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  Two sellswords--a half-elf and a half-orc--find their war over before it even begins. But trouble is stirring on the home front, conflict which threatens more than just their lives.
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  PROLOGUE


  



  



  



  Kozog


  



  The Shadowlands


  



  One year before the destruction of Atikala


  and the events of Ren of Atikala


  



  THE ARMY OF THE OPEN Fist marched on Irondarrow Keep, thousands of booted feet pounding their way to reinforce the assault on the fortified dwarven stronghold. Druids and wizards handled the more serious threats; management of the rank and file was left in the hands of the junior members and sellswords.


  Sellswords such as Kozog the half-orc, and his battle comrade, Brea Fleethand the half-elf.


  Through blood, smoke, and the scoured ruin of the Shadowlands, he and the Open Fist had fought their way to a day’s journey away from Irondarrow’s gates. They faced fiends, cultists, and the stitched-together horrors wrought by dwarven hands. Kozog’s spear and Brea’s rapier had put down scores of foes during the journey, and now at the edge of the Shadowlands, with their tents unpacked, their equipment readied for the next day’s march, and all manner of preparations made, the two of them had earned a moment of quiet reflection beyond the edges of their camp.


  Tomorrow the real war would begin, but tonight was their own.


  “The Shadowlands has a subtle beauty to it,” said Kozog, folding his dark green hands behind his head as he lay on the ground, staring up at the night sky. The stars seemed to twinkle less in these lands, afraid that—should they draw attention to themselves—they too would be swallowed by the barren landscape and snuffed out forever. “I hadn’t really noticed it before now.”


  “I’m not surprised you hadn’t seen it,” said Brea as she played with a strand of her long brown hair, her eyes also searching for some light, some movement in the dark firmament of Drathari’s ceiling. “Our eyes were fixed on the ground.” She stretched, hair falling around her pointed elf ears. “I wouldn’t call it beauty. Foreboding, perhaps, but not beautiful.”



  Kozog felt another debate coming on and embraced the feeling. “Beauty is a very personal concept. The stars here do not shine; I see this as conformity. Order. Uniformity. Equality. Here there is a serene stillness where the turbulence of our existence comes to a graceful, aching halt. Nothing changes. Nothing moves. All is now as it will be forever. There’s a certain comfort in that.”


  “What good are the stars if they do not twinkle?”


  A simple question but difficult to answer. “They represent something powerful,” he said. “A puzzle, a riddle, and not one intended to be solved. The lights are the souls of this world. Some are bright, some dim, some eternal and some fleeting. Yet they all exist, with every one of them in their place, imperceptibility dancing to some tune us poor mortals cannot hear.”


  That drew an easy laugh from Brea. “Which one of us is the bard again?”


  He acknowledged this curious observation with a non-committal shrug. “All I know is that there is comfort in knowing one’s place in the universe, even if that means our light is less beautiful than it otherwise would have been. What say you, then, of the night sky?”


  Brea’s wisdom was at once deep and shallow to him; to him, her elven flightiness and detachment lead to lofty, impractical observations that had little to do with a grounding in reality, but he appreciated their perspective nevertheless. 


  She considered, her eyes half open. “It is joy. Every light illuminates the world just a little bit; every soul is valuable, every one of us important. We must all shine as bright as we can, for as long as we can, and we have to work together; a lone light is bright, but when a cluster of stars come together, they can light up the sky. That is what we have to be; we must shine, be allowed to shine. To be free.”


  Kozog slid a hand into his tunic, finding the wooden five pointed star of Tyranus, running his fingernail along the familiar edges, keeping it tucked under his clothing. That God was long dead but Kozog’s devotion remained strong. “I see.”


  “I think I should keep my eyes skyward from now on.” Brea gestured around her. “Better than the ground below. These Shadowlands are a blight, and as their name might imply, a dark spot on the world; a scar where a terrible injury was inflicted on our planet. There’s no passion here. No life. Nothing grows here. No exports. No industry. No culture. Nothing is produced but misery, seeping out into its neighbours like pus. I would scour this place clean if I had the power.” She shuddered, truth seeped in every word. “When we leave, never do I wish to return.”


  “Our duty takes us places we would rather not go.” Kozog shifted his position, the cold ground uncomfortable. He would rather be at home in his warm bed, but nothing worth doing was easy. “Interesting how we can view the same scene and see different things.”


  Silence reigned for a time.


  “You know,” Brea said, “I sometimes think that if you stripped away the labels, took away our religious symbols and our allegiances…we are not so different.”


  She had said some strange things in their time together, but this one was the oddest in weeks. Kozog turned his head to look at her. “I do not think we could be more different, but explain.”


  “We see the same evils, more or less. We see the night sky with its silent stars, we see the dead land all around us, and we see that these things are bad. To take away the metaphor; we both see suffering in Drathari and know it is unjust. What we disagree on are the solutions.”



  “A charitable way of putting it.”


  Brea smiled, showing the dimples on her cheeks. “That is part of my philosophy. To celebrate those who would stand with me, and to drive a knife to those would stand against.” The dimples only showed up when she smiled so wide it must hurt.


  In times of war, she didn’t smile anywhere near enough.


  His laugh drifted across the unnatural stillness of the Shadowlands. “Perhaps we do have more in common than I thought.”


  Kozog prepared for more quiet, enjoying these moments of calm reflection, but a series of faint pops met his ears, a mocking echo of his laughter. He sat up on his elbows as figures advanced towards them, dark cloaks over their heads. Their leader, a thin, gaunt looking man with hollow eyes had a blade in his hand.


  “Strange that Freelanders would be so far from the body of their army,” the stranger hissed, revealing a tongue forked down the centre. “No matter. Their folly is our advantage.” He twisted his veiny neck and spoke over his shoulder. “Gut them both. Take their bodies back to Irondarrow.”


  So polite of their enemies to announce their intentions. Brea, somehow already standing, as though she could slide from lying on her back to a battle stance in a heartbeat—offered her hand. Kozog took it and stood with a groan, spear in hand.


  “There’s a lot of them,” said Kozog, sliding his hands along the wooden shaft of his weapon, readying against their approach. “Three to one. Hardly fair odds.”


  “Hardly fair to them.” Brea’s weapons slid into her hands as though they were extensions of her arms, her rapier and dagger held before her. “We slew a summoner a only a day ago. These must be remnants of her cult. Minions respect only strength; she was the greatest of them. These ones will fall handily.”


  Kozog picked out the details of the hooded men behind the tiefling leader, the damp cloth clinging to their forms, revealing the truth beneath. Horned human skeletons, emaciated and hunched, with sharp teeth and elongated claws.


  Babaus. Demons, slimy dwellers of the pits.


  “The odds may not be as strong as you imagine.” He tightened his grip as the demons broke into a run, howling as they ran towards the pair of Pathfinders. “The tiefling leads babaus.”


  A babau was a dangerous foe indeed. Three of them…well, they were in trouble. As Brea began to sing, there was a subtle tremor to her voice that belied her confident exterior.


  Kozog spoke a word of power, igniting the tip of his enchanted spear in smoke. The first of the demons charged headlong onto his weapon, suicidally so, impaling itself on the tip; it thrashed, clawing wildly at him, seemingly impervious to the hit. Kozog roared and shook the shaft; the babau impaled upon it struggled until it finally succumbed, slumping limp, black slime pouring all over Kozog’s hands. The creature's body liquified into ink.


  The odds were now better but his weapon was stuck. One babau leapt towards Brea, filthy claws outstretched, another leapt towards him; its slick leathery hide glistening in the moonlight.


  Kozog ducked, spear still lodged in the dripping body of the fiend. Dirty claws slashed across his chest, tearing into his skin, but Kozog barely felt it. He released his spear; the body of the slain demon fell forward, its weapon clattering to the ground. Kozog swung his fist, driving it against the babau’s face; the creature seemed to barely feel it, snapping at his hand with its razor sharp teeth.


  As Kozog gave ground, backing away to engage his enemy, Brea attacked hers.


  He loved watching her fight. Brea was not a fighter as much as she was a dancer. Every thrust and parry was a symphony of steps, perfectly placed motions endlessly honed through passion; her joy, her art, powered her and guided her, and it paid off. Her enemy collapsed as bloody flowers bloomed in the cracks of its thick hide, her blades finding the gaps, out-fighting the frenzied demon in a whirling blur of mithril and steel death.


  Kozog was much less subtle. He simply reached forward, ignoring a vicious slash across his shoulder, grabbing his longspear and tearing it free. With a roar he applied the tip of his weapon to the remaining babau’s face.


  The fallen bodies became liquid, and then evaporated. All that remained was the leader.


  “Impressive,” he said, his forked tongue writhing. “But I can always acquire more demons.”


  “Do feel free,” said Brea, her ichor-slick rapier extended. “These ones proved hardly a challenge.”


  She had been hurt as well—a tear in her tunic showed the metal chain links underneath it, stained a dark tan—but they were both still in the fight. Kozog levelled his weapon. As did Brea.


  “Blood and darkness,” the tiefling hissed, and suddenly the world was aflame.


  Kozog squinted, shielding his eyes from the bright light. They stood in a ring of fire. The tiefling strode into the flames unharmed.


  Definitely long odds. His cloak ignited and he shrugged it off. Brea’s was magically enchanted, but one look at her face and he knew.


  They were in trouble.


  Grimacing against the heat, Brea leapt away first, folding her arms to protect her hair. Kozog far less gracefully ploughed through the gap she left. The two of them collapsed on the other side, rolling around on the ground, extinguishing the flames that licked hungrily at their clothes, searching for flesh. The flames became smoke.


  The demon teleported directly over Kozog, and with supernatural speed and power, plunged its dagger down into his chest.


  That would have been the end of him, but Tyranus protected his faithful servants even in death. The blade’s edge struck Kozog’s holy symbol, hidden under his shirt, breaking it in half. The blade left a deep wound but his holy symbol had stolen enough of the dagger’s momentum to save it from piercing his heart. A green blood-flower blossomed on his chest.


  “Kozog!” Brea let her rapier lead, stabbing wildly at the foul creature.


  “I’m okay.” He swung out with his fist, slamming it into the tiefling’s temple. The fiend-blooded human howled, falling to the ground.


  Brea leapt upon him, dagger raised. The tiefling, eyes wide, spat a spell of power into her face.


  The mithril in her hand glowed a fiery red. Brea shrieked and tossed the weapon away.


  Kozog rolled over on top of the tiefling. The acrid scent of brimstone and blood filled the space between them; Kozog closed his hands over the demon-man’s throat and squeezed.


  The tiefling thrashed. Kicked. Squirmed. Whimpered. Gasped. Died.


  Kozog waited, giving the Dark Lady a few more seconds to fully take the soul as his strength faded.


