growled, still floating a few feet above us. “Just wait til I—”

      I’d had enough of him. I clenched my fist, and the sound of his breastplate crunching in on itself drowned out whatever he said next. Or maybe it was the fact that he cold no longer use his lungs to speak once I’d turned his own armor against him to crush him there in the air. Then I dropped him. The man landed with a dull thud, his eyes wide open in death. A stream of blood trickled from the corner of his slack mouth.

      “I surrender. I surrender!” The third bandit had fallen to his knees in front of Ayana, who glared down at him with more hatred than she’d aimed even at me. This was the one who hadn’t said a thing yesterday in Shaw’s smithy—the one who’d thoroughly enjoyed running his grimy hands all over the staff I’d just completed.

      “There is no surrender,” Ayana said, then aimed a hand at the man’s terrified face.

      “Stop.” It wasn’t quite a shout, but it was enough to get her attention. She turned to look at me and frowned. “I already killed one man,” I added.

      “And I definitely killed the other.” Ayana nodded briefly across the field at the bandit she’d blasted in the back.

      I was inclined to trust her on that one—the man still hadn’t moved from where he’d dropped. “So we both did what was necessary,” I replied. “He surrendered. That should be enough.”

      “This is war,” she all but screamed at me. “This is what it means to fight.”

      Glancing briefly down at the bandit trembling on his knees, his hands raised in submission beside his face, I shook my head. “Not like this, Ayana.”

      “Yeah,” the guy squawked. “Yeah, I surrendered.” He definitely wasn’t helping his own case.

      “That doesn’t make you innocent of anything,” I spat at him. “All three of you would have done whatever pleased you with these women—”

      “No!” he shouted back, glancing in panic from me to Ayana and back again. “Honest. We wouldn’t have touched a hair on their heads. Zar wants them.” The man looked at me like I was supposed to know what that meant. My frown seemed enough to get him talking again. “For what they can do.” The bandit nodded at Ayana’s outstretched hand, and his eyes grew impossibly wide. “Y-you’re a smart man,” he stammered, gazing up at me again. “Hand them over. Take the money. Zar will pay twenty gold for the—”

      A yellow glow zapped from Ayana’s outstretched palm, and at such a close range, it burned the man’s face and charred his neck and chest almost instantly. He dropped to the ground, smoke rising from his head in a nauseating stream of burnt hair and seared flesh.

      I stepped away and turned to glare at Ayana, who still stared at the man’s smoking corpse. “I thought I said no,” I told her.

      She blinked at me, her nostrils flaring again in her obvious anger. “I don’t take orders from you.”

      Oh, this again. “Then at least tell me what the hell a warlord wants the two of you for.” I threw my hand toward where I thought Nori stood behind us. Then I had to look; yes, she remained where Ayana and I had left her while she let the two of us do the fighting. She watched the shouting match with wide eyes, all traces of her coy smile now completely gone. “Ayana,” I snapped. “Why does Zar want you?”

      Finally, she lowered her hand, but it was only to fold her arms across her chest and glare at me again in defiance. This woman was obviously dead-set against telling me anything.

      Sighing, I ran a hand through my hair and gestured toward the other side of the field where we’d find the smithy. “Then we’d better get you what you paid for so you can be on your way.” Ayana stalked off ahead of me, as if the altercation with One Ear and his thugs had never happened—as if she hadn’t just killed one man in self-defense and murdered another in cold blood as he begged for his life on his knees. I stared after her for a minute, then turned to watch Nori pass me as well and follow her companion across the field. She didn’t look up to meet my gaze.
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      Just as I’d expected, Shaw was definitely frustrated by my absence at the forge this morning. He opened his mouth to say something about it, I was sure, but he closed his mouth again instantly when he saw Ayana and Nori following me into the smithy. I went straight up to the workbench without really acknowledging him. It wasn’t there was much to say in the way of greeting or explanation. If Zar had his bandits looking for these women, they needed to get out of here as quickly as possible. And I supposed I’d just have to deal with whatever consequences came my way after that.

      I could have just fitted the staff and headpiece together with a thought, but it wouldn’t have done me any favors to seal the pieces together using my powers—not now that Shaw was staring daggers into the back of my head and watching my every move. I quickly snatched up the headpiece and fitted its hollow end to the tip of the staff. Yes, I did use my powers a bit after that to seal the pieces firmly together, but all that happened on the inside, where no one else could truly see it.

      Then I turned and presented the staff to Ayana. Ignoring Shaw only worked for so long; I could feel his suspicious gaze moving about the room, taking in my gruffness, Ayana’s scowl, Nori’s quiet patience beside the open doorway of the smithy. Ayana produced the gem she’d shown me yesterday from her cloak and fitted it into the detailed setting I’d crafted within the headpiece. For a moment, she just stared at the thing, blinking quickly. Then her eyes drifted down to take in the embellished thorny vines curling around the staff’s length. Her nostrils flared again, but she didn’t say anything about the unnecessary prettiness added to her ordered weapon. I was only marginally disappointed by this; I’d been so sure she would have snapped at me—something about being far too sure of myself. But I supposed we might have moved past that a bit between the field and Shaw’s smithy.

      Then she looked up at me and said very softly, almost as if she really didn’t want me to hear, “It fits perfectly.”

      I tried to smile in reply, not at all feeling it after she’d killed that third bandit anyway despite my protest. So I settled instead for a curt nod with what felt like a grimace on my own face.

      “All right,” Shaw growled from beside his anvil. “What the hell’s going on, here?”

      I turned around to look at him, though it didn’t escape my notice that Ayana merely studied the staff in her hands. “We came across some bandits,” she said calmly.

      “The same three that were here yesterday,” I added, really hoping she wouldn’t say any more so I could explain my morning to Shaw in the privacy of our own company.

      “What happened?” Shaw asked. He sounded like he was about to bring that hammer in his hand down against one of our heads.

      “Shaw—” I started.

      “We did what was necessary,” Ayana said, handing the staff out toward Nori. The elf quietly stepped up beside her and took the newly forged weapon. “And Javron here has quite a gift, wouldn’t you say, blacksmith?”

      Well, there went my hope of explaining it in my own words. “Oh, don’t pretend that doesn’t apply to you, too,” I told her, partly frustrated and partly more than a little excited to have found someone else wielding such valuable abilities. Ayana eyed me with what might have turned into a smile if Shaw hadn’t slammed his hammer down on the anvil.

      “So they know?” he asked me, gesturing to the women standing in our smithy.

      I just nodded.

      “I told you to never let anyone see it,” he roared.

      “It’s not like he’s the only one who can do something remarkable,” Ayana said, folding her arms and glaring now at Shaw. I couldn’t tell if she was trying to support me in this odd argument or just boasting about herself.

      My uncle turned his fiery gaze on her now. “Oh, you think it’s something to be proud of, do you? You’re just as much at fault in this for encouraging him.”

      “Encouraging me?” I shouted. “I was the one who told her not to—”

      “Enough!” Well, yes, the volume of Shaw’s angry shouting stopped me outright. “I don’t care how it happened. The fact of the matter is that all three of you have endangered yourselves. And me.”

      “You mean you don’t feel safe here surrounded by all these weapons?” Ayana spat at him, twirling her finger around the smithy. It was definitely not said in genuine concern for Shaw, I knew that much.

      He stared at her for a few seconds. “I believe you owe me those twenty silver, now.”

      Ayana lifted her chin. “How about I hand you forty silver and take Javron with us?” That took me off guard; was the woman really trying to barter for me like I was some kind of pack animal? “Every bit of resistance helps in this war,” she added, “and he obviously has more than just a bit to offer.”

      For a split second, I really did think my uncle considered striking her—or at least raging at her enough to force her out of the smithy. Instead, he stepped toward her and opened his hand.

      The woman didn’t break his gaze at all when she withdrew a coin purse from within the folds of her cloak. But instead of opening it to count out the coin—or even placing the payment in

      Shaw’s massive hand—she stepped toward the workbench and dropped the purse with a clink. Then she whirled around to face me. “You need to pick a side, Javron,” she said, stepping closer to me than I thought her prickliness would have allowed. “Something awful’s coming, and you’re not nearly far enough away out here to avoid it.” Then she stormed past me and out the open doorway of the smithy.

      Nori took a few more seconds to blink at me, but her smile hadn’t returned. Then she followed Ayana out into the field beside our smithy, and they were gone.

      Shaw didn’t waste any time by allowing me to explain; his hammer crashed down upon another workpiece on his anvil. It seemed exactly the kind of outlet that would help with my frustration, too. That Ayana woman had struck a little too close to home with her final warning. Or maybe it was a threat. And she hadn’t even thanked me for the staff.
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      We worked all day in a somewhat strained silence. A bit of it, I knew, was Shaw’s anger directed toward me and what I’d let happen in the field. Really, I hadn’t had a choice if I wanted to get back to the forge in one piece—or at all. But most of the tension came from the fact that we both spent the day anticipating another troop of Zar’s blasted bandits to come knocking down our doors and seeking retribution for the men Ayana and I had slain. Or to try carting me off with them so Zar could use me the way Shaw had always threatened the warlord would.

      But no one else came to our door that day, and by sunset, it occurred to me that most likely, no one had seen Ayana and I fight at all. Whatever witnesses had seen me use my powers were dead now. Well, except for the dark-haired woman herself and her elven companion, and neither of them were going to be spreading the word about the blacksmith with more control over metal than any other blacksmith in the Badlands. At least, that seemed particularly unlikely, what with Ayana having all but commanded me to pick a side.

      That thought brought a dry laugh out of me. Despite everything that had happened today, the woman still liked to think she knew what was best for me—or what I wanted. She hadn’t been entirely wrong, though. I didn’t want to hide away beside the forge with Shaw while war waged all around us. Not when I now had proof that I could lift an armored man from the ground and crush him there in his own breastplate.

      Then it hit me. It had been so easy with One Ear, leaving him hanging in the air like that as if my powers controlled men’s bodies instead of the armor into which they’d strapped themselves. I could, if I crafted it just right from every angle, do the same thing with myself. Not to immobilize myself in battle, of course, but to rise above it. A man not bound to the earth or a saddle could offer a good deal more than a normal soldier.

      But it wouldn’t be just a breastplate. If I wanted the best results and controlled movements—not just dangling there and kicking my legs like that idiot One Ear—I’d have to make an entire suit of armor. Shaw would be furious, of course, calling it nothing more than a dangerous fancy likely to get me killed or enslaved. That only made it more fun.

      As the sun sank behind the valley upriver, Shaw put away his hammer, stripped his gloves, and hung his leather apron on the hook in the wall behind him. “Go close up the water,” he told me, hefting the rake we used to scatter the coals at the end of the day.

      “I want to keep working,” I said.

      Shaw stared at me for a minute, then put the rake right back where he’d found it in the corner. “Make sure you close up when you’re finished.”

      “Sure.” I watched him tromp across the smithy’s dirt floor toward the open doorway facing the river and our cottage a half mile farther out. “And save me at least a little supper, yeah?”

      He paused but didn’t turn back to look at me. “If you take too long and it gets cold,” he muttered, “that’s on you.”

      I snorted a little at that—his failing attempt to jest with me now after an entire day spent in anger. “Fine.”

      Shaw nodded and continued out the doorway.

      Once I’d waited long enough to be sure he wasn’t sticking around to watch, I closed my eyes and gave myself a minute to search through all the pieces in the smithy. The giant wagonload the bandits had dumped on us yesterday—which might not be recovered, I realized, now that all three of them were dead in the field—took just a bit more effort on my part to sort through what was completely useless for my new project and what might actually have some potential. I could say for sure that every piece I’d separated into piles the day before felt dirty, but that was only because of how they’d been collected and all the grime and blood staining them. Metal was metal, and it wanted to be used. We’d help each other.

      In the blazing light of the forge, which seemed to grow even brighter as the sun disappeared behind the mountains, I crafted a suit of armor to my own body. From among the piles of scrap metal, I’d managed to find more than enough decent pieces to work with. It was harder to change the core composition of a piece, like trying to turn an iron bar into gold. It was possible, but it took a lot of time and concentration. I had all the focus I could want, but I didn’t want to waste my night turning a low-integrity piece into something strong, lightweight, durable, and flexible all at once. Fortunately, we had enough of this in the smithy already.

      I started with the breastplate—the largest singular piece. With very little effort, I asked it to remain where it was against my chest until I’d finished bending and shaping its relative twin to cover my back and form the whole cuirass. No bolting or strapping together for this one—the minute I had them around my torso, I bid the metal pieces to meld to one another, forming a tight seal in only a few seconds. It actually fit quite well, settling lightly against my shoulders. I rolled my arms in wide circles, testing the movement; really, I’d never doubted my own measurements in these pieces. But it did feel different to be wearing the armor instead of crafting it for someone else’s use.

      That range of motion in my arms, I knew, had to be retained with the arm pieces. The pauldrons came next to settle over my shoulders, followed by the guardbraces on my upper arms and the vambraces on my forearms. The movement was still a little awkward, the plates clinking against each other when I shifted. So I stripped thin pieces of steel from another stack of scrap metal, which flew toward me when I beckoned to them and formed themselves into tiny, strengthened links. These I attached to the ends of each armored plate, which made the arms move much more fluidly now but would still protect against attack by a blade or loosed arrows. It was almost like wearing my own hauberk of chain mail beneath the armored suit but only where the jointed plates didn’t quite meet each other. This meant the whole thing would move fluidly and without the added weight of a full chain-mail hauberk worn beneath most armor. Not that the weight mattered much to me when I could just lift and move it however I pleased. But it wouldn’t do me any good to walk around wearing an obnoxiously heavy suit of armor when I had to focus my attention on anything other than using my powers just to keep the weight off.

      I connected the cuisses and greaves around my thighs and calves in exactly the same way, and by the time I had it all finished, it was completely dark outside. I hadn’t yet turned to crafting plated gloves of the gauntlets or the solarets that would cover my boots, but that didn’t matter much. In only a few hours, I’d put together a higher quality suit of armor than most armorers could claim to have forged in half a fortnight. And with only my head, hands, and boots uncovered, now seemed as good a time as any to test my theory.

      Taking a deep breath and feeling the humming energy of so many light, sturdy pieces clinging to my body, I commanded them into the air. And yes, just as I’d imagined, they took me with them. This might have been the best feeling in my entire life, even though my movement around the smithy and across the dirt floors was a little shaky. But I could do it. I made two passes across the smithy, front wall to back wall, gliding a little unsteadily through the heat churned out by the still working forge. And then I heard whispering from just outside.

      It broke my concentration only enough that I stumbled for a second when I landed. Then I told the armor I’d made to separate, and the whole thing split down the middle in two pieces. The suit fell at my feet in front of me and behind me just as I turned to see Ayana and Nori in the open doorway of the forge.

      Both of the women froze. Ayana lifted an eyebrow at me, and that was really the only reaction I found in her. Nori, though, kept glancing from the split armor at my feet to my face and back again, her mouth popped open slightly in surprise. I had no idea if they’d seen me flying about the smithy, or if they’d watched the suit of armor split away from me as if it had been cleaved in two by a sharpened axe all around. Perhaps they were just smart enough to put two and two together. But Nori’s violet eyes flickered in the glow of the forge’s fiery coals and widened more than I thought possible. She took in a sharp, awed breath, and then Ayana spoke for them both.

      “We’ve been spotted,” she said, stepping farther into the smithy and turning back only once to glance outside. “Even more bandits than before. A lot more, really. And they’re circling in on us. Javron, I’m sorry we led them back here, but I didn’t know—”

      “It’s fine,” I said quickly, saving her from having to admit how frightened she was. It showed clearly enough on her face. “Come with me.” I turned toward the open doorway facing the river, peered around the corner, then waited for the women to join me there. I didn’t see any movement out in the darkness of the meadows just outside our little plot, but that didn’t mean much. The bandits set on chasing Ayana and Nori down would be here any minute, and I had no intention of leaving either of them on their own only to be killed on my doorstep or shackled and enslaved.

      I moved briskly beneath the open night sky, and both wanted women hurried closely behind me.
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      I burst through the front door of our two-room cottage to find Shaw just getting up from the low wooden table that had always seemed too small for him. He was clearing his plate of what smelled like spring vegetables and a bit of chicken, while another full and uneaten plate remained on the other side of the table. He pretended not to look up at me when he said, “It’s definitely cold—” Then he noticed the two terrified women now crowding into the cottage’s main room, which had not been built to comfortably fit four people. Despite the fact that two of these people were rather small in comparison, Shaw and I both took up quite a bit of space. “What is this?” he roared. His empty plate clattered back onto the table.

      “They came back for our help,” I told him, staring my uncle down now. When it came to this, I would not let him shout his way into changing my mind.

      Shaw eyed Ayana and Nori with more distaste than I’d seen on his bristled face in a long time. “We are not obligated to help anyone.” He glared at Ayana, but he was clearly speaking to me. “Leave them to their fate, Javron.”

      I couldn’t believe it. “So you’re going to turn these women out and watch them get slaughtered on our doorstep?” Yes, it was a bit gruesome given our present company, but Ayana and Nori had proven they weren’t particularly fragile. And I was quite sure they knew the risks of what was coming for them.

      “Actually,” Ayana said, “if we can’t escape these bandits tonight, a swift death here would be the preferred option.”

      I glanced at her briefly, a little surprised both by the fact that she so blatantly acknowledged that preference and that she’d agreed with me—in a fashion.

      “Oh, more bandits, is it?” Shaw said, now fully addressing Ayana. “Twenty silver isn’t nearly worth the trouble you’ve brought here, girl.”

      Ayana clenched her fists and glared at him. “How can—”

      “The trouble was headed our way, Shaw, with or without these women,” I interrupted. I didn’t want to give these two time to get into an argument from which I knew neither of them would back away. We didn’t have time for that. “We have a chance to do something here. To make a difference.”

      Shaw stabbed his meaty finger down toward the table. “The only difference helping these two will make is to bring Zar’s armies right down on both our heads.” He turned and spat into the fire, which hissed for a second then settled.

      “Helping us will mean a lot more than that,” Ayana said. She stared at Shaw, seeming to make some rather difficult decision, then swallowed and looked at me. “We’re trying to get through the Badlands to Ebrelon. King Tymon is a just ruler. A good man. We want to help him. The outcome of this war depends on it, I would say.” She tipped her head at that, as if she’d been reluctant to admit even that much.

      “And why would some king in a neighboring kingdom, who’s never stepped a foot into the Badlands, give a damn about the war here?” Shaw asked her.

      Ayana’s eyes widened more than I’d ever seen, and she slammed her hands down on the table, leaning over it toward my uncle. “This war doesn’t end at the border of the Badlands, blacksmith. You only see a tiny piece of it here, in your safe little town with a few bandits passing through now and then. This is bigger and more important than you can imagine.”

      Shaw blinked at her, as if he’d never considered any of this before. Only I’d been arguing the same thing since the first time we even caught word of the war clearly headed right toward us.

      “I told you,” I said. Shaw turned his head slowly to look at me. “I told you we can’t just keep our heads down and pretend the rest of the world doesn’t exist. We have to do something—”

      “And I told you, Nephew,” Shaw growled, calling me by the not-so-subtle term he used only at the very limit of his waning patience, “our place is at the forge. I did not watch my father and brother die on the battlefield just to send you willingly off to the same fate. And your mother…” He swallowed and worked his jaw for a moment with a sound. “I promised her I would—”

      “Well, she’s not here,” I interrupted. The last thing I wanted was to hear him talk about the mother I hardly remembered. “I’d say that gives you a pass on your guilt. And I bet even she would call you a coward.”

      Shaw slammed his meaty fist down on the table, spilling the full plate of food that would have been my supper. Ayana jerked her hands back and jumped away a little. “I have lost too much to war,” Shaw seethed, his voice almost too large for the tiny cottage. “I will not lose you too to some other damn fool’s battle!”

      Well, there it was—my uncle’s clear admission. He cared more about protecting what little he called his own than about the hundreds of thousands who would suffer under Zar’s hand, perhaps even other unknown enemies dangerous enough for Ayana and Nori to flee to another kingdom. I didn’t know what they were, but I knew a decision had to be made. So I made it.

      “If you’re so worried about your own skin, Uncle, I’ll handle this myself.” I whirled from the table and stormed toward the cottage’s small front door. Nori stepped silently out of my way, but I couldn’t look at her.

      “Javron,” Ayana called.

      “Stay here!” I didn’t look back at her or Shaw, either. There was no point. There might have been enough bandits to scare Ayana and Nori into coming back here—to hide or for protection, maybe both—but I’d seen enough of Zar’s forces to know they were all idiots. And I had one thing they didn’t. Well, two things, now.

      I stalked along the rushing river beneath the night sky, headed toward the smithy’s open doorway and the full, blazing glow of the forge I’d never closed down for the night. The hot air hit me even before I stepped over the threshold, and there were the two perfectly split pieces of the suit of armor I’d crafted. I didn’t stop to consider what I was doing. I didn’t have to.

      Moving swiftly through the smithy, I called to the plate mail, the chains linking the joints—all of it. They came to me willingly, fitting against my body as I’d made them to and sealing seamlessly together before I’d even reached the opposite doorway leading out to the meadow and the footpath toward the center of Cavennel. I stopped only long enough to call to the mostly finished helm Shaw had forged, hanging on the wall. It didn’t match my armor, but it would work.

      The helm flew from the shelf of finished pieces and into my hand. Then I slipped it over my head and stepped out again into the night to do what Shaw wouldn’t. I never had been much like him. I was better.
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      No, it didn’t even occur to me to arm myself with a sword. I only realized this when I saw the dozen bandits headed swiftly across the gently rolling meadow toward the smithy. Four of them came on horseback, and all of them drew their own weapons when they saw me standing there in front of the blazing fire in the forge.

      They slowed a little before they’d reached me, clearly confused by the fact that only one man stood before them in an almost complete suit of armor—minus the greaves and solarets over my hands and feet. One of the riders shouted, “Where are they?”

      “You won’t find them,” I replied.

      Through the darkness, a flash of steel whistled through the air toward me. I didn’t have to see it to feel the dagger thrown my way. With a flick of my wrist, I sent the blade hurtling right back into the belly of one of these filthy, reeking idiots. It could have struck the man who’d thrown it. It could have struck a different man. It didn’t matter.

      Before the fool with a bandit blade in his ribs hit the ground, the rest of them charged. I jerked my hands together, and two men’s blades turned at just the right angles that they ran each other through for me, choking on their own disbelief. I felt the three men wearing steel breastplates—one of them on a horse—and lifted them into the air as I’d lifted One Ear, though this time, I sent them smashing back to the ground with enough force to break their necks. The muffled snaps rose above the snorts of four spooked horses and pounding feet.

      Then I felt the scream of another blade slicing at me through the air; one of the bandits had made it to my side. I lifted my arm in time to catch the poorly made sword in the joint between the armor of my upper arm and forearm, where the linked chains holding them together stopped the blade from piercing through. The pain of impact wasn’t lost on my elbow, but the man who’d struck me glanced up from the blade caught between my armored pieces with wide eyes. I commanded his sword against him, thrusting the hilt of it up and backwards to crush his windpipe. He dropped, and I turned.

      Five men left, and three of them apparently thought it was smarter to dismount their horses. The animals shied away from the battle, but I had nothing against the mounts.

      The bandits regrouped and came at me again together. One of them rushed close enough to try another swing at me, this time at my head. My armored suit didn’t leave much room for ducking—and I didn’t particularly enjoy the thought of my brains getting bashed around inside the helm—so I called to my armored suit, and it obeyed. My boots dragged shallow furrows in the earth beneath me as I pulled the armor, and myself inside it, backwards, and the bandit who’d meant to strike a blow to my head or neck found himself burying his blade in his comrade’s neck instead.

      I raised three blades from the ground beside the dead bandits who’d wielded them and sent each one of them into a living man’s belly at the same time. A few choked gasps echoed in the night, which had grown rather silent now. Then I turned to face the final bandit—the one who’d sliced one of his own men’s throats—and stalked toward him. My armor barely made a sound, but he turned to me with wide eyes and froze.

      Raising a hand, I lifted the sword from his grasp as easily as if he’d given it to me and turned it in the air until the point hung there a mere inch from his throat. The man trembled, but his traitorous weapon did not budge despite the lack of a physical hand wielding it. The wet grate of blades slipping out of flesh filled the air; in two seconds, the other three swords I’d used on three bandits now hovered just as close to the last man who meant to hunt down Ayana and Nori—and to kill me, most likely. The man, whose face I now noticed was covered by a swath of open sores, whimpered at the sight of four swordpoints lethally angled right at him.

      Once I stood just on this side of the hovering weapons, I slowly removed my helm and tossed it into the grass. “What do you want with those women?” I asked. Really, I didn’t have to put much effort into sounding intimidating. Everything the man had just seen me do—plus the weapons closed in on him—got that point across clearly enough.

      “You’re one of them too,” he breathed.

      I urged the blades to move a little closer to his flesh. “Tell me,” I said. “Why the lightning mage and the elf?” No, Ayana hadn’t exactly told me she was a lightning mage, but the crackling yellow streaks I’d seen flashing out of her palms couldn’t have made her anything else.

      The man eyed the sharp tips of steel hovering around his neck and swallowed. Then he met my gaze. “We don’t care about the lightning mage,” he said. “It’s the crystal mage Zar wants.”

      That made absolutely no sense. I’d never heard of a crystal mage. Then again, such a thing had to exist. Zar’s men were idiots, yes, but that gray, gnarled bastard wasn’t. If he knew about a crystal mage and sent his thugs to find her, she had to exist. And if it wasn’t Ayana … well, Nori had been a little too silent about all of this.

      I turned my back on the last of a dozen men come to haul those women away. With a wave of my hand, I heard the slice of four blades piercing him at once, followed by the lifeless thump of his body hitting the ground.

      I stopped in the smithy only long enough to release the bonds I’d formed on the suit of armor around me, leaving it split and lying on the floor where I’d stood like a snake’s shed skin. Then I went back to the cottage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

      

    

    
      Ayana and Nori stood in the doorway of the cottage when I returned, their silhouettes backlit by the small fire Shaw had going in the hearth inside. They didn’t move when they caught sight of me, though I couldn’t say for sure how much of the fight they’d seen. The cottage was just far enough away from the smithy that they might only have heard what happened instead.

      I did in fact regret that I’d just been forced to kill twelve men on our doorstep, despite how well the suit of armor worked and how good it had felt. Not killing them, really, but being able to protect the two women huddling in the doorway—yes, and Shaw. Being able to finally do something. And I realized Ayana had been right when she’d fried the last of the trio running around with One Ear. We couldn’t afford to spare their lives. Not when it risked word getting back to Zar that now a lightning mage, a crystal mage, and an iron mage had found each other. Iron mage—I liked the sound of that. Still, the fact that my opinions on killing the bandits had changed to reflect Ayana’s didn’t mean we were finished. She still had a lot of explaining to do.

      Both women stepped aside when I entered the cottage, their eyes wide. Ayana looked me over swiftly, most likely searching for wounds or serious damage done. Nori, I noticed, just stared at the inside of my elbow, which already boasted a dark, purple bruise where the bandit’s sword had stuck against the linked chains connecting the armor on my arms.

      Then I stopped, staring at Nori, and lifted a warning finger. “What can you do?”

      That question ripped her gaze from my elbow, and she studied my face with those wide, violet eyes. Then she slowly shook her head.

      “I need to know right now,” I added, fighting to hold back what I could only assume was my first real taste of battle rage. That battle was over. This one, if it came to that, would have to be fought with words.

      Nori’s lips popped open. “I…”

      “She’s a crystal mage,” Ayana answered for her. Nor sighed, and I turned around to look at the dark-haired woman. Apparently, I’d already made it perfectly clear how serious I was. “She can imbue crystals with magic. Any kind.” Without a preface to her demonstration, Ayana lifted the metal staff I’d made her and tossed it across the small main room toward Nori. The elf looked surprised, but she snatched the staff from the air with perfect precision. Then she reached out to briefly touch her fingertips to the clear crystal embedded in the staff’s headpiece. Her eyelids fluttered for a moment, and when she looked at Ayana again, the lightning mage extended a hand to send a perfect streak of that glowing yellow energy right into the crystal itself.

      For a second, I thought she meant to destroy the crafted piece—until the crackling yellow energy of hers seemed drawn into the clear gem as if through a sieve. The crystal let off a few sparks, and then everything fell still again. Except now, the crystal had taken on that same bright, electric yellow of Ayana’s powers.

