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The tavern was packed.

The patrons of The Gorge were standing in groups. The atmosphere was good, at least at first glance.

A bit anxious about what was to come, Marit worked her way through the smoky bar. Her swaying hips expertly avoided the eagerly outstretched hands. Above her head, she carried a tray of empty mugs.

The bustle was welcome after the relative calm of the past weeks, even though these were not her favorite kind of people. There were too few merchants and too many dragon tamers and cart drivers, not to mention the shadier figures present. Fortunately, she was able to get along with everyone, even if sometimes grudgingly.

But what Marit couldn’t abide was the undercurrent of tension that had been palpable all afternoon. Now and then the cheerful laughter rang hollow, a little too shrill. And certainly nothing in the way of rollicking fun was being had. Nor was anyone really drinking; they were all just sipping. The beer in the mugs was lukewarm and stale.

The regular customers were waiting for something. Marit could see it in the way they held themselves and the skittish glances with which they seemed to ignore everyone, even the prostitutes hanging around by the front door.

When she finally managed to reach the bar, Marit held up four fingers and propped herself up on the beer-soaked wood with her elbows. Fortunately, after all the years, her nose had become inured to the combined stench of alcohol and male sweat. One can get used to anything.

Holm nodded curtly and went to work on her order. Marit knew the innkeeper of The Gorge through and through. The surly nod was a vast improvement over last week’s mood. Today, money was finally coming in again.

The next moment the conversations fell silent.

Curious about what had happened, Marit turned around and found herself looking at a wall of backs. A chilly gust of wind swept in through the doors that had swung open, giving her goose bumps. But the shiver that went through her had nothing to do with the cold and everything to do with the appearance of the helmets and spearheads entering the tavern.

The city guard of Oftenooi had arrived, with a force of at least ten men.

Marit stood on her tiptoes and caught a glimpse of a plumed helmet and a red and blue checkered tunic.

“Everybody shut up and listen!” The leader of the guard had a voice that commanded authority. “The time has come. They’re arriving.”

The hubbub that arose following this short announcement was interrupted by the thumping of a spear butt. “I’ve been ordered to clear out this neighborhood, as a precautionary measure. Anyone staying behind will be arrested and looters will meet their fate at the gallows. Have I made myself clear?”

No one moved, no one said a word.

“Do I need to repeat myself?”

There was hesitant movement near the door. A few cart drivers grabbed their cloaks, muttering as they shuffled outside.

“Hold it, not everyone has paid!” Holm shouted hastily.

He couldn’t have given his patrons a better reason to comply with the orders of the city guard.

The crowd swarmed out en masse.

The chaos was predictable. The Gorge’s floor was transformed into a battlefield of kicked-over chairs and discarded mugs.

Holm looked at Marit and opened his mouth to say something to her, but she turned her head away. Not now! She fought her way through a stream of stragglers to the other side of the room.

As the last customers wriggled their way past her, Marit saw her chance. Using the space that had opened up, she slipped out the backdoor and ran to the shabby annex of The Gorge. The cold air took her by surprise and, for the umpteenth time, she cursed the virtually see-through linen blouse that Holm made his barmaids wear.

The courtyard was illuminated by a watery sun. A glimpse of the main road through the gate revealed a long row of heavily laden wagons. Moving in between these wagons were dozens of men in suits of armor.

Fortunately, the city guard hadn’t knocked at her door yet. With trembling fingers, she took the key out of her pocket and opened the door to her small dwelling.

It was dark within.

A musty, animal-like odor greeted her.

“Auric!” she shouted, while drawing back a curtain. Why was he always sitting in the dark?

“I’m busy, Marit,” a weary voice responded from the bedroom.

“We have to leave,” Marit said, walking towards the sound. She would have preferred to break the news to him gently, as he didn’t deal well with surprises, but with all the commotion she didn’t have time for that.

She entered the bedroom and found her little brother in bed, lying on his belly and propped up on his elbows, with one hand supporting his chin. Before him lay a book, illuminated by an oil lamp on the bedside table.

Auric gave his sister a sideways glance. The hand he had just used to turn the page moved protectively towards the pile of fur that uncurled next to him. He petted the animal’s back.

The beady eyes of the roekil stared curiously in Marit’s direction for a moment, before the rodent yawned and curled itself up again.

“I’m reading,” Auric said.

Marit took a deep breath and forced a smile. Stay calm, she told herself. She would’ve preferred to have boxed his ears for wasting precious lamp oil in the middle of the day. And he probably already knew this book by heart, just like all the other books she had borrowed for him. But she didn’t want to argue with him. Not now. From outside came the sound of heavy boots crunching on the cobblestones of the courtyard.

She held out her hand to him. “Come on, we have to leave—by order of the city guard. It won’t be for long. You can take Rolly with you.”

Auric shook his head solemnly. “I haven’t finished this chapter, and it’s cold today.”

“We’ll put our coats on,” she said impatiently. Then, in a more pleasant tone: “And there’ll be a lot of see. The Magyckers are coming!”

Her brother looked up with interest, to Rolly’s visible dissatisfaction. The brown pile of fur snuggled up closer to Auric.

There was a banging at the door.

The boy and his companion shot upright.

Marit had anticipated this. She took off the scarf that she always wore around her neck in the tavern and wrapped herself in a crocheted shawl. She then grabbed Auric’s leather and wool coat off a hook and held it open for him. “Put in on,” she said nervously. “I promise you we’ll be back soon.”

The front door was thrown open violently and seconds later a burly city guardsman appeared in the bedroom doorway. His meaty face was graced by unkempt stubble and the tunic he wore over his coat of mail was covered in stains. “Evacuation,” he said harshly, while unashamedly undressing Marit with his eyes. “The bigwigs have arrived.” He hawked up yellow phlegm and spit it on the floor. “They’re going to clear the gorge. There’s a danger of landslides so close to where they’ll be working.”

Auric had grabbed his pet and was holding it against his chest, eyeing the intruder angrily. He was about to say something, but Marit beat him to the punch. “Of course,” she said. “We’ll leave right now.”