  Victory.


  Then Kozog’s strong arms weakened, his blood seeped into the dead ground below, and he slumped over the body of the man who had tried to kill them both.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER I


  



  



  



  Kozog


  



  WATER. SOMEONE WAS TRYING TO drown him.


  Flailing wildly, Kozog calmed when he heard Brea’s voice.


  “Hey, hey, calm down you big lump. It’s me.”


  Brea wouldn’t drown him.


  The world was brighter; the sun was climbing up the edge of the nearby mountain range, staining the edge of the sky a light gold.


  “How long?”


  “You were unconscious for hours. You lost a lot of blood. There’s green everywhere.”


  He tried to sit up, failed, and tried again. His body ached. “Why didn’t you at least bandage the wound?”


  She put down the cold cloth and held out her hands. They shook slightly; thick blisters had formed over her skin, red and inflamed. “Can’t. I was hoping you could fix us both when you woke up.”


  Kozog reached for the holy symbol underneath his shirt. Both pieces. They were bent, twisted beyond recognition, beyond use. This was a sign from his dead master. “Tyranus gives, and Tyranus takes away.” He breathed a heavy sigh. “Even if he answers my prayers, I can’t cast without channelling my Lord’s holy energy.”


  “Holy, mmm?”


  The two stared at each other, and then exchanged a laugh. Tyranus had been the lord of obedience and service, along with contracts and binding; most considered him a malicious entity. “Same, same,” said Kozog, groaning as he stood, wobbling on his feet.


  “I actually meant just bandages,” said Brea, sliding to her feet with lithe grace. “Thank you, by the way.”


  “For what?”


  “That demon would have finished me if you hadn’t grabbed it. I’m alive. That’s worth celebrating.”


  He shook his head. “You owe me nothing; you are alive because of your own skill. Your courage in attacking him with your dagger forced him to burn you instead of me; if not for that, he would have repositioned and I would have fallen. You saved me, and in doing so, saved yourself.” He smiled. “You underestimate yourself, Brea Fleethand.”


  She blew out her breath, flipping back her fringe. “I didn’t imagine you would ever say that.”


  “Why would I not?” He used his spear as a walking stick, heading back towards the Freelander encampment. “You think I do not value your strength?”


  Brea fell into step beside him. “I don’t know what you value. You’re a mystery to me. On one hand, we have fought together for over a year, and aside from attempts to coerce people into signing overly legalistic contracts, you don’t strike me as an evil soul. On the other hand…you serve the Lord of Papers.”


  “I certainly do, even if the Lord does not answer prayers these days.”


  “That makes no sense to me.” She rubbed her burned hands against her sleeves.


  “Faith is its own reward,” said Kozog, eyeing her hands disapprovingly. “Are you in pain?”


  “Yes.”


  A simple answer, well stated. Kozog was still recovering also, but he found his strength returned with words. “How can I help?”


  “Distract me,” she said. No easy task. “Tell me…how did you join Tyranus’s church?”


  That was as good a topic as any. “As many who were raised in Valamar, I joined the state religion because it was expected of me. I had strength, and the church needed that strength.”


  Brea looked at him out of the corner of her eye. “I don’t believe you.”


  Kozog did not understand “Why would I lie about such a thing?”


  “Because ideals like yours, like Tyranus’s…people aren’t born with them. They become that; over time, strong hands beat the love of freedom out of you, and soon, you start to love the lash.” She rubbed her burned hands against her forearms as though cold. “You didn’t join the church because of some preconceived notion of duty, did you?”


  Kozog bit down on his lower lip to stop the answer escaping on its own, but the words tumbled out anyway. “No.”


  “Then why?”


  He said nothing.


  Brea’s voice was gentle despite her obvious pain. “What are you afraid of? There must be more to life than the church.”



  “The church is not life. A common misconception amongst those who see Tyranus’s worship from the outside. The church is one thing: Power. Power is power. Axiomatic it might seem, but from power flows other things. Protection. Influence. Wealth. All these things give one the freedom to find life’s meaning.”


  She laughed, a loud, long trill sound that seemed to go on and on. “Freedom, freedom, freedom. Are you considering moving permanently to the Freelands? Having a nice house, settling down, raising some little half-orclets?”


  “Hardly,” he said, although there was an edge to his tone that was somewhat less than totally dismissive. “It is an entertaining thought, though, I will admit. The Lords of Valamar are now so distant from the land I have sworn to serve and the voice of my patron so silent. I would be remiss if I didn’t admit it was a tempting offer.”


  She leaned toward him as they walked, a wide smirk painted on her face. “Just imagine it. We could travel together, north to Everwatch, freeing slaves and being heroes. We’d be an amazing team. Just you and me.”


  He considered, letting the thoughts tumble in his mind for a time, but he had seen the truth of the matter and found it not to his liking. “A pleasant daydream, and entertaining, but no more than that. Our responsibilities are not so easily discarded.”


  “No,” she said, her voice becoming quieter. “I guess not.”


  From ahead, a shout of alarm drifted across the empty land. Freelanders. They had been found; a small team crested a ridge, running towards them. They stopped walking and exchanged a look.


  “Will you tell me one day?” asked Brea.


  “Why I joined the church?”


  “Yes.” She smiled at him. “You can trust me.”


  “I know. It is a story full of pain and surprises; I will not burden you with it now.” He reached out and clasped her shoulder. “And I want you to know, Brea, you can trust me with anything. Your life if necessary.” He smiled, then took his hand back. “Just don’t sign anything I give you.”


  She just shook her head, blowing out a sigh as the Freelander field medics surrounded them, bandages and ointments in hand.


  “Oh, don’t worry,” she said, the stars overhead bathing their little section of the Shadowlands in their unflickering light. “I figured that part out all by myself.”
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  Brea


  



  Paladin Commander Banehal—not that anyone would ever dare address the tall, imposing, dark-skinned human with his title—welcomed Brea to his command tent with a firm nod. Before him lay a wooden table covered in maps, scrolls, and orders; the parchments were layered so thick they overflowed onto the floor.


  “What news?” Banehal asked, standing, his eyes falling on her wounds.



  They stung, but her pain was numbed by salves and ointments. “We were ambushed on the outskirts of camp,” Brea said. “My companion, Kozog, is recovering in the wounded tent. His wounds are severe, but he will survive.” Her words came with difficulty; even discussing such possibilities rankled her. “If only by the skin of his tusks.”


  “I am pleased your companion will survive,” said Banehal. “Less pleased that dwarven aggressors dare to strike so close to our heart.”


  “Not dwarves,” said Brea. “Demons. Babaus. A handful or more.”


  Banehal’s grip tightened beside him. “You did well to escape. My order has long quarrelled with demons, a task made much more difficult by the Godsdeath. I will dispatch our few golems to find and destroy them.”


  “They are all dead,” said Brea, fighting a shiver that ran down her spine. She had fought a flesh golem, once, and it had terrified her. “As is their leader, a fiend-blooded human.”


  Banehal smiled, although it was the tired, wounded smile of a man pushed too far for too long. “Then that comes as some comfort. We are but reinforcements to the main push on Irondarrow, and our presence is sorely needed; by dusk tomorrow we shall be joining with the Army of the Steel Sky and the Army of the Frozen Fang, and then pushing into the dwarven stronghold. We can ill afford distractions, especially ones of demonic origin.”


  “Agreed,” said Brea. “The sooner we take Irondarrow, the sooner my contract will be fulfilled.”


  “You will be paid,” said Banehal, his tone even but sincere. “Freelanders settle their debts.”


  “I always settle mine,” Brea agreed.


  The implication was seemingly not lost on Banehal. He considered. “This news is troubling, regardless. I will have extra men assigned to border patrols; our troops will need their rest, certainly, but we will do nobody any good if we are slain in our sleep.”


  “I’d prefer to avoid it if possible.”


  “As would I.” Banehal put his hand to his chin, rubbing his stubble. “And yet, it makes no sense. Forgive me, Lady Fleethand, but while the two of you were…doing whatever it is you were doing on the outskirts of the camp, you are not high value targets. What would a gaggle of demons stand to gain from attacking you? They risked exposing their presence for little gain.”


  Brea’s temper rumbled inside her, a voice that cried out for blood and vengeance for the slight against her strategic value, but the voice was quietened by the knowledge that he was right. “I agree,” she said. “Then again, demons are not well known for their foresight.”


  “A common misunderstanding.” Banehal shook his head. “They think and reason just as we do, and while they tend to be…shall we say, impulsive, they also have wit enough to employ strategy to what they do. These are no feral marauders, Lady Fleethand, and their actions are as mysterious as they are deliberate.”


  It was a position she found difficult to refute. She had seen demonic entrenchments in the Shadowlands with her own eyes, seen them work in tandem to assault their foes, even retreat when the Open Fist’s forces repelled their assaults. They were fierce, certainly, and ferocious, but they were not heedless of their surroundings.


  Even a frenzied beast wanted to live.


  “Wise words, Paladin Commander,” she said. At his grimace, shook her head. “My apologies. Wise words, Banehal.”


  “It is not in my nature to berate someone for something they cannot control, but I do thank you for acknowledging my preference in this regard, Lady Fleethand.”


  Paladins despised titles. It was something she did not claim to understand. No kings, no titles, no laws. That was their creed.


  She admired that last part, certainly. There was a certain freedom in moral flexibility that she wished, in some way, Kozog could experience: being able to be live one’s life unbeholden to others.


  The fact that a paladin was willing to even work with their forces spoke highly of the nobility of their cause, but she knew Banehal would abandon them the moment they no longer served what he perceived to be the greater good. This made her less inclined to trust him.


  Not that she truly trusted anyone. Kozog’s words drifted back into her mind. You can trust me with your life…


  It stung her, in some way, that the reverse was not true, but the thought was quickly banished. They had business to attend to.


  “Anyway,” she said, her hands throbbing. “I am in pain, and I must see to Kozog. May I be dismissed, Banehal?”


  “Of course,” he said, dipping his head politely.


  Brea wasted no time in leaving for the white linen tent dedicated to the wounded.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER II


  



  



  



  Kozog


  



  KOZOG HATED BEING SICK. HATED being injured. Hated being weak.


  Still, it was better than the alternative.


  Eventual death was something all creatures accepted, and half-breeds like him were no exception. The orc in him instilled a willingness to endure suffering to reach his goals, whereas the human gave him the cunning and the tenacity to see them through.


  Truly, though, Kozog knew somewhere in his green heart that his death would probably be in battle. He had seen enough of war to know that the suffering of the dying was typically profound. The occasional faint groan or whimper heard through the canvas attested to this.


  “Hey,” came a familiar voice. Brea smiled warmly as she slid up to his bed.


