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1. A NEW ATTACK BY THE SERPENT (12TH Undecimus) 

I. Alert 
The soldiers approached the woman's house, with their younger 

recruit following apprehensively.  
Areto, a lanky, pale-skinned type with red hair asked, “Are you sure 

no one will know what we are doing here?” 
One of the older soldiers said too loudly for the recruit, “Really, 

Areto. Are you a man or a tree? Soothing yourself will no cause you to 
break your oath.” 

“But what will the commander do if he finds out?” 
“As we've already explained, Areto, he won’t do nothing. He’s aware 

that the men come here. In fact, the entire command of the king’s armies 
encourages it to ensure no one starts getting any funny ideas and soothes 
himself by raping someone; it’s a practice that’s been around for ages.” 

The young guardian pulled his head back in surprise. “Ok, all right. 
But what if I develop a—” 

The veteran replied with a scoffing laugh: “A dependence? 
Seriously?” 

Areto nodded uncertainly. 
The tall and imposing Hanne replied this time. “Have you ever heard 

of anyone developing a dependence to imagined things?” 
The recruit shrugged his shoulders, but he still hesitated and asked, 

“Will she be watching?” 



 
With a long, patient sigh Hanne said, “Her eyes will be closed as she’ll 

need to enter the Bind to connect to your mind and do what she does. So, 
you don’t need to worry about her seeing that tiny bulge of yours.” 

The company laughed raucously. The young guardian flushed and 
ground his teeth and balled his fists. But soldiers did that to each other, 
and his curiosity—as well as his adolescent urges—got the upper hand of 
him and he blurted a simple “Whatever!” 

One of the other two veterans accompanying Areto to visit the 
elicitors—women who had Sensing abilities but were not members of the 
Sisterhood and used their skills to provide personal services to men—said, 
“So are you going or not? We don’ have all day.” 

And, after one more nervous look around, the man went in. 
 
*** 
 
Lina Lux Baiula had been listening for alarms for several hours now 

and she rubbed her head with exhausted motions. Just as she was about to 
disconnect to go rest for a while, she received an alert from one of her 
Sisters in Upper Alvinor; the woman had just sighted the Serpent, and it 
did not appear to be out for a leisurely flight—if she was interpreting the 
signs properly. Lina Lux Baiula released a long and loud groan then sent 
a question to her colleague, “Do you know where the Serpent is headed, 
Alna?” 

“It is crossing the Peaks and if it maintains its course, it will end up 
at Capua, a small town on your side of the mountains.” 

Lina felt her pulse accelerate despite her fatigue. She cursed and 
thanked her Sister then disconnected from the Bind and shot up from the 
floor of her apartment almost too quickly and swayed a moment. She 
steadied herself with another curse and ran to the First Barrier’s offices 



 
with all the speed she could muster, caring not a whit how she must look 
to the men who saw her sprinting in her Yellow Sash’s robe. 

The woman irrupted into Laiella’s chambers and said, “First Barrier! 
The Serpent! It has returned.” 

First Barrier Laiella Lux Baiula—now a Prima in the Prince’s 
Guard—had been reading a document with her back to the door. Upon 
hearing Lina’s unexpected and urgent voice, she spun and shouted: “What 
did you say?” 

“The Serpent, it is making its way toward Capua. We need to send a 
defensive team there at once!” 

“And who communicated this to you?” 
“Alna; she’s stationed in Kipoth, a town along the western edge of the 

Furan Peaks.” 
“Is she certain it is going to Capua?” 
The woman nodded with hesitantly and said, “Based on its direction 

and on the elevations in that area, its most likely exit will be at Capua.” 
“Damned! Then, raise the alarm!” 
Lina Lux Baiula wasted no time and rang the bell from where she 

stood using a sonactic Binding. But, having spent the night spent listening 
for alerts, her energy stores were low. She therefore activated the 
microbial flora on her skin and pulled free electrons from the ground 
which entered her body through the metallic threads in her shoes. She then 
generated the flow which she sent toward the bell in the middle of the 
fortress. Muscles seized throughout the stronghold upon hearing the 
gong’s urgent clang. Soon, though, the guardians’ training took over, and 
officers and soldiers began assembling themselves in the plaza. In the 
village, hearts stopped too, though the villagers knew, from the pattern of 
the alert, that Horn’s Pass was not in danger—this time—and everyone 



 
returned to what they had been doing, though a few did pray that the 
danger stayed away. 