“But…”

She pressed one hand against Auric’s mouth, while using her other hand to push his coat into his lap.

“Well, looky here, a little troublemaker,” the guardsman jeered. “I’ve heard about him. If I’m not mistaken, they’ve got a name for him here in the neighborhood.” He scratched his stubbly chin and suddenly grinned. “Oh yeah, I remember. Odd Auric, that’s his name, isn’t it?”

Marit didn’t reply and was already walking towards the front door. She had to get out of here. Her stomach was already in a knot just from the idea of being in a bedroom with this man.

“Isn’t that a roekil?” she heard the man say. “Ow! Dammit, I’ll get you, you filthy creature!”

Something brown shot past Marit into the courtyard.

“Rooooooolly!”

Marit turned around. The panic in Auric’s voice told her enough.

“That thing bit me,” the guardsman growled, pressing his bloody right hand against his tunic. He looked at Auric, his face contorted in pain. “And it’s your fault.” He reached for the boy with his other hand, but Auric quickly ducked away from him.

The next moment he was running past Marit, his coat half on, calling out Rolly’s name at the top of his lungs.

Marit didn’t think twice. She muttered a half-hearted apology in the direction of the soldier and sped off after her brother and his companion.
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Marit saw Auric run out of the gate onto the main road, where he hesitated briefly before disappearing between two carts. He dashed right past the imposing dragon pulling the second of the two carts. The draft animal snapped at the boy, but its leather muzzle prevented it from doing any damage. The dragon flapped its small, useless wings and pounded the cobblestones with its short tail. The cart laden with barrels tilted dangerously, but a tamer was just in time to calm the beast.

“Auric!” Marit shouted. She caught a glimpse of his blond head further down the street and tried to keep up with him as best as she could, all the while fearful that something would happen to him.

She almost ran into the man who was holding Rolly by the scruff of the neck. The creature squirmed in his grasp, but the stranger deftly held the sharp teeth at a distance. Auric stood in front of him, panting, with his arms outstretched expectantly.

Marit laid her hands on his narrow shoulders. “Never do that again,” she panted.

But Rolly was the sole focus of her brother’s attention. Marit felt a pang of jealousy upon seeing what looked to be a rare flicker of love in Auric’s eyes. She couldn’t remember him ever having looked at her that way.

“Is this his?”

The man holding Rolly was staring at her.

She had to lift her gaze to look him straight in the eye. The stranger was tall, almost a head taller than she was. He had an even, tanned face that was slightly marred by a scar on his chin. His black hair and sideburns were peppered with gray, which contrasted strangely with his otherwise youthful appearance. He was richly dressed, almost dandyish. But if Marit read anything in his hard eyes it was cautiousness, and not a trace of snobbishness.

Marit nodded wordlessly, still a bit out of breath from chasing Auric. She glanced back over her shoulder. No sign of the guardsman. “Yes, the roekil is my brother’s,” she said. “I’m impressed you were able to catch him.”

“I fortunately have quick reflexes,” he said with a smile.

“Rolly is mine,” Auric said, echoing his sister’s words, while eyeing the man distrustfully.

The man carefully handed the animal to Auric, who affectionately pressed the lively roekil against his chest.

After the man turned back to Marit, his gaze drifted from her face to the base of her throat. His eyebrows shot up in surprise. Marit quickly rearranged her loose shawl to hide the small tattoo from his eyes.

“Thank you very much,” she said, cursing her own laxness. She should have tied her shawl better. She took a firm grip of her brother’s arm. “We won’t keep you any longer.” Marit made a move to turn around.

“Oh, I’ve got time.”

She hesitated.

“I’m just here to watch the spectacle.”

“Of people being driven out of their homes,” she snapped, knowing how unreasonable her words sounded. But she was tired and cold.

“Of the Magyckers who’ve come to clear the gorge,” he said.

Of course she knew that, too. Everyone knew that. Magyckers. Marit tasted the word on her tongue without uttering it. Every time she heard it she was painfully confronted with her childhood—that gaping void in her memory.

The stranger extended his hand. “I haven’t properly introduced myself. My name is Eamon.”

“Marit,” she replied stiffly. “Thanks again for your help.” She looked over her shoulder again, still afraid of a confrontation with the city guardsman. But she didn’t see any helmets among the people on the street, just restless dragons, screaming food vendors and a priest from Zoran who was blessing merchandise in exchange for money. She did spot two guardsmen going from door to door further down the street, but neither was built like the man whom Rolly had bitten.

Marit breathed a sigh of relief. She gave Eamon a perfunctory smile and grabbed Auric by his upper arm again. “But we really have to go now,” she said.

Before the man could react, she pulled her brother along and walked back in the direction they had come. She had assumed that Auric was going to start whining about wanting to go back home, but the opposite happened. “I want to see the Magyckers,” he said, while they struggled their way through the crowd.

Marit looked him in the eye to see whether he really meant what he said and saw the determination she had expected. Not surprising, as the boy always said exactly what he meant.

“Good,” she replied, while gripping his hand more tightly. She couldn’t bear the thought of losing him here in this crowd. “As long as you realize that the people are going to be standing close together there.”

Marit felt a shudder go through his body, but he continued to follow her willingly. The roekil also remained remarkably calm. It had crawled into the big breast pocket of Auric’s coat, and now only its pointy head with its intelligent, beady eyes was sticking out.

After a steep climb, they found a spot on a hill with a good view of the gorge entrance. They weren’t the only ones there either—the place was teeming with people. In addition to those who had had to temporarily leave their homes, many curious spectators had come from other parts of the city.

Marit felt Auric’s clammy hand and knew how uncomfortable he felt being among all these people. But apparently his interest in the Magyckers was greater.

Soldiers from the city guard had cordoned off the bottom of the hill to prevent people from getting close to the mass of rocks that blocked the gorge.