      “She imbues crystals with other mages’ powers,” Ayana finished. “Any power, really. It doesn’t have to come from another mage. But those we understand a little more, at least.” She took a deep breath and nodded at the staff. “Once they’re harnessed in a crystal, anyone can wield that magic. But only when the stones are fitted to a tool. A piece of armor. A sword. That staff.”

      I was sure Nori surprised all of us—Shaw most of all—by stepping toward my uncle and offering him the staff. She didn’t say a thing, but Shaw frowned at her for a moment, then reached out to grasp the thin metal rod in his giant hand. He stared at it and pointed the headpiece toward the open door of the cottage. A thin burst of yellow crackled from the staff and shot across the room to bury itself in the grass just outside. A rain of dirt and shredded greenery erupted, and Shaw nearly dropped the staff. He quickly handed it back to Nori and shook his head. I didn’t think I’d ever seen him so terrified.

      “I want absolutely no part of that,” he said gruffly, then avoided looking at the staff altogether and focused his attention on the low wooden table in the center of the room.

      But I took a moment to study the staff; now that Shaw had used it, the yellow glow of Ayana’s powers had completely disappeared, leaving behind the same clear, colorless crystal the woman had dropped into my hand yesterday. “That’s why Zar wants her,” I said, blinking away my surprise and turning to Ayana again.

      She nodded. “Imagine an army with every soldier carrying handfuls of these crystals. On their armor. In the hilts of their weapons. Fire, lightning, frost powers…” Her nostrils flared again when she grimaced in distaste. “That army would be unstoppable.”

      “So you’re keeping her out of Zar’s hands,” I said, so many pieces coming together for me now. “I’m guessing this King Tymon of Ebrelon wants to use Nori in very much the same way. Am I right?”

      Ayana’s eyes widened at this, and she swallowed again. “It’s not the same.”

      “It sounds exactly the same to me,” I said, feeling my anger rise again.

      With a sigh, Ayana stepped toward me and spread her arms in concession. “I came from Ebrelon,” she said, speaking slowly, as if it hurt her to share all this truth. “King Tymon sent me through several kingdoms that, I hate to say, are more like Zar than you can imagine. Only their kings have their sights set on so much more than just the Badlands. My mission was to find Nori here in Badlands, which I’ve done, and to bring her safely back to Tymon so we can use her powers for the just cause in this war.”

      “And keep every other ruler from using her powers, too.” For a moment, we stared at each other, Ayana clearly frustrated by the fact that I was smart enough to call her out on this double-sided blade of how Nori could best be used.

      “So this is nothing more than a massive game,” Shaw added, stirring suddenly out of his silence. “King against king. Washing their kingdoms and the Badlands in blood and war just to see who comes out of it with the prettiest, rarest prize.” He threw a hand toward Nori, who stepped away from him and blinked rapidly.

      Ayana whirled to face my uncle, her rage building in the furiously red blush high on her cheekbones. “You have no idea what’s coming, blacksmith,” she shouted. “Hell has split open. The dead walk the earth, and demons are ravaging the lands across the far south. I haven’t seen everything, but I’ve seen enough with my own eyes to know the truth of it. King Tymon is the only man preparing for that war. And when it’s upon us, this Zar of the Badlands and every other king and warlord squabbling for their own selfish gains will be nothing more than children playing with sticks. I’m taking Nori back to Ebrelon so she can help King Tymon’s armies. So they have a chance to fight what’s coming. So afterward, the entire world as we know it will still exist.”

      The woman looked ready to pounce on Shaw, and I couldn’t quite imagine how he’d react to that. But the man merely stared at her with wide eyes, his beard bristling as he clenched and unclenched his jaw. “I should never have let you into my home with all this lunacy,” he muttered.

      “I’ll help you get to Ebrelon,” I said. All three of them turned their gazes upon me. Clearly, they’d been too focused on such a useless argument to expect me to make a decision.

      “Javron,” Shaw started, “you will not—”

      “It’s out of your hands, now,” I told him, shaking my head. “I don’t know if what she’s said is true”—I glanced briefly at Ayana—“but it really doesn’t matter. I don’t want Zar to get what he’s looking for. I don’t want any of these other kings, if they’re as bad as him or worse, to get anything. And beyond that, I’m tired of sitting around here and waiting for someone else to fix what’s broken.” Then I turned fully toward Ayana. “So I’ll help you.”

      She didn’t exactly smile at me, but she dipped her head in acknowledgement. That was probably all I’d be getting from her in the way of a thank you.

      “I want some of those crystals, too,” I added. “More like the one in that staff. I can put them in my armor the same way and—”

      “No.” Ayana made that one word more of a command than anyone I’d ever heard, and I didn’t particularly appreciate that command being directed at me. “We don’t have any more than that one,” she added, nodding at the staff in Nori’s hand. “And that one needs to stay where it is.”

      I turned toward Nori again, mostly to look at the staff, but I caught the small frown flickering across her face before she got rid of it again. “Fine,” I said slowly. “Keep the stone, then.”

      “And you’re coming with us?” Ayana asked.

      I chuckled a little; was that a tremor of hope I heard in her voice? “That’s what I said.”

      “Then I think it best we wait until morning to be on our way.”

      No, the woman didn’t have to say it for Shaw and me to both know what she was implying. We looked at each other, and he let out a massive sigh of frustration. “Javron…”

      “You can have our beds for the night,” I said and grinned at Ayana.
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      Shaw couldn’t have really protested much after that, and I didn’t think Ayana would have listened to him even if he had. So he begrudgingly gave up his bed in the room we’d shared since I was seven, though it had been entirely too small for the both of us for years.

      I didn’t much care what Shaw did to make himself comfortable for the night in the main room of the cottage, which was only maybe three times the size of the other. For all his silence, I knew he was raging inside. Of course he didn’t want me to leave. Of course he didn’t want to be a part of any of this at all. And he most likely blamed Ayana and Nori for most of it, now. But after what I’d seen tonight, I had to go with them. It wasn’t even a matter of knowing I’d regret the choice if I decided to stay; I could not stay. It wasn’t an option.

      While Shaw chose the far side of the main room to curl up with whatever he would use as a bed, I’d pulled most of my clothes from our shared room and an extra blanket to form as much of a softer surface as I could beside the front door. Mostly, I wanted to be ready and close to the door if anything happened in the night; the other part of it was my eagerness to get as far away from Shaw as I possibly could. The straw pallets of our small wooden bedframes had been shoved too close together in that tiny room for too long.

      I went to the small hearth on the north wall and added another log to the fire—not enough to start another blaze but enough to keep some warmth through the night. This early in the spring, it still got chilly in the dark. Then, with Ayana and Nori already retired to the tiny room to sleep in our beds, I curled up on my pile of clothes and wondered if I’d ever get to sleep.

      

      I did, actually, and a lot more quickly than I’d expected. Something woke me a few hours later, and I only knew it had been that long because the last log in the hearth had burned significantly. But I had no idea what had ripped me from sleep.

      Shaw’s thunderous snores rose from the other end of the cottage, just like they did every night. I’d spent years falling asleep and staying asleep to that sound, so it hadn’t been that. I was just about to sit up and slip outside to check around the cottage when a dark form appeared in front of me and my pile of clothes there on the ground.

      It took me only a second to recognize a woman’s silhouette, darkened against the glowing hearth behind her. From where I sat on the floor, though, I couldn’t tell which one of them it was. The cloak draping over her shoulders and falling to the floor hid everything, and she blocked the light too much to make out any details. If it was Ayana, I wondered if she’d thought to fall upon me while everyone else was asleep and slit my throat. That didn’t seem likely, but in the last two days, so many unlikely things had muscled their way into my reality.

      “What are you doing?” I whispered. It was just loud enough for her to hear, and I was sure Shaw’s raucous snores made it inaudible to anyone else.

      The woman in front of me shifted a little, and the cloak slid from her shoulders to pool on the floor at her feet. Ah. It was Nori.

      The firelight behind her glowed around her silhouette—the short, rather straight lines of her in the darkness. Ayana’s body would have curved much more than this against the flickering light. And it was a very slim silhouette, without the ruffled outline of a gown or a blouse—even breeches. Was she naked?

      Nori crouched down in front of me then and all but crawled onto my makeshift pallet. She lifted the extra blanket I’d tossed over myself and slipped beneath it to press herself against me. Yes. She was entirely naked. “Whatever you want,” she replied, speaking so softly that even her whisper might have been lost if I hadn’t been paying such close attention to what she was doing. Which, by the looks—and feel—of it, was exactly what I thought she’d wanted from the minute she and Ayana had appeared in the smithy’s doorway almost two days ago now.

      “Really?” I said, still partially asleep and trying to pull myself entirely out of it. Of course I wasn’t going to turn her away.

      She bent down to press her lips to my ear, the soft curtain of her hair brushing against my face. “Really.” I’d removed my tunic and breeches before bed, leaving me only in my smallclothes now, but even those didn’t serve as much of a barrier at all for her. She reached down and grabbed me through the thin fabric; clearly, I was already just as eager as she was.

      I took in a sharp breath and ran my hand along the soft curve of her lower back. Her thigh slipped over mine to press between my legs as she worked to free me from my smallclothes. “And what do you want?” I whispered.

      Another tight squeeze, and she drew her parted lips along my neck, just under my jaw. “To please you.”

      I almost laughed at that. This was the most we’d said to each other in the last two days, and here we were, still talking about me. But her message couldn’t really have been any clearer, despite all the hushed whispers. “That’s easy enough,” I said. In one move, I wrapped my arm around her slender waist and drew her beneath me on the pile of my clothes. She let out a tiny gasp, and now that I was on top of her, the firelight fell on one side of her face—half-lidded eyes glistening at me, two small front teeth digging into her lower lip. I cupped one of her breasts, which actually filled my hand more than I’d expected, and Nori lifted her hips against me in yearning. Propped up on my forearm, I bent to kiss her and reached down to guide myself between her thighs.

      Though I moved slowly, she seemed on the verge of crying out. So I covered her mouth with my hand to remind her of where we were and slid inside her. It turned out I had to keep my hand pressed against her lips just so she wouldn’t wake the others before we finished.
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      Afterward, we lay together beneath the thin blanket, listening to the occasional crack of the fire and Shaw’s snoring that hadn’t been disrupted once at the other side of the room. “I’d say you accomplished your goal,” I whispered, smiling as I closed my eyes and felt myself drifting back to sleep.

      Nori lifted her head a little from where she’d rested it against my shoulder. I could feel her studying my face in the semi-darkness. “I meant it,” she said and pressed her lips against my neck again. I almost shivered. “Especially after today and what I’ve seen you do. I would do absolutely anything you asked of me.”

      Perhaps she’d seen me with my armored suit in the smithy after all. Or they’d watched me face a dozen devastatingly unprepared bandits from the cottage’s doorway. “Anything, huh?” This wasn’t the first time I’d heard this from a woman, and it was rarely completely true.

      “I see the way you look at Ayana too,” she said, nibbling at my earlobe. “I’d share your bed with her as well, if you wanted.”

      I thought I’d been drifting off to sleep, but that thought had me fully awake again now. Craning my neck to look at her, I found that coy, approving smile on her again; she looked quite sincere. “That’s an intriguing thought. Though I think she’d much rather punch me instead.” Nori let out a tiny giggle, and I pressed my finger to her lips for silence. She blinked at me, smiling still, and licked the edge of my finger. Oh, this woman was … well, I wasn’t entirely sure anymore. “You should know,” I whispered, slowly lowering my finger, “I’m not looking for just one woman, you understand?” I ran my hand between her shoulder blades, down the trailing depression over her spine, and across the rising swell of her buttocks. Then I squeezed. “I prefer not to limit myself in that way.”

      Nori jumped a little beneath my hand and grinned. “It doesn’t matter,” she whispered. “Just as long as I’m still one of the women not limiting you.” She pulled herself up against my chest and kissed me again, running her fingers through my hair. It was a much better response than any I’d ever gotten from Setalie. When she pulled her lips away from mine, her eyes widened for a moment. “I have something for you.”

      Again, I fought not to laugh. “You mean this wasn’t all of it?”

      She held me in her gaze for a minute, slid her hand down my chest, then actually bit my shoulder before sitting up beneath the thin blanket. I wanted to laugh at the contrast between her silent, consenting demeanor around Ayana and the bold, daring way she’d come to me in the night and now toyed with my constant surprise. Granted, she’d been particularly consenting beneath the sheets just a few minutes before, and I couldn’t help but believe her assertion that she’d do whatever I wanted. Still, I hadn’t expected such a sharp dichotomy between cloaked Nori and naked Nori.

      She bent forward to reach for her cloak on the floor. After flipping through it for a few seconds, she pulled a rather large coin purse from what could only have been a hidden pocket. She squeezed it gently, dropped the cloak again, and looked down at me. I wished she hadn’t clutched the thin blanket around her chest, but we weren’t exactly alone here. Shaw’s snores still rose from the other side of the cottage.

      “Ayana lied to you,” she said, holding the purse lightly in her palm. I frowned up at her, curious but not exactly shocked. I couldn’t begin to imagine the kinds of things that women spun away from the truth or refused to share. “We have plenty of crystals.”

      That, though, was a surprise. I propped myself up on my arms and stared at Nori. “That you can seal those powers into?”

      The elf woman shook her head and extended her hand a little closer to me. “I already did.”

      This time, I sat all the way up, staring at the purse—not a coin purse now but a bag full of gemstones. Nori didn’t resist at all when I carefully lifted the purse from her hand, trying not to make too much noise, and loosened the drawstring at the top. The stones inside glimmered even in the darkness of the purse, almost pulsing with that electric-yellow glow. I tightened the string again and whispered, “How many are there?”

      “Six, now,” Nori said. Clearly, she was counting the stone they’d used with the staff to demonstrate both her and Ayana’s abilities. “It was her idea. She wanted me to be able to defend myself through the Badlands. And beyond them, I suppose.”

      “The staff’s for you.” Well, if I’d known that, I might not have made such a blatant jest out of the thorny vines etched across the entire thing. Whether or not that was lost on Nori, it didn’t really matter now. She nodded. “Put on your cloak,” I told her. “I want you to come with me.”

      She was just as quiet slipping the thing over her shoulders as she’d been taking it off. I dug a tunic and breeches out of the pile of clothes beneath us, grabbed my boots, and put my hand on the front door. Thankfully, I was awake enough now to remember how much the thing creaked when it opened. Easy fix—I reached out and quickly called to the simple iron hinges holding the door in place, bending the parts just far enough away from each other that the movement would make our exit completely silent. Then Nori followed me out of the cottage.

      With the door closed behind us, I stooped to pull on my boots, then kept walking. The crystals rubbed together through the bag in my hand. “Where are we going?” Nori asked, moving swiftly beside me.

      “To the forge.” If Nori took me seriously enough to expose Ayana’s lies about the crystals, I might as well defy the dark-haired woman’s refusal to use them. These were going into my armor. I glanced down at the elf woman in nothing but her cloak, then realized that was literally all she had. “Do you need shoes?”

      She pulled her cloak a little tighter around her and didn’t look at me, but the corner of her mouth curled up in a hint of that coy smile. “I’ve spent a lot more time barefoot than you might think.”

      Interesting. “How much time?”

      “Most of my life, really. At least, when I was home.”

      That was one hell of a hint to drop and not follow up with it. We crossed the cold grass of the meadows between the cottage and the smithy, and still, she didn’t say anything else. “You’re not from the Badlands, are you?”

      A dry, voiceless chuckle escaped her. “Definitely not. Nor was it my idea to come all the way out here in the first place.”

      When we reached the riverside doorway into the smithy, it smelled like rain was coming soon. I paused. “So where are you from?”

      She looked up at me and tilted her head, as if she’d never expected me to ask anything about her life before Ayana found her and they’d set off to complete this King Tymon’s mission—especially not this much. Honestly, I hadn’t planned to ask, either. But she was an elf. I’d seen about as many of them as I had other mages, but those were born and lived anywhere. If Nori wasn’t a half breed and hadn’t been raised in the Badlands, I had a feeling she came from the kind of places I’d only heard mentioned by old men deep in their cups and travelers seeking coin for their tales.

      “If you really want to know,” she said, “I’ll tell you. But the way you’re fidgeting with those crystals makes me think you’re a little more eager to do whatever you brought me here to do.”

      Then I noticed how quickly I’d been turning the purse of crystals over and over in my hand, and I stopped. She was right, of course, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about her calling me out on it. “Later, then,” I said. Nori nodded, but that somewhat defiant streak of hers had subsided now; that nod seemed more like a regal bow of her head. “Good.” Then we stepped inside the smithy together, and I could have smacked myself.

      I’d never come back to shut down the forge between the women showing up again on our doorstep, my fight with a dozen bandits, and the not-so-subtle revelation that we were housing both a lightning mage and a crystal mage in our tiny cottage. The sluice gates in Shaw’s waterway were still open, the wheel turned beneath the forge, working the bellows, and the coals were still hot and glowing. Looking around, I let out a long sigh and figured an unmonitored forge in the middle of the night was the last thing demanding my attention. At least now I wouldn’t have to light a lamp so I could see what I was doing. Not that I had to see when I worked with metal, but with Nori standing so close by and watching me, it would have been awfully inconsiderate of me to leave her in the dark in more ways than one.

      At the workbench, I opened the bag and tipped out the crystals. Five of them spread out across the wooden surface, all cut to the exact same measurements, and I just stared at their yellow glow for a moment. “Have you ever watched a blacksmith work?” I asked, turning my head just enough to see Nori from the corner of my eye. She shook her head, which made me huff out a slightly disappointed breath. “Too bad you don’t have anything to compare this to.”

      What I really wanted first was to finally make myself a complete set of armor, which meant I still needed gauntlets. More like demi-gauntlets, really, to protect my wrists and the backs of my hands. I didn’t exactly anticipate dueling anyone with a sword—or even letting anyone get close enough to do much damage to my hands in the first place.

      For only a few seconds, I closed my eyes and sifted through the energy of the pieces in the smithy. I might have already used the best ones for the suit of armor, but what I intended for the half-gauntlets didn’t need much in the way of flexibility or any particular structure. As long as it could hold a crystal firmly in the setting, that was all that mattered. And it would, because I was crafting it.

      I heard the tune of two rather dull-looking plates, which I think Shaw and I had taken from someone’s plow hitch when we repaired it and had kept the pieces to use for extra parts, if it was ever necessary. They were so covered with dirt, they barely reflected the low light of the burning coals when they lifted from beneath another pile of unused iron and floated toward us. When they reached me, I opened my eyes, and Nori took a step back. Her eyes were as wide now as they’d been just a few hours ago, when she saw some or all of what I’d been doing with my new armor.

      Smirking at her, I nodded at the two plates hovering in front of me. “That’s nothing.” The plates groaned a little when I closed my fingers and commanded the first bend. The elf woman jumped at the sound, and I almost laughed. Returning my full attention to the work, I softened the iron enough to make it completely silent, then folded it again, and again, shaping the corners and elongating the rounded edges as if I were molding butter with a thin knife. With each new twist, the dirt fell away from the pieces to sprinkle the already dirt-covered smithy floor.
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      In less than ten minutes, I had two dark, glistening, iron demi-gauntlets, the very ends of which would reach less than an eighth of an inch past my fingertips. These ends would also fold along three tiny hinges if I slid my fingers through the four metal rings on the underbelly and made a fist. Nori’s mouth had popped open again, and with a chuckle, I nodded. “Go ahead.”

      She didn’t need me to explain; her open hand, which she’d lifted just in front of her chest, said enough of what she wanted to do. Without looking at me, the woman reached out to grab one of the gauntlets from the air, and I let her have it. She turned the piece over and over in her hand, running her finger along every groove, the joint at the wrist, the curved underside. I could almost feel her touch on it as if she were running her hands over me again. “Incredible,” she whispered.

      Perhaps I shouldn’t have, but I started on the perfectly matched dimensions of what would become the setting for a crystal on the back of each gauntlet, between where my first and second knuckles would be. The minute the grooved setting sank into the iron surface—like a bit of clay pressed down upon by a huge, invisible thumb—Nori gasped in surprise and all but threw the gauntlet to the floor. At least, I was sure she’d meant to drop it, but I still held it with my powers, keeping it where it was. She looked so surprised, I couldn’t help but wonder at all the things she’d never seen before, though I couldn’t imagine a very long list. She was a crystal mage and an elf, and somehow, watching metal craft itself at my command was a startling new experience.

      She glanced up at me with a somewhat embarrassed smile, holding my gaze for a minute before biting her lip and returning her attention to the gauntlets. Only I’d already added the final touches to the crystal settings while she stared at me. Now they were finished. Nori raised an eyebrow and shook her head at me, her smile somewhere between mild exasperation and amusement.

      “Now for those fantastic little gems of yours,” I told her. Then I turned back to the workbench, pulling the hovering gauntlets behind me until they lowered onto the wooden surface.

      “Don’t you need to measure the settings?” Nori asked.

      I snorted and chose one of the five yellow stones. “I thought your first question would have been a little more interesting.”

      “But how do you know the crystals will fit?”

      Turning back to her, I offered the elf woman a confident grin. “I never have to measure anything.” She blinked at this, as if she couldn’t fathom that type of skill. I returned my attention to the yellow stone in my hand and the closest gauntlet, feeling her presence as she stepped up beside me. The crystal did, of course, fit perfectly. I might not have had a connection with crystals like Nori, but my eye was keen enough to know when six stones had all been cut exactly the same. And I’d only needed to feel the first one to have the dimensions.

      The yellow stone glittered brilliantly from within the dark iron of the gauntlet. They looked like they’d been made for each other; technically, they had. I slipped my wrist through the demi-gauntlet, then my fingers through the rings and flexed them beneath the plate. It was time for another test. If Shaw could use the crystal’s power with the staff, I would certainly have no problem with it.

      I turned around and closed my fingers into a fist. The gauntlets curled with them as if I wore my leather gloves instead. Then I raised my arm and aimed the yellow crystal through the open doorway of the smithy facing the footpath into town. Of course, there were still a dozen dead bandits scattered across the grass a few yards from the smithy. I’d have to decide what to do with them later, but unable to see them through the darkness and the rain, I could almost pretend they weren’t there.

      It was as simple as the thought of intending to use the crystal. Before the thought had even fully formed itself in my mind, a streak of crackling yellow burst from my gauntleted fist and flew through the doorway. The minute it hit the grass outside and sent up a spray of dirt, a tremendously loud crack filled the air, shaking the walls of the smithy. I felt the vibrations in the ground through my boots.

      Nori gasped behind me, obviously quite startled. For a split second, I didn’t even know myself what had happened; the crystal hadn’t made this sound when Shaw used it within the staff. Then a sheet of huge raindrops fell upon the grass outside and the smithy’s tin roof all at once, as if the storm clouds I’d smelled but never saw coming had chosen that moment to open sluice gates of their own. It poured heavily enough to fill the smithy with nothing but the pounding echo of the tin roof, almost like nails dropped into a bucket.

      I couldn’t help it—I let out a roaring laugh of my own, both at the unexpected thunderclap and the rush of using a power I’d never had. Perhaps a bit of my amusement came at Nori’s expense, too. When I whirled around to face her, her eyes were wide again in shock now. Another round of laughter escaped me. “Quite the way to welcome an iron mage to lightning magic, don’t you think?” I had to shout a little to be heard over the heavy rainfall.

      At first, she didn’t seem to catch the irony. Then she let out another surprised chuckle.

      “Put a crystal in the other gauntlet, would you?” I asked, then turned around again to face the night and the onslaught of rain. It pushed the cool night air in through the open doorway, mixing with the heat of the still glowing forge. I felt Nori’s fingers on the second piece of armor again, and the pitch of that gauntlet’s song changed only slightly when she’d inserted the other yellow stone. Then I called to the piece, pulling it gently from her grasp until I felt her fingers slide away from it.

      I stretched my other hand out to the side, and in the next second, the armor had flown across the smithy to settle itself around my fist. Two gauntlets, two stones, two devastating new weapons at my command. Very few things had ever felt this perfect.

      A bolt of lightning lit up the night sky, followed only a few seconds later by another crash of thunder. The minute I heard the first rolling boom, I raised both my fists and launched twin bolts of Ayana’s lightning power. These I aimed farther out into the meadow beyond the smithy. While the bolts still hit the ground in a rain of dirt and grass, lighting up the darkness with that blazing yellow, they’d gone three times farther than the first.

      It was almost as easy as using my powers to work with metal. Calling to iron and steel had always been like lifting my own foot—second nature. With the crystals, I just had to think a little more directly and give an actual command. But it was so much easier than I’d expected it to be, and I wondered if it had been this same way for Shaw, too, or if other mages found the crystals more responsive because of their own latent abilities.

      Either way, I couldn’t really go back after this, could I? Grinning, I fired another burst of crackling light from each gauntlet. The brightness lit up the falling rain and seemed to slice through it, scattering water as it darted through the darkness. When I aimed again and tried a second time, only the second gauntlet I’d donned fired that brilliant energy into the night; the second did nothing.

      Frowning, I glanced down at the crystals embedded there and thought they’d lost their yellow glow. Maybe it was too dark to see; I turned around and went to the forge, bending the gauntlets until the crystals glittered in the low glow. Yes, one crystal was now completely clear again, just like I’d seen in the staff’s crystal after Shaw tried his hand at wielding magic.

      “What happened?” I asked Nori, turning to show her the colorless gem in my armor.

      Her frown was a little more accusatory than I would have liked. “Did you think a crystal would hold that kind of power forever?”

      “Well not anymore,” I replied. It would have been nice to know this before she’d let me blast away at nothing but the grass. “So now you’re going to tell me why.”

      Nori nodded at my gauntlets. “The crystals hold a mage’s power like a quiver holds arrows. Only a certain number of… charges, I suppose, will fit.”

      “And these only fit three?”

      The woman blinked at me and tilted her head. “Ayana only filled these crystals with three. When they’re empty like that, they need the mage again.”

      That certainly made things a little more complicated. If I was going to use these with my armor, I’d have to be counting every time. Or have a ridiculously large supply of them at my belt to switch out. In a battle, though, that would be more effort than it was worth. I frowned down at the gauntlets, the one yellow stone and one clear stone both mocking my previous excitement. “I could have Ayana fill these, then, with five or six charges. Pack even more power into them.”

      “I don’t know.” Nori took a deep breath. “She never tried more than that. And I’ve only ever seen mages imbue three at a time.”

      “You’re telling me you’ve worked with other mages,” I said, once again distracted from my work with this armor by the surprising secrets Nori doled out like… well, like rare gems.

      She bit her lip with a tiny hint of a smile. “Not exactly, Javron. But—”

      “Yes, I know,” I said, turning away from her and heading for the workbench. “You’ll tell me later.” Already, another idea had come to me.

      Now, the woman just stared at me, her arms folded across her chest. “Too excited?” she shouted over the rain.

      “You have no idea.” I pulled off the gauntlets, set them on the workbench, then called another piece of scrap toward me. Nori came to stand beside me again, her violet eyes wide and alert in the light from the glowing forge. The scrap metal hovering above the worktable shattered into hundreds of sharp, jagged fragments, each one of them a tiny weapon. Nori frowned at the pile of them on the table, and I just winked at her. I wasn’t going to tell her what I planned to make next, mostly because I wasn’t sure whether or not it would work. If it did, well, she’d see for herself.

      I selected another yellow crystal from the three left on the workbench and held it out in my open palm. Then all those thin, razor-sharp bits of rusted iron lifted from the workbench together, rising in a tiny storm of cutting weapons. I shaped them carefully into something like a sphere less than half the size of my fist. The pieces moved continuously, morphing in the air in front of me, and I gently placed the crystal in the center of that contained chaos—only because my powers didn’t extend to moving crystals. But once the yellow stone touched the shards of iron, the metal did the rest of the work itself, sucking the gem into the center of the sphere as if the thing were sinking into a puddle of mud. I felt the power of that crystal within the center of the sphere too and tightened the iron shrapnel closely around it. Then the movement stopped, and the new weapon hovering there could have been mistaken for a dried ball of mud. It definitely didn’t look like a master blacksmith’s craftmanship.

      When I glanced at Nori again, she looked entirely confused. If my plan worked, that would only make her awed surprise that much more enjoyable to watch. “Go ahead,” I told her, nodding at the sphere.

      She reached out with her tiny, pale hand and turned the sphere over a few times. “What is it?”

      It seemed highly likely that this elf woman had never seen actual combat before, especially after the way she’d hidden behind Ayana and me when One Ear and his two thugs found us. So I couldn’t blame her for lacking imagination when it came to weaponry. “I’ll show you,” I said, then turned back toward the open doorway. She followed me with the orb in her hand and stopped with me in the doorway.