Presently, the Lord Commander rushed into his first officer’s 
chambers. 

“Laiella, did you sound the alarm?” 
The clamor of soldiers assembling in the fortress added to the urgency 

of Laiella’s reply which she gave as she moved toward the prince and the 
door, “Lina did. The Serpent has been sighted moving eastward. It is 
expected to come out at Capua. We need to go there now. I hope the 
quintanals1 are ready.” 

Toras felt his muscles tense up. “They are.” 
Laiella did not reply but simply nodded and waited for her 

commander to turn around and exit. 
Once in the plaza, Laiella approached one of the two secundi whose 

men would be the first to be put to the test as members of a quintanal and 
said with clear irritation, “It seems you are short a few men, Secundus 
Yuuto. Where are they?” 

Yuuto cursed while explaining that the men had gone into the village 
to...he did not finish his sentence. Annoyed, he shook his head. His long 
Pargahni nose would have made his expression comical if not for the 
seriousness of the situation. Fortunately for Yuuto and the guardians in 
question, the missing soldiers had just crossed the fortress’s portico atop 
their vorans and were galloping toward the stables to exchange the animals 
for their furans, almost hitting a few of their comrades along the way. 

Laiella spat a “men,” followed by a “See to it they are ready with the 
others within twenty minutes.” 

 
1 Quintanal: A unit of fifty furanteams developed to fight the Serpent 



 
Yuuto saw to it, and when the prima re-appeared with her own furan, 

all fifty furanteams were assembled and waiting to depart, soldiers and 
their furans standing side-by-side. 

Toras sat nervously atop Scorch, next to Laiella, who sat astride Root. 
She looked hard as stone as she scanned the company to verify their 
readiness. To her right was Xena Lux Baiula atop a tall, grayish furan; one 
of the oldest in the pack. Despite its age, the animal was still reliable, but 
it was also an easier mount for an unseasoned furanrider, though, from the 
looks of her, she was as ready and willing as anyone else. 

This coming encounter with the Serpent would be Laiella’s first, but 
Xena’s second and Toras’s third. The former hoped the men were ready, 
while the latter two prayed they were. Indeed, they knew the horror these 
men had faced and understood the toll it exacted from many. 

But one thing gave Toras hope: the re-organization of the Black 
Guard into quintanals, the specially-trained companies of fifty furanteams 
each. These men and their furans had been trained more thoroughly and 
intensely than any other company, ever before. Toras was certain they 
were ready, though he knew Laiella’s still had her doubts regarding the 
use of the simulacre and of the projection as training methods. 

Just now, Laiella set her eyes on Toras, as if expecting something. 
“What?” 
“Will you speak to them, or will I?” 
“I hate speeches. I prefer to just give orders.” 
Laiella rolled her eyes as she looked away from the prince and toward 

the men in front of them, while another nine hundred and fifty other pairs 
of eyes watched from around the plaza or the fortress’s ramparts. 

“Men! Your chance to prove yourselves has come. It has been a while 
since you faced the Serpent, but we will see if the grueling hours spent 
training against Master Neros’s beast-on-a-swing will have produced the 



 
result…the Lord Commander and I expected.” Laiella turned to look at 
Toras, to make certain he realized that she had just included herself in the 
responsible party. 

“The Serpent is making its way to Capua or thereabout. We are going 
to fly there and intercept it to prevent it from destroying another village.” 

The men stomped the ground. 
“Are you ready?!” 
The men responded with more stomping and daring shouts. 
Toras thanked Laiella then added, “Guardians, this is going to be a 

difficult flight because we need to get to the Capua within a couple of 
hours, where it would normally take us two to three. So, setup your 
watering gear, mount-up and let’s go!” 

 
The flight toward Capua was as demanding as Toras had intimated. 

The suns were no trouble given that the blue sun was now hidden behind 
its red twin, but the winds were fierce and blowing from the south. The 
company pushed the furans as much as possible without exhausting them 
before the clash with the Serpent, which was sure to happen—it must 
happen. Turning the valve on Scorch’s watering gear for the second time 
now so he might have some water, Toras was glad he had ordered 
everyone to mount the pouches. Normally, the practice was only used for 
long flights during the warmer months given that the bags weighed the 
furans down a little. 