The road through the gorge was the life line of Oftenooi, the main port city of Semaris. It was the only passable route through a mountain range that otherwise cut the city off from the hinterland. Unusually severe torrential downpours had recently caused a landslide and now boulders the size of houses were blocking the road. The city council had first tried to use dragons to haul away the boulders, but even the strongest of those beasts were not up to the task. At a loss for what else to do, the council had commissioned an expensive spell from the Magyckers of Aimerey.

And today the Magyckers had finally arrived.

Marit wrapped herself more tightly in her shawl. The sun was already setting and it was slowly getting colder. But this was more than made up for by the view, even if it was partly blocked by other onlookers. The roof of the inn and that of their own house were visible at the foot of the hill, while in the distance one could see the mountain range that extended along part of the south coast of Semaris.

Surrounding Marit were men, women and children from all sections of society. Entire families had come to watch the spectacle. Most, like her, were dressed simply or even shabbily, in thick sweaters that had been frequently mended. But there were also a few groups of people who clearly had money to spend, adorned in expensive cloaks and hats that had to be held in the wind. Perhaps they were from the commercial district, all the way over by the port.

The excitement was palpable, just as it had been in the tavern, and there was no question as to why. Aside from the very rich, few had ever beheld the work of the illustrious Magyckers from up close, let alone been able to afford a spell.

Auric nudged her and pointed at something in the distance. And he wasn’t the only one. A murmur of delight went through the crowd. A speck had become visible in the blue sky above the mountaintops. As the speck grew bigger, its contours soon became recognizable as those of an airship.

The majestic ship flew soundlessly towards them and then hovered briefly above the blocked road before starting its descent.

Marit watched the scene with a lump in her throat. It evoked images of four years past, when she had seen such a ship for the first time. The images were also the oldest memories she had. Before then, there was just a void.

“They’re landing!” Auric shouted, standing up on his tiptoes to see everything. Even Rolly seemed to get swept up in the excitement around him. His head flicked back and forth nervously as he stuck out his nose to sniff the air.

The ship landed in an open area not far from the tavern. Once on the ground, it seemed less impressive than it had looked in the air. It wasn’t much more than a long, wooden cabin with a front and rear balcony, resting on two floats which allowed it to land on both land and water. A mast rose from the middle of the cabin into the sky, bearing a sail the color of the buildings of the legendary island of Aimerey: pearly white.

Marit knew that the sail did not actually serve much of a purpose. The ship derived all of its powers from spells cast by the Magyckers.

“The Magycker,” Auric murmured, full of admiration, pointing at the man dressed all in white now exiting the cabin. It was difficult for Marit to make out the man’s features from this distance, but she could see that his hair was thin and graying.

“I can’t see anything anymore,” Auric continued, futilely trying to peer over the shoulder of a man who had just stood up in front of him. He stamped his foot in frustration, but his view remained just as woefully obstructed as the entrance to the gorge in the distance.

Suddenly, the boy wrested free of Marit’s grip, slithered like an eel between the people standing in front of them and was gone.

Marit cursed under her breath, but had no choice but to follow him. Apologizing, she wriggled her way past incensed spectators, slowly making her way down the hill. At last, she spotted Auric. He had found himself a better vantage point, just behind the cordon where the guardsmen stood and only a stone’s throw away from the airship.

“Why do you always do that?!” she said, furious.

Auric didn’t seem to hear her. He only had eyes for the men now standing on the road next to their ship, studying them with an intent, almost determined look on his face.

There were three men, as the Magycker had in the meantime been joined by a Purger and a Weapon Bearer. The latter was a big fellow in armor whose face was hidden behind a visored helmet. His exotic, aqua-colored armor gleamed in the sun. The Purger was a scrawny man with short dark blond hair and a beard, and wearing the yellow cloak of his profession.

Marit heard oohing and aahing around her. She was also impressed, though to her the scene was predictable—after all, Aimerey’s representatives always travelled in trios of this same composition. The Purger was there to use his hypnotic powers to erase the spell from Magycker’s memory after it was cast. The Weapon Bearer, in his impenetrable armor of enchanted dragon scales, was there to protect them, while also seeing to it that the two of them carried out their work.

“The Purger is young,” Auric muttered. He looked at her. “Not much older than you, sis. That’s unusual.”

“What do you know about it?” Marit replied. She was still cross that Auric had run away from her. “Maybe all of them are just as young,” she suggested.

Auric didn’t reply, but only shook his head. It was one of the rare moments that he seemed more mature than he was, she realized, as her anger ebbed away. For whatever reason, she was never able to stay mad at him. No one in her life was closer to her than her little brother. She sighed. Would she ever fully understand him? And would he ever be able to stand on his own two feet? She didn’t know. While she was highly attuned to the emotions and feelings of others, Auric was completely lacking in that department. He always took what others said literally, and responded… uninhibitedly. This had often gotten him—and, as a result, her—in trouble. He had even insulted Holm a few times, without showing any appreciation for the professional relationship between Marit and her boss.

Marit pursed her lips and looked at him sideways. Pfft, he was just the way he was. She placed a loving hand on Auric’s blond head, but he jerked it away, irritated. In that sense he was just a normal twelve-year-old, she thought to herself wryly.

Whatever the case, it could have been worse. With her job in the tavern and the cheap accommodation Holm provided her, she had been able to take reasonably good care of Auric over these past years. It was a good thing, too, because who else was going to do it?

“It’s beginning,” Auric said, interrupting her musings.

The three men from Aimerey had approached the mass of rocks obstructing the entrance to the gorge. An officer of the city guard, who had just exchanged words with the men, walked back in the direction of the hill. As he did so he passed the tollhouse, which was usually manned by guards who collected the obligatory piece of silver per cart. The building had been unoccupied since the landslide several weeks ago, but now helmeted heads could once again be seen above the battlements that lined the edge of the roof.

The Magycker raised a hand, and a deep silence fell over the crowd. Even the food peddlers in the crowd kept their mouths shut.

The only sounds Marit now heard were the singing of birds and the heavy breathing of a man who was standing uncomfortably close to her, as well as the soft squeaking of Rolly, who seemed to be acutely aware of the sudden increase in tension. Auric made no sound at all. He stood next to her like a wax statue, completely motionless.