      “Give it a good toss,” I told her. Nori narrowed her eyes at me for a moment, then did what I said. Well, at least she tried. The woman lobbed the orb in a rather unenthusiastic underhand toss, and I almost laughed. But I called to the iron pieces bound together in the sphere and launched them over the grass. I was aiming for the closest tree on the riverbank. Before the orb hit the bark, I thought about unleashing the crystal’s electric power. And it worked.

      A massive yellow flash burst just in front of the tree, sending all the iron shards flying in every direction. I felt them. Quite a few hit the tree and buried themselves in the trunk. I had no idea where the stone itself had landed; apparently, I’d overlooked that part. But the hunch I’d had about how the crystals and the powers of an iron mage worked together had been right on the mark. Most likely, a normal man would not have managed to release an explosion from the orb like this—not unless he wanted to blow his own face off in the process. But my touch on the iron shards had served the same purpose as if I’d worn the orb as a piece of my armor. The metal sphere had responded to me, and so had the crystal.

      “How do you feel about getting a little wet?” I asked Nori.

      She turned her head slowly to eye me with mock insult; the inuendo wasn’t lost on her. “I’ll stay right here,” she said with a little nod.

      I grinned, shrugged, and took off running across the grass, laughing as the midnight storm drenched me through in under five seconds. When I reached the tree, I found the iron shards peppering the trunk like a porcupine’s quills. And the crystal had unleashed its crackling energy to leave a smatter of char marks across the bark. I hadn’t even directed the shattered iron bits at all, which meant this would indeed be a powerful weapon to keep on hand. When I used it in the future, I’d only have to send the orb where I wanted it to go and activate the crystal. The rest was damaging enough all on its own.

      I spun a few circles in the grass until another streak of lightning across the sky reflected in a sharp, bright glimmer on the ground. Bending to retrieve the crystal, I paused briefly when I saw the yellow glow had left this one completely too. So an exploding ball of lightning and shrapnel drained the entire crystal, then. Good to know. Clenching it in my fist, I ran back to the smithy. I could have taken my sweet time for how drenched I already was, but everything I’d just done had given me more energy than I knew how to handle.

      Nori grinned at me when I stepped inside, water running from my hair and over my face, dripping from all of me onto the dirt floor. I flicked more water off my arms and hands, then raised the clear, empty crystal I’d snatched from the ground and flashed it at her. “Looks like those iron orbs would make especially effective weapons,” I said, smirking. Nori shrugged, then stepped toward me with that secret smile of hers to brush aside a few clumps of soaked hair plastered to my forehead.

      “I thought you didn’t want to get wet,” I said with a half-smile, still breathing a little heavily from the run.

      “I didn’t want to go out in the rain,” she replied, eyeing me up and down. “You, I don’t mind so much.”

      I reached out to lob the retrieved crystal back onto the workbench, and I meant to draw Nori closer and slide the cloak from her shoulders again; this time, I wouldn’t have had to cover her mouth for silence. But the minute I reached for her cloak, we were interrupted.

      “What the hell are you doing?”
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      Nori whirled around, clutching her cloak tightly against her now, and we both stared at a truly furious-looking Ayana standing in the smithy’s riverside doorway. It didn’t matter which one of us she’d spoken to; her scowl crossed back and forth between us anyway, blazing beneath the sopping hood of her cloak pulled up over her head. Though she’d done absolutely nothing so far to support this, my first thought was that the woman was jealous of Nori and I alone together in the smithy, clearly standing close enough for Ayana to have known exactly what she might be interrupting.

      “He asked,” Nori said, her voice just loud enough to sift over the pelting rain, “and you lied to him.” Only then did I realize Ayana’s anger came from my use of the nice little cache of crystals they’d created together.

      “For a reason,” the dark-haired woman shouted, then she stormed into the smithy and left a trail of muddy footprints in her wake. Not that I’d been particularly careful, either. “We don’t know anything about this man. You can’t trust him.”

      “I do,” Nori replied, and as I was standing behind her still, I couldn’t see her expression. But she stood tall and straight before the woman who was clearly taking her trust issues way too far. Hadn’t I saved both their lives—or at saved them from an unimaginable fate—twice already?

      “I knew you were naïve, elf, but I didn’t think you were stupid.” Ayana stomped toward us and reached out with the clear intention of grabbing Nori to whisk her away.

      So I stepped forward, just beside Nori but enough to put her a little behind me, and shook my head. “Don’t.”

      Ayana’s outstretched arm froze where it was, and she glared at me with narrowed eyes. “Don’t ever tell me what to do.” There was more venom in that one sentence than every other interaction I’d had with the woman.

      “I told you I wanted to help you,” I said, trying to stay calm despite having to raise my voice over the rain. “And I will. As long as you stop lying to me.”

      “I told you not to use the crystals with your armor,” she spat, lowering her hand and clenching both fists within her cloak now.

      “No, you told me you didn’t have any more crystals but the one,” I replied. I couldn’t exactly count her last statement as another lie; rage made a person forget important details.

      Ayana turned her ire to Nori again. “He would have believed me if you hadn’t been so foolishly naïve,” she growled.

      “And why can’t he use them?” Nori shouted back. “We made them to protect me. Javron’s coming with us to protect me. I don’t see a difference.”

      “There’s a massive difference.” Ayana glanced back and forth between us, then shook her head and sneered. “I’m not sure I even want his help. We hadn’t been found out by a single one of Zar’s bandits until the day we came here looking for a blacksmith.” She spat the word as if it were an insult; honestly, a lot of people did. That was a ridiculous assumption when the target of that insult was the most skilled blacksmith in the Badlands—probably even farther. It didn’t matter that I was an iron mage, too. “Now everyone’s looking for you too,” she said, jerking her chin up at me. “You’ll only be more trouble than you’re worth.”

      Fine, I’d been calm until that shot from her mouth. “You think I’m the risk?” I shouted. “I’ve spent twenty years keeping my powers a secret. From everyone. It would still be a secret if you hadn’t come here throwing coin around and demanding that damn staff.” Ayana only glared at me. “The bandits came here looking for you and Nori, not the other way around. Apparently, every gods-be-damned one of them knows what both of you can do.”

      For a minute, I thought I’d made my point; Ayana took a few deep breaths, her nostrils flaring. “Then it seems a terrible idea to share the rest of our journey with you, doesn’t it? You don’t even know what you want, so I’ll leave you here to figure that out. Nori and I have loyalties elsewhere, and we’ll return to Ebrelon just fine on our own.”

      I snorted. “You’re quite certain of that, are you?”

      “We’ve already picked our side, Javron,” she growled through clenched teeth.

      “You have.” Nori’s sudden contribution to this pointless argument surprised both Ayana and me. The dark-haired woman blinked rapidly, and I turned a bit to look over my shoulder at the blonde elf. “I don’t know King Tymon,” she continued, staring at Ayana. “I’ve never been to Ebrelon. If I have to pick a side, I choose Javron. You never asked me what I wanted, but I’d rather stay in the Badlands. I came here for a reason, and I don’t want any part of this war you’re so certain is coming. Or any war.”

      She’d surprised me by speaking—and by saying so much—but that last bit was something I’d never expected. I wasn’t quite sure how I felt about an elf woman professing this kind of commitment, even after what I’d told her about my own lack of commitments. Still, I’d do whatever I could to keep her safe. Right now, it looked like I might have to protect her from Ayana. I didn’t really want to stay in the Badlands, either, but now that I’d built my armor and had Nori and the powers of a crystal mage so close, ridding my home of Zar altogether didn’t seem that unlikely anymore.

      Ayana stared at me again, as if she expected me to either crush Nori’s sudden decree or support it. I didn’t really care to do either. “You have nothing to say?” the woman barked.

      “Not really,” I replied. “Nori seems to have made her own decision.”

      “This is ridiculous.” Ayana lurched forward and tried to step around me, but I moved directly in front of Nori again and cut her off.

      “Don’t,” I repeated.

      “Get out of my way,” she growled.

      I slowly shook my head. It had never been a habit of mine to get in the middle of other people’s arguments, but I wasn’t about to let Ayana storm off with the woman she seemed to think belonged to her. Especially not when it would clearly force Nori out against her will. “No.”

      Ayana’s chest heaved now beneath all her damp clothing as she seethed at me. Then she took a few steps back. “Then I’ll just remove you myself.” She raised her outstretched palm toward me.

      “Try it,” I shouted, nodding at her hand. I’d be an idiot not to recognize her threat. “I’ve never been afraid of a few sparks.”

      “Sparks?” Her nostrils had flared so wide above her sneer, she looked like she’d stepped into a pigsty instead of a smithy.

      “You saw what happened when you attacked that bandit’s breastplate.” One Ear, but I wasn’t about to use my nickname for him out loud. “I don’t know all your weaknesses, but I do know metal’s one of them.” Ayana’s gaze traveled quickly over my body, like she was searching for hidden mail beneath my clothes. “No,” I told her, “I’m not wearing any armor. But do you really think you could blast me with your lightning before I could lift any of these pieces to defend myself?” I glanced around the smithy just to reinforce my point. Actually, I’d already reached out to the closest pieces, holding them at the ready in case she really did follow through with it.

      “I’d kill you eventually,” she snarled.

      “Oh, that’s your goal, is it?” I jeered.

      “Right now, blacksmith, yes.”

      Well, now that she’d said it, there was no going back. I shrugged. “Perhaps you would. Eventually. Then what? You abduct Nori anyway and steal off into the night? Find yourselves hunted, sniffed out by every one of Zar’s men in the Badlands? You might make it out, sure. Even without another mage to help you. You might even make it all the way back to your precious king. But you’d still be dragging Nori with you against her will. You’d still be forcing her to use her powers for someone else’s war. And that makes you just as bad as Zar and all the rest of these crooked rulers.”

      I’d definitely made my point now; though Ayana hadn’t moved since I started talking, her breathing had calmed. Her eyebrows lifted, as if she’d just realized the truth of what I’d said. Or it could have been her rage overcoming her, and there was no turning back for her now. I supposed we’d just have to find out. But I was tired of this silent, strained competition between us, so I pushed it again as far as I thought it would go.

      “Honestly, Ayana, I’m starting to think your hypocrisy runs as deeply as Shaw’s.”

      That did something. She took a sharp breath and swallowed, never breaking our gaze. At the deepest level, I did expect her to attack me, just to see what happened. I was ready.

      Instead, she ground her teeth together, let out a growl of frustration, and lowered her hand. With one last glare at Nori, Ayana spun on her heels and stormed back out into the rain. “I’m leaving in the morning,” she shouted without looking back. Then she disappeared into the darkness.

      I stared after her for a bit longer, just in case she decided to try it anyway and rain lightning down onto the smithy with us inside. But there was nothing—only the rain pelting down on the smithy’s tin roof.

      Slowly, I turned around again to face Nori standing beside the workbench. No surprise that she stared at me with those wide, glistening violet eyes. But there was no fear there—no surprise or concern or relief. I only saw a fierce pride and, yes, more than enough yearning to know exactly what she was thinking.

      Even if I hadn’t known, it would have been unmistakable when she undid the cloak’s latch at her throat and let it fall again to the smithy floor. “I’d say I definitely picked the right side,” she said.

      I didn’t need any more than that; my body hummed with a combination of excitement over what I’d discovered with the crystals, irritation at Ayana’s daring stubbornness, the ferocity of my protectiveness, and yes, the sight of Nori standing naked again before me in the smithy. My mind reached out to all the metal pieces on the workbench, and they scattered off its surface in every direction. Before they’d finished clattering against the shelves and the stone hearth, the finished weapons racks and the dirt floor, I had my arms around her and lifted her from the ground. She kissed me fiercely and moaned, fueled by her own version of what I felt myself. Soft, slender, warm thighs wrapped around my waist, squeezing tightly against my hips. Her hands clutched at my hair, my jaw, my neck. She gasped when I set her on the cleared workbench and ran my tongue across her bared breast, my other hand working to undo my breeches. I thought she might tear a fistful of hair from my scalp, but the sharp pain only made it that much better.

      Nori cried out when I entered her, but I didn’t think to hush her this time beneath the rain slamming down on the smithy’s roof and the rolling thunder cracking across the sky. I didn’t think of anything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      We awoke the next morning tangled in each other’s arms, Nori’s cloak stretched across the smithy’s dirt floor beneath us. No, I still hadn’t closed up the forge, as dangerous as it might have been, but my attention had been elsewhere the night before. Despite the open doorways, the air in the smithy was still warm from the glowing coals in the forge, kept burning all night by the waterwheel working the bellows below the hearth. Of course now, those coals didn’t have much left to offer in the way of burning; they’d probably die out soon. Again, my attention was elsewhere.

      Nori snuggled against my chest and ran her hand along the side of my neck, looking up at me with that violet gaze. I lowered my chin to smile at her, then kissed her firmly and sat up, pulling her with me. “We should get back to the cottage,” I told her.

      She let out a drowsy hum. “It’s a much better idea to stay here.”

      “It is. Mostly.” I lifted her to her feet, where we both stepped off her cloak so I could shake it out a bit. Then I draped it over her shoulders, and she pulled it tighter around herself. “But I’m curious to see if Ayana’s changed her mind.” I was also certain Shaw would be wondering where we were—if Ayana hadn’t already told him. No doubt she would have painted a particularly unpleasant picture for my uncle.

      “You want her to stay?” The elf woman didn’t look upset when she asked this, and I was grateful for that much. If she meant to stay with me, wherever I was, I didn’t want another version of Setalie upsetting herself over my decisions.

      “I don’t care what she does,” I said, grabbing my tunic and breeches to get dressed again. “Just curious.”

      Nodding, Nori stepped through the smithy’s riverside doorway with me, and we headed toward the cottage.

      The river was swollen this morning from last night’s storm, which had passed sometime after we’d fallen asleep. It raged beside us, having risen to almost a foot beneath the sharp embankment down to the riverbed. I didn’t realize quite how vicious the river had become overnight until I felt the white, foaming rapids spraying against my boots and the legs of my breeches. After that, we kept our distance.

      About halfway to the cottage, I called briefly to the sluice gates along Shaw’s water line, commanding them down one at a time to close and cut off the flow of water. Beyond the fact that I couldn’t rake the coals and ash from the forge if the bellows still worked with so much water fueling them, leaving the sluice gates open with the river this high would likely bring the whole thing toppling down. I had no desire to work on cleaning up that mess, too.

      We didn’t speak the rest of the way, only because the surging river made more noise than the pounding rainfall the night before. It quieted a little when we reached the cottage, built farther away from the sloping bank than the forge, but it was still far louder than usual. The door was wide open, and I stayed outside while Nori darted into the cottage; I had no desire to be in either of those dark, cramped rooms with three other people. Apparently, Shaw felt something very much the same.

      He stepped outside a few moments later, glancing quickly back over his shoulder with what could have been surprise or distaste. Then he stopped beyond the doorway, folded his massive arms, and studied me. “Was it worth it?”

      I chuckled. “That’s a pointless question.”

      “Not the elf,” Shaw said, blinking like he was trying to clear an unwanted image from his mind. “I meant getting under Miss Twenty Silver’s skin like that.” When I only frowned at him, he added, “She’s been boiling over all morning.”

      I wanted to smile, but I forced it back and raised my eyebrows instead. “Yes. I’d say it was pretty worth it.”

      “No, you’re an idiot,” Ayana shouted from inside the cottage. Her voice rose with perfect clarity even above the river’s uncharacteristic roar. “I’ve had enough!” Shortly after her outburst, the dark-haired woman stormed through the doorway and into the morning air, scowling furiously. Shaw stepped a bit more to the side. Nori followed her, not exactly begging the other woman to stop but clearly wanting to finish whatever short conversation they’d had. She’d dressed quickly, now wearing the same long gown as yesterday beneath her dark cloak.

      “Ayana,” she shouted over the rapids, “we’re not finished.”

      “I have nothing more to say,” the other woman replied.

      “On your way already?” I wasn’t sure whether I’d asked this out of curiosity or in jest, but Ayana seemed to think it was the latter.

      She spun around to face me, her cloak whipping behind her and her eyes blazing. “Especially to you, blacksmith. I hope to never—”

      Whatever she was about to say was cut off by the roiling ball of fire slicing through the air between us. It came from the river, which was both surprising and rather odd—until I realized the crash of those swollen rapids against the bank and so many rocks had completely masked the sound of the black-clad swarm surging toward us. Both women, Shaw, and I turned to face the unwelcome visitors.

      More of Zar’s bandits than I could count flooded out of the trees beside the river. Two men in black robes walked among them, flames bursting in their upturned palms. Fire mages. The one with the long brown beard offered a rather nasty grin, and the younger man beside him tossed another ball of fire in his palm as if it were a stone. A woman appeared beside them, dressed in the same black robes and looking rather like she commanded this cobbled-together army. That was impossible, though. The bandits, I knew, belonged to Zar, which meant so did these mages. And all three of them boasted a silver crown of fangs on their robes, centered on each of their chests. I’d never seen any crests or marks upon the bandits, but if I had to guess, the same image would be on every banner raised by Zar’s armies.

      Ayana shouted something I didn’t hear, and I spun around again to see more filthy men in black leather surrounding us from the other side of the cottage, sneering at us with their weapons drawn. Yes, the raging river had masked their approach, but I couldn’t understand why I hadn’t felt them coming. I always felt them coming.

      I quickly reached out with my power to find their poorly forged weapons—concealed daggers, rusted swords, chainmail. But there was nothing. Confused, I scanned the weapons all aimed at us, realizing too late as they drew closer that they’d prepared for this. The wooden spears were tipped with stone points, the daggers razor-sharp but carved from stone, not steel and flame. They knew what I could do, and they’d adjusted accordingly.

      The air crackled with yellow light as Ayana unleashed streams of lightning from both hands. The men who’d rushed toward her fell beneath her attack, but the hole they left in the lines of bandits circling closer and closer to the cottage was filled instantly by two more. Baring her teeth in a determined grimace, Ayana kept at it, sending bolt after bolt into the closest men. It didn’t matter.

      I met Nori’s gaze and nodded toward the cottage’s open door. She was quick enough to get my meaning and turned to run back inside. But another ball of flames seared through the air and landed just outside the doorway, raising a wall of fire in front of her. She just barely managed to stop before the hem of her dress could catch fire, and Shaw clamped his huge hands on her shoulders to draw her safely away.

      So here I was, completely useless because my armor and every metal weapon I could have used were all in the smithy, far outside the reach of my powers. And our attackers had brought nothing I could wield against them.

      Well, not completely useless. The small, singing voices of tiny pieces inside the cottage called out to me. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. I pulled the cauldron from the fire first, which flew through the doorway and into a bandit’s temple, knocking him down. Next came the iron rack from which Shaw hung the cauldron, and I split it in half before sending both jagged edges through one bandit’s neck and another’s ribs. I pulled the metal hinges from the front door and the other separating the cottage’s two small rooms. Both doors fell to the ground with muffled thumps, but the hinges I bent into crude arrows and loosed them from the doorway.

      There were just too many of Zar’s men for anything to make much of a difference. Shaw stood in front of Nori now, the only weapon at his disposal being his massive size and whatever intimidation it might provide. Ayana put her back to the elf woman too, blasting yellow lightning from her palms and screaming. Still, the small army closed in around us. I flung whatever weapons I could find, not caring now where I pulled them from within the house. I didn’t have time to think about it anyway; I just reached out to feel them there—so many small pieces. The metal I’d already used to take down a growing number of bandits slipped free from their bodies so I could launch them again at the others. And after only a minute or two, I couldn’t fool myself into thinking we could fight our way out of this.

      The ground trembled beneath my feet, and my first reaction was to look back at the others to see if they felt it too. Nori steadied herself by clinging to the back of Shaw’s tunic, though he also swayed above the tremors. Ayana reeled and sent a streak of crackling energy up into the sky instead of into a bandit’s belly. I glanced back toward the riverbank to see the woman in black robes standing firmly, her palms open and extended toward the ground by her side. They were glowing green.

      A huge oak tree behind her groaned before it bent fully over the river—not as trees bent in the wind but as if a massive hand had tugged on it by the roots from belowground. Which was essentially what had happened. A spray of dirt pelted my back and head, crumbling into my hair, and I turned around in time to see two thick, gnarled roots having just burst from the earth.

      I didn’t have time to shout a warning. Ayana didn’t have time to defend herself. One root struck the side of her head while the other swiped her feet out from under her. She had to be unconscious before she hit the ground. But the minute she did, two bandits rushed forward to kneel beside her, both of them pressing jagged stone daggers to her throat.

      Heartened by the lightning mage’s sudden defeat, the bandits broke their hovering circle and raced toward the cottage. Nori shouted as she was ripped out of Shaw’s grasp, and while my uncle knocked three men down with his bare fists, there were plenty left to tackle and subdue him. In just a few seconds, both Nori and Shaw were forced to their knees, stone blades pressed against their throats as well.

      Cursing, I waited for the foul ranks to come charging in at me too, hoping to take out a few more with the insufficient iron from the cottage before they overpowered me. But they didn’t. I was left alone among a sea of Zar’s pitiful soldiers. All three black-robed mages smirked at me when I turned to face them next. Then a hulking form with grotesquely scarred gray flesh clad in too many layers of cracked black leather emerged from the trees along the riverbank.
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      This had to be Zar. I’d heard too many whispers over the last few years to even consider it might have been anyone else. The bastard warlord—figuratively and literally, so I’d been told—had made his way from wherever the hell he commanded his sick games of extortion. Just to be here.

      I also couldn’t ignore the fact that he clearly had come to speak with me. Sure, he’d been wanting the crystal mage he’d heard was wandering around the Badlands with a lightning mage protector. But Nori, Shaw, and Ayana—though she was still unconscious—all had stone daggers pressed dangerously against their throats. I didn’t.

      The stories of this beast of a man, if he could even be called that, really didn’t do justice to Zar’s presence in the flesh. I’d heard he was a mutt—half orc and half human, nearly seven feet tall. I’d heard the green skin of his orcish race had mutated in him, leaving him with his own mottled gray flesh, which quite honestly looked enough like a rotting corpse, I expected a smell to come with it. I didn’t have to hear more stories to know he was an asshole of the highest class; his manipulative grip on the Badlands in general and Cavennel in particular was enough evidence of that. Of all the enthralling, terrifying whispers shared by weary travelers and drunken villagers, every one of them had somehow failed to mention Zar’s teeth.

      Maybe orcs had tusks. I didn’t know; I’d never seen one, but it would have made sense if they did. This creature walking toward me had somehow abominated even that feature. From beside the front teeth of his lower jaw, two massive, yellowed teeth protruded. They were thicker than my thumb, gritty and stained, and ended not in a natural point but in squared-off edges. It didn’t look like they’d been broken off; it looked like they’d just refused to grow correctly. Their thickness left his fat, gray lower lip distended at all times, as if he’d stuffed as much chewing leaf as he could in the pocket of his lip and never spit it out. One of these immature tusks angled farther downward than the other and out to the side, which for some reason made me expect him to be cross-eyed. When I looked back up into his yellow eyes blazing with intelligence and more than a little amusement, I found myself disappointed to find his eyesight was as straight and keen as my own. It would have felt better to watch him stalk toward me if I knew he was seeing two of me.

      Zar’s massive, bulging shoulders lurched side to side as he approached. Then the warlord stopped a few feet in front of me and attempted a smile. His grotesquely protruding lower teeth made the expression look more like a grimace of annoyance, and I wondered if he could even press his lips all the way together.

      I looked away from him briefly to scan the countless bandits surrounding us, all of whom sneered, chuckled, nodded, or stared at Nori and Ayana like a dog stared at its master’s dinner. A deep thump of smacked flesh filled the air, and I glanced back at Zar. He’d clapped his meaty hands together, the nails stained with dirt and something that might have been blood, then spread his hands, as if I were the one who’d just stepped onto his land.

      “Last time I bothered to check, it is still impolite to welcome one’s guests with weapons and aggression.” Zar’s thick, protruding lip and the nasty half-tusks pushing it forward made him sound like a growling animal with a thin lisp—or a man who’d smacked his face on a rock before his mouth went completely numb. “But I’ll make a concession today,” he continued. “I understand you weren’t expecting us.” A round of hungry, devious chuckles rose from the bandits in every direction. Even the warlord’s recruited mages deepened their smirks. “Let’s have ourselves a chat, boy.” He nodded at me, moved to step forward, then stopped and glanced around. “Oh, unless you’re busy, of course.”

      I only glared at him. Zar was eloquent enough to make it clear he didn’t recruit his bandits because they shared a similar background or could express themselves with as much articulation and cocksure cleverness. His hordes of badly armed and even more poorly trained bandits did not amount to a fraction of his own intelligence. Staring at him now, I realized he knew this—and he didn’t care.

      The half-breed gave me just enough time to answer his rhetorical question, if I’d wanted. The fact that I refused to say anything brought his upper lip curling into a knowing sneer. Zar lowered his head like a charging bull and closed the distance between us, his hands clasped behind his back.

      When he reached me, he lifted one of his grotesquely massive hands and clapped it down on my shoulder. I clenched my jaw and fought not to grunt beneath the weight of it. Then he knelt on one knee and forced me to do the same beside him, as if I were a child pushed by an older sibling into the dirt. Leaving his hand on my shoulder, he bowed his head, took a deep breath, and stared at the grass just in front of us.

      “Do you know,” he started, his voice lowered now as if he’d taken aside his most trusted advisor for a confession—the thought alone made me bristle—“I have heard the most amazing tales? A mage who controls metal, if you can believe it. In all its forms. A mage who could effectively destroy my men’s armor and weapons. Or even turn both armor and weapons against their owners, instead.” He paused, then nodded at the ground, as if it had entered this one-sided conversation between us. “Fifteen of my men fell yesterday. And when I looked past that minor frustration, I found myself compelled by curiosity. An iron mage has not been seen in a very long time. In the Badlands, most likely longer, if I had to wager.”

      Zar let out a long sigh through his nose, then turned his bowed head to look at me. Even with both of us kneeling and his neck hunched over his bulging shoulders, his yellow eyes were still a few inches above my own. All I wanted was to shrug that disgusting hand from my shoulder and bash my head against his—despite the fact that his bald skull looked thick enough to split stone. I couldn’t, because Nori, Ayana, and Shaw had daggers against their throats, and I had no metal. No, that wasn’t exactly true. But Zar and his horde of surrounding bandits weren’t likely to catch sight of so many iron pieces lifting into the air and just wait to see what happened. The warlord wanted Nori and Ayana, but my attack would definitely get Shaw killed.

      Instead, I gritted my teeth, turned to meet Zar’s gaze, and offered my resistance there. The minute I did, his glistening yellow eyes widened, and he nodded solemnly at me, like we’d both just remembered some unspoken pact between us. He didn’t smell like corpses, as I’d anticipated; he actually didn’t leave any odor at all, which had to have been a massive feat on his part. The bandits all reeked. His surprising hygiene didn’t make this any less disgusting.

      “As you can imagine,” he continued, leaning toward me just a little, “I wished to follow these whispers on the wind. To see with my own eyes this famed iron mage.” His eyes moved briefly away from my face, and his gray tongue—just a little darker than his thick lips—darted out to brush against his crooked almost-tusk. “Naturally, my men and I took certain precautions against what we might find when we arrived. Metal is not the only viable resource for weapons. Or armor, as I’m sure you’re quite aware. We have wood and stone for every blade. Leather for every man to wear.” Zar lifted his head and waved his other hand toward the circle of bandits around us, who all seemed to be losing their patience as their leader took his time with our little chat.

      I sniffed and nodded, having lost my own patience, too. I could play this game just as well, if it meant buying myself a little more time to figure a way out of this. Of course, it might just speed up the process instead, but I was tired of kneeling here beneath the crushing weight of Zar’s hand on my shoulder like a terrified mute. “You must think yourself especially clever,” I said, fighting to loosen my clenched jaw enough so he could clearly hear me.

      Zar returned his gaze to me and nodded, blinking slowly. He seemed completely unaffected by my cynical remark. “I do,” he said. “I always have. So far, I’d say my cleverness has worked very much in my favor. So…” He raised his other meaty hand to his chest and waved it around, as if trying to express some deep-felt emotion. “I feel obliged to share my plan with you. You’re an excellent listener.” I stiffened beneath his blatant insult dressed and paraded as a compliment. “I’ve been searching for this crystal mage. Now that I’ve found her, I can finally take her home with me.”

      The sharp inhale through my teeth happened all on its own; I couldn’t have held it back if I tried. The image of what this brute might do with Nori—to her—in his home, where she would be alone and unprotected and completely at Zar’s mercy, was hard enough to force aside. “To do what?” I growled. I promised myself that if he touched her, I’d kill him. I had no idea how, but I would.