  Thoughts of death and misery evaporated, and Kozog could not resist a smile in return. “Hey. Not dead yet.”


  “Good,” said Brea. “We’re so close to Irondarrow. It would be a shame to have come this far and die right before the gates.”


  “Agreed,” he grunted. “Although our part in the battle to come can only be minimal. I can walk, even if I shouldn’t, and you can fight, even if you shouldn’t…so in all likelihood our weapons will be sheathed for the initial engagement.”


  “A siege is long,” said Brea, the usual levity in her voice dampened by the cold truth of her words. “Weeks. Months. War engines will do most of the work; when they are whittled down to nothing by attrition, then flesh will take its place. We will have our fill of blood and slaughter yet.”


  “A mollifying, and yet equally sobering, thought.”


  Brea ran her hands through her hair. “Right, well, on to business. Let me take another look at that wound. I’ll check your stitches.”


  “Right,” said Kozog. He and Brea had worked together before, and had sewn each other up plenty of times.


  Brea peeled back the green-stained bandages, the corners of her mouth falling as her sharp eyes took in the work. “I would have done better.”


  “I know. But you had to give your report. It will heal, fear not.”


  She folded his bandages back, the gentle touch enough to make him wince. “Girls dig scars,” she said. “You’ll be fine.”


  Kozog nodded in agreement. “Scars show you have morals. Principles. Show you have stood up for something; better that than to be a weakling doormat, always underfoot.”


  “And women find them especially attractive,” said Brea, her tone gilded with…something.


  Did they? He had no idea. “If you say they do.”


  “Well,” said Brea, “I would know.”


  A silence fell that, for some reason, Kozog found mildly uncomfortable.


  “Do you think we’ll ever retire?” asked Brea.


  “Mmm?”


  “Retire,” she said. “You know. Like I said—go back to Valamar, settle down, raise a family.”


  Kozog laughed politely. “Do the thing with orclets? I don’t think so. One day, one of these wounds will be too deep to scar, too savage to survive, and that will be the end of me. You too, if you keep this up.”


  “Live by the sword,” said Brea, “live a good, long time.”


  “Until someone with a bigger sword comes along.” Kozog winced and rubbed his bandages. “That’s why you always need to carry the biggest sword.”


  “More talk of strength and might.” Brea rested her chin in her hands. Why did she keep talking of such things? “Is power so important to you?”


  For a time, Kozog didn’t know how to answer. Brea was not ready for the truth; not yet. He answered as simply as he could. “I think that if you dedicate your life to war, every day is a risk. Eventually your risks don’t pay off. So if you’re going to fail at something, it might as well be something you love.”


  She seemed to accept that; Brea’s smile revealed her white teeth. “Sounds like good relationship advice, in another context.”


  He laughed. “I wouldn’t know. Life in the church has not left me with many chances to engage in…extracurricular pursuits.”


  “I suppose not,” said Brea, tapping on her chin. “That’s a shame. My own upbringing was, well…I’ve experienced many such things. You really are missing out.”


  Kozog knew Brea had needs, but this was something else. His discomfort grew, and not just because of all the exposure his stitches were receiving.


  “If you say so,” was all he could say.


  Brea just shook her head and he could sense frustration coming from her. “Well, you need rest.” She seemed to want to say more, but instead, patted his shoulder in a comradely fashion. “Sleep, you big oaf. We have a busy day ahead of us tomorrow.”


  “That we do,” he said.


  Kozog watched as Brea left, walking amongst the wounded, and he smiled at her back until it was no longer in his sight.
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  Brea


  



  In the calm quiet of her tent, with the pre-dawn light filtering in between the stitches of the canvas, Brea readied herself for war.


  Her rapier and mithril dagger were first to be strapped to her hip, along with an array of spare daggers. Every pouch was stuffed with scrolls, spare magical reagents, bandages and supplies. Each piece of gear was carefully considered in terms of its utility versus weight. Every pound of equipment she bought would slow her down, and speed was life. But if she left a piece of vital equipment behind and later needed it, that mistake might be fatal.


  Each decision was pragmatic and even, with no room for keepsakes, lucky charms, or emotional connections. Dwarven arrows and demonic hordes would give none of these things consideration.



  Her fingers ached, both hands still bandaged. Banehal had assigned her to rear guard alongside him; a position less likely to be directly assaulted, but one where her music could carry over the battlefield, bolstering the troops. It was a sound decision. A safe decision.


  And one that meant she was closer to Kozog.


  Brea hoisted her backpack and tested the weight. Her load was less than it would be on the road, but she could feel the weight dragging at her shoulders. Her pragmatic human side, the inner voice that whispered it was better to take something and not need it, than need something and not have it, quarrelled with her elven need for grace and mobility.


  A compromise had to be reached. Something had to go.


  But what if you need to climb something? Her human half whispered.


  Shut up, roundears.


  Reluctantly, Brea took out her lantern oil, her thin length of coiled silk rope, and her flint and steel.


  She could immediately sense the difference. The backpack now hugged her body, flush and even, the weight distributed properly. She jogged in a circle around her tent, the spring in her step returning. A perfect blend of form and functionality.


  Satisfied, she dismantled her tent, threw the bundle and her remaining equipment onto her mule, and then strode across the muddy field playing host to the Open Fist warcamp, heading toward the command tent.


  Her path took her past the white tent for the wounded. Kozog could have no part in this battle, even as rear guard. He was strong as an ox and tough as iron, yet a simple length of steel had laid him low. If it was not for his presence, she would be dead.


  This time, if demons came for her, she was on her own.


  Brea forced those thoughts out of her mind. She would be surrounded by armed soldiers, including Banehal and his command staff. If she was forced to fight, the battle would already be lost.


  Her boots were splattered in mud by the time she arrived at the modest command tent. It had already been packed and made ready for transport, loaded onto a wagon with four oxen standing by.


  Banehal smiled as she approached. “Good morning.”


  “Am I late?” Brea asked. The command tent was significantly larger than her own. Had they packed it in the dark?


  “No, I am early,” said Banehal. “And efficient.” He checked one of the straps on his imposing set of plate armour. “How is Kozog?”


  “I haven’t seen him this morning,” said Brea, defensiveness creeping into her tone. She didn’t know why. “I came straight here. A good thing I did, as we are clearly ready to move.”


  “Ready we are indeed,” Banehal answered. “Still. Our travel will be slow and tedious. When we are on the road, perhaps you should drop back and see him.”


  “We only work together, nothing more.” Brea made sure her hair was tied back appropriately, but it also gave her an excuse to break eye contact with the paladin. “And he’s a big boy. He can take care of himself.”


  “As you would have it,” Banehal said, and then with a grace that surprised her given his heavy armour, took hold of the wagon to climb aboard. “Come,” he said, raising his voice so the camp could hear it. “The Army of the Steel Sky and the Army of the Frozen Fang await our aid. Prince Galrum Duergirn of Thunderhelm consorts with dark powers, to the ruin of us all, and we have come to purge these abominations from this world. Friends, we have demons to kill!”


  The army exalted, a wild, passionate series of cries that died down as the sun broke the horizon. They gathered up their possessions, made their last preparations, and then the war party’s wagons rolled away from the rest of the camp. Brea kept her eyes forward, on the looming peaks that signalled the end of the Shadowlands and the beginning of the Thunderhelm territories, mountains full of dwarves and demons, her green-skinned friend behind her and a prolonged siege ahead.


  The journey was made in silence. Banehal didn’t speak except to give a curt order or to make suggestions to the driver. He seemed so grim, dark and sullen against his normal disposition. Paladins despised war but recognised the necessity of it.


  The sun rose, the chain of wagons ploughed through the damp strip of mud that served as this region’s road, and the mountains drew closer and closer. Excitement grew in her belly; the thrill of combat, the security of knowing their cause was righteous, and the promise of a purse full of gold on her return to the Freelands.


  She smelt it before she saw it; a mix of ashes, mud and death. Banehal clearly smelt it too; he moved beside the driver as the wagon crested a rise, revealing the grand entrance to Irondarrow Keep, with their allies camps stretched before it.


  The Freelander war camp had been burned to the ground.


  Thin wisps of smoke rose from blackened tents. The ground was stained dark in splotches, as though water had been spilt there, although Brea knew the truth.


  Demons always carried away the dead.


  “The Prophets wept,” whispered Banehal. “What happened here?”


  “Seems pretty simple to me,” said Brea, simply, as she surveyed the ruined and blasted war camp from atop the wagon. “We lost.”
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  Three weeks later


  



  “WELL,” SAID KOZOG AS HE led Brea through the cramped streets of his home city of Marcelin, deftly stepping out of the way of a nobleman’s horse and rider, “at least we got paid.”


  Brea had been in a sullen mood since Irondarrow. Kozog was sanguine about the whole thing. Coin was coin; his contract had been fulfilled, and his wounds had begun to fully heal, a process complicated by a stubborn infection. His wound leaked pus in the mornings, which concerned him, although it did not smell of rot and seemed to be on the mend. The pallor it cast over Brea, however, concerned him more.


  She had chosen to come with him to Valamar instead of returning to the Freelands. That in and of itself was a strange choice. He had expected the opposite; to return to the Freelands with her, take another contract, and continue their adventures together.


  Still, the opportunity to show Brea around Marcelin was worth it.


  “The coin was good,” Brea said. “I still can’t believe Banehal paid us in full for a siege that never happened.”


  “Paladins do that kind of thing.” Kozog absently rubbed his chest as he weaved his way through the cobbled streets. “Personally, I find it surprising the Irondarrow dwarves were able to crush the siege so quickly, even with the aid of demons, but such things are no longer our concern.”


  “Mmm,” said Brea, her tone one of someone truly listening.



  Kozog led her towards the well-kept, red-bricked street that was host to his family manor. It stood just as he had remembered it; tall and imposing, with wrought iron gates that were securely locked and barred, well-tended gardens full of fruit and flowers, and with a notice of foreclosure resting at the entrance.


  It took him a second to process the addition. It was a heavy canvas parchment nailed to a wooden tripod. He tore it off and passed over it with a barrister’s eye.


  It seemed legitimate. The watermark of the Marcelin Lords was thick and ran through the paper, the ink appeared to be of the proper type, and the signature at the bottom was practised and well formed, with no breaks or gaps where a forger may have lifted their quill to verify their work.


  “What’s that?” asked Brea.


  Kozog scowled and showed it to her. “I am uncertain, but it appears as though my family home has been reclaimed by a debtor’s agency. Strange, as my family has coin to spare and no significant debts.”


  Brea briefly scanned the document and then shrugged her shoulders. “So? It’s still yours.”


  “Not according to this document. The Lords of Valamar have seized the property for reasons which are entirely unclear.” He squinted, trying to read the glorious, holy fine print. “Something about the church’s authority or some such.”


