
  
    
      
        
          [image: Tristan’s Gambit]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Tristan’s Gambit

      A Trimarked Prequel

    

    
      
        C K Sorens

      

    

    
      All rights reserved.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        }|{

      

      

      Tristan Glynn trailed the figure through streets that rose and fell as if in concert with the ocean waves beyond the break that protected this port city. His stride appeared casual as he ate up the distance with the length of spindly legs. He ignored the smells of sweat and feces that sunk below the heavier scents of perfume and coffee as the humans made their way to the marble halls of their offices.

      As the exact opposite of his home, this city struck a deep cord of longing for Tristan. The Witch and Wizard architects of Galitti had executed every detail with care, and the sprawling town sprouted from the teal grass fields of the prairie. Stones hewn from red-gold granite were polished to shine in the sun and decorated the exterior of buildings set apart so the expansive horizons remained visible. Garnet tiles crowned the roofs. Matching bricks lined the curvy streets that led their citizens on an enjoyable journey. Lush plant life bloomed year round, providing fragrant air and fruit to all who traversed the gentle walkways under the lilac sky.

      The hoodie clad figure stopped at a pastry stand and his reverie faded. If he wanted to return home, he needed to focus on where he was now. Tristan slowed to a natural halt and leaned against the frame of a glass enclosed bus stop that protected the bench and its occupants from the incessant wind.

      Tristan cut through the grey suit crowd on the pale concrete sidewalk and breathed in silver, foggy air. He’d adopted his own drab camouflage with a long trench coat and trilby hat to dampen his red hair. He’d created a glamor to muddy the gem-like light-refraction of his emerald irises. Though he wore dark slacks, he found comfort in an iridescent vest, an exquisite basil shade that shifted with movement, revealing shades of pink and blue, much like a hummingbird feathers when caught in the sunlight.

      The person he followed drifted away from the stand, a powdery concoction in her hand. Pinched off pieces landed on the ground as she walked. Breadcrumbs. She knew he was there.

      His eyes narrowed, and he eased back into the moving crowd. She turned into an alley, and he was thankful it was not one of the filth encrusted ones. Plants spilled from pots and hung from white, decorative hooks. Vines climbed along the brick walls and freshened the passageway that led to a wrought-iron gate she’d left open for him.

      Tristan closed it and forged deeper into the secret garden.

      This reminded him of Galitti, yet he did not let his mind or eyes stray. If she intended to take him off guard with memories of home, he would disappoint her.

      “Cyrene,” he snapped. The exit was still within reach, and the gentle pour of a fountain sounded from out of sight. Tristan’s lips pulled back from his teeth and he sucked in a deep breath.

      “Do you have it or not!” he demanded.

      Despite speed that would blur before a human’s eyes, Tristan tracked Cyrene’s sprinting form. At the end of the entrance path, where the garden trail arched out to either side, a wooden bench invited a rest. Upon that slatted seat, his small prize rested where it had not been before her little show.

      Tristan scowled. He did not have time for games. His stride took him to the intersection in only three steps. Nimble motions had the pine cone pressed between the fingertips of his left hand. He stared at the two inch seed pod for a long moment, inhaling awe for the power of nature that allowed the largest tree in this realm to begin in such a small package.

      Movement flashed out of the corner of Tristan’s eyes, directed toward him.

      Most Witches wore layered bracelets, hanging earrings, and other bits of rope to hold a plethora of crystals and stones within tiny hemp cages. Each stone held a unique ability to channel magic. Add multiple gems of the same make together and they could magnify the effect.

      Tristan had long since shed the weight. He specialized, and was powerful enough that magnification was a rare need. After years of shedding trinkets one by one, he now carried a pale purple amethyst and a quartz, one secured in each cufflink. He curled the middle finger on his right hand, whispered words to shape the magic, and brushed the white veined, transparent crystal.

      Energy rippled around him, tucked into the ground. He slid his left heel back an inch and instantly stood two feet from where Cyrene braced herself before the bench.

      “Is your mistress angry with me?” Tristan asked, tucking the pine cone into an interior breast pocket. Cyrene’s bloodshot eyes glared at him. Tristan studied her, unperturbed as she crept closer. His path was still open. He only needed to take a step to find safety.

      “She found the trinket for me,” Tristan said. “Most impressive. A Terran pine cone wouldn’t work. I needed an original parent, straight from the Helduan trees. How does Shade manage to pass things between realms when the rest of us can’t?”