      “Oh, nothing distasteful,” he said, sounding genuinely wounded. “I won’t lay a hand on her, if that’s what you’re wondering. She is the key to my goals, namely in aiding my campaign against… well, more than one kingdom. I have no interest in her body beyond its ability to produce the magic crystals for my army.”

      That didn’t make it any better, and I couldn’t exactly say I believed his words. I looked up at Nori, who stood rigid with the bandits’ knives pressed against her pale flesh but only gazed calmly at me—or perhaps in shock. But Zar’s men standing closest to her seemed to have completely different ideas than their leader. They eyed her without shame, licking their lips and chuckling in anticipation. One of them even whistled.

      “Rest assured,” Zar said, raising both his head and his voice so every man in the circle around us could hear, “the crystal mage will be under my personal protection.” The bandits leering over Nori froze at the clear warning. When his meaning hit them, they all but tucked their tails and fled. Zar looked back at me again and nodded, that grim smile curling his upper lip again. His voice lowered once more as he said to me directly, “From the moment we leave this charming cottage of yours until we step foot in my own halls.”

      Clenching my fists, I still racked my brain for what I might do to stop any of that from ever happening.

      “But unfortunately,” Zar said and drew in a hissing breath between his squared-off tusks, “I cannot protect everyone.” Then his hand was gone from my shoulder, and he rose again to his feet with more grace than a beast that size should have been able to manage. He wiggled his thick fingers at me. “Stand up.”

      Rage churned in me at the fact that I had no option right now but to do what he said and bide my time—for what, I had no idea. I had to figure that out pretty damn quickly.

      Once I stood, Zar nodded to Shaw and a still-unconscious Ayana without breaking away from my gaze. “Your friends are a minor liability. Inconsequential, really, in the scheme of things. But I do very much enjoy making a point.” With that, he turned to face the bandits holding blades to Ayana, Nori, and Shaw, then jerked his gnarled gray head toward the riverbank behind the cottage.

      A slightly subdued round of laughter and jeering shouts rose from his bandits, and the circle closed in quickly around me. The man with his weapon pressed against Ayana’s throat removed it, but only to lift her unconscious body from the ground and sling her over his shoulder like a game carcass. Those holding Shaw at stone knifepoint grabbed his huge shoulders and pushed him forward, never removing their blades. My uncle grunted brusquely at the treatment but obeyed. He’d always said he wasn’t a fighter. Now he’d proven it.

      Rough hands grabbed me from behind as Zar’s horde of bandits surged around me toward the river, pushing me forward with them. The nauseating stench of rotting teeth wafted across my face when one of them leaned forward toward me, and I felt the cold, hard point of another stone dagger press against my ribs through my tunic. “Only thing you can do now is watch,” he muttered in my ear. “Best move along like a good boy.” His breath was probably the worst thing I’d ever smelled, so of course I had no problem stepping forward toward the trees just to get away from it.

      At the edge of the bank—which really wasn’t much of a bank now that the rain-swollen river churned just a foot below it—Zar stopped. His three mages stood behind him, facing the cottage and the open meadow beyond it. The woman—who I could only think of as an earth mage, if there even was such a thing—caught my gaze and popped open her mouth in an excited smile. Then she ran her tongue over the edge of her top teeth and laughed. I turned away from her, searching for Nori and trying to listen for her cries or the sound of my name. Nothing. If Zar really was as clever as he claimed, he’d probably left her guarded beside the cottage.

      The bandit carrying Ayana dumped her unceremoniously to the ground. Four more had to force Shaw to his knees. The disgusting bastard behind me pressed the dagger a bit tighter into my ribs, just to be sure I remembered its presence. The other squeezed my arm in a surprisingly strong grasp, and they both dug their fingers into my shoulders.

      From a black leather sheath at his hip, Zar drew the most wicked-looking dagger I’d ever seen, even if it hadn’t been made of stone. The length of the blade itself zigzagged in jagged edges, adding more slicing ridges to the already devastatingly sharp, razor-like shards lining its surface. These glittered in the morning sun, like the stone from which this agonizingly deadly blade was cut had harbored tiny crystal skewers within its heart. It made me wish I knew more about stonework. And it brought me to the edge between action and panic.

      Though Ayana and Shaw were still only a few yards away from the half-breed warlord, I knew there wasn’t much time before the orcish bastard brought that blade across both their throats. Was there really no other metal within my reach that I could use? I searched harder than I ever had before, stretching the limits of my powers to their fullest extent around the cottage and across every bandit, looking for one forged dagger forgotten in a boot, one overlooked piece of armor. Nothing. And the smithy was even farther away now.

      But there was still all the iron I’d flung from the cottage—the cauldron and its hearth rack, the door hinges, the one jagged knife for carving meat. I felt the nails holding the few supporting beams of the cottage, hammered into the planks of the wooden walls and the two doorframes, driven into the joints of the bedframes. I felt the tin plates and drinking cups, Shaw’s ale tankard, and the growing coin purses we each hid beneath our straw pallets. The coin would be useless anyway if we were dead.

      Zar still stood facing the river, staring out across its furiously roiling surface capped with white spray and foam. I still had time. No, I couldn’t bring all the tiny pieces of metal from the cottage to where he stood at the riverbank without the scores of bandits around us raising the alarm. I didn’t quite know if I could manage avoiding so many heads in order to call each piece to me here. But I wouldn’t have to if I beckoned them from a place they would never be seen.

      I opened my clenched fists just to sharpen my focus and morphed every stray piece of metal within and around the cottage into edges just sharp enough to cut through what lay beneath them; mostly, this was grass and dirt. Every piece carved its way through the earth—even the coin pulled from our purses beneath the pallets. I felt them struggling to obey, surging through dirt and damp soil, quivering around tree roots and large stones buried beneath the grass. The process was a lot slower than if I’d brought them flying through the air, but it gave me an advantage I’m sure even Zar would never see coming. I just needed a little more time.

      “Zar,” I shouted above the raging river. This time, saying his name out loud made me want to spit the way Shaw had yesterday. The warlord cocked his scarred head at the sound, then turned slowly to face me. The open-mouthed grin he flashed in my direction looked almost human—but mostly predatory and wild. I knew he probably wouldn’t fall for anything that came out of my mouth, and I wasn’t desperate enough to believe he might. But I could stall for the extra minute or two I still needed, at least. “Let’s make a deal.”
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      A bark of laughter escaped Zar’s perpetually open mouth, and I poured all the focus I could afford into drawing every spare scrap of metal through the earth around our cottage and toward this little discussion on the riverbank. I needed the rest of it to sound at least somewhat convincing.

      I glanced at Shaw, whose dark eyes widened. His mustache twitched over his grimace, and though he didn’t say a word, I imagined quite clearly what he might have said in this moment. ‘See what getting involved in this has come to? I told you, Nephew.’ Sure, but he didn’t know what I was planning.

      “I’ll make whatever weapons you want,” I said, turning back to lock onto Zar’s sickly yellow eyes. “Weapons I promise you’ve never seen before. And whatever armor you need.” The warlord moved slowly toward me, grinning still, and those eyes narrowed as I spoke. “I’ll do it willingly, for as long as it takes. And you can take me with you now. On one condition.” The half-breed let out a throaty chuckle and stopped. “Let this man and the lightning mage go. Walk away without touching them, and I’ll walk with you.” I wasn’t about to give this bastard their names, assuming he hadn’t already heard them whispered on the wind.

      “Oh…” Zar let out a low growl. “You’ll already be making me the weapons I need. That decision was made quite some time ago, iron mage. This”—he flicked the point of his wicked blade toward Shaw and Ayana—“is merely a demonstration. I want to be sure you understand what happens when someone crosses me.”

      I felt them now—all the tiny pieces I’d been working slowly toward me underground, trembling just below the surface. It was almost time, but I had to at least give Shaw a warning, or he’d never make it out of this alive. Zar turned from me to head toward my uncle, and I shouted, “Let me at least offer my uncle a few parting words.”

      The warlord looked at me over his shoulder and widened his eyes slightly. “Your uncle?” Another chuckle clawed its way out of his throat. “As you wish.”

      Slowly, I turned my head to look at Shaw. His narrow gray eyes steadily held my gaze, and I dipped my head. “When a man throws himself in the river, he best know how to swim.”

      Shaw’s eyes widened, and in the next moment, I called to every single sliver of metal beneath the soil begging for my next command. Something moved behind Zar, and I saw the woman—the earth mage—find me with wide, startled eyes. She opened her mouth to shout something. I imagined she meant it to be a warning, that she’d felt something not quite right stirring beneath the ground’s surface. If the reach of her powers even worked that way. But I never gave her enough time to make a sound.

      I brought all those slivers of iron shooting up through the earth in a flash of metal and spray of dirt. It looked like a lot more than it felt, but the surprise of being ambushed from the ground itself was enough to distract Zar and the bandits surrounding us. Shaw immediately pivoted on his knees and all but dove over the foot of the riverbank into the dangerous rapids. Zar’s bandits screamed in every direction, and I had enough concentration to keep the metal pieces flying into as much flesh as they could find before I broke from the grasps of the two bandits holding my arms. Then I lunged for Ayana, still lying unconscious on the riverbank, and scooped her up in my arms.

      An almighty roar came from a definitely inhuman throat. As I half jumped, half slid down the foot of the embankment toward the water, I shot a glance over my shoulder to see Zar lifting a meaty hand to his face, where the one gold coin I’d ever owned had embedded itself in his eye.

      Then we were in the water—Ayana jostling in my arms—and the frigid temperature cleared my mind of anything but my lungs fighting to breathe through the cold. The raging current pulled me with it as if I were a twig, and the minute I finally took a gasping breath, the crash of water plummeting down over my head and across my face worked its way into my lungs again.

      Farther downriver, I caught sight of Shaw’s head bobbing in the water. His black hair disappeared over and over beneath the churning rapids, but it always came back up. So far. I had myself to worry about—and Ayana, who somehow hadn’t been revived by the shock of the freezing water or the fact that I struggled to keep even my head above water, let alone hers.

      I hadn’t been ignorant to how fast the river looked, but I’d judged it as the lesser threat when compared to facing what Zar had in store for us. Now, I started to wonder if I hadn’t chosen the less-agonizing option. The rapids moved so much faster than it had seemed from the riverbank, spinning me and pushing me under, fighting to take me down. The current pushed me one way and buffeted my legs against the jutting rocks. I cried out at the pain, only to be pulled under again and dragged in the opposite direction, grazing my back on the same rocks in the process. Somehow, my arms seemed to know enough on their own to keep Ayana lifted above me, though when I breached the surface again, choking on the water and gasping, my head bumped against her shoulder and sent her away from me. I almost lost her then, but I managed to snag the back of her cloak and pull her close.

      I couldn’t feel my fingers bunched in her cloak by the time I saw Shaw upriver. He heaved himself out of the water, having used the fallen tree lodged between the bank and another huge rock jutting out of the water to pull himself ashore. My own body felt entirely too heavy to even try staying afloat, but I knew if I didn’t time this right, Ayana and I would both end up as frozen, lifeless corpses washing up way farther downriver than this.

      Staring at the first tree branch extended over the water, I slipped my arm beneath Ayana’s and crossed it over her chest. Then I readied my other hand, moving too quickly to be sure, and slapped at the branch when the river brought me near. I missed, with nothing to show for it but the shallow slice across my palm. I tried a second time on the next branch and managed to grab ahold, shouting when the river pulled my feet out from under me, raging around our bodies, urging me to let go because my arm felt like it would be ripped from its socket.

      “You keep that grip, Javron!” Through the water splashing into my eyes, I saw Shaw standing just at the edge of the calm pool along the riverbank, where the rapids hadn’t quite yet managed to overcome with their fury. Most likely, the fallen tree was helping with that.

      With a grunting yell of willpower and a little pain, I pulled Ayana and myself closer to the tree. Then I somehow managed to set my boots on the slippery rocks of the riverbed. The balance was precarious at best; if I wasn’t careful, I’d lose my grip on the branch, or my grip on Ayana. Or both. Not even an entire day spent hammering on the anvil without using my powers once had left my arms as aching and fiery as this. That was probably the cold—or the fact that with every other breath, I nearly drowned on the icy water surging into my mouth.

      I couldn’t say how I managed to half pull, half collapse my way along that fallen tree toward the riverbed. The minute I reached the still pool, where Shaw stood now up to his knees in water, he reached out to grab a fistful of my tunic and jerk me toward him. Ayana and I both fell into the pool, though I turned in time to keep her above me even as I fought to place my boots or even my knees on the tiny pebbles at the bottom.

      Shaw grabbed Ayana beneath her arms and dragged her backwards through the calmer but no-less-frigid pool. I splashed about and tried to get my footing, entirely exhausted and now realizing my feet had gone numb too. When I finally crawled up onto the muddy bank, I collapsed for a minute beside them. Shaw had his arm around Ayana as he dropped his head back into the mud, his massive, barreled chest heaving up and down. He looked as half-dead as I felt. A fit of gurgling, water-filled coughs overcame me, and when it was over, I lifted myself enough to crawl toward them and press my ear to Ayana’s open mouth. Hearing her shallow breathing seemed more impossible than the existence of any mage in this world, but I couldn’t have been more grateful for the fact that I hadn’t saved her from a slit throat only to drown her in that river.

      We took maybe a minute to catch our breath on the shore, then I groaned and pushed myself to my feet. “We have to keep going,” I said, my words almost swallowed by the rushing river in front of us. Shaw nodded and stood, swayed on his feet a little, then nodded again. I shuffled toward Ayana, bent to lift her, and flung her over my shoulder. No, it wasn’t any more chivalrous than the way the bandit had carried her, but I didn’t plan to drop her beside a river and into the hands of a half-orc mongrel.

      I really didn’t have a clue where we were other than that the river had carried us incredibly far south and definitely past the center of Cavennel. Probably even past the outskirts of it, too. We trudged on for a few minutes, moving away from the river, then found ourselves at the base of the foothills into the Pagarth Mountains. This was basically the other side of the valley.

      The pounding thunder of more horses than I wanted to see rose above the roaring river behind us. At a glance, I figured about twenty of Zar’s bandits now charged toward us, all on horseback. Most likely, they’d all been ordered to retrieve me and kill Ayana and Shaw anyway. They’d have to settle for failure.

      Even still, I didn’t know how I’d fight them out here, in the middle of nowhere, without my armor or shards of metal I could pull from a cottage. Shaw and I picked up the pace, moving in a stumbling run toward the foothills because there wasn’t really anywhere else to go. Ayana bounced dangerously on my shoulder, and I offered her a silent, preemptive apology. She might feel worse than I did when she came around.

      “Javron,” Shaw called, pointing to a crude black doorway cut into the mountainside. The image of a pickaxe was barely still visible on the rotting wooden sign hanging over the opening. There were dozens of mines in these mountains, but the only ones I’d seen around Cavennel had been abandoned for at least as long as I’d been alive. The miners went in, dug out what they could, and left again, thinking the mines completely empty and useless. They’d obviously never had an iron mage with them. I made an excellent blacksmith, and I was sure I’d make a better miner than any of those who’d hastily moved on to new sites.

      I nodded to Shaw, and we made our way swiftly toward the entrance to the mine. The bandits were closing in behind us, but they’d have to dismount their horses and file in two or three abreast to get to us inside the tunnels. By then, Shaw and I would be far enough inside to make a stand and defend ourselves. Really, all he had to do was protect Ayana and keep them both behind me. I’d do all the rest.

      Before we’d even set foot inside the mine, I felt the massive surge of so much raw metal pulsing through the mountain itself—centuries-old, buried, untouched. Waiting to be found and used. Yes, today, I’d be the best miner who ever lived.
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      After the first few yards inside the mine, it was completely dark. We had to feel our way along the walls of the tunnel, moving slower than I wanted just so we wouldn’t trip on rubble or jutting stones. And I still had Ayana over my shoulder.

      The farther we walked, the more I felt the call of so much iron inside this mine—above the ceiling of the tunnel, stretching out to either side through the mountain, and more than I could fathom below us. No doubt these pockets and veins of ore existed in the same numbers all through the mountain, and I couldn’t quite believe the place had been abandoned. If the miners had dug just a little longer, a few feet, really, they’d have rediscovered their wealth here. Well, that just meant there was more for me to use.

      The echoing shouts and scuffling footsteps from the mine’s entrance sounded a lot closer than they actually were when projected down the tunnel. We kept moving, and then the darkness lifted just a little. I saw my shadow on the tunnel floor—thin and almost non-existent. But with each second, it darkened, more and more contrasted by the red-tinged light coming from behind me. And growing brighter.

      Clamping my arm down on Ayana’s thighs over my shoulder, I reached out with my other hand and shoved Shaw to the side—who I could see now because of the light coming toward us with deadly speed. He stumbled against the far wall of the tunnel with a grunt, just in time to avoid being blasted in the back of the head by the fireball that shot between us and kept going into the tunnel.

      Only now, it wasn’t a tunnel anymore. We’d stumbled blindly into a massive underground cavern, lit now by the sphere of flames churning through the air and disappearing into the darkness before us. A renewed shout came from the tunnel behind us. The bandits had brought a fire mage with them, and they’d clearly seen us now.

      Then the tunnel lit up with more reddish-yellow light, but it wasn’t another fireball. The flames hovered in the palm of the fire mage with the long brown beard. Shadows danced across his illuminated face, but I could see enough to catch the sight of his confident grin. Did they really have no idea what kind of place they’d chased us into—how much damage I could do here?

      The fire mage led the way swiftly down the tunnel, the bandits’ shadows bouncing across the wall as they followed behind. “Here,” I said to Shaw, stepping toward him to drape Ayana into his arms. The man held her but just stared at me, looking more clueless than I’d ever seen him. “Just stay behind me.”

      My uncle didn’t wait for more direction. He took Ayana a few yards behind me, the cavern growing brighter now with the approaching fire mage and bandits. I turned to face the tunnel, waiting for the first few of them to filter into the cavern, because there was a huge iron deposit waiting just inside where the cavern opened.

      Of course they never saw it coming. The minute the fire mage stepped beside the tunnel to let the bandits flood into the cavern around us, I pulled the iron deposit forward from the wall. The cool air around us echoed with the rumbling groan of shifting bedrock, followed by a crash as the wall fell before the chunk of iron breaking free from its ancient prison. Drawing my fists apart, I separated the crude hunk into dozens of tiny points and hurled them at the first wave of bandits spilling from the tunnel. They cried out and fell, one of them managing to duck before the crude spear I’d formed clattered against the wall behind him.

      I only had just enough time to shape a few of those same iron shards into something resembling a metal shield before the fire mage’s next churning ball of flames found its target in my face. Instead, it shuddered against the iron plate hovering in front of me and fell to the ground, roiling at my feet. The heat was more than a little intense; I stepped aside to avoid it and sent the makeshift iron shield flying toward the fire mage. Yes, the man gave us light enough to see by in the darkness of the cavern, but I’d rather keep him from burning me alive.

      The man merely diverted his palms to throw a stream of fire at the metal plate hurtling toward him, blasting it to the side and away from himself. I might have tried again if three more bandits hadn’t reached me now, swinging blindly with their stone daggers. It didn’t make their blades any less deadly.

      I leapt back and lifted the iron vein running beneath our feet. It burst from the stone floor, scattering huge chunks of rock in all directions and launching two of the bandits through the air before pinning them to the cavern wall like a metal snake, pulled taut across their throats.

      The third bandit blinked away his confusion but was quick enough to lunge for me again. Before I had the time to bring any more iron through the stone walls, a crackling yellow burst joined the fire mage’s red glow in the cavern, and an electric streak shot just past my face to wrap around the bandit’s. It singed his flesh and hair, leaving that gods-awful stench behind. The man dropped, and I spared a glance back at Shaw and Ayana.

      The lightning mage had quite obviously regained consciousness. Though she stumbled back against Shaw’s chest, who now stood behind her, she nodded at me with grim determination and put two more lightning bolts through two more bandits. Yes, admittedly, I was grateful for the assistance.

      I pulled another giant ore deposit from just above the cavern’s ceiling, crafting it as it emerged into two rough battering rams the size of my chest. The first fell straight down, crushing the two other bandits almost upon me. The second I sent toward the last few still filtering in from the tunnel. But I only smashed one of them against the cavern wall when a huge sheet of pure rock cracked apart from the cavern ceiling and almost crushed me right there. I leapt back, and a disturbing tremor ran through the cavern. For a split second, the fighting paused; everyone else had surely felt the small quake. Fine. No more pulling iron deposits from the cavern walls or ceiling. I didn’t want to bring the whole thing crashing down on us and bury myself in the abandoned mine with two score of Zar’s fools. That meant I had to use the iron I’d already removed, as well as everything that still remained beneath us in the ground.

      Flashes of fiery red and electric yellow alternated with incredible speed as Ayana and Zar’s fire mage battled each other with their own powers. Four bandits had circled around Shaw and Ayana both, and I only saw them in the dark after another fireball whizzed over Shaw’s ducking head. I pulled the iron shards I’d sent into so many bandits’ bodies and hurled them as one mass toward the four attackers—like a sheet of deadly, sideways-falling rain. A few of them hit their marks, but most, unfortunately, barreled past them as far as they would go across the cavern with seemingly no far wall. They hurtled beyond my power’s reach before I could call them back. It had saved Shaw from getting a few stone blades in his back, but it also meant that most of the available metal I’d had was now too far away for me to call.

      I checked again above us, feeling for all the iron just waiting above the cavern’s ceiling. But another tremor through the mine reminded me why that was a bad idea. So I reached down instead. The largest deposit of them all lay almost at the extent of my reach below us. And if I’d thought a few sharpened coins and thin nails had taken a long time to pierce through the earth and make their way toward Zar and his thugs beside the river, this would probably take longer.

      Ayana seemed to be holding her own fairly well, firing the bright yellow streaks from her hands enough to see her targets in the dark and following up with an aimed bolt at where that target should be. It was hard enough now to see everything at once; the darkness was so thick, the only light came from her lightning and the other mage’s fire. So I had to be as quick and effective as I could.

      I opened my hands at my sides and reached all the way down below the stone of the mountain, calling to the huge pocket of iron ore I could use to end the rest of the bandits and the fire mage once I brought it to the surface. The ground shivered a little when I tugged, but the ore didn’t quite move. It made sense with so many tons of solid rock sitting above it. So I focused harder, trying to drown out Shaw’s shouts and the sparking snap of so many blasts flying between the other two mages.

      Down and farther down I pressed, wrapping every ounce of strength I had around that waiting lump of iron. Its deep, tired voice echoed in my head, and the more I called to it, the more its song awoke. The ground quaked again, the ore’s vibration grew louder, and then everything went completely black and silent.
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      What followed was a vision. It had to have been, because otherwise it was impossible.

      I could have sworn I’d just been grabbed by the ankle and pulled underground, moving through stone and iron and earth, as if called the same way I’d called the iron scraps beside the river. The earth cracked and groaned all around me, pulling me down and down. Then the tug on my body deepened and changed direction, dragging me farther across the world than I’d ever traveled over its surface—maybe farther than I ever could. I knew nothing but the agony of that aching pull, and then the darkness was replaced by a blood-red flash of light.

      The light wasn’t in front of me; I knew this. Even as my stomach churned at the sudden lurching through the earth, I knew in the back of my mind that my body still stood in the cavern while Ayana fought the fire mage and what bandits remained. I knew I hadn’t opened my eyes; I was sure I’d never closed them in the first place. But I saw it as clearly as if I were right there in the flesh—wherever there was.

      It was a vision of hell, or something damn close to it.

      I saw the belly of the earth cracked asunder with fire and smoke. I saw hordes of creatures too terrible to name—too terrible to imagine. I heard their shrieks of agony and elation, the screams and inhuman growls. No animal made those sounds. The creatures churned together and broke apart, writhing in a formation too chaotic to discern. And at their center was a terrifying form that might have resembled a man if it wasn’t composed of flame and smoke and terror like the rest of this place.

      It didn’t exactly stand there; there wasn’t anywhere to stand. But it was colossal, more immense than Zar or any orc—than any fabled beast described in glorious tales. More than the sight of it, it felt vast enough to consume the entire world.

      Then two eyes like burning coals emerged from the flame and smoke and pierced whatever part of me had been dragged to this place.

      ‘Yes.’ The voice was loud and terrible enough to crack my skull—a clash of burning fear and death and mountains crumbling into a boiling sea. ‘I feel your reach, wherever you are.’ The pain of that voice made me want to scream, but I had no mouth. I wasn’t really here. I couldn’t be. ‘We are coming.’

      Then I was flung back through miles of earth and rock, across the world and up to the surface and nowhere, really, because I’d never left the mine at all.

      Not my body, at least. As for my mind and soul, I could not say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21

          

        

      

    

    
      In the next second, I heard Shaw shout my name. The fire mage’s next glowing attack headed straight for me, but I watched it as if time itself had slowed. Then the echo of the huge mass of iron ore beneath me shivered through my fingers and up my arms, and the whole of it burst through the bedrock in front of me in a spray of shattered stone.

      With a shout, I hurled the whole thing away from me. The ore swept aside the last bandits we hadn’t killed and pushed them toward the cavern wall. Their shouts rose on the other side, followed by a wave of flames licking over the edges of the ore deposit without effect. Whatever the fire mage had attempted to stop the hulk of iron careening toward him, it was useless. I shoved the iron against him and the bandits and the wall of the cavern, crushing them all and breaking off their cries as the echoing boom filled the air around me.

      The walls shuddered. It was completely dark. Nothing moved.

      A yellow burst of light flared to life, illuminating first Ayana’s palm and then her arm and face. She turned in a circle, holding her lightning as the fire mages held their own powers, and lit the cavern enough to see. The only people left standing were her, Shaw, and me. They both turned to stare at me, and the minute Shaw opened his mouth to speak, another tremor ran through the cavern. This time, it didn’t feel like a warning.

      “Out,” I said, and the others didn’t question me one bit. Shaw took off for the tunnel again, followed swiftly by Ayana. I brought up the rear, reaching out to grasp her arm when she stumbled over the fallen bodies in front of the tunnel. We ran, Ayana’s crackling light tossing our urgent shadows across the stone walls. I heard the ceiling of the cavern crack and shatter, sending wave after wave of broken rock down upon what had been wide-open space. A blast of cold air raged at our backs, pelting us with bits of stone rubble and dust. Daylight blazed at the end of the tunnel, and we nearly threw ourselves out into the fresh air just before the tunnel collapsed behind us.

      I jerked Ayana’s arm and pulled her to my side, sliding down the bits of earth mined and dumped at the foot of the mountain. A spray of larger rocks and so much dust spewed from what remained of the mine’s entrance. The haze of dust made it almost impossible to see, and I searched through the settling cloud of it for any sign of Shaw.

      Then a deep cough sounded behind us. I spun around to see Shaw doubled over, pounding his chest with a thick fist. His grizzled black beard trembled, coated now with a fine gray powder. Then he stopped coughing, straightened, and fixed me with his dark gaze.

      He growled and coughed again. “Good thing we didn’t have to carry her back out,” he said, flicking his hand toward Ayana.

      She and I both seemed to realize at the same time that I still clutched her in my arms. I opened them even before she shoved her hands against my chest and stepped back. The woman didn’t look angry—only like she wanted to be. She glared at me for a moment, then said through clenched teeth, “Why the hell am I soaking wet?”

      Right now, shrugging felt easier than laughing at her expense. “It’s better than being dead.”
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      Ayana just stared at me for a minute, then she huffed out a huge sigh and dropped. For a minute, I’d thought she’d fainted, which really would have been a surprise coming from her. Instead, she’d just fallen into a squat there on the settling rubble outside the iron mine.

      We’d just been through enough together—Shaw, too—that I figured she might be a little more receptive than usual to any attention I paid her. Even though she’d been unconscious the entire time, I had saved her life two more times in the last hour—once from Zar and once from ending up as a floating body in the river. So I took the chance and hunkered down beside her. “Are you all right?”

      Ayana jerked her head up from the rock-strewn ground and glared at me. “No,” she spat. “I’m not all right. We came to you for help, and we were almost on our way, and then Zar showed up at your cottage. I’m assuming those bandits have Nori now too, don’t they?”

      It shouldn’t have surprised me that she’d still be this venomous, but it did. “They do,” I replied, fighting not to get up right then and walk away—to completely leave her on her own out here. “And I’m going to—”

      The dark-haired woman snorted and jerked her hand toward me in aggravation. “We would have already left before that if you hadn’t been using our crystals in the middle of the night and doing with Nori what you were so proud of doing with that barmaid—”

      “Hold on just a second.” This time, I did raise my voice. The woman had no idea what she was talking about. The crunch of boots over loose rubble signaled Shaw’s stepping away from us and this escalating discussion. “You lied to me about those crystals. Nori made her choice. I didn’t push her one way or the other, so don’t tell me that’s my fault too.”