The quintanal was now some ten kilometers from Capua. The town, 
a fairly well-to-do town at the foot of the Furan Peaks responsible for 
much of the wood and wood products sold across the kingdom, was visible 
in the distance. The teams covered this final stretch of sky with nervous 
trepidation, including Laiella and Xena who started eyeing each other and 
praying that their skill with the nebula would prove sufficient. Indeed, they 



 
had practiced daily generating it, and they were now able to create it more 
or less at will. However, the radius of their nebulae was smaller than that 
achieved by Elyana, and they had had no way to test their effectiveness, at 
whatever distance. 

If only they could have gone back to Urbs Lucis for a fourth; Laiella 
had been told that her second in command was replicating the Serpent’s 
mental attacks to train Sisters of every Sash. Well, Laiella and Xena would 
know whether their nebulae worked when the Serpent tried to fry their 
brains. 

When they reached to within two kilometers of Capua, near Eight 
after Highsun, Toras raised a hand and everyone slowed their furans until 
they came to a complete stand-still, flying in mid-air. Toras scanned the 
area for their foe—nothing. The Serpent might still be there, though, 
hiding behind the red angry cloud of smoke billowing over the village. 
The smoke writhed with ire, under the Red Sun’s light, as a screech 
pierced it and reached for them, sending shivers down their spines. 

Laiella raised her voice to overcome the wind, said, “Commander, do 
you see it?” 

Toras started shaking his head just as the Serpent, surrounded by too 
many rokons to count, appeared from behind the death-bearing cloud of 
smoke. Toras looked at the Lux Baiulae, who were flying on either side of 
him and Scorch, with questions and incomprehension marring his face. 
This moment did not last long, however, and Toras’s heart shouted for 
action. But what were the rokons doing with the Serpent? Or were they 
rokons? Shit! Shit indeed. And what did it matter what those things were? 

Toras shouted, “Prima, we need to attack. Now!” 
Laiella, though she had been as surprised as Toras, had processed 

what data her vision presented, calculated the risk, and blew her horn to 
order the formation of ten pentagons. She also sent a thoughtcall to Xena, 



 
and as soon as the nebulae were formed, the quintanal resumed its flight. 
If not for the wind, the officers would have heard the curses and prayers 
that arose from every single member of the company. 

As they approached, the number of rokons became a little clearer 
through the smoke; there were perhaps two tens. Laiella thought: Let’s 
hope they don’t have the same abilities as the Serpent. Laiella enhanced 
her voice this time to shout, “Everyone ready yourselves.” As furans and 
Humans steeled their nerves and narrowed their eyes, and as the Humans 
checked their weapons, the rokons split up into two groups, a dozen 
following the Serpent who was turning south, and the rest—another dozen 
it seemed—heading for them. 

Toras kicked Scorch’s left flank to move him toward Laiella. “Prima, 
take half of the quintanal as well as Xena and intercept the Serpent; I will 
stay here with the rest and take care of the rokons. We will follow as soon 
as we are done and have checked on Capua.” 

Laiella shook her head. 
“What are you objecting to?!” 
Laiella would have kicked Toras for that, but she said, “We do not 

know whether the smaller ones are natural rokons or capable of the 
DEBSA like the Serpent. You should keep Xena.” 

With the rokons approaching rapidly, Toras did not argue but 
grumbled and replied, “It goes. Now go! Don’t lose that monster.” 

Laiella acquiesced and left at once with her twenty-five to catch up 
with the Serpent and stop it before it destroyed its next target. 

Toras thought he should wish the pursuers―wish Laiella―good luck, 
but he did not want to shout it, so he cursed himself instead. He looked at 
his soldiers and wondered how many he’d lose this time. They all knew 
how to chase away or bring down rokons, but they had always done that 
from the ground. Now, they were fighting on the enemy’s ground, so to 



 
speak. And what if these rokons were capable of generating the DEBSA?  
I pray Aiala that Laiella is wrong about this.  

The prince also prayed that the training they had done against the 
Serpent’s replica and its projection would help the men and furans keep 
their fear in check and their wits in place. Toras called Marius, a Lucian-
trained medic who had recently been assigned to the Black Guard and sent 
him down to wait with the pack furans. He then turned toward Xena, and 
after receiving a nod of readiness from the Red Sash, they flew to meet the 
creatures. 