  “That’s not good.” Brea put her hands on her hips. “So, how do we break into the place?”


  Kozog glared at her. “We are not breaking into my family home. This seizure notice is legitimate.”


  “Right. Well, where to now, o’ fearless green leader?”


  He placed the seizure notice back on the tripod and reattached the nail. “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “My mother owns several houses in the city, she may have taken residence at one of those. I’m not sure where the staff are. I’m sure she will know.”


  “Staff.” Brea’s eyes narrowed. “You mean slaves?”


  “I mean staff,” Kozog said. Together they began walking away, down the street. “We pay them. They are free to leave. Staff. Slavery is legal in Valamar but my family keep none.”


  That seemed to mollify her. “Why not?” she asked.


  Kozog shuffled uncomfortably. “It is…inefficient.”


  Brea’s elven features became a storm. “In…efficient? This is an issue of morals! Of keeping innocent women and men in bondage!”


  “What if they’re not innocent?” It was a simple question. “What if they are criminals, working to pay off their debts? Do civilised nations not have prisons, and in prisons, is forced labour not commonly a part of a criminal’s punishment? How is this different from state sponsored slavery?”


  “The difference is in how,” said Brea. “Forced labour is a legal punishment for crimes. Slavery is taking people who have committed no crime.”


  “So we can make slaves of the guilty?”


  Brea shook her head, stepping daintily over a pothole as though sensing it with some magical power. “We can have a system of laws and governments that punish people for their transgressions as part of the social fabric of any society, but we cannot have the strong preying upon the weak.”


  “The state—and not just Valamar, but all states—have ultimate authority and, despite all appearances, rule through might. If a person disobeys the state’s commands, they are punished, and if they refuse to submit to the punishment, force is employed. The same principle is applied in the Freelands, where the militia protect the people.”


  “So really,” said Brea, “all we truly disagree on are the rules of the state.”


  Now she was beginning to see. He liked it when he was able to convince Brea of something, it happened so irregularly. Kozog smiled. “Can I get that in writing?”


  Brea playfully pushed his shoulder. “Never in three hundred years.”


  “I’ll mark my calendar.”


  They walked on. The sun fell and the shadows of the city grew long. The first house they arrived at, a tall, narrow suburban structure made of wood and stone decorated with gold filigree, was securely locked and similarly marked with a notice of seizure. As was the second. By the time the third was visited, the city watch were lighting the torches that lined the streets.


  “How many houses does your family own?” asked Brea, shaking her head. “And what’s with the gold?”


  “Many,” said Kozog. “Property is a stable investment. Many of these have been in my family’s hands since they were built; a hundred years, or more. The filigree is just a way to inflate the value of the property; it makes them seem more ostentatious than they really are. The commensurate increase in value more than makes up for the cost.”


  Brea snorted playfully. “Hearing orcs talk of investment and property returns is certainly an odd thing.”


  “The population of Valamar contains a number of orcs,” said Kozog. “As well as half-orcs such as myself. It is a city of structure and order; one of the benefits of order is that those who display talent and aptitude may rise through the ranks, acquire wealth, and prosper. Regardless of their race or disposition.”


  “As long as they follow the church of Tyranus,” Brea said, a little snappiness creeping into her voice. “And tolerate slavery.”



  “Tolerance is accepting the things we do not like.” Kozog sighed, running his hand through his dark hair. His chest ached from all the walking. “I’m tired. There’s one more house in the quarter we could visit, but it is some walk away. We may wish to consider rest.”


  “Oh,” said Brea, the ghost of a smile crossing her features. “I’m sure we could bed down together, but all we’ve got is camping equipment. It’d be too intense.”


  Kozog stifled a yawn, shrugging off his pack and dropping it down on the street. “If that is your wish, there is a park nearby. It is zoned for public use.” He checked his bedroll, and verified that his tent was bound and wrapped in the centre. “We could sleep there.”


  A red tinge developed around Brea’s cheeks. They were far from alone in the crowded city and Brea had left her mule at the docks. Only Kozog had his sleeping gear. “Together? In the same tent? Intriguing.”


  “Is it?” He raised an eyebrow. Was Brea too warm in this place? Pinkskins were odd. “Where else would we sleep?”


  “Oh, I’m sure we could bed down, and I’d certainly welcome such a thing. However…” A playful smile danced over her lips. “I’m afraid you and me together would be too intense.”


  Kozog had absolutely no idea what she was going on about. “What?”


  “Yeah.” She sounded it out. “Two-in-tents.”


  “I…I don’t get it.”


  “Urgh. Of course you don’t.” She leaned forward, her mouth close to his ear. “Listen, I’m wearing my special Freelander undergarmets. If we were going to sleep together…well, mmm. Let’s just say you might like them.”


  “I’m not sure that they’ll fit me.”


  She threw her hands in the air and whirled away from him, folding her arms. “You’re impossible! Never mind. I’m not going to go to sleep in some filthy city park. Kozog, where is this house of yours?”


  Confused, and with no idea of what just happened, Kozog pointed. Brea stomped off down the road in that vague direction.


  “Freelanders are crazy,” he muttered to himself, picking up his pack with a soft groan.
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  Brea


  



  That big green idiot.


  Brea stomped on the pavement with each step. She had a vague idea where she was going—every single house stupid Kozog and his stupid family owned was exactly the same—and the vague pointing Kozog had made would be enough.


  She’d let her emotions get the better of her, as they so often did when she was tested. Brea did not see this as a bad thing; her passion was her power, more than her song or her steel, and she embraced the anger within, focusing it as a source of strength as she marched down the street.


  Row after row of houses only subtly different. Row after row of mostly-human Valamarian citizens, walking the streets by torchlight, all subtly different but fundamentally identical.


  What a horrible place; a world of same-ness where individuality was crushed and the symbol of Tyranus adorned every door, every sign, every uniform of the city guard. Expressions of individuality were rare and almost shameful, a dollop of colour here, a twist of architectural styling there. All too oppressive for her elven side. Why would Kozog choose to live here?


  The glint of gold at the end of the street quelled her bubbling anger. Elven eyes could see just fine by torchlight; a human might never have been able to pick out the gold from that distance, but to Brea, it might as well have been made of the stuff.


  She stormed up to the door and bashed her fist on the door. “Hey!” she shouted. “Kozog’s parents! You in there?” Thump-thump-thump.


  To her surprise, the door swung open and suddenly Brea was staring down the length of a wickedly sharp longsword, held by a middle-aged orc woman with a dark scowl on her face.


  “Elf,” said the woman, “you have ten words to explain why you’re here before I run you through.”


  “Kozog sent me,” said Brea, turning her palms up.


  The orc scowled, and then after a moment, sheathed her sword. “You have seven words left,” she said, beckoning inside. “Consider them carefully as I make you some tea.”


  Cautiously, Brea stepped into the foyer and through to the main room. The house was modest, with cheap wooden floors and walls, sparsely furnished. Every inch of it was covered in dust. Boxes of goods, some open to reveal lockboxes, weapon sheaths, and spell component pouches packed in woodchips, lay in every room. The wood had been doused in some kind of perfume, making an overpowering scent that gave her a headache.


  “You live here?” Brea asked, wrinkling her nose. “Why?”


  “You’re spending a lot of words to retrieve a precious little information.” The orc stepped into the kitchen, disappearing from sight, but Brea could hear her moving around, pulling out drawers and taking items off shelves. “Are you one of those degenerates who ruins perfectly good tea by adding things to it that are not tea?”


  Was the orc trying to trick her into using more of her words? By her count she had three left. “No,” Brea answered.


  “Good,” said the orc from the kitchen. “So you have two words left, so I suppose I’ll get your name.”


  Brea rolled her eyes. “Brea Fleethand.”


  “And I am Sheyra. In case you have not deduced it, I am Kozog’s mother.”



  Brea said nothing and ground her teeth, pondering idly if that counted as words.


  Soon, Sheyra returned with a tray, carrying a steaming pot with two silver cups. She folded her legs to sit, laying the tray out on the ground, and gestured for Brea to sit as well. “Accommodations are sparse,” Sheyra apologised. “So the floor shall be our dining table.”


  Brea pulled a face, waving her arms around in wide, looping circles.


  “Oh, elf, you can speak.”


  “Half-elf,” Brea corrected.


  Sheyra sipped at her cup, red eyes watching her with curiosity. “Interesting. Half-elves I’ve known tended to emphasise either their elven side or their human side. Rarely do they accept the duality of their existence, as children of two proud people, rarely accepted as equals by either.”


  Brea’s temper smouldered. Discussing her nature with a stranger seemed inappropriate. “Thank you for…commenting on my linage in such an eloquent manner.”


  “Oh, I mean no offence by it, merely an observation.” Sheyra sipped some more. “And so, Brea Fleethand, proud half-elf, why are you here?”


  “Kozog sent me, like I said.”


  “And where is my son, mmm?”


  Brea shrugged helplessly. “He annoyed me, so I left him behind. He’ll be along presently.”


  “I hope so,” said Sheyra, idly sipping on her tea. Brea noticed, for the first time, that Sheyra’s other hand was resting remarkably close to her sword hilt. “After all, anyone can claim to know anyone.”


  Brea half-lidded her eyes. “Is everyone in this city as paranoid as you?”


  “You’d be paranoid if you had your assets seized, your life threatened, and old enemies reappearing to strike you from the shadows years after you thought them dead.” Sheyra set down her glass and folded her hands in her lap. “So, Brea. How do you know Kozog?”


  “We’ve been working as sellswords in the Freelands for the past year, year and a bit. We make an excellent team. We used to have a bigger party—our most recent contract was with the Army of the Open Fist—but these days it’s just me and history’s most oblivious orc.”


  Sheyra smiled. “Well, that’s a bit unkind. History isn’t over yet.”


  She was like Kozog, but knew how to tell a joke. Fascinating. Brea laughed despite herself. “True enough.” She hesitated, levity fading. “Kozog showed me a nice house, pretty gardens, nice fence. Why is it foreclosed? What’s all this about enemies?”


  “It is a complicated matter,” said Sheyra. “I shall start at the beginning. Kozog is a half-orc. I am full-blooded orc, as you can see. There are no prizes for guessing his father’s race.”


  “Well,” said Brea, tapping her knee. “Technically, he only told me he’s a half-orc. Not necessarily what the other half is.”


  “If it was not human, you would have known after a day, let alone a year. A half-human, half-orc produces a strange temperament; strength with control. Ambition with cunning. All four are neither uniquely human or orc; speaking personally, I have learnt these things through constant exposure to humans, to making mistakes—painful mistakes—and having my behaviour corrected. Kozog will be spared those lessons, as he is born with what I was forced to learn.”