      “If she’d woken up with me to be on our way instead of lying with you on the floor like a couple of barnyard animals—”

      “Did you forget the part about you being knocked unconscious?” I said, my voice flat and low now. “The second that earth mage”—her eyes widened at this—“made one move, you were completely useless to Nori. You think Zar and a horde of his bandits swarming past our cottage wouldn’t have caught up to you anyway? So you’d wanted to leave, what—maybe an hour or two earlier? They would have fallen upon you quicker than that, and then Zar would have still slit your throat and taken Nori. At least the way it worked out, only one of those things happened.”

      She just stared at me, both of us crouching on the mound of crumbled stone, and swallowed thickly. “Zar was there?”

      “He was,” I said, holding her gaze until she looked away and stared at the ground between us. “He meant to kill you on the riverbank. Shaw too.” I nodded up at my uncle, who stood a few yards farther away and only folded his arms. “And I managed to get us out of there.”

      “With your armor?” The fight seemed to be leaking out of her now by the second.

      I scoffed. “Hardly. I had to be a little creative. But I got all three of us out of there, and if you took the time to pay attention to anything but your own self-righteousness, you’d notice Shaw and I are soaking wet too.”

      Ayana flicked her gaze over my damp breeches and tunic. Fine, none of us were sopping anymore, but she got the message.

      “I could have left you there with Zar,” I added, finally ready to tell her everything instead of laughing at her stubbornness and walking away. “Who knows what he would have done to you after Shaw and I escaped. But I didn’t. I took you with us. Trying to keep you above water in that river—which was how we escaped, by the way—nearly drowned both of us. And I carried you to this mine.” I threw my arm back at the collapsed entrance for emphasis. “And I made a stand for all of us because that’s what I was willing to do. Whether or not I slept with Nori is none of your business, but everyone’s still alive because of it.”

      There—I’d said it all. And I waited for her to make some kind of concession. Perhaps she wouldn’t go so far as to apologize for her ridiculous accusations, but she could have at least thanked me. Instead, she looked like she was choking. Then she collapsed back to sit on the rubble, bent her forehead to touch her knees, and wrapped her arms around both legs. The strangest sound I’d ever heard rose from her huddled body—like a cat coughing up a hairball and a snorting pig rooting through the mud all at once.

      I glanced up at Shaw, who only shrugged and nodded at Ayana. I really hoped she wasn’t crying, partly because few things were more awkward than a sobbing woman and partly because, if her sobs sounded like that, I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of noises she’d make in bed. Then I found myself hoping she was crying; otherwise, I’d have no idea what this was.

      Two minutes. That’s what I gave her to say something or do something or stop the weird noise. But she didn’t look like she was about to do anything else any time soon, so I stood from my crouch beside her. Then I looked at Shaw and said, “We need to get back to—”

      The whimpered words coming from Ayana’s huddled form were so muddled and soft, I couldn’t hear them.

      Shaw just shook his head; he’d been particularly unhelpful lately.

      “Ayana?” I asked.

      “I failed.” She shouted it from where she’d pressed her forehead against her knees, then looked up to glare at me. “King Tymon sent me because I serve in the only way I know. I keep my word.” Surprisingly, there were no tears in her eyes or staining her cheeks. But her face was a concerning shade of red, as if she’d been straining the whole time to push the tears out—or keep them in. “Now, Zar already has her, and we didn’t even make it halfway across the Badlands first. I’ve failed my king. And Nori. I told her I’d keep her safe. I convinced her that—” She gritted her teeth and winced again, almost like the idea of crying physically hurt her. “In one day, I’ve failed more people than I can imagine.”

      Still, no apology or thank you on her part. And I had no idea what to say to that. I didn’t know her king. I didn’t know what promises to Nori she’d made and broken. I did know that I saw something in that mine—whether it was a vision or something else—that made my skin crawl to think about now. I couldn’t tell Ayana or Shaw about that. Not yet. But whatever that hellish thing was wouldn’t matter if we didn’t get Nori out of Zar’s hands first.

      I turned away from Ayana and headed north, back the way we’d come after dragging ourselves half-dead from the river. Nodding at Shaw, I said, “We have to go back for the armor.”

      “What armor?” The man turned his head to study me as I passed him, but he didn’t move.

      Nori had definitely seen my armor. Maybe Ayana had too last night when they’d come back to the smithy asking for help. Again.

      But Shaw had no idea what I’d made.

      “My armor.” I kept walking, knowing he’d follow me.

      “I’m coming with you,” Ayana called behind me.

      I didn’t stop.

      “You’re going to get Nori back, aren’t you?” I heard the scrabble of Ayana’s boots on the rubble, then she spoke again, much closer now. “You have to get her back.”

      I spun around, apparently startling her enough that she stopped moving toward me and blinked with wide eyes.

      “I’m pretty sure you told me not to tell you what to do,” I said, dipping my head toward her. “That goes both ways.”

      Then I pivoted to start walking again.

      “Javron, I—”

      “And didn’t you say you were done?” I asked. I turned toward her again and faced her squarely as Shaw approached. “You were ready to head out anyway, with or without Nori. She wasn’t going to leave with you this morning. You should go.”

      Ayana’s lower lip trembled. If she started to cry—or not cry—and make that awful sound again, I would leave her right here.

      “I can’t,” she whispered, breathing heavily. “I won’t. I’ll help you get her back, and then all three of us will head for Ebrelon together.”

      I clenched my jaw a few times, studying the desperation in her eyes. If this was her way of apologizing and admitting that they really did need my help, she’d done a piss-poor job of it.

      Not really having anything else to say, I grunted; she could take that however she wanted. Then I turned away from her again and headed back toward the river. We’d follow it north back past the center of Cavennel to the smithy, and then I’d work it out from there. The open meadow across the valley would give us plenty of an alert if Zar sent any more of his men for us—or for the twenty bandits and a fire mage who would never return to camp.

      Ayana sighed loud enough for me to hear, but I didn’t stop for her to catch up with me. Thankfully, she seemed to have decided to keep her distance for a while. Shaw, though, quickened his pace until he walked beside me. Staring at the ground moving under our feet, he lifted a hand to scratch at the back of his head and said, “What do you mean, your armor?”
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      I made it a point to lead us pretty wide around Cavennel, just because I really didn’t want to run the risk of Pedri asking about his batch of nails or Renold wanting to know how long it would take to replace his rusty collection of axes. The normal, everyday, banal responsibilities of a blacksmith no longer applied to my life. They probably wouldn’t ever again after today. But I didn’t know if I could keep myself from punching anyone who tried to stop me from doing what I had to do—even if they had no idea what I had to do.

      Ayana had apparently berated herself enough over most of the hour-and-a-half walk from the mine back to the smithy. A few minutes before we turned around the copse of trees along the river and back onto the footpath to Shaw’s property, she’d stepped up to walk beside Shaw and me. I no longer felt like I had a lost, desperate puppy trailing along behind me, but I still wasn’t sure I could look at her again right now.

      Whatever resentment I’d been holding toward Ayana—toward Shaw and Zar and all of it—disappeared the minute we rounded the bend and the smithy came into view. It was on fire.

      My immediate thought was that it had been my fault. I’d shut down the waterway earlier this morning, but I’d still left the coals simmering in the hearth. Twenty-four hours now the forge had been working without Shaw or myself actually standing there. My distraction from finishing the necessary tasks had set it ablaze.

      Shaw didn’t say a word to me as we all but ran toward the smithy. The flames had clearly been going for some time—maybe even since the minute the river had taken all three of us with it for our hasty and admittedly dangerous escape. The wooden supports and the slats of the walls were charred black, a few of them already having crumbled at lopsided angles. The tin roof sagged at one corner; there was no way we could safely enter to assess the damage, even if the flames didn’t still lap at all that fuel around them.

      I reached out for my suit of armor; it would be too hot to touch, but I wouldn’t have to physically touch it to cool it off anyway. But I couldn’t feel it at all—neither the two split pieces of my crafted armor nor the demi-gauntlets. Thinking I’d been just a little too eager and they were still beyond my power’s reach, I waited until we were close enough that I’d definitely be able to feel them.

      Still nothing.

      “Dammit,” I shouted as we stopped as close as we could get to the heat of the fire.

      “Yeah, we had one hell of a smithy,” Shaw grunted beside me.

      I was a little surprised that he was this unaffected by the fire, but that wasn’t what I’d meant.

      “They took my armor,” I clarified.

      Shaw just stared at me. “I still have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I made myself a suit of armor,” I said through gritted teeth, staring through the flames and the charred wood. “Better than any you’ve ever seen.”

      “I have no doubt of that,” my uncle replied. “This was Zar. All the new weapons we’d made… all the armor for those bastards…”

      “Yeah, I know.” I’d felt that too as I’d searched. Zar’s men had looted the entire smithy, including the pieces we’d been paid good money by decent Cavennel folk to craft for them. “There’s nothing left.”

      Well, that wasn’t exactly true. The bandits had left the two massive piles of scrap plate and broken blades I’d sorted through the day before—still heaped where I’d left them. A lot of good that would do us now; I’d used the best metal for my armor.

      “I’m sorry,” Ayana offered beside me. I just shook my head. It wasn’t entirely her fault, and we both knew that. We were also long past the point of laying blame.

      I studied the inside of the burning smithy, trying to think of what I could possibly do to get Nori out of Zar’s dirt-stained grasp. The one way I knew I could do it was with my armor, but that plan was over before I could even take a step toward it. Even the bodies of the dozen bandits I’d killed the night before had been carried away, disappearing with the rest of the half-breed’s horde. So not even the weapons and armor I’d turned against them last night remained.

      As I cursed my luck, something in the burning wreckage caught my eye. It sparkled in the flames consuming our smithy—a glittering object that definitely didn’t belong there. It sat right against the burning wall behind the workbench, which had half collapsed from the fire.

      I stared at it for a few more seconds until I finally realized what it was. It couldn’t be anything else. But how to get it out?

      Suddenly I felt the answer.

      Zar and his bandits had taken all the weapons and the armor and the workpieces even remotely valuable or useful—to them. But they’d left the iron weapons racks and the tin bucket to wet the coals. And the shovel.

      I reached out to the shovel, feeling it dance at my touch, and lifted it from the burnt remains of the wooden handle. The fact that the smithy was still burning didn’t make a difference for me when it came to getting what I wanted in this exact moment. I moved the shovelhead beneath what was left of the workbench and scooped up the small, glittering thing from the smithy floor. Then I called them both steadily toward me until the shovelhead emerged from the flames and settled at my feet.

      “What are you—” Ayana asked, then stopped when she saw what I’d found.

      Both the shovelhead and the clear crystal resting inside it smoked a little in the grass.

      “That shovel still had a few good years in it, Javron,” Shaw said gruffly, grunting at the broken tool.

      “I didn’t burn the handle away, Shaw.” I sent the shovel away again, tipping it enough so the crystal slipped onto the ground where it might cool faster.

      “How did you know that was in there?” Ayana asked, looking up at me again with wide eyes.

      “I didn’t.” I bent to touch the gem, but it was still too hot. “I thought I saw it, and now I know I was right.”

      There was an empty, clear crystal in one of my stolen gauntlets; the other gauntlet had only one charge left.

      But there had also been two other crystals imbued with Ayana’s lightning power sitting on the workbench.

      This one—the crystal that had emptied all its power when I triggered it in the iron sphere—must have fallen onto the floor when Nori and I enjoyed ourselves a second time last night in the smithy.

      “What about all the other crystals?” Ayana asked.

      The terror in her voice was something I’d never expected. Through everything that had happened in the last few days, she’d shown nothing more than a curt urgency, even when she and Nori had walked in on me testing my armor. I’d almost come to think she couldn’t be afraid.

      “I imagine Zar has them.” I tried to make the words sound a little lighter, but there was no ignoring how badly off that left us. “This was the only one he didn’t take, probably because none of those reeking idiots thought to check the floor.”

      I bent again for another tentative test of the crystal’s heat. It was more than a little warm, but it had cooled enough for me to pick it up and hold it in my palm. “Nori said these hold three charges.”

      “Nori told you a lot of things, didn’t she?” Ayana asked in an accusing voice.

      I met Ayana’s gaze and narrowed my eyes. Now was not the time for her to start bickering again.

      The woman sighed and nodded. “For the most part, yes, they can hold three full charges.” She didn’t say anything else, but merely stared at the crystal in my palm.

      “Ayana,” I said softly. She didn’t move. “‘For the most part’ means there’s more.”

      At this point, with the smithy burned down and my armor stolen, I wasn’t in the mood for politely asking her to elaborate.

      “I’ve heard of mages who could imbue more power than that into crystals,” Ayana said. She wouldn’t look at me, and her voice barely rose above the crackling of the fire in front of us. “I’ve also heard of mages who blew themselves and everyone around them to pieces trying to force more power into one stone.”

      “Then it sounds like a bad idea,” Shaw offered. His silent stare of disapproval, which had worked for so many years of my life, had absolutely no effect on me now.

      “Can you fill this with more than three charges?” I asked as I extended the stone just a little closer to Ayana, reminding myself to be gentle. She looked like she was on the verge of breaking—even more than she had outside the mine.

      “I don’t know.” She licked her lips and finally looked up at me. “I’ve never tried.”

      “I think if there was ever a time to try, this would be it.”

      “Have you lost your mind, Javron?” Shaw shouted. “Did you not hear what she just said? We don’t even have the crystal mage anymore.”

      “I heard her perfectly.” I didn’t break away from Ayana’s brown-eyed gaze to answer my uncle.

      “Nori’s already activated the crystal,” Ayana said, either correcting Shaw or informing me or both. But just the fact that she’d said that much meant she was coming around. “We don’t need her to use it now.”

      “I won’t blame you if you’d rather be somewhere else for this, Shaw,” I said.

      The man snorted and scratched his head. Ayana’s eyes glistened—not with another threat of tears but with the kind of resolution I’d been hoping to spark inside her. We stared at each other for a long time, then she offered me a tiny nod and reached out for the crystal in my hand.

      The minute she grabbed it, I closed my fingers around her fist and placed my other hand on top of hers. “This is how we get Nori out of there,” I said.

      Now she seemed to understand exactly what I was saying, and the fear that had almost overwhelmed her at the knowledge that Zar had the other crystals seeped away. I swore I could see it leaving her with her next long, slow breath.

      “All right.”

      Shaw puffed out a breath of disbelief. “That’s exactly what I’ll do—be somewhere else while you do something foolish,” he said, turning away from us. “I’m going home. See what those bastards thought they might find there, too.” As he stalked across the grass, he called over his shoulder, “If you’re still alive after this, come tell me about it.”

      I released Ayana’s fist and let her withdraw her hand. She let out another shaky breath, then retreated a few paces and set the crystal back on the ground. When she returned to my side, she almost seemed her stubborn, self-confident, aggravating self again. “I’d stand back if I were you.”

      So I did, putting a little more room between her and me than she’d put between herself and the crystal.

      If she succeeded in this—and I really, really hoped she did—I’d have at least one powerful weapon to use against Zar when I went back for Nori and my armor. I meant to put that same crystal inside another orb of iron shards; I still felt the scattered fragments of it from the night before buried in the tree along the riverbank and the ground beneath it.

      I stepped behind her. For a moment, I thought she might turn around for reassurance.

      She didn’t. With a deep breath, she extended both hands and unleashed one brilliant stream of yellow energy at the crystal.

      The first flash came quickly, just the same as it had when Ayana charged the crystal in the staff.

      After a few seconds, another flash erupted from where the crystal lay in the grass.

      The lightning poured from Ayana’s outreached hands in one continuous blast, which I’d definitely never seen before. She was pushing herself to her limits.

      The third flash from the stone was bigger and brighter still.

      I guessed this was the part where Ayana would have normally stopped—the place she’d stopped with every other crystal she’d infused with her power.

      But she kept going.

      The seconds doubled now between the third flash and the fourth, and when that fourth flash did come—indicating the fourth charge—it was nearly as bright as the crackling lightning streaking from her hands.

      She staggered backward. I stepped toward her, ready to catch her if she fell.

      The other part of me worried that if this did go wrong, I’d be caught in the same eruption she’d said had overtaken other mages attempting this. And I had no idea if interrupting her now would ruin the process completely.

      Ayana steadied herself on her feet, her shoulders hunching just a little as she kept up the continuous streak of lightning blasting into the crystal. Above the snap and pop of electricity and the rumble of so much energy forced out of her, I heard the woman’s low growl rise into a scream of determination.

      Finally, the crystal flashed a fifth time, and the brilliance of it consumed both the crystal and Ayana.

      I jumped back, completely uncertain as to whether or not I’d find her standing there when the glare subsided—or find her body scattered in pieces across the grass.

      Smoke rose from the crystal. Ayana was still in one piece, though she’d fallen to one knee and propped her forearm on the other. I was at her side in a second, bending beside her to look for injuries or any sign at all that this hadn’t worked.

      Her chest heaved, and her entire body trembled there in the grass. But she seemed all right.

      Slowly, she turned her head to look at me, the curtain of her auburn hair falling away from her face to reveal an exhausted, triumphant smile. She blinked quickly a few times, and one tear slipped from the corner of her eye.

      “Well,” she said, breathless and shaking. “It can be done.”

      A shout of laughter and relief escaped me, and she actually took my hand when I offered it to help her stand. “You mean, you can do it,” I said.

      Ayana rolled her eyes, but her smile remained; it actually made her remarkably beautiful.

      “How do you feel?” I asked.

      “Very much like what I imagine you felt after pulling us from the river,” she said, and a low chuckle escaped her. “I’m fine. Go get your crystal.”

      My crystal. That was new.

      I checked her over one more time, then all but ran across the meadow to the yellow stone shining like a tiny sun in the grass. None of the others had been this bright. None of the others had held this much power.

      I didn’t know why I thought it would be hot—like when I’d drawn it out of the fire.

      It felt the same. But it wasn’t.

      Turning back toward Ayana, I flashed her the grin I could no longer contain. “This will get her back.”

      Though she shook her head at me, the woman held my gaze and chuckled again, which I couldn’t quite believe after the massive amounts of energy and life-threatening power she’d just blasted into this tiny gem nestled in my palm.

      A furious howl rose behind the smithy, far enough away that it had to be coming from the cottage—or farther.

      Shaw.
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      There was no need for delicacy now. I called all the iron shards from the bark of the tree and the ground around it, sweeping them in one massive storm around my body and my outstretched hands.

      In two seconds, I held another iron orb with the lightning crystal embedded at its center—this one far more powerful than any other weapon that might come our way. It had to be, in case Zar had left a surprise waiting for us.

      Ayana and I locked gazes, and we took off together around the still-burning forge toward the cottage. It was only half a mile away, but it felt like so much farther. When she stumbled, I grabbed her by the arm and helped her forward, clutching the iron orb in my fist. If I had to use it to save Shaw, I would, and we’d find another way to fight Zar for Nori and my armor. I was pretty sure Ayana wouldn’t manage imbuing five charges again any time soon—perhaps not even one.

      When the cottage finally came into view, Shaw was standing in front of it. His massive silhouette shook—his fists clenched at his sides in a rage I’d only seen in him once or twice before—darkened by the steady blaze consuming our cottage. The bastards had set it afire, too, just like the smithy.

      I approached my uncle cautiously, scanning everywhere to be sure we were really alone. He snarled with every deep breath, his barrel chest rising and falling like some angry creature had awoken within it and now fought to get out.

      Ayana moved slowly behind me, taking in the sight of him and the flames tearing down the other building on our property.

      “My home,” Shaw growled. His knuckles popped within his clenched fists. “That sonofabitch.”

      I didn’t say anything. We should have, but neither one of us had expected this. And while his apathy at seeing the forge destroyed had seemed a little strange, the sight of him so enraged like this was even more surprising—and honestly a little concerning.

      “A forge can be rebuilt,” he said, his voice low and terrible with a fury I knew he barely managed to restrain. “Improved. Smithies are all the same. This is my home.”

      Though I wanted to reach out and lay a hand on his hunched shoulder, it was best I didn’t. I hardly knew what comforted the man anymore. A touch of reassurance might very well do more harm than good. So I stood beside him, staring at the blazing fire already on its way out—staring at the cottage in which he’d raised me alone for the last thirteen years. His home. Mine. Gone.

      I couldn’t say how long the silence lasted between us, punctured only by the crackle of burning timber, the occasional popping spark as the beams shifted, and the constant roar of the river.

      When Shaw turned to look at me for the first time, I had no idea what to expect.

      It certainly wasn’t the next thing that came from his mouth.

      “You do what needs to be done, Javron,” he growled. “I’m going to help you do it.”

      My head jerked to the side, and I blinked. Had I really just heard those words? “You—”

      “That animal needs to be put down. He’s taken this too far.” Shaw threw a hand toward the burning cottage. “And he abducted a woman from under the same roof he set aflame. I’ll not stand idly by any longer.”

      Speechless—not intentionally this time—I couldn’t think of a single thing to say. So I offered a curt nod of acknowledgment, and my uncle clapped his rough hand on my shoulder.

      “Thank you,” Ayana said.

      Shaw grunted. “Thank me by putting that beast in the ground.”
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      We came to the agreement that before we did anything else, we needed two things.

      First, to find exactly where Zar had made camp. If they’d managed to ambush us by the cottage earlier this morning, they were no doubt close enough to have traveled on foot. We just had no idea where.

      Second, we needed food. Neither Ayana nor I had eaten today, and Shaw said that after a horrid night sleeping on the floor, he’d barely started to eat his porridge before Nori and I returned to the cottage and the worst of our day had begun.

      My mind went instantly to the coin purses we kept beneath our pallets, which had gone up completely now in the blazing cottage.

      Then I remembered that I’d used their contents as weapons.

      I stepped toward the river and held out my palm. Sixteen copper and nine silver lifted from the riverbank and stacked themselves in my hand.

      It wasn’t everything we’d saved; the rest must have either been taken by the bandits or tossed into the river and carried away with us when we escaped.

      There was also no sign of the gold coin I’d buried in Zar’s eye, but that one I didn’t regret in the least.

      As I closed my fingers around all the money Shaw and I had left in the world, Ayana placed a hesitant hand on my arm.

      “I can help,” she said, nodding at my fist.

      I shook my head and offered her a sideways smile. “You already paid us, remember?”

      The same irritated disbelief flared behind her eyes, but it no longer carried the spark of disgust in it. Her smile was small, deferential. Perhaps she’d come to understand that I wasn’t in the habit of begging charity from strangers—though we were hardly that anymore, were we?—and I didn’t plan to start now.

      So we took off south together, leaving nothing behind us and a whole wealth of possibilities farther down the road. Most of them, in my mind, ended with Zar’s head on a pike, my armor sealed around my body, and Nori returned to safety. I meant to see that all those things happened.

      Shaw actually stalked off ahead of Ayana and me once we passed the forge, which still smoked and glowed now like the coals I’d left untended for twenty-four hours. Whether he was that eager to get into town, wasn’t satisfied by the rather hasty pace I’d already set, or wished to make the trip more alone with his own thoughts, it didn’t matter. It gave Ayana and me a little over a quarter of an hour to ourselves, which I hadn’t realized until now was exactly what we’d needed.

      “I’m sorry.” Ayana’s words were so soft, I looked down at her to be sure she’d actually spoken. She gazed up at me with expectant brown eyes, her half-smile just as apologetic as her statement.

      In less than an hour, two people I’d written off as entirely set in their ways had done the impossible. They’d recanted—Shaw with his new conviction to help us, and Ayana with an apology.

      “You might have to be a little more specific,” I told her, and when she only gave me an exaggerated blink, I smiled back.

      “For all of this.” She swept her hand out across the field, clearly meaning the last two days. “You were right, Javron. We—I pulled you into this mess by commissioning your work for that staff. I brought the bandits, Zar, everything right to your doorstep. I was so angry about the poor timing, I… I blamed you for it instead.”

      “Thank you,” I replied, and I meant it. I’d thought hearing her say any of this would have only reinforced how stubborn, prickly, and almost unbearable she was—how wrong she was. But now that it had actually happened, I only felt grateful.

      “I meant what I said at the mine,” I continued. She looked up at me again, hanging on my next words. “I don’t think Zar would have spared you if he’d found you and Nori alone. I’m glad you brought the half-orc to my door and not some other mediocre blacksmith’s. It means you’re still alive.”

      That same rise of bright color deepened above her cheeks, only this time, Ayana bent her head toward the ground, tucked her hair behind her ear, and pursed her lips against a smile. I’d seen her flush red with anger and frustration more than once. This was something else entirely.

      “I also want to apologize for the way I’ve treated you,” she said.

      She could have gotten the same effect by reaching out to slap me across the face—but she didn’t give me any time to say a thing before she continued speaking.

      “I’ve been on my own for a long time, Javron. Serving King Tymon. Proving my loyalty to the throne and to Ebrelon. Searching for Nori. And even when I found her, it felt the same. I wouldn’t say she and I are friends. And I thought my duty to my King would be better served if I kept her at arm’s length, too.”

      The first stone buildings of Cavennel’s center came into view. We were more than halfway there, and I suddenly wanted this walk along the footpath to be longer.

      Ayana bit her lip, met my gaze just long enough to further grab my attention, then gazed ahead at the small, ordinary square of my small, ordinary town.

      “That’s how I’ve always been,” she added. “Pushing others away to focus entirely on my duty. From the minute I saw you in the smithy, I wanted that to change. And it made me so angry…” She chuckled. “Admittedly, I think I pushed against it a little too hard.”

      I snorted, amazed by how self-aware she was and that she felt it time to share all this with me now.

      “Admittedly,” I said, “I think this was the last thing I ever expected you to tell me.”

      She rolled her eyes again, completely playful and a little self-deprecating. “I’m not finished.”

      “Please, go on.”

      With a smirk, she surveyed the center of Cavennel growing steadily closer. “Nori, on the other hand, didn’t seem to struggle with how she approached you. I told her we couldn’t get involved with anyone along the way. No matter the reason—” Ayana either choked on the words, coughed, or suddenly decided she’d taken this conversation in the wrong direction. But she shook her head briefly and pressed on. “Anyway, I envied her freedom. To speak to whomever she wanted in whatever way she wished. To express what she… wanted without worrying about how it might affect her goals. Honestly, I have no idea what those are, if she even has any. But the fact that she’d agreed to come with me to Ebrelon didn’t matter once she’d seen you. And when I saw you two together in the smithy last night… well, I envied that, too.”

      I stopped walking, now just a few yards from the half walls surrounding Cavennel’s center square. Shaw barreled his way through one of their many openings, intent on making it to Bryon’s tavern as quickly as possible. We’d catch up with him there.

      For now, I turned toward Ayana, who had stopped beside me and now looked up at me with an anxious uncertainty. I assumed that came from her rather unpredictable confession, and I meant to relieve her of it.

      Stepping closer so she had to tilt her head back to keep my gaze, I lifted my hand, brushed away her auburn hair, and ran my fingers along her cheek. When my thumb brushed across the color in her cheekbones, her blush deepened almost immediately.

      “I don’t want you to envy anyone,” I said, studying her dark gaze. She looked so lost. “I don’t want you to think you’ve failed. You haven’t. I want you by my side when we take Zar’s camp, bring him down, and get Nori out of there. You can do extraordinary things, Ayana.” My other hand tightened around the orb of iron shards and the powerful stone inside it, both hidden beneath my cloak.

      The woman seemed to melt toward me, and I thought I felt her press her cheek harder against my hand. She studied me, clearly trying to gauge what I’d just told her and any message that might have existed beneath it.

      I’d meant exactly what I’d said, and while I knew this, I also had to give her the time to decide whether or not she’d believe it.

      Blinking a few times, she took a deep breath and said, “Well.”

      “Well.” I nodded. “Let’s keep going. Together.”

      When I withdrew my hand from her flushed cheek, I saw the disappointment in her eyes. But she nodded and turned with me to follow Shaw’s path into the tavern.

      After I had my armor again, Nori safely removed from the half-breed’s clutches, and the warlord dead or dying at my feet, I’d make sure Ayana’s disappointment disappeared.
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      The only thing keeping Nori inside the dim, dank-smelling tent were the hundreds of bandits milling around outside and the dozen or so staring through the open tent flap. The ones right outside the tent threw her particularly lewd glances, jeering and snarling at her, making vulgar requests she’d never heard anyone vocalize before.