      Cyrene opened her mouth on a hiss. Tristan’s body stiffened.

      “Interesting. I’m used to Fae who refuse to speak, but this is new.” Tristan side-stepped his magical path. He needed to move at a normal distance as he approached, but getting rid of his quick exit made little sense.

      Cyrene was a go-between, and he thought she’d been content with that relationship. He wasn’t sure how she was in contact with Shade, a powerful Fae who remained in Gypsum. There were many questions regarding Shade. What mattered: She was willing to help him. They shared an enemy in the person who had created this mess with the Veil, an anger Cyrene had appeared to share, at least at first.

      Tristan had been wandering Terra for seventeen years, now. At first, he’d looked to the libraries, but there had been little help from a human culture who despised magic at best, sometimes feared it, or worse, thought they had the ability to harness it.

      Then he’d found others trapped like him, but not. The Veil had forced the residents of Galitti through to Terra. Others had chosen to be here, only to be trapped when the Veil bubbled and hardened. These poor magic-bearing souls had been on vacation, unaware of the Fade that had wracked his town with so much pain and anguish. Their ignorance was because of his own arrogance, believing he could fix the Veil without outside help, but that was neither here nor there.

      Now he knew he needed help, and these stranded communities of mages were happy to oblige. The Fae had proved particularly helpful once they learned the anomaly had been caused from their side of the Veil. Most High Magic was taboo. To know they were trapped by a solidified boundary they’d once parted like a curtain had created resentment, and Tristan was happy to take advantage.

      He was not used to that anger being turned on him, yet Cyrene was enraged. Red-rimmed eyes. Flushed cheeks surrounded by pale skin. Living Ink tattoos peeled away from her neck.

      Oh.

      Tristan stepped back onto his path. He’d gotten close enough.

      “She refuses to bring me home.” Cyrene’s voice moved like sandpaper over Tristan’s ears. He refrained from covering them.

      “Yet she was able to get a pine cone from Heldu and into your hands. A shame.”

      “She says heartbeats can’t make it through!”

      “I wouldn’t worry. Your state of health suggests you won’t have a pulse for too much longer.”

      Cyrene’s lips curled back into a horrid, broken tooth smile. “You misunderstand, Wizard. It isn’t my heart that’s going to fail.”

      The Fae moved faster than Tristan could counter this time. Shock sent his eyebrows high, and he wrapped long fingers around her wrist to hold off her hand at his throat. Dry, cracked skin exposed from the cuff of her hoodie drew his attention. Her veins showed through in grey lines. The edges of her dead tattoos peeked through, peeling at the tips, and bubbled along the length.

      “I see,” he managed through a constricted windpipe. With his free hand, he dug between the buttons of his coat and into the deep pocket at his hip. He gripped the hilt of a blade and pulled it out, placing the cutting edge against Cyrene’s forearm.

      “It won’t be mine, either,” he assured her.

      Cyrene sucked in a breath at the sight of starfall iron. The bowie knife had been crafted to gather blood along tiny channels, and where he’d prefer not to taint it with hers, self-preservation came first.

      Using the weapon proved unnecessary. Cyrene let go and stepped back.

      “You plan to use that knife and break open the shell around Trifecta?” she asked.

      Tristan lowered his chin and raised it once, his attention locked on Cyrene’s features, watching for any sign she might attack.

      “The pine cone you secured for me will help guarantee greater damage,” he assured her.

      “Good. I have a few bones to pick apart, and only some of them belong to my mistress.” She spat the title and Tristan figured she wouldn’t be a lackey for Shade any longer.

      Tristan redirected the magic in his path so he could move around Cyrene, unwilling to turn his back or appear to be running. He stepped forward and was through the garden. Another stride took him deep into a crowded street, a glamor masked him so not to alarm the humans. He tucked the knife away and realized he’d be needing a new coat since the blade had cut through the lining. A shame, but maybe he could get one that would fit over an arm sheath for his knife.

      “We’ll be waiting.”

      Her voice followed him. He jerked around, but Cyrene herself was not there. With a quick touch to his gem and a muttered spell, the path closed. Just to be certain.

      At a different time, Tristan would have investigated the Fae’s condition, causes and solutions. Today, he had another task to complete. He needed to break into the bubble surrounding Trifecta, a slightly more difficult undertaking than when he broke out seventeen years ago. Tristan wasn’t worried. Fate had a way of favoring the just.
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