  Brea considered. “I understand what you mean,” she said. “Half-elves are often conflicted, drawn between their elven and human sides, but nothing like that. The way you say being a half-orc is…I could not imagine.”


  “I would expect you know more than you imagine,” said Sheyra, “or more than you pretend to know. There are many differences between the elves and orcs; but to the chagrin of both, there are similarities, too.”


  Brea squinted, thinking of her earlier exchange with Kozog in the street and his complete inability to…anything. “Are you quite sure?”


  “Of course,” Sheyra said. “Both orcs and elves prefer to dwell in the wilds. Both claim a sacred connection to the land; both draw their magic from primal energies simultaneously too complex and too simple for most humans to understand. Both excel at the art of war.”


  “I suppose,” said Brea. “But we have many differences.”


  “Of course. Take how we quarrel, for example. The fair folk never forget, but they do forgive, if the wrongs have been righted and the proper apologies made. Orcs on the other hand; they never forgive but do, sometimes, forget.” Sheyra smiled. “Unfortunately, I have a very good memory.”



  “Another thing Tyranus has taught you?”


  “Amongst other things,” Sheyra admitted. She inclined her head. “So.”


  Brea blinked. “So-ooo?”


  “So, you mentioned you were working as a sellsword. I am in need of a such a person. My current lodgings should not deceive you; we are a wealthy family, with connections, but I have a problem. I was going to have Kozog deal with it, however I sense you have a certain…moral flexibility that he, sadly, is not burdened with.”


  “It’s hardly a burden.”


  Sheyra smiled knowingly. “Everything is a burden, my dear.”


  Brea tossed that thought around in her mind for a moment, then stretched her back. “My purse is full, so the fee will be steep.”


  “I am more than happy to pay for quality.”


  Brea considered, folding her hands in her lap. “What is it you need?”


  “My family manor has been confiscated by the Lords of Valamar, amongst other assets. I require them to be un-confiscated.”


  Brea didn’t want to have to admit it but her immediate conclusion was that paperwork was boring. “That honestly sounds like a job for a barrister. Such as your son.” She shrugged helplessly. “What do you want me to do? Break into the place and loot everything of value?”


  “Not everything of value,” said Sheyra. “Although feel free to borrow anything you need. As it happens, you’re more correct than you know. I need you to get something from that home.”


  A playful titter escaped. “Oh, Kozog is going to love this. He’ll probably pop a tusk if he could hear us talking about this.”


  Sheyra smiled. “Oh, probably.” She cleared her throat. “But yes. The Lords of Valamar have presented ‘evidence’—fabricated evidence, mind—that my recent business deals have been far too lucrative to be legitimate, and that my fortune comes from consorting with demons. I require something from within the manor; a ledger of financial transactions, stored in the basement, below a loose stone in the southeast corner. This should show that there is nothing untoward taking place and should explain the…discrepancies that they claim they have found.”


  “Steal a book,” said Brea, flicking back her fringe. “Should be pretty easy.”


  “The house is locked down,” warned Sheyra. “And I am not aware of the precise method. The Lords regularly vary their methods to prevent underhanded meddling.”


  “Underhanded meddling is something I’m good at,” said Brea. Her tone turned serious. “The fee will be four thousand gold pieces, and a thousand gold pieces of slaves purchased and freed. Freelanders, if you have the option.”


  “Slavery has always left a sour taste in my mouth,” said Sheyra. “Consider it done.”


  “Then we have a deal.” Brea paused. “But I’m not signing anything to that effect.”


  “A shame, I had such a long contract prepared.” Sheyra stood, and then extended a muscled, orcish hand to Brea. “Thank you for your discretion with this. Now, you kids go have fun.” Her expression turned playful. “Try not to break him.”


  Brea took it, squeezing firmly. Kozog’s mother certainly had a warrior’s grip. “How did someone like you have such a…Kozog for a child?”


  “Oh,” said Sheyra. “The apple never falls far from the tree. My son is strong but rigid minded, a weakness I fear. Perhaps you can cure him of…his father’s influence.”


  Never one for subtlety, Brea tapped her foot on the floor. “Who’s his father?”


  “Oh, that’s a mystery for another day.” Sheyra smiled a wide orc smile. “Goodnight, Brea Fleethand. Take care of my son.”


  “Well, he’s not exactly my responsibility.”


  Sheyra examined Brea with a curious stare. “You two are not—.” Realisation dawned. “Oh. Kozog mentioned, in his letters, a batty half-elf struggling to contain her various needs. He neglected to mention she was so comely. I was not sure you were she.”


  Unless he was hiding another half-elf under his cot. Brea bristled. “That would be me, yes. I can only assume.”


  “Well, he rarely speaks kindly of non-Tyrantians. His tone was confused, but genuinely kind. I think you have inspired something within him. It’s sweet, in a demented kind of way.”


  Brea felt her face warm. “Thank you?”


  “It’s a compliment. Tyranus is many things but he tends to inspire a steely heart. Our Lord teaches caution, guarded emotions, and concealed strength. To break that open is certainly…” her eyes shone. “Well, sufficient enough to say, you are so far unique in his life, as far as I’m aware.”


  “Okay,” said Brea, uncertain as to what that could mean exactly. “I suppose.”


  Sheyra gestured to the door. Brea followed, mulling over what the two had discussed.


  As they arrived, Brea could hear ragged breathing on the other side. She pulled open the door to reveal a sweaty Kozog, his face pale.


  “You left me,” he said, hunching over, trying to fill his lungs with air.


  “And what did we learn?” said Brea.


  “Do not annoy the Brea.” Kozog sighed, wiping his sweaty brow on his sleeve. “So, did you at least find out what’s going on?”




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER IV


  



  



  



  Kozog


  



  “SO, I GUESS WE ARE breaking into your family home,” said Brea, for about the fifteenth time in as many minutes.


  “Shut up.” Kozog groaned and peered through the iron fence, trying to put his earlier words out of his mind. No such luck.


  “Aww, poor Kozzy is all mad because his mummy told him to break the law.” Brea deepened her voice, grunting and scratching under her arm. “Urgh. Me Kozog. Me no break into family home!” Her voice returned to normal. “That’s you. That’s what you sound like.”


  He stared at her. “Are…you okay?”


  “Yes, of course. I’m imitating you.”


  “But I don’t sound anything like that.”


  Brea put her hands on her hips, the way she usually did when she wanted to argue an annoying point. “Yes, you do.”


  “No, I don’t.”


  “Yes, you do.”


  Kozog didn’t have the energy to argue with her. His chest hurt something fierce; he concealed the pain from Brea, but it came through in…frustration. “If you say so.” He gestured to the wall. “Let’s go.”


  Brea climbed it as though it were the easiest thing in the world, practically walking up it like a spider, straddling it at the top. Kozog dug his fingers in, strained his muscles, and hoisted himself up—teetering at the top before falling head first, crashing onto the grass on the other side.


  Brea seemed very amused atop the wall, stifling a giggle. She waggled her eyebrows, flipped off the edge and landed in a crouch beside him.


  “Don’t say anything,” grumbled Kozog, climbing up to his feet. His chest wound stung, but he grit his teeth and kept his composure.


  He did not want to appear weak in front of Brea again.


  “I didn’t say a word,” said Brea, cracking her back and casting a curious eye towards the manor. Now they were inside its walls, the size and beauty of the garden seeming to give her pause. “You grew up here?”


  “Not really,” said Kozog. “My family and I moved here a few years before I went to the church. The other place was much nicer.”


  Brea swept a hand around the yard, at the topiaries and the manicured grass, to the water pond and the stone garden. “Nicer than this?”


  Her question didn’t make sense. “Of course. That’s what I said.”


  Brea’s eyes seemed like they would drop out of their sockets. She opened her mouth to speak, shook her head, and then closed her mouth, slipping across the grass towards the border hedge, making her way to the house.


  Kozog ambled behind her. There was no sense in being stealthy just yet; he could never be as soft-footed as Brea could, even on his best day, but he tried to keep up, using the various bushes and trees for cover.


  “Which way?” asked Brea, her voice low.


  “The side will be easier,” he said. “If the Lords did secure the property, they would be unlikely to secure the servant’s quarters. We may be able to gain entrance that way.”


  Another look of disapproval crossed Brea’s face but it vanished as quickly as it had appeared. “Fine. Where is it?”


  Kozog gestured to the smaller building off to the side. “There.”


  The two crept over to the servant’s quarters. The windows had been boarded up. Brea tried the door; it was locked. “Can we break it down?” she asked.


  “That thing is solid darkwood,” said Kozog. “Unfortunately I neglected to bring any siege weapons.”


  Her eyes flicked to him. “Why would you need such security to contain free employees?”


  “It’s not designed to keep them in,” Kozog said, blowing an exasperated sigh. “It’s to keep other people out. You know. Burglars. Burglars like us.” He ran his finger along the crack of the door; it was flush with the wall. “See? Hinges on the inside. That’s how you can tell.”


  “Fine,” Brea grumbled. “Even if we had a really big axe, breaking this will take too long and make too much noise.” She turned her eyes to the main building, to the smoking room.


  Kozog followed her gaze. The smoking room’s windows were likewise boarded, but there were vents at the ceiling which were closed with glass louvres to keep the rain out. There was enough space for the two of them to get through.


  “We could pry off one of those bars,” said Brea. “Then break a window.”


  The colour drained out of Kozog’s face. “Those sheets of glass took months to arrive! They were shipped in from the north at vast expense, and—”


  “They don’t call it breaking in for nothing,” said Brea, idly playing with the tip of a braid. “You got any better ideas?”


  He didn’t. “Fine, fine. C’mon. You have the sharpest eyes and I the strongest arms. I’ll give you a boost. Once you get inside, I’ll follow you. When we go to leave, the servant’s quarters should open from the inside.”


  Brea regarded the vent. “I can’t reach it. I could jump but I’ll need both hands to pry the grille off.”


  Kozog intertwined his fingers. “I’ll get you up high enough.”


  “Not too high,” she said, glancing up at the overhang. “I don’t want to hit my head.”


  “Just sit,” he said.


  She sat in the offered hands, settling against his fingers, her chainmail clinking as she got comfortable. Kozog lifted her up over his head, his face only inches away from the wall.


  “Higher,” said Brea.


  Kozog stretched, shifting his feet closer together. He wobbled precariously.


  “Higher. I’m almost there.”


  Groaning, Kozog extended his arms and legs as far as they would go, standing on his tip-toes and pressing his fingers into her backside to get a little more height.


  “Enjoying yourself there?” Brea snipped, squirming.


  Kozog’s arms trembled. They were fully extended. “Believe me, I wish I were holding your backside under better circumstances. Hurry up and pull off the grate before I drop you.”