      Despite the fact that she knew the kind of men they were—and the kind of societal norms no one could have possibly expected them to follow—she couldn’t stand the thought of forcing her way through so many of them on the small chance she might escape. All of them had only one thing on their mind, and she doubted she’d get very far without at least one of them trying to act on it.

      Aside from that, she was completely defenseless. That wasn’t necessarily new for the elf; she’d been without the means to protect her own person for quite some time before Ayana had found her in the Badlands. And after that, she’d depended entirely on the dark-haired, brooding, remarkably stubborn woman to keep her safe while they traveled through not one but three of the most dangerous territories in the land—especially for someone like Nori. Everyone wanted to get their hands on a crystal mage, and she was more than fed up with it.

      Somehow, for reasons she couldn’t pretend to understand, the gray-skinned brute who called himself Zar the Bandit King had kept his promise to Javron—for the most part. The half-orc’s personal protection did not consist of standing guard at her side, all hours of the day and night, with a sword at the ready should any of these mongrel bandits attempt the inconceivable. No, instead, he’d simply welcomed her into his tent, offered her a crudely shaped chair that was more tree stump than carpentry, and told her to make herself at home in his quarters. She’d wanted to laugh in his face, but she did still wonder how much taunting or pushing the brute would endure before he went back on his promise and lashed out. Or threw her to his men like a scrap of meat to a pack of starving hounds.

      Nori had known her fair share of waiting for the opportune moment. If she had to, she could wait a little longer to gauge the limits of her captor’s patience.

      When Zar had left her here in his tent shortly after they arrived at his sprawling, disorganized camp, he hadn’t really gone that far. When the bandits leering through the tent entrance jostled each other aside just enough, the elf could still see the hulking, grey-skinned warlord about a dozen yards away. He hunched over a low cookfire ringed by bandits, who all seemed to be taking their sweet time in cooking whatever made that horrid stench drifting through the air.

      Once the food was ready, the bandits ate their midday meal, joked and told stories, and occasionally broke out into raucous laughter. There was also the occasional scuffle among them, though Zar did nothing to intervene.

      The minutes passed in endless, tedious uncertainty, though Nori was well aware of the fact that they hadn’t been in the camp for very long. When Zar had ordered Ayana and Javron’s bear of an uncle to the river’s edge, the bandit with a knife to Nori’s throat had held her out of the way while two more ransacked the cottage. Apparently, the only thing of value they’d found in those hasty seconds were a few tin drinking cups—and the staff Javron had forged for her.

      Not really forged, she thought, knowing now exactly how Javron had crafted such an exquisite, detailed piece in so little time. But the bandits had taken the staff all the same and had flown—just the three bandits and Nori—away from the cottage and back to this camp.

      The trip had been shorter than she’d anticipated, the site occupied only by a few black-clad men presumably left to guard their cached weapons, armor, and supplies.

      The three who’d brought her here managed well enough with the threat of Zar’s wrath to keep the others away from her, but they’d gripped her tightly by the arms and still felt it necessary to press that stone dagger to her throat until their warlord returned with the bulk of his horde.

      A flare of renewed hope had shot through her when she’d caught sight of the half-orc’s stomping figure. The beast’s hand was covered in blood, though most of it dripped down his face from the crusted, swollen, gaping red hole that had less than an hour before been his right eye. He’d headed right toward her, grunted at the three bandits holding her captive, and apparently ordered them away. Prodding at his ruined eye and occasionally peering at his bloodied fingers with the other, he’d gestured for Nori to accompany him before leading her toward what he’d called his quarters. Unsurprisingly, his men had given them both a wide berth.

      Once she’d entered his massive tent, Zar had tossed aside a bloody golden coin, taken a deep breath through his squashed nose, and told her to make herself comfortable while he stepped briefly outside. And she’d waited, sitting silently on this poorly formed chair, glaring past the bandits at their brutish leader.

      Even without any proof or confirmation, she’d known Javron had sent that gold coin into the half-orc’s eye. Javron had obviously put up some type of a fight, as she’d known he would. There was still a chance he, his uncle, and Ayana had made it out alive. She would cling to that possibility until it was proven otherwise.

      Suddenly she heard Zar roar with laughter and launch a few choice curses. Seconds later, the bandits trailing their eyes up and down Nori’s dress and sucking their teeth scattered at once without another word. Then the half-orc’s enormous form briefly darkened the tent before he ducked under the tied-up flap and straightened again in front of her. A few low chuckles escaped him, and he upended one of the giant wineskins in his hands, guzzling it fiercely. When he finished, Zar wiped his protruding lip with a knotted forearm and extended the other wineskin toward Nori. “Care for a drink?”

      She stared at him, then turned her head to stare at the wall of the tent instead. “No, thank you.”

      As odd as it seemed, the brute was apparently determined to mix an adulterated form of etiquette with all his marauding. That had been apparent from the moment the half-breed had spoken to Javron at the cottage. Nori could play along with forced politeness, but she would not give the warlord the satisfaction of accepting his wine. She didn’t need it, and she wanted nothing from him.

      Zar approached her lumpy chair. “Wine makes everything easier,” he said, his words sloppily distorted by his jutting half-tusks. “It’s not strong.” He held out the wineskin again.

      This time, the elf looked up only to glare at him. “I said no, thank you.”

      Grunting, the gray-skinned beast turned away from her, sucking down what remained of the first wineskin before tossing it to the other side of the tent. Then he sat on the massive bed beside Nori’s chair and sighed.

      “You’ll change your mind eventually,” he told her—not in a threatening way, but as if he already knew how everything was going to play out. “We’ll be leaving very soon, once my search party returns. They’ll bring the iron mage with them, of course, but the lightning mage and that bearded blacksmith are quite useless to me. Don’t worry, I told my men to kill them quickly.”

      Nori couldn’t help the tiny smile flickering at the corner of her mouth, and she finally turned to stare at the mottled gray warlord. If Zar had sent a search party to retrieve Javron and kill his uncle and Ayana, that made the possibility of their having escaped even greater.

      “Wasn’t that your intention beside the river—to kill them?” she asked. “What happened?”

      The half-orc studied her intently with his one yellow eye. “I gave my word to ensure your protection until we return to Beldulm. My home. After that, I cannot guarantee your safety. Unless you cooperate with me.”

      Nori scoffed, still facing the tent’s wall but watching the warlord from the corner of her eye.

      “That cooperation,” Zar continued, “starts with telling me about that staff.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She couldn’t help the widening of her eyes, even as she tried to mask her thoughts. She’d never been very good at that.

      “I think you do,” Zar replied, his yellow eye glistening. “But for the sake of encouraging a certain candor between us, I’ll elaborate. My men found quite the well-crafted metal staff inside the blacksmith’s cottage—the same men who escorted you back to my camp before I returned. You know the staff, I can see it in your face. It’s not a weapon, per se, though it has a single crystal set into the headpiece. I want you to tell me its purpose.”

      Whether he’d given his word to protect her or not, Nori refused to help the brute. Especially once she knew Javron and Ayana were still alive.

      Nori didn’t know if Ayana would come to help rescue her at Zar’s camp, or if the lightning mage would merely continue on her way back to her king—just like she’d set out to do before Zar’s bandits found them. But Nori was certain that Javron would come for her. And after everything she’d seen the iron mage do, she was certain he would succeed.

      Until then, she would give this orcish brute nothing.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she repeated.

      It was just a staff—nothing particularly important. Ayana had commissioned it so Nori could channel her powers more effectively and protect herself as they traveled. Once a crystal was imbued with Ayana’s powers, Nori could wield the lightning mage’s powers in self-defense, even when Ayana wasn’t there.

      Or that was the theory. The staff hadn’t done her much good thus far, but she fought Zar’s questioning now on principle.

      The half-breed poked gingerly at the crater of his missing eye, eliciting a new flood of blood and clear fluid from the wound. Then he took another long draught from the second wineskin and turned again to look at her. “I know what you are, Vidrahli.”

      Nori’s heart stopped in her chest, and for a moment, she thought she might faint. She hadn’t heard that title in years; the day she’d entered the Badlands against her will, no one had known who or what she was beyond the unconcealable fact that she was an elf. She opened her mouth to ask how the brute could possibly know such a thing, but the words stuck in her throat.

      Zar growled again and nodded, pinning her fiercely with his one glowing eye. “Yes. The Badlands are mine, but I’ve never been ignorant to the rest of the world. You may play this game of resistance until we arrive at Beldulm. But after that, my patience will quickly wear thin.

      “I may not know your clan quite yet, but I will. I will find them, and I will squeeze the life from every single one of them left in these lands if you don’t provide me with the information—and the activated crystals—I require. It won’t take long, elf. I can trace a person’s bloodline—where they come from and those they love—merely by knowing their face and comparing it with others’. I’ve studied quite enough of your features to identify your clan when I find them. And I will find them… and I will kill them, painfully, one by one… unless you relent.”

      Nori had no way of knowing if the brute was bluffing or offering a very real threat. She’d left her home for the Badlands to protect herself—and so many others. To think that the pain of that journey and the stark separation, after so many years, would be all for nothing if Zar really could find her people…

      It brought a tremor of rage she’d never known bubbling to the surface. The words left her mouth before she could even think of what she was doing. “And to whom might your features be traced? I find it rather difficult myself to imagine what perversion conceived a monster like you.”

      Immediately, she wanted to clap a hand over her mouth. But she couldn’t take it back now. Her heart fluttered in her chest as she fought not to show how much her own words and their consequences terrified her.

      Zar’s yellow eye narrowed at her, his gray tongue darted out between his stained teeth, and then another voice joined the conversation.

      “Aye, perversion’s the right word for it, I’d say.”

      Nori and the half-breed both turned toward the tent’s open entrance, where one of Zar’s bandits had paused and obviously caught wind of their discussion. The man nodded toward his half-orc Bandit King and rocked forward on his heels. “Zar’s human mum got the pointy end of an orc’s wartime plundering. And it weren’t a blade, if you catch my meaning.” He snickered and even grew so bold as to shoot Nori a revolting wink. “He talks about it all the time, Zar does.”

      The half-breed let out a slow breath, then turned to Nori. “Excuse me.” He rose from the huge bed and crossed the tent toward the outspoken bandit.

      The man cocked his head and grinned, though his eyes were wide with trepidation now. “Aw, come on, Zar. I were just helping the lady’s imagination, that’s all.” He raised his hands in a poor attempt at submission.

      “Quite effectively, I’d say,” Zar replied.

      He moved faster than any brutish thing his size should have been able to move. The next second, he squeezed the bandit’s head between his massive gray hands and gave it a sharp twist.

      The snap of the bandit’s neck breaking was loud enough that even the ribald jeering of Zar’s forces just outside the tent dwindled for a moment before picking back up again, as if nothing had happened—as if this were a normal part of serving the Bandit King.

      The outspoken bandit crumpled to the ground, and Nori let out a sharp gasp of horror.

      Zar turned around again to face her, blinked his one eye a few times, then nodded.

      “It’s true,” he said. He spread his arms and slightly bowed his head, as if a bit reluctant to acknowledge this fact. “I chose to enlighten my men as to the exact cause of my appearance. To kill the rumors before they can begin, which have a tendency to grow wildly absurd. I do, however, prefer to reveal this information myself.”

      When he started toward the bed beside Nori’s chair, she had no control over flinching away from him.

      The half-breed stopped, sighed, then sat on the bed. “Unfortunately, some men also have selective memories and forget that piece of it. That I am the one to tell the tale… not them. Never them.”

      Swallowing with more than a little difficulty, Nori stared at the warlord, her chest rising and falling quickly as she fought to steady her breath. In that moment, she did not doubt that if Zar could really find her clan as he’d said, he would do with them exactly as he’d threatened.

      But she held firm to her belief that Javron was out there, alive, coming for her to relieve her from this nightmarish farce of Zar’s ‘protection.’ If he didn’t come—if she returned with the warlord to his stronghold—so many things would be lost.

      Zar retrieved the wineskin from the floor and unstopped it. “I apologize for you having to witness that,” he said. Then he extended the wineskin once more.

      This time, Nori took it, steeling herself against the disgust of knowing this gray animal’s lips had touched it just minutes before. But she already knew the truth of Zar’s previous statement. Wine did in fact make everything easier.

      When she’d taken a long pull, she wiped her lips with a few fingers and held out the wineskin for him to take, forcing back the tears and staring at the floor of his tent. The wineskin left her hands, and then she heard Zar’s voice. “Now, tell me about that staff.”
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      “I’m telling you right now, the next man who asks about a work order gets my fist in his mouth!”

      Shaw’s roar of frustration greeted Ayana and me when we stepped inside Bryon’s tavern. I’d been expecting the usual rumble of agitated men in their cups, even so close to midday—but not this.

      The tavern was completely silent now except for the gentle creak of the tavern doors closing behind us. I reached out to the hinges and commanded them into silence. No one would notice, anyway; all eyes were on Shaw. The man hunched over the bar, every muscle in his shoulders and back tensed after such an outburst. I imagined the tavern’s regular patrons had taken Shaw’s irregular appearance here as an open invitation to talk business. None of them knew about the tavern or the cottage. Most of them probably didn’t even know Zar himself was this close to Cavennel, camped somewhere within easy reach of raiding our cottage on foot.

      “What happened to you?” Bryon asked behind the bar, wiping out a tankard with a rag. “Your smithy burn down or something?” A round of cautious chuckles rose at the remark, and I gestured to Ayana for us to stay where we were inside the door. I really had no idea how my uncle would react to that.

      He didn’t look up at the tavern owner when he growled, “And my home.”

      Bryon froze, his light-colored brows twitching together in confusion. When he spared a glance my way, I offered a curt nod. The man’s poorly timed jest had uprooted the truth of it all at once. “Aw. Damn, Shaw,” he said, tossing his rag aside. “Ale’s on me. Your meals, too.”

      Shaw grunted, and I led Ayana to two stools beside my uncle at the bar. I sat between them, not wanting either of their uncharacteristic moods to end up clashing with the other. Bryon quickly filled and delivered three tankards, which he set in front of us. Shaw and I immediately dove into ours, and Ayana just stared down at the foam dripping over the edge of her cup. “It’ll help,” I told her. She looked entirely unsure of the validity of that statement, but when she met my gaze, it seemed enough to convince her. The woman took a much longer pull of the ale than I’d expected, almost slamming the tankard back onto the bar and wiping her mouth with the back of a hand. It made me wonder how much she ever drank, if at all.

      “Who did it?” another man called from a table behind us.

      “Was it Ecker?” another said.

      I turned around at that voice, recognizing it as Pedri’s. The man’s shock of curly red hair flopped against his forehead as he shook a fist in the air. “I swear, if that fool drunkard actually carried through with his ridiculous threats, I’ll tie him to the back of my horse.”

      As far as I knew, Pedri’s brother, Ecker, hadn’t ever threatened us, and I was about to ask just what the man meant by that when Shaw answered both questions at once.

      “Bandits.”

      A murmur of surprise rippled through the tavern.

      “Shaw,” Bryon said, his frown not quite hiding his own anxiety, “I thought you said you were paying them just like the rest of us. Keeping it safe around here.”

      “We’ve made too many weapons for Zar’s scum,” I said. I couldn’t let the tavern owner assume Shaw had refused the bandits’ demands and now brooded over his own poor decision. Honestly, it was much more the opposite; Shaw had submitted to paying off Zar’s men with steel and iron for years, and our smithy and cottage were still destroyed. I was sure he regretted his decisions either way. “Shaw didn’t do anything. Zar’s come to Cavennel.”

      If those in the tavern had been made uneasy by bandits burning down our property, my statement caused as much of an uproar as their disbelief would allow.

      “You can’t be serious,” someone shouted.

      “I am serious.” I stood from the stool and turned to face them. “The bastard abducted a woman who’d come to us for protection, and he tried to have us killed.”

      “You’d be dead,” Pedri shouted.

      “Well, I’m not.” I glared at the man, and his face flushed almost the same color as his hair. “Zar destroyed our home and took something of mine I want to get back. So if any of you know where the mutt made his camp, I’d like to hear it.” No, I hadn’t planned to come in here and shout demands at the townspeople I’d known all my life, but Zar’s strangling grip on Cavennel had turned each and every one of them into doubtful cowards. I’d had enough of it.

      “I think I’ve seen it.” The man who’d spoken rose from a table at the far side of the tavern. He was incredibly short and thin, his long red cloak frayed and hanging well below his boots to trail across the floor.

      I’d never seen him before, which didn’t mean much when plenty of folk traveled from village to town across the Badlands. Most of these towns left little room for bettering one’s fate; we were lucky to have made something of our smithy in Cavennel as it was. Well, Shaw had. I’d improved it.

      “Just off the main road,” the man continued. “I saw it coming down this way from Averden. Black and gray tents. The whole place reeked like you can’t imagine. I assumed it was the bandits and kept walking.”

      “Thank you,” I said. The man nodded and kicked his frayed cloak out behind him before sitting again.

      “Javron, you can’t be serious,” Bryon said, setting down a bowl of stew in front of Shaw, Ayana, and me. I hadn’t even seen him retrieve them, but I was sure we could have paid for better fare. I couldn’t blame him for it, either. “You mean to march right into Zar’s camp and what? Punch him in the face?”

      Yes, I’d gotten into my fair share of fistfights in this very tavern, none of which I’d started myself. But I’d finished every one of them, and apparently, that was all the tavern owner thought of me. “I didn’t ask for your opinion,” I told him. Beside me, Shaw shoveled the stew into his mouth, as if he hadn’t eaten for a week. “And when I find what he took from me, I’ll have everything I need to put him down.”

      “Oh, a good sword, is it?” Bryon folded his arms. “Don’t be an idiot, boy. It would take a lot more than that to—”

      I was finished letting him speak. And he stopped, like I’d wanted, when I opened my hand and commanded my tankard of ale straight up off the bar’s sticky counter.

      Bryon eyed the floating tankard and blinked. “What in all the…”

      I opened my other hand and raised every piece of metal dishware in the tavern—spoons, forks, plates, tin cups, tankards. I left the men’s knives alone—both at their plates and strapped to their belts—if they had them, wanting to make my point and not start a fight instead. Shaw reached out for his stew and slammed the bowl back down on the bar to continue eating. I let him.

      Every patron behind me let out some version of Bryon’s awed groan. I’d kept this secret my entire life, and now that I’d decided to use it in the way I’d been born to use it, it was time I let them all know. Beyond that, I was tired of constantly being underestimated as nothing more than a skilled blacksmith and a more-than-decent brawler.

      “Shaw…” The tavern owner couldn’t take his eyes away from the floating plates. “Did you know your nephew’s an iron mage?”

      Shaw grunted through a mouthful of stew. “It was never any of your business.” With that one gruff statement, my vengeful uncle let every man in this room know exactly where he stood. With me. It was enough to silence anyone else. No one wanted to challenge Shaw and the dense mountain of muscle he’d always been—unless, of course, they were haggling for a lower price on worked iron.

      There might have been a man or two among them who wanted no part of another mage in our town; things were always tense when visitors came through, and I remembered all too well how strange the air had felt when those three mages spent a night in this very tavern eight years ago. But these people knew me—as much as they could have without knowing about my power—and they knew Shaw. They’d leave it alone and move on.

      Ayana reached out for her own tankard hovering just above her head. I let her have that one too. The long string of gulps from her throat was pretty much the only sound in the tavern. Then I lowered all the dishes again, not caring whether anyone else could return now to their meals or their drink.

      “I’ll do what I have to do,” I told Bryon, knowing everyone else heard me. None of them said a word. “And I mean to make Cavennel safe again. Free it from the half-orc’s tyranny. The rest of the Badlands too, when I get my chance.”

      Bryon swallowed thickly and let out a heavy puff of air. “You plan to do the same with every other madman who tries to take his place? Because there will be others, you know.”

      “I know.” I sat again and took a long drink of my own ale. “I’m not staying here. When I get what Zar took from me and the woman he’s holding against her will, I’m leaving Cavennel.” Though I spoke to Bryon, I expected Shaw to react in some way. He kept eating like this conversation had never taken place. “There’s something… else coming. Something bigger and far worse than anything Zar’s done in the Badlands.” Ayana’s fork clattered back into her bowl, and I felt her eyes on me. “So I’ll do my part to help with that too.”

      “As long as I don’t have to keep hiding my horses every time those damn bandits come around,” Pedri said from the table behind me, “I’ll be happy. Mazha’ll kill me if I try to squeeze those mares into the house one more time.” A few low chuckles rose at that.

      Of course, none of these men here had any idea what I was talking about. Life for them would go on, day to day. If Ayana, Nori, and I succeeded in making it to Ebrelon and helping this King Tymon prepare for what was coming, this town and all the Badlands would never know the difference. But I knew what I’d seen in the mine—the vision of fire and smoke and raging death coming for this land. For every land. Ayana had already mentioned it once the night before—that Hell had split open and demons raged across the far south. Now, as she stared at me, I felt her suspicion like a knifepoint sliding across my skin. She knew there was something I hadn’t told her.

      Bryon sighed, shook his head, and left us at the bar. I turned to look at Ayana, who raised an eyebrow. Her wordless demand for me to explain what I’d just said—what I hadn’t yet told anyone—was clear enough. So I stared her down, hoping she’d understand my meaning and that we’d talk about it later. Whether or not she understood, she broke away from my gaze and drained the rest of her tankard. Then she set upon her stew again very much like Shaw had.

      I couldn’t have that conversation with her yet. Not now. First, I had to retrieve my armor from Shaw’s camp and get Nori out of there. Then I could focus on what it meant that I’d seen that awful vision in the mine.

      So I filled my own belly with Bryon’s stew, which tasted exactly like something a tavern owner would provide for free. Beyond needing to eat something today, I also wanted a reason not to have to talk to anyone else. Fortunately, the other patrons returned to their own meals and conversations, and not a single one of them approached us again before we finished and readied to leave. They acted toward me now just like they’d always acted toward Zar’s bandits falling upon Cavennel at whim—a necessary inconvenience. And then they moved on. I would too, when this was over.
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      If Shaw had reached the limits of his composure when he discovered the burning cottage, I thought I was reaching mine when we set out across Cavennel’s town center and back north again. The entire day so far had felt like I’d been riding one massive bellows back and forth, back and forth, north and south and north again. The trips weren’t long or by any means strenuous—except for that death-defying escape along the river’s swollen, foaming rapids—but I was coming to understand why so many townspeople complained about the walk to our smithy. Well, they wouldn’t be doing that again any time soon, would they?

      It seemed that losing his home to the fire—and at the hands of Zar’s horde, no less—had broken something inside Shaw. After all the years of his silence when it came to family, his father, my father, and my mother, I’d always assumed he wished to forget about them and move on. To focus on his life, the smithy, and raising me. Then that focus had turned to forcing me to keep my power a secret from the rest of the world, and I hadn’t wanted to look much further than that. But now, our bellies full of Bryon’s less-than-delicious stew and our half-hour walk riddled with unspoken words and tense anticipation, I realized the man’s silence had been something else entirely. He’d merely released his memories into the walls of his home—the floors, the small hearth, the room built for one bed and crowded by two—and had been content for so long to surround himself with those memories but always leave them where they were. Now they were all gone. As far as past and family went, Shaw and I were all that was left.

      I wondered if he’d rebuild the smithy before rebuilding the cottage, or a new cottage, or settle somewhere else entirely. It didn’t matter much to me; I’d be gone. Part of me was relieved to have that sort of freedom—that I wouldn’t be leaving much behind when I took off with Ayana and Nori for Ebrelon. Except for Shaw. But now, he was intent on helping me do what had to be done. For now, that was enough.

      The smithy still smoked when we approached again, though most of the flames had died by now. The charred walls looked brittle enough to pull down with the lightest touch. I walked around the ruined building where the heaping piles of rusted, dented, broken armor and weapons still remained. They looked in much worse condition now than when the bandits had dropped them at our door, but that might have been because everything around us now looked desecrated.

      “This is what we have to work with,” I said, peering down at the piles of scrap.

      “Can you carry it all at once?” Ayana asked, scowling down at so many useless pieces.

      I snorted. “I almost pulled an empty mine down on top of us. That’s the question you have for me?”

      There it was—that same fiery irritation from when I’d met her. Ayana’s glare fell on me for only a second before she seemed to realize how she’d reacted. Then she looked away again with a poorly attempted shrug.

      “Carrying it all at once wouldn’t be the best idea anyway,” I said, running a hand through my hair. “They’d see this scrap flying through the air from a mile away and know it was me.”

      “Not if you turn all this into something they see every day,” Shaw grumbled. His fierce brows drew together, his beard twitching as he chewed on his lip.

      When he didn’t offer anything else, I said, “Care to share that thought, Shaw?”

      His head jerked up from the piles of scrap, as if I’d pulled him out of some seriously deep thinking. I’d only seen him look that way when he hammered down on a glowing piece of metal. “Zar’s men took all these weapons and armor from other men,” he said. “They’ve seen soldiers. So have I. And I know those idiots aren’t trained nearly well enough to have taken every bit of this scrap from men they killed themselves. Of course, I’d expect them to attack armed soldiers approaching Zar’s camp, but his men would be wary of them just the same. And they wouldn’t have any idea you had a part in it until it was too late.” He met my gaze, and I instantly caught his meaning.

      “You want me to make a few armed soldiers,” I said with a smirk. Shaw nodded.

      “That’s insane,” Ayana said, slamming her hands down on her wide hips beneath such a very narrow waist. “If you honestly expect me to wear any of this useless rubbish and go charging blindly into Zar’s camp with you, calling it effective armor, I’ll—”

      Shaw snorted, cutting her off, and I let out a bark of laughter. Ayana turned slowly toward me, looking ready to release the lightning magic from her eyes instead of her hands.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, chuckling. Shaw jammed a huge fist against his mouth. “I wouldn’t dare attempt to arm you with such useless rubbish.”

      

      By the time I’d finished, the sun touched the peaks of the valley’s western mountains, and it looked very much like another storm was closing in on us. That seemed a rather convenient thing for us, if the dark clouds from the south kept moving our way. It would serve as even more cover for the five full suits of dented, chipped, rusted armor I’d put together from the scrap piles over the last few hours, none of which had any bodies in them.

      It had surprised me a little that this took so long, but I’d really had no idea how much junk there was to sift through until I’d had to look for all the right pieces. I hadn’t been very particular about any one of them, but I had to do a little re-forging of my own in order to bend the pieces into the relative shapes of armor we didn’t have. I also had to be sure these animated metal suits didn’t give a full view of the absolute nothing behind the armor. That alone would give my presence away the moment one of Zar’s bandits saw no flesh within a soldier’s open helm. The act of holding every piece in place while I folded, stretched, twisted, and combined all the others had most definitely drawn on my patience. I preferred to work quickly. If I wanted to use these as just enough of a ruse to get inside Zar’s camp undetected, I had to be content with taking my time. But now, standing back to look at the five empty suits, I couldn’t even tell the difference between these rusted soldiers and a fully armed warrior heading into battle. Except for the quality, of course.

      Ayana still looked more than a little embarrassed. She hadn’t known what I’d intended until I’d finished the first scrap-metal suit. When it dawned on her, she stepped back a little farther and watched me in complete silence. It only helped with my concentration.

      “Well,” Shaw said, tipping his head back, as if inspecting real soldiers in front of him, “how well do they move?”

      Now, I hadn’t exactly commanded five empty suits of armor to move and act like men before. The first try of sending them at a forward march all together wasn’t half bad, really, despite the jerky footsteps. The problem with that, though, was the noise. I lifted all five metal animations a quarter of an inch off the grass, which did the trick. And it took a lot more of my concentration when I had to force each metal piece of armor to act as its own resistance instead of the physical ground. They still had to look real enough to get me into Zar’s camp. I’d take greater concentration and grim focus over botching this tiny ambush any day.

      “That’ll work,” Shaw said, nodding at the marching line of scrap metal.

      Ayana took a few steps back, almost looking like she’d seen this before but that it terrified her. I couldn’t ask her about that now. When we got through this on the other side and I had my armor physically on my person, I’d feel a lot better about asking questions.

      “We’ll take these empty soldiers into the forest that way.” Shaw nodded to the northwest, away from the river beside us, where the trees thickened again on the other side of the meadow and followed the main road into Cavennel. “Move quietly through the trees. Whether Zar’s camp is in the forest itself or just on the other side of us, the trees’ll give us better cover than coming from out in the open.” After staring thoughtfully at the five armored suits for a moment, his brow drawn tight, he added, “You’ll have to charm these things and skirt around the camp at the same time. Don’t want to reveal your location the minute those bandits realize they can’t kill metal.”

      “Not a problem,” I said.