The Magycker began to cast his spell. He recited the complicated incantation in a loud, melodious voice, as though he was singing a hymn in a temple. While Marit could make out each individual word, she had no idea what any of it meant. The spell’s cadence conjured up vague memories in her mind, but they remained just as intangible as the smoke of a candle flame. She swallowed nervously.

They could feel the power of the incantation where they were standing. The hairs on Marit’s arms stood on end, and a strange, indefinable odor invaded her nostrils.

The singing then ceased.

Marit stared at the boulders that blocked the entrance to the gorge. Unconsciously, she had prepared herself for all kinds of spectacular effects, mostly because of the supposed risk of landslides. The result of the spell was therefore almost anticlimactic.

The boulders simply dissolved!

For a moment, they were enveloped in a white mist; when it lifted, all that was left was a thick layer of grit on the ground.

The road through the gorge had been reopened.

After a breathless silence, loud cheering erupted from the hill.

The noise seemed to upset Auric, but Marit felt a liberating laugh bubble up inside her. Finally! Trade could now resume, and money would start flowing back into The Gorge—and her own pockets, as well.

She watched the Purger walk towards the tired looking Magycker, take the older man by the shoulders and look him straight in the eye. For a moment they stood facing each other, motionless.

The Weapon Bearer kept his distance, a few steps away, closely watching his two fellow islanders.

The Purger then released the Magycker, who staggered briefly, before being escorted to the airship by his two companions. The three were helped aboard by a few crew members in white uniforms with thick fur collars. The ship then took to the skies.

The peculiar vessel flew off in a northeasterly direction, the direction of Aimerey. The entire ‘performance’ hadn’t lasted more than a quarter of an hour—a bizarrely short amount of time for casting a spell that was rumored to have cost the city council thousands of gold thalers.

Marit suddenly found herself being pushed forward by the people behind her. She saw that the row of city guardsmen who had encircled the hill had begun to disperse now that it was no longer necessary to keep the spectators away from any rolling rocks.

Marit quickly grabbed Auric by the hand and pulled him behind a tree to allow for others to pass. On the main road, the column of carts starting moving to a lot of yelling and shouting. Snorting, the foremost dragon pulled an overloaded cart in the direction of the tollhouse. Marit observed the animal with a certain amount of pity. It was said that, centuries ago, dragons had had wings that were large enough to fly—until the Magyckers had almost wiped them out with their airships. The last specimens had been captured and encaged. Over the years, spells and careful breeding programs had been used to modify them into flightless draft animals. They were strong but ill-tempered animals. For this reason, mercantile houses often employed dragon tamers, who could calm the beasts using their telepathic powers.

Back at the tavern, patrons had begun to gather at the front door, which was locked. Now nobody was there to serve them, Marit thought with frustration. She wondered why the Magyckers hadn’t let them know in advance that there wasn’t the slightest danger of landslides. Then this whole evacuation business wouldn’t have been necessary. Why all the exaggerated secrecy, the convulsive silence?

The throng of people thinned out a bit and Marit walked with Auric towards the main road and the tavern. The first cart had now stopped in front of the tollhouse and one of the men in the driver’s seat was gesticulating wildly, visibly indignant with the officer of the watch. Eventually, he pulled out his purse and paid some coins with undisguised reluctance. The toll had increased, Marit suspected. The cost of procuring the spell would have to be recouped one way or another.

“A syrup cookie, madam?”

A peddler held a golden yellow cookie up to her nose, but Marit shook her head. The few pieces of silver she still had in her pouch could be spent on something better.

“Perhaps for the young gentleman?” the man continued, holding the pastry up to Auric’s nose with a feigned smile.

He’s just as syrupy as his merchandise, Marit thought. At the same time, the smell of caramel made her mouth water.

“I want to go home” was Auric’s only reaction. He had retracted his head so that his chin and throat were hidden by the collar of his oversized coat.

“Allow me,” a familiar-sounding voice suddenly said. A few coins were pressed into the peddler’s hands and someone took three cakes out of the basket hanging in front of the man’s chest.

Marit looked up with surprise as Eamon handed both her and Auric a cake. She hesitated, staring at him suspiciously. Had he followed her or was this pure coincidence? And why was he trying to get into her good graces?

“I want to go home,” Auric whined, ignoring Eamon’s offer. “Right now.” The roekil thought otherwise, as Rolly curiously extended his snout upwards out of the breast pocket. But Eamon wisely kept the cake out of his reach.

“You heard him,” Marit said, in a way relieved that Auric had taken the decision out of her hands. “We have to go.” She pulled her brother along and walked onward, leaving Eamon visibly surprised.

Just a few steps further, Auric stopped.

At first, Marit thought that he had changed his mind about the cake until she saw what had attracted his attention.

A little further on, a group of guardsmen were standing next to the tollhouse. One of them had turned towards them. He nudged one of his companions and pointed in Auric’s direction. The hand he used to do so was wrapped in a bloody cloth.

Marit stiffened.

The guardsman yelled something to the others and then, with a grim look on his face, bore down on the woman and her younger brother.

Marit looked around quickly, but it was too late to run.

The other city guardsmen grinned as they saw their colleague advance. Marit recognized one of them as a regular customer of The Gorge—a bad drunk with wandering hands.

Passers-by stopped, evidently hoping to see an entertaining confrontation. Out of the corner of her eye, Marit saw the figure of Eamon, not far away. He was coming closer.

Desperate, she put her arm around Auric’s shoulder, in an attempt to press him against her protectively, but he resisted. It was as though he was rooted to the spot.

Auric gazed emptily at the soldier who was walking towards them. His lips appeared to be moving, but Marit couldn’t hear what he was saying above the street noise.

The guardsman suddenly stopped. His eyes widened and his greasy face contorted into an expression of almost comic bewilderment.

A pale mist materialized around his boots and spread to the tollhouse behind him in the blink of an eye. The mist rose, hiding both the building and soldiers from view.