  She wriggled around in his hands. It made holding her even more difficult. “You just be careful where your fingers are going,” she said.


  Kozog teetered unsteadily. “This is a very awkward position and your posterior is covered in metal, in case you forget!”


  Brea craned her neck, trying to see in the window, but she was still too tall. “Oh, boo hoo. Suck it up you big broccoli face.”


  He snorted in shock. “B-broccoli face?”


  “Hey! Keep me steady, why don’t you?”


  Kozog inhaled and focused, groaning in pain. “I’m trying!”


  “Yes, you definitely are trying. Trying my patience!”



  “Your patience?” He puffed, the ache in his arms intensifying, his wound on his chest burning. “Knife ears!”


  Brea gasped. “Knife ears? I beg your pardon!”


  “You called me a broccoli face!”


  She twisted, slapping at his wrists. “That’s because you. Are. One!”


  “And you’re a knife ears, so shut it! Just hurry up!”


  Snap-crack went the grate. Brea tossed it over her shoulder. She reached down for her tool kit. “Hey,” she said, her eyes meeting his. “Are you looking at my butt?”


  Kozog swiftly dropped his eyes back down. “No.”


  That answer seemed to offend her. “Why not?”


  He nearly dropped her. “Wait, what?”


  “I’ll have you know, my backside brings out the best in everyone.”


  How was that even possible? He would have to ask his mother. “…noted?”


  “Good.” Brea inhaled, squinting up against the frosted glass. “Coast is clear inside. Hold on and I’ll break the glass.”


  “You don’t have to sound so happy about it.” Kozog grumbled loudly. “That’s my house.”


  “Oh, wait, is smashing windows…illegal?” She put her hands to her cheeks in faux-shock.


  Kozog rolled his eyes, adjusting his footing. His fingers were completely numb. “Yes, as a matter of law! This isn’t easy for me, you know.”


  Brea laughed. “I know! But it’s just so entertaining watching you squirm!”


  “Urgh…” Kozog groaned. “If you don’t move, we’re going to get spotted. Just hurry up and break it.”


  Her voice became sing-songy. “But that’s prop-er-ty damage!”


  “It’s my house.”


  Brea puffed out her chest. “Technically, it’s your mother’s. It won’t be yours until she’s dead.”


  “Great,” Kozog groaned. “Out-lawyered by the elf.”


  “Technically,” Brea said, her tone thoughtful. “It’s not even hers, since it got seized by the city. This is the property of the city.”


  With absolutely nothing else to add, and completely out of rebuttals, Kozog blew a raspberry.


  Brea laughed, and a crash followed a shower of glass all around him. “In we go,” she said, pushing the last shards away.


  “Three felonies and a misdemeanour before breakfast.” Kozog took a deep breath, wrapping his arms around his chest to try and restore circulation. “I can worm us out of this one, no worries, no worries…”


  Brea pulled herself up. “Just give me your hand and stop being such a big green baby.”


  It wasn’t childish to consider their actions. Kozog scowled and folded his arms. “I should have let you fall on your head.”


  “Mmm, giving a little kiss to the ground? Pass.”


  He shook his head in confusion. “You can’t kiss a planet, Brea. It has no lips.”


  Brea’s voice was muffled as she stuck her head through the broken glass, inspecting the building beyond. “I’ve kissed far more interesting places than one’s lips, Kozog.”


  More interesting? Intriguing. “You have?”


  “Oh, you have no idea what it’s like.” Brea’s head returned, her smile positively impish. “You take some guy’s manhood in your mouth, and even the mightiest warriors are completely at your mercy. Every little twinge, every flick of the tongue, becomes ecstasy to them; you control their every ounce of pleasure, you set the pace, you master their whims. They beg and whimper and they are yours.” She smacked her lips. “And, of course, the finale is remarkably tasteful as well.” Her tone shifted in some subtle way “Never had an orc before…”


  What in Drathari did any of this have to do with anything? “That shouldn’t be a problem at all. The city has a fine array of courtesans, male and female. Probably more than one orc. After we’ve retrieved the book we could find one.”



  The teasing turned frosty and the edges of her mouth turned down. “I’m sure we could. In fact, one could say there’s one quite close that would do nicely.”


  Kozog scratched his head, glancing over his shoulder. “I think the slave markets are some distance that way, if you wanted to go back there. It’s not close though.”


  “I know what way it is.”


  “Then why did you—”


  Brea’s face looked like she had inhaled a lemon. “Urgh.”


  Kozog closed his eyes. “I’ll take that as a never mind.”


  “Oh,” Brea snipped, “he does learn.”


  He extended his hand and Brea practically yanked him up the wall.
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  The moment Brea’s feet hit the plush red rug and sank in a full inch, she knew she was stepping into another world.


  Every part of the Kozog family manor oozed wealth. The walls were plaster, decorated with thick drapes from distant lands. At least one was elven in styling; the others, she had no clue. The floors were a sturdy hardwood, polished to a mirror shine, with a rug carefully laid out around each window. The walls were dotted with cupboards. Several chairs, the rich leather dyed a royal blue and trimmed with gold, sat around a circular table that was lavishly furnished with a bright red cloth. A huge sword made from obsidian glass hung on the wall.


  Aside from the glass, and a layer of dust that coated everything, the place was immaculate.


  “And I thought it looked fancy from the outside,” she said, her anger forgotten. Her rump stung from Kozog’s fingers digging into it; she stretched, working out the aches, and then helped Kozog ease down from the window. “This room alone must be worth a fortune.”


  “We’re just here for the book,” cautioned Kozog. He ran a finger along the windowsill, scowling darkly at the large amount of dust he gathered.


  “Actually, your mother said I could help myself, within reason, to whatever I wanted. As part of my fee.”


  Kozog narrowed his red eyes. “Is that in the contract?”


  “Verbal agreement.”


  “And therefore not enforceable in any court of—”


  Brea stopped listening at this point, although Kozog droned on in the background, a white noise to her search that was oddly calming. She crept across the room toward the only exit, testing the door. It was unlocked.


  “—section J, paragraph two, line one, with-regard-to marine salvage law. A person who recovers another person’s ship or cargo after peril or loss at sea is entitled to a reward commensurate with the value of the property so saved. The concept has its origins in antiquity, with—”


  “Shh,” said Brea, holding up a finger.


  “What?” asked Kozog. “This is relevant.”


  “It’s not relevant,” hissed Brea. She put her ear up against the door, straining to hear anything. Nothing from the room beyond.


  Kozog ambled to one of the cupboards, opening the wood with a creak that was too loud to her ears. Within were several bottles of golden alcohol.


  “Here,” he said. “Why don’t you take these fire-wine bottles instead of the furniture. Also, because that’s technically a gift, it’s better for tax purposes.”


  “Hmmph,” said Brea, considering the ‘tax write off’ with suspicious eyes. “Last time I got drunk, back at the Freelands, I nearly sold my soul to Tyranus.”


  Kozog laughed good-naturedly, scooping up the clinking bottles and stuffing them into his backpack. “I remember that night. You asked if it was a new job contact and I said no. But then you said you’d sign it anyway. Fortunately my quill was broken after I sat on it. So we used our fingers to write stuff on a parchment until we both passed out.”


  She bristled at the memory. Brea had anticipated that, after Kozog had cuddled up to her on the cold floor of the inn, the particular night would go completely differently. Nestled in under his arm, she had told him things; spilt her heart to him, and the whole time he had not said a single thing…quietly and respectfully listening to her every babbling, stammering word.


  Or so she had thought. He had not been cuddling. He had been asleep.


  “Why do you even carry those things around, anyway?” she said, her tone snippy.


  “Oh, you never know when someone is going to go all-out and pledge their souls to my Holy master, Lord Tyranus, God of Contracts and Bindings.”


  Brea shook her head. “It’s funny for you,” she said, biting down on her lower lip. “After that, my sex life has never really recovered.”


  Kozog chuckled. “Yeah, well, whose fault is that?”


  “Yours.”


  His expression dropped and he stared. “Mine? What did I do?”


  “I’m spending so much time with you that I can’t exactly go off and have a little fun now, can I?”


  Kozog, his stupid face all scrunched up from trying to understand a basic concept, held out his hands. “I know you have…needs. I’m not stopping you. I’ve never stopped you from doing what you want.”


  Brea sighed, leaning forward to put her forehead on the wood of the door. “No,” she said, “I guess you’re not.”



  “But…you don’t want to for some reason?”


  “Yeah. For some reason.” Brea straightened up. “Look, we should split up. Check the next room. Try not to let you big dumb orcish feet kick over anything too loud. Or too valuable.”


  “My feet aren’t big.” He moved beside her, toes dragging across the rug.


  Brea pointedly stepped on his toes. “Too loud!”


  “I’m doing my best!” Kozog grumbled. “Anyway, why are we looking in those rooms? Isn’t the ledger in the basement?”


  “Because mummy-dearest said that the house was secured. I want to find out in what way, preferably without any of us getting shot by poison darts, or magically shackled, or set on fire.”


  “That would be preferable,” said Kozog.


  Brea turned the door’s handle and pushed him through. “Go,” she said through clenched teeth. “Search. Find the traps and try not to die. If you do die, try to scream a lot so I’ll know to run.”


  They split up, searching first the ground floor of the house, then the upper. All Brea found was wealth upon wealth, gold and silver and precious wood, gemstones, everburning candles, paintings, carvings, busts and artwork of all descriptions and tastes. There seemed to be little consistency in it; apparently orcs had a wide palate for the artistic, stuffing every room with imported fineries.


  It didn’t make sense to her, but as she waited by the hatchway that lead down to the basement, listening to Kozog’s heavy boots thump around upstairs, it slowly dawned.


  The art was not appreciated for anything other than its value. It was a store of wealth, impossible to tax and too large and heavy to pickpocket, protected securely by the house. In normal circumstances Brea could imagine fifty or so staff dwelling here; cooks, cleaners, maids and butlers. There would be no way anyone could steal a ten foot wide painting.


  As a bard, this realisation made her feel vaguely hollow. Kozog’s mother’s words echoed in her ears. Strong but rigid minded.


  What were her songs to him?



  Subconsciously, as though drawn by some urge she could not contain, she began to sing. It was a light, soft, wordless melody that drifted out of her lips completely unguided; just notes, rising and falling, moving with the ebb and flow of a tune she invented.


  She stopped when she saw Kozog out of the edge of her vision.


  “That was beautiful,” he said, smiling a half-moon.


  It normally took a lot to stagger Brea, but at that confession she found her voice caught in her throat.


  “I thought you were in danger,” Kozog said. “I came quickly. I don’t think you even noticed.”


  “It’s an elf thing,” Brea said, fairly sure he would believe that. “Sometimes we just like to sing.”