      “Ayana and I will come in from the other direction,” he continued. “Distract them as much as we can while you find your damn armor. Which I still haven’t seen, by the way.” He grunted, still staring at the animated suits.

      “You’ll appreciate it when you do,” I replied, giving myself a moment to smirk at him. “And then we’ll get Nori.”

      “I’m sorry,” Ayana said, glancing between Shaw and me, “but I’m a little lost as to why we’re following a blacksmith’s battle plan.”

      My uncle and I both cocked our heads at her, and then I realized the woman had absolutely no idea.

      “He wasn’t always a blacksmith,” I told her, choosing to answer because I knew Shaw would undersell the legend he’d once been. He never talked about it, but the other men of Cavennel who’d fought with my uncle, father, and grandfather had long memories, too. “Shaw was this town’s best warrior. The way I’ve heard it told, he rivaled any general of any king’s army.”

      Ayana glanced at the man and dipped her head toward him. “That’s good to know.”

      I couldn’t be sure through the wiry tangle of his black beard, but I thought I saw some color rising in Shaw’s face. He just grunted again. “Well, back then, I had a sword and an axe. And what I thought was a lot less to lose.” He scuffed his boot along the grass beneath him and nodded at the five suits of armor. “I don’t suppose there’s anything left for a weapon, is there? One that won’t fall apart the minute I start wielding it.”

      Not really. The quality of the pieces making up those animated suits was incredibly poor, and if I took anything from them to make Shaw a weapon just as poor, I’d have to make do with four bodiless suits leading our ambush.

      But I did feel the last bits of metal the bandits had never bothered to take before burning down the smithy. Shaw’s perfect weapon had been in his hand for years.

      I called to it, and the massive iron head of his blacksmith’s hammer rose from what was almost the ashes of our smithy. It shot a few feet toward us before stopping just an arm’s reach away from the man who’d held it all my life.

      Shaw blinked in surprise, then stared at me. I hadn’t been able to feel whether or not the fire had taken the thick wooden handle too, but apparently, the handle had been spared—most likely because Shaw’s anvil sat in the center of the smithy.

      “That’ll do,” Shaw said, then grasped the handle. I released it to him.

      “Storm’s still coming,” Ayana said, gazing into the southeastern sky. “Might be useful.”

      I had a feeling she meant something more than a darkened sky and less visibility in the rain for our enemies. Whatever it was, I supposed we’d find out soon enough.

      “Then it’s time.” I turned all five of the bodiless metal soldiers away from the river and toward the forest on the other side of the meadow—toward Zar’s end.
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      We moved as quickly as we could across the meadow without tiring ourselves out completely. All I wanted was to charge at full speed toward the forest and Zar’s miserable camp, but it wasn’t exactly close. So I reined myself back and focused instead on moving the suits of armor swiftly. Blades of grass bent beneath ten steel boots, and fortunately I didn’t have to concentrate on moving the metal suits believably until we were close enough to the camp for it to matter.

      Once we’d entered the cover of the trees, it occurred to me how far out of the way Zar must have taken his horde of men just to go from his camp to Shaw’s cottage. Though the river had been high and raged louder than ever that morning, I would definitely have seen a score of black-clad bandits and the gray half-breed himself crossing this meadow as we just had. The warlord had planned his move well.

      If everything went as it should—and I meant to make sure it did—my plan was better.

      The traveler at Bryon’s tavern had given quite an accurate description; I smelled the reeking encampment before I could clearly see anything through the trees. That was definitely helpful, as the sun had vanished behind the mountains now, the last glimmers of golden daylight giving way to the blue-gray of dusk. And Ayana had been right; the storm had followed us this way. The clouds hadn’t moved as quickly as we did, but they’d condensed and grown a dark, foreboding gray. It made the three of us a lot more difficult to spot through the trees, and trying to find three intruders within a camp of so many hundreds—perhaps over a thousand—in the pouring rain would make any man go mad with frustration. This was it.

      We stopped as soon as we could make out individuals moving about the camp, which had been set up half in a clearing at the edge of the forest and half on the main road itself. In the Badlands, Zar’s bandits made it a point to intercept small bands of travelers on their way to who knew where. Seeing the camp spilling onto the main road, as narrow as it was to begin with, was not nearly as odd here as it might have been in another kingdom.

      I tried as hard as I could for a few seconds to spot any sign of Nori amidst all that black leather and black tents and the black of so many unwashed bodies. No surprise that I found nothing. So it was time to make our move.

      Turning to Shaw, I nodded and pointed to my right, where I’d move farther through the forest to skirt around and enter the camp—hopefully undetected—while the bandits were preoccupied with my fully armored soldiers. Shaw returned the nod, Ayana dipped her head at me with wide eyes, and then they split off to my left to do the same from the other side.

      Once I’d started moving the suits of armor as a man might move within one, I let go of holding them off the ground for silence. They’d draw more attention from more bandits if I allowed them to make all the necessary noise of five approaching enemies.

      When the steel plates clinked against each other in the rhythmic march, I took only a few seconds to watch the five empty soldiers moving through the trees toward the camp before I took off again through the woods. As long as I could feel them within my reach, I could still control them.

      I still clutched the orb of iron shards with the overwhelmingly powerful crystal of lightning magic at its center, so there was that, too.

      Scanning through trees and tents alike, I both searched for Nori and reached out with my power, looking for my own armor. Nothing.

      The sound of clinking metal faded a bit behind me, shortly followed by a shout of alarm. I stopped just long enough to peer between a stack of wooden crates at the thirty or so bandits rushing toward where I still held together the empty suits of armor. Still, I couldn’t feel their weapons, so I assumed they’d kept to stone daggers and swords the rest of the day. Just before the black-clad men who’d raised the alarm reached the metal soldiers, I let all five fall from my power’s grip. Breastplates and pauldrons burst apart, making quite the racket as they fell against empty vambraces, cuisses, and greaves. Two headless helms toppled from the piles of rusted plate and rolled toward the bandits.

      The ones who’d reached my diversion first stopped short, mumbling in surprise and what sounded like fear. Well, that was good.

      “They’re empty!” one of them shouted.

      “I told you there were angry spirits—”

      A round of terrified shouts lifted at that, and the bandits behind them crashed into those up front, everyone vying for a look and a plausible explanation. I kept moving as quickly as I could, hoping Shaw and Ayana had found the best place to emerge from the forest once I gave my signal.

      “You’re all damn fools,” another bandit shouted. “It’s the iron—”

      Now was as good a time as any. Before I moved any farther—and out of reach of those toppled metal suits—I raised them all in a second flat and sent every piece of metal at my fingertips into the crowd of bandits.

      The uproar was deafening—plates smashing into heads, breaking necks, puncturing flesh. The fear I’d heard rose to a howl of rage, and even more bandits came to see who—or what—had attacked them.

      Then two streaks of yellow lightning flared from the tree line, and Shaw and Ayana made their move. The lightning mage flung bandits left and right with burst after burst of that crackling, searing energy. My uncle let out the most ferocious roar I’d ever heard, and as I peeked through more stacked crates, wagons, and piled provisions on the outskirts of Zar’s camp, I caught glimpses of him. Shaw wielded his hammer as if it were indeed a war axe, bashing skulls and crushing throats. The first bandit to avoid that quick and gruesome death got close enough to Shaw to swing a stone sword at the man’s head. Shaw ducked and brought his hammer crashing into both the bandit’s knees, shattering them instantly before he kicked the screaming man aside and kept moving.

      After only a few seconds, I knew they’d taken Zar’s forces by surprise. Their attack had to keep the bandits busy long enough for me to find my armor, but after what I’d just seen of Ayana and Shaw fighting side by side, I was pretty sure they could hold their own for a few minutes longer.

      Another flood of bandits headed across the camp toward them, and I finally decided to step from the trees and out into the camp between two empty, unhitched wagons. I couldn’t feel any other metal now but the iron orb in my hand – that, and the last hint of the armored soldiers I’d used to kill a score of bandits. That meant my armor had to be either in the center of the camp or clear on the other side of it. I didn’t particularly enjoy the idea of running off across the center of this horde’s base, so I skirted past the tents lining the perimeter. I still had to look for Nori, too.

      I peered quickly into the first tent as I passed it, which held only a crude table made out of a wooden barrel and wagon wheel, toppled over by the two bandits who’d just fled the tent to join the fray. Nothing else.

      Moving past the tent, I released the iron orb in my hand and sent it hurtling toward the other side of the camp while everyone else was distracted by Ayana and Shaw. I sent it as far as my powers could reach, knowing my armor had to be over that way. I was trusting to the fact that any boneheaded bandit who might find the orb wouldn’t know what the hell it was for or how to use it. And if he did somehow use it … well, he’d blow himself and everyone around him to bits anyway. If no one found it, though, I’d have a remarkably powerful weapon at my command when I reached my suit.

      I dashed past the second empty tent, then approached the third and almost passed it completely until I forced myself to slow. For a second, I’d thought I’d seen a woman inside the massive black tent, but—no, I was right.

      It was Nori, sitting in a crudely formed wooden chair, her hands clasped in her lap. She didn’t look harmed, or viciously held captive, or anything else I’d expected from Zar. When I slowed outside the tent entrance, her wide violet eyes caught mine. I opened my mouth to tell her to come with me, and then I noticed the hulking gray brute sitting on what must have served as his bed beside her. Definitely not what I’d expected.

      Zar turned his massive, scarred head to look at me, and I eyed him for a moment before asking Nori, “Did he hurt you?”

      Her blonde hair fell over her shoulders when she slowly shook her head. Whether it was to answer my question or warn me away from doing what all three of us knew I’d come to do, it didn’t matter.

      The half-orc stood from the bed, sighing out a long breath, like I’d just given him the biggest headache he’d ever had. I wagered I could do more than that.

      “I thought it a little odd that my men and the fire mage hadn’t returned by now,” he said, his voice still thick and growling past the protruding tusks.

      “You’ll find them buried in an abandoned mine at the south end of the valley,” I replied, suddenly wishing I hadn’t lobbed the iron orb farther than my power could reach. But it was just as well; I had no idea how far the lightning crystal would spread its crackling magic when I released it.

      Besides, Nori was close enough. I could have reached her in a few long strides, if this bastard weren’t standing in my way.

      Zar sneered fiercely at me. I was happy to see that the eye I’d taken out with a gold coin had started oozing blood again. “Was it wise of you to storm into my camp completely unarmed, iron mage?”

      “Come find out.”

      “Javron…” Nori whispered inside the tent, but her warning didn’t make a bit of difference. It never would have.

      The half-orc stalked toward me, stooping just under the tent’s entrance to emerge and straighten fully on the other side. Yes, he was bigger than I was and had at least a hundred pounds more muscle than I could claim. But at least he wasn’t armed.

      Zar’s meaty arm swung quickly toward my head like a falling tree branch, and I ducked, keeping my feet moving. Many was the time I’d used my bare hands to fight men much bigger than me—though none of them were half human, and none of them moved as swiftly as this brute. I sent a few quick punches into his ribs as I stepped around him. The black leather he wore thumped against my knuckles, and the half-breed only growled and turned to face me again.

      If I’d enough time to run circles around him and get in a few punches, I might have eventually done some damage. But Ayana’s lightning streaked through the near-darkness, Shaw’s battle cries rose above the fray, and I didn’t have time to wear this ugly beast down.

      When the gray warlord came at me again, I ducked another swing and landed two punches into his gut. Zar doubled over just enough for me to bring my right fist up into the underside of his jaw. Thankfully I managed to avoid smashing my hand against his yellow-stained tusk—not normally an issue in a fistfight. The bastard reeled back, spit flying from his thick gray lips.

      I would have gone in for another shot to his face, but the storm chose that moment to open itself upon us. A light brighter than Ayana’s lightning tore across the sky, followed quickly by the massive crack of thunder splitting the air around us. That seemed to catch everyone in the camp a little off guard. The echoing growl of it shook the ground beneath me, and I heard Nori squeak in surprise inside the tent. At least I’d put myself between her and Zar now.

      Then, just like the night before, the skies unleashed a furious downpour of rain without the warning drizzle to precede it. The ground, which had been trampled into dirt by the camp full of bandits, immediately turned to mud.

      By the time the half-orc had shaken off the soreness in his jaw, we were both completely drenched. Zar blinked his one yellow eye at me and chuckled.

      He came at me like a charging bull, swinging again toward my head, water spraying from his bare arm. I ducked the first punch but didn’t step away in time to avoid the other meaty fist coming towards my stomach. With a grunt, I absorbed the blow and cracked my other fist against Zar’s face just below his bad eye. Blood flew from the gaping hole above his cheek, and the brute howled.

      Then he did something I didn’t expect: he barreled through the pain and launched himself at me, ramming his head into my chest like an elk in the rut. It was all I could do to keep my feet beneath me as he pushed me all the way back into a stack of supply crates beside his tent. Being caught between a wooden box and a hardheaded mongrel was a painful place to be. When my back thumped against the crates, both of us lost our footing in the puddling mud.

      Zar grappled with the crates to steady himself, and I dropped to the ground between them. Scrambling across the mud, I managed to avoid his boot lashing out for my chest. The mud made it almost impossible to gain my footing, but I finally stood, and the Bandit King finally removed his hands from the swaying crates to face me again. His thick tongue darted between his wide gray lips, and his heavy breath was like a wild boar’s rooting snorts. “I think I’ve made my point,” he growled.

      Perhaps, but I hadn’t made mine. To do that, I needed my armor, which still had to be on the other side of the camp. So instead of engaging Zar again, I spun around and took off through the mud and the pouring rain and the screams of bandits crushed beneath Shaw’s hammer.

      To my left, Ayana unleashed her crackling blasts into the enemy. By the glow of her attack, I could see how many bandits she and Shaw faced.  There were a lot of them.

      It was incredibly difficult to see anything now beyond that. The moon was hidden completely by the storm clouds, and the rain pelted me from every direction. I bashed into more crates, more wagons, soaked bedrolls tossed carelessly on the ground. The firepit ringed with massive stones almost brought me to the ground again, but I kept moving, reaching out with my power to feel my armor.

      The second I felt it, I stopped. I would have called to it then and there but for the glowing red light that erupted right in front of me.

      A fire mage stood ten feet away, a ball of fire churning viciously in his hand.

      Not only that, but his flames revealed the dozens of bandits racing from the other side of the camp—either to join the fight against Ayana and Shaw, or to find their self-proclaimed king.

      And I had just stumbled right into their midst.

      My boots slid a bit in the mud as the fire mage grinned at me.

      “Running away doesn’t quite suit you, iron mage,” Zar called from behind me, quickly closing in.

      Across the camp, Ayana blasted her way through the swarming lines of bandits as she and Shaw pushed their way toward me. Surely they could see me now, illuminated by the fire mage.

      “As I’m sure you can tell,” Zar continued, “my men are still without iron and steel of their own. You have nothing to use against them.”

      I thought I could feel him breathing down my neck through the pouring rain, but that was just the rage rising from my belly. His voice was still a yard or two back when he spoke again over the storm.

      “Perhaps you overestimated your chances of success without a weapon of your own.”

      With Shaw and Ayana approaching us so quickly, now was as good a time as any.

      “No,” I shouted, turning around in the splashing mud to face him again head-on. “I’m exactly where I wanted to be.”

      Then I called my armor.
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      The two halves of perfectly crafted steel plate and linked chain streaked toward me, and I felt them bash something to the ground as they approached. A wave of surprise and shouts of agony tore through the bandits behind me.

      In under four seconds, the front and back of my armored suit settled on my body like a second skin, and I sealed them instantly together at the seam. For some reason, these idiots had kept every piece I’d worn in the smithy all in the same place.

      The demi-gauntlets came next, the loops of their underbellies slipping over my fingers with ease. The instant the helm settled on my head—which was more or less at the same time as everything else—I raised my left fist and took a chance by activating the crystal I couldn’t really be sure was still embedded in my armor.

      Turned out it was.

      I meant to use it, but I heard the rush of the fire mage’s ball of flame hurtling toward me. So I raised my other arm to deflect it.

      No, steel didn’t exactly burn, but it got damn hot. The fireball spread up my lifted arm, but I forced the metal armor around me to cool itself by distributing the heat. The downpour of rain helped, and that was the end of it.

      Then I returned my attention to Zar, who was stalking towards me again in the pouring rain.

      I took aim and unleashed the single remaining bolt of lightning from my gauntleted fist. The yellow flash burst toward the half-orc and hit him square in the chest.

      A bellow emerged from his throat—but what might have severely wounded a human seemed only to make the half-orc angrier. Well, fine.

      I glanced at both my gauntlets to be sure of what I already knew—both crystals I’d placed there last night in the smithy had been emptied of their power and returned to their normal clear color.

      Without any other real weapon at my disposal—especially since all these bandits carried stone blades and spears—I had to use the orb of fragmented iron.

      It wasn’t far away now, and I supposed I’d been saving it long enough.

      A creaking, shuddering moan rose from the forest around the camp, and I saw the earth mage emerge from the bandits in front of me at the same time that a whole row of trees jerked partially down into the earth.

      Just as she’d managed at Shaw’s cottage, the earth mage drew the knotted, gnarled roots from the ground, which trembled beneath all our feet. The roots burst upward in a spray of mud and rainwater, wriggling like so many worms exposed to the sun.

      Zar roared and came at me.

      Ayana blasted another path through the bandits trying to fight off her and Shaw; they’d almost reached the center of the camp. I thought she saw me, now clad in my full armor, but I couldn’t be completely sure. I was more focused on sending my gauntleted fist into the side of Zar’s face, strengthening and solidifying the steel over my curled knuckles right before impact.

      That punch sent him to the ground.

      Whirling back toward the earth mage’s writhing, mud-splattered roots, I had just enough time to lift my full suit of armor—and myself inside it—several feet above the ground.

      The closest root struck the mud beneath me with an echoing thump, like some giant sea creature’s tail smacking back down into the waves. I’d never seen the ocean, but those who had told me of it were especially detailed in their descriptions.

      I reached my power out to the orb of iron and the heavily imbued crystal within it. The orb whistled across the camp toward me and I sent it out into the bandits gathered before me.

      I could never have imagined the power or the perfect timing of what happened next.

      At the very same instant I activated the crystal, a brilliant flash of lightning rent the sky.

      Somewhere behind me a woman screamed, and the lightning bolt deviated from its natural course to come streaking down right into the very center of my iron sphere.

      The massive explosion blinded all of us. Rusted metal shards shot in every direction, piercing black leather and bandit flesh while clanging against my armor with no effect.

      The lightning released from the orb was a different matter entirely. It blossomed out from the orb’s center in a wave of crackling white and yellow like I’d never seen before. Screams of surprise and agony rose from nearly every throat, overpowered by the ear-shattering crack of the thunder shaking the camp.

      The lightning hit the tree roots wriggling aboveground, and the earth mage screamed and fell. The trees closest to the camp shuddered and snapped as smoke billowed into the air.

      The wave of destruction burst over and through every single one of Shaw’s bandits, including his two remaining mages.

      The crackling force hit me too, rocking my steel armor with a blast so loud I thought I would go deaf. The light and sound distracted me so much that I lost my focus, and both I and my armor plummeted several feet to the ground.

      No, the lightning didn’t kill me like my gods-be-damned enemies—I already knew my metal shell protected me from the electrical surge—but it sure gave me one hell of a surprise.

      Something else gave me one hell of a surprise, too.

      For a brief second, instead of the crackling waves of blue-white energy washing over everything, I saw that hellish face of fire and smoke I’d witnessed inside the abandoned mine—the burning eyes; the writhing, demonic bodies; the endless coil of death and destruction.

      Quickly, I shook myself out of the vision and blinked, opening my eyes to the reality before me.

      Charred bodies hissed and smoked in the rain. I worked quickly to cool my armor, too, when I saw the first few curls of steam rising in front of the eye-slit in my helm.

      Behind me, Ayana’s lightning blasts split through the darkness and the pelting rain. Shaw still growled and bashed his hammer against anyone close enough to kiss its metal head.

      With a deep breath, I turned around from all that death and looked at Zar.

      The half-breed lay sprawled out on his back in the mud. The soles of his boots let off a nasty-smelling smoke, but his body twitched with signs of life.

      For a moment I was dumbfounded, until I realized I’d actually protected the brute by standing in front of him and absorbing the brunt of the lightning blast from both the crystal and the bolt from the sky. And my armor had almost certainly shielded him from the orb’s shrapnel.

      Still, though, he had to have been hit with enough lightning to kill gods knew how many men.

      I hoped he wouldn’t get up.

      He did.

      With a snarl, the gray warlord shook his massive, scarred head like a wet dog in the rain, then looked up at me with his one yellow eye. Apparently, he hadn’t yet had enough.

      I didn’t even try to run at him in all this mud; I launched my armor at him instead, which pulled me through the air toward the brute faster than I could have managed on my own two feet anyway.

      Zar waited for me with a wild sneer, rain pouring down his marred gray face and dripping into his open mouth.

      The first thing I did when we met was to ram my entire suit of armor into his leather-covered body. The warlord staggered backward, and I brought my left fist in a wide hook toward his jaw.

      It didn’t matter that I was right-handed, that my punches were generally stronger with the power of my hammer arm behind them instead. My fist flew within the demi-gauntlet around it, propelled by my own power until the dark iron knuckles smashed against Zar’s face.

      What did matter was that my steel-covered fist connected with the edge of his crookedly jutting half-tusk.

      The nasty thing splintered under the blow, and I swore I could feel it uprooting from the inside of the half-orc’s mouth.

      Zar screamed, blowing rain and spit all over my helm.

      Still, he moved so quickly. His massive hands clamped around the steel bevor—the plate sealing the helm to my breastplate and protecting my neck.

      I felt his grubby hands on my armor. I felt how much he wanted to squeeze the life out of me right there.

      For a few seconds, I let him try as hard as he could to crush the steel I now strengthened a hundredfold just by willing it.

      When I’d had enough, I threw my head back—my helm moving against the bevor protecting my neck as fluidly as if it were cloth or leather—and rammed it forward into the warlord’s forehead.

      I would have done far more damage to myself than Zar if I’d headbutted him using only the strength of my body, but instead I used my powers to thrust the metal forward.

      The strength of the steel and its vibrating eagerness to obey my commands made my helm an extraordinarily effective weapon. Most likely, the half-breed had never been the target of a maneuver he must have used himself on countless human men.

      A strangled cry escaped him as he stumbled backward. For a moment, I thought he might topple over into the mud. But the Bandit King was a persistent bastard. Snorting, he shook his head again—blood from his gouged eye now spraying with the rain—and came at me one more time.

      I could have moved. I could have pretended this was still a fair fight and let him think he had a chance.

      But I wanted this half-breed son of a bitch to feel as useless as I’d felt my entire life, knowing I could never use my powers in the open because of what he would do if he found out.

      I wanted him to feel as useless as Cavennel and the rest of the Badlands had felt for over a decade under his brutal grip of extortion, fear, and death.

      Zar pummeled me over and over again. His fists rained down on my breastplate, glanced off the pauldrons at my shoulders, whaled against my helm and the bevor at my neck.

      Every blow made me smile a little wider behind the visor of my helm. Once or twice, I might have slipped across the mud under such a ferocious attack, but I held myself and my armor steady while the Bandit King unleashed his fury.

      But that fury and that strength was completely useless.

      The warlord didn’t show any signs of slowing his attack or changing his tactics, so the next time his right fist came up toward my breastplate, I stepped back and launched my iron knuckles at his meaty gray ones. I put every ounce of my power behind the thrust of that demi-gauntlet and the rerebraces and vambraces shielding my arm.

      The ensuing thump and snap of broken bones was more satisfying than any other sound today.

      I saw all of it happen almost as if time had stopped—my reinforced iron knuckles meeting Zar’s, the bones of his hand splintering as fingers were shoved into his hand and his wrist and his forearm. His gray skin rippled in the wave of such a brutal force propelling my fist, as if he were made of water and I’d merely dropped a pebble into him.

      The half-orc fell to his knees before me and released a low, guttural, unrestrained bellow of agony.

      Another blinding flash of lightning seared the sky. Once again, it deviated from its natural path to strike the last few dozen of Zar’s bandits in their final stand against Ayana and Shaw.

      Only this time, I saw what had caused it. Ayana had quite literally channeled that awesome white power from the storm, redirecting it toward her enemies and controlling the way it spread with two massive streams of her own power blasting from her palms.

      For the split second that it endured, she looked like a creature completely not of this world—wide-eyed; fierce; lit up by the yellow glow of her magic and the blue-white force of the storm’s electric wrath.

      The energy shuddered in a wide circle from her outstretched palms to every bandit in front of her, passing from one to the next, scorching through them.

      Ayana lowered her hands with a shout of defiant victory, and all the black-clad bodies dropped into the mud. Even through the continuous downpour, the bodies smoked. A few of them sparked, twitched, and fell still.

      Shaw jumped down from where he’d climbed atop a stack of crates, swinging his hammer back and forth at his side and scanning the rest of the camp. No one else came for us. No one else was left to die on the Bandit King’s behalf.

      I stared down at the half-orc on his knees as he cradled his mangled hand and wrist. A pool of rainwater had already gathered on the ground between his legs. His chest heaved with every breath, and he swayed from side to side with a low groan. Then I realized he was laughing.

      Commanding the helm to lift itself from my head, I tossed it aside into the mud and glared down at the creature responsible for so much horror and misery across the Badlands. Perhaps he would have extended his reign of terror to parts far beyond this territory—to kingdoms and provinces far less accustomed to the mad treachery the people of the Badlands had endured for too long. I heard Ayana and Shaw step slowly toward me through the rain, but fortunately, they stopped a good few yards behind me. This was mine to finish.

      Finally, Zar lifted his grotesquely scarred head to fix me with that yellow, one-eyed gaze. Water streamed down his flesh, mixing with the blood oozing again from his ruined socket and where his crooked tusk had been ripped almost completely from his mouth.

      His chuckling carried on for a few more seconds, then settled into a gruff sigh of defeat.

      “I underestimated you,” he growled. “The force behind such a power as yours. I regret I’d not known more before we met like this, iron mage.”

      “Is that your only regret before I end you?” I asked, scowling down at him.

      The half-orc tried to laugh again, but it sounded far more like he was choking on his physical pain. “Is that what you came to do?” He sucked in a deep, sharp breath through his smashed nose. “You have your armor and the crystal mage. You have my word I won’t come looking for you again. It’s rare I meet my match in anything, boy, and I do not relish the thought of repeating the experience.”

      For having suffered such a defeat, the fallen brute was rather clear-headed. Too bad his words fell on deaf ears.

      “Your word means absolutely nothing to me,” I said.

      “No?” Zar hissed out a sigh and finally let go of his shattered wrist. “My word aside, I know you won’t kill me.”

      I glared down at him, clenching my fists because he was right. I’d slaughtered his bandits in their own camp, and Ayana and Shaw had done nearly as much damage. But no man I’d ever taken down had been wounded, defenseless, and kneeling at my feet in the mud.

      The Bandit King would surely have taken my head in that moment if our positions were reversed—if I hadn’t been an iron mage he found so valuable to his plans. But that was the difference between us. I didn’t kill merely because the mood struck me. It definitely struck me now, but I couldn’t do it. The half-orc was nothing more than a broken creature now.

      “No, you won’t kill me,” he repeated, then drew another sharp breath. “I see the pity in your eyes, boy. Pity and ruthlessness are bitter enemies, even more than you and I.” He drew his good hand back along the top of his thigh and bowed his head with a grunt. “Your humanity makes you weak.”

      That was where this bastard was wrong. I meant to tell him, but the sound of boots splashing through the mud distracted me.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see Nori running toward us, her sopping hair flying behind her in thick, wet strands. “Javron,” she screamed, “he’s got—”

      Zar roared and launched himself from his knees. I turned back to see him flying at me, his broken hand limp at his side while the other drew a black, wickedly jagged stone dagger from its sheath.

      He got as far as raising the blade and aiming for my throat, his ugly face already contorted in a horrid sneer of wild triumph.

      But as fast as the half-orc was, my power was faster.

      More swiftly than a man could blink, I called to every metal shard that had exploded from the iron orb. The pieces of metal burst out of the mud and the dead bandits’ corpses and flashed through the air.

      The first fragments sliced off Zar’s fingers wrapped around the dagger’s hilt. He screamed as the weapon tumbled out of his hand.

      Before the blade had fallen halfway to the ground, the second wave of iron fragments ripped through his thick leather vest and sliced through rough gray skin and muscle and bone.

      I felt the shard that pierced his heart.

      The third wave shot into both sides of his thick neck, adding the rather gruesome image of an iron-studded collar clamped down around his throat. That last bit I’d commanded just to be sure—and to silence him completely.