The guardsman with the bandaged hand gaped at the lower part of his body veiled in mist and let out a blood-curdling scream. Behind him, other horror-stricken cries sounded.

The mist then swallowed him completely.

This was followed by a few smothered gargling noises.

After that it was quiet, deathly quiet. Even the dragons seemed to have been struck dumb.

Slowly, the mist dissolved.

The tollhouse had disappeared, as had the city guard.

All that remained was a layer of grit… and a few circles of hot ash, which were quickly blown away in the wind.

The bystanders stared in shock at the sudden emptiness. A few of them looked skyward, but no airship was to be seen.

A hesitant murmuring rippled through the crowd, quickly gaining in volume.

Marit’s heart was in her mouth. Next to her, Auric seemed to wince. He staggered and grabbed hold of her arm for support. His face was a mixture of surprise and bewilderment. He looked at her, his face pale. “I’m tired,” he sighed. “Can we finally go home now?”





[image: ] 3 [image: ] The Purger

Inconceivable. That’s what it was. Just the idea that he of all people could have had something to do with that horrific incident was too absurd for words. But who else?

It was a question that kept nagging at Marit. Her sleep was suffering, not to mention her work at The Gorge.

“Hey, missy.”

Marit sighed, rolled her eyes and turned around slowly. The man who had called her was sitting in a dark corner of the tavern with four of his companions. Five skullcaps were on prominent display on their table, surrounded by an accumulation of mugs. The ‘still life’ was completed by plates of gnawed off bones and buttered breadcrusts, which glimmered greasily in the candlelight.

Marit wiped the sweat off her brow with the back of her arm and walked towards the soldiers. The city guard had been coming here more often as of late for their evening entertainment, certainly now that the men had to spend the day in the nearby hut that served as a temporary tollhouse.

“What can I do for you?” she asked in a tired voice. It was late and she was exhausted.

“Another round,” one of them said, hoarsely. The man sitting next to him, ostensibly the group’s main instigator, grabbed her apron, pulled it towards him and used it wipe off his greasy hands. A third man enthusiastically pounded the bottom of his mug against the battered table.

Before Marit could turn away, she felt the instigator’s hands on her leg and her buttock. She took a step back in an attempt to break free.

But the man moved with her and didn’t let go.

“Let go of me,” she said, giving his arm a good slap.

The half-drunk soldier grinned and tried to pull her even closer.

Marit balled her hand into a fist and swung at him with all her might. Her knuckles made contact with his jaw and a burning pain shot through her hand and arm.

The impudent young man’s head flew back, and he fell backwards against the ground, chair and all.

Gasping for breath, Marit stood over him. She grimaced as she rubbed her knuckles.

The soldier shook his head. He looked at her, dazed, just like his companions. The neighboring tables fell silent and Marit could feel the gaze of the other customers boring into her back. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a visibly disgruntled Holm staring at her from behind the bar.

Marit bit her lip and felt tears welling up.

Using a hand extended to him by one of the others, the guardsman crawled back onto his feet, groaning and cursing.

The leader of the group, a mustachioed petty officer who had clearly served for many years already, broke the tension. The corners of his mouth curled upward. “You’re obviously not her type, Kerval,” he said with a grin. “Let that be a lesson to you.”

“Hmm,” the soldier grumbled, massaging his jaw. He gave Marit an indignant look, but didn’t dare do anything.

Marit felt an arm being put around her shoulder and turned her head to see the concerned face of Dena, one of the other barmaids. “Come with me,” the blonde said, pulling her away with gentle coercion. The two women walked through the barroom towards the kitchen, passing by the table that Marit had fastidiously avoided the entire evening—the table with the men in white.

“What is going on with you?” Dena asked, after she had led Marit into the passage between the kitchen and the bar. The chattering of customers was now drowned out by the clanging of pots and pans, while the smell of beer was supplanted by the odor of garlic and roast meat. “It seems like you’ve been upset for days now. You usually don’t lose your cool like that.”

Marit blew her nose into the handkerchief Dena handed to her. She ran her hand through her dark locks and rubbed her watery eyes. “I wish I knew,” she sighed. This definitely hadn’t been the first time that a customer had gone further than she liked, but she was normally able to brush it aside with a playful slap or joke.

“Oh, sweetheart, you’re trembling,” Dena said. The older woman pressed Marit against her and patted her on the back. Marit put up with it. It was rare for her to experience human warmth.

“It’s those men from Aimerey,” she finally sputtered. “They make me terribly nervous.”

“Well, you’re not the only one,” Dena said, soothingly. “That’s for sure.”

All of Oftenooi had been in an uproar since the disappearance of the tollhouse. The story of what had happened that day had spread as fast as lightning to the rest of Semaris and far beyond. It had led to not only wild speculation, but also to a ratcheting up of tensions between Semaris and Aimerey, all the more because soldiers had died. Representatives of Aimerey had purportedly sworn that they were not behind the attack, but this hadn’t convinced King Gravius. In any event, the damage to Aimerey’s reputation was unprecedented.

Not surprisingly, Marit thought. No living soul had ever witnessed a spell cast twice in a row. It simply wasn’t possible. The Council of Aimerey hadn’t established the position of Purger for nothing, after all. They had done so many years ago, shortly after the Magycker Alban Voladis had left the island and began using his arsenal of spells for his own personal gain. The results were disastrous. It wasn’t until after a bloody struggle that they had been able to kill Alban, and after this Aimerey protected its monopoly by teaching Magyckers only one spell at a time, which a Purger would erase from their memories immediately after use.

Since the incident, Marit’s life had been turned upside down. Of all the places the Magyckers who had been sent to investigate the case could have stayed, they had chosen The Gorge. It was the inn closest to the site of the incident. With all of his rooms occupied by these strange visitors, Holm was doing better business than ever. The Magyckers, Purgers and Weapon Bearers sometimes even had to share rooms—something they were clearly not used to doing.