  “It’s completely okay,” said Kozog. “I enjoyed it, truly, and I wish you would do so more often; not only when we are in peril.”


  “I’ll remember that,” she said, a warm glow spreading across her face.


  “Although,” Kozog said, casting his eyes to the wooden trap door, “if anyone is waiting down there for us, I think we lost the advantage of surprise.”


  How could he do that? Bring her such warmth and happiness, and then take it away. Not deliberately, just…by being him.


  “It’s fine,” said Brea. That was a lesson she had taken from her parents; any time anyone insisted some slight was fine, it was not fine.


  Once again, Sheyra’s words came back to her. The fair folk never forget, but they do forgive. Technically true. Brea added her own caveat. Eventually.


  Maybe.


  Kozog grabbed the trap door and hoisted it up. “I’ll go first,” he said, and together the two of them disappeared into the gloom.




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER V


  



  



  



  Kozog


  



  THE GLOOM DIDN’T BOTHER HIM; the thin sliver of light filtering through the open hole into the ground was more than enough light to see by. He put foot in front of foot, walking down the stairs into the dim light, letting his eyes adjust.


  It was just as he remembered it; a dank, musty cellar full of bottles of wine and wooden crates that they hadn’t unpacked from the move. More art. Kozog didn’t know why his mother collected so much.


  “Looks clear,” said Kozog, resting the butt of his spear down on the ground and waving over his shoulder for Brea to follow.


  He almost hit her in the face. She was standing right next to him; quiet like a cat. Kozog had not heard her move.


  “Careful,” she hissed.


  “Sorry.” Kozog inhaled, taking in the damp scent. “Where is this ledger?”


  “Loose stone, southeast corner.” Brea stepped forward cautiously, her eyes fixed on one of the stones. “I think I see it.”


  A faint hum filled the air. Kozog gripped his spear cautiously and a section of the wall, earthy and covered in moss, melted away to become a woman with delicate features and a strange, pale, unearthly beauty to her.


  A woman wearing no clothes at all, save a dagger strapped to her hip via a thin leather band. She stared at him with dimly glowing crimson eyes that seemed to pierce through him, a curious smile on her face.


  Kozog could practically smell the demonic influence on her, but the stranger made no move to engage. “Another demon,” he said, flicking his tongue over a tusk.


  “Can’t these guys take one night off?” spat Brea, her weapons in her hands. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”


  The strange woman smiled as she stepped up to Brea, unsheathed her dagger, and in one impossibly swift motion, drove it into Brea’s heart.


  Time stopped. A tiny flower of red blossomed at Brea’s back, the stigma the narrow point of the blade, fine links of her chainmail punctured. It was a picture painted perfectly in his eyes; Brea, still standing despite the blade’s penetration, the woman smiling as though she had only offered a cup of tea, and the slow drip of blood onto the floor.


  How had this happened? Why didn’t she parry, or block, or—


  Brea crumpled in a heap. The demon casually sheathed the bloody blade.


  Kozog’s spear found his hands and a bloodthirsty roar bellowed out, primal and wordless. His legs coiled and sprung forward, tip of his spear aimed to the creature’s heart a thick trail of smoke engulfing his hands.


  The woman daintily stepped out of the path of his furious assault and, ever so gently, touched a finger to his forehead.


  Kozog froze in place, his face twisted and distorted with pure hatred.



  “What do we have here, mmm?” said the demon. Her voice was honey and gravel, impossibly sweet but concealing a deep, echoing power. A succubus. “They said that Sheyra would come herself; who in the hells are you?”


  Unrestrained fury burned in his veins as he struggled to move his fingers, to bring his weapon against the one who had slain Brea. It didn’t move.


  “A half-orc,” said the succubus, stepping around Kozog’s immobile speartip, sliding up against his front, scraping one of her nails along his breastplate. “Fascinating. I smell Sheyra’s blood in your veins; her son, possibly. Not unlikely given her... tolerance for humans.”


  Kozog mentally thrashed against the telepathic shackles. No movement. At his feet, he could see her. Blood splattered against the damp, mossy floor of the basement.


  Brea’s flesh was pale white, drained of blood. Drained of life.


  Dead.


  The succubus pressed her lips to his. They were cold as ice, and Kozog felt a dark lance in his mind; images flashed before his eyes. Fragments of his life, all of his recall pushed through the kiss into her. Simultaneously, the strength in his muscles faded.


  “I pity you, half-man,” the succubus said, her voice at once soft as silk and hard as iron. “Looking into your heart I see the truth. You are the mule of humanity. Misbegotten filth-skin who crawled out of the gutter and thought he could stand among his betters as an equal.” The demon kissed at his cheek, working her way down to his neck, suckled at Kozog’s skin as one might a boiled sweet. “One who studied, trying to be one of them. Unfortunately you will never escape your nature, little orc. A savage. A killer. You are dirt to these men, mule. You must know they snicker behind your back, watching you strut around dressed as them, talking like them. You are a trained pet. Something to amuse themselves, made even more pathetic that you do not recognise it.”


  Meaningless babble. He didn’t care what she said. His heart was full of rage.


  More of his life energy drained out through her lips. Kozog felt as though he had run for miles; his legs ached, his arms were only held aloft by whatever dark spell she had spat at him.


  “Delicious,” murmured the succubus. She, seeming to have consumed her fill, raised her head. Another kiss and Kozog’s lips could move.


  “I’ll kill you for this!” he snarled.


  “No, you won’t.” She hooked her hands into his breastplate, pressing herself against him. “You’ll be a corpse when I’m through with you. When. It will be a time of my choosing.”


  Kozog’s tusks trembled with fury. “Why don’t you just kill me, beast? Send me to her!”


  “Anyone can kill,” the succubus mused, as though considering dinner wines. “Flesh is weak. It is the destruction of hope that is the sweetest victory.”


  “I’ll never believe a word you tell me.” He spat the words with all the hate in existence.


  “You see,” said the succubus, “here-in lies the first of your mistaken presumptions about demonkind and what we do. Your belief in our words is not required. I tell neither truths nor lies; I only take what you conceal in your heart and bring it to the surface. I use only your own perception and create nothing, false or true. I know nothing of Kozog save what I learn from your mind.” She smiled, exposing a mouth full of shark-like teeth. “To hurt you I simply remind you of your own failings.”


  Kozog willed the monster to die with all the mental energy he had.


  “You feel for this half-elf,” said the succubus. Kozog could feel the thoughts being pulled out of his head. “Perfectly understandable. Bastard half-breeds would be drawn to each other; mutts and mongrels, rolling in the dirt together.” Her dark smile grew. “How could you ever think she would be interested in a greenskin? Could she lie with you, a snot-blooded creature, bent and retched, a warped mockery of her human roots? Look at her pale skin, her perfect hair, and her kind eyes. Yours are sullen and empty; full of only rage, hidden beneath the thin, easily pierced veil of civilisation.


  “Did you know in Nuriel, the New Kingdom of Man, the nobility often import monkeys, dress them in halfling’s clothes, and train them to perform tasks? Some are quite impressive; copying documents, operation of complex machinery, or activating magical items. Some say they are almost human.” She hummed quietly. “Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?”


  “When I’m free, I’ll tear out your throat, you fiend-blooded monster.”


  “Promises,” said the succubus, purring in her throat. Her form melted away, ears elongating, and her dark hair turning chestnut and spilling down over her shoulders. The perfect facsimile of Brea.


  “You can practice on me if you want,” she said in Brea’s voice, perfectly intoned. “In every way you wish. Imagine that I am her; my body is still warm, unlike hers…flesh intact, blood in my veins. I can be her for you.”


  “Release me and we might find out,” said Kozog, fighting the sickening feeling in his gut as he looked at the perfect mirror of Brea.


  “You lie poorly.” Gently, the succubus slid the spear out of Kozog’s immobile fingers, dropping it on the ground. “But there is no sense in taking chances, is there?”


  “No chance I can take while my hands don’t move,” said Kozog. “How about another kiss? I’m liking you as Brea.”


  She laughed, deep and powerful, a stark mirror to Brea’s playful trill. “All eventually fall for my charms,” she said, casually hooking her arms around Kozog’s shoulders. From behind her, a pair of stunted bat wings grew with the sound of stretched sinew and bone. “Even if I am wearing someone else’s face. Maybe I will keep you alive. Maybe. Just for me to toy with for a little before you die.”


  “How about that kiss?” asked Kozog.


  She leaned forward, her lips barely away from Kozog’s. “Such pleasures I could give you,” she said in Brea’s voice. “Far more than any mortal female. I can make you abandon your elven friend in a heartbeat.”


  Kozog smiled when she kissed him, and snapped his teeth down on her lip, jamming his tusks into her cheeks.


  Black blood sprayed all over his face. The succubus howled a wild, otherworldly wail that belied her extra-planar nature, and the guise of Brea faded away to reveal a red-skinned, warped woman with huge bat wings and a scorpion’s tail.


  The fel magic holding his limbs rigid faded; he tore his tusk out of her flesh, one breaking off. He slumped and staggered, struggling to keep his footing. His whole body felt as though it were made of lead.


  “Mule!” the succubus screeched, slashing at him with fingertips ending in elongated claws, drawing lines of blood across his shoulder. “Beast! Orc! Animal!”


  Kozog grit his teeth against the new wound, gums bleeding from his broken tusk. He sprung forward and slammed his forehead into her face. Black odorous filth sprayed from her crumpled nose, in a tangle of wings, tails and flailing fists, they collapsed onto the ground, punching, biting, and kicking.


  The succubus’s tail snapped over her shoulder. The tip dug into Kozog’s forearm. Poison pumped into his veins. He head-butted the demon. She clawed his flank. He kneed her in the groin. She kneed him back.


  Kozog’s rage faltered as dark poison pumped into his body, but picturing Brea, dead and broken, drove him beyond its burn. He punched, kicked, gored and roared like a lion.


  Her claws latched onto his chest, finding the wound below his heart. Something about it surprised her; her eyes opened wide with fear and shock, and for a split second, her guard was down. “Az’shelas?” the demon asked, a word he did not recognise in any tongue he spoke.


  Kozog’s hand found the dagger at her hip, drew it, and reversed its grip. “You talk too much,” he snarled, and drove the tip between her eyes.


  Her form melted away. The succubus’s body became a misshapen, almost formless creature of black liquid ash with dark flaming wings, neither male nor female; a genderless construct spun of pure ruin.


  The succubus’s body twitched, jerked, then burst like an overripe sack, spraying rancid black liquid in all directions, covering the floor and Kozog’s body. The world around him shimmered, translucent and distorted for a moment, and Brea’s body faded away.