      A gurgling pool of blood rose in the back of his throat, some of it escaping his punctured neck. The Bandit King’s one yellow eye remained fixed on my face until he toppled forward like a felled tree.

      I stepped back just in time for his face to hit the splattering mud at my feet.
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      No one sitting at the bar and the scattered tables at Bryon’s tavern had expected any of us to return—not so soon, not tonight, maybe not never. That had been perfectly clear the minute I stepped inside with Shaw, Ayana, and Nori.

      Despite my dripping suit of armor, Nori clutching the metal staff I’d made her, and Ayana and Shaw splattered with bandit blood, it took the patrons of the bar a good long while to come to terms with the truth:

      Zar the Bandit King was dead.

      The Badlands were free.

      

      Once the people I’d known my entire life accepted what they’d heard—and a few cautious and overly skeptical men had gone out to confirm what they thought was an outrageous story—Cavennel launched into the kind of boisterous celebration I’d only heard of in tales from other kingdoms.

      No one in the Badlands had ever had real cause to celebrate anything beyond the birth of a child, a wedding, or their own family’s marginal success. And even then, that joy had always been dampened by the knowledge that it could all be so quickly taken away, just for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Just for standing up to the bastard who’d drenched the entire region in unrelenting fear. Now that someone had, the entirety of our small town delivered a truly staggering display of overwhelming relief, joy, gratitude, and the letting go of inhibitions like I’d never seen in my life.

      Especially in Shaw.

      Bryon had announced all ale and wine at a quarter of his normal prices, being sure to make it clear that his generosity didn’t extend to meals and rented rooms. The entire town square was turned into one massive fete, with laughter, music, dancing, and congratulatory slaps on the back. More people than I was comfortable with approached me personally to thank me, Shaw, and the two women outsiders for doing what we’d done.

      I had to admit the recognition felt good. So did the joy I saw on every face and the life finally returning to a town the way I’d always hoped it would someday. But somehow, it still didn’t feel quite right.

      Shaw seemed to have no qualms at all about accepting the praise—and the ale bought for a quarter of the price and shoved into his hands for free. The man’s roaring laughter could be heard over the music and the voices of so many others, and I watched him drain tankard after tankard in the first half hour of the celebration. All the things my uncle had sealed away in unreachable places within him broke open tonight, and I imagined this must have been the way he was before the war—before he’d seen his father and brother slain, before the sickness took my mother a few years later. Before he had to raise a young boy and carry such a terribly powerful secret all on his own. That secret—my secret—had just delivered the Badlands from the blight of Zar’s brutal control. Shaw seemed as free as everyone else.

      I felt free too, in a way. But I wasn’t done. Ayana, Nori, and I would still be heading out for Ebrelon, across the Badlands and multiple kingdoms and a slew of unknown things waiting for their chance to do what Zar couldn’t. The threat of something bigger—something worse—still loomed over everything. No one else in Cavennel knew about it but me, King Tymon’s loyal servant, and the elf woman who’d still revealed nothing about her past.

      I would have been lying if I’d said I wasn’t tired—that I didn’t want a little peace and solitude again before the three of us headed out and left the town’s grateful, jubilant people behind. Two tankards of ale were all I drank as I nodded and smiled at those who came to thank me.

      I saw Nori dancing with one of the men to a particularly lively song by the man in the frayed red cloak, who turned out to be a traveling bard. Ayana glanced at me in horror when someone else bowed in front of her and offered his hand for a dance as well. I chuckled and nodded for her to go. The awkwardness of her attempts to dance—which apparently she’d never learned to master with her other skills—made watching it all the more amusing.

      I even caught sight of Setalie dancing with one of Pedri’s sons, which didn’t bother me at all. Tomorrow, I’d be gone. Of course the barmaid wouldn’t be coming with me. She didn’t know that, but Setalie could do whatever she wanted. Perhaps the freedom of knowing Zar was dead and the bandits wiped from the Badlands had made her change her mind about our arrangement. Whatever the reason, I silently wished her well.

      Then I found myself feeling a little stifled amid so many twirling, jumping, laughing, celebrating bodies, even out under the clear night sky after the storm. I managed to slip away pretty much unnoticed, with a few scattered claps on the shoulder by men who only last week had called me boy. Now, it seemed I was the only man among them who’d actually taken a stand to fight for what he wanted to protect. Well, Shaw had come around too, in the end. I was grateful to have my uncle’s support and even more grateful to have had the old warrior and his battle skills on my side, even if he’d only wielded a hammer.

      Earlier that evening, Byron had shown Shaw, Ayana, Nori, and me his own personal form of gratitude. We’d each been given a room before the festivities began—free of charge, he’d said. After the quality of his free meal earlier that day, I’d been expecting a half-cleared storeroom with a few blankets on the wooden floor, but the man seemed to have changed his mind about what he was willing to offer without pay. He’d led all four of us upstairs to the second floor of the tavern, where he’d given us each our own separate rooms. Bryon had never explicitly said thank you, but the meaning behind his gesture had been perfectly clear when he opened the door to the last room and said he was more than willing to loan it to me until we left tomorrow.

      I hadn’t known the tavern had room for such large accommodations. Very few travelers came through Cavennel, and only for a night or two at a time. The size of the room he offered me made me wonder how many of those travelers could afford this, which had to cost as much as all the other rented rooms in the place put together. Bryon had grinned sheepishly at me when I thanked him, said only that he expected to see me enjoying myself with the rest of the townsfolk once I’d gotten settled, then left and closed the door behind him.

      That giant room was where I’d left my armored suit, which now rested in two halves beneath the broad window in the far wall.

      The bed was large enough to sleep three Shaws comfortably with room to spare, draped in thick quilts and a pile of pillows.

      I slipped off my boots just inside the door and gave myself a minute to sit on the bed and test the thick pallet; it felt more like it was stuffed with wool than straw. A long sigh escaped me. Then the floorboards in the hallway outside creaked beneath someone else’s weight, and I realized I hadn’t thought to shut the door behind me.

      Ayana appeared in the doorway in just her blouse and those tight-fitting leather breeches, having apparently shed her cloak in favor of the comfortably cool night air of spring. She rapped on the open door even after I’d already looked up at her, a cautious smile making her look particularly warm and friendly toward me. That was also new.

      “Quite the room,” she said, taking in the high ceilings, the wardrobe beside the window, the armchair, small tables with their own washbasin each, and finally the bed.

      I smirked. “I’ve been told they’re reserved only for mages of the highest quality.”

      Ayana frowned and tilted her head. “Do you think Bryon meant to insult me with a room half this size?”

      When I laughed, her smile grew, and her confidence seemed to do the same. “May I come in?”

      “Of course.” I stood and met her halfway between the enormous bed and the open door. “Is everything all right?”

      Now that we stood so close, she looked a little disheveled; her cheeks were flushed, her dark hair tousled, bits of it curling now around her face. That might have been the storm, the fight, or perhaps even the dancing in the center square. But she did seem a little troubled. The combination looked fantastic on her.

      “Everything is… fine,” she said. “It’s a little odd.”

      “What’s that?”

      Ayana glanced around the room again and offered a light shrug. “So much celebration for one fallen warlord and a few hundred poorly assembled bandits. When there’s still something so much worse coming.” Her brows knitted together as she held my gaze, then she bowed her head and swallowed.

      “I know,” I said, dipping my head a little to catch her attention again. I felt exactly the same way.

      When she looked up at me again, her hesitation seemed tinged with anger. “Do you still insist on coming with us to Ebrelon?”

      Her question took me so much by surprise, I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Our visit to the half-orc’s camp didn’t convince you I was worth the company?”

      Her cheeks flushed even deeper now, and she shook her head with wide eyes. “No. That’s not what I… I didn’t mean…” With a deep breath and a firm set of her jaw, she pulled herself back together and tilted her face up toward mine. “I want to be sure you meant what you said. That you’ll keep your word of the three of us leaving together. I can’t get Nori to Ebrelon if you decide not to go yourself. She made it clear where she stands in that.”

      I wished the woman didn’t still feel so uncomfortable around me that she had to lie about this, but honestly, watching that discomfort proved more entertaining than I’d thought it would. “You followed me to my room just to be sure I haven’t changed my mind?”

      Ayana stared up at me like she’d been caught in a snare. Which this was, in a way. But I was sure she’d chosen this particular snare on purpose.

      Her nostrils flared just a little, but she’d stopped her furious blinking, and she didn’t look away again. “That’s what I said.”

      I nodded and took the last step toward her until our bodies were almost pressed together. “I think you came to my room to say you want me to come with you to Ebrelon.”

      “Of course I want you to come. Tymon sent me to find—”

      “That you want me,” I interrupted.

      Ayana’s breath quickened, but she stared up at me, searching my gaze as if her entire life depended on what we said next.

      She’d told me before that she’d kept her distance from everyone in her life, which explained why this simple exchange seemed so difficult for her.

      How much less rigid and irritable would she have been if she’d known how easy it was to find what she wanted, what she needed, just by reaching out to another human being?

      That thought almost made me smile, but I didn’t. I had a feeling she’d think I was laughing at her and take offense, so I matched her amusing seriousness with my own.

      It seemed that was exactly what she needed.

      “Yes,” she said, breathing the word out in almost a whisper.

      There it was. I cupped her face with both hands and bent slightly to kiss her. For a minute, I thought the shock of it had rendered her completely unresponsive. I was gentle, but she stood there with her hands by her side as if I’d slapped her. Then a hiss of a sigh escaped her, and she melted into me.

      The next thing I knew, Ayana returned my kiss with a ferocity I hadn’t expected, grabbing fistfuls of my nearly dry tunic and pulling me hungrily toward her. I slid my arm behind the small of her back and pulled her against me with a quick jerk, my other hand moving through the thick curtain of her hair. When she let out a muffled groan and bit my lower lip, I couldn’t ignore what she was begging to receive from me now. She’d pulled me almost halfway back toward the doorway, so I kissed her harder and slammed her up against the wall, reaching for the ties of her breeches.

      “Wait,” she muttered against my lips. I only kissed her again, but she nudged my hand aside and pressed against my chest to break us apart. “You and Nori…”

      Oh, she was quite worried about that, wasn’t she? I chuckled and opened my mouth to say she didn’t have to worry about anything, but someone else beat me to it.

      “We enjoy each other, don’t we?”

      Yes, I was surprised to hear Nori’s voice interrupting us, but Ayana was mortified. She whipped her head toward the elf standing in the doorway and pushed me farther away, as if that could have hidden exactly what we’d been doing.

      Nori only smiled at her and lifted one shoulder in the most alluring shrug I’d ever seen. “Javron is free to enjoy whomever he wishes,” she added. Then she glanced at me, slowly blinked those violet eyes, and raised an eyebrow. “I hope I’d be allowed to enjoy that person with him from time to time.”

      So she hadn’t merely been trying to please me when she’d whispered the very same thing in Shaw’s cottage, naked and wrapped in my arms. And now, I thought, this was her way of asking permission for just that. With a barely contained grin, I spread my arms by my sides and dipped my head toward Nori, offering her the opportunity to do what it was she wanted. Or at least to try. I had no idea how Ayana would respond to the elf’s advances or even to the suggestion of it, but I was about to find out.
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      Nori pulled her gaze languidly away from me before settling it on Ayana. The dark-haired woman didn’t look quite as ashamed anymore—merely a little hesitant and perhaps confused. Nori stepped lightly into my massive room, heading straight for Ayana. When she stopped just inches away, she reached up with a pale hand to pull the other woman’s head down just far enough to press her lips to Ayana’s.

      Fortunately—for all of us, I thought—Ayana embraced Nori’s proposal and returned the kiss. They were slow with each other, delicate but not wary. Nothing like the way Ayana had responded to me alone. The best part was that they both seemed to thoroughly take pleasure in it. I grinned when Ayana pulled Nori closer by the hips. The elf leaned away just enough to release a breathless chuckle, and Ayana brightened with an eager smile in return.

      Then I realized the door to my room was still open, and I stepped around the women to finally close it. I highly doubted any further interruptions would add to our enjoyment after this.

      Neither of them seemed to notice that I’d moved at all, and I returned to watch them for a moment longer. When Nori finally pulled away and turned to look at me, biting her lip with a knowing smile, I was more than ready to join them.

      I went to Ayana first. Nori and I already knew each other well—at least in this. And I wanted to continue what the lightning mage and I had started.

      I leaned down to kiss her, pressing Ayana up against the wall again while Nori ran her fingers through my hair and kissed my neck. Someone’s hands were at the ties of my breeches; it didn’t matter whose. When I pulled away from Ayana, I barely had to turn my head before Nori pressed her lips to mine. Her tongue flitted across my lips, teasing, hinting at a fragility I knew was just her own playfulness. The elf was anything but fragile or shy.

      She proved that again when she stepped away from me, grabbed Ayana’s hand, and led the dark-haired woman to the foot of the bed. There, Nori’s fingers went to the top of the other woman’s blouse, undoing the ties there that kept the cloth tight around Ayana’s throat. The elf woman’s pale hands slipped beneath the hem of that blouse, brushing over Ayana’s narrow waist and lifting the material up past the woman’s navel, then her ribcage. Ayana surprised me a little by helping Nori the rest of the way, lifting the blouse over her head and tossing it aside. Then she pulled Nori closer and kissed her again.

      I moved from where I’d watched them against the wall, joining them to undo the delicate belt cinched around Nori’s gown and the ties at the center of her back. Then I slipped the gown from the elf’s shoulders and let it fall to the floor, bending to kiss the top of her spine and the curve of her neck.

      By the time Nori stepped from the pool of her gown, Ayana’s tight breeches had joined her blouse. Ayana sat on the bed and lifted herself farther back onto the quilts, settling her hungry gaze on me even while Nori crawled slowly, like a languidly stalking predator, up onto the bed beside her. I let the elf do what she wished, though I still stood at the foot of the bed fully clothed. It wasn’t like I had anywhere else to be. And the sight of them naked together on the huge bed—one fair and pale, the other darker-skinned and glowing—was better than one or both of them trying to undress me now.

      Nori pulled Ayana close to kiss her again, trailing her fingers along the other woman’s cheek, over her collarbone, down to the swell of Ayana’s larger breasts. When the elf slipped one dark, pebbled nipple into her mouth and I heard Ayana’s sharp gasp, I’d already added my breeches to the pile of clothing. By the time I pulled my tunic over my head, Ayana had thrown her head back, gripping a handful of Nori’s blonde hair at her breast.

      I moved toward them at the center of the bed, bringing a low moan from Ayana’s throat when I slipped my fingers between her thighs and watched Nori trail her small tongue lightly up Ayana’s chest.

      The lightning mage looked about ready to fall over, so I wrapped my other arm around her to hold her up and turned to meet Nori’s lips. While the elf kissed me deeply, she reached out to feel how hard I was, gave me a tantalizing squeeze, then guided Ayana toward me. Ayana swung her leg over mine and straddled me on the bed. Nori rose to her knees behind the other woman, kissing the back of her neck and moving her small hands over Ayana’s breasts from behind. Ayana grabbed my face with both hands to kiss me again—much more slow-burning than the first time, but no less yearning.

      Propping myself up with one hand on the bed, I guided myself into Ayana and pulled her down hard into my lap. The woman shuddered and gasped, and the second moan came from Nori this time. She honestly seemed to be enjoying this just as much as I was, which was the final proof that she’d meant everything she’d said about wanting to please me. I’d still been a little skeptical until now. And I had no intention of taking my pleasure tonight without returning it in kind.

      I lowered myself back onto my forearms, letting Ayana move however she wished with me inside her. She rocked forward on top of me, her hands pressed gently against my stomach, eyes closed and head tilted back toward the ceiling. Nori’s fingers trailing across Ayana’s shoulders and down along the skin over the other woman’s ribs brought a wave of gooseflesh washing over Ayana’s body. She took in a shuddering breath but didn’t stop rocking against me—around me.

      Now I let myself lie back completely and extended my arm across the quilts to beckon Nori closer. Her violet eyes almost glowed as she held my gaze and crawled toward me, her hand lingering on Ayana’s thigh for a second longer. On her knees beside me, she bent down to kiss my neck, her lips warm and soft and tingling on my skin. Her tongue darted quickly into my ear, followed by her hot breath, and I squeezed Ayana’s other thigh. When I looked up at the woman riding me, she’d opened her eyes again and watched Nori’s mouth move down my chest and over my stomach. She placed a hand on the small of Nori’s back, then stopped rocking against me and leaned down.

      I lifted my head to meet the kiss I knew was coming, but Ayana slid her fingers into Nori’s hair, pulled the elf’s face up from my chest, and kissed her instead. I couldn’t help but chuckle in surprise; the lightning mage had done nothing to make me think she’d enjoy this kind of teasing—or that she even knew how.

      It seemed that since Ayana had given herself permission to open to one person, she’d gone ahead and applied that to both Nori and me.

      Or perhaps she’d merely meant to make me want them both even more.

      Then she moved back until I was no longer inside her, making me groan, and pulled Nori closer to press her mouth to the elf’s breast and nip at one small, hard nipple with her teeth. Nori let out a breathless giggle, of all things, and moved her hand down my chest before squeezing me again.

      The elf lifted Ayana’s head to kiss her, then pushed the other woman gently down onto her back. I had to sit up and move a little just to see what Nori intended—and to give her plenty of room. She left a trail of kisses from Ayana’s throat, across each breast, and down to the dip of Ayana’s navel before brushing a hand against the other woman’s thighs and nudging them apart. Then she moved even lower, her pale blonde hair spilling over Ayana’s stomach, and brought a shrieking gasp from the lightning mage that made me rise from the bed and move behind Nori.

      Bent over her own thighs and emitting a low, soft hum, the elf pleasured the dark-haired woman in ways we all would before the night was finished.

      Standing behind Nori now, I slid my hand across the pale, smooth skin of her back, up to her shoulders and down again. I didn’t have to say a thing. Without ever pausing in whatever she’d just done with her tongue to make Ayana cry out in pleasure, Nori lifted her hips up and back toward me. I grabbed them and slowly entered her from behind, and the moans of two women rising together to fill the room was the sweetest sound I’d heard in my life.

      

      The night stretched on like this for hours in one languid, constantly shifting vision of tongues and lips, sweat and skin, hands and thighs and breathless moans. At one point, I was sure all three of us made enough noise to rise above the celebration outside in the town center. And none of us cared. I took both women again and again on the bed, on the floor, against the wall, over the armchair beside the window. At all times, it was the three of us, no one ever being made to wait, no one hesitating to do what they could and what they wanted when a small focus shifted from one of us to the next. Nori and Ayana both surprised me with their creative willingness to do what was impossible with only two people.

      By the time the blue light of dawn streamed through the window, I was asleep with two naked, spent, fully satisfied mages in my arms. I felt very much the same.
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      It must have been midday when a sharp knock came on the door and roused me from sleep. Part of me had expected Ayana to slip away into her own quarters sometime after we’d settled for the night, but both women still remained on either side of me. The knock came again, and Ayana stirred a little when I moved my arm out from beneath her to rise from the bed. Nori didn’t budge.

      I gave myself a few seconds to capture the sight of them both sprawled out beneath the quilts before I found my breeches and pulled them on. When I opened the door, I found Shaw standing there in the hallway, propping himself up with a hand against the wall.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked as he scowled at me. “Have a bit too much last night?”

      Shaw grunted. “There’s a reason I stopped drinking like that.” He pinched the bridge of his nose and looked up at me. “I thought you might have…”

      His eyes strayed to the bed behind me and the two mages still asleep in it.

      “Oh. I see.” Quickly looking away again, he cleared his throat and pushed off from against the wall. “Bryon said our meals have been covered today, too.”

      “It’s not stew again, is it?” I asked, smirking.

      Shaw didn’t look at me when he said, “I assume his generosity has grown since yesterday afternoon.” Then he stumbled down the hall toward the narrow staircase into the tavern.

      I retrieved my tunic, slipped it over my head, then closed the door behind me when I stepped out into the hall. I’d left the festivities rather early last night, compared to most. Fortunately for me, my night with Nori and Ayana hadn’t included the same amount of ale I knew was now splitting Shaw’s head open from the inside out. But I was hungrier than I remembered being in a long time.

      Only a few men sat at the tables downstairs, speaking in hushed tones and slowly working their way through a meal that clearly both unsettled their stomachs and was necessary for their recovery. Cavennel hadn’t seen such a night of revelry in decades, which I assumed had made it much easier for the townsfolk to forget what would happen come morning. Despite having been the one to bring down Zar in a bloody and vicious battle, it seemed I was also the halest, most satisfied man in town today.

      Tipton and Pedri both offered greeting nods from opposite ends of one table. So did a few others still too brain-battered to speak. I fought back a little laughter at all these men, who’d seemed so unbelieving of what I’d meant to do yesterday, then joyous and grateful beyond words when I’d finally done it. Now they looked better suited for a bed under a healer’s care than sitting at the tavern. Each one of them, though, nursed a tankard of ale with their meals.

      I found Shaw sitting at one of the tables on his own—merely because everyone else clearly recognized the man’s ill temper and what his massive arms and fists might do should anyone make it worse. I pulled out a chair opposite him and sat down.

      My uncle looked miserable. I was sure he felt worse. We sat there in silence for a few minutes before Bryon appeared from behind the bar with a still-steaming loaf of bread, a small crock of butter, hard-boiled eggs, and something that looked like his tasteless stew but smelled much better.

      “This is an improvement,” I noted, grinning up at Bryon.

      “The town’s already agreed to help your uncle rebuild his cottage and the smithy,” he said.

      “Don’t come back here after whatever it is you’re leaving to do and expect my best for free.”

      I shook my head. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      Byron nodded with a grunt, then turned again to resume his place behind the bar.

      The food was without a doubt much better than Bryon’s simple stew, and I’d had my fill of it before Shaw finished painstakingly buttering one chunk of bread.

      My uncle glanced up at me with a darkening frown. “I’d ask why the hell you’re still smiling like an idiot, but I think I already know.”

      “You had too much to drink, Shaw,” I said, washing down my last bite with a short drink of his ale. “There’s no such thing as too much of what I had last night.”

      The man growled at his bread and took an aching bite of it. As if on cue, the sound of a door closing upstairs filtered down into the tavern, followed by women’s low voices. Nori and Ayana appeared at the top of the staircase, Ayana descending first with a blush I thought everyone else might have been too ale-sick to notice. Behind her, Nori met my gaze and offered that same bold, appraising smile she’d settled on me the day I first saw her. I returned it.

      When they approached Shaw and me at the table, Ayana leaned toward me. Most likely, she’d meant to kiss my cheek, but I turned to press my lips to hers before she had the chance to pull away. Her blush deepened a little, but she smiled down at me with a raised eyebrow. I imagined her telling me I was much too full of myself, but she didn’t say a word before taking a chair beside me.

      I turned toward Nori when I felt her hand brush my shoulder. Then she grabbed my face with both hands and gave me a kiss that would have made the men in this room throw ribald jests our way if they hadn’t been too destroyed by their own fun the night before.

      When she took the other chair beside me, I caught the perfectly satisfied glance she and Ayana shared. It looked like this was working out for all three of us; whatever animosity the lightning mage had held for either Nori or me—or both of us—had been washed away by last night.

      Or at least most of it. When I grinned at Ayana, she merely widened her eyes and shook her head a little, as if to also ask me why I was smiling like an idiot.

      “Bryon,” I called, not lowering my voice on account of all the ale-sick men trying to endure the consequences of too much drinking. A round of groans rose around me, and Nori laughed. I lifted an arm. “Do you have a meal for the other two mages enjoying your hospitality?”

      The tavern owner glared at me over the bar, then waved a dismissive hand and turned toward the back. “Keep going on about it, and you can cook it yourself.” But he returned with another tray of the same food for Nori and Ayana. They thanked him politely, and when I glanced at Shaw, he was shaking his head and scowling down at his plate. But he’d managed to butter his bread.
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      We stood out in the field beside the main road heading north. By mid-afternoon, those who’d managed to recover enough from their overindulgence came to see Nori, Ayana, and me off and on our way.

      After Bryon’s night of hospitality, Pedri was the next man to extend his gratitude and well-wishes for our journey with a gift.

      “I wanted to give you more than one,” he said, his face reddening a little beneath his shock of orange hair. “Mazha threatened to move me into the stable if I did.”

      I chuckled and clapped a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Most likely because now you won’t have to hide the animals in the house.”

      Pedri nodded and handed me the reins of a gray palfrey. The horse snorted when I extended a hand to his muzzle, but then he lowered his head and let me rub the soft side of his face.

      It was thanks to Pedri that I’d even learned how to ride a horse in the first place. “Thank you,” I told him.

      “Calum’s a good horse,” Pedri replied with a nod. Then he stepped aside when someone else led two more horses through the gathered crowd.

      I recognized Renold’s son—maybe thirteen or fourteen years old—coming toward us. He brought the animals to Ayana and Nori and gave an awkward little bow. “My father sent me. He wanted to say thank you and good fortune.”

      “He didn’t want to come with you?” Nori asked him.

      The boy blushed under her attention and lowered his gaze. “He’s not feeling well this morning.”

      A few people laughed at this, as did I, and the boy grinned when Nori took the reins from him. “Give him our thanks,” she said.

      “I will, miss. The black one’s Ander,” the boy added, pointing to the black stallion.

      “And this one?” Ayana asked, stroking the muzzle of the brown mare.

      “Her name’s Lora.”

      Before anyone could say anything else, the boy ducked back bashfully into the crowd. I could only imagine his excitement after having talked to not just one, but two of the most beautiful women he would ever see in his life.

      “You both know how to ride?” I asked, glancing from Nori to Ayana with a half-smile. Nori clicked her tongue and gave the stallion a few more pats along his flank.

      “Do we know how to ride?” Ayana asked, raising her brow at me. “I’m surprised you even know what a horse is, Javron.”

      I couldn’t say I’d expected her to be entirely friendly all the time after last night, though her biting quip was clearly her own form of good-natured jesting. When I laughed, the corner of her mouth twitched, then she set to securing her traveling pack to the back of the mare’s saddle.

      Once I’d done the same with my new horse, I turned for another glance at the small, simple town in which I’d spent my entire life. Only now did it truly seem real that I was leaving.

      Not a single part of me wanted to stay—not after what I’d done, what I knew was coming, and the importance of all three of us aiding this King of Ebrelon in whatever way we could. But I hadn’t realized how much I would miss this place that had nothing more to offer me.

      Both Nori and Ayana mounted their horses, Nori’s metal staff strapped behind her over the saddlebag.

      I turned toward Shaw, who stood there surveying our entire entourage with his huge arms folded across his chest.

      “Well,” I said with a nod.

      “Well.” Shaw reached out to smack my chest with the back of a hand, eliciting a thin, metallic echo. “I could say you’ve outdone yourself with that armor.”

      This was probably as much of a compliment as I’d receive from him, and that was fine.

      I wore my armor now beneath my cloak, which didn’t conceal all of it by any means, but definitely made it harder to see from a distance. Ayana had said the return trip to Ebrelon would take a little over a fortnight—if we were lucky and didn’t run into any more trouble on the way. Of course, none of us wished to fight our way through to our destination, but it was impossible to know what would happen in the Badlands after word of Zar’s death spread. Crossing three other kingdoms would make the journey even more treacherous. We were as prepared as we could be, but we still had to avoid drawing unnecessary attention to ourselves.

      “Perhaps when I return,” I told Shaw, “you’ll have had enough time to make yourself some armor almost as good as mine.”

      He grumbled out a laugh, and for a moment, I thought that might have been all he wanted to say to me. Then he slammed his hands down on my shoulders and pulled me in for a crushing hug. My flexible armor moved well enough for me to return the embrace, but it felt a little strange with so much metal between him and me.

      “You keep doing what’s right, Javron,” Shaw muttered in my ear, pounding a fist against the back of my armor. His other hand closed firmly around the back of my neck, like he wanted to make sure I was really still here in front of him before I was gone. “You always have. And I’m… I’m sorry I stood against you doing what’s right for so long.” When he released me with a little shake, his gray eyes glistened under his thick eyebrows.

      “No,” I said, extending my hand. “You showed me how.”

      Shaw grunted, we shook, and when I grasped his forearm with my other hand, he nodded. The man had been a pain in my ass with his rules and his silence, but he’d raised me. He’d kept my secret, protected me, and taught me how to do the same for those I cared about. That included him, once we reached Ebrelon to help prepare for the awful thing that was coming.

      With that said between us, there was nothing left. I stepped into Calum’s stirrup, swung my leg over the saddle, and nodded at my uncle one last time. Then, with Nori and Ayana riding beside me, I headed north.
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