 
Uncertain what they would find, Toras ordered his men to fly in as 

tight a formation as possible so that Xena might cover them all. This 
caused a few injuries as wings smacked other wings but there was nothing 
to do about it for now, and Toras’s unit continued toward its target―or its 
assailants, which were now but two hundred meters or so ahead of them. 

Soon, arrows were nocked and released with prayers to the gods or to 
K’Tara or to Mother Luck. But, with the wind blowing against them, only 
a few hit the targets, and they did so without any effect. In fact, the winds 
started coming in fierce intermittent gusts, making their crossbows quite 
useless. So, soldiers put their bows away and took their swords out.  

The clash was brutal. The rokons certainly looked like normal ones, 
but they were much fiercer―as if driven to madness by some external 
compulsion―and their fierceness was frightening some of the men as well 
as some of the furans. Indeed, the steeds were slightly smaller than their 
reptilian opponents and, with Humans on their backs, they had some 
difficulty swerving and avoiding their attackers, especially while 
remaining in a tight formation. 



 
Still, twenty-six furanteams should have done some damage to the 

fewer rokons, but the lizards were crazed, and their interminable screeches 
deafened everyone at close distance. 

As the air battle progressed, Toras noticed that a few furanteams were 
most definitely outside the range of Xena’s nebula. And yet, they were 
unharmed. Toras ordered Scorch around to approach Xena. The woman’s 
face looked harder than usual, perhaps because she had almost gotten 
disconnected from Switch—her furan. Toras shouted and told her about 
the men beyond the nebula. The Lux Baiula understood immediately and 
a smile of relief appeared on her stone face. 

A moment later, the first firebolt hit a rokon and dropped it to the 
ground to the cheers of the men. The death of one of theirs seemed to 
frighten the remaining rokons into greater fury. As one, they began to 
speed toward the furanteams with the wicked spiraling motions which they 
were known for and which they used to shred and tenderize their victims’ 
flesh. These motions also rendered arrows and swords utterly useless and 
Toras ordered the men to grab their lances instead. Meanwhile, Xena 
launched another firebolt and brought down another rokon. This redoubled 
the remaining rokons’ fury. 

Toras realized the furanteams would be cut to strips if they stayed in 
formation any longer, so—with a loud yell and urgent hand signals—he 
ordered them to spread. But no one had heard him, and no one had thus 
looked his way to notice his flagging arms—the rokons’ screeches 
swallowed his shouts, and their unnatural motions had mesmerized his 
men. 

Toras raged, but moments did not pass before a thought presented 
itself to him. He leaned down on his furan, and yelled, “Scorch, I need you 
to tell the other furans to break formation, now!” 



 
A few breaths later, and just before the crazed rokons speared through 

them and shredded them to pieces, furans dove in a dozen different 
directions, jerking their surprised riders. Xena cursed at her own mount, 
who went down and left, nearly giving her a neck sprain. 

Scorch chose a sudden dive to evade the oncoming lizards, and Toras 
felt his guts reach for his throat. As he recovered, he looked behind and 
noticed the creatures were getting ready for a second pass. He needed to 
give his men another order, so he asked Scorch to call the other furans’ 
attention. The furans turned their way, and the men did not resist their 
movements this time. Xena, however, refused to let her furan take control 
and pulled on the reins. Toras noticed and waved his arms furiously. After 
a moment that felt too long to Toras, the woman noticed and allowed her 
furan to turn toward him.  

Toras used hand signals to accompany his shouts. He ordered the 
soldiers to attack as pairs, to check their front and back straps, and to strap 
their legs onto their furans so they could rise from their saddles and have 
a longer reach. 

Toras paired-up with the young recruit named Areto, who rode a small 
but sturdy furan. The man gave him an apprehensive look. Toras shouted, 
“We will get a rokon to pass between us. Make sure your straps are hooked 
properly and hold on to your lance!” 

When the rokons charged again, Xena resumed her Bindings and 
everyone else waited for the Lord Commander’s signal. 

“Charge!” 
At once, the eleven pairs and one triad charged, while Xena moved 

her furan, Switch, to the side of the field, so that she might be able to strike 
the oncoming creatures without the risk of hitting her own people. 