Marit felt very uncomfortable around these men. Even the soldiers from the city guard usually sat at some distance from them, or chose to go to a different tavern. In fact, except for Holm, no one was happy with their arrival. The Magyckers were cool and reserved, to the point of arrogance. And they seemed to look through everyone and everything.

The door to the bar opened. “Holm wants to know what’s keeping you,” Mila said. Mila was a young woman whom the innkeeper had just hired. Her blond curls and big eyes made her look innocent, but Marit knew better than that. Mila played the guests like a bard played the lute. She always knew how to strike the right chord, at least with the men.

“I’ll be right there,” Dena said, waving her away. “Marit’s going home. It’s already late anyway.”

“You’re going to explain that to Holm?” Mila asked.

Dena just nodded, while the energy seemed to drain from her face, the lines in which were now clearly visible in the floodlight of the bar. Dena had been working in The Gorge for over a decade and it showed, certainly at times like this.

“I’ll stay a bit longer,” Marit said, as Mila disappeared back into the bar.

“No, you’re going home,” Dena said resolutely. “You’ve already been through your share of misery recently, especially after what happened at the tollhouse. You saw it all, didn’t you?”

Marit cleared her throat, but didn’t reply.

“And now with how busy things are here.”

“That’s my problem,” Marit said, in a harsher voice than she had intended. She took a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Dena replied, resigned. “Go on now. I’ll tell Holm that you’re stopping earlier tonight.”

“Thanks.”

Dena gave her a tired smile and walked back into the barroom. Through the open door, Marit saw a tall figure walk towards the bar, take off his cloak and look around for an unoccupied table. She quickly turned away her face, afraid he would see her. It was the man who harassed her without being harassing. Since the day of the incident, Eamon had been coming in regularly for a drink, alone and in silence. She felt hounded by him, even though he only followed her with his eyes.

Marit pushed the door shut and crossed the courtyard. An oil lamp was burning in her living room, she saw. Just what I need, she thought. She shook her head as she entered the house.

“Auric, come on, not again.”

“Leave me alone.”

“Come on,” she said. “It’s way past your bedtime.”

Auric sat in a corner of the room on a chair, with a wooden reading board on his lap that he had recently gotten for his birthday. Her brother loved not only books, but letters and numbers in general. Just like Marit, Auric celebrated his birthday on a randomly chosen day, as neither of them knew when they were born. Of course, Auric claimed that his day was in fact the right one, but he often said things that Marit attributed to the overactive imagination of a boy who had more book smarts than real-world experience.

Auric was sliding the blocks engraved with letters from one place to another, making words with them. Each time the blocks touched there was a soft click. It was a sound that had begun to get on her nerves more and more.

The roekil was clearly not bothered by it. He was lying under the chair on a pile of cleaning cloths, apparently fast asleep.

“Rolly’s got the right idea,” she said. “He tucked himself in a long time ago.”

“I’m not sleepy,” Auric said without looking up. “And mind your own business. You’re not my mother.”

Marit grimaced. That was an argument he used whenever the opportunity presented itself, and every time he did it made her feel guilty even though she knew it was undeserved. The fact was that she did her absolute best to be a mother figure to him, as difficult as that was, especially over the past weeks. Since the incident at the tollhouse he had become even more withdrawn than usual. And every attempt she made to talk to him about it came to nothing.

Auric also made hardly any contact with others. He had never had any friends. In the past, he had occasionally let Marit talk him into going into town or visiting the bathhouse with her. But now he wouldn’t even do that anymore. His main outdoor activities consisted of running around the courtyard with his inseparable roekil or hanging around the entrance gate for hours on end, especially when a column of dragons was passing by. He would be so enraptured by the beasts that he was deaf and blind to anything else that happened on the street.

Marit sighed, sat down and took an apple from the basket on the table. She had hardly had any time to eat that evening. “I can…”

She was interrupted by a soft knock at the door.

Auric looked up and Marit saw in his eyes the same startled reaction she herself felt. A visitor? So late? She put the apple back and stood up hesitantly.

A second knock.

Marit walked to the door and peered through the spyhole. In the dusk she saw the face of a well-groomed man of about sixty. There was something familiar about him, but she didn’t know where she’d seen him before. The man smiled and ran his fingers through his full, graying head of hair—not a hair was out of place. “My name is Orvil,” he said, “and I have a few questions.” His voice was just as refined as his appearance. “May I come in? It won’t take long.”

“Uh, it’s rather late. I was just about to eat something.”

“I just need a moment,” he said in a friendly tone. “And it’s rather important.”

Marit couldn’t think of a good reason to refuse him and opened the door a crack. She felt the blood drain from her face. Now that she could see the visitor in his entirety, she knew where she had caught a glimpse of him before. That morning she had seen his yellow cloak in the tavern, where he was eating breakfast together with two other Purgers.

Orvil pushed the door open further and stepped inside. “Thank you,” he said, still smiling. He entered the room, saw Auric and furrowed his eyebrows. “Is there somewhere we can talk without being disturbed?”

The reading board fell to the floor with a clang. The boy had jumped up and was staring at the visitor with wide eyes. Rolly darted off.

“Go to the bedroom, Auric,” Marit said hurriedly. She could see it in his eyes that he was going to protest. “To the bedroom, now,” she repeated, stabbing the air with her finger to indicate the direction.

“But…”

“Now,” she snapped at him. Rarely did she erupt at him like this, as it usually had no effect. But she was far too upset to be patient with him now.

Fortunately, Auric seemed to pick up on the urgency of her command. With an angry look on his face, he beat it to the bedroom. Rolly pattered after him. The door closed behind them with a bang.

“Good,” the Purger said airily, as though nothing had happened. “Let’s sit down.” He sat down at the table, his gaze tellingly coming to rest on the reading board. “The boy can evidently read,” he observed, without a trace of surprise.

Marit also sat down and shifted restlessly in her chair. She suspected that the man had heard from one of the other barmaids or Holm that both she and Auric could read and write—a rarity among people of their standing.