  Instead, she stood with her back against the wall, the wound on her chest vanished. Her hands were outstretched, trembling, as though choking the life out of some unseen foe. Her face was streaked with tears, her hair wild and dishevelled.


  A moment’s confusion stopped both of them. Kozog, with the demonologist’s training the church had given him, knew what had happened.


  Every demon’s words were lies but there was more power to them than that. The could also reach into one’s head, their heart, and paint a false reality. The perfect tool for corrupting the pure; it took particular discipline to resist the truth of one’s own senses, and although Kozog knew of it intellectually, he had not experienced it personally.


  Before now.


  Their eyes met. Brea shrieked. “No more illusions! No more trickery! You’re not Kozog, he’s dead!”


  Kozog knew that Brea, although lacking the specialist training he had, had clearly come to the same conclusion. “Wait,” he said, holding up his filth-stained hands. “It’s me. It’s really me. She was in our heads, Brea, trying to break us. She’s gone now.”


  “You’re lying!”


  What could he say to prove he was who he said he was? “My mother, who you met, is named Sheyra.”


  “The demon knew her name,” said Brea, her fists clenched in a fighting stance. “That tells me nothing.”


  Of course she did. Kozog’s eyes fell to her exposed fingers. “Your burned your hands,” Kozog said. “On your dagger. The tiefling’s spell heated it, back in the Shadowlands. Then you rode with Bane’hal to Irondarrow keep.”


  Brea tensed. For a moment, Kozog thought she would not believe him, and then the tension flowed out of her whole body. “Thank everything.”


  He stood, flicking his fingers to clean off some of the demon’s blood. “Again, it was just an illusion.”


  “I know.” Brea pointed at his other hand, and the weapon held within it. “Wait, is that the cow’s dagger?”


  Kozog smiled, holding out the black metal, slick with dark blood. “Mmm hmm.”


  “How did you get it? She was holding it just before, in my mind, as I choked the life out of her…”


  He casually wiped the weapon clean on a scrap of cloth. “I promise you,” said Kozog, inspecting the last flecks of blood on the hilt. “She only missed it for an instant.”
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  The servant’s quarters, as Kozog had promised, unlocked from the inside. She cleaned off as much of the demon’s blood off Kozog as she could, and then the two of them slipped away into the growing twilight.


  She hid her trembling hands from him until her nerve returned, after Kozog led them to a cheap and nasty inn near the edge of town and checked them in.


  The place was a dilapidated, deserted hole in a wall surrounded by Marcelin’s unwanted and unwashed. She didn’t care; it seemed safe enough, and she flopped down on the diminutive bed at the centre of their tiny room. Was this a room for a halfling?


  “Mine,” she said. “You get the floor. Nap time.”


  “Actually,” said Kozog, standing in the doorway. “This is where I leave you.” He held up a hand. “For the moment.”


  She rolled onto her back, staring at him. “Wait, you’re not staying here tonight?”


  “I would, but it’s probably better I don’t stay here. That was a genuine demon, and a powerful one too, all within the walls of Marcelin. I have to report this.”


  “Lots of paperwork,” said Brea. “That should make you happy.” She considered, sliding out of the bed and moving out to the doorway. “How will you explain how we got down here in the basement? This building is supposed to be in lockdown.”


  “That part will be easy,” he said. “I’ll blame it on some crazy Freelander I saw breaking into my house. This kind of thing should pass magical interrogation as, technically, you were the one who entered first. Clearly I, as a civilly minded priest of the church of Tyranus, who is oath-sworn to upload the law and protect the people from thugs and brigands—”


  “Hey!”


  “—should, with heavy heart, be forced to violate the seizure order in order to apprehend the suspect and preserve justice.” He smiled. “Unfortunately, the villain got away. However, in doing so I was able to discover a demonic infiltrator in the basement, which I defeated.” He pointed to his missing tusk. “And suffered terribly in the doing so. A humble sacrifice, willingly made, to preserve the peace.”


  “Won’t it look suspicious, you finding a demon in your own house?”


  “Demonologists often speculate that demons arise in areas of profound corruption with obvious signs of their taint, or alternatively, in areas more pure than others. Honestly, as there are no gaping maws to the Hells in my bedroom, this will work in my favour.”


  “This is all okay,” said Brea. “Except it makes a criminal out of me.”


  “All elves look alike,” said Kozog. “I’ll be sure to give a vague enough description that nobody can pin this back on you, knife-ears.”


  “Bah, broccoli-face.” Typical. She sighed, tossing her hands into the air, and then regarded him. He seemed…sickly. Weak. Tired. Afraid? “Hey, greenie. You okay?”


  “I’m fine,” Kozog said, which Brea could tell was a huge big stinking lie. There was that word again. Fine.


  “You sure?” she asked. “Because you look like shit. You should get some sleep.”


  He laughed and opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out. When it finally did, the words came from within; she knew he spoke his mind without reservation. “I don’t want to sleep just yet. Sometimes when I sleep I see my mother’s eyes, ten years ago. I see the pain, the terror as she tried, all in vain, to stay the hand of her husband’s executioner. She had spells, connections politically and socially, as well as might in battle; but still my father fell. The pain she felt…I was only nine when I saw it. I cannot put it into words. It is something only an orc feels. Teetering on the edge of madness and terror; of fear and fury. The bloodrage. I felt this today, and now I am afraid that one day it will consume me. I tremble, thinking what the only outcome for me will be.


  “For years, my mother was possessed by a hopeless desire to throw her life away for something useless and pointless and incomprehensible: hot-blooded revenge. Yet, for all her passion and desire, she failed. To succeed if I am ever in her boots, I will need power, and in Valamar you have the church or you have nothing. My mother taught me that.”


  “So that’s why you joined,” she said. “The church, I mean.”


  “Yes.”


  Brea would need some time to digest that. “Well, we can talk about it later. In the meantime, what am I supposed to do?”


  “Not sure,” said Kozog. “Banehal might have another contract for us. Maybe head back to the Freelands? I’ll meet you there.”


  That wouldn’t work. “Banehal didn’t return to the Freelands,” she said. “He told me he had gone hunting slavers around Everwatch.”


  Where I should be…


  Kozolg hesitated. “You seem uncertain. Do you think Banehal betrayed the Army of the Open Fist?”


  “No,” said Brea. That wasn’t it. “He was loyal and the defeat was as much of a shock to us as it was to him. I’m certain of it.”


  “How can you know?”


  “He’s a paladin, and he’s still got a full head of hair. Couldn’t be older than twenty.” She pursed her lips. “There’s an elven saying: Never trust an old man in a profession where the good die young.”


  Kozog seemed to accept that. “I’ll keep that in mind.”


  “So,” asked Brea. “Neither of us have anywhere to go. We’re pariahs. What next?”


  “I figure we split up for a bit, and regroup back in the Freelands.” Kozog hesitated, his red eyes flicking away. “If you wanted.”


  “Oh,” she said, a whimsical smile playing over her lips. “We have a lot of adventures to share together, yet.”


  “Until the end of my life,” Kozog promised.


  “What if I die first?” asked Brea. It was a simple question. “What would you do then?”


  “I never really thought about it. The alternative seems far more likely.” He absently rubbed at his broken tusk, leaning up against the door frame. “Few people know how long a half-orc can truly live. Misadventure claims us far before that. Our lives are brutish and short; yours are beautiful and long and full of wonder. I have no illusions. You’ll have many more comrades after me.” Something crept into his words she didn’t fully understand. Regret? “If us lasts my life, it must be fleeting for you. As if I were entangled with a half-orc who would be old and withered in five years, dead in ten. No small commitment, but hardly…” he could barely end it. “Important.”


  “You are important.” Brea stressed the words. “But you’re far more likely to die from face-punching than you are from being old and grey, warm in your bed. Not at this rate. What are we going to do about that tooth?”


  “It will regrow.” Kozog smiled crookedly. “You tell me that knife-ears can live for a hundred years but can’t regrow their teeth?”


  “I never really thought about that,” Brea said. “But no, we can’t.”


  “An example of how we’re different.” Kozog managed a weak smile, rubbing the wound over his chest. “Okay, time for you to go to bed, you silly little criminal.”


  “Brea the Bandit.” She arched her back, closing her eyes. Artfully, employing all she had learnt throughout her life, Brea carefully dropped a hip, inhaling a breathy sigh. “Mmm,” she purred, “I’ve been such a bad girl. Maybe you should come in and spank me for a bit.”


  He considered, and then, with a warm smile, slowly extended his hand.


  “It’s okay,” said Kozog, patting her on the head. “Everyone makes mistakes.” He waved cordially. “Sleep well. I’ll see you soon!”




  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  EPILOGUE


  



  



  



  Heartbreaker


  



  FOR A SUCCUBUS, DYING MEANT a trip home and a year’s banishment in the lower planes.


  And it hurt like hell.


  Heartbreaker’s body reformed in her spawning pool nestled deep within the pits, surrounded by roaring flames and the screams of the pitiful mortal souls sent to the heat and the dark.


  Killed by her own weapon. How terribly embarrassing. She unfurled her wings, slipping out of the black fluid that had reformed into her body. A waterfall of the stuff trickled in from a gargoyle statue’s mouth; the water was waist deep, more than enough for a hundred reformations.


  She knew she should be careful. One could only afford to be killed once every generation or so, lest the fluid levels get too low, and some ambitious, lower ranked demons decided to make a claim on it. She had seen such things; such a battle would drain her resources away, as the two killed each other over and over, until one wasted away and the victor claimed the dark for themselves.


  In the pit, one’s ability to have power was directly related to one’s ability to hold onto it.


  Heartbreaker let the unholy rejuvenation fluid run off her, shaking her wings and wringing out her tail. She had been killed a score of times, or more, and each time was painful, uncomfortable, and distressing.


  This time, the death was particularly rankling. She had been killed by someone infected by az’shelas, one of the pit’s more subtle creations. More of a disease than a living creature, the living called it a rotbringer. A foul demon who entered a mortal’s body through a wound, causing infection and decay to spread until they eventually could seize control of the host and use their body as their puppet.


  When she had discovered the infection, she had thought az’shelas was in charge of the half-orc, but that mistake had cost her.


  No matter. The half-orc would be long dead before her vengeance could be delivered.


  Such a shame.


  



  Read more of the world of Shattered Dreams in the novel-length story Ren of Atikala!


  Brea and Kozog will return in The Pariahs: Freelands! Preorder now available!
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  Want more information about new releases for the Kobolds series? Looking for something else to read while you wait for it?


  



  Sign up for our “new releases” newsletter here:


  http://eepurl.com/toBf9


  



  Check out our webpage here:


  www.lacunaverse.com


  



  Like our Facebook page here:



  http://www.facebook.com/lacunaverse


  



  Or email me here:


  dave@lacunaverse.com
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