Xena chose to form smaller projectiles and sent each toward a 
different rokon. That slowed a few of them but did not stop them. She 



 
decided to form a firewhorl instead and succeeded in engulfing one rokon 
in flames. 

Having selected his target, Toras gave his partner a shout and the two 
adjusted their furans’ flight to place themselves on either side of the 
oncoming rokon. They were mimicked by twelve other teams. 

“Three, two, on—” 
The impact of the rokon against their lances would have pulled both 

Toras and Areto off their furans if they had not been tied to them. The 
furans themselves were nearly jerked off-course. But the tactic had worked 
and the rokon gave an agonizing scream when two, deep, cork-screw 
shaped cuts appeared on its flanks and wings. 

Toras was about to shout in joy when he noticed two furanteams and 
one man fall to their deaths. The man’s furan had turned to try and catch 
his rider before he crashed on the ground, but a rokon rammed him and 
sent him tumbling through the air while his rider hit the rock, cracked his 
skull and joined the Black Skies along with the others. 

“Founders! I told them to check their straps.” 
Toras hardened his heart to assess the situation. Five rokons left and 

twenty-four of us, not counting Xena. This is good. There was also a now-
riderless, vengeful, and furious furan. I can’t do anything about him. So 
long as he doesn’t get in the way. Toras asked Scorch to signal the others 
to turn in his direction again, and he instructed them to charge the 
remaining rokons in paired teams once more. 

Xena dispatched another rokon all on her own, while two lizards were 
butchered by the paired lances that sliced through their flesh when they 
were caught between two furanteams; the last lizard soon fell too, although 
it brought with itself the lone furan who had plunged his beak into its neck 
and would not release it. 



 
When the last rokon’s frightened, angry shrieks ceased, the survivors 

of the airborne clash did not erupt in joy. Instead, the men shook their 
heads with dejected expressions and then gave in to a silent gloom, 
disturbed only by the sound of the furans’ wings which beat the air with 
exhausted motions. 

Toras broke the mourning to call Xena and Secundus Yuuto to 
himself, “Xena, please send a message to Lina Lux Baiula and have her 
dispatch a recovery team to bury the furans and bring back the bodies of 
our fallen.”  

The Red Sash responded with a quiet hardness that made the religious 
Secundus Yuuto swallow and say, “How many more unnatural things are 
we going to be battling, Commander? Surely Aiala can’t let the Dark One 
turn everything on K’Tara.” 

The only response the secundus received was a long, discomforting 
glare which only broke when a buffeting gust pushed Scorch back. When 
the furan returned to his initial position, Toras said, “We need to check on 
Capua. Call your men, Secundus. I’m descending.” And with that, Scorch 
dropped and took the prince toward the remnants of what had been a proud 
city. 

 
The scene in Capua was one of horror. The destruction was worse 

than it had been in Horn’s Pass. People keeled over with terrified and 
frightening expressions on their faces; others lying on the ground, their 
flesh being slowly digested by the rokons’ enzymes but left there to be 
devoured by scavengers; homes destroyed, and deathly silence all around. 
Not even the soldiers made a sound until their commander ordered 
everyone to split up in pairs and inspect the homes to look for survivors. 

Toras went with Areto. The young man seemed to need someone to 
give him courage. I guess it’s a good thing, this rule against men serving 



 
in their native regions. Though they’re probably all wondering if the same 
thing will happen to their hometowns. Founders! 

The prince and the guardian entered a home with a partially torn-off 
roof, but it was mostly intact inside. In the living room, they found the 
entire family—father, mother, children—all prostrate and with the most 
horrible, contorted grimaces on their faces. Dried-up, shriveled eyes 
dangled from their eye sockets. The youngest, a child of no more than a 
few months old, had blood all over, which seemed to have erupted from 
the pits on her twisted face. Areto emptied his stomach just then, though 
not before turning away from his commander. 

The prince shook his head and heaved a burdened sigh. He scratched 
his brows a moment, unsure whether he should pretend to be occupied 
with something or try to console the man. In the end, he approached the 
red-haired soldier and patted him on the shoulder. “We will kill that thing. 
I promise.” 

When the man bobbed his head, Toras said, “We should keep looking. 
If someone has survived this, they will need our help. Ready?” 