Orvil stared at her and she lowered her eyes.

Marit often felt uncomfortable in one-on-one situations with men. The closer they came, the more distance she kept. She didn’t have a good explanation for it, but it was a pattern that kept repeating itself. And this ostensibly friendly visitor made her even more nervous than usual. “What would you like to know?” she asked.

“Oh, I’ll get to that in a minute,” he said. “Once you’ve calmed down. You’re shaking with nerves. Could it be that you’re afraid of me?”

She swallowed. “No,” she lied.

“Then why can’t you look at me?”

Marit didn’t know how to behave. Part of her cursed her own weakness, while other voices in her head completely understood it. “I’m familiar with the reputation of your… kind,” she uttered.

“I am not here to hypnotize you or influence you in any other way. I just have a few simple questions.”

Hesitantly, she met his gaze, though not without squinting her eyes. It was a response that was stronger than she herself, born from an experience that had determined the course of her life.

“Why do you think that I’m here?” Orvil asked.

“No idea,” she replied.

“Come, come. You know very well why I’m here.”

She remained silent.

“I spoke with others today,” he said. “Other witnesses.”

“And you heard that my brother and I were at the tollhouse,” she said, resigned.

“And not only that.”

“Huh?”

“It happened right in front of you.”

“I won’t deny that. We’re still having a hard time sleeping.”

“Understandably,” Orvil said, with feigned sympathy. “Especially when I consider that one of the guards was bearing down on you at that moment. He was quite angry, I’ve been told.”

“That’s possible,” Marit said hesitantly, frantically trying to think of a plausible explanation. She couldn’t help but think of the incident she had had in The Gorge earlier that evening. “Some customers don’t like it when I reject their, uh, advances,” she said. “I think he was one of them.”

The Purger eyed her skeptically. “Perhaps,” he said. “I’m sure you have admirers. For that matter, I’m surprised that you live alone, to be honest.”

“I don’t live alone,” she said. “You saw my brother.”

“Ah yes,” he replied. “The boy’s going to be quite a handful, by the looks of it.”

Marit straightened her back and looked the Purger in the eye for the first time. “That’s none of your business,” she said curtly.

Orvil smiled condescendingly. “As you like.”

Marit made a decision and stood up. “There’s nothing else I can tell you. I have no idea who cast the second spell. We were just as surprised as everyone else.” She mustered up her courage. “You can go now.”

Now that she was standing, Marit could see that the door to the bedroom was open a crack. Auric was hearing everything.

Orvil didn’t follow her example. He remained seated at the table, leaning back comfortably. “Thanks for the suggestion, but I wasn’t entirely finished.”

Marit crossed her arms and continued to stand. She said nothing.

“You’ve been living here for four years now?”

She nodded.

“Where did you live before that?”

“If you’ve talked to Holm, you already know the answer to that.”

“So on Aimerey,” he said.

“That’s correct,” she admitted reluctantly. “I’m not proud of it, but that’s the way it is.”

“Were you born there?”

“You also already know the answer to that question,” she said bitterly. “I recall nothing prior to when I saw the Purger who erased my memory.” Marit felt a lump in her throat. “I don’t remember anything from the past, nothing at all. My childhood, my upbringing, my parents, my… loves. Everything is gone. My brother and I were purged, put on a ship and discarded. Penniless. Paperless. Like yesterday’s trash. I…”

“But that was your own choice,” Orvil interrupted her. For the first time she heard irritation in his voice. “Only citizens who explicitly choose to leave Aimerey may leave it. On the condition that they agree to have their memory purged. That’s how it’s always been.”

“That may be the case,” she said, raising her voice. “I have no idea what brought me to that decision at the time, but based on the life I have now I wouldn’t make that choice again. Everyone who finds out where I come from knows that I’m a drifter without a past, an ungrateful brat who couldn’t find happiness on rich and virtuous Aimerey.” She uttered the last words with a cynicism that surprised even her. She took a deep breath. “Auric and I even learned to read and write there,” she continued in a calmer voice. “And yet no one here wants anything to do with us, I can assure you that.”

“Then you shouldn’t have left,” Orvil replied soberly. He peered at her throat thoughtfully. “I realize that you don’t like to make a show of your tattoo, but I would still like to take a closer look.”

“Why?” Marit tightened the shawl around her neck, a reflex that had become second nature over the past four years.

“Because I say so.”

Marit considered refusing, but removed the shawl and lifted her chin defiantly so that the small tattoo would be illuminated in the light of the lamp.

Orvil bent towards her and his eyes narrowed.

“No wonder you’re literate,” he muttered. “You worked in the fifth district.”

“And that means?”

“That’s not important,” he said, sitting back up with a straight face. “I assume that your brother doesn’t have a tattoo. He was probably too young.”

“If you say so.”

The Purger put his fingertips together and stared straight ahead for a while. He then sighed theatrically, stood up and slowly walked towards the door.

Marit breathed a sigh of relief. She felt the tension flow out of her body.

At the last moment, Orvil turned around. “I have one more question,” he said.

“And that is?” she asked, suddenly alert again.

“At the moment you saw the tollhouse go up in smoke, did you hear anyone around you talking or murmuring in an unusual way, perhaps in a sing-songy way? Think carefully before answering.”

All of her doubts came back to the surface. “No, I didn’t hear anyone. At least, not above the noise all those people were making.” And that was also the truth, she realized.

The Purger had his hand on the door handle. A worried furrow appeared on his forehead. “Many others have said the same thing. But we’ll find the perpetrator, there’s no doubt about that.” He looked at her sharply. “Perhaps something will come back to you. If it does, you can find us in The Gorge or visit our local embassy.”

“If this is so important to you, why don’t you use your power to check whether I’m telling the truth?” Marit was surprised at her own boldness, but she just wanted to know the answer. “Or are you only capable of erasing memories?” she asked in a sarcastic tone.