Areto nodded, got up, and followed his commander. 
The two inspected another nine homes, finding their occupants as 

dead as in the first one and looking like the flesh-covered versions of the 
petrified victims of volcanic eruptions, their bodies frozen in horrifying 
terror. However, it was shrill, frightened screams that greeted them when 
they stepped into the main bedchamber of the tenth house. 

A mother and her daughter survived. They were clutching each other 
and their dead family members. 

It took Toras a while to get the woman to let go of the bodies of her 
husband and her son, and though she did eventually stand up, her 
continued sobs made him wish Xena were here to take care of her. Her 
daughter, on the other hand, did not make a sound and stood rigidly behind 



 
her mother. Toras directed Areto to the girl with a nod, hoping that his 
young face would draw her mind from wherever it was locked. 

The prince cleared his throat a few times then said, “Mistress, do you 
recognize me?” 

The woman looked up for a briefest moment before returning her 
stricken gaze to her dead husband and son. 

“I’m really sorry for what happened to them. If we could have gotten 
here earlier to stop the attack, we would have,” 

The woman broke into another sobbing fit. 
Not knowing what to do, the prince asked the woman her name.  
“Mistress Ita, I would like for you and your daughter to follow us.” 
“But…I can’t…I won’t…” 
“We need to take care of you and your daughter first, Mistress Ita.” 
The mentioning of her offspring brought the woman back to the 

present. She turned toward her and saw that the girl had a hand in the 
young soldier’s hand. She reached out for her daughter with a gasp then 
followed the prince while embracing her daughter, as if she were afraid 
that she, too, might be taken without warning. 

Toras took them toward the source of some commotion. His soldiers 
and Xena had assembled the few other survivors they had found in what 
must have been the town green. 

A few adults were crying and sobbing together, while one sat alone, 
catatonic, and two boys stood by themselves and apart. Marius, the 
medic—recognizable by the white flame on his arm—was attempting to 
get a response from the sitting man without success. 

Toras called the medic and said quietly, “I don’t think you will be able 
to help him, Marius. That man’s not dead, but I can tell he suffered one of 
the Serpent’s mental attacks.” 



 
The medic looked toward the patients then back at the prince and said, 

“I wish I had been at Horn’s Pass when it first attacked you. I would be 
better prepared, now.” 

“Well, you would not have been prepared then, and you will be next 
time! As I said, that man is beyond your help.” The medic was about to 
object but thought better when the scar on the prince’s face—the scar he 
had gotten that summer near Spiritii—flashed angrily. 

When he saw that the soldier was ready to do as ordered, Toras 
pointed with his chin behind him and said, “Please take care of Mistress 
Ita and her daughter.” 

As the medic moved to tend to the women indicated by the prince, 
Toras added, “Areto can help you.  I think the girl trusts him.” 

The young Areto stood frozen for a moment then nodded and moved 
to assist Marius. 

Spinning around toward his officer, who stood a few steps away, 
Toras said, “Secundus, please have two men take the survivors to Horn’s 
Pass to be sheltered there…for as long as necessary.” 

Mistress Ita, who had heard, cried out with alarm, “But my husband, 
and my child? Is priest Orvald even alive? I need him to perform the 
passing ritual. How will their bodies be taken by the gods on the Day of 
Union otherwise?” 

Toras wanted to groan, but he kept his complaint for himself and 
asked Secundus Yuuto about the cleric. Yuuto shook his head. 

“I’m sorry, Mistress. No one else survives.” 
The secundus cleared his throat and indicated that he could perform 

the ceremony himself—if Mistress Ita would accept it. 
The woman, who was familiar with the deep religiosity of the 

Pargahni, accepted without hesitation. 



 
While Yuuto took care of the ritual, Xena approached the prince and 

said, “Lord Commander, we need to go as soon as Yuuto is back. I have 
received a faint thoughtcall from Laiella and from the sound of it, they 
need our help.” 

The prince balled his fists anxiously and looked toward Yuuto and the 
Capuans with an impatient sigh. “Secundus, please hurry. The lives of 
others depend on our prompt departure.” 

 

II.  Neaj’s Report 
Just before dinner was meant to arrive, Neaj Trebloc asked for an 

audience with the prince. Master Rovali let him in with only the slightest 
annoyance. 

“My Prince, pardon me for disturbing you at this hour.” 
“Not at all, Master Trebloc. I know you are not the verbose kind, so 

please go on.” 
“You asked me to look into Kildare’s acquaintance…a young man by 

the name of Luvius Arco.” He waited for the prince’s nod of recognition 
and continued, “I had to dig quite deeply to find out that our gentleman’s 
fortune has been on the decline for a while. Indeed, his father, Linus Arco 
still goes about presenting himself as a successful merchant, but the facts 
show quite the opposite.” Now, Aithen cocked a very curious eyebrow and 
Neaj continued, “I tried to follow his and his father’s movements through 
their debit notes and other means and discovered that Luvius Arco was in 
Urbs Lucis before coming here. While there, he had a meeting with Master 
Lusk Methrim at one of the city’s upscale restaurants. The restaurant note 
had been drafted in Master Arco’s name but was then paid by Master 
Methrim.” 



 
Aithen snorted several times, each time his eyes narrowing further. 
“Did you find anything else that might seem suspicious since then?” 
“No, that is all.” 
“Thank you, Neaj. Very well done.” 
Trebloc replied with a thankful gesture, turned and left. 
Aithen spent a few minutes mulling things over, muttering to himself 

and scratching his right thumb with his index and middle finger. There 
was nothing suspicious, really, about Methrim meeting with this Luvius, 
but it was just too coincidental. There were millions of Humans in 
Alvinoria, and three hundred thousand in the northern part of Upper 
Alvinor. It had to be more than chance that brought them together. Unless 
the Arcos, being down on their luck, reached out to Lusk to gain access to 
his smuggler network. Perhaps. I hope that is what’s making Kil uneasy 
when he speaks of this new acquaintance of his because I have bigger 
problems to take of. Damned! 

III. Success and Murder in Urbs Lucis 
Kelysia Lux Baiula had been listening to the device almost nonstop 

since Gina had installed their brick’s counterpart in that tavern in Kartak. 
Initially, she had strained to decipher any of the words she heard through 
the reversing device which sensed the changes in the entangled brick 
sitting next to it and transformed them back into sounds. But slowly, her 
brain had gotten used to certain noises—those which were repeated every 
so often—and she began to recognize words among them. Despite it, she 
still could not piece sentences from the sounds; her brain expected certain 
words to be sequenced in a certain manner, but the sounds she heard did 
not fit the expected pattern. Kelysia was about to abandon her attempts 
and had just placed a Quieting Cloth on the reverser, when Gina arrived. 



 
Gina rubbed her hands with excitement and said, “Sister! I imagined 

you would be exactly there, listening. How does it go?” 
“Gina. I did not expect you back so soon. You must be an ace on a 

furan.” 
The woman did not know how to respond to the praise, so she said, 

“Well, the winds were good. So, have you heard anything yet?” 
Kelysia said with a grunt, “Well, some things. I was able to decipher 

some of the sounds, but most of it is still unintelligible.” 
The younger woman replied defensively, “I’m certain I followed your 

instructions properly to install the device.” 
“Oh, I do not doubt it. Saara and I knew the device might still need 

improvements. But with the war at hand, we released it for use as it is. The 
sounds are still unclear, and although I’ve been able to isolate many into 
words, I cannot make sense of the conversations.” 

 Gina said, “Well, in that case I am not surprised. The unclarity of the 
sounds, coupled with the fact that the people over there don’t speak like 
you and I, would make it difficult.” 

Kelysia corrected her, “Like you and me.” 
“That’s exactly what I’m saying.” 
When Kelysia blinked Gina added, “I mean, we need someone to 

listen that’s familiar with the jargon spoken by those ruffians.” 
“And which Sister might this be?” 
“Well, I don’t speak the dialects used there or their dirty, foul, 

criminal jargon. But I did have a brother, before joining the Sisterhood, 
that had questionable tendencies and friends.” 

Kelysia frowned at the improper grammar but thought that perhaps 
Gina’s experience was exactly what they needed. She said, “In that case, 
please give it a try, Gina.” 



 
The younger Sister sat down in front of two bricks: one, the 

companion of the brick in Kartak, and the other, a reverser. The former 
was an unimpressive thing measuring about the size of a man’s hand, and 
high about three thick fingers. “These bricks…they make me giddy.” 