A joyless grin spread across Orvil’s face. “You’re quite naïve,” he said, while smoothing out the wrinkles of his expensive cloak. “What do you think would happen if we started hypnotizing random citizens of the archipelago? Who would dare do business with us after that? But Aimerey doesn’t need to stoop to those kinds of methods anyway. If there’s something we want to know, we find it out.”

“I understand,” Marit said, reproaching herself for her foolishness.

“And now I’ll be going,” Orvil said. He looked around once more. “You’ve got a nice place here, by the way,” he said, while opening the door. “And it’s close to the inn.” He waved goodbye to her nonchalantly and left the house.
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Eamon Talivan felt spied on. Someone was following him, he was almost certain of it.

He quickened his pace, passed a few half-drunk sailors and sidestepped a man with a handcart. It was late in the day and the bustle on Oftenooi’s commercial quay was already beginning to die down. There were few places in the world that he knew better. The quay’s smells and sounds were as familiar as his own reflection. The screaming of seagulls, the rattling of coach and wagon wheels, the briny sea air and the stench of rotting fish. He had grown up with them.

It was partly for this reason that Eamon had quickly picked up on the change in the rhythm of his surroundings. Strolling about a ship’s length behind him was a man who had remained in Eamon’s wake a little too long, and who had been trying just a little too hard to be inconspicuous.

It was beginning to get dark and Eamon knew that if he wanted to confront his pursuer he had to act quickly. An alley a little further on would provide an opportunity, he hoped, though it was a shame that the visibility was so bad. Or perhaps that was a good thing.

On sunny days, the harbor area was a colorful spectacle, with stacks of goods, food stalls and sailors from almost all the islands. Now, however, the quay, which was lined with storehouses and merchants’ houses, was a gray sight. A fine drizzle, visible in the light of the lanterns, was chilling to the bone for those who remained in it long enough. Fortunately, Eamon’s expensive garbs provided sufficient protection against the damp, but he almost felt sorry for the men keeping watch on the moored vessels. He recognized the ships only from their contours.

He first passed two big-bellied brigs from Mulena. The hulking forms of the ballistae on their prows contrasted strongly with the elegantly carved tentacles of Luvendar’s ‘holy’ squid that embraced the ships’ bows.

The brigs were followed by a slim galley with pulled in oars which hailed from Misqat. The Vugolians had an almost obsessive craving for independence. They didn’t want to be at the mercy of something as unpredictable as the wind. Vugol was also the only island in the archipelago that didn’t do business with the Magyckers as a matter of principle.

Behind the galley was a two-masted brigantine from Pelang, followed by many more dark silhouettes. The row seemed to go on forever.

Eamon slowed down to let a coach pass and then strode purposefully towards the quay’s narrowest side street. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see that the man had made the same change of course. It was the proof Eamon needed. His sixth sense hadn’t deceived him. It was an observation that both pleased and frightened him. Had someone seen through his cover?

The alley was deserted, just as Eamon had hoped. As a child he had frequently played hide-and-seek here with his brother, making grateful use of the trash that piled up against the side walls. When they came back home their shoes would leave dirty tracks on the hall floor, to the despair of the servants. Those had been the happiest years of his life.

The pavement changed to mud and Eamon began to breathe through his mouth. The stench was unbearable. Strange that it hadn’t been a deterrent to him as a child. Had his sense of smell developed so much since then? Or had he simply expunged the nauseating smell from his memory, as he had with so many other unpalatable things?

He quickly reached the ambush location, which was far removed from the occasional lanterns and near a simple rain barrel. Eamon ducked behind it, took out his dagger and crouched down as low as possible. A rat skittered away with a squeak and he felt his heart race.

The man who was following him had stopped. It was a lot quieter here than on the quay. The only sound Eamon heard was his own panting. The stench almost made him retch, and it took all of his self-discipline not to give himself away.

After what seemed like an eternity, the footsteps resumed and came closer, slowly and carefully, the sound being muffled by the squishy ground. Eamon risked a quick glance around the barrel. The shadow that approached wasn’t armed, at least as far as he could see.

At the last moment, Eamon leapt up. He threw himself almost blindly at the man, who was a head shorter than he was. He wrapped his arm around the man’s neck and, with his free hand, pressed the dagger’s blade against the man’s unprotected throat.

“Why are you following me?” Eamon said, while straining to keep the struggling man under control. “And don’t try to scream or I’ll slit your throat.” To reinforce his threat, he made a quick cutting motion. The smaller man stiffened. His face was hard for Eamon to make out, as it was partly hidden under a leather cap. The soaked fisherman’s smock concealed a sinewy and hardened body. In an honest fight, the man would have been a tough opponent.

“Why are you following me?” Eamon repeated.

“Let me go,” the other panted.

Eamon applied a bit more pressure with his dagger. “You wouldn’t be the first corpse to be found here.”

The man began to cough.

“I’m still waiting.” Eamon let him have some air.

“The Claw. The Claw had me keep an eye on you,” the other gasped.

“The Claw? Kylian? Has he gone completely…” Eamon bit his lip. “Why?” he sighed.

“He hadn’t heard anything from you.”

“I had my reasons,” Eamon replied. “A lot has happened recently.” He took a deep breath. “Why didn’t you just come up and talk to me? If my brother really sent you, you also know where I’m staying.”

“Orders,” the other said, in a barely audible voice.

“Orders?”

“I’ll explain, but first let me go.”

“First prove to me that Kylian sent you,” Eamon said, not so gently pushing the man up against the wall. He took a quick glance around to make sure that no one saw them.

“I know that you’re staying in the tailors’ district, in the attic room across from the guildhall,” the other said in an indignant tone. “If I had wanted to rat on you, I could’ve done so long ago. You’ve also seen me a few times, on the Ciaran. My name is Falon.”

Eamon snatched the cap from the head of his would-be waylayer and turned his face towards him. The snub nose and glimmering eyes were indeed vaguely familiar. He let go of the man and took a step back. But he didn’t put away his dagger.

The two stood facing each other, panting. Falon’s eyes darted back and forth nervously, while he rubbed his throat with a hand.

“You’ll survive,” Eamon said sarcastically.
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