The older Yellow Sash blinked at the comment but made no reply. 
“If a Non-Sensor saw us sit in front of these bricks with the likewise 

wonder a child feels when sitting in front of an aquarium containing a fan-
finned fish mesmerizing its prey, they would think us strange…perhaps 
even mad. But to me, this entangled brick is more amazing than anything 
nature has ever created. This is our creation; a creation that’s somehow 
able to replicate sounds received by its companion hundreds of kilometers 
away.” 

Kelysia smiled. She agreed with her colleague’s sentiment. 
Gina uncovered the reverser. Blaring sounds came through. 

“Someone must be yelling.” Hearing the sounds of voices nowhere near 
her, hundreds of kilometers away, was the most thrilling thing Gina had 
experienced in a long time; even more thrilling than going on the mission 
to place the receiver brick in the tavern’s wall. 

Gina sat back, with a childish grin on her face and listened, patiently, 
spending the first hour simply becoming familiar with the sounds and 
trying to isolate words from them. Her face began to twitch with 
excitement when she recognized the first words, and then more. Sometime 
during the second hour, she jumped and clapped her hands breathlessly, 
causing Kelysia—who was sitting at another desk deep in thought, 
reviewing her and Saara’s notes on the development of the devices—to 
shake her head in disapproval of the childish reaction. “I just understood 
an entire sentence!” 

“Huh. Well, what was it?” 



 
“A man—probably the tavernist—was telling another one that his 

companions should arrive in about fifty minutes. And I think he said he 
would install sound dampening devices before the others arrive, so they 
may have some privacy.” 

That got Kelysia’s attention. “Are you sure he said, ‘sound dampening 
devices’?” 

“I think so.” 
“Where would they have gotten them? We don’t sell resonant 

minerals to anyone except to the Crown, the landholders and other people 
we trust.” 

Gina shrugged her shoulders. 
“I hope they don’t interfere with the brick.” 
“Me too. I have no wish to go back to Kartak to install new bricks in 

that tavern or anywhere else in that town.” 
Gina turned her attention back to the reverser and said, “They’re not 

talking anymore. I think these horrible screeches are just the chatter of the 
other people in the tavern, away from the brick.” 

“All right, then we wait. If the patron wants privacy, it may mean he’ll 
be discussing things of interest to us. And let’s hope the dampening 
devices don’t interfere. Founders! I will need to bring this to Bilena’s 
attention.” 

And so, the two Sisters waited. Gina set the alarm on the time disk 
and returned to her seat to study her notes on the Kartaki language. Kelysia 
returned to her own notes to look for data that might indicate whether the 
brick was susceptible to the effects of the resonant minerals in the 
dampening device. 

Sometime later, Gina heard a sound through the reverser which she 
was certain was a loud fart; she laughed and turned to ask Kelysia if she 



 
too had heard, but the woman was gone. “Ah yes, she said she wanted 
something to drink. Oh well.” 

Gina jumped when the time disk rang, but she put her notebook down 
and returned her attention to the reverser with anxious anticipation. Not 
much time passed before she heard a man welcome his companions. 
Excited flutters stirred Gina’s belly. Aloud, she said, “They’ve arrived!” 
But Kelysia had not yet returned. Gina blurted a small curse, shrugged her 
shoulders, and dismissed any further thought of Kelysia. 

For thirty minutes, the men exchanged only drivel. Gina was about to 
put the Quieting Cloth back on the receiving brick in frustration when she 
heard words that frightened her for the first time. These were being spoken 
by the man who must be apparent leader. He said, “The Umbra … sending 
… to Kynaria … Gr … Priestess and … our targets … must be swift. We 
will then contact … in Urbs …” Gina felt her pulse accelerate. She wished 
Kelysia were there to hear the transmission too, but alas. Another voice 
now said, “What is … name?” 

Just as the leader started uttering the requested name, Gina heard 
footsteps crush a grain of stone behind her. She turned urgently, with a 
finger on her mouth to tell Kelysia not to make noise. But she was 
surprised to find another of her Sisters there instead. Before Gina could 
say anything, the woman covered her mouth, and Gina felt her brain 
explode, as if it were being torn apart. And then no more; she was gone. 
The intruder released her, smoothed the Yellow Sash’s face, and left